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Foreword
Batchelor Institute, in its many iterations over the last
forty years, remains an iconic Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander provider on the Australian educational landscape.

The next forty years will, in my view, see Batchelor
Institute become firmly bedded into the Australian
university scene as its next university. The Institute
is already a ‘Table A’ higher education provider, our
research capability continues to be enhanced and our
further education provision grounded in capacity building
training. Batchelor now is well positioned, well-funded
and capable of providing educational provision from
foundation skills through to a Doctor of Philosophy.
Batchelor is already providing a planned learning
pathway from training through to higher degrees.
Batchelor has the expertise and the experience that will
not only enhance Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
opportunity but also that of other Australians working
with our communities.

From its humble beginnings in 1964 as an annex of
Kormilda College, Batchelor Institute has risen to become
Australia’s only Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander dual
sector tertiary education and research provider. As such
it holds a unique place in the university and vocational
education and training space. More so, it holds a special
place in the hearts and minds of many Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people who have either studied or
been connected to Batchelor.
The Australian educational scene would not be complete
without a tertiary institution that is founded upon
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander beliefs and cultural
understandings and is able to interpret a western
education system in a manner such that both are
ultimately so intertwined that neither loses creditability.
Rather the strengths of both result in a unique learning
environment that is not only culturally safe but results
in real outcomes: this is what we at Batchelor define as
‘both-ways’.

Batchelor Institute is proudly Territorian, established in
1964 to provide training and upskilling to the Territory’s
Aboriginal para-professional workforce. While Batchelor
will remain grounded in the Territory and continue to
provide quality training and learning to Territorians, its
future is to reach out across Australia and internationally.
Batchelor’s aim is to become Australia’s preferred dual
sector Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander tertiary
provider.

The stories, personal commentary and scholarly writings
contained in this book provide a context for Batchelor’s
future by defining and describing our past and
articulating the dreams for the future. They also provide a
challenge to the Institute as it moves into a future where
tertiary education can be accessed wherever you are able
to connect your laptop to the internet. Consequently,
ensuring that language and culture are kept ‘front and
center’ will be of paramount importance.

The logo of Batchelor Institute represents a place of
learning (central motive) where knowledge is gathered
(coolamon) and culture and language protected (shield).
It symbolises not only the foundations of this wonderful
Institute but also its unique place in the educational
landscape of Australia.
I commend this book to you as it represents a
comprehensive ‘glimpse’ into the history of Batchelor
Institute.

Batchelor Institute has provided training and education
that has resulted in many Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people gaining the skills, knowledge and
understandings that have improved and enriched their
lives and livelihoods. The work Batchelor has undertaken
over its forty years existence is nation building and
changed the lives of people.

Robert Somerville AM, Chief Executive Officer Batchelor
Institute
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Finding the common ground: looking at the next 40
years of Batchelor Institute
at Batchelor Institute. In fact, this sense of ownership
was a central theme during the 40 year celebrations and
conference in 2014. When reflecting on the past 40 years,
many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander participants
and visitors stressed that Batchelor Institute (or Batchelor
College, as many still call it) was ‘our place’. While this
may imply a space of cultural safety, and while that
is definitely a key aspect of it, it is important to stress
again that it is also a space in constant flux as well as
a constantly contested space. What the past 40 years
have shown, and what is reflected in some of the chapters
in this book, is that the space that Batchelor Institute
provides, a productive common ground, can never be
taken for granted but needs to be continuously claimed,
fought for, reinforced, and reasserted.

Robyn Ober, Sandy O’Sullivan, Eva
McRae-Williams, Henk Huijser, &
Noressa Bulsey
Introduction
Looking back over the last forty years of Batchelor
Institute, the title for the conference that inspired this
book is about as apt as one can get. Finding common
ground has been a key theme over the last 40 years,
finding expression in Batchelor Institute’s continuing
both-ways approach and philosophy. Importantly, the
emphasis on finding common ground, both as part of
past discourse and captured in the following chapters,
suggests a continuing process, rather than a final
destination that has been, or will be, reached. This relative
fluidity of ‘finding common ground’ should not be seen
as a weakness; on the contrary, it should be seen as a
strength that occurs in a productive space of continuous
reflection and engagement with diversity and difference.
This space at Batchelor Institute is where the ‘burden of
representation’ should be absent, and where people are
valued, based on their particular strengths, without the
need to explain or defend their Aboriginality. This space
should be one of respect and it should be owned by
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, in the sense
of having agency over how things operate and function

As the history of Batchelor Institute is widely discussed
in the chapters that follow, illustrated with passionate
narratives and analyses, it becomes clear that finding
the common ground has been a continuous struggle, and
continues to be so. Of course this struggle is not limited
to Batchelor Institute, but is part of the wider Australian
context. In other words, while Batchelor Institute can lead
the way in terms of tertiary education for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people, it does not exist in a vacuum,
and is to an important extent dependent on external
forces. These forces do not only relate to where education
and research funding come from, but also to what others
in the tertiary education sector are doing to open up new
opportunities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff
and students. However, what becomes clear as well from
these narratives and discussions is that when the stars
align, the end result can be enormously powerful and
potentially life changing, as indeed it has been for many
Batchelor Institute students and staff. As history is thus
widely told and reflected on in the pages that follow, we
focus in this chapter on the future, and where the next
40 years may, or should, take Batchelor Institute. The
key ingredient, as it has been during the last 40 years, is
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander agency and a sense
of ownership. This is worth fighting for, as without it, there
can be no common ground.

Indigenous tertiary institution, the circle is expected to
incorporate the feet of people in areas of governance,
administration, student services and operations. As new
discipline areas are introduced, so too our thinking about
curriculum development, delivery and assessment should
be guided by a both-ways approach to teaching and
learning. Both-ways should never be a limited, restricted
circle, but there should always be room for growth,
open-mindedness, and a search for new ways of doing
things in the area of teaching and learning and beyond.
However with growth, there are also growing pains,
indicating resistance against new ideas, concepts and
ways of doing things.

Both-ways into the future
The metaphor used to capture ‘finding common ground’
at the 40th year celebrations shows pairs of feet in a
circular shape making connection to each other and the
red dirt on which they are standing.
This visual metaphor is significant in that it displays the
various shades of colours, shapes, forms and positioning
of the bare feet on red dirt. In relation to both-ways it
makes a strong statement that our learning starts with
us - Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, people
grounded in their own knowledge/s, ways of doing, ways
of making meaning and ways of thinking and expressing
themselves. Grass roots people who possess deep,
intrinsic and complex knowledge of their own worlds and
who are encouraged to draw on their knowledge systems
within the both-ways teaching and learning space at
Batchelor Institute.

As Batchelor Institute develops and grows its business,
so too the common ground extends and expands new
ways of operating in a both-ways learning and research
environment. The common ground is continually
changing to accommodate students’ ways of being,
doing and making meaning in a tertiary educational
context. It is a continuous learning journey that is
unique to Batchelor Institute because it emerges from
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people who have
strong connections to country, language, and culture.
These connections are acknowledged and celebrated as
the fundamental base to draw on and move forward into
the professional academic domain. Just like the visual
metaphor ‘bare feet on red dirt’, a both-ways learning
journey is ongoing, never ending, without restrictions,
but continually guided by the expanding circle of feet
on common ground. Research is a crucial element in this
process.

However over the past 40 years this space has moved
back and forth, expanded and detracted, from a limited,
narrow, uneasy, uncomfortable way of thinking about
both-ways, to a radical, emancipatory, unlimited force
where students and staff felt empowered to bring about
change. In terms of the future of both-ways at Batchelor
Institute, the space is changing, with multi-ways, many
voices, new ideas, technologies and theories, but still
connecting us to who we are as Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people.

Growing the research space

The new fresh feet joining the circle force the expansion
of the circle, ensuring there is movement, there is
development, there is growth. The red dirt in the middle of
the circle represents ‘common ground’, sharing, respect,
reciprocity, responsibility but also roughness of the
ground, capturing the tensions, struggles, conflicts, as we
work together to move forward in the various discipline
areas of academia and vocational education. As an

The role of research and the relationships forged
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous researchers
for the benefit of our communities and communities of
practice remain at the centre of the Batchelor Institute
ethos. The concept of ‘common ground’ is not used
unproblematically in our approach to research. In forging
robust research networks and opportunities for further
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research in our Indigenous-centred space, dissonance
can provide an important mechanism for how we grow in
collaboration.

In 2014 - the year Batchelor Institute turned 40 - two
Aboriginal research candidates enrolled in the higher
degrees programs were awarded the Institute’s inaugural
PhDs. The first was Dr Kathryn Gilbey, whose focus
was education, and in particular the importance of
understanding and reviewing the history of programs that
support success in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
higher education students (see also Chapter 3 in this
book). The second was Dr David Hardy who focused on
identity, sexuality and ‘coming out’ within the structures
of a creative writing submission and exegesis. This
included writing a novel, a play, and a broader body of
work, as well as a theoretical research framing.

In 2015, and following on from the 40 years Batchelor
Institute conference, the research area at the Institute has
formed a new approach that focuses on collaboration and
networked research. With the emergence of the Centre
for Indigenous Research Collaboration (CIRC), the act of
bringing together wide-ranging perspectives, views and
ideas to forge meaningful outcomes for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Communities, is front and centre.
The notion of the personality-driven research approach
is minimized to rather focus on what really matters in
conducting research that supports engagement, including
the complex variety and unique requirements of our
communities. The Centre for Aboriginal Languages and
Linguistics (CALL), a well-respected institution that takes
language-development and support direction from
communities, is an exemplar of this approach and CIRC
will use their model of engagement and reciprocity to
form a robust approach. CALL continues, with the support
of community linguists and researchers, to be at the
forefront of language maintenance and revitalization
across the country, which is the focus of Part II of this
book.

These candidates, our research staff and academics,
our centres and our support staff all work towards
empowering Indigenous communities and communities
of practice. The focus as we move towards our next
forty years of research is on ensuring that the voices of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples are front
and centre in all levels of research practice and that
the work we do is edifying, supportive and provides
genuine agency. To accomplish this, the next part of the
research journey of Batchelor Institute will take us into
the international space, with programs that will bring
Indigenous researchers here from overseas, and will
send our own researchers into these spaces to create
meaningful discussions across communities where we
share some of the same ideas and ideals.

Being part of a 40-year history of engagement means
that the Institute has seen a great deal of change for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples, and in
particular the research that is carried out by, and for,
Indigenous peoples. Batchelor Institute has also led some
of this change. 40 years ago there were few Indigenous
researchers working within higher education institutions.
Today, the Institute has more than a dozen PhD and
Masters candidates completing the highest level of
education in the research area, led by both Indigenous
and non-Indigenous researchers with national and
international profiles. These candidates are a part of the
newly developed Batchelor Institute Graduate School, an
environment that is uniquely formed to provide support,
encouragement and a space for innovation in research.

The digital future
Of course working in an international space is increasingly
enabled by digital technology, digital media, and the
internet. Corn (2013) has called this digital future ‘the
Indigital revolution’, as it has created huge opportunities
on the one hand, and it has been taken up in a big way
in Indigenous contexts in recent years, especially in the
social media space. Of course this then has an impact
on educational and research spaces such as Batchelor
Institute, and it raises questions about the extent to
which Batchelor Institute responds to the opportunities
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the digital future provides. With specific reference to
the context of the Northern territory, Heron (cited in
Nadarajah, 2012, p. 6) points out for example that, “for
the first time we have the opportunity to do away with
the ‘remote’. Indigenous communities no longer have
to be isolated – they can be connected. Limitations of
time and space no longer need to apply”. In other words,
while teachers may still ‘fly in and fly out’ of ‘remote’
communities across the NT, there are now increasing
opportunities to maintain and develop relationships on
an ongoing basis over time. Interestingly, if teachers
learn how to leverage existing social media use, it
would in many ways be highly learner-centred, because
Indigenous people in general, and particularly young
Indigenous people, appear to have taken to social media
use, and technology in general, in a big way (Hall &
Maugham, 2015).

approach where the emphasis is on the teacher being able
to sign off on the delivery being achieved, or the learning
being ‘delivered on time’.
Batchelor Institute is a dual-sector learning and research
institution, and of course there are huge differences
between VET courses, higher education programs, and
postgraduate studies and research training. Moreover,
there is huge diversity amongst Batchelor students in
terms of cultural backgrounds and locations. However,
what the digital future promises is the potential to
develop linkages and pathways and thereby cross some
of these boundaries. In many ways, this process is well
underway in the learning and research spaces, and digital
technology is of course also increasingly an integral part
of employment.

Is a focus on employment too narrow?
The VET – Higher Education nexus

The digital future provides opportunities for Batchelor
Institute to connect people across Australia and
internationally in constantly evolving learning and
research communities, and to thereby break through
some longstanding preconceptions and boundaries that
have informed Indigenous learning and research spaces
in the past. In particular, digital technologies in general,
and social media in particular, have huge potential to
overcome the ‘tyranny of distance’, and with specific
reference to Indigenous contexts in Australia, the ‘tyranny
of remoteness’. Even though remote communities are
increasingly becoming ‘connected’, “currently online
learning is not available for most remote living Indigenous
people in the Northern Territory (NT)” (Vodic, Senior,
Dwyer, & Szybiak, 2012, p. 34). This means that for many
Indigenous people in remote communities, learning still
follows a well-trodden path of (mostly) non-Indigenous
trainers and teachers flying in and out to ‘deliver’
self-contained learning modules largely in isolation,
without necessarily being linked together, nor necessarily
being linked to a local context. In other words, despite
all good intentions, this is essentially a ‘tick-box’ kind of

Through policies to recruit, retain and advance Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander staff at the Institute to the
main business of providing learning experiences and
qualifications of market value to its students, the Institute
has remained committed to supporting pathways into
and through employment for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples. Yet it is the nature and form of
‘supportive pathways’ and the assumptions and values
that might be attached to various real and imagined
destinations that must continue to be discussed and
explored as the Institute moves forward.
The Institute does not exist in a vacuum and is situated
in a larger context where the purpose and value of
‘education’ is heavily influenced by economic directions
and labour-market policies and priorities. Getting
individuals ready for economic participation through
either developing competency in work-related skills, or
broadening the skills of those already in the work-force,
is the underlying aim of most educational and training
programs, including those developed and delivered by the
Institute. Engineering and supporting pathways into and
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through employment for Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait
Islander people is seen as the key response to addressing
not only financial inequities but also improving indicators
of individual and community wellbeing (McRae-Williams
& Guenther, 2012). The responsibility for engineering
and supporting pathways into employment is firmly
positioned within the Vocational Education and Training
sector, as well as to a large extent, the higher education
sector.

engagement with established, but also creative and
innovative, pathways to economic participation that
amplify Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander peoples’
strengths. By developing and nurturing common ground
where new economic potentialities can germinate
and evolve, the Institute will not simply contribute
to increasing employment outcomes but may work
to disrupt regimes of power that continue to inhibit
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander empowerment
and the associated respect for difference and diversity.

Following linear and causal pathways through formal
education into work, achieving (economic) independence
and accumulating wealth have become the most virtuous
and legitimate aspirations and representations of success
in this dominant cultural frame (McRae-Williams, 2014).
At the same time increasingly the role of education
systems in enacting such pathways are understood
through the standardisation of approaches to testing,
professional standards and curriculum (Guenther, Bat,
& Osborne, 2013). Pathway engineering in such a frame,
can hardly avoid privileging a certain kind of individual
and conferring legitimacy to only a limited number of
journeys with predefined destinations (McRae-Williams &
Guenther, 2014).

Conclusion
Looking into the future of Batchelor Institute from various
angles, as we have done in this chapter, it becomes clear
that the role of the Institute continues to evolve, and
so it should be. As many of the chapters in this book
show, Batchelor Institute has always been a contested
space, and again, this is how it should be, as contested
spaces can be very productive spaces. The key element
that makes it a productive space is Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander control over the agenda of the Institute, for
this is the element that makes it ‘our place’. The biggest
threat to the Institute would be a lack of control over the
agenda, and indeed this threat has surfaced at various
times during the past 40 years, and it requires continuous
vigilance to keep it at bay. None of this is to suggest that
the Institute should have a narrow or inward-looking
focus; quite the opposite, it benefits from a very inclusive
approach to education and research, and the future
directions as outlined in this chapter, are testament
to that, as the Institute look internationally and in
cyberspace to broaden its scope. However, Batchelor
Institute is unique because its agenda is controlled by
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, and this
defines its unique position to grow and strengthen into
the future and to serve the communities it knows best.

Robinson (2011) has highlighted the risks of such
education reforms, based as they are on linear
assumptions of market supply and demand. He argues
that such reforms approach pathways through education
and employment and into the future as mechanistic
and a process of creating standardised products. It
is a process, he argues, which dangerously inhibits
creativity through ignoring diversity among learners and
subsequently constraining economic innovation and
potential. For Batchelor Institute to continue to provide
a space that privileges and respects Aboriginal and/
or Torres Strait Islander knowledges, perspectives and
identities with the ultimately goal of empowerment, it
cannot simply focus on and direct its activities to the
production of ‘standardised’ or ‘normalised’ workers for
labour-market engagement. Rather an exciting future
for the Institute will involve an openness and active
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