
There is an identified need to support and empower Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander families and their children in Morwell and Churchill as they progress through 
primary and secondary school, fostering development of their aspirations to progress 
to Year 12 and beyond. The  Smith  Family’s Parental and Community Engagement 
Program (PaCE) funded by the Federal Government’s Indigenous Advancement 
Strategy (IAS) has been building on parental strengths to empower parents to support 
their children and improve educational outcomes in Morwell and Churchill. 
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The purpose of the Parental  and Community Engagement (PaCE) Program is to 
increase the enrolment rate of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students from 
primary school to junior secondary school, junior to senior secondary and see 
improved attendance and retention rates of secondary school students. The aim is to 
improve the knowledge base of secondary students and their parents and carers 
around career pathways and education support options. This is achieved through 
strategic  and supportive partnerships as demonstrated on the  diagram.  
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These  strategic outcomes  are achieved through the delivery of  transition workshops 
for families (primary to secondary and junior secondary to senior secondary), 
facilitating school and community events and supporting parents to attend planned 
school and community activities. These workshops and events are enabled through 
the development and maintenance of strategic partnerships with key stakeholders 
and referrals to partner organisations and agencies  to ensure ongoing support 
services are in place. The strategic outcomes of the  funded Parental and Community 
Engagement  (PaCE) Program align with The Smith Family’s KPIs of attendance, 
advancement and engagement.  
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Christine Johnson is employed by The Smith Family to work in Morwell and Churchill 
on the  Parental  and  Community Engagement Program  (PaCE) funded by the  
Federal Government’s Indigenous Advancement Strategy (IAS). The outcomes of 
Christine’s work and her targeted engagement strategies has ensured that the 
program is successfully building capacity among families and data has shown positive 
gains in the areas of attendance and retention.  Based at Kurnai College in Morwell, 
Christine is able to ensure parents and families  build their comfort level in visiting the 
school and engaging with school staff.   
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Currently, there are 55 families  that Christine works with  and these families are 
engaged with and supported on a regular basis. Key engagement strategies and 
activities include delivering a series of school transition and engagement 
opportunities for parents and carers with the aim of improving education 
participation and attainment of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and 
families. The targeted demographic locale is Morwell and Churchill and many of these 
families have limited resources to be able to attend events. Christine has actively 
supported participation by collecting parents in her vehicle and by engaging through 
home visits. 
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The Guy's Great Fun Day, held on Saturday November 19, was aimed at Koorie boys 
and their fathers, uncles and grandfathers. The guys bonded over a quiz, laser tag, 
mini golf and a BBQ. There was also a range of targeted information and resources 
available around education and training. In all, 19 guys attended and this was a very 
successful engagement strategy. The feedback was overwhelmingly positive, with the 
guys wanting to make this a regular event. Active discussions around the importance 
of engaging with schools and the importance of educational advancement were taken 
on board, with all the guys contributing and showing positive interest.  

 

6 



7 



Apology Day 2017,at the Hands on Learning Centre, Kurnai College. 80 students, 
families and community members attended. 
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A key element to the success of the engagement strategies  is the strong and 
mutually supportive relationship  with Kurnai College.  Christine delivers workshops 
around Cross Cultural understanding  to Kurnai College staff across all four of their 
campuses. These workshops are positively received, valued and provide a greater 
understanding of the local Gunai Kurnai Culture.  This enables the staff to respectfully 
deliver their curriculum  to Koorie  students and to better support their relationship 
with  their parents and families. 
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Working closely with the Kurnai College Leadership Team, Year Level Coordinators, 
Koorie Education Support Staff, and KESO’s has enabled the ability to share 
information and data when needed. This has become a two way partnership as 
common goals of attendance, advancement and engagement  are worked towards . 
Kurnai College is  aware of the importance of ATSI students identifying their 
Aboriginality, and will be implementing a Cultural Profile for each student in 2017. All 
staff at Kurnai have undertaken Cross Cultural Understanding Training with Christine 
and this has led to an increase in interest with the local Indigenous Culture 

10 



Christine works with local Koorie families to support the transition of their children 
from primary school to secondary school and from junior secondary to senior 
secondary. This focuses on two critical stages; Year 6 to Year 7 and Year 10 to Years 11 
and 12. An ongoing challenge for the project has been how and when to best engage 
with our families. and to encourage attendance to events such as ‘meet and greet’  
within the school. 
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The aim of the transition events  is to improve education participation and 
attainment of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and families.  Transition 
events are held at the school to encourage parents to feel more comfortable in a 
school setting . Touring the school and meeting with school staff enables families to 
relate to  and develop an understanding of the process of their children's education. 
These events are successful  because all family members are included  and it is a fun 
night with language  games, prizes and lots of delicious food. Three new enrolments 
for VCE have occurred due to the success of a recent transition event.  
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To engage Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families, build their capacity and 
confidence around their children’s education through increased attendance at 
parent/teacher interviews and school and community events a number of 
strategically delivered programs are offered. One such program  offered through The 
Smith Family is Tech Pack which gives the participating family a computer, training 
and Internet connection for a year. The outcomes of the Tech Pack program include: 

• Outcome 1: Participants increased their use of computers and the internet 
• Outcome 2: Participants’ children use the computer for school related purposes 
• Outcome 3: Participants improved their skills and confidence using computers and  
the internet  
Parents are then able to access Compass, the school portal and assist their children 
with homework and assignments.  
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This Tech Pack participant had little computer or Internet skills prior to the program. 
After participating and completing the Tech Pack training sessions, she was able to 
develop this brochure. 
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Compass is the school portal and many families on The Smith Family’s Parental and 
Community Engagement (PaCE) Program had neither the technology nor skills to 
navigate Compass and keep up to date with their child’s progress. Compass 
workshops build capacity around using the  school portal and ensures parents, carers 
and families are further engaged and supportive around their children’s education 
progression. 
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The Journey to Big School, is a community model, working with primary schools, early 
childhood services and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities to support 
children’s school readiness and their effective transition to formal schooling. This 
project redresses the causes behind poor child readiness as a strategy to see 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children attend and engage successfully with 
formal schooling at the point of entry, setting a course for continued engagement and 
positive educational outcomes.  
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Supporting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander  parents and families to attend 
morning teas at their children’s primary school, meet with school staff and tour the 
school encourages an early start to participation and engagement.  In partnership 
with the school leadership and welfare teams and the Koorie Education Support 
Officers (KESOs), this engagement strategy builds capacity among families and 
ensures families are comfortable in their children’s school setting from early primary. 
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This important strategy and partnership aims to Improve the knowledge base of 
secondary students and their parents and carers around career pathways and 
education support options . There is a strong component to these partnerships and 
Christine's work in this area that supports  students  to complete  post school studies 
and training opportunities.  
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Practice has influenced policy in the way that the reporting back to the Department 
of Prime Minister and Cabinet has  changed to include narratives that focus on 
positive change  that have been gathered in informal discussions and yarning along 
with  the required quantitative data.  This will in turn lead to further strategies to 
support best practice in the delivery of projects and programs that support families to 
achieve educational outcomes. 
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Christine has conversations with families in their homes and at events they attend to 
gather  quantitative and qualitative data for the necessary evaluation process. This 
yarning approach is an inventive way to informally and at ease have families 
participate fully in the funded program and for the program objectives to be met. 
From this approach, stories of transformational change are also gathered to feed back 
to the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet in the twice yearly reports along 
with the valued statistical data. 
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Jenny is a parent with three children , two of whom attend Kurnai College and who 
has been engaged with the Parental and Community Engagement (PaCE) Program 
since its inception in 2013. Her first contact with the school was not positive but she 
has since become an advocate for the school and is a strong parent voice. She 
currently combines her studies in numeracy and literacy at Federation Training with 
work at a local  Indigenous Art Group. She has entered her art work in local 
exhibitions and has also been asked to be a guest speaker at local community events.  
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One of the first workshops Jenny  attended was the Tech Pack computer training 
where she initially struggled. She overcame her fears and now feels quite confident 
with her ability to learn new things and is more confident in social situations. She has 
attended a vast range of Parent Engagement events from general transition 
information sessions to cyber bullying workshops, Christmas Breakups and many 
parent teacher interviews. She has also gained confidence  to attend a range of 
community events and  has accessed services that have empowered  her to make 
positive changes in her life . Throughout all of this, Jenny has been proactively 
supporting the education of her three  children. In December 2016 she was the proud 
parent of one of the eight Koorie Year 12 students to graduate from Kurnai College. 
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The benefits to Indigenous families and the community from the delivery of this 
program  has been overwhelmingly positive with evaluation showing encouraging 
gains in areas of engagement, attendance and retention. Evaluation methodology for 
reporting back to the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet and to The Smith 
Family has demonstrated Christine's  understanding of her targeted demographic and 
flexibility in her approach to capturing data. Home visits, yarning and informal chats 
over cups of tea have ensured that families feel comfortable  providing feedback.  
Learnings have been made particularly around how best to engage with families and 
how to include partner agencies in the engagement process. Christine is well 
recognised in the Indigenous community and families feel comfortable engaging with 
her around education, training and student progress.  
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Thank you. 
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