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Abstract
Anecdotal evidence suggests mobility affects some Indigenous students’ chances of school success.  However, research on student mobility has been surprisingly limited and guidelines for schools have tended to focus on the organisational practices of schools rather than offering advice for classroom literacy practices.  By drawing on research in a Queensland school, this paper investigates issues that relate to literacy learning and student mobility.  Although the research does not focus specifically on Indigenous families, the emerging issues appear to have some relevance to the field of Indigenous education and student success. 
Introduction

Anecdotal evidence from schools in north Queensland suggests that the mobility or transience of some Indigenous students is likely to impact on their chances of school success.  However, Australian research on the effects of mobility has been reasonably limited and generally seems to offer inconclusive and sometimes conflicting evidence about the relationship between mobility and school achievement.

What is known, nonetheless, is that schools and education systems have traditionally been structured around assumptions that the “norm” of schooling involves students arriving on the first day of the school year and continuing to attend that school unless some untoward event, such as illness, necessitates absence.   Such assumptions leave families and children with itinerant lifestyles open to criticism for not taking up the normative practices accepted by the schooling system.  

For many Indigenous families, mobility is essential for a plethora of family, social and cultural reasons.  Travel to visit extended families, to attend funerals, for cultural celebrations and so on are examples of “the trickle factor,” whilst other examples of school mobility – school students needing to move out of remote communities to access higher levels of education, for example – are “turbulence factors” that result in a “high turnover” of students (Office for Standards in Education, 2002, p.4).  

In both situations, mobility can intersect with poverty issues.  Sometimes this means that families delay their return travel until they can afford it.  Sometimes, in urban areas, families have to relocate to suburbs that offer cheaper housing, or, as has happened in Townsville, housing policies require larger families to move to other suburbs, or at worst, other towns.  Such moves often result in children having to change schools.  Even when parents would prefer their children to attend the same school as a way of maintaining some continuity in their schooling, the cost of transport across suburbs is often prohibitive.     

Yet, mobility is not only an issue for Indigenous families.  Recent data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (1999; 2001) show that approximately 43 per cent of the population moved residence at least once during the 1991-1996 census period and from mid-1999 to mid-2000, 367,400 people moved interstate.  Even though 12.5 per cent (45,787) of people moving interstate were school children between the ages of five and 14 years (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001), this figures does not include school students older than 14 and gives no picture of the mobility of students within each state.  What this suggests is that the mobility of Australian school students, and the Australian population in general, is understated.  Although some mobility may very well be a short-term reaction to economic fluctuations (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001) and includes those who have moved as a result of unstable employment opportunities (Luke & Luke, 2001), mobility seems to have become characteristic of Australian life.  Its implications for school-aged children need to be considered at both school and systemic levels.

Although mobility may very well be an issue for a large number of Australian school students, the aim of this paper is to open discussion about its importance in relation to Indigenous students and school success.  In doing so, I draw on research being conducted in a north Queensland rural primary school.  Although this research does not focus specifically on Indigenous families, the emerging issues appear to have some relevance to the field of Indigenous education and student success.  Before discussing these emerging issues, this paper offers a brief review of research into mobility and shows that mobility issues are beginning to be recognised by schools and educational systems.  

What do we know about mobility and school achievement?

Research into educational itinerancy has been reasonably limited and researchers in the United States and in Australia are divided on whether mobility impacts on students’ school achievement.  Some have argued that student mobility leads to a range of negative effects, including disrupted social and academic development (Birch & Lally, 1994; Fields, 1995; Welch, 1987), lower achievement levels (Ingersoll, Scamman, & Eckerling, 1988), delayed progression from one year level to the next (Rahmani, 1985), and high school dropout (Rumberger & Larson, 1998).  In contrast, others suggest that the effects of mobility on school achievement are either minimal (Evans, 1996) or cannot be distinguished from the effects of other factors, such as poverty, unemployment, ethnicity (Duffy, 1987; Pribesh & Downey, 1999; Wright, 1999), increased isolation or loss of social support (Eckenrode, Rowe, Laird, & Braithwaite, 1995).    

Whilst some research on the relationship between mobility and school achievement has presented contradictory findings, there is a growing body of Australian research that is attempting to identify and understand some of the complexities of the mobility-school relationship.  This research is focusing on particular groups that are occupationally mobile.  A group of researchers at Central Queensland University, for example, have been investigating issues relating to show and circus children (e.g. Danaher, 1994; Danaher, 1995, 1998; Moriarty, Danaher, & Hallinan, 1996; Wyer, Danaher, Kindt, & Moriarty, 1997; Wyer et al., 1998) – and my research is exploring schooling issues relevant to the children of itinerant farm workers (e.g. Henderson, 2001, 2002 - in press).  

A common thread through much of the available research is that mobility is generally regarded negatively (e.g. Moriarty & Danaher, 1998; Settles, 1993).  There certainly seems to be widespread belief amongst teachers and parents that mobility adversely affects children’s educational achievements (Duffy, 1987; McCarthy, 1991; Mills, 1986; Queensland Department of Education, 2000).  However, the strategies that are often suggested for avoiding or overcoming the effects of mobility are usually aimed at changing family practices and moving families (pardon the pun) closer to normative behaviours.

In Queensland, the Literate Futures document (Queensland Department of Education, 2000) has identified mobility as a consideration in literacy learning, with explicit reference to links between effective literacy instruction and an understanding of students’ life experiences, including mobility:  

Effective literacy instruction is connected to the world.  It is about students from diverse backgrounds using these tools to envision, plan and sustain life pathways in the face of uncertain economic conditions, mobile families and dynamic community cultures . . . Many Queenslanders are having to use language and literacy to communicate interculturally: working across cultures and across languages, across communities and across borders.  (Queensland Department of Education, 2000, p.7)

In effect, mobility has been put on the agenda for Queensland schools, especially now that all state schools, both primary and secondary, are expected to begin the process of preparing whole-school literacy plans by the end of 2002 (e.g. see Queensland Department of Education, 2002).  However, even though mobility is being recognised as a factor in relation to students’ successes in literacy learning, there is little information about the interactions between mobility and other factors such as poverty and Indigeneity.  Yet it seems to be widely recognised that mobility related to, for example, family commitments and responsibilities, cultural activities, the availability of housing, and the non-availability of appropriate schooling in small communities, is part and parcel of the lives of many Indigenous families.  

Some current research
As explained earlier, this paper draws on current research that is being conducted in a rural primary school in North Queensland.  Around April or May of each year, the school’s population grows by approximately 10 per cent.  Up to 60 children enrol at the school because their parents – itinerant farm workers – have brought their families to the area for the winter harvesting season.  Some of these families are Indigenous, although the majority are from Anglo-Celtic, Turkish, Maori, Samoan or Tongan backgrounds.   

In collecting data through interviews – with mobile parents and students as well as teachers – and classrooms observations, the research is offering insights into the way that an itinerant lifestyle might impact on students’ chances of educational success.  It seems that many of the emerging issues would have some relevance for schools with mobile Indigenous students.  

Emerging issues
Effects of curriculum discontinuity

Mobile students and their parents identified curriculum discontinuity as a major obstacle for educational success.  One of the main reasons for curriculum discontinuity seemed to be the variations that existed in the established curriculum from school to school.  This problem was amplified further when children crossed state borders and entered different educational systems, where neither the school entry age nor the year levels match those of the Queensland system.  

However, there are also other reasons for curriculum discontinuity.  Sometimes students missed extended periods of school as a result of the time spent travelling, sometimes parents decided to take a holiday break with their family between harvesting seasons – and this generally did not match school holidays – and, for a range of reasons, there were times when some families had to allow their children to join the workforce instead of attending school. 

The students themselves were quick to identify the difficulties of changing schools, especially when they moved from one state system to another.  Students’ comments included:  

All their work that they’ve done I’ve done here and I just keep on repeating what I’ve done. And when I come up here, the stuff they start doing, I haven’t done and don’t really know what they’re doing, because down there I just repeated what I did before.

But when you go back to Victoria you do easy work and when you go up to Queensland it’s really hard and you don’t understand.  

Even though, for some Indigenous students, mobility might sometimes be more about moving from and returning to a base school, students’ absence during sections of the established school curriculum – and this could include time spent looking after younger siblings while parents are at work – is likely to result in discontinuity of understanding and learning.  

Catching up is difficult

The itinerant farm workers’ children talked about gaps in their knowledge and/or skills and how they did not want to appear stupid in front of their peers or the teacher.  Some of them admitted to hiding their difficulties from teachers.  As one student explained:

Sometimes I need to put my hand up [because of lack of understanding] but I just work. 

Many of the mobile students talked at length about how they tried to work hard in class, hoping that they could overcome the difficulties that they were experiencing.  Teachers seemed to recognise these efforts and some teachers’ comments about students were:  

She’s very keen, she’s excellent in the classroom, and she works diligently. I mean, she is the essence of a model student.

They really make an effort . . . They’re pretty much model class members.

However, it appeared that the students’ positive characteristics of diligence, enthusiasm and effort helped to mask – whether intentionally or unintentionally – the difficulties they were experiencing.   

Classroom observations suggested that some mobile students had developed effective strategies for coping in unfamiliar classrooms.  Some were skilled at checking with students sitting near them whether they had taken out the correct notebook from under their desks or whether they were doing the correct activity, and others were confident enough to ask the teacher for help when they needed it.  However, such strategies sometimes gave teachers a false impression that students were coping.  Some of the students’ difficulties only became apparent to teachers when the students did not achieve to the level that was expected.  

Withdrawing or “playing up”

However, not all mobile students presented positive characteristics.  Some appeared to withdraw from classroom activities, worked alone and communicated little with either their peers or the teacher.  One student, who appeared quiet and withdrawn initially, was suspended from school on a number of occasions because of his “misconduct.”  Even though some publications (e.g. Curriculum Corporation, 1998) suggest that such behaviours may be signs of anxiety or the result of the loss of old friends or feelings of isolation, my observations suggested that teachers were more likely to read these less positive behaviours as negative traits within the students themselves.  The possibility that such behaviours may have been linked to the students’ moves from one school to another did not seem to be a consideration.   

Blaming families

Interviews with teachers suggested that it was not unusual for teachers to blame families’ lifestyles for the difficulties some students were experiencing in literacy learning.  This was evident when teachers identified a lack of reading material in the home or supposed parental disinterest in education as reasons for students’ underachievement:

He mightn’t be exposed to much written material at home, might spend a bit of time in front of the box instead of reading.  His parents mightn’t supply him with any reading books.  His only reading might be at school, so that would slow him down.

Because they’re itinerant, I imagine what they bring is what they can fit in the car.  So you don’t bring your library . . . perhaps there’s limited books at home, maybe two or three books, period. 

Blaming the students

Other teachers suggested that the students were to blame for their poor achievement in literacy.  They argued that some students simply needed to “work harder” or put in more effort if they wanted to achieve better results.  Their advice for students was often found in report card comments, such as:

[Student’s name] has settled into the class routine as if she has been here for the whole year.  She is a constructive class member and her results will continue to improve while she maintains this attitude to work.

[Student’s name] is a quiet student who tries hard.  With continued effort at school and at home his results should improve further.

Deficit views, stereotypes and low expectations

Although it is not unusual for teachers to focus on deficit characteristics and to blame parents, especially when the students are from low socio-economic families (e.g. Freebody, Ludwig, & Gunn, 1995; Henderson, 2000; Hill & Crevola, 1998; Tancock, 1997), deficit approaches such as these tend to narrow the range of pedagogical options available to teachers.  When teachers focus on perceived deficits, compensatory measures that aim to “fix up” the problem in the child or the problem caused by the family appear to offer appropriate intervention.  However, such approaches may in fact promote stereotypical views of particular families as well as take attention away from other possible reasons for the students’ difficulties.  It was evident from the teachers’ interviews that stereotypical views often went hand in hand with low expectations for mobile students. 

In stereotyping families, teachers tended to overlook the heterogeneity that existed amongst mobile students.  Instead of recognising the broad range of linguistic and cultural diversity, teachers tended to link stereotypical features of an itinerant lifestyle to students’ school behaviours.  For example: 
Social behaviour is very hard.  I mean, some of them have been out of schools for a while.  Maybe they’ve got no control at home because there are no parents there.  But when they come to school, they’re wild, very wild.

As soon as they [the parents] start work they will have very little time to spend with him, to talk about the things he’s got to deal with at school, his angst or anger or confusion or emotions, because they’re going to be busy working, and when they’re not working I guess they’ll be stuffed.

Intersections with other factors

The teachers offered a range of explanations as to why mobile students were not doing particularly well at school.  However, on the whole, their talk seemed to tap into broader deficit discourses about families in poverty, discourses that tend to circulate in communities and are often evident in the media.  As Comber (1998) pointed out, the media contributes to community understandings and “commonsense knowledges” about poverty and its relationship to literacy, so that teachers draw upon “wider societal discourses about young people, employment, families” as well as their professional knowledge about literacy learning (p.5).

What was obvious, however, was that none of the teachers, in their interviews, seemed to consider the possibility that school processes might play a role in the difficulties experienced by mobile students.  Their focus was always on individual students and their families.  

Some implications for classroom practice

The issues emerging from this research described above suggest that teachers and schools have a major role to play in the school success of mobile students.   With the increasing mobility of the Australian population, it is important that schools consider ways that they can assist mobile students to be as successful as those who are sedentary.  If mobile students are underachieving in literacy learning, then blaming families and students, expressing deficit views, talking in terms of stereotypes, and having low expectations of mobile students, will do little more than ensure that mobile students will continue to underachieve.  To turn around this underachievement, schools have to focus on their own actions and this may involve an examination of assumptions about mobile students and a reconceptualisation of student mobility.  

A reconceptualisation of student mobility

To begin this reconceptualisation, teachers need to think about literacy as a social construction within the everyday practices of the school and education system.  As Comber, Badger, Barnett, Nixon and Pitt (2001) explained, “it is in day-to-day living that student differences (such as socio-economic status, race, bilingualism, gender, location) can impact on how literacy is learned, taught and assessed” (p.7).  Mobility is another difference that should be considered.

If literacy learning is understood as a psychological or cognitive capacity of individual students, as is often the case (Lankshear & Knobel, 2001), the range of pedagogical approaches available to teachers tends to be quite narrow.  By taking this narrow view, teachers are likely to see mobile students as deficient and to identify compensatory or remedial strategies as normal and natural ways of “fixing” “problem” students.  In contrast, however, a broader socio-cultural approach, that views literacy as a social practice, locates individuals within their cultural, institutional and interactional contexts (e.g. Luke, 1998; Luke & Freebody, 1997).  This view opens up a broader range of options for working with mobile students (Henderson, 2001).  

If mobility is conceptualised as something that brings new experiences, strengths and cultural resources to the classroom, then mobility can offer new possibilities for learning.  Just because Indigenous students are missing from school – whether they have been mobile or are absent from school because of other family commitments – does not mean that they are not learning.  Indeed, learning about kinship systems and cultural activities are essential parts of cultural identity work.  

Even though remedial intervention may be necessary for some students, teachers can also question whether institutional practices might be implicated in mobile students’ underachievement.  As has been suggested elsewhere, this means opening up the practices of schooling (Alloway & Gilbert, 1998) and examining the “systematic under-provision of literacy education” for mobile students (Queensland Department of Education, 2000, p.31).  Such an approach will help to move the focus away from trying to identify deficits in individual students towards a consideration of pedagogy.  By foregrounding pedagogy, rather than student or family inadequacies, teachers and schools can concentrate on issues that are within their control (Queensland Department of Education, 2000).

Considering pedagogy

It would be unwise, however, to expect or hope that a single approach to literacy teaching and learning will work for all mobile students.  Indeed, to make the assumption that all mobile students will experience difficulties at school ignores the students’ diversity of experiences, social interactions and cultural interactions.  Similarly, to assume that mobility alone can be identified as a direct cause of literacy difficulties also ignores “the many complex interactions of disadvantaging factors” and other complexities that are involved in literacy learning (Queensland Department of Education, 2000, p.79).  

This, of course, raises the important question of what actions teachers can take to ensure the success of all mobile students at school.  Education Queensland’s Whole-School Literacy Planning Guidelines (Queensland Department of Education, 2002) offer some starting points for teachers.  Amongst other things, the guidelines suggest that teachers need to develop a community profile – “an informed assessment of the cultural background knowledges and linguistic resources, community needs and educational aspirations, changing workforce patterns and life pathways of the diversity of students and the community groups to which they belong” (Queensland Department of Education, 2002, p.17).   

Teachers need to identify their students’ strengths, so they can help them develop a flexible repertoire of literacy practices through “an informed blending and theorised matching of program decisions” in a balanced literacy program (Queensland Department of Education, 2002, p.17).  Not only do students need to become competent code-breakers, meaning makers, text users and text analysts (e.g. see Freebody & Luke, 1990; Luke & Freebody, 1999, 2000), but they also need to develop a range of multiliteracy practices across different communication media, including oral, print and multimedia modes (Queensland Department of Education, 2000, p.82).    Recent research by Gregory and Williams (2000) has suggested that home literacy practices that contrast with school practices can in fact facilitate children’s school literacy learning.  However, teachers need “to tap into this knowledge and to teach children to become conscious of existing knowledge and skills” (Gregory & Williams, 2000, p.11).  To do this, teachers need to audit what students can do and be able to access this information as quickly as possible.      

To develop students’ repertoire of literacy practices, teachers need to accept, with sensitivity and respect, the mobility of some Indigenous students and the validity of their experiences from outside of school.  Knowing what a student can do and linking this to what is being learned in the classroom has to be a priority.  Just as students have to learn how to codeswitch between home dialects and the standard Australian English of our education system, they also need to know how to extend their knowledges and skills in one context to other contexts and to use their strengths to build flexible repertoires of literacy practices.    

Conclusion

The issues emerging from research investigating itinerant farm workers’ children and literacy learning provide some insights into the impact that mobility can have on students’ success at school.  Whilst the research has no specific focus on Indigenous families, many of these issues would appear to be relevant to all students, including Indigenous students who change schools or are absent from their school for a period of time.  

One of the issues highlighted by the research is the complexity of mobility issues and the impossibility of a one-size-fits-all approach to enhancing students’ successes in school literacy learning.  Just as the mobility issues surrounding itinerant farm workers intersect with poverty issues, it would probably be expected that issues relevant to mobile Indigenous students would intersect with other issues, particularly Indigeneity and poverty.   The challenge is to work at both classroom and whole-school levels, to acknowledge, value and build on the diverse range of linguistic and cultural resources that mobile students bring to school, and to develop and extend the breadth and depth of students’ repertoires of literacy practices (Luke & Freebody, 1999).
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