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introduction: Education provides a key pathway to economic opportunities, health, and 
well-being. Yet, limited or no locally available secondary schooling in remote Queensland 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities requires more than 500 Indigenous 
students to transition to boarding schools. We report baseline quantitative data from the 
pilot phase (2016) of a 5-year study to explore a multicomponent mentoring approach to 
increase resilience and well-being for these students.

Materials and methods: An interrupted time series design is being applied to eval-
uate levels of change in Indigenous students’ resilience and well-being. Surveys were 
collaboratively developed, with questions adapted from the Child and Youth Resilience 
Measure (CYRM-28), Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K5), and questions which 
identified upstream risk factors for self-harm. They were completed by 94 students from 
five randomly selected schools (2 primary and 3 secondary) and one remote community.

results: Pre-transition, most primary school students reported high levels of resilience, 
but only a third reported moderate–high levels of psychological well-being. Secondary 
students attending a boarding school reported lower scores on resilience and psycho-
social well-being measures. Students who transitioned back to community after being 
from boarding school reported a lower sense of connection to peers and family, and they 
reported even lower resilience and psychosocial well-being scores.

learning outcomes: Students have many strengths and can be adaptable, but their 
levels of resilience and psychosocial well-being are affected by the schooling transitions 
they are required to navigate. The findings are informing the development of intervention 
strategies to enhance student resilience and well-being.

Keywords: resilience, well-being, aboriginal, Torres strait islander, remote, boarding school, indigenous, suicide 
prevention
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inTrODUcTiOn

In Australia, as in other parts of the world, students from rural 
and remote communities have lower educational outcomes than 
their urban counterparts (Lamb et  al., 2014). Education is a 
cornerstone of human development (UNESCO, 2016) and one 
of the most important mechanisms associated with economic 
opportunities, improved health, and well-being (Calma, 2008). 
Yet for the almost one quarter of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander (hereafter respectfully, Indigenous) Queenslanders, 
who reside in remote or very remote communities (Office of 
Economic and Statistical Research, 2013), there is limited or no 
locally available secondary schooling. More than 500 Indigenous 
students from remote Cape York and Palm Island communities 
in Queensland, therefore, have to leave their community and 
country1 to attend boarding school for secondary education 
(Department of Education and Training, 2016; McCalman et al., 
2016). These students are a subset of 4,000 Indigenous adolescents 
across Australia who attend boarding schools (Pearson, 2011; 
Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2013a,b).

Transition to secondary schools
Indigenous students who transition from remote community 
primary schools to mostly urban secondary boarding schools 
undergo major transitions in: where they live; how they live; 
the culture they live in (including language/s used); educational 
standards; roles, responsibilities, and expectations; parental influ-
ence; personal freedom; and relationships (Mellor and Corrigan, 
2004; Benveniste et al., 2015; Mander et al., 2015a,b). While at 
boarding school, adolescent students undergo physiological 
changes, face increased peer pressure, and are potentially involved 
in risky health behaviors such as alcohol and drug consumption 
and sexual activity. Indigenous students can also be confronted 
with institutional discrimination and racism. Impacts on the 
mental health and well-being of Indigenous students include 
an increased risk of depression and other upstream factors that 
can increase risk of self-harm (Roeser et al., 2000; Mander et al., 
2015c).

The Transition Support Services (TSS), Department 
of Education and Training, is a service of the Queensland 
Government. In response to concerns raised by parents in Cape 
York communities in 2004, a pilot transition service for Cape 
York Indigenous students was funded through a combination 
of State and Commonwealth resources (Indigenous Education 
and Training Futures, 2010). This service was expanded and now 
supports students and families from 12 Cape York communi-
ties and Palm Island to transition to boarding schools. TSS has 
approximately 20 staff who provide support across three service 
streams: primary into secondary school transition; secondary 
school transition; and re-engagement for students who are 
expelled (Department of Education and Training, 2016). TSS staff 
previously used a case management approach, based on a skilled 
helper mentoring model. Informed by research (2015–2016), 
the service is shifting to an ecological, resilience-focused 

1 Traditional place of family origin.

approach (Kitchener and Jorm, 2008; Tsey et al., 2010; Ungar and 
Liebenberg, 2011; McCalman et al., 2016). In addition to working 
with students, TSS staff engage with families, boarding schools, 
and partner services to support students’ adjustment, orientation, 
and students’ ongoing stay at boarding school.

The resilience study
The 5-year Resilience Study was developed in partnership with 
TSS in response to identified self-harm and suicide risk for tran-
sitioning students (McCalman et al., 2016). It was funded by the 
National Health and Medical Research Council from December 
2014. Informed by the internationally significant work of Ungar 
(2008), the Resilience Study is investigating the impact of an 
enhanced multicomponent mentoring intervention to enhance 
psychosocial resilience of remote Indigenous students from Cape 
York and Palm Island who are compelled to relocate to board-
ing schools across Queensland. The underpinning definition of 
resilience is:

“In the context of exposure to significant adversity…. 
both the capacity of individuals to navigate their way 
to the psychological, social, cultural, and physical 
resources that sustain their well-being, and their capac-
ity individually and collectively to negotiate for these 
resources to be provided in culturally meaningful ways” 
(Ungar, 2016).

In this paper, we report pilot data from a baseline survey of 
student resilience and risks to psychosocial well-being. These pilot 
data were collected from five schools and one remote community 
in 2016. These data inform researchers as how best to frame the 
development of a resilience-focused mentoring intervention for 
students. The survey will be readministered post-intervention 
with the pilot sample, and pre- and post-intervention with 
two additional clusters of students, to assess the impact of the 
enhanced intervention.

MaTerials anD MeThODs

This paper reports pilot study results of the surveys facilitated 
with Indigenous boarding students. The aim was to co-generate 
an information base of resilience measures and upstream risk 
factors for boarding students. This baseline would inform TSS-
led interventions and be used to monitor and assess the progress 
of an intervention and its effectiveness during implementation 
and after completion. The paper is thus the first of a larger set of 
papers, that once concluded, will describe the intervention and 
its effects.

The researchers: Who are We?
Our research team is led by a Gungarri Aboriginal woman from 
South Western Queensland. The remaining team members com-
prise non-Indigenous researcher allies, committed to supporting 
Indigenous and decolonizing approaches to research. Consistent 
with the resilience focus of the study, we report findings as posi-
tive, rather than deficit-focused indicators. Walter (2016) p 80 
challenge researchers to reverse the “analytical lens to generate 

http://www.frontiersin.org/education
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TaBle 1 | summary of characteristics of schools selected.

survey group n Data collection tool grade

Primary schools × 2 40 QT 6

Secondary schools × 3 46 QT and SM 7–12
Hard copy 7–12

Re-engagement community × 1 8 QT 7–12

QT, QuickTap; SM, SurveyMonkey.
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data conceptualized through an Indigenous methodological 
framework.” By changing the way we re-port and re-present data, 
we seek to challenge the “deficit data/problematic people” and 
reframe the data to enable new ways of understanding Indigenous 
health and well-being (Lovett and Walter, 2016; Walter, 2016).

settings: Where students come From?
Participants from 11 Cape York communities and Palm Island, 
QLD, Australia, participated in a survey to assess their psychoso-
cial resilience, risk for self-harm and service use. Cape York is a 
remote northern region of Queensland; 51% (8,566) of residents 
are Indigenous (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2012). These 
communities were formed from the late 1800s to early 1900s 
as result of the removal and relocation of Indigenous people to 
mission settlements. Each community has a distinctive history, 
tribal population groups, and church influence. Many Indigenous 
residents experience socioeconomic disadvantage, with low 
levels of skilled occupations, high rates of unemployment and 
low incomes. Primary schools exist in communities, but there is 
limited or no secondary schooling provision.

Palm Island, located 65  km North West of Townsville, was 
established as a settlement for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people from over 40 different language groups. These 
people were forcibly removed and relocated from all around 
Queensland as a result of colonial social policies (Watson, 1994). 
Inhabited by Manbarra people pre-European contact (Palm 
Island Aboriginal Shire Council, 2016), Palm Island Aboriginal 
people now identify as Bwgcolman (Geia, 2012), meaning “all 
the tribes in one” (Garond, 2014). Palm Island has two primary 
schools and one state high school.

Where students go to secondary school?
TSS supports students (and their families) in the transition to 
more than 30 destination boarding schools across Queensland, 
from Weipa in the north to Brisbane in the south. These schools 
are predominately based in urban areas. Destination boarding 
schools are run by Cape York Academy, Christian churches, and 
Queensland Education.

study Participants
School students were surveyed at three points in their education 
journey: (i) primary school grade 6 students who were preparing 
to transition to secondary schools; (ii) current secondary school 
students in boarding facilities; and (iii) secondary school students 
who had been de-enrolled from boarding schools but were being 
supported by TSS to reengage. Characteristics of the students are 
summarized in Table 1. Secondary students were selected based 
on their enrollment at randomly selected schools. Criteria for 
participating boarding schools included (1) having at least 10 
TSS-supported students enrolled and (2) being representative 
of the three TSS regions (far northern, northern, and southern 
Queensland). Two primary feeder schools and one community in 
which a TSS officer worked with students who were de-enrolled 
were also randomly selected (Figure 1).

The five school principals were then approached and all agreed 
that their schools could participate in the study. Parental consent 

for all students participating in the study was gained. Students 
were asked for their consent at the start of the survey.

The survey instruments
The survey was developed collaboratively with TSS and piloted 
with students, using questions drawn from two validated scales—
the Child and Youth Resilience Measure (CYRM-28) (Ungar 
and Liebenberg, 2011) and the Kessler 5 (Australian Institute 
of Health and Welfare, 2009). In addition, three “upstream” 
risk questions for self-harm were asked of students (McCalman 
et al., submitted).2 The CYRM-28 is based on three dimensions 
of resilience (individual, caregivers and context) and has been 
tested internationally with low-risk and complex high-risk youth 
(Ungar and Liebenberg, 2011). Minor adaptions in wording and 
the assessment response scales were undertaken to reflect the lived 
experience of students. Secondary school students responded on 
a standard 1–5 scale, ranging from: 1 (none of the time) to 5 (all 
of the time).

Primary school and re-engaged students responded on 
3-point scales: for the primary from 1 (no); 2 (sometimes); and 
3 (yes) and for the re-engaged group, 1 (none of the time); 2 
(some of the time); and 3 (all of the time). Students were also 
asked three questions that could indicate upstream risk factors 
for self-harm: (1) I know someone close to me who died in the 
last year; (2) I know someone who committed suicide in the last 
year; (3) I had problems with the Police or court or had legal 
issues in the last year. Response options were yes or no. Finally, 
as used in previous Indigenous health studies, questions from the 
Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K5) were included to assess 
students’ levels of psychosocial distress (Australian Institute of 
Health and Welfare, 2009). Kessler scores were based on five state-
ments relating to being without hope, restlessness, nervousness, 
everything being an effort and sadness. Response options ranged 
from (1) none of the time to (5) all of the time for all students. 
Total possible scores were between 5 and 25.

Data collection and cleaning
Based on the availability of internet and iPads at each site, 
data were collected either electronically using SurveyMonkey, 
QuickTap (a plug-in application that enables published 
SurveyMonkey surveys to be administered offline) on 
iPads (n  =  80), or a hard copy (n  =  14). TSS staff facilitated 

2 McCalman, J., Bainbridge, R., Redman-MacLaren, M., Russo, S., Rutherford, K., 
Hunter, E., et al. The collaborative development of a survey instrument to assess 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students’ resilience and upstream risk factors 
for self-harm. Front Educ. (submitted).

http://www.frontiersin.org/education
http://www.frontiersin.org
http://www.frontiersin.org/education/archive


FigUre 1 | Map of students’ home communities and destination boarding schools (Kelly, 2016).

4

Redman-MacLaren et al. Measuring Resilience for Indigenous Students

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org March 2017 | Volume 2 | Article 5

administration of the surveys in partnership with a university 
researcher. The majority of the students completed the survey 
independently, although some younger students in year 6 and/
or those who had lower levels of literacy, completed the surveys 
in a group. This meant the TSS worker would read out the 
questions and wait for students to make an individual response 
before moving onto the next question. Data were downloaded 
directly into Microsoft Excel from both electronic instruments 
and, for the hard copy surveys, entered manually. Data entered 
manually were reviewed by a second researcher for systematic 
errors by comparing the data in the Excel file to the hard copies 
of surveys. Every fourth entry in the spreadsheet was checked 
with the corresponding paper survey. No systematic errors were 
identified.

Data analysis
The Excel file was then exported into SPSS (v23) for analysis. 
The analysis was exploratory and descriptive. We summarized 
and compared responses from the three groups with regard to 
their background characteristics and views about their home 

and community, where relevant, experiences at boarding school 
and their reporting on risk and resilience items. K5 scores were 
calculated for each respondent by summing items. Respondents 
were rated against recognized levels of low to moderate (5–11) 
and high to very high levels of psychological distress (12–25) 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2013a,b). Given the high num-
bers in the high to very high range, these ratings were further 
separated into high (12–16) and very high (17–25). No further 
statistical analysis was undertaken for this initial descriptive 
baseline presentation of data.

ethics approvals
Ethics approval for the study was obtained from James Cook 
University Human Research Ethics Committee (H5964), Central 
Queensland University Research Ethics Committee (H16/ 
01-008), Department of Education, and Training, Queensland 
Government (File No. 50/27/1646). This study was carried 
out in accordance with the recommendations of these Ethics 
Committees.
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TaBle 2 | gender and year level of participating students.

grade Year 6 (n = 40) secondary 
school (n = 46)

re-engagement 
(n = 8)

Male Female Male Female Male Female

Total 15 25 16 30 5 3

FigUre 2 | Primary student responses.
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resUlTs

Student responses are presented to evidence (1) students’ pre-
transition resilience and risk at primary schools in their home 
communities; (2) the transition experiences of resilience and 
risk for secondary school students’ at boarding schools; and (3) 
students’ transition resilience and risk for those returning to 
community after they have been excluded from boarding school. 
Reported are primary, secondary and re-engaging students’ 
demographics; responses to questions from CYRM-28; views on 
school and boarding; risk factors; and measures of psychological 
distress, including responses to Kessler 5 questions.

Demographics
Initial baseline responses were provided by 94 primary, second-
ary, and re-engaging students from six sites (5 schools and 1 
community). Over 60% of the group were female (Table 2), with a 
range of ages from 11 to 18 years, and current grades from 6 to 12.

The number and spread of males and female secondary stu-
dents was different across the primary and secondary schools, 
with more females in the primary and secondary cohorts, and less 
females than males in the re-engaging group.

Primary students
Figure  2 reports responses from primary students for the 
CYRM-28 questions, along with a number of additional items 
of interest to TSS staff included in the survey, Kessler 5 scores 
(low-moderate) and questions relating to upstream risk factors.

Prior to transitioning from primary to secondary boarding 
school, primary students said their family cares for them when 
times are hard (82.5%), they feel safe with their family (87.5%); 
they like the way community celebrates events (92.5%); and they 
know their language, totem, clan group, or traditional country 
(80.0%). These results reflect strong positive feelings about 
family and community. Primary students, however, reported 
limited role models in their community, with only 30% saying 
they had people they wanted to be like, and only 55% report-
ing that they could fix a problem without hurting themselves 
or someone else. Before leaving community, 40% of primary 
students reported low-moderate categories of psychological 
distress. All primary students reported that they knew a person 
close to them who had died in the last year and more than three 
quarters (77.5%) reported knowing someone who had suicided 
in the last year.

http://www.frontiersin.org/education
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secondary students
Figure 3 reports responses from students who have transitioned 
from primary to secondary school by the CYRM-28 questions, 
Kessler 5 scores (low-moderate) and risk factors.

Once students had transitioned from primary to secondary 
school, there were some notable changes in their responses to 
CYRM-28, psychological distress and risk questions. Although 
secondary students continued to be proud of their Indigenous 
heritage (88.9%), and felt like family cared for them when times 
are hard (74%), only half of the students reported feeling they 
were treated fairly (52.2%), and that their family knew a lot 
about them (52.2%). Consistent with primary school students, 
half of the boarding school students (52.2%) reported being able 
to fix things without hurting themselves or others when things 
did not go their way. One quarter (26%) reported low-moderate 

psychological distress (down by 15% compared to the primary 
school students). Most of the secondary students (85%) reported 
that they knew a person close to them who had died in the last 
year and 70% reported knowing someone who had suicided in 
the last year. The majority of students had no problems with the 
Police or court or had no legal issues in the last year (85%).

re-engaging students
Figure 4 depicts the survey responses from re-engaging students 
who have transitioned from primary to secondary school and 
then back to their home community following exclusion from 
boarding school.

The re-engaging students who participated in this pilot phase 
reported feeling safe with family (100%) and that family cares 
about them when times are hard (87.5%). Only one quarter (25%) 

http://www.frontiersin.org/education
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FigUre 4 | re-engaging student responses.
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of the re-engaging students reported being able to fix things with-
out hurting themselves or others when things did not go their 
way. All of the re-engaging students reported that their parents/
caregivers did not know a lot about them (e.g., like what I like to 
do) (100%). Only 12.5% were in the low to moderate categories of 
psychological distress; the majority (87.5%) reporting high levels 
of distress. Of this cohort of students, two-thirds (62.5%) did not 
have someone close to them who had died or had suicided in the 
last year. Three quarters (75%) had no problems with the Police 
or court or legal issues in the last year. The re-engaging students’ 
scores suggest these students are at greater risk of psychological 
distress, given their responses in the survey.

a comparison
Psychological Well-being, Including Kessler 
Psychological Distress Scale Scores
There were very similar response patterns from the three groups 
of students to many of the caregiver subscale of the resilience 
questions, including: enough to eat at home (83% or above); my 
family cares about me when times are hard (74% and above);  
I feel safe when with my family (88% and above); I like the way 
my family celebrates (90% and above). All of these measures seem 
to reflect strong positive feelings about family and community.

With regard to the individual subscale, primary and secondary 
students those who reported strong personal skills, also reported 
strong confidence in friends support, even in times of need (70%). 

There were consistently strong responses among all students 
regarding the importance of getting an education (primary 
92.5%; secondary 91.3%; re-engaging 87.5%) and pride in their 
Indigeneity (secondary 91.3%; re-engaging 87.5%). Students 
reported they like the way their community and school celebrate 
important events, such as Sorry Day or National Aboriginal and 
Islander Day Observance Committee week. Almost two-thirds 
of secondary and re-engaging students reported spiritual beliefs 
were a source of strength (secondary 65.3%; re-engaging 62.5%). 
When asked if they were treated fairly, 57.5% of primary stu-
dents, just over one half (52.2%) of secondary students and one 
half (50%) of re-engaging students reported being treated fairly. 
Responses regarding respect for and from teachers and boarding 
staff were relatively consistent between the secondary boarding 
and re-engaging students of around 70% agreement to each item.

There were also some differences between the three groups 
experiencing transition. Primary students could identify where 
in the community to gain help (87.5%), but fewer secondary 
students knew where to seek help (69.6%). When asked if people 
thought they were fun to be with, 92.5% of primary students 
and 69.6% of secondary students agreed, but only one half of re-
engaging students had this perception (50%). Almost all (92.5%) 
of primary students and three quarters (76.1%) of secondary stu-
dents felt supported by their friends but only 37.5% re-engaging 
students indicated friends would stand by them when things were 
difficult. In addition, re-engaging students reported that they 

http://www.frontiersin.org/education
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felt their family did not knew them well (100%). 40% of current 
secondary and 25% of re-engaging students found it hard to keep 
up with school work. There was a moderate response regarding 
participation in religious activities from current students (47.5% 
and 47.8% from primary and secondary school students), with a 
response of only 12.5% from re-engaging students. Secondary stu-
dents currently in boarding school indicated a positive response 
to school celebrations (87%), although only a third (37.5%) of 
re-engaging students agreed with this statement, perhaps related 
to their exclusions from school.

A few extra questions were asked of students, additional to 
the CYRM-28, K5, and risk questions. These included questions 
about feeling safe at school and in boarding (for secondary stu-
dents). The responses were potentially concerning, are the two 
items that address perceived safety. Current students expressed a 
feeling of safety of 78.3% for both school and the boarding house. 
However, these assessments were lower for those re-engaging 
with boarding schools, with 62.5% of this group feeling safe at 
school and 75% in the boarding house. Students should be feeling 
high levels of safety in these environments, and these findings 
indicate a need for further exploration to understand what type 
of issues are of concern.

DiscUssiOn

Attaining an education contributes to greater economic oppor-
tunities, and improved health and well-being (Calma, 2008). 
For Indigenous students, gaining an education is more difficult 
because they are separated from their traditional country, 
from family and community support and are immersed in new 
cultural and social expectations. Positive family connections 
are a critical protective factor for successful transitions to 
adulthood (Boden et al., 2016). The data reported in this paper 
show that the resilience measures, along with psychological and 
well-being indicators are affected by the transitions students 
navigate.

Resilience is defined as how well one can “navigate their way 
to the psychological, social, cultural, and physical resources 
that sustain their well-being, and their capacity individually 
and collectively to negotiate for these resources to be provided 
in culturally meaningful ways” (Ungar, 2008, p. 225). The pilot 
data show that Indigenous students have many strengths such as 
pride in their identity as an Indigenous young person and strong 
connection to family which they draw upon as they transition 
from primary schools in their home communities into secondary 
boarding schools. As reported elsewhere, Indigenous students 
can be adaptable, despite the transitions undertaken and the 
relatively high psychosocial distress and exposure to risk factors 
(McNamara et al., 2014).

As evidenced by the data, transitioning from primary to sec-
ondary school is challenging. There is a need for schools and com-
munities to support primary students to develop coping strategies 
prior to the transition from primary to secondary boarding school 
(Stewart and Lewthwaite, 2015). Informed by an ecological and 
culturally sensitive understanding of resilience, any interventions 
need to support the development of individual skills (personal, 
peer, and social skills) and the students’ relationship with the 

primary caregiver/s and their place in their context—spiritual, 
education, and cultural (Ungar et al., 2007; Ungar, 2008).

Primary and secondary students require intervention activities 
for that will assist them to respond when things go wrong without 
causing harm to themselves or others and that will enhance peer 
and educational connections. That some secondary students 
reported feeling they were unfairly treated at school suggests this 
needs to be explored further. We do not know how much of this 
issue of safety is related to the students’ experiences of formal 
schooling, living in a boarding facility or because of cultural 
differences between boarding staff and the Indigenous students.

Students re-engaging with the education system after exclusion 
from boarding schools, in particular, face many challenges. Only 
a third of re-engagement students reported trying to finish activi-
ties they started. This is a group of students that reported their 
family did not know much about them, and they were less likely 
to feel socially connected to their peers. Family and community 
connections are a key contributor to student resilience (Boden 
et al., 2016). More re-engaging students had been in contact with 
the police, or had legal issues. These results are not surprising 
given that these students have not had obvious success in the 
education system. This group of re-engaging students requires 
greater, targeted strategies to create an environment that enables 
them to re-adjust to any new boarding school and community, 
or alternative schooling options. As a result of preliminary data 
being reported from this study, students from boarding schools 
and in their communities in Cape York will now be referred to 
a local Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Service for 
specialist support (Wenitong, personal communication).3

Psychological distress among and between the student groups 
supported by TSS is higher than reported by students in the 
general population. McNamara et  al. (2014) in a report about 
older Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians found that 
20.9% of all participants experienced high to very high levels of 
stress, with the proportion experiencing high to very high levels 
far higher in the Aboriginal than non-Aboriginal group (21% to 
7%). In comparison, we found that 72.9% of Indigenous primary 
and secondary students reported high to very high levels of psy-
chological distress. High exposure to risk factors such as someone 
close to the student dying, the student knowing someone who has 
suicided, and in particular for the re-engaging students, having 
contact with the police or juvenile justice system in the last year 
points to high levels of psychological distress and upstream risk 
factors for self-harm.

limitations
We were unable to administer the Kessler questions with one 
primary school, due to a technical error. However, the practical 
survey administration experiences have provided useful informa-
tion for the next round of post-intervention surveys. Different 
question scales were used depending if the students were in pri-
mary or secondary school. The primary students used a 3-point 
rating scale while the secondary students used a 5-point scale, 

3 Wenitong, M. (2016). Students from boarding schools and in their communities 
in Cape York will now be referred to a local Aboriginal Community Controlled 
Health Service for specialist support. J. McCalman. (personal communication). 
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following advice from TSS about the impact of age and/or cogni-
tive capacity to differentiate points on a scale. This has reduced 
comparability of data across student groups.

A further limitation of survey data is the interpretation 
required to extricate the extent of social desirability bias. There 
are some reciprocal values, such as plenty to eat at home and 
feeling safe with family. Given the historical colonial context of 
families being punished or separated because of these types of 
indicators, it might be important for students to report the fam-
ily as strong and “okay.” Data reported are sourced from survey 
data, and different students could interpret these questions from 
different perspectives. The planned intervention activities with 
boarding students, and qualitative component of the study will 
assist to contextualize these responses and may provide some 
insights as to the motivation for student responses.

Despite randomization of the participating schools and com-
munity, the low numbers of students, particularly in the third 
re-engagement group of post-secondary school students (n = 8), 
means that we cannot confidently assume that these students 
are representative of the entire student population. This paper 
reports pilot baseline data from a multiple baseline study that 
will survey students from a further 14 boarding schools and 
additional communities over three further years. These results 
provide a flag for further exploratory research using qualitative 
and quantitative methods.

cOnclUsiOn

In conclusion, the pilot baseline data show that students have 
many strengths and can be adaptable. However, the study also 
shows a need to create supportive environments that will enhance 
the likelihood of increased resilience of students, in partner-
ship with schools and boarding facilities, students’ families, 
and communities. The data from this Resilience study provide 
evidence that informs a resilience-based mentoring interven-
tion. Acknowledging student strengths is key to enhancing 
resilience and getting the interventions activities right (Mander 
and Fieldhouse, 2009), along with identifying and addressing 
upstream risk factors for self-harm.

The context in which the students go into, or live in, is critical. 
Beyond the scope of interventions planned for the purposes of 
this study, there would be benefit in embedding activities that 
promote the resilience of primary students and their families in 
the years prior to them leaving their community. There is a role 
for targeted activities that connect boarding facilities and schools 
with communities and parents to create a more supportive, 
resilience-promoting educational experience.
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