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Executive Summary

Introduction

This Executive Summary of the LSIC Early Childhood Report shares what
we learned about how Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children grow

up strong. It includes stories from families and community members who

took part. Knowing more about what helps children from their early years

right through to their teenage years means communities can feel stronger,

and services can be better planned and supported. These are the main
things we found:

Where children grow up (geographic location) shapes their
developmental experiences, during early childhood and the years
beyond.

Early connections to culture, Country, language, and feeling proud
and strong in identity, and belonging to Mob are important for kids'
wellbeing as they get older.

When parents feel good and have support, their kids grow up
stronger.

Going to pre-school or playgroup, and time spent interacting with
family (e.g., reading, playing, and singing together) helps children
learn important early skills like talking (language), writing and
drawing, and paying attention. These early skills help children do
better in school as they grow.

Good relationships with teachers and feeling confident about
classroom learning in the early school years helps kids stay
connected and interested in school, right through

primary school and into high school.

Having safe, early access to technology and the

internet at home helps kids feel confident and

skilled with technology as they get older.
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Many of these learnings are part of "Ty’s" own story of

growing up strong, shared by Ty and his family over the

years through the Footprints in Time (LSIC) study.

12

‘Ty’ is an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boy
born to a mother and father who are both
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, who
live with Ty and their other children. From when
Ty’s a baby, his mum knows that to grow up
strong Ty will need to not just understand his
culture but also use it. Ty’s mother is proud of
both her Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
cultures, especially resilience in maintaining
cultural protocols. Before Ty goes to school, he
learns about culture at home, in his community,
and at daycare. His knowledge of culture comes
through dancing, singing, attending community
functions, and speaking language every day. With
culture as a basis for growing up strong, by the
time he’s a teenager, Ty’s mother knows he has
all the mentors and family supports that he needs
to make the right choices about his future. Still
speaking language every day, Ty knows he’ll
continue to grow up strong by being educated,
having his family’s support, being respectful,
getting a good job, and knowing culture.



About Footprints in Time: The Longitudinal Study of Indigenous
Children (LSIC)

This study follows the development of more than 1,700 Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander children and their families living in cities, regional
towns, and remote communities across Australia. Since 2008, children,
families, and teachers have shared their stories and experiences each year
as part of the Footprints in Time (LSIC) study.

The information used in this LSIC Early Childhood Report (the Report) was
collected between 2008 and 2021.

To help tell the story, we grouped the information across these 14 years
into four key stages of children’s development:

e Pre-school: The years before children started their first year of
formal school, from the child’s birth until 5 years of age.

e Early school years: The initial two years of primary school
(Foundation and Year 1), when children were 5-to-7-years-old.

e Middle childhood: The final two years of primary school (Years 5 and
6), when children were 10-to-12-years-old.

Adolescence: Three years during secondary school (Years 8, 9, and 10),
when adolescents were 14-to-16-years-old.




Children’s experiences were different depending on where they lived

The Report shows that the experiences of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander children and families were often shaped by where they lived.

Some experiences were more common for children living in remote and
very remote areas, like those illustrated in Figure 1. Children in these more
remote areas were more likely to take part in cultural activities, stay
connected to Country, speak an Indigenous language, and feel strong in
their identity and connection to Mob.

Cultural Participation Connected with Country
e o o
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Figure 1. Proportions of children whose parents said they had various
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cultural connections during early childhood, shown by how remote their
family’s home was (each coloured figure represents 10%).
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Other things were more common for children living in major cities and
inner regional areas, like going to playgroup before school and attending
pre-schoolin the year before starting school (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Proportion of children who went to playgroup before school, and
to pre-school in the year before school, depending on how remote their
location was (each coloured figure represents 10%).
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Why does this matter?

e These are important differences between regions for communities,
policy makers, and service providers to understand.

e We need to recognise that each place is different, and may need
particular approaches to help Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
children grow up strong.




Early childhood cultural connections matter for later wellbeing

Throughout the Report, we show that early cultural experiences - like

connection to Country and speaking an Indigenous language — are linked

with stronger social and emotional wellbeing as children grow into middle

childhood and adolescence.

What does stronger social-emotional wellbeing look like?

We used an adapted model (Dinku et al., in press) of social-
emotional wellbeing (Dudgeon et al., 2025; Gee et al., 2014;
Figure 3) to understand how children:

Connect to their body — having healthy habits, good
physical health, and taking care of the body.

Connect to their mind and emotions - feeling safe,
mentally well, and having a positive outlook.

Connect to their family and kin — having strong
relationships with family and loved ones.

Connect to their community — feeling a sense of safety
and belonging in the community.

Connect to their culture, Country, Ancestors, and spirit
— having strong ties to culture, identity, and feeling proud to
be an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander person.

e Where children’s data showed high scores across all five of

these areas, we considered them to have strong social-

emotional wellbeing.

e Where data showed high scores on two or fewer of these

areas, we considered children to have lower overall social-

emotional wellbeing.

16



Figure 3. Social and Emotional Well-Being model (source: Dudgeon et al.,
2023).
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Growing up strong through culture

Before starting school, 3 out of 4 children (76%) had been to an Aboriginal
or Torres Strait Islander cultural event, about half (54%) had learned
cultural arts, painting, or dance, and half (51%) had taken part in cultural

practices like fishing or hunting.

More than 88% of children in regional and remote areas took partin these
cultural activities, compared to 76% of children living in cities.

LSIC children who had these early cultural experiences were more likely to
have strong social and emotional wellbeing later on, during middle
childhood and adolescence.

Why does this matter?

e Forchildren who do not have regular access to family members who
can share traditional knowledge and practices, it’s important to
create more opportunities for cultural connection - like cultural
events run by community groups and early learning centres.

e These opportunities may need to be adapted for children living in
cities, where fewer kids are taking part in cultural activities.

18



Growing up strong through connection to country

Overall, 2 out of 3 parents (64%) said their child had a connection to
Country in the years before starting school. This depended on where
families lived. Children in the most remote areas had the highest
connection levels (80%), while children in major cities were the least likely
to be connected to Country (46%).

When we looked at this over time, we saw that most LSIC children
connected to Country at some stage during their childhood or teen years.

Having a connection to Country early in life was linked to stronger social
and emotional wellbeing as children grew into middle childhood and
adolescence.

<

Why does this matter? |

)
e While most children experience some connection to Country from \ v
their early years, all children and families can benefit from more \//
chances to build and keep those connections strong. ;/
e This can happen through Indigenous-created resources - like books,
videos, and performances - that share stories of Country and culture
e |[nitiatives to foster connection to Country must consider the
locations of children and families. Innovative approaches may be
necessary in places such as major cities, where connections to

Country are not as likely.
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Growing up strong through language

‘Tegan’is born on Country, a place far away from any of the big cities.
The daughter of an Aboriginal mother and father, Tegan has four older
brothers and sisters. Before she starts school, Tegan’s is surrounded by
her Mob’s language. She uses it for yarning, singing, dancing, drawing,
and playing. Tegan’s mum knows that language and other aspects of
their culture will help Tegan grow up strong. Over time, the family grows
and moves, but their use of language remains constant. By the time
she’s sixteen years old, Tegan'’s still speaking her Mob’s language.

One in 4 LSIC children (27%) spoke an Indigenous language before starting
school, and this rose to almost one in 3 (30%) by the first two years of
primary school.

Where children lived made a big difference: less than 10% of children in
major cities and inner regional areas spoke an Indigenous language, while
over 70% of children in very remote areas did. When we compared children
who spoke language to those who didn’t, either before school or in their
early school years, we found that children who spoke an Indigenous
language:

e Had stronger social and emotional wellbeing during
both middle childhood and adolescence.

e Maintained steady and strong wellbeing as they
grew, from middle childhood through to their teen
years.

e Felt adeeper connection to culture, Country,
Ancestors, and spirit during middle childhood and
adolescence.

Almost 60% of children who spoke an Indigenous language before school
were still speaking it during middle childhood, but this dropped to 46% by
adolescence.

20
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This shows that adolescence is a key time to support Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander young people to keep learning and speaking language,
including through opportunities at school.

Why does this matter?

e The strong link between speaking an Indigenous language in early
childhood and better social and emotional wellbeing later on
highlights the importance of language revival, revitalisation, and
keeping language strong.

e [t also shows the value of including Indigenous language programs in
early learning centres and schools across Australia.

Growing up strong through identity and belonging

Two in 3 LSIC parents (63%) said their preschool-
aged child identified with at least one Mob
(Nation or language group). This was most
common for children living in remote areas
(over 75%), and less common for those in
inner regional areas (57%) and major cities
(49%).

21



When we looked at children who identified with their Mob (or Mobs) before
starting school, compared to those who didn’t, we found they were more
likely to have:

e Stronger social and emotional wellbeing during both middle
childhood and adolescence.

e Stronger connection to culture, Country, Ancestors, and spirit as
they grew into middle childhood and adolescence.

Why does this matter?

e Early childhood learning centres, schools, and community
organisations have an important role to play in helping children feel
safe and confident to share who they are as Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander youth.

e Increasing opportunities for children to share and be proud of their
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander identity within education
should be a key priority.



Parent support and wellbeing makes a difference

‘Logan’is an Aboriginal boy living with his Aboriginal father, non-
Indigenous mother, and his siblings in a town not far from a big city.
Before he starts school, Logan’s mum recognises the importance of a
strong sense of family and community in Aboriginal culture, which

means Logan’s part of a large network that’ll support him to grow up
strong. As he grows, his family connects Logan to Aboriginal culture. He é\
spends time with his Aunties, who tell him stories, and he learns through

painting and attending cultural events. §$ @?

In their child’s early years (before they started school), LSIC

parents were asked if they had family or friends from whom they could
seek advice about parenting. Half (47%) of parents said they had family or
friends from whom they could seek advice before their child started
school, while 53% said they did not have family or friends who could
provide such support.

Children whose parents had family and friends from whom they could seek
parenting advice during these early years were more likely to:

e Manage their emotions and learning well in the classroom during the
early school years.

e Be more engaged in school during middle childhood.

e Achieve higher academic results in Year 5 and Year 9 National
Assessment Program - Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) testing.

e Have strong thinking and problem-solving skills (executive
functioning) during adolescence.

e Show stronger overall social and emotional wellbeing during middle
childhood.

e Be strongerin key wellbeing areas — including connection to mind
and emotions, community, and culture, Country, Ancestors, and
spirit — during middle childhood.

LSIC parents also reported on their levels of wellbeing during their child’s

23



pre-schoolyears, including their levels of

resilience and distress. Most parents reported
strong wellbeing, indicating high resilience and
low distress.

Parents with stronger wellbeing were more likely

to:

Spend more time doing home learning
activities with their children, like reading,
playing, and singing.

Feel more confident in their parenting.
Show more warmth and care in their
interactions with their children.

Use less harsh discipline.

When parents had stronger wellbeing during their
child’s early years, it was linked to a range of
positive outcomes for their child as they grew,
including:

24

Better overall health for children during pre-
school, early school, and middle childhood.
Stronger early learning skills before school,
including understanding language and
writing skills (using pencil and paper).
Better reading comprehension and stronger
attentional skills, managing emotions, and
learning in the classroom during the early
school years.

Higher school engagement through middle
childhood and into adolescence.

Fewer social and emotional difficulties, and

lower distress during middle childhood and
adolescence.




000000000 00
Why does this matter?

e These findings show that stronger parental wellbeing and social
support from family and friends impact children’s learning and
social-emotional outcomes, and how children grow and learn,
including their thinking, learning, and social-emotional development.

e Giving families more access to culturally safe playgroups and
parenting programs could help build stronger support networks for
parents and lead to more positive outcomes in children’s

development.
00000000000

Early childhood learning experiences matter for later school
engagement

When LSIC parents were asked about their child’s school engagement -
like how well children managed their schoolwork, made friends, stayed
organised, and enjoyed school - parents reported high levels of
engagement in both middle childhood and adolescence.

We explored what early childhood experiences were linked to stronger
engagement at school:

e Children who went to playgroup (community-based groups for
children and parents prior to school) were more engaged with school
in middle childhood than those who did not attend playgroup. Going
to playgroup helped build self-regulation skills, which supported
stronger engagement at school later on.

e Children who had a close relationship with their teacher in the early
school years were more likely to be engaged in school during both
middle childhood and adolescence.

e Compared to these children, children who had more conflict with
their teacher in the early years were less engaged in school as they
got older.

In those early school years, parents told us about their child’s attentional

25



self-regulation (like staying focused on activities), and teachers described
classroom self-regulation (like working independently and sticking with
tasks). Children who showed strong self-regulation in the early years were
more likely to stay engaged at school through middle childhood and into
their teenage years.

Why does this matter?

e Overall, these findings show how important itis for children to have
positive early learning experiences and a strong start, when they
begin school.

e Learning how to manage emotions, focus, and build good
relationships with teachers in the early years helps set kids up to stay
engaged with school as they grow. These early experiences lay the
groundwork for better learning and success later on, through middle
childhood and into the teenage years.

26



Pathways to academic achievement and thinking skills

Figure 4 shows the pathways we identified between strong early childhood
experiences and later learning outcomes. Positive early experiences
helped build early skills and supported children’s ability to focus and learn
during the early school years. This, in turn, led to stronger academic results
later on, including in Year 5 NAPLAN reading and numeracy.

We also found similar pathways linking early experiences and skills to the
development of cognitive abilities in adolescence — known as executive
functioning. This includes skills like being able to maintain attention,
remember information, manage behaviour, being flexible, and planning
ahead. These skills are key for later success in learning, employment, and
wellbeing throughout life.

Early childhood

skills:

* Vocabulary
(talking)

= Visual motor and
early literacy

Early childhood experiences: skills (pencil and Strong academic
» Attending playgroup paper skills) achievement in Year 5
« Attending preschool
= Strong home learning :: : :: :
activities with family Boost E::::I Leading to
= Parents who seek advice
from others Early school Strong thinking skills
classroom self- (executive function)
regulation in adolescence

(organising attention
and participating in
learning)

Figure 4. Pathways from early experiences to strong later thinking skills
and academic achievement.
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Why does this matter?

Overall, our findings show that high-quality early childhood
experiences help build key skills, like self-regulation, visual-motor
abilities, and early literacy. These early skills are closely linked to
how well children do in school later on, and also their development
of thinking and problem-solving skills (executive functioning) during
adolescence.

Going to playgroups and formal pre-school programs plays an
important role in supporting children’s early brain development and
learning.



Early childhood technology use

Indigenous digital inclusion means making sure Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander communities have fair access to digital tools, internet services,
and the skills needed to use them. Without this access, families may miss
out on important social, education, and work opportunities in today’s
connected world. The Australian Government has taken steps in recent
years to improve digital inclusion for Indigenous communities.

In this Report, we looked at three key areas of digital inclusion — access,
affordability, and ability — for LSIC children. Here’s what we found:

Digital access: In the early school years (based on 2011-2013
data), 37% of parents said their children used the internet at home.

Digital affordability: Home internet use was higher in major cities
(56%) and much lower in very remote areas (9%), showing that
where children lived made a big difference to digital access.

Digital ability:

e Children who used the internet at home had stronger early skills,
including pencil and paper, and classroom self-regulation skills, and
better reading comprehension.

e These children went on to have more confidence using technology in
middle childhood and adolescence, felt safer online, and used
mobile phones for more tasks.

e They also had higher executive functioning skills in adolescence
compared to those who didn’t use technology early on.

Why does this matter?

e Digitalinclusion is now part of everyday life, from finding a job or
booking a doctor’s appointment, to accessing education, Centrelink,
and Medicare services.

e Giving children safe and early access to technology helps build the
skills they need to take part fully in today’s world, and supports their
learning, confidence, and development as they grow.
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The LSIC Early Childhood Report highlights ways to support the social and
emotional wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children as
they grow — from early childhood into their teenage years.

The poem that follows is woven from the voices of children who took partin

LSIC during middle childhood and adolescence, sharing in their own words
what has helped them grow up strong.
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Recommendations and policy alighment

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION AND CARE SERVICES

Recommendation

Alignment with Closing
the Gap Strategy

Alignment with
National Aboriginal
and Torres Strait
Islander Early
Childhood Strategy

1. Celebrate Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander children’s
identity and embed
opportunities for cultural
learning and engagement in
cultural activities, such as arts
and dance, and Indigenous
language learning.

Outcome 3: Children are
engaged in high quality,
culturally appropriate early
childhood education in
their early years.

Outcome 15: People
maintain a distinctive
cultural, spiritual, physical,
and economic relationship
with their land and waters.
Outcome 16: Cultures and
languages are strong,
supported and flourishing.

Goal 2. Aboriginal
and Torres Strait
Islander children are
supported to thrive in
their early years.
Goal 3. Aboriginal
and Torres Strait
Islander children are
supported to
establish and
maintain strong
connections to
culture, Country and
language.

2. Provide high quality early
childhood education and care
services that use evidence-
based strategies to promote
early self-regulation skills and
build the foundation for
learning and school success.

3. Prioritise enriching
children’s oral language and
literacy skills, visual-motor,
and self-regulation skills to set
them up for the best startin
school.

Outcome 4: Children thrive
in their early years.
Focussing on these early
skills with have a direct
impact on the associated
target of children being
developmentally on track in
all five domains of the
Australian Early
Development Census.

Goal 2. Aboriginal
and Torres Strait
Islander children are
supported to thrive in
their early years.
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SCHOOLS AND EDUCATORS

Recommendation

Alignment with Closing
the Gap Strategy

Alignment with

National Aboriginal

and Torres Strait \
Islander Early I
Childhood Strategy

4. From the early school years,
focus on promoting positive
student-teacher relationships
and reducing student-teacher
conflict, to build a strong
foundation for students’

engagement with and enjoyment

of school.

Outcome 5: Students
achieve their full
learning potential.
Setting the foundation
for school engagement
will have a direct impact
on the associate target
of increasing proportion
of individuals achieving
a Year 12 qualification.

Goal 2. Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander
children are supported
to thrive in their early
years.

5. Through co-design with
Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander communities, develop
school-based initiatives for

promoting identity and belonging

in classrooms, and fostering
positive cultural identity.

Y/

'.'5 "
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Priority Reform 1:
Formal partnerships
and shared decision-
making.

Outcome 15: People
maintain a distinctive
cultural, spiritual,
physical, and economic
relationship with their
land and waters.
Outcome 16: Cultures
and languages are
strong, supported and
flourishing.

Goal 3. Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander
children are supported
to establish and
maintain strong
connections to
culture, Country and
language.

Goal 5. Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander
children, families and
communities are
active partners in
building a better
service system.



EDUCATION POLICY

Recommendation

Alignment with
Closing the Gap
Strategy

Alignment with
National Aboriginal
and Torres Strait
Islander Early
Childhood Strategy

6. Expand the Indigenous early
childhood education, care, and
school workforces, to further
embed the adoption and teaching
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander cultural practices in
education.

Outcome 8: Strong
economic
participation and
development of
people and their
communities.

7. Increase opportunities for
access to Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander language programs
within Australian early childhood
education and care services,
primary and secondary schools.

Outcome 16: Cultures
and languages are
strong, supported and
flourishing.

Goal 3. Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander
children are supported
to establish and
maintain strong
connections to culture,
Country and language.

8. Ensure all children across
Australia have access to high
quality pre-school programs in
the year prior to starting formal
schooling.

Outcome 3: Children
are engaged in high
quality, culturally
appropriate early
childhood education
in their early years.

Goal 2. Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander
children are supported
to thrive in their early
years.
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COMMUNITY RESOURCES

Recommendation

Alignment with
Closing the Gap

\.x ././
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<40

Alignment with
National Aboriginal

Strategy and Torres Strait
Islander Early
Childhood Strategy
9. Increase access to culturally Outcome 4: Goal 2. Aboriginal and

responsive playgroups and parent
support groups to build parents’
self-efficacy and social capital and
to support children’s early
development.

Children thrive in
their early years.
Outcome 14:
People enjoy high
levels of social and
emotional
wellbeing.

10. Establish resources and settings
in the community, especially in
urban areas, for parents and other
caregivers to facilitate children’s
engagement with cultural activities,
including traditional practices and
arts, prior to children starting
school. Such settings could include
cultural events run by community
organisations or early learning
centres. These events can be
settings for supporting children’s
connections to language, Country,
and Mob, and to their Indigenous
identity.

Outcome 15:
People maintain a
distinctive cultural,
spiritual, physical,
and economic
relationship with
their land and
waters.

11. Expand community Indigenous
Language and Arts programs to
support the revival of Indigenous
languages.
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Outcome 16:
Cultures and
languages are
strong, supported
and flourishing.
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Torres Strait Islander
children are supported
to thrive in their early
years.

Goal 3. Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander
children are supported
to establish and
maintain strong
connections to culture,
Country and language.
Goal 4. Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander
children grow up in safe
nurturing homes,
supported by strong
families and
communities.

Goal 5. Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander
children, families and
communities are active
partners in building a
better service system



e The longitudinal data gathered in Footprints in Time provides a vital
opportunity to hear Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children’s and
families’ views on what is needed to help children grow up strong,
including this examination of how children’s early experiences relate to
their developmental outcomes into middle childhood and adolescence.
Further follow-up of the LSIC participants will afford opportunities to
examine how these young people transition through adulthood.

e This LSIC Early Childhood Report analysed data from early childhood
through to adolescence, establishing how strong social-emotional
wellbeing in early childhood is associated with strong wellbeing in
middle childhood and adolescence. As future waves of LSIC data
become available, further research could examine whether this
association continues into adulthood.

e Future research could seek to identify factors that may contribute to
fluctuations in children’s connections to Country, culture, and learning
of Indigenous language over time. Research could explore avenues for
further supporting these connections in early childhood and throughout
development.

e Further research could enhance existing understandings of ways that
connection to language promotes social and emotional wellbeing, and
how these connections can be promoted alongside attempts to revive,

revitalise, and preserve Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander languages.




e This LSIC Early Childhood Report demonstrates the value of integrating
multiple methods of inquiry, including through working at the interface
of Indigenous and Western knowledge systems. This approach involved
using storying approaches to centre the experiences of children and
families and using this to inform quantitative analysis of longitudinal
data. Future research could consider adopting these and other
innovative methods so participants’ experiences can guide analysis.
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, families, and
communities are best placed to lead solutions that ensure strong
developmental outcomes.

e The strengths-based approach underpinning Footprints in Time provides
a model for future research projects. This LSIC Early Childhood Report
benefited from the availability of rich qualitative responses recorded
verbatim from participants to questions that emphasised their
capabilities, positive attributes, and strengths.

e Asthe early childhood experiences of children described in this Report
were gathered from participants between 2008 and 2015, there is a
need for new longitudinal studies that measure experiences of growing
up as an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander person today —
particularly in areas that are characterised by marked change (e.g.,

digital access, affordability, and ability).




How we conducted this research

In producing the Report, our team of Aboriginal researchers (Jessa Rogers,
Stuart Ekberg, and Tirritpa Ritchie) and non-Indigenous researchers (Emma
Carpendale, Kate Williams, Donna Berthelsen, Lauren Piltz, and Kristin
Laurens) committed extensive time to whole-team discussion, learning,
reflection, and debate to ensure that we privileged Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander ways of knowing, being and doing, in our work. Our analyses
used a strengths-based approach centred on the wellbeing of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander children.

The Report used both qualitative and quantitative data provided by
participants. Led by our Aboriginal team members, two Indigenous
research methodologies — based on storying or yarning over time and
Indigenous poetic inquiry methods — were used to bring to life the
experiences of LSIC participants. By building narratives around key pieces
of information collected across 14 years of data collection, the team
developed stories that explored similarities and differences in children’s
experiences of growing up strong as an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait
Islander young person. Multiple stories were developed to illustrate
variations in experience across geographic, cultural, and familial contexts.
These stories feature prominently in our Report, and guided areas of
inquiry for quantitative analysis. The Report finishes with a series of poems
about growing up strong as an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander
young person, developed using direct quotes from LSIC parents and Study
Youth. Throughout the Report, artworks by Kylie Monteleone provide
contemporary Aboriginal representations of the findings in this Report,
inspired by the many places that LSIC participants call home.



Preface

Acknowledgement of Country and contributions

The authors acknowledge the Traditional Custodians of Country
throughout Australia, and their continuing connection to community, land,
and waters. We pay our respects to these peoples and cultures, and to
their Elders past, present, and emerging. We also acknowledge the
participants of Footprints in Time: The Longitudinal Study of Indigenous
Children (LSIC), including the children and their families, communities,
and educators, for their ongoing contributions to this landmark Australian
study. We acknowledge the LSIC Steering Committee and colleagues in
the Department of Social Services for their leadership of the study, and the
guidance, feedback, and collaboration they offered in the development of
this Report.

Introducing our team and work

The authors of this Report are a team of Aboriginal (Rogers, Ekberg, Ritchie)
and non-Indigenous researchers (Carpendale, Williams, Berthelsen, Piltz,
and Laurens) who, through respectful engagement with the rich data
available in Footprints in Time, sought to provide new information on what
helps Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children to thrive in their early
years, so that they grow up strong into middle childhood and adolescence.

Our team included authors who worked together previously in producing
the Primary School Report for Footprints in Time (Rogers, Williams,
Berthelsen, Carpendale, and Laurens), with other authors (Ekberg, Ritchie,
and Piltz) enriching the team for our work on this Report.

Co-leadership of the work was provided by Indigenous lead Rogers and
non-Indigenous lead Laurens, with extensive time committed to whole-
team discussion, learning, reflection, and debate to ensure that we
privileged Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ ways of knowing,
being, and doing in our work. Rogers guided the team in Indigenous
research methodologies and, with Ekberg and Ritchie, brought cultural

38



perspectives and lived experiences to the research topic, with our non-
Indigenous authors bringing their knowledge of child development and
statistical analyses. Our use of the terms “we” and “our” in this Report
encompass our experiences as both Aboriginal and non-Indigenous
researchers.

Within this work, we sought to represent and reflect the diversity of
experiences of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and their
families. When reporting findings for the children in the study as a whole,
we refer collectively to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, but
acknowledge that each Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community
has their own cultures, perspectives, beliefs, histories and values.
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Introducing and positioning authors

Associate Professor Jessa Rogers, University of Melbourne

Jessa is a Wiradjuri woman with a deep commitment to Indigenous education and
research. She is a mother of three sons — one in Early Childhood Education, one in
high school, and one who has graduated from university. Jessa has had an extensive
career in education, having served as a school Principal, executive teacher, and a
lecturer teaching pre-service teachers in education degrees since 2013. Jessa’s
research in Indigenous education focuses on Indigenous research methods that give
students greater voice in research that looks at their experiences.

Jessais a Board Member of the Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality
Authority (ACECQA), that works with the Commonwealth, state, and territory
governments to improve outcomes for children from birth to 13 years of age. The
Board, comprising members nominated by each state, territory, and the
Commonwealth, is accountable to Education Ministers.

Jessa’s contribution to this Report was to lead the development of Indigenous
research practices and principles, establish underpinning frameworks, and embed
Indigenous research methodologies in every aspect of the work. Her leadership in this
space was supported by Indigenous colleagues Tirritpa and Stuart who, together,
ensured that this Report was grounded in culturally responsive and community-
driven Indigenous research approaches.

Associate Professor Stuart Ekberg, Flinders University

Stuart is descended from the Western Arrernte people of Central Australia and
migrants from Britain, Sweden, and Germany. He is the father of three children,
currently in early and middle childhood. He was born and raised on Barngarla Country
and completed university training on Kaurna Country. Following university, he worked
in the United Kingdom for several years, followed by over a decade living and working
on Jagera and Turrbal Country. More recently, he has returned to live and work on
Kaurna Country. Stuart specialises in social science research examining wellbeing,
health, and healthcare. His contribution to this Report focussed on adapting storying
methods to make them suitable for use with LSIC data. This resulted in an Indigenous
research method that uses Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander ways of knowing,
being, and doing to tell stories about ways children can grow up strong. Stuart also
contributed to Indigenous research leadership with Jessa Rogers and Tirritpa Ritchie.

Tirritpa Ritchie, Flinders University

Tirritpa is a Kaurna man with cultural ties to Narrunga, Ngarrindjeri, Adnmaytha,
Kokatha, Wirangu and Dunghutti. He was born and raised on Kaurna land while also
spending time on Narrunga and Wirangu lands. He is a father of a boy and a girlin
middle childhood. Tirritpa worked as an Occupational therapist in remote, rural, and
urban settings focusing on adolescent health. He returned to university as a lecturer
and early career researcher. His research interests are adolescent health, social and
emotional wellbeing, and anti-racist health practice. Tirritpa’s contribution in this
Report focused on using Indigenous methodologies for the adaptation of storying
methods of LSIC data. This highlighted the ways in which Indigenous children and
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families can convey narratives of their experiences in growing up strong. Tirritpa also
contributed to Indigenous research leadership with Jessa Rogers and Stuart Ekberg.

Dr Emma Carpendale, Queensland University of Technology

Emmais a non-Indigenous researcher from the School of Psychology and
Counselling at Queensland University of Technology. She was born and raised on
Turrbal land and continues to live and work there today. Emma’s research centres
around childhood social and emotional wellbeing and mental health promotion,
particularly within the education context. Although Emma conducts her research
using predominantly Western quantitative methods, her work in this Report was
guided by the stories and perspectives generously shared by LSIC children and
families. Under a strengths-based approach, she investigated the role that child,
family, and teacher factors play in supporting children’s development over time.

Professor Kate Williams, University of the Sunshine Coast

Kate is a non-Indigenous quantitative researcher who grew up on the land of the
Quandamooka people, and has lived and worked during her adult life on the lands of
the Turrbal, Jagera, and Gubbi Gubbi peoples. Across her career as an early
childhood and parenting health and social services clinician and leader, and as a
researcher, Kate has learned, and continues to learn, a great deal from working
alongside Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander individuals and communities. For this
Report, Kate helped to identify important early childhood constructs, and developed
longitudinal models related to academic and executive function outcomes. Kate has
also contributed to ensuring the presentation of Report findings are meaningful,
relevant, and accessible to our audience. Kate currently works at the University of the
Sunshine Coast.

Adjunct Professor Donna Berthelsen, Queensland University of Technology

Donnais a non-Indigenous researcher who has lived most of her adult life on the
lands of the Jinibara and Turrbal people, north-west of Brisbane; and has worked
primarily on Turrbal land, at the Queensland University of Technology, across her
career. She is currently an Adjunct Professor in the School of Education. Donna has
extensive experience in design and implementation of longitudinal research and
intervention studies. For this Report, Donna has supported the development of the
longitudinal modelling focused on early childhood predictors of academic skills in
middle childhood and development of executive function across childhood to
adolescence. It is important that these Report findings are meaningful to
professionals working with families, as well as for teachers in diverse educational
contexts.

Lauren Piltz, Queensland University of Technology

Lauren is a non-Indigenous researcher based in the School of Psychology and
Counselling at Queensland University of Technology. She was born on the traditional
lands of the Giabal and Jarowair peoples and raised on the lands and waters of the
Taribelang Bunda, Gooreng Gooreng, Gurang, and Bailai peoples. Her research
focuses on addressing and reducing school exclusions and police contact among
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children. In her contributions to this Report, Lauren prioritised the inclusion of
Indigenous voices and visual storytelling by ensuring that Indigenous artwork was
prominently featured, reflecting the richness and diversity of the communities and
stories represented. Her role also involved enhancing the accessibility of the Report
by presenting the content and analyses in ways that are clear, engaging, and
understandable for all readers.

Professor Kristin Laurens, Queensland University of Technology

Kristin is a researcher of European heritage, trained in Western quantitative methods,
who works in the School of Psychology and Counselling at Queensland University of
Technology. Born on Jagera land, Kristin grew on Yugambeh (early childhood), Mamu
(middle childhood), and Jagera (adolescence) lands, and lives and works today on
Turrbal land. She is the mother of a daughter in middle childhood. Her research seeks
to identify ways to foster mental health and wellbeing among children and young
people. To centre Indigenous worldviews in her work for this Report, Kristin’s
quantitative analyses drew directly on the knowledges shared in the stories and
poems — crafted from participants’ ideas about what is needed to grow up strong as
an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander person —to show early childhood experiences
that support strong social-emotional wellbeing into middle childhood and
adolescence.
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Introducing our artist

Kylie Monteleone, a proud descendant of the
Western Arrernte people (central desert region, Alice
Springs), is an Indigenous artist sharing stories
handed down through generations. As an Interior
Designer and Colour Specifier, colours inform her
work to elicit memories, moments and emotions.
Her practice of sharing stories with a contemporary
lens is intuitive and informed by an active
connection to culture.

The cover artwork for this Report (and the cover artwork for the associated
Summary Report) brings together visual elements that represent the
journeys, reflections, and learnings of the LSIC participants. Each of these
elements features as an illustrative motif reflecting the contents of each
chapter in this Report. The colours within this piece are inspired by the
landscapes of the many places we call home, all featured within this
Report. Colours have the power to surface memories, moments and the
emotional landscapes of our lives. The journey lines in this artwork
symbolise the diversity of participant experiences and form the foundation
of the data ‘waves’ collected throughout the study. Footprints echo the
research, representing movement, growth and legacy, standing together,
and leaving a deeper mark with time. The practice of telling these
contemporary stories of the LSIC participants is an intuitive practice, as
Kylie is guided by Country, ancient culture and the traditional way of
Ancestors.

Kylie’s contribution is not only artistic but personal. Her great-grandmother
was taken from her family at a very young age. The tenacity and strength
implored to forge a path for her children is the reason Kylie is able to
honour her culture. To have the privilege of being able to connect with her
lineage through cultural practice that has endured unthinkable challenges
is both cathartic and an honour, as is being a part of the outcomes of this
research project.
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Artist Interpretation: Eagle’s
tracks show a strong and tenacious
spirit, representing the strength in
the data and the recommendations
offered in these findings for the
participants and beyond.
Footprints get bigger and darker,
representing strength in the imprint
they leave behind as people during
their development.



Chapter 1:

Growing up strong. Stories from Footprints in Time:
The Longitudinal Study of Indigenous Children




Chapter 1: Growing up strong. Stories from Footprints in Time:
The Longitudinal Study of Indigenous Children

TR
R e
When they place the baby in her arms for the first time, ‘\
they know how this little one will grow up strong. From
this moment, ‘Ash’ is part of a tradition that runs deep in ;.
time and the Country that nurtures them. As in many other ,
Indigenous families living across the continent, stories
help Ash —from a young age — learn about their body, ; '
mind, family, community, culture, Ancestors, and
Country. As they get older, the stories continue, and Ash’s
connections become stronger and stronger. Often this
‘ ’ means being confident with people who are quite
® ’ different from Ash’s mob. Things get tough sometimes,
but Ash is proud and filled with the strength that’s been
I’ passed to them. By the time they’re a teenager, Ash
.’ knows they’re growing up strong by making use of all the
knowledge they’ve been gifted. They know who they are,
\ where they belong, and what they should do.

Y \‘.‘

The early childhood period (spanning birth to 8 years of age, with a
particular emphasis on the first five years) is a critical time for laying the
foundation for children’s healthy development and wellbeing into the years
ahead. This Early Childhood Report for Footprints in Time: The Longitudinal
Study of Indigenous Children (LSIC) has been produced to provide
information on what helps Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children to
thrive in their early years, so that they grow up strong into middle childhood
and adolescence. This Report delivers new insights, grounded in the voices
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and their families, about
what children need in their early years to set them up for longer term

46



strength and resilience in social-emotional wellbeing, health, learning, and
culture. These insights can be used to inform the design and provision of
holistic, integrated, and culturally safe services for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander children and their families during early childhood, that help
them to flourish in their early years, and beyond into middle childhood and
adolescence.

About Footprints in Time: The Longitudinal Study of Indigenous
Children (LSIC)

Footprints in Time: The Longitudinal Study of Indigenous Children is the
only longitudinal study of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children of
its kind. The study is funded by the Australian Government and managed by
the Department of Social Services, under the guidance of an Indigenous-
led Steering Committee, comprised of Indigenous and non-Indigenous
academic and community experts, with a majority Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander membership. The Steering Committee oversees the design,
development, and implementation of the study. Centred on Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander voices and grounded upon Indigenous worldviews,
LSIC provides culturally centred understandings regarding what
Indigenous children need to grow up strong (Walter, Martin, and Bodkin-
Andrews, 2017).




LSIC has six key research questions, which were formulated and revised (in
June 2020) by the LSIC Steering Committee. This Early Childhood Report
was designed to provide responses that speak to each of these questions
(with the exception of question 5, which focuses on outcomes that extend
beyond the period for which LSIC data are currently available):

What do Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children
and young people need to grow up strong?

What helps Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander

children and young people to stay on track or become
healthier, more positive and strong?

What is the importance of family, extended family and
community in adolescence and emerging adulthood?

How can services and other types of support make a

difference to the lives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander children and young people?

How do Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children

and young people transition into and through
adulthood?

What does it mean to be a young Aboriginal and/or

Torres Strait Islander growing up in the 21st century?



LSIC involves annual ‘waves’ of data collection,

commencing in 2008, with 14 waves of data currently

available (collected between 2008 and 2022). The

total LSIC sample comprises 1,759 children (1,672

children recruited in 2008, and an additional 88

children recruited in 2009). Children were recruited

into LSIC from specific urban, regional, and remote

sites located across Australia (Figure 1.1), in places

where there were high levels of representation of

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children. These were: Darwin,
Katherine, Galiwin’ku, and Alice Springs, including Hermannsburg
(Northern Territory), South East Queensland, including Brisbane, Gold
Coast and Toowoomba, and Mount Isa, Mornington, Doomadgee,
Normanton, Torres Strait and Northern Peninsula Areas (Queensland),
Western Sydney, Dubbo (New South Wales), Greater Shepparton,
including Wangaratta, Seymour, and Bendigo (Victoria), Derby, Fitzroy
Crossing and Broome (Western Australia) and Adelaide, including Port
Augusta (South Australia) (Walter, Dodson, and Barnes, 2017, p. 24).

Figure 1.1. LSIC participants’ locations at study entry. LSIC continues to
collect data from children and their families as they move across the
country.
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LSIC follows the development of two cohorts of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children —a
Baby (B) cohort who were aged between 6 months
and 2 years at Wave 1, and a Kindergarten (K)
cohort who were aged between 3 years 6 months
and 5 years at Wave 1.

Data collection with children and their families is
conducted by locally employed Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Research Administration
Officers (RAOs). Educators of the children are also
sent questionnaires if parents consented to this
happening. The term ‘LSIC Study Child’ is used
within LSIC to identify the child who is
participating in the study, all of whom were
identified by their parents or carers as an
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander person. In
this Report, we refer simply to ‘children’ when
discussing these study participants.

Information is collected primarily from verbal
interview data and direct assessments, with a
self-complete section for study youth included
from Wave 14. For this Report, children’s self-
reports were the predominant source of
information about their experiences during middle
childhood and adolescence. We also make
extensive use of interview information provided by
‘Parent 1 (P1)’ —the primary carer of the Study
Child - particularly about children’s early
childhood experiences. Most commonly, primary
carers for children were a biological parent, while
other primary carers included kinship or foster
carers, or legal guardians, who identified as
knowing the LSIC Study Child best. Almost nine in
ten of these parents (87%) identified as Aboriginal
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and/or Torres Strait Islander at Wave 1 of LSIC; 93% were the child’s
biological mother; 3% their grandmother; 2% their biological father; 1% an
Aunty; and the remaining 1% were the child’s adopted parent, stepparent,
or other relative. In subsequent waves, RAOs interviewed the same
primary carer, if they were available and caring for the child; and if not, the
person who knew the Study Child best, at the time of interview.

Interviews are also completed annually with ‘Parent 2 (P2)’, who is Parent
1’s partner or another adult with a parent or carer relationship to the Study
Child. In most cases this is the biological father, as well as a number of
stepfathers. To enhance the capacity of the LSIC data to showcase the
positive role of fathers in supporting their Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander children to grow up strong (e.g., Prehn et al., 2021, 2022), from
Wave 4, interviews were redesigned to focus on ‘Dads’ (i.e., fathers or men
performing a father-like role in a Study Child’s life). In more recent waves of
LSIC (subsequent to the 14 waves used in this Report), ‘Parent 2’ has once
again broadened, from ‘Dads’, to include an adult with a parent or carer
relationship to the Study Child.

The LSIC data collection also includes linked data on children’s
achievement in the national standardised school-based assessment
program of literacy and numeracy (NAPLAN), which is supplied by
state/territory governments, if permission had been provided by a
parent/guardian. This Report makes use of these linked data, and the
questionnaire reports provided by the children’s educators, where
available.
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Our approach to the LSIC Early Childhood Report

This Early Childhood Report uses
qualitative and quantitative data,
collected during the first 14 waves
of LSIC, to explore early childhood
experiences, and the ways these
experiences relate to later
outcomes (during middle
childhood and adolescence) for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander children and their
families. Topics covered by LSIC
are broad, including health,
learning and development,
culture, Country, identity,
language, schooling, family and
community, housing, computer
and internet use, values and
aspirations, experiences of
racism, and work and further
education. Families participating
in LSIC indicate that this research
has provided opportunities to “tell
our story” (Thurber et al., 2018).
Honouring this intention, this
Report incorporates stories of
how Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander children grow up strong,
during early childhood and
beyond.

Preparing data for this Report

This Report uses LSIC data to
show how early childhood
experiences relate to later life
outcomes for Indigenous youth. In
LSIC, not all questions are asked
of study participants at each
wave. In all analyses undertaken
for this Report, the research team
strived to include all available
responses from the LSIC
participants, to ensure diversity in
LSIC Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander young people’s
experiences were reflected in the
Report. To do this, our team
restructured the LSIC data from
the annual waves of collection
into four developmental stages of
interest that each incorporated
data from multiple waves. This
allowed us to examine the
experiences of LSIC children,
across the B and K cohorts, at
equivalent developmental stages.



Pre-school

The years before children
started their first year of formal
school, covering birth to
approximately 5 years of age.

For some analyses, this period
was further separated into two
age groupings: <36 months
(participants mostly from the B
cohort) and 37-60 months
(from both B and K cohorts)

Middle childhood

The final two years of primary
school (Years 5 and 6), covering
children who are 10-12 years of

age (both B and K cohorts)

The four key developmental periods, represented in these analyses, are:

Early school

The initial two years of primary
school (Foundation and Year
1), covering children who are 5-
7 years of age (across both B
and K cohorts)

Adolescence

Three years of secondary
school (Years 8, 9, and 10),
covering adolescents who are
14-16 years of age (both B and K
cohorts)
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Measuring early childhood experiences and their relationship to later
outcomes

The United Nations defines early childhood as the developmental period
spanning from birth to age 8 years of age (Committee on the Rights of the
Child, 2005). This period represents a critical window of opportunity for
shaping the trajectories of children’s holistic development and to build the
foundations for their future. Early Childhood Australia (2016), the national
peak body for children aged 0-8 years, foregrounds the rights of all children
to thrive, learn and play at home, in the community, within early learning
settings, and through the early years of school.

Policy and programming for the early years in Australia (e.g., the Early
Years Strategy 2024-2034) focusses more specifically on the provision of
support to children and families in the period prior to starting school (from
birth to 5 years of age), to give children the best possible startin life and to
maximise their opportunities to learn, grow, and thrive (Department of
Social Services, 2024). The National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Early Childhood Strategy (2021), developed in partnership by the National
Indigenous Australians Agency (NIAA) and SNAICC (the Secretariat of
National Aboriginal and Islander Child Care), similarly focuses on these
first five years, and outlines five goals:

1. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children are born healthy and
remain strong.

. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children are supported to thrive
in their early years.

3. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children are supported to

establish and maintain strong connections to culture, Country and

00000000000
N

language.

4. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children grow up in safe
nurturing homes, supported by strong families and communities.

5. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, families and
communities are active partners in building a better service system.
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In this Report, we delineate a pre-school period
and an early school period within our
examination of ‘early childhood’ experiences.
The pre-school period (birth through age 5 years)
provides a primary focus of much of our enquiry,
given its direct alignment with the National
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Early
Childhood Strategy (2021). We supplement these
data with additional information on experiences
from the early school period (i.e., the first two
years of formal schooling - Foundation and Year
1). This is an especially important transition
period, providing many new experiences for
children which are key to later learning and
wellbeing, and to thriving through middle
childhood and adolescence.

This Report describes the diversity of experiences
reported by LSIC children and families during
early childhood (the pre-school and early school
periods), and how children’s experiences relate
to later wellbeing, learning, and other outcomes
in middle childhood and adolescence. After
reconstructing the LSIC data collection into the
four developmental periods, information was
available for 1,610 children in the pre-school
period, 1,508 children in the early school period,
1,387 children during middle childhood, and
1,228 children during adolescence. The
Technical Appendix (Section 1.0) to this Report
provides further information about the age of
children, and the number of waves of data
collection represented, within each
developmental period (Table A1.1).
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When considering the findings presented in this Report, it is important to
remember that the data used in the Report were collected in the context of
a longitudinal study. Thus, across the B and K cohorts, the information
provided about children’s pre-school and early school experiences was
reported for most children in waves of data collection that were conducted
between the calendar years 2008 and 2015. If the same information about
the early childhood experiences of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
children were gathered today, the proportions of children represented in
each of the different types of experiences might be different.

Figure 1.2 shows the distribution of children in LSIC according to
remoteness within each of the four developmental periods, demonstrating
the strong representation of children and families from across these five
remoteness areas for all four developmental periods.

100%
90%
80%
70%
60%
50%

40% 25% 26% 27% 26%
30%
20%
10%

0%

Pre-school Early school Middle childhood Adolescence

m Major Cities = Inner Regional m Outer Regional m Remote = Very Remote

Figure 1.2. Proportion of LSIC children residing in each remoteness area
for each of the four developmental periods examined in this Report.




Our guiding principles for this Report

From its inception, LSIC has been conceptualised and developed by
Indigenous scholars (Walter et al., 2017), ensuring that Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander ways of knowing, being, and doing are prioritised
(Martin, 2003). Our research builds on this foundation, adopting a
strengths-based approach rather than reinforcing deficit narratives that
have historically characterised research on Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples. By centring Indigenous worldviews, we focus on what
supports and strengthens Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families.
Our work is guided by ethical principles of Indigenous self-determination,
leadership, and sustainable impact, in accordance with the AIATSIS Code
of Ethics for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Research (2020).

In producing this Report, our team examined current Indigenous analytic
frameworks and noted
how the framework
described by Prehn
(2024) resonated with the
aims for this Report.
Prehn’s Indigenous
strengths-based
theoretical framework
served as the foundation
for ourteam’s ‘guiding
principles’. Prehn’s
(2024) six core principles
for strengths-based
Indigenous research are

(p. 5):
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. Celebrate diversity: Recognise and honour the strengths within

Indigenous communities, including cultural wisdom, connection to
Country, resilience, storytelling, kinship, and art.

. Embrace growth: Acknowledge and support the potential for

strength, resilience, and growth, particularly in the face of adversity,
turning challenges into opportunities for development.

. Empower aspirations: Promote personal and collective growth in

Indigenous contexts by supporting self-determination and valuing
the aspirations, goals, and visions of Indigenous individuals,
families, and communities.

. Foster self-determination and collaboration: Strengthen self-

determination by providing resources and valuing Indigenous voices.
Recognise the importance of collaboration by acknowledging
Indigenous expertise, knowledge, and decision-making authority,
and empower through meaningful partnerships.

. Utilise resources: Leverage Indigenous resources such as cultural

knowledge, traditional practices, land, networks, support systems,
and cultural strengths to collaboratively address challenges.

. Cultural grounding: Ensure that the strengths-based approach is

rooted in Indigenous culture, respecting worldviews, knowledge
systems, cultural protocols, values, and ways of being. Engage in
culturally appropriate interventions aligned with these values and
cultural safety.

We summarise these six core principles in diagrammatic form in Figure

1.3.
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Celebrate Diversity

Honour cultural wisdom

Connection to Country

Storytelling

Resilience & storytelling

Kinship & art
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Prehn’s (2024) Indigenous
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.
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Figure 1.3. Our diagram of Prehn’s (2024) Indigenous Strengths-Based Theoretical Framework.
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Building
upon a

s shared

~ frame of

. referencethatis

prevalent across
many Indigenous

communities in Australia, we
adapted Prehn’s (2024)
framework to create our own
guiding principles model, drawing
on the stories of Gurgurmin
(Wiradjuri), also known as the
‘Emu in the Sky’. The Emu in the
Sky holds deep significance for
numerous Aboriginal peoples
across Australia, making it a fitting
model for our work with the LSIC,
given the diverse Mobs
represented among the
participants.

We explored how the emu, a
culturally significant and widely
recognised animal across
Aboriginal nations, is intrinsically
linked to Sky Country, which has
long served as a guide for
Indigenous people. In particular,
we reflected on how the position
of Gurgurmin in the sky signals to
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the Wiradjuri people the ideal time
for gathering emu eggs. The stars —
and the Emu in the Sky - are
profoundly connected to us as
Country, shaping our cultural
practices and informing our
collaborative efforts through
storytelling, inherited knowledge,
protocols, and expertise. By
following these protocols,
Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples maintain safety
and wellbeing, enabling
Indigenous people to thrive and
grow with resilience, regardless of
challenges encountered.

This understanding is reflected in
our Guiding Principles: Gurgurmin
Diagram (Figure 1.4). Working
together as a team of Indigenous
and non-Indigenous researchers,
we used Gurgurmin as a visual
reminder of how cultural
strengths, principles and
protocols could guide our
methods, analysis and writing of
this Report, especially in the
creation of stories that draw on
multiple voices.



Self-determination

Indigenous Expertise ®

Indigenous Voice

Cultural Knowledge /' Collaboration

. .

Cultural Protocols / /@
/ Cultural Strengths

Resilience A
/ A ©)
/_ Cultural Safety

Growth 4

Figure 1.4. Our guiding principles, informed by Gurgurmin, and condensed
from Prehn’s (2024) Indigenous Strengths-Based Theoretical Framework.

In Figure 1.5, we summarise how the Gurgurmin model guided various
aspects of our work, summarised as five areas of guidance/principles:

Storytelling and Cultural Knowledge

Cultural Protocols and Cultural Safety

Resilience and Cultural Strengths

Self-Determination and Indigenous Knowledges

Indigenous Expertise, Collaboration, and Growth
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Development of new methods, including yarning over

. time and poetic lines
Storytelling and

Cultural Knowledge Focus on storytelling as the key methodology

Using storytelling to interpret longitudinal data
(qualitative & quantitative)

f__ Guided by cultural protocols in all aspects of work
Respect those who have led and shaped the LSIC study

Cultural Protocols Uphold LSIC’s intent as a safe research project for

and Cultural Safety Indigenous participants

Ensure respectful engagement with LSIC data

Maintain cultural safety for Indigenous researchers,
RAOs, and all Indigenous team members

Gurgurmin: Strength-based approach - reject deficit discourse

Guiding Resilience and Avoid assessing Indigenous outcomes against non-
Research Cultural Strengths Indigenous o-utcomes N
Focus on Indigenous cultural strengths within the LSIC
Principles dataset

Draw out Indigenous strengths to tell LSIC’s story

Indigenous leadership across all aspects of the project

Self-Determination .
. Indigenous researchers work across research and
and Indigenous .
team functions

Voices Indigenous ways of doing guide all aspects of the work

Use Indigenous literature and methods/methodologies
Indigenous
Expertise,
Collaboration &
Growth

Indigenous researchers collaborate with non-Indigenous
researchers while prioritising Indigenous knowledge

Learn through collaboration, yarns, and Indigenous data
discussions

Continuous engagement with RAOs and LSIC Steering
Committee for correct understandings and cultural
collaboration

Figure 1.5. Gurgurmin: Guiding Research Principles, adapted from Prehn
(2024).

Conceptual and methodological underpinnings of our approach

Conducted at the interface of Indigenous and Western systems of
knowledge (Ryder et al., 2020), this Report adopts a strengths-based
approach (Prehn, 2024), centred on the wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander children. In this section, we briefly describe the model of
wellbeing that underpinned our work on this Report, and the various
qualitative and quantitative analytical approaches we employed in
conducting our research, including two methodologies - ‘yarning over time’
and ‘poetic lines’ —which were developed and applied by our team to
deeply engage with the available longitudinal data, to identify early
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childhood experiences that support Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander

children to grow up strong into middle childhood and adolescence.

A strengths-based framework: Social and emotional wellbeing

Indigenous knowledges are
foregrounded in our Report
through a model of Social and
Emotional Well-Being (SEWB)
developed in relation to Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples
(Dudgeon et al., 2025; Gee et al.,
2014). This SEWB model (Figure
1.6) provides a holistic and
strengths-based framework that
embeds the person’s sense of self
within interdependent and
connected networks of: body and
behaviours; mind and emotions;
family and kinship; community;
culture (including language);
Country and land; and spirit,
spirituality and Ancestors. The
model links these seven
dimensions, also recognising the
concurrent and cumulative
influence of social, political,
cultural, and historical
determinants of health and
development. Information
collected within the LSIC study
spans these seven dimensions.

The diversity of cultures and

histories among Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people
influence specific expressions
and experiences of SEWB, which
vary between and within
individuals. The SEWB model is
not restricted to specific stages of
life, recognising that the nature of
connections can vary across the
lifespan (Gee et al., 2014). This
provides an important way to
interpret the stories within the
LSIC data for a range of
Indigenous young people living
across Australia in unique, vibrant
communities, each with their own

identity and cultural context.
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Figure 1.6. Social and Emotional Well-Being (SEWB) model (source:
Dudgeon et al., 2023).

Yarning over time: A storying approach to analysing LSIC data

Yarning is a well-established Indigenous research method that fosters
knowledge sharing in a culturally appropriate and relational manner
(Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010; Kennedy et al, 2022). As both a conversational
practice and a research methodology, it centres Indigenous voices and
ways of knowing (Barlo et al., 2020). In this study, we employed yarning
over time as a re/storying method to analyse LSIC responses within the
framework of SEWB (Dudgeon et al., 2025). This yarning process was
primarily undertaken by two Indigenous scholars — Tirritpa Ritchie and
Stuart Ekberg — with guidance from a third Indigenous scholar - Jessa
Rogers — and collaboration with the non-Indigenous scholars who also
worked on this Report. By tracking responses across multiple waves, we
constructed life narratives — or ‘stories’ - that reflect the evolving
experiences of Indigenous children as they grow.
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Storytelling is
fundamental to
Indigenous ways of
knowing, serving as a means
of preserving knowledge,
fostering identity, and transmitting culture.
Previous research by Thurber et al. (2015)
highlighted that many LSIC families remained
in the study because it provided opportunities
to share their stories. Recognising the importance
of storytelling, we adopted ‘storying’ as an analytic
approach, drawing from Phillips and Bunda (2018), who describe storying
as the process of making and remaking meaning. While Indigenous
methods such as yarning generate rich, detailed first-hand qualitative data
(Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010), LSIC and other large qualitative and
quantitative datasets offer a different kind of storytelling opportunity.
Rather than collecting singular, in-depth stories, LSIC gathers small yet
significant pieces of information from a large number of participants over
time. Bringing this information together provides a storytelling opportunity
across time and place. As Phillips and Bunda (2018) remind
us, storying transforms fragmented data points into
coherent, meaningful narratives. This approach aligns
with Indigenous understandings of knowledge as
relational and collectively held — where the stories
within the data are not owned by an individual but
are shared and understood collectively. This
framework guided our creation of ‘stories
over time’, where data from multiple
waves were interwoven
to form coherent
life
narratives.
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The team developed these stories
by collating qualitative and
quantitative information obtained
across 14 waves of data collection
currently available for analysis,
using these data to tell stories that
explored similarities and
differences across experiences.
As described earlier in this
chapter, the design and conduct
of LSIC is guided by a series of key
research questions, which
includes an emphasis on
understanding ways Aboriginal
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and Torres Strait Islander children
can grow up strong. Most of the
data used for storying were
consistent with this focus,
enabling the telling of stories
about growing up strong.

Guided by the SEWB model and starting
with waves of data collected during the
pre-school period, our initial focus for
analysis were responses provided by
family members to one question asked
about children in Wave 1: “What s it
about Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander culture that will help (Study
Child) grow up strong?”. Our analysis
included responses from the B cohort
(840 responses; children aged newborn
to 2.8 years) and the K cohort



(456 responses; children aged 2.8
to 5.0 years). Detailed qualitative
examination of individual
instances, followed by content
analysis applied to all responses
from the K cohort, identified that
responses to this question
overwhelmingly corresponded to
one or more dimensions of the
SEWB model (Figure 1.6; Dudgeon
et al., 2025; Gee et al., 2014). At
this point, other questions asked
across the available waves
of LSIC data were
considered for information
they could contribute to
telling stories about
Aboriginal and Torres Strait

Islander children growing up
strong from early childhood

and beyond.

Questions generating

either quantitative or qualitative
data were considered. Many
related to one or more dimensions
of the model of SEWB, or provided
demographic information.
Through this process, we yarned
over time - integrating waves of
data from individual participants
over many years into short stories.
Box 1.1 illustrates how this method
was used to integrate LSIC
responses to tell a story of growing
up strong. Further detail is
available in Section 1.1 of the
Technical Appendix to this

Report.
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Although the data were different from
that elicited by yarning as a method of
inquiry, other key principles were
retained. For instance, data were
analysed in and through a process known
as “collaborative yarning” (Bessarab &
Ng’andu, 2010). Guided by a principle
that the quality of stories can be
appraised by checking if the stories
resonate with others (Phillips & Bunda,
2018), collaborative yarning was used to
determine the best approach to storying
and which stories to incorporate into this
Report. Working collaboratively in this
way enabled us to explore different
perspectives, while being aware of the
distinctive perspectives that each of us
brought to the process from our unique
socio-cultural positions (Walter et al.,
2019). As described further below,
collaborative yarning also included
engagement with key stakeholders, such
as the RAOs who meet with children and
families to collect LSIC data, ensuring
respectful and culturally sensitive
engagement with participants’ data.



Box 1.1. An example showing how LSIC data were used to tell a child’s story of growing

up strong.

Story

Data and Analysis

‘Mason’ is an Aboriginal boy
born to a non-Indigenous
mother and an Aboriginal
fatherin a regional town.
Living with his mother, father,
and siblings, Mason lives close
to Country and his Mob.

When he’s a baby, Mason’s
mum knows that Aboriginal
culture will help him grow

up strong by connecting him
to family, spirituality, and
ability to live on Country.
Although his parents
sometimes disagree about
cultural practices, from a
young age Mason’s connected
to culture eating local foods
like kangaroo and magpie
geese, being taken to
meetings and events, and
spending time on Country.
Mason’s dad knows that
practices like camping and
fishing on Country will help
Mason know where he comes
from. These practices help
Mason to know his Mob,

their history, and cultural
practices. By the time he’s a
teenager, Mason’s mum knows
he’ll grow up strong by knowing
right from wrong and being
responsible and respectful.
Mason agrees that being
focused and knowing what
You’re doing — and not getting
caught up with other people if
they are doing wrong — will help
him be strong.

Pseudonym used to protect child’s identity.
Questions about Indigenous status, gender, etc. (Wave 1)

Questions about location and family (Wave I).

Questions about connection to Country and if it is
nearby (Wawe 1). Question about tribe/language
group/clan (Wawe 1).

Based on mother’s response to question about growing
up strong asked in Wawe 1 (recorded response: “family,
spiritual stuff, out bush will have survival skills”).

Based on mother’s response to question about
challenges passing on culture (Wave 3): Details not
reported to protect participant anonymity and
following cultural protocols (e.g., Men’s Business).
Based on mother’s response to question about bush
tucker’ (Wave 4). Original response did not specify
type of goose — ‘magpie geese’ used to foreground
native food in story.

Based on father’s response to things he does with
‘Mason’ to pass on culture (asked in Waves 4 and 5).

Based on mother’s response to question about what
‘growing up strong’ means to her (Wave 13).

Based on study youth’s response to question about
what ‘growing up strong’ means to him (Wawe 13).
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Our ‘yarning over time’ approach follows a
structured methodology, building narratives
around key data points collected consistently
across waves. This approach ensures that
stories remain grounded in empirical data while
honouring the original intent of participating
families — to share their experiences (Thurber et
al., 2018). However, a formulaic approach
presents inherent challenges. One limitation is
that these narratives may not fully capture the
diversity of Indigenous experiences. For
instance, Mason’s story (Box 1.1) reflects a
childhood spent on Country, whereas many
Indigenous children in the LSIC do not share this
experience. To address this, multiple stories
were developed to illustrate variations across
geographic, cultural, and familial contexts.
Moreover, while our structured approach
ensures fidelity to participants’ responses and
minimises researcher interpretation, it also risks
oversimplifying the complexity of Indigenous
lived experiences. To ensure the authenticity of
these stories, we engaged with LSIC RAOs, who
played a crucial role in validating the narratives.
Our research team had the privilege of meeting
with these RAOs to test both our methodologies
and the stories shared in this chapter. Their
feedback was overwhelmingly positive, with the
stories (and the accompanying poems,
described in the next section) evoking both
happiness and deep emotional responses. This
validation process was particularly significant as
we worked with secondary data. By sense-
checking both our methods and the resulting
narratives with the RAOs who had direct



engagement with participants, we ensured that our approach remained
appropriate and respectful.

Throughout the ‘yarning over time’ process, ethical considerations were
paramount. The research team engaged in ongoing discussions with LSIC’s
RAOs to ensure the narratives were both respectful and representative.
Where necessary, adjustments were made to maintain participant
anonymity, particularly when responses contained culturally sensitive
information (e.g., Box 1.1).

Drawing on insights from Indigenous scholarship (Price & Hartt, 2023), the
research team also explored whether a single, more universal story could
encapsulate key themes emerging across multiple individual narratives. A
‘bird’s eye view’ story would integrate recurring elements from stories
about individual LSIC participants, weaving them into yarns over time that
reflect broader, collective experiences of growing up strong. This led to the
development of ‘Ash’s story’ —told at the beginning of Chapter 1 -

a ‘composite’ yarn over time, designed to reflect common elements of
Indigenous childhood experiences.

Phillips and Bunda (2018) emphasise that stories should not only convey
information but also resonate as lived experiences for both Indigenous
participants and broader audiences. By developing both multiple individual
stories and a singular composite narrative, we were able to achieve a
balance - capturing specificity while enabling broader resonance.
Ultimately, we believe these stories not only bring

LSIC participant voices to life in research

dissemination but also contribute to a

richer, more nuanced understanding of

Indigenous childhood as represented

in the LSIC data.
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Poetic lines: Bringing to life the stories, experiences, and emotions of
LSIC participants

Poetic inquiry is an emerging research methodology that aligns with
yarning and storytelling, privileging the oral traditions shared within
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures (Harkin, 2019; Saunders,
Sherwood & Usher, 2015). Through poetic inquiry, Indigenous scholars
bring forward stories, experiences, and emotions that might otherwise be
lost in academic discourse, embracing relational, affective, spiritual, and
culturally embedded ways of knowing. Here, we describe how we
developed a method termed “poetic lines”, drawing on our own form of
poetic inquiry —rooted in Indigenous traditions of yarning and storytelling —
to amplify direct Indigenous voices from the LSIC qualitative datasets.

Cooms and Saunders (2024) examine poetic inquiry as a means of
engaging in Indigenous storytelling, arguing that it aligns with yarning as an
interactive, relational research approach that prioritises voice, rhythm, and
embodied expression. “Poetic inquiry allows us to write and share
knowledge in ways that are fami