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Sabina Smith arrived at Nhulunbuy High School at the start 
of Term 2 in 2013 as principal. She knew that the s chool 
served many families connected to the Rio Tinto Alcan 

Alumina mine and refinery, and that a small number of l ocal 
Indigenous students were enrolled.

Smith also knew the school was in transition following  a review 
about 12 months earlier. However, she was not prepared  for the 
shocking change that took place within six months of  her arrival ! 
the refinery would be closing.

This meant the loss of 1200 jobs in a town with a po pulation 
of about 4000 people. The refinery had also provide d housing 
and town services. Planning for schooling, housing, he alth and 
medical provision, community projects and businesses  based on 
the continuity of the refinery was all under threat.  "The entire town 
went into a grieving process,# Smith remembers.

Fortunately, collaboration between the school, commu nity, 
industries and businesses provided a foundation for  people in 
Nhulunbuy in that time of uncertainty and loss. Some guarantees 
were made, such as the government maintaining funding  to 
enable continuity of schools. Rio Tinto continued to  provide 
power, water and sewerage.

It was a difficult situation for a new principal, t o say the least. But 
in looking for solutions, Smith had more than a quarte r-century of 
experience to draw on.

A CAREER IN THE NORTHERN TERRITORY
Smith$s teaching career began in 1984, when she was a first-year 
teacher of art from New South Wales and took a job at Sadadeen 
High School, in Alice Springs. Following that, she r emained in 
the%Northern Territory, in senior teacher and curric ulum 
co-ordinator roles and acting principal positions. S mith gained 
even further experience in the region as assistant t o the general 
manager in the Department of Education, providing prof essional 
support to principals in Central Australia.

As principal of the Northern Territory Open Educatio n Centre 
for seven years, Smith achieved a deep understanding of distance 
education. The centre provided educational programs and 
services to students and teachers in 55 schools. The  opportunity 
to take the principal role at Nhulunbuy came at the r ight time. 
Smith says she was ready "to seek a more personal co nnection 
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with the school environment and have that face-to-fac e 
immersion in the culture of a school and a community  after my 
time with distance learning#.

Nhulunbuy is 650kms east of Darwin and about a 1000km t rip 
by road. The high school, categorised as a remote sit e, caters 
for about 200 students, more than a third of which are  from 
Indigenous families. High-needs students are enrolled in the 
Special Education Centre, and there is a middle school , senior 
school and registered training organisation.

LEADING IN A TIME OF CHANGE
When the refinery crisis hit, Smith appreciated the s upport of the 
Education Department, which provided financial and past oral 
care. Staff supported students and families in Nhulunbuy who 
felt betrayed and unsure about the future. "I had to l ead the 
community as a member of the community,# Smith says.  "For 
many, it was about facing the next part of their lives , which was 
unexpected and unknown.# Many families had to leave, and  there 
was a long line of farewells.

Smith had to manage a school at a time when policy ha d a 
profound impact on the daily and planned lives of a co mmunity. 
She attended a meeting held jointly by Rio Tinto, g overnment, 
the Chamber of Commerce and Indigenous leaders. More than 
500 people were present to hear what plans were possi ble for 
the town. When the meeting was opened up to the aud ience, 
Smith recalls, one Year 11 girl spoke passionately about the impact 
of the closure of the refinery and emphasised the im portance 
of continuing her access to education and maintaining  her 
friendships. Smith reflects: "This speech really galvan ised people 
that day. It was empowering for the school and for t he student and 
her family. Her voice was heard. And I think it had an im pact on 
Rio Tinto because a decision was made to allow famili es without 
employment to live in company accommodation for 12 m onths to 
allow students to complete their school year.#

KEEP IT POSITIVE
It was critical, Smith said, for the school to provid e a positive 
culture in spite of the fact "everything was in the  shadow of the 
Rio Tinto decision#. The first steps were about havi ng an agenda 
to improve situations where the school could exert control. Her 
aim was to maintain a positive learning environment. Smith was 
keenly aware of staff and their wellbeing. In turn, st aff were in tune 
with the behaviour and interactions of students respo nding to the 
sense of loss and anxiety about the future of the town,  education 
and friendships.

It was a challenge to manage morale because of the high  staff 
turnover in the first 12 months. Smith knew it was v ital to invest in 
professional learning as a way of sustaining teacher s and support 
staff. Coaching was one of the professional learning  tools she 
introduced to build capacity. Her goal was to train te achers to 
coach as a means of developing leadership across the  school.

Smith promoted the concept of the school community a s 
learners. "I encouraged staff to think about every conv ersation 
with a student, parent or colleague as an investment in a 
relationship,# she says. "We talked about relationships as the 
grounding for learning to occur.#

Smith has championed deepening the quality of relation ships 
in teaching and learning at the school, especially wi th Indigenous 
students. For example, staff meetings have focused on  Visible 

Learning, the John Hattie model of promoting the imp ortance 
of teachers as evaluators of their own teaching and learning. 
This model instructs teachers to understand their im pact on 
student%learning.

Similarly, relationships-based learning, a program based o n the 
work of Russell Bishop, emeritus professor of Maori  Education at 
the University of Waikato, New Zealand, is proving to be significant 
at Nhulunbuy. Bishop$s research and practice are about s upporting 
Indigenous students through caring and learning relation ships that 
create engagement and improve pedagogy.

It was also important to participate in the wider e ducation 
community at Nhulunbuy and work with the other three s chools in 
the area to build a strong cultural competency program  to support 
Indigenous students and their families. Principals of the four 
schools worked together on one program for their comm unities. 
Non-Indigenous (Balanda) teachers worked alongside Yo lgnu 
elders who were teachers and assistant teachers to fa cilitate the 
program and tailor the content to the needs of each s chool. Smith 
reflected on the success of the program and says, "Th e feedback 
was outrageously positive#.

A young senior teacher fluent in Yolgnu, the local community 
language, holds daily language lessons for staff. H e has developed 
an app and in a daily staff briefing session, he te aches one Yolgnu 
word. He describes and spells it, and gives example s of how it is 
used. This session is videoed and uploaded onto the  app, accessible 
on anyone$s phone and the school intranet. Teachers  attend more 
intensive language lessons at Yirrkala School, abou t 18kms south of 
Nhulunbuy. There is a strong sense that the communi ty and culture 
are supported in the practices of the school.

Smith participated in the Indigenous Education Review i n 
the Northern Territory as a principal and representa tive of 
the Northern Territory Principals Association. The focus was 
on examining the disadvantage of Indigenous students and 
developing recommendations for a long-term strategy.  One of the 
recommendations for secondary education was for Indige nous 
students in remote regions to attend school in regi onal locations 
with accommodation in residential facilities. The i dea is to 
increase their engagement with quality secondary educa tion and 
help them remain at school longer, accessing the sam e learning 
opportunities as other students.

Nhulunbuy is one of the regional schools, and Smith h as been 
involved with the School Council in planning for the provision 
of a boarding school for secondary-aged Indigenous stu dents. 
This means developing community engagement with famili es 
and communities over the next 18 months before the r esidential 
schooling model begins at Nhulunbuy. It also include s new 
approaches to recruiting Indigenous and other staff, an d dedicated 
professional learning.

In reflecting on her role as principal at Nhulunbuy,  Smith 
says: "People pay a high price for staying in an isol ated town. 
My challenge is how to support and encourage staff to 
become%excellent teachers who are clear about their ac tions 
and impact on student learning. How do I assist them [in 
getting] the balance between flexibility and account ability in our 
school%community?#

She is unequivocal about the need to develop effecti ve 
leadership and relationships in the school and wider community. n

Madeleine Regan is a writer at Principals Australia  Institute.


