
ASSOCIATION OF WOMEN EDUCATORS

RESPONSE TO

DRAFT INDIGENOUS EDUCATION ACTION PLAN 2010-2014
There is a complete and inexplicable absence of any comment in the document in relation to gender issues and the ways in which they impact on outcomes for Indigenous students. In almost all reputable studies focusing on the student-related issues identified here for action – school readiness, literacy and numeracy, attendance, post-school pathways, and engagement and connection - gender is acknowledged as a significant factor, shaping attitudes and behaviours, aspirations and dispositions. And yet in the Draft Action Plan, there is no mention of the impact of gender on the lives of Indigenous women and men, and therefore boys and girls.
One of the stand-out issues that connects gender most profoundly to education and to post-school pathways is teenage pregnancy and births amongst young indigenous women. It may be considered as both an effect and a cause of disengagement at different points in the life-cycle. 

Young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women have a much higher teenage birth rate than any other social or cultural group in Australia.  Birth rates to Indigenous teenage mothers are highest in remote communities, at up to 8 times the national average, and there is also considerable anecdotal evidence to suggest that the number of very young teenage girls (age 15 and under) is much higher in remote communities than elsewhere. However, the teenage birthrate amongst Indigenous teenagers is higher than average in all locations.  Even in urban communities, the rate is between 3 and 5 times higher than among the general population. 

Teenage motherhood places all young women at risk of not completing secondary school and/or subsequent training, and thus increases the risk of long-term poverty for the mother and her child/ren. In previous work around teenage pregnancy and young mothers, the Association of Women Educators has focussed on encouraging schools to support pregnant and parenting students to remain connected to education. Our research
 shows that young women who are poor school attenders in the early teenage years are much more likely than regular attenders to become pregnant, and that teenage women who return to school following the birth of a baby are much less likely to have a second teenage pregnancy. 
In remote communities, it is highly likely that teenage mothers have not completed even the compulsory years of education, and may also have low levels of literacy and numeracy. Re-engaging these young women in education and training must be recognized as an urgent priority.

High teenage birth rates also have significant implications for the education of children. Not only are the babies and children of young parents at greater risk in regard to low birth-weight, ill-health and injury, poor nutrition, and poorer school outcomes, there is a known and direct correlation between years of maternal education and the degree to which young mothers are effective advocates for the health, well-being and education of their children.
 

We need to investigate the usefulness of current approaches to sex and relationships education in Indigenous communities, to assess the effectiveness of sexual health services for young Indigenous people, and to determine the kinds of initiatives and interventions which will be workable in the diverse contexts in which young Indigenous women live.

ADVANCE \d7The risks associated with unsupported teenage parenthood referred to above might reasonably be expected to be exacerbated in some remote Indigenous communities where there are already high levels of difficulty associated with alcohol and substance abuse and violence.

ADVANCE \d7There are clearly benefits to be had from working to reduce the rate of unplanned teenage pregnancy; working intensively in partnership with communities to support young Indigenous parents; and re-connecting young pregnant and parenting Indigenous women (and young fathers) to education and training.  These include:

· Developing higher levels of awareness among young parents of the developmental needs of babies and young children, which could be expected to have an ongoing positive impact on the education and health outcomes of those children.

· Enhancing the parenting skills of young people, strengthening family relationships and improving community networks of support.

· Improving the capacity of young parents to be powerful advocates for the health, education and welfare of their children and themselves.

· Supporting young parents to identify pathways through education and training to long-term financial independence and security.
· Breaking the cycle of inter-generational teenage pregnancy.

ADVANCE \d7
The Association of Women Educators would be keen to work with the Australian Government to undertake the needed work outlined above.
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