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24 February 2010

Submission on Indigenous Education Action Plan Draft  2010-2014

About the Australian Association of Christian Schools

On behalf of the member schools of the Australian Association of Christian Schools, thank you for the opportunity to make a submission in response to the Indigenous Education Action Plan Draft (IEAPD).

The Australian Association of Christian Schools represents almost 100 schools, 30,000 students and around 80 parent Associations across Australia.  We have schools located in every state and territory and they range in size from very small (< 20 students) primary schools in remote areas to very large (>1300 students) combined primary-secondary schools in larger urban centres.  Several of our members are solely indigenous schools or schools with a dedicated indigenous program.  In addition, there are several more indigenous schools on our ‘drawing boards’ to commence over the next year or so.

Most of our schools are owned and governed by parent associations (all members of Christian Education National – the only group member of AACS and comprising 80% of the total membership), though a small number are governed as a ministry arm of a particular church organization.  In all cases, our schools are incorporated under either State or Federal law.  In the case of those under State law, they are generally incorporated non-profit associations.  In the case of those under Federal law, they are non-profit companies limited by guarantee.  
All schools are registered and eligible to receive government funding, though one school is exempt from registration on religious grounds. 

For the most part, our schools have an open enrolment policy, but are specifically designed to support Christian parents in the education of their children from a Christian perspective.  Our experience in operating this type of school is that they are also very desirable for parents who share Christian values though not necessarily embracing a personal Christian faith. 

Before moving into the body of our submission, we wish to affirm, on behalf of our member schools that:

Australian Indigenous people are made in the image of God as are all human beings. 
(a) We acknowledge that Indigenous people called our nation home long before the rest of us;
(b)We are sorry that later arrivals did not recognise Indigenous stewardship of our country and caused much hurt, some of which continues even now;
(c) We desire to walk alongside our Indigenous brothers and sisters as they take responsibility for their children’s education;
(d) We undertake to assist, encourage, pray and join in the human struggle but never to dominate

(Extract from AACS Policy Statements in place since 2004)

Introductory Comments

AACS is supportive of the present government’s aspirational targets as outlined in the introduction of the IEAPD yet acknowledges the very real challenges that lie ahead in reaching some of those targets, especially in some of the more isolated areas of this huge country.

In developing a generalized national Action Plan covering all indigenous populations and communities throughout the nation, AACS is very concerned that the IEAPD might become too constrained by “one-size-fits-all” policies, protocols, processes and programs.  

The reality is that, in addressing policy, setting targets, designing programs, applying funding, and setting accountabilities, conditions and benchmarks, both government and non-government partnering agencies are not dealing with a uniform indigenous context.  

There are many, many distinct contexts that call for different and discerning responses.  There are those indigenous people who have long since been separated from their ‘skin’ and ‘clan’ groups and who no longer have a traditional community culture to relate to.  For such people who now choose to identify with their indigenous roots, there may no longer be the capacity to retrieve their ancient language, traditional law, social mores and visual reminders of their ancestral culture.  Nevertheless, they may choose to establish in community with those of similar roots and take steps to retrieve that which they can.  Their identity (perceived or real) is very important to that which they value in life and in education.  These indigenous people may be fluent in English as their first and only language.  They may relate very closely and comfortably with many of the trappings of a European-like culture.  Within this group there may be those that are well educated, self-supporting, permanently employed, living in strong functional households and enjoying respect across the full range of people who constitute the Australian society.  

In contrast, there may be those within these culturally disconnected communities who, for reasons not always under their control, are the product of generations of dislocation, abuse, isolation, lack of education, systemic dysfunction, substance abuse, sexual abuse and chronic unemployment and poverty.   They are frequently urban dwellers whose abode may be in large cities, regional centres or town camps, each with their distinct contexts and educational challenges/ requirements.

In stark contrast to this cluster of contexts, there are those from another cluster whose current contexts are intimately connected to ‘skin’ and ‘clan’ and who find themselves relating first and foremost to an identity and culture that is very much intact (even if under stress).  For these indigenous people, their abode is frequently in remote and very remote Australia in communities where their first language is indigenous, where social expectations and relationships are referenced entirely or primarily to their indigenous kinship structure and its taboos and requirements.  Here, the education that is demanded is, at least in part, the passing on of indigenous law and culture that requires a totally different structural framework than that which may be able to operate amongst the urban aboriginal people.  

In remote locations, the elders frequently do not have enthusiasm for white man’s education, at least in its current expression and practice.  Some will demand bilingual education with the indigenous tongue being the first language.  Others will be content with an indigenous component in an otherwise English medium school.  Some of these schools will be in ‘homeland’ settings which are very much governed by land ownership and kinship rights.  Others will be in townships (service centres) that have grown up on someone else’s homeland thus creating all sorts of conflicts, challenges and complications even though consisting of an entirely indigenous community of people of the same language group.  These townships (especially in the NT, WA, SA and Qld) are often the most dysfunctional places for schooling and other government services to establish and thrive.  In these towns there is seemingly no possibility of a single community voice to guide and own a response to educational needs because ‘skin’ and ‘clan’ and ‘homeland’ and other indigenous values are their first loyalty and dictate what can be done.

The tension that governments and partnering agencies face is caught up in two foundational realities for indigenous people, especially in remote settings:

1. English medium education seems to be the pathway to empowerment and lasting dignity

2. Education in Indigenous ways is the pathway to identity, self-respect and a sense of connection with the past and the future.

The more isolated the community context, the more these two realities seem to become determinants of how educational need has to be addressed.  However, there is also a sense in which they are always true for those who are committed to pursuing their indigenous identity, no matter where they may be domiciled.

These two axiomatic-like statements are of enormous importance, particularly in more isolated homeland settings.  Here, that which is imposed by authorities and looks like a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach is likely to be a painful reminder of previous experiments and government-sponsored policies of a similar nature where domination, paternalism and enforced approaches to addressing perceived problems have left communities feeling alienated and dispossessed.  In such environments, even after some of the recent ‘intervention’ measures, there is little or no ownership; just a master-servant relationship in which ‘identity and self-respect and a sense of future’ are being sacrificed for economic and pragmatic gains.

While the IEAPD is apparently well-motivated, AACS is very concerned that, in implementation, the Plan may slide into a bureaucratic ‘one-size-fits-all’ paradigm which, we fear, could lead to yet another failure experience for indigenous communities and the national and state/territory governments and, as a consequence, an even deeper experience of despair and alienation for indigenous peoples.  For the IEAPD to succeed, there must be room for negotiated ownership, especially in communities where there are still very strong links to indigenous cultural practices revolving around land ownership, kinship, leadership, tribal law, social customs, etc.

The 6 Building Blocks of the Plan

The ‘6 Building Blocks’ are, without doubt, the major areas of concern around which programs that address the 6 targets need to be constructed.  AACS shares the view that it is in the combination of these building blocks that a foundation for ‘closing the gap’ needs to be found.  AACS holds the view that any action plan that ignores even one of these critical areas seems destined to be less than successful.
The 6 Priority Domains

Once again, AACS is broadly supportive of the content of the ‘6 domains’ of the Conceptual Overview. As a framework for thinking, such schemas can be a very helpful aid for planning and accountability.  Our fears, if any, gravitate around the tendency for such schemas to produce the ‘one-size-fits-all’ mindset, policies, processes, standards, criteria, etc.  This has already been seen in numerous aspects of the ‘intervention’ and shows no signs of abating, especially at the jurisdictional level of the territory government.

An example of this is already seen in this IEAPD in the fact that the Plan is apparently already locked into the structures and language of the National Partnerships that have been anything but a resounding success as a distributive mechanism for resources.

If ‘structural and innovative reform’ is going to characterise this IEAPD, it needs to recognise that innovation does not thrive in an environment which is, by its very nature, constrained by over-regulation and cross-sectoral politics.
Focus Schools
The concept of ‘focus schools’ has obvious merit, especially given the criteria by which they are proposed to be identified (ie the three points under ‘focus schools’ in the section on Terminology.

AACS would, however, be very concerned if these focus schools became embedded entirely within the National Partnership processes and structures.  The NPs have been anything but transparent and equitable across the sectors.  AACS is concerned that the IEAPD does not suffer the same fate.  Innovation is occurring and some excellent initiatives are being developed in close discussion and agreement with indigenous leaders and communities. 

Community Managed Schools, where a partnership is struck between the community leaders and a registered and competent provider (government or non-government) to set up English medium or bi-lingual schools in Homeland settings, may well be the future for successful educational outcomes in remote indigenous settings. This may well be a more productive and preventative approach than the current priority of sinking resources into the more complex and dysfunctional ‘service centres’ where so many of the concerns that triggered the NT intervention proliferate.

National Collaboration - Readiness for School

In many indigenous contexts, the mothers of pre-school children have, themselves, had a very poor experience of school and, sometimes, of life and home and health and safety and justice and community.  They have sometimes only ever known school as an unhappy, irrelevant failure experience.  They are already predisposed to not valuing it.  In addition, they may be long-term victims of violence, poverty, abuse, neglect, rape and/or incest.  They may already have addictions to alcohol and/or drugs.  Put simply, they are all too often vulnerable and are not in a position to be proactive in dealing with the early learning needs of their children.  To make matters worse, they are often barely out of their teens when their children are due to commence school.

AEDI data may well be important indicative evidence on which to stimulate a response, but what is the most appropriate response for each situation.  Should it be just a pre-school or early childhood learning centre?  Should funding be reserved only for something that looks like a pre-school?

AACS believes quite strongly that in many of the ‘service centres’ and large regional towns/cities, an all-purpose community centre in which support with parenting skills, health education, adult literacy and welfare counselling is combined with early childhood learning in a setting that looks more like a ‘drop-in centre’ than an institution.

Already, groups like the Northern Territory Christian Schools Association (NTCSA) is supporting this kind of endeavour through its Families and Schools Together (FAST) program and some of its schools are also contemplating other community paradigms.

Unless parents, particularly mothers, feel secure and have their basic needs addressed, they are unlikely to be motivated to put early childhood on their priority list.  This particularly applies in remote settings in WA, SA, NT and Qld and even more so with very young mothers.

In Homeland settings, the ECLCs need to be an extension of the schools in order for access to staff and resources to be manageable and the Centres viable.  In these situations they are a natural extension of the community where ownership and engagement enhance the likelihood of successful outcomes.

In very remote settings, clusters of very small homeland communities may be able to collaborate where they are in close proximity.  But, again, this will sometimes depend on ‘skin’ and ‘clan’ issues.

National Collaboration - Engagement and Connections

AACS is very strongly committed to this ‘domain’, especially in the more isolated communities where indigenous language, culture and values are still very much alive.  In some cases, those communities are already initiating approaches to non-government providers to enter into partnerships with them in community managed schooling.  Sadly, in some cases, these initiatives have been met with territoriality on the part of government (state/territory) claiming ownership of the existing capital (ie existing school buildings).

Engagement and Connection must not be allowed to flounder over such petty technical politics.  The reality is that many of these buildings are/were constructed on indigenous lands.  Some were once managed by religious communities and taken over by government. They are therefore, in effect, an available resource to be allocated to whoever can most effectively establish and maintain the engagement and the connection with the community.  Where indigenous communities are wanting to take initiatives that demonstrate the valuing of education at any level, every effort must be made to take up the potential for such engagement and to remove technical obstacles and legislative barriers.

Again, the NTCSA is already engaged with communities that are seeking partnerships with them, only to be frustrated by Territory Government rules, regulations, limitations, prohibitions and the like.  A COAG led intervention that would see such obstacles removed would be a first step in seeing the aspirations of this group of communities fulfilled. 

Community Managed Schools are, by their very nature, ideally placed to engage an active indigenous presence in the school.  Aides, cultural educators, language educators, etc are readily available to see these outcomes achieved.  They should therefore be a priority target wherever the interest exists. Such schools are also ideally suited to becoming centres for itinerant service providers including health, welfare and community services, special educators, financial coaches, adult literacy teachers, etc.

National Collaboration - Attendance

The aspiration of improving indigenous attendance rates should be a high priority.  However, again, in remote settings, where indigenous young people and young adults are closely engaged with their culture, there will be ‘cultural leakage’ associated with sorry times, rites of passage, seasonal ritual times, etc.  As these may occur at different times of the year in different communities, there will always be a challenge in maintaining attendance rates, especially in ‘service centres’ and major regional towns and cities where the added problem of distance, travelling time and the absence of accountability simply multiplies the time away from class.  This gets worse as the students enter the high school age range.

Once again, Community Managed Schools in Homeland settings, in some measure, minimize the losses in attendance because they may be located in the places where indigenous rituals are practiced.  In these settings, the school calendar could, by negotiation be constructed around the seasonal celebrations.  It may also help in the management of lost time due to seasonal rains and flooded roads etc.

National Collaboration – Literacy and Numeracy

There are serious weaknesses in relying on NAPLAN scores in many, if not most, remote indigenous school settings.  The design and application of NAPLAN does nothing useful in tracking actual improvement where the students are, and remain, well below benchmark. This therefore hides real improvements being made and de-motivates students and teachers. AACS believes that there is a strong case for investment in appropriate ‘off level’ testing in these remote indigenous settings.

If the children in many of these schools were in populations in large urban integrated settings, the majority of them would qualify to be excluded on legitimate grounds from even sitting for the test.  They would, in many cases, fall into the category of ESL students with very little competency in English literacy or numeracy (which also depends on literacy).

AACS is very concerned that governments, both federal and state/territorian, have not recognised the desperate need for permanent part-time/full-time ESL teachers to be allocated to each school or between a cluster of two or three schools. It seems almost inconceivable that governments who, quite reasonably, want to empower indigenous students with the English language and with numeracy skills, have not put this at the very top of their priorities for remote indigenous schools in WA, SA, NT and Qld where the first and dominant language is often an indigenous language.

The issue of permanent trained ESL teachers must be in the mix for this ‘domain’ of the IEAPD to have credibility in remote indigenous settings.

National Collaboration – Leadership, Quality Teaching and Workforce Development

Universities have rarely, if ever, prepared candidates well for the actual practice of teaching.  Dozens of teachers that I employed as a principal floundered in their early years of teaching and sometimes had to be untaught the damaging imperatives that remote academics had plied them with.  The most successful preparation for teaching for most teachers was most often a combination of:

· The model teachers by whom they were taught in their own schooling

· The demonstration lessons they encountered during training or after starting their careers

· The experience gained from actually teaching – the practicum and the early years of teaching.

Far from teaching teachers to teach, universities have been far more successful in teaching teachers to think – a vital and most useful ingredient in the eventual outcomes of training.

But remote indigenous settings and even majority indigenous schools are almost never part of the preparation for teaching.  While that is, in large measure, understandable, it certainly does not excuse government departments and non-government agencies from not investing in substantial training prior to the commencement of actual teaching in such settings.

The statistics tell the story.  Average tenure in most remote settings in inland Australia is in the order of 9 months.  The experience of teachers in these settings is all too often one of abject misery, loneliness, fear, helplessness, professional isolation, deprivation and powerlessness.

How on earth can a person rise above such seriously damaging emotions to embrace professional standards without the preparation, specialised substantial training, active ongoing support, regular planned social and cultural recovery leave, serious investment in housing and services to address the culture shock that so often accompanies such appointments.

The details of the anecdotes from those who have served in such contexts border on the horrific and it takes a particularly strong constitution coupled with strength of character and professional vision and motivation to be a ‘stayer’.  Yet, without stayers, the goal of this ‘domain’ is just a pipe dream.

AACS is very strongly committed to the view that targeted funding for substantive preparation and training of persons going to teach in remote indigenous settings or majority indigenous schools must be a priority for COAG and state and territory governments.  This training needs to cover a wide spectrum of issues that may well be encountered in these settings:

· Dealing with isolation

· Personal safety and mental health

· Working in a virtual ESL environment

· ESL teaching skills and insights

· Indigenous culture – understanding and respecting indigenous values and practices

· Striking the balance between indigenous community goals and Australian government goals

· Working with indigenous aides in the classroom

· Dealing with health and safety issues

· Dealing with and reporting abuse

· Accessing personal and professional assistance

· Designing realistic programs for the needs of the students

· Accessing resources for the programs

· Managing and maximizing student attendance 

· Dealing with the cycles of indigenous rites and practices

· Working with the communities to build ownership of educational goals

· NAPLAN in remote indigenous settings – to sit or not to sit.

· Relating and communications – the indigenous way.

· Dealing with ‘skin’ and ‘clan’

· Understanding the authority framework and protocols of the community

ETC

Leadership and quality teaching are inextricably linked in many of these remote settings and need to be addressed as part of the induction and preparation training for people about to start work in these contexts.

The goal of appointing high-performing principals and teachers to hard-to-staff schools in remote areas is laudable, but without serious investment in training, resourcing and professionally supporting, adequately accommodating and personally encouraging such people, AACS believes this will remain largely a vain hope.

See Proposals 29 and 38 in the IEAPD -  From observations in the field, AACS believes that teachers in remote indigenous settings and majority indigenous schools (say 75%+ indigenous enrolment) need a different employment contract to those working in standard regional and urban schools. They need regular personal leave to maintain their mental and social well-being; they need professional and collegial support in terms of debriefing and problem-solving; they need on-going training and inspiration as their skills-levels grow; they need preparation time to ensure that they are on top of the presenting needs of their students; they need access to expertise that will enable them to make professional judgements with greater confidence.

For these reasons, AACS believes that the funding of indigenous schools must include the funding of personal and professional leave within a cycle of approximately 6 week terms punctuated with 1 or 2 week professional and personal leave weeks during which there is substantial professional input in  lieu of classroom presence.  Obviously, extended periods of personal (annual) leave would still be an entitlement and should be extended by at least 1 week in line with the practice of remote loadings in some states.

A typical year could therefore look like this:

	Week 1
	Professional preparation and travel

	Weeks 2-7
	Term 1 – in class

	Week 8
	Professional leave

	Weeks 9 -14
	Term 2 – in class

	Weeks 15-16
	Professional and personal leave

	Weeks 17-22
	Term 3 – in class

	Week 23
	Professional leave

	Weeks 24-29
	Term 4 – in class

	Weeks 30-32
	Professional and personal leave

	Weeks 33-38
	Term 5 – in class

	Week 39
	Professional leave

	Weeks 40-45
	Term 6 – in class

	Week 46
	Professional leave

	Weeks 47-52
	Personal leave (annual)


Government and non-government agencies would need to be fully funded to facilitate the professional services and teacher/agency costs envisaged in this paradigm.

National Collaboration –  Pathways to Real Post-School Options

In the case of the NTCSA, an exciting and maybe unique paradigm has been established in which both their Marrara and Woolaning campuses have substantial emphases on training for post-school options.  In both cases, the schools have multiple group homes supervised by house parents, each accommodating 10-12 students from remote indigenous communities. Marrara has a dedicated indigenous education unit integrated into a largish metropolitan school and Woolaning is a dedicated indigenous school in a remote location. Marrara has made a huge commitment to establishing a Trades Training Centre commencing with Construction as the first trade.  However, there are plans afoot to expand into several other fields that are in strong demand in Darwin and the NT.

The capital costs of establishing this centre have been well supported by the federal government for which Marrara is very grateful.  However, the on-costs of providing qualified trainers at the ratios that OHS protocols require makes it difficult for this program to survive, let alone expand.

Woolaning is not a Trades Training Centre, but it is a remote indigenous school of about 75 students aged from about 15 to 20 who are obtaining basic education while also pursuing vocational training in Automotive and Construction at this time. Again, they would like to expand the vocational offerings.

If the IEAPD is serious about this ‘domain’ it must ensure that adequate recurrent funding is applied to those schools that are seriously investing in vocational training. Covering the capital must, in our opinion, be complemented by a funding of a substantial proportion of the recurrent costs of the program.  Without this funding, we believe that achievements under the outcomes for this ‘domain’ will remain disappointingly low.

Conclusion

While the IEAPD seems well intentioned, AACS believes that most of the ‘ambitious targets’ may turn out to be just that unless there are grounded implementation strategies that recognise the multiple contexts in which indigenous communities are found.

AACS is very committed to working with schools that have indigenous populations and, for that reason, will follow the IEAPD with close interest.  Having several very successful schools already operating in the NT, we, with our member schools in the NTCSA, are both willing and able to offer partnership agreements arising out of the IEAPD to work towards the targets.

NTCSA is well known within the NT and has the confidence of a number of indigenous communities who would be interested in establishing educational enterprises geared towards the targets of the IEAPD.  However, our experience is that almost no two schools are the same.  Ideas that work in one setting cannot readily be transported to another.  With this in mind, we believe that local ownership and local aspirations must be foremost in the planning of successful schooling endeavours.

Our interests are particularly in the remote parts of Australia and we believe we have much to contribute in the dialogue that will unfold under the final IEAP.

We would be most willing to speak further to the comments offered in this submission should the opportunity present.

Robert Johnston 
Executive Officer 

Australian Association of Christian Schools (AACS) 
PO Box 252, Springwood NSW 2777 
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