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The Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians states: 

Parents, carers and families are the first and most important influence in a child’s life, instilling the attitudes and values that will support young people to participate in schooling and contribute to broader local and global communities. Partnerships between students, parents, carers and families, the broader community, business, schools and other education and training providers bring mutual benefits and maximise student engagement and achievement. Partnerships engender support for the development and wellbeing of young people and their families and can provide opportunities for young Australians to connect with their communities, participate in civic life and develop a sense of responsible citizenship.

 In particular, the development of partnerships between schools and Indigenous communities, based on cross-cultural respect, is the main way of achieving highly effective schooling for Indigenous students.

This response from the Australian Parents Council (APC) focuses upon our reading of the Draft Indigenous Education Action Plan (IEAP) in the context of that statement and the knowledge and understandings APC has developed over many years through:

· APC’s longstanding interest and research activities in the area of family-school partnerships, including deep involvement in the development and implementation of the Family-School Partnerships Framework; 

· our joint governance, with the Australian Council of State School Organisations, of the Family-School and Community Partnerships Bureau (the Bureau) which was established by the Australian Government in 2008; and

· our development and delivery of the highly successful Indigenous Parent Factor: Successful learning in the early years at home and school program.
On 12 February last APC President, Ms Caz Bosch, and Executive Director, Mr Ian Dalton, accepted an invitation to participate in a telephone discussion in respect of the Draft IEAP with Mr Glen Hansen, Director, and Mr Heath Murray, Policy Officer, from the Indigenous Education Policy Team within the Indigenous Education Reform Branch of the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations.
This response also therefore confirms, clarifies and provides supporting information in respect of points raised during that discussion.
APC Response to the Draft IEAP

1. Parents and families and the not-for-profit sector appear to be lumped together under ‘Community’ in the diagram on page 3. In its current form the diagram implies that governments, schools and systems are the only entities with significant contributions to make in efforts to address the problem of Indigenous educational disadvantage. Parents and families and the not-for-profit sector need to be more clearly identified in the diagram as they have key roles to play in implementing the plan if its impact is to be maximised.

2. The overall sense one gathers from the plan is that governments, schools and education providers are doing the actions and are doing things to and for parents rather than with parents. Where are groups like APC and the Bureau, and our expertise in partnerships and program design and delivery, recognised in the plan? For example:

Education providers will work with focus schools to develop/ implement outreach strategies to connect with ECE, welfare, community services ... at local and system levels (IEAP, p. 10, No. 12).

The Australian Government and education providers will support access to family literacy and numeracy programs (IEAP, p. 13, No. 24).


MCEECDYA will consult with the higher education sector to develop and introduce core components on good practice in Indigenous education and the teaching of Indigenous students in all pre-service teacher education courses across Australia (IEAP, p. 16, No. 30).


The Australian Government and education providers will provide access to high quality, highly effective professional learning and research for current and aspiring school leaders. This will include setting up a national entity, the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, to oversee and facilitate the delivery of national flagship programs (IEAP, p. 16, No. 34).

APC and the Bureau have key interests in (and the expertise to lead) the development of professional development modules for principals, teachers and pre-service teachers in respect of developing, implementing and sustaining family-school partnerships. Academics and teaching practitioners are often charged with this responsibility but in our experience they inevitably bring a predominant school and teacher focused perspective to the task.

If the intention is to "hold true" to the pursuit of evidence building and evidence bases then parent bodies like APC and the Bureau and the wealth of research and practice available on parent partnerships must be seen as central to the IEAP endeavour.

3. The plan is trying to capture something about parents as partners in their children's learning/ as the first and continuing educations/ as people who can empower themselves/ lead with some support (as opposed to being empowered - by others who have the power) but it misses the mark.

‘Education’ does not only happen in schools however we note the absence of strategies within the IEAP to inform and engage parents in their children’s learning in early childhood (including pre- and post-natal). We also note that the links between child health care and early childhood education are rather weak and far greater clarity and direction in this regard is needed.

The second IEAP principle of Indigenous Engagement (IEAP, p. 4) falls short of what is required. APC recognises 3 different stages: parent involvement; parent engagement; and parent partnership. This principle as it stands only talks about parental engagement (to what level is hard to determine) in the design and delivery of programs and services ... not in their children's learning etc.

If parents, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds who may themselves have had poor schooling experiences, are ‘invited into participation/engagement with schools’ without being developed and supported to do so in meaningful ways, their engagement in such processes will be very passive.

We note that the strategies for National Collaboration, particularly those outlined in pp 7-14, are focused on systems and schools and do not recognise the contributions that parents have to make in those areas. There is nothing about supporting/developing/upskilling parents, leaving the primary ‘driving’ roles (and power) with systems and school principals. A goal to work through the Bureau to establish a network of family-school liaison officers, for example, would be valuable.

We understand that Chapter 3 (Jurisdictional Priorities) is not really for comment but APC notes that the NT strategy is the only one that names up anything concrete for parents; WA & TAS hint at it.

APC proposes that Chapter 2 of the IEAP be strengthened by way of being a lot more specific about what constitutes meaningful parental engagement and providing greater clarity about the nature of real parent/teacher/school partnerships. The development and implementation of the Australian Family-School Partnerships Framework, endorsed by all education ministers, provides a rich source of information in this respect.

The following findings are taken from the Family-School Partnerships Project: a qualitative and quantitative study conducted in 2006 by Saulwick Muller Social Research on behalf of the Australian Parents Council, the Australian Council of State School Organisations and the then Department of Education, Science & Training:

Finding 4

Developing parent-school partnerships requires a new way of thinking about issues of control and power, and creative thinking about reaching out to those who are or feel excluded. This is a particular priority in Indigenous settings where alienation from schooling can be widespread among parents … In Indigenous settings, the introduction of Aboriginal Education Workers (or those with equivalent titles and functions in the various States), or of Indigenous parents into active roles in the school have been shown to be effective ways of creating a sense of cultural inclusiveness.

Finding 6

… It is a matter also of educating parents in the fundamental importance of a family-school

partnership to their children’s education and so persuading them of the necessity as well as the opportunity to become involved. This is of particular importance to Indigenous parents, who may have negative educational experiences and be alienated from the schooling system. Also, educating parents and communities is very important in building local community capacity.

Finding 7

Parents react best when they can see there is a connection between their involvement in the school and their own child’s education.

Finding 9

What constitutes a family-school partnership ought not be reduced to a doctrinaire definition. What makes a partnership can and should vary from school to school. Few projects among the 61 in this study sprang originally from the minds of parents, or jointly from the minds of parents and staff, but this does not, in our view, rob them of the “partnership” characteristic. What makes them partnerships is the presence of five key characteristics:

1. The school leadership’s willingness to consult and listen;

2. Their willingness to be responsive;

3. Their willingness to be welcoming;

4. Their willingness to find out the real needs of parents rather than make assumptions; and

5. Their efforts to nurture an open, inclusive culture.

Finding 10

We also distilled elements of best practice. These do not amount to a checklist because not all will be present in any one partnership, but they reflect to a considerable extent the key

dimensions in the draft framework, as the table below shows. However, there are elements of best practice that seem not to fit easily into the key dimensions. They are:

· Be a venue for, and agent of, parental self-growth;

· Be sensitive to parents’ sensibilities;

· Show leadership, be visible and available;

· Be realistic, patient, and a bit brave; and

· Create a place that parents can call their own.

The Family-School Partnerships Framework that emerged from the above research proposes that supporting structures be put in place at systemic and school levels:
In order to create the conditions that enable effective family-school partnerships to be developed and sustained, the following supporting structures need to be in place at both systemic and school levels:

I. 
family-school action teams to plan, organise, implement and evaluate partnerships;

II. 
school policies and procedures which explicitly state and clearly integrate the principles and practices of effective partnerships;

III. 
support networks, to enable school communities to share ideas, issues and best practice; and

IV. 
accountability to the community, to report on successes and drive improvement in partnerships.

School communities are encouraged to review their current supporting structures, policies and procedures and develop new ones where necessary. This may include establishing a dedicated family-school action team of school leaders, teachers and parents (appointed by the parent body) – or using an existing working group that includes parents – to develop and coordinate partnership plans and activities. 

Any successful partnership will involve parents, carers and families in preparation, planning, implementation and review. A dedicated family-school action team of teachers, school leaders and parents to develop and coordinate partnership plans and activities can provide the basis for improving partnerships more broadly.
The Directions for Indigenous Education 2005-2008 contained the following recommendations:

3.3 provide opportunities for Indigenous parents and caregivers to develop skills to support their children’s literacy acquisition and enhance their capacity to become active participants in their children’s education.

5.5 ensure that schools, in partnership with parents/caregivers, deliver personalised learning to all Indigenous students that includes targets against key learning outcomes and incorporates family involvement strategies;

5.6 develop well-resourced information campaigns to promote the cross-cultural value of formal education in contemporary Australia to Indigenous parents/caregivers and families, encouraging them to hold high expectations of their children’s academic performance and fostering their increased involvement in their children’s education. Campaigns to be localised and based on market research.

Updating and extending such specific recommendations in the IEAP, drawing upon the previously mentioned findings and strategies, is imperative.

4. Linking to the accountability principle (IEAP, p. 4), we note that there are some areas that lend themselves well to quantitative measures (e.g. attendance) and some that don't.

In its ongoing development of the Indigenous Parent Factor: Successful learning in the early years at home and school program APC has developed a mix of quantitative and qualitative data sets to appropriately evaluate the immediate and longer term impacts of the program on a range of factors including attendance, learning, retention, parent engagement in children's learning, parent engagement with schools; quality and outcomes of family-school partnerships.

In presenting the findings of his most recent investigations into the impact of family-school partnerships to a national parents’ conference in October last year, Dr Dennis Muller identified as a critical challenge the apparent absolute and overt preferencing of quantitative data over qualitative data in the present Australian schooling policy environment. If effective accountability measures are to be implemented in respect of parental engagement strategies greater weight will need to be given to the value of sound qualitative evaluation strategies. 

5. From an implementation and reporting perspective, but related to points 2, 3 & 4 above, APC questions how school - community partnership agreements would be conceptualised, by what principles they would be underpinned, how what is actually happening on the ground will be monitored and how their success would be measured. 

Related to this, we do not see that a simple reporting measure indicating number of agreements signed/ in place would be appropriate if the intention is to adopt a parent partnership approach to deliver change and outcomes. A question here relates to whether they are really just to be signed forms or whether partnership is to become an embedded principle supported by evidence of real action.

6. From a reporting perspective, we similarly do not consider that fears about burdensome reporting should result in use of another overly-simplistic measure - the number of personalised learning plans signed. Progress against, and outcomes as a result of (including some subjective indicators such as confidence, self esteem), need to be captured. APC proposes that the significant investment in dollars and energy to implement the IEAP needs to be matched by a dollar investment to genuinely allow schools to allocate time/ resources to report appropriately.

7. From an implementation (quality control) perspective, APC believes there is potential value in accrediting a suite of professional development programs and/or program providers.
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Ian Dalton

Executive Director
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