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Thank you for inviting comment from the Commission for Children and Young People and Child Guardian (the Commission) in relation to the Draft Indigenous Education Action Plan 2010-2014 (the Action Plan). 

The Commission is supportive of a national effort and commitment to improve educational outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, in particular increasing access to quality early childhood education, improving literacy and numeracy achievements, addressing disadvantage, improving teacher quality and increasing the number of young people attaining Year 12 or equivalent qualification.

Throughout this submission, the term ‘Indigenous’ is used with respect to the rich and diverse cultures of the Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islanders of Australia.
Summary of Commission’s recommendations:

Recommendation 1: 

That engagement strategies are developed to empower, encourage and attract Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families and care providers to be active members within the school community.

Recommendation 2:
That community outreach liaison employee positions are designed and activated, particularly in regional, rural and remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, to progress outcomes under the six priority domains of the Action Plan.

Recommendation 3:
That strategies are developed to improve inter-sector collaboration and partnerships with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.

Recommendation 4:
That the proposed ‘focus schools’ include a minimum two (2) primary school locations in Cape York communities and two (2) school locations in the Torres Strait region.

Recommendation 5:
That guidelines and frameworks are developed to support implementation and delivery of ‘culturally inclusive’ education curriculum.
1. Empowering, encouraging and attracting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families and care providers to be active members within the school community.
The Action Plan is a positive initiative designed to close the gap on disadvantage and improve educational outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people. It is likely to be greatly enhanced by initiatives which are focused to increase and improve participation by children and young people, parents, care providers and the wider community with the ‘school community’. This would include national support for a suite of strategies and concepts, designed at a local level, to facilitate input by, and encourages discussions with, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders regarding better educational outcomes for children and young people. The strategies and concepts should retain elements of capacity building and empowerment. Any engagement strategies should be framed and linked to the National Indigenous Reform Agreement principles for delivery of programs and services
, not excluding community consultation, community capacity building and community partnerships with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people, families and communities.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families and communities may need support in realising the value of engaging with schools and the advantages of active participation in the school community. A key goal for education providers and the wider community is to establish and maintain a shared vision of improved educational outcomes for children and young people. For example, evidence suggest that young children's early literacy is most strongly supported when early childhood educators, children's families, and the wider community develop shared understandings about literacy
. 

The key considerations for broader implementation include:

· promoting the value for children and young people, families and communities to engage and participate with school curriculum and the school community

· maintaining high expectations for educational outcomes and achievements for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people

· developing innovative community engagement activities, such as informal gatherings, with local cuisine catering, to familiarise families and the community with school staff, services and programs

· facilitating discussion forums at local and statewide levels to address issues concerning the six (6) priority domains- Readiness for School, Engagement and Connections, Attendance, Literacy and Numeracy, Leadership, Quality Teaching and Workforce Development and Pathways to real post school options- with mechanisms for participation and input by children and young people, families, communities and the social service sector

· empowering children and young people, families and communities through active participation and capacity building

· tailoring operations and engagement activities to meet the needs of the local Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander community, and

· employing Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander community liaison officers as part of a strategic outreach service provided by the education providers.

Achieving positive educational outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people, and ensuring their continued engagement and participation is largely dependent on the support provided by parents, families and communities. Any culturally appropriate school programs will not be effective if they are not seen by the children and young people to be valued and supported by their families and communities, or if there are no expectations that they are to attend or participate. Strong and functioning families and communities that provide leadership and responsibility for good parenting and school attendance are the greatest points of leverage. A shared responsibility approach includes supporting families and communities to ensure children and young people engage, attend and participate on a consistent basis. The proposed strategies should have an element of capacity building for families and communities, such as advice and practical tools for ensuring children and young people attend school.
Also, to be fully effective, the Action Plan should have national support for education providers to appropriately identify, deliver and promote long term educational values, while empowering families and communities through active participation. 

2. Benefits of community outreach liaison employee in regional, rural and remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.

It is important that part of the role of the community outreach liaison is to address the six (6) priority domains. Such a role would contribute greatly to increasing participation for children and young people with school programs and services while building relationships with families and the wider communities- including local governance, elders and other service providers.

`A key factor to the success of such a dedicated full-time position will be the capacity for flexibility and innovation within the role. Ideally, the position should be flexible enough to outreach the school curriculum into the community, while building rapport and relationships with children and families in a manner acceptable to each community’s way of conducting business- for example, understanding “murri time”
. An outreach model is key to engage the chronically truant and disengaged children and young people as well as their families in a balanced setting outside school grounds. Additionally, the liaison person should be encouraged and supported to conceptualise innovative and ‘culturally inclusive’ development and implementation of the six priority domains at the local level.

The roles and responsibilities for the Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander community outreach liaisons should prioritise:

· providing input and advice relating to the six priority domains and their implementation into communities,

· assisting in the implementation of local strategies under the Action Plan,

· supporting and encouraging children and young people to engage and participate in school curriculum and programs, 

· building trust, rapport and relationships with parents, care providers and the wider community, including other service providers,

· identifying gaps in service delivery from holistic viewpoints, 

· providing culturally appropriate input, advice and perspectives to school based initiatives,

· liaising between education providers and the wider community, including families, children and young people, local governance bodies and the service sector, and

· promoting the long term value of participation with the education curriculum.

Regional, rural and remote areas should be considered priority for position deployment. Nationally, the majority (68%) of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people live in regional, remote and very remote areas
. Queensland has the second highest Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population in the country, with over one fifth (22.2%) living in regional, remote and very remote areas
.

The Council of Australian Governments (COAG) has committed to addressing workforce issues relating to early childhood education. Closing the gap initiatives that ensure a focus on regional, remote and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander issues include the National Early Years Workforce Strategy, and a significant investment towards national workforce initiatives to improve the quality and supply of early childhood education and care workforce
.

3. Improving inter-sector collaboration and partnerships with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities.

There are clear advantages for effective and efficient service delivery when holistic approaches are applied, including where possible, sharing resources, building relationships and partnerships and minimising duplication. In relation to addressing Indigenous issues, particularly within regional, rural and remote settings, public health models and population health approaches have been utilised to promote service coordination and ‘joined up’ service delivery. Improving Indigenous educational outcomes will have more lasting success when the overall health and wellbeing of populations are considered.

Swan & Raphael (1995)
 note that, with land being central to wellbeing, the Aboriginal concept of health is holistic, inter-related to others and the environment, including physical, cultural and spiritual health. Furthermore, the Social Health Reference Group (2004)
 suggest that achieving optimal conditions for health and wellbeing requires holistic and whole-of-life view encompassing the social, emotional, spiritual, and cultural wellbeing of the whole community.

Although local solutions will need to be found for different communities, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders have a preference for holistic, multifaceted approaches that heal all sections of the community and address the underlying causes of health and social problems
. Arguably, schools, more than any other local entity, have particular insight and perspective into the day-to-day social, emotional, cultural and spiritual wellbeing of children and young people. Where it might be standard practice for schools to be vigilant and identify risk factors and child protection issues affecting students, there is also opportunity for education providers to promote and celebrate culturally specific protective factors.
 These protective factors can also be known as critical strengths of the culture and/ or the community. The critical strengths for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health and wellbeing include the kinship (extended family) systems, family and community wellbeing, spirituality (belonging and connection) and culture and cultural identity. Effective and efficient service delivery coordination and inter-sector collaboration is dependent on the in-depth understanding of the culture, community values and parenting practices of Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islanders. 
4. The proposed ‘focus schools’ include a minimum two (2) primary school locations in Cape York communities and two (2) school locations in the Torres Strait region.
By committing a minimum two (2) focus schools within Aboriginal communities and Torres Strait region, the Action Plan will be better informed towards outcomes specific to diverse and disadvantaged populations. Evaluation and monitoring of the Action Plan would then have direct input from these geographically isolated areas.

The benefits of this proposal for the Action Plan include:

· enhanced ability to identify issues and address challenges relating to regional, rural and remote schools and students

· enhanced ability to identify issues and address challenges specific to the Cape York and Torres Strait region

· maintenance and delivery of ‘culturally inclusive’ outputs specific to regional, rural and remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities

· informed future roll out of plans or initiatives into regional, rural and remote communities with relatively smaller student populations.

Queensland’s Cape York communities and the Torres Strait region face unique challenges in terms of geographic isolation, limited infrastructure and services, and high cost of living.
 More than one fifth (22.2%) of Indigenous Queenslanders live in remote and very remote areas.
 Due to these complex circumstances, the six (6) priority  domains identified in the Action Plan become increasingly challenging to address and resolve. A particular area of concern for Queensland involves children living in regional and remote areas and their under-representation in child care services.

There are 17 Aboriginal communities in Cape York and 20 Torres Strait Islander communities. Bamaga and Seisia, located on the tip of Cape York, are predominantly Torres Strait communities and collectively known as the Northern Peninsula Area (NPA) along with Injinoo, New Mapoon and Umagico. All communities each have primary schools and several have on-site secondary schools. 

It is pertinent to note that Queensland’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and people are culturally diverse, varying in degrees. Any proposed initiatives should have the direct input of the local community in order for services and programs to be ‘culturally appropriate’.

5. The value of developing guidelines and frameworks to define, contextualise and roll out ‘culturally inclusive’ education curriculum.

Consistent guidelines and frameworks are fundamental to maintaining a shared understanding and vision amongst key partners regarding effective delivery of policy, practice, programs and services. Terms and descriptions which implicate and involve a measure of cultural consideration to inform policy, practice, programs and service delivery should be clearly defined and contextualised at all levels to foster consistency and shared understanding during implementation. 

Culturally competent service delivery requires not only the employment of Indigenous staff in support services, but the incorporation of cultural knowledge into the service delivery framework via community engagement and active participation
. In this regard, it  is highly recommended that the local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, including children and young people, are engaged throughout the planning, implementation and evaluation of the proposed guidelines and frameworks. This consultation will be important to capture the cultural nuances, not only between Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islanders but also the slight variance between mainland Aboriginal communities. The cultural heritage of Australia’s original inhabitants has been described as rich, diverse and complex. Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islanders, although sharing certain indigenous aspects, such as family based extended kinship systems
, are still vastly different in terms of cultural custom, belief and practice, not to exclude connection and relationship to land and sea.

In 2009, the Queensland Government launched a framework consisting of guidelines for educators to plan, implement, document and reflect on holistic early learning for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children. The program is a note-worthy example of how cultural considerations are inclusive of a framework based on respect, rights and relationships
.  
Please do not hesitate to contact Jermaine Isua, Principal Policy Officer, Strategic Policy and Research, ph: (07) 3211 6989; e-mail: jermaine.isua@ccypcg.qld.gov.au should any aspects of this advice require clarification.
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