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What was your first impression of the draft IEAP when you read it?

The following points summarise the first impressions of the group.
· Clearly, there is a strong need for combined and coordinated government action designed to ensure that “all Australian children … have a high-quality, world-standard education to equip them for life in the 21st century” (p. 2).

· The draft IEAP does design such coordinated action that builds upon the many previous efforts by government, non-government, and community entities, and individuals.

· There is a level of scepticism whenever a ‘new’ plan such as the draft IEAP is developed as there have been many previous attempts to meet similar objectives that have met with much less than resounding success.

· The six priority domains identified for action over the next four years are critical to the success of the plan. However, it would be a mistake to think that this is a complete list of the domains in which positive changes can and should be made.

· Given the remit of MCEEDYA, particularly its responsibilities for both early childhood and development, it was disappointing to see the prime focus was on schools. While the priority domain of Engagement and connections holds some promise that the focus of the draft IEAP might be on community and the various educational settings within the community, this does not seem to be the case. 

· In light of the above point and a number of others that will be expanded upon later in this submission, the focus in the draft IEAP should be on communities, not just schools.
What questions, issues or concerns did the draft IEAP raise for you?

We address this question through each of the six priority domains.

Readiness for school

There is ample evidence to support the proposition that children who participate actively in quality early childhood development and education programs (in settings that are variously titled as child care, preschool, pre-prep, kindergarten, children’s centre) will, on average, experience a smoother transition to school. There is also ample evidence to suggest that readiness for school is not just about child characteristics such as academic achievement. Children will be ready for school when they are socially and emotionally prepared for the new environment (this preparation needs to be done in partnership among prior-to-school settings, families, communities and schools), when the schools are prepared to meet the children’s needs as they are presented, when the curriculum of the school is challenging, supportive, relevant and culturally appropriate for the children, and when the community enacts the importance of schooling. All of this means that there is a lot more involved in readiness for school than simply addressing child characteristics such as academic performance. 

On another point, while the AEDI will provide a picture of how children in the community are developing before they reach school, it will be a ‘community’ picture, not a picture of individual children. Hence, the paragraph on Page 7 of the draft IEAP could be misleading for some people who might believe that individual children’s data will be available. 

The draft IEAP is silent on the role of Indigenous children’s first languages (which are often not Standard Australian English (SAE)) in their early childhood and school education. The evidence that strong first language can benefit the development of SAE seems to have been missed from the document. The role of a strong first language in readiness for school seems also to have been missed.

Engagement and connections

Our group feels that this priority domain is critical to the success of the draft IEAP as none of the priorities can be achieved without a strong foundation in local engagement and connection.  If the other priority areas are not strong in community engagement and connections (or do not address it in the first instance) they will struggle to achieve any real targets and benefits.  The following points are made in relation to this priority domain.

· Local partnerships among all educational settings in a community and that community are the key to providing better opportunities for Indigenous people to reach their potential. These partnerships may have a formal aspect such as education-community partnership agreements but, more importantly, they will have informal aspects with which the educational settings must engage. The roles of Indigenous leadership groups such as Councils of Elders, Education Consultative Groups and Lands Councils need to be considered in both the formal and less formal aspects of these partnerships.

· Local partnership agreements should also include teacher educators and other higher education groups that provide educational programs for Indigenous students in the communities.
· Engagement and connections will have a very different outlook/view at each level of administration (i.e. local, jurisdiction and national), as well as individual communities.  The draft IEAP does not seem to recognise this.

· Engagement and connections need to occur with communities across sectors.  It is unfair and unrealistic that communities are expected to learn new terminology, expectations and staff at different levels of education.  

· High expectations is an important factor for the education of all children. The draft IEAP needs to recognise this in more detail and provide a plan of action for the monitoring of these expectations for Indigenous children.

· Recognition of links between wellbeing and learning outcomes is a welcome component of the draft IEAP.  

· While the target of “increased number of Indigenous students with personalised learning plans in place” (p. 9) is laudable, there seems to be little reason why, by 2014, the target could not be ‘PLPs for all Indigenous students’ (allowing for solutions to the resource issues noted below). This seems to fit with Action statement 15 on Page 10. As well, there needs to be further work with educators and community on the value of these plans, thereby assisting people to see the need to prioritise their development and use.

· Achieving the targets stated under this priority domain has very high resource implications especially in terms of time required of educators/families/communities.  Are these expectations fair?  Our group is particularly concerned about the extra pressure that will be placed on already overworked Indigenous education workers in education systems (see Action statement 15 on Page 10).  More positions need to be created rather than higher workloads.  We are spreading our Indigenous education workers too thin as it is. The reforms suggested under the Engagement and connections priority domain will depend to a great extent on these Indigenous workers.

Attendance

Clearly, the quality of school programs loses some relevance if children do not attend school. Lifting attendance rates is important for many Indigenous children but it is only part of the solution to lifting the average learning outcomes of Indigenous children. There are many examples of communities with very high Indigenous populations that have very high attendance rates at all of prior-to-school, primary and secondary school levels. The strategies used in these communities need to be celebrated. There are also many examples of communities where Indigenous school attendance rates are low because of a relatively few chronic non-attenders. Attendance is a blunt instrument in measuring the success or otherwise of schooling. 
Literacy and numeracy

On the one hand, this priority domain addresses the need for the implementation of “a culturally inclusive and relevant national curriculum” (p. 13) and then determines to measure the success of this curriculum through NAPLAN – a testing regime that is clearly not culturally inclusive or relevant, particularly to Indigenous Australians. 

There can be no argument that English literacy and numeracy are foundational to “lifelong learning, economic participation and effective citizenship” (p. 13) and currently all Australian governments are working on many different strategies to raise the levels of literacy and numeracy outcomes for all students. While these seem to be recognised in this priority domain of the draft IEAP, there seems to be an over-emphasis on measurement of outcomes, as if the only things that are important in the development of Indigenous children’s literacy and numeracy are those that can be measured easily through a NAPLAN test. The following points are made to clarify some concerns.

· The insistence that “a whole-of-school approach to the teaching and learning of literacy and numeracy” (p. 14) be in place by 2011 is welcomed if what is meant is an integrated approach that will be the responsibility of all educators and that will enable creation of learning experiences that address individual learning needs of all students.  
· The systemic and school-level action outlined in Point 25 on Page 14 identifies some of the core components necessary for literacy development. However, it does seem to neglects writing – a critical part of the process and one that has hampered Indigenous learning. There also seems to be a lack of emphasis on the dispositional aspects of literacy learning that are so critical in motivating children in their learning. 

· The introduction of the term “age-relevant teaching” (p. 14) in relation to numeracy seems to return to the archaic belief that children of the same age should all learn the same ideas in the same way. This would seem to fly in the face of many other aspects of the draft IEAP.

· Literacy and numeracy does not begin when children come to school. This priority domain needs to include community action in the prior-to-school period.
· The provision of family (English) literacy and numeracy programs for Indigenous Australians is welcomed but the link between these and “participation of Indigenous families in intensive support playgroups” (p. 13) is unclear. This action is not explained further and seems to privilege a particular program above other established early childhood programs.

· The achievement of sustainable educational outcomes especially in the core focus areas of literacy and numeracy needs to be holistic – involving children, families, communities and educational settings - and working within and across cultures. There have been gaps present in past action plans in this area that prevent outcomes being achieved.
· The focus needs to shift from using NAPLAN as the single most important indicator of performance. As a multiple choice test, its coverage of the curriculum is scant and it certainly does not include sufficient aspects related to Indigenous literacy and numeracy which would allow Indigenous students to be fairly assessed.
· One of the most common complaints from employers and training providers when discussing low participation of Indigenous Australians in the labour market is their very limited capacity in English language and maths. Unfortunately, there is a persistent perception that literacy and numeracy programs are not sufficiently rigorous to prepare students for the real world of work and/or they are too easily watered down by those with the unfortunate illusion that they are “helping these poor people” who, through no fault of their own, just don’t have the ability to take on the big learning challenges. There is a need for rigorous programs in the teaching of English language as a tool for communicating within the wider society. These will enable Indigenous people to enter labour market and higher education programs upon completion of schooling. 

Leadership, quality teaching and workforce development

The data presented under this priority domain need to be treated with some caution. It is well known that educators at all levels – prior-to-school, primary, secondary and tertiary – are likely to respond in the positive to questions concerning their involvement in further professional development on almost anything. Educators are first and foremost learners who are keen to develop their knowledge and skills in all areas of their endeavour. 

If we could simply have some people who are inspirational and deeply committed teachers with a genuine interest in taking up the challenges associated with affecting widespread and much-needed change in Indigenous education then we would start to close that ever-widening gap. We cannot hope to put great leaders in front of every Indigenous child in school but surely we can aspire to putting ‘good teachers in front of students’. There is ample research to show that Indigenous students know what they want out of their education and they know they will only get that from good teachers’ – teachers who demonstrate, by their own classroom behaviour, that they are genuinely interested in every student and that they do want to deliver a quality learning experience to all of their students. Indigenous students respond to THOSE teachers. It’s about ‘attitude’ and sometimes people, including teachers, need a little help to understand their own attitudes. Cultural competency programs, delivered by appropriately qualified Indigenous peoples, have been shown to have a positive impact in this regard. Clearly, strategies to develop more high quality educators, including more high quality Indigenous educators, are critical. 

In the draft IEAP, all responsibility for professional development, including development and delivery of cultural competence programs, etc. is vested in principals and staff of individual schools. (The neglect of the early childhood sector here is blatant and needs to be rectified.) This totally overlooks the need for Indigenous engagement in the process of building cultural competency.  It also overlooks the importance of ensuring that the providers of pre-service programs develop the capacity through the employment of appropriately qualified Indigenous staff and the conduct of intensive research initiatives, to deliver valuable, high quality teacher education programs which incorporate “core components on good practice in Indigenous education and the teaching of Indigenous students” (p. 16) .  

Pathways to real post-school options

While the emphasis on completion of schooling to Year 12 is an admirable aim and one that should be pursued, overreliance on this pathway may restrict the opportunities that could be made available to Indigenous young people. Many of these alternative pathways fall outside the scope of MCEEDYA and it is reassuring to see the Ministerial Council on Tertiary Education and Employment being asked to consider these issues. There are two other aspects of this priority domain that cause some concern.

· There is a clear difference between completion of Year 12 and successful completion. There seems to be an assumption that students are coming from secondary schools with capacity to engage with tertiary education.  Unfortunately, this assumption is incorrect for many Indigenous students and for many of their non-Indigenous peers.  

· While the list of proposed actions on Page 18 is impressive, there is some concern about how this might happen given that many secondary schools simply do not have the capacity (human and financial resources and/or knowledge and skills) to do this now.  How is it proposed that they will suddenly acquire such resources, knowledge and skills?  
Are there important issues that you feel have not been addressed in the draft IEAP?

The draft IEAP has been developed specifically to meet the COAG targets. These targets are ambitious, extensive and comprehensive. Clearly, national coordination and collaboration is required if better progress towards improvement of life for Australian Indigenous people is to be achieved. The draft IEAP has arisen from government structures that should be able to ensure such coordination and collaboration. 

There are some important issues that have either not been addressed or have not been given sufficient emphasis in the draft IEAP. The first of these is the way in which the early childhood sector is addressed. Whilst the draft IEAP clearly recognises the importance of this sector both the language and emphases of the document could be interpreted to exclude it in important ways. The following points suggest some changes and additions.

· Readiness for school needs to be identified through opportunities in communities that are available from ‘birth to 8’.
· The targets for early childhood education will only have a chance of being met when schools emphasise the importance of prior-to-school education within communities and develop reciprocal professional relationships with early childhood educators. 
· If MCEECDYA want to consider integrated approaches for children aged 0-8 years then supporting the EYLF to be integrated over the early years of school with state curriculum would be a significant first step
· “Active school and community partnership arrangements” (p. 9) need to include prior-to-school settings.
· Partnership agreements must include Community Early Childhood and Development Plans.  
· Early childhood educators must be included in all references to teachers and community connectedness.
· Attendance focus should start in prior-to-school settings where the habits surrounding good attendance can be developed in both children and families.
· Literacy and numeracy do not start when the child begins school. There needs to be recognition of the importance of community action in the prior-to-school period.
· Leadership, quality teaching and workforce development must include the prior-to-school sector.
· ‘Readiness for school’ needs to acknowledge that this is a process from birth to 8 and involves whole of community, and education and health services.
Another important area where more emphasis is needed is around the development and implementation of community partnerships. There is rhetoric (at least over recent years) about the value of communities being actively involved in educational decision-making. Much of this has been tokenistic. It would be helpful to see in the IEAP some indication of how the actions suggested are going to be different from those in previous action plans.

While it is recognised that one cannot hope to solve all the issues involved in Indigenous education from 2011 to 2014, there was some question around how ‘focus schools’ (or what we have suggested might be ‘focus communities’) are to be chosen. It is agreed that targeting schools as outlined on Page 5 of the draft IEAP is most likely to show ‘improvements’ in gross measures such as NAPLAN, but there is also need for consideration of the Indigenous students who attend schools all over the country, sometimes in quite small concentrations. Perhaps a more balanced approach to selection of communities could be attempted. Once again a small handful of schools will receive considerable financial benefit while the great majority of Indigenous students attending mainstream schools will remain invisible and generally overlooked by the system/government.

Finally, another omission seems to be discussion of the role tertiary teacher educators and researchers might play in the implementation of the IEAP. Beyond a couple of actions in the section on Leadership, quality teaching and workforce development, there seems little scope for the active involvement of these educators as active members of the plan.

What did you like about the draft IEAP?

The following lists aspects of the plan that are to be applauded.

· The draft IEAP exists. This is a significant achievement.

· The draft IEAP provides the beginning of?? or for??  strong dialogue between communities and education providers at all levels on how partnerships can be built to change the educational outcomes of Indigenous children and young people.

· There are significant commitments by government and non-government bodies to the implementation of the IEAP.

· In many cases, the targets are ambitious, achievable and meaningful.

· There are high expectations on all partners in the enterprise.

Have you any further advice that you feel might strengthen the Plan?
There are many suggestions for change to the draft IEAP contained in the comments made above. To conclude this submission, the following key points are reiterated:

· the importance of the prior-to-school years for the development, well being and ultimate achievement of social and academic outcomes by Indigenous children and young people;

· the critical role that community plays in the education and development of Indigenous children and young people and the importance of such education and development in the building of capacity in Indigenous communities and families;

· the importance of considering ‘readiness for school’ as a characteristic composed of contributions from all of prior-to-school settings, schools, families, communities and children;

· when seeking measurements of success in Indigenous children and young people’s learning and well being, the narrowness and lack of cultural sensitivity of NAPLAN must be considered; and

· the critical need for quality educators and educational leaders to work with all children and young people in ways that enhance their learning and well being through culturally appropriate, relevant and fulfilling educational experiences.
