Curriculum Council Western Australia

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

While the intent and stated outcomes are commendable in terms of the thrust to continue to put in place strategies to ‘bridge the gap’ between the life outcomes of Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians the document fails to build on and expand positive aspects of the Australian Directions in Indigenous Education 2005 -2008 and the subsequent Review lead by Professor Peter Buckskin.  Both these documents placed great emphasis on the valuing and maintaining of Indigenous or first culture/language as the imperative for fostering well being (identity) and promoting achievement of educational outcomes, particularly literacy and numeracy in Standard Australian English.

While there was clear support in the Australian Directions for the ‘Stronger and Smarter’ philosophy and in particular, ‘Acknowledging, embracing and developing a positive sense of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Identity in schools’ p 45, first impressions are that this has not been endorsed and that a traditional monocultural  tone of assimilation pervades the Draft Indigenous Education Action Plan.

In addition, the fact that many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples speak one or more traditional languages, Aboriginal English or a Kriol/Creole as their first language has been largely ignored.  The fact that many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people speak languages other than Standard Australian English necessitates  the implementation of a range of second/additional language or dialect approaches, appropriate to the differing needs, to the learning of English or as Buckskin et al, 2009, 54 suggested …the same right as any other people to receive instruction in their own language ….

The positive first impressions were that it recognized the need for more qualified Aboriginal teachers, principals, assistants, school and community partnerships which are essential in accelerating positive outcomes in Aboriginal Education.  Cultural inclusivity is included in the Action Plan which again is positive but schools need guidance  and therefore this needs expanding in the document because as it is it lacks breadth or depth.

2. What questions, issues or concerns did the draft IEAP raise for you?

Concerns raised by the IEAP are that much of the research conducted by people such Gay and Cummins, into the importance of maintaining first language and culture, and West Australian research such as that by Ian Malcolm, Farzad Sharifian, Judith Rochecouste and others into the positive impact of using a two way approach has not been used to inform the thinking that underpins the development of such an important document.  The incorporation of Indigenous culture and the teaching of Indigenous languages must come through strongly in the document otherwise it is just another very westernized document which unfortunately and inadvertently is more about assimilation than about Aboriginal education all inclusive in the education of Aboriginal students. 

In an article by Orhan Agirdag, Bienvenu a toutes les languages (All Languages Welcome Here) Educational Leadership, April 2009, pp20-24 it is expressed like this:

….  Cultural discontinuity between students’ home-based and school-based experiences can have a negative effect on their academic performance, well-being and sense of belonging at school.  The larger the gap between these two experiences the greater the disadvantage of cultural discontinuity (Gay, 2000).

When students have to leave their primary language at the school gates, they also leave a part of their cultural identity behind.  As Cummins (2001) noted, ‘To reject a child’s language in the school is to reject the child’ (p.19).  Therefore, educators must try to close the gap between language learners’ identities, which are intricately tied to language, and the school culture.

The importance of Indigenous languages and cultures must be woven throughout the document as it seems obvious from all the research that the gap will widen if the teaching of Indigenous languages and cultures is not strongly featured in this document.

In section 2, National collaboration – readiness for school p 7 one of the stated outcomes is to increase student performance in on-entry assessment using the Australian Early Development Index (AEDI).  This indicates the focus is entirely on competencies valued by the mainstream culture and tested in SAE.  What would be more effective is a more non-eurocentric, bi-cultural approach that recognizes, tests in and builds on home language and social/emotional/cognitive competencies while also developing SAE competencies. This would overcome the problem of children being diagnosed as ‘deficient’ whereas they may well be multilingual and possess many skills not valued by the mainstream culture but are vital to maintaining well being within their cultural context.

There must also be an emphasis on the teacher training/professional development to use the AEDI so that Aboriginal children are not disadvantaged.  The Action Plan must emphasise teacher training and development around the achievement of Cultural competencies so that they have the preparation necessary in teaching Aboriginal children.  It is important that teachers understand that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children entering an early childhood program will bring with them and be developing their home language/s, which may not be Standard Australian English (SAE) and that the program assert the importance of each child’s developing language in order to contribute to their wellbeing and positive sense of belonging.
3. Are there important issues that you feel have not been addressed in the draft IEAP?

(a) The issue of a bi-cultural approach has been largely ignored.  This includes the maintenance of first language as language and culture are intrinsically entwined.  Teaching and testing in first language particularly in the early years is of prime importance.

(b) The Plan mentions personalised learning plans.  The issue here is the status of the MCEETYA project, outsourced to Atelier, to develop a framework to model best practice in developing ‘personalised learning plans’ for Indigenous students initiated early 2009 through consultations with John Manefield.   There would seem to be the need for much more cohesion and collaboration between projects focusing on the needs of Indigenous students.

4. What do you like about the draft IEAP?

The six targets in the Introduction are commendable as are points 2, 22, 23, 30, 38, 39, 41, 44 and 46.  As stated earlier, the recognition of the need for more appropriately trained Indigenous principals, teachers, assistants and the need for a culturally inclusive curriculum are commendable (but only if this articulates into a particular focus utilizing appropriate curriculum content and strategies).

5. Have you any further advice that you feel might strengthen the Plan?

Advice:

Point 1: Page 8 has reference to the Educators’ Guide which is being developed to support educators in their use of the Early Years Learning Framework and that this will have a strong Indigenous component. It is strongly urged that this be developed in collaboration with linguists, researchers, teachers of Aboriginal students and Aboriginal educators and not have the Indigenous component being an ‘add on’ as per other National documents currently being developed. 

Point 2: While maintenance of cultural identity is mentioned in the preamble and accompanying rhetoric it isn’t mentioned in the outcomes, targets or performance indicators.  For example, p 9 states, A sense of cultural identity, and the active recognition and validation of Indigenous cultures by schools, is critical to student wellbeing and success at school, and yet this is not mentioned elsewhere.  There needs to be a link to indicate the importance of supporting the maintenance and use of first language and culture to all further learning and that this needs to also be an indicator of success.

Point 3: According to Agirdag p 22 there are three practices to avoid in teaching students who have a first language other than the medium of instruction and these are:

· Insisting on a monolingual classroom.

· Banning Home Languages outside the School.

· Restricting praise to Second Language proficiency.

If the Action Plan could highlight the  cessation of the use of these practices, along with others that are known to inhibit learning as an outcome – possibly in Engagement and connections – then it may mean more emphasis will be given to ‘best practice’.

Point 4: The thrust is to support the Focus schools in early childhood areas but this means that a large cohort of Indigenous youth will slip through the system.  We urge a dual focus so as to support all Indigenous students as much as possible at the same time.

Point 5: The section on Attendance p 12 could benefit by including a strategy in point 20 of the National collaborative action to develop collaborative school clusters in remote areas to better plot and record attendance of students.  Not only could attendance be better recorded in this way but student achievement could also be better assessed, recorded and reported. 

Point 6: In Literacy and numeracy, p 14, point 25 identifies an integrated approach to reading that teaches phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary knowledge and text comprehension, but doesn’t clarify that this needs to be contrastive in relation to known sounds, concepts, vocabulary etc and the sounds, concepts, vocabulary of the additional language. For example, the word ‘camp’ means to go out in a tent in SAE but just means a ‘stay over’ in Aboriginal English.  Also in relation to texts the different cultural ways of producing texts needs to be addressed (linear, circular, digressive, parallel) in this way.

Point 7:  In Leadership, quality teaching and workforce development, p 15, the target is to increase the number of Indigenous teachers and principals.  While this is commendable it will only be successful if appropriate training in education and leadership skills are provided and that the participants aren’t subjected to performing important roles after a ‘rushed through’ tokenistic process.

Point 8: While NAPLAN tests indicate comparative achievement it is urged that other more culturally appropriate tests such as the ESL/ESD  Progress Map and the National Bandscales be used to identify more accurately what skills and gifts Indigenous students possess. 

Also to test children, in the early years, in a language that is not their first language could be considered technically unsound as it is difficult to determine what is actually being tested. It could also be considered ethically questionable as it could result in the view that a certain cohort is deficient in specific skills rather than it being simply a matter of them not being able to demonstrate these skills in a language in which they lack fluency.
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