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This submission responds to the Indigenous Education Action Plan Draft 2010-2014 of the Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs.

Executive Summary

To achieve the Plan’s literacy and numeracy targets for Indigenous children who speak a language other than standard Australian English at home, greater provision will be required in systematic instruction in English as a Second Language, plus better early identification and support for students with special needs.

Background

My comments are based on my research as an academic with schools and communities in NT and NSW and my understanding of evidence-based teaching of reading and writing. My comments relate mainly to Literacy and Numeracy but also to (i) Readiness for School, and (ii) Leadership, Quality Teaching and Workforce Development.

Details

The Draft Plan makes a welcome proposal for teaching, in the first three years of school and beyond: phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary and text comprehension (p. 14, Literacy and Numeracy, Systemic and school-level action, #25), consistent with recent reviews of evidence-based teaching of reading in Australia, UK and USA.

To this proposal, I suggest three improvements:

1. Systematic, high-quality instruction in speaking and listening in English as a Second Language must be provided to Indigenous children who do not speak standard Australian English at home, to support the proposal (p. 14, #25) of the Draft Plan.

Why teach speaking and listening skills in English to improve literacy?

The rationale for teaching spoken language skills in standard English to improve literacy comes from evidence-based theories of reading and writing such as the Simple View of Reading (Gough & Tunmer, 1986; Kendeou et al., 2009; Tan et al., 2007; this model currently underpins the UK’s approach to teaching literacy, see Stuart et al., 2008). According to the Simple View, students are successful in reading comprehension only if they have both strong decoding skills (i.e. phonological awareness, phonics, sight word skills, all yielding fluent word recognition) and strong listening comprehension skills in the language they are reading.

Indigenous students who do not bring spoken language proficiency in standard English from home need explicit instruction in English as a second language, for three reasons: (a) to perceive speech sounds in English, since some of the sounds and patterns differ from home language, (b) to connect written words to a meaning, through knowledge of spoken vocabulary in English, and (c) to extract meaning from sentences, using knowledge of English language structures. Research shows there can be much more difference than a casual observer would notice between home language structures and English language structures, in terms of sounds, grammar, and vocabulary (see e.g., Simpson & Wigglesworth, 2008).
2. Teaching the skills involved in phonological awareness can begin in preschool; it need not wait until primary school. Early phonological awareness can be taught in preschool with oral language listening games (e.g., clapping syllables, rhyming games) in the children’s home language (e.g., varieties including Kriol, Aboriginal English, and mixed languages).
3. Learning to speak and listen in a second language is demanding. This is an additional argument for the proposals under Readiness for School (pp. 7-8). Indigenous children who have special needs including children with hearing and/or vision impairments and children with a language delay or disorder should be identified as early as possible through strong links between communities and service providers in health and education, and families be given access to a range of options including differentiated instruction by qualified staff. Greater provision of special education trained staff, more professional development in special education issues for schools and communities, and increased provision of screening/assessment and assistive technology will be required to support improvements in this area, particularly in regional and remote areas.
Other comment

In connection with points 2 and 3 above, I make a recommendation about the importance of extensive and ongoing consultation in language issues:

4. Students’ home language can and should be valued by educators within an approach that recognises the importance of learning standard English to a level that allows success in employment and in further education. In addition, teaching standard English does not necessarily exclude teaching traditional languages. Issues of which languages children and adults should learn, in what institutional or other contexts, at what ages, and to what ends require extensive and ongoing consultation with communities about what is appropriate locally (see p. 9, Engagement and connections, National collaborative action #10).
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