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Introduction

While I applaud the Commonwealth Government’s initiative to improve Indigenous Education throughout Australia, it alarms me that the Draft Indigenous Education Action Plan (IEAP) largely ignores teaching in indigenous languages. There is a wealth of research that concludes that it is imperative to include bilingual/ multilingual education in the education solutions for many indigenous people. That this significant facet of education cannot be ignored, is increasingly important considering that the Draft Indigenous Education Action Plan focuses on remote schools from Queensland, Western Australia and particularly the Northern Territory (NT). 

Children in remote areas, especially in the Northern Territory, speak one or more languages other than English at home and in their community. Consequently, for genuinely effective outcomes, these children should have their early education in their home and community language (often termed L1). They can then begin to learn English (in such cases often termed L2). As children develop competence in English, learning in other areas can then be conducted in English. Australia’s remote indigenous communities would seriously benefit from a more thorough going implementation of bilingual or multilingual education. The benefits are overwhelmingly substantiated by research from within Australia and around the world. A summary of such research is readily available through the work of Dr. Charles Grimes in a recently published work, ‘Indigenous Languages in Education: What the Research Actually Shows,’ AuSIL, 2009.
I would recommend that national, state and territory indigenous educational policies and practices should include biilingual education as a priority. If indigenous languages and education are not supported and served through the IEAP then we as a people are guilty of diminishing the rights of the indigenous people of our nation (refer to articles 13 & 14 documented in the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples).
The current draft appears to minimise the part of indigenous languages in in educaton. Consequently, I would argue that the IEAP is not going to result in improved performance in speaking, reading, or writing- either standard English or indigenous languages. Educational outcomes will not improve. It will not help educators improve their effectiveness in teaching their indigenous students who are not native speakers of standard English.

For many years now informed experts have been making recommendations concerning the inclusion of indigenous language/ bilingual education to all levels of government, and especially the NT government. The Draft IEAP seems to have taken no notice of all this valuable and costly advice.

There are many aspects of the plan that I could comment on, but I will restrict myself to a few points of submission as follows below.

Responses to some elements within the IEAP

Page 7, quote

Participation in culturally inclusive, high quality early childhood development and education programs can assist Indigenous children to get the best start in life. These programs: 

· promote early engagement with learning; 

· provide a strong foundation for future educational achievement;
· encourage the social, physical and mental development of children from birth; and 

· support children in their transition to school. 

I submit that:
Cultural inclusivity is not possible without actually using indigenous languages in early childhood education. Policies such as the “four hour only” English policy being implemented in the NT currently are a complete opposite to cultural inclusivity.

Page 8, quote Point 2

MCEECDYA will support the use of the Early Years Learning Framework in all early childhood settings to ensure family and community engagement from the outset of a child’s education. The Framework also supports the cultural competence of early childhood educators in developing and delivering programs for young children. An Educators’ Guide, which is being developed to support educators in their use of the Framework, will have a strong Indigenous component.

I submit that:

MCEEDYA must insist that early childhood educators actually gain competence in a relevant indigenous language, for without it genuine cultural competence is not possible. It is a myth that true cultural sensitivity is possible without ability in the language of the target culture.

Page 9, quote  Target

School-community partnership agreements in place with all schools with significant Indigenous enrolments by the end of 2011
I submit that:

Genuine partnership agreements are not possible if they do not address community desires for bilingual education programs.

Page 9, quote Point 10

As part of a National Strategy for Indigenous Languages, a study will be commissioned into the feasibility of a national panel of experts framing the teaching of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander languages and considering how out-of-school schemes might work.

I submit that:
 “Out-of-school” schemes – The removal of the teaching of and in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander languages from within the school system will have a devastating impact on language vitality and positive educational outcomes.

I would recommend that a National Strategy for Indigenous Languages should have bilingual education in schools as a front an centre priority matter.

Page 10, quote Point 15

Schools will involve Indigenous families, teachers and Indigenous education workers in the development of personalised learning plans for all Indigenous students from the first year of formal schooling to Year 10 to support improved educational outcomes. Issues relating to health and wellbeing that impact on education will be addressed by this process through the cooperation of health services with the assistance of education providers.
I submit that:

Bilingual education strategies must form an integral and vital component of every Indigenous student’s personalised learning plan. To create and pursue such plans without addressing the students first language is to pay mere lip service to the notion of a personalised learning plan.

Page 19

The NSW (where many indigenous languages are moribund) Engagement and connections elements, I quote:

Implement culturally inclusive curriculum and studies programs by embedding Aboriginal knowledge, cultural values and practices within curriculum frameworks and the delivery of education and training. 

Develop an Aboriginal Languages in Education Five Year Plan, which encompasses a policy on Aboriginal languages in education. 

I submit that:
Though this is from a section that is not up for comment, I suggest that provided the policy on Aboriginal languages in education is about including them in effective bilingual programs, it presents a philosophy and approach that should be replicated for living indigenous language communities in all states and the Northern Territory.

Page 23, quote 

Provide targeted support for students whose first language is not Standard Australian English. 

I submit that:
Targeted support becomes a bandaid solution when first language literacy and bilingual education is removed from the educational delivery to indigenous students. Far better outcomes will be achieved through putting resources into bilingual education rather than “targeted support”.

