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Indigenous Education Action Plan Draft 2010-2014
Griffith University Response
The purpose of the Indigenous Education Action Plan Draft is critical to the advancement of Indigenous peoples who are entitled to the same educational and employment outcomes as non-Indigenous Australians.  The draft Plan reflects the goals of previous government plans (eg. the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Policy - AEP) but, importantly, it identifies the need for long-term sustainable actions and cross-sectoral, collaborative responses if more positive outcomes are to be achieved.  This will be one of a number of reforms impacting on schooling, potentially those schools already targeted under National Partnerships and other schemes such as the (local) Logan-based Every Child Counts scheme.  As such, it is imperative that there be an integrated and well-coordinated approach to the Action Plan.
Griffith’s response acknowledges the significance of the proposed reforms in early childhood education and schooling, but, for the most part, its response is focussed on those aspects of the draft relevant to the jurisdictional responsibilities of universities.

Introduction:

The six principles for the delivery of programs and services to Indigenous Australians (paragraph 3, p4) are laudable, but desirably should be required of all schools, not just those that have been classified as focus (primary) schools – it is anomalous to propose a national action plan which is then selective in its implementation and overlooks the needs of small student cohorts in non-focus (primary) schools and which appears to be ‘discretionary’ for secondary schools. It also potentially compromises any gains made by students who move from a focus school to a non-focus school.  Further, it is not clear how focus schools will be assessed for greatest need, how successful community schools such as the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Community Independent School (90% Indigenous enrolment) will be placed in this selection process, nor independent or Catholic schools having Indigenous student enrolments.    Questions that need attention include the following:

· What will happen to the remaining 25% of Indigenous primary school enrolments?

· Is the 75% a minimum once other criteria have been applied leading to the addition and deletion of schools from the focus group?

· Will there be any deliberative strategy for the current secondary school Indigenous enrolment?

  

Policy Environment:

While there has been an increase in the number of Indigenous students undertaking further studies, a greater proportion are still being directed into vocational education and training with overrepresentation in the Certificate I to III levels.  This should not be done to the detriment of students undertaking appropriate subject selection to ensure pathways to university studies.  Tertiary study should also be promoted as a viable and achievable option for Indigenous students.

Terminology:

P1-12 schools may provide enhanced opportunities to encourage and support Indigenous students across the continuum of schooling.

Readiness for school:

Readiness for School will be measured by the Australian Early Development Index which provides information on children’s physical health and wellbeing, social competence, emotional maturity, language and cognitive skills, communication skills and general knowledge.  The University believes that these measures are culturally biased and may lead to false assumptions about early development levels.   Questions that need attention include:

· Who will be applying this tool? 

· Is the National network of Indigenous psychologists involved? 

· How can Indigenous families and other community members have confidence in this Index?

Engagement and connections:

While this section focuses on progression through schooling, there needs to be greater emphasis on developing student career aspirations (Systemic and school-level action point #15 refers).  Exposure to professional careers, successful role models, and higher education contexts in late primary school would provide opportunity for students to consider and question their education and career pathways.  This is especially the case when early individualised education plans are being proposed – students need to be actively encouraged and supported to consider tertiary education as a viable option.  Early contact with Indigenous staff attached to Indigenous Student Support Units in universities is critical to this process. 

The section in the Action Plan on community engagement in schools is relatively weak with the sole outcome being an increased presence on school boards and in education advisory roles and active school and community partnership. The Performance Indicator "number and proportion of school-community partnership agreements in place" needs to be a qualitative measure as much as a quantitative one - there have been many such initiatives/forums which in practice have involved little real input by Indigenous parents and communities.

Given that Indigenising curriculum has been recognised as an imperative in improving Indigenous educational outcomes, Indigenous Elders, parents and interested communities members must have greater participation within the school. Schools must become an extension of the community where community can be involved in all facets of the school from facilities/maintenance to having input into curriculum development and being part of the delivery of education within the school.

With regard to national collaborative action point #10 regarding a national panel of experts on Indigenous languages, questions that need attention are: 

· Who are the experts? There would need to be a majority of Indigenous people on this panel.

· Why are Indigenous languages considered only for out-of-school activities? These languages are important and could be integrated within the curriculum which can improve educational outcomes, particularly for students who have English as a second language.

Attendance:

Appropriate and effective mechanisms are critical to tracking students’ attendance or to employ better systems to identify the reasons for students exiting school (and post-school) study.  Schools are already required to do the former, but perhaps need to do more in terms of  reporting on the reasons why Indigenous student/s may be absent from school, particularly if they have been absent on a regular basis, and action/s taken to address the absenteeism in consultation with parents.  Attention also needs to be given to students suspended/expelled from school, with community support.  It is important/necessary to understand the student experience of their learning environment and the reasons for their disengagement if this issue is to be addressed proactively.

Literacy and numeracy:

No comment

Leadership, quality teaching and workforce development:

The survey data cited (paragraphs 2 & 3) demonstrates the need for pre-service teacher education to incorporate Indigenous knowledges in the curriculum, delivered as compulsory core or foundation units in order to graduate culturally competent teachers.  (National collaborative action points #30, #31, and #33 are key.)

In parallel, the schooling sector needs to provide Indigenous Teacher Aides and other Indigenous Education Workers greater opportunities and pathways into higher education in order to gain teaching qualifications.  These staff are key influencers on Indigenous student motivation and aspirations and provide capacity for building the workforce internally. (National collaborative action point #27 is salient) 

The selection and support mechanisms for placing graduates into regional and remote communities also need to be addressed – the high mobility rates of commencing teachers through communities as they simply fulfil ‘country service’ requirements does not support the relationship building with children, their families and community so necessary to student success.   Mentoring by a lead (experienced) teacher might also assist graduate adjustment and commitment to continuing employment in these locations.

Developing teacher cultural competency will not only inform the best teaching strategies for Indigenous students, but will benefit all students in their exposure to culturally attuned classroom practice. (Systemic and school-level action point #36 refers).

The proposal to give priority to focus schools when attracting or placing high performing leaders and teachers is a double-edged issue. (Outcome #1 refers)  The better teachers being employed in hard-to-staff schools may not feel valued in terms of their teaching efforts and contribution while under-performing teachers need to be identified and provided with appropriate professional support to meet professional benchmarks.  State and Territory Education Departments perhaps need to develop more effective professional development programs and support mechanisms (i.e. mentoring) to assist under-performing teachers.  

There is very little in the Action Plan about developing the capacity of current Indigenous teachers and using the leadership capacity of current Indigenous School Principals. This group of professionals could also be used as role models for up-and-coming Indigenous educators including Indigenous education workers.  For example, Systemic and school-level action point #37 should have a preference for high performing Indigenous principals and teachers. 

The role of existing initiatives, such as Dare to Lead (Commonwealth-funded) is not identified in the document.

Pathways to real post-school options:

Griffith views National collaborative actions #39 and #40 as critical to increasing Indigenous student participation in higher education, and developing a companion strategy to establish better links between schooling, VET and universities as being instrumental to closing the gap in university outcomes.  This should build on the existing work of IHEAC, and ‘nest’ within the Widening Participation agenda currently being implemented in universities nationally – but it also needs to allow for the development of local, appropriately contextualised strategies.

This task will be assisted by better use of university Indigenous alumni as successful role models and mentors, and building the capacity of Indigenous Student Support Units in universities to provide outreach, capacity-building and support to Indigenous students in schools to encourage their engagement with higher education.   Other strategies include the development of effective bridging programs and Indigenous student mentoring programs etc to facilitate successful transition to university study.   This work, however,  needs to be appropriately resourced (for workforce development and physical infrastructure). 

Griffith is concerned about the emphasis in the draft Plan on case management for school-based traineeships and employment services.  While important, there needs to be a parallel and greater emphasis on tertiary education as a viable option with case management support being available for those students tracking to further studies. (Systemic and school-level action #43).

Indigenous student participation and outcomes data in VET and university is significant in any discussion about pathways to post-school options.  Indigenous students are over-represented in VET (4.3%, 2008) and under-represented in University (1.3%, 2007) when compared to a 2.2% population proportional share (Wheelahan, 2009).  Furthermore, 39.6% of VET Indigenous students are enrolled in Certificate I and II programs, compared to 3.6% enrolled in diploma of higher qualifications. (2008 VET data; Wheelahan, 2009)  The employment and further study outcomes for young people and mature-aged students undertaking Certificate I and II qualifications are shown to be poor, and poorer if they have a Certificate III or higher from a lower-level qualification (Karmel & Nguyen 2006, in Wheelahan, 2009). The employment outcomes are worse for non-completers (Stanwick, 2005 & 2006 in Wheelahan, 2009). Wheelahan states ‘Certificates I and II are meant to provide pathways to work and further study, particularly for disadvantaged students who require foundational knowledge to make these transitions. They do neither effectively.”

Overall, the draft Plan is not sufficiently explicit on the need to build career aspirations and appropriate pathways for students to realise these aspirations, and which include university education as a viable option.  While not privileging tertiary study, we need to ‘raise the bar’ for Indigenous students so they have access to the same opportunities as non-Indigenous Australians.

In this context, the professional development and support for school Guidance Officers to better encourage Indigenous student aspirations for higher education is important. (Systemic and school-level action point #44).

Tracking Progress and Building on What Works:

Reporting mechanisms need to be prescriptive enough to allow for the identification of best practice methods and also to identify States and Territories which are not implementing the Plan adequately.   For example, identification of: actions which are short-term or ad hoc,; key programs which are successful but at risk due to funding or other sustainability issues; outcomes which are recognisable and tangible i.e. community/student feedback about the success of a program and long-term commitment from focus schools for their reporting.  Similarly, mechanisms should also be deployed to identify State or Territory Education Departments which are providing insufficient support to schools having implementation issues.

AEP required education providers to comply with monitoring and annual reporting requirements to qualify any initiatives developed and to evaluate their success in meeting the (21) AEP goals if they were to receive their funding.  Educational providers (particularly schools) were required to include parents, communities and students in the development, implementation and evaluation of projects and initiatives to address the educational needs of the Indigenous students. Despite this and the funding allocated to the implementation of AEP, there remains serious concern about the enrolment and attrition rates of Indigenous children across all levels of education.  Indigenous engagement and accountability measures are critical to the implementation of the Indigenous Education Action Plan. However, the AEP evaluation process was often done in isolation from parents and students – community feedback must be sought and presented, independent of government mechanisms, in the implementation of the Indigenous Education Action Plan.

If the Draft Plan is to make a difference in terms of impact and sustainability, then the issue of funding longevity must also be addressed.  Most funding allocations are short-term (1-3 years), project-driven, or subject to change when a new government is elected. Effective programs have disappeared when their funding has ceased. Griffith’s Indigenous Cadetship Scheme (ICS) – formerly the National Indigenous Cadetship Program (NICP) – is an exemplar program nationally for achieving sustained, successful employment outcomes for Indigenous students.  It exceeded overall University and national graduate employment outcomes for 2005-2007, but this program remains reliant on the University securing continuing (renewable) funding.  If focus schools are required to engage in National Indigenous Reform Agreements that are to be inclusive of targets endorsed by COAG, then the funding formula needs to address the issue of funding sustainability.  
� Wheelahan, Dr L.  2009 Rethinking equity policy in tertiary education: why VET and higher education have to work together – paper presented to the Social Inclusion in Education Conference, Sydney (2009)
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