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INDIGENOUS EDUCATION ACTION PLAN DRAFT 2010 – 2014

(referred to as the IEAP)

Feedback to MCEECDYA

1. First impressions. 

A comprehensive and well constructed draft plan building upon the base established in previous plans, data, social justice policy and past experiences.  The draft plan is forward looking and acknowledges the urgency / imperative of addressing the chasm between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians in relation to some of the key indicators of standard of living.
2. Issues raised. 
The draft plan recognised that the major issues are underpinned by the interrelationships between health, justice, employment, student outcomes and the recognition that education has the potential to serve as an important medium and process for addressing those issues.  The magnitude of the challenges have been presented in view of a complex set of circumstances including the need to address early childhood education, school to work/study transition, and the interplay of factors such as remoteness, governance, leadership and unique cultural contexts that have contributed to intergenerational disadvantage. 
3. Areas NOT addressed.  
The problem in undertaking a ‘focus school strategy’ is that schools outside the 75% Indigenous enrolment factor and where 25% or more students rank in the bottom quartile of NAPLAN results is that Indigenous students with academic potential may not get the support they need to ensure secondary school graduation.  The concept of extending students with the capacity to become future leaders and role models needs to receive greater attention.   Why not look at pushing the boundaries with Indigenous students who are already achieving but tend to fall through the cracks of the secondary education system due to a lack of engagement.  In other word, extend the efforts of programs like the Follow the Dream in Western Australia but with a specific emphasis on the goal of a tertiary education outcome.
4. What are the positive elements? 
The plan is cognisant of the importance of adopting a more holistic and truly integrated approach to closing the gap in acknowledging that all core focus areas are interrelated.  It also recognises the power of taking action at the local level and developing ‘focus areas’ to overcome disadvantage.  These positive elements of the plan are strengthened and underpinned by a reform process that takes specific account of the overarching targets of engaging community, building in longer term strategies, working with all relevant stakeholders/agencies and building in a process of ongoing accountability and review.  The plan acknowledges that attempts to address Indigenous issues in isolation rarely work and have limited sustainability.
5. Advice to strengthen the plan. 

The plan may be further strengthened by allocating some resources and energies towards identifying capable students in the primary sector and providing them with ongoing strategic support to ensure they maintain/attain their potential.   Furthermore, the plan may be well served and supported via the capacity, connections and infrastructure of well respected programs like Follow the Dream (WA), Dare to Lead and What Works (nationally) in view of State jurisdictions and their Aboriginal Education Operational Plans.
Indigenous Education Draft Action Plan (IEAP): General Thoughts

Education is the foundation upon which the core targets may be addressed (gaps closed) re employment, health, housing, justice; etc.  Reference to all the relevant data on income, life span and incarceration all indicate the power and impact of education, especially tertiary qualifications. 
Educationally, good practice in relation to Indigenous students is invariably good practice for all students i.e. all benefit from instructionally intelligent pedagogy re co-operative, hands on, kinaesthetic approaches re research of Bennett, Rolheiser, Stevahn, Maranzano and many others that also promote safe / inclusive classroom environments. 

Early Childhood Education is an important foundational factor as is the need to focus energies on underperforming students across K - 12.  However, there appears to be a gap in efforts to consider primary school students with academic potential and strategies to maintain their engagement in schooling beyond Year 7.  Unless more is done to keep these students on track we will lose another generation of young adults, hence the need to connect best practices and enrolment processes between high schools and primary schools.  To avoid the continual loss of Indigenous talent in the transition from primary to high schools, it is imperative that we create ‘dedicated’ high school environments of excellence.  Such schools will need to establish student support mechanisms in co-operation with their primary feeder schools and parents, where the bar is set at university entrance (for Indigenous students identified with academic potential).  Too many talented Indigenous students fall through the gaps in high school to become part of the statistical data noted on pages two and four of the IEAP.  Feedback from Dare to Lead School Review indicates primary school teacher concerns about the ‘high school’ drop out rate of students they know have sound academic potential.  One need only refer to Indigenous student attendance and retention rates in high schools compared to primary schools to confirm these assertions.

General thoughts in Closing the Gaps:
· Adopt or support an alternate / strategic approach (pilot) that challenges some of the conventions by focussing on Indigenous students with potential as identified by relevant data sources (i.e. primary school-based data).

· Page 3 (in isolation) sets the bar at Year 12 or Certificate II equivalent.  Why not set the bar at a university degree as the minimum (re pilot)?

· Adopt / test an “academic pilot program” that is consistent with the six (6) key principles outlined on page 4 of the IEAP.

· University qualifications give people real choice and capacity to make decisions that are life changing, thereby providing the greatest chance of breaking the intergenerational cycle of poverty. 

Criteria for Selection of ‘Focus Schools’ (p. 5)
The criteria for selecting ‘Focus Schools’ should consider options beyond the focus on the areas of ‘greatest challenge’ or schools with 75% Indigenous students and where the majority are in the bottom quartile of NAPLAN.  Many of these schools are also in receipt of National Partnerships funds.  This is rightly an important area of focus but future actions should not be limited to this strategy as the major way forward.

It is also important to examine the possibilities of focussing efforts on students that have demonstrated some aptitude for success in the schooling environment or where they have academic potential but are not in a secondary school setting that enables them to maximise those opportunities, thereby becoming another Year 9 ‘testing statistic’.

Funding is also an economic concept.  Hence, one must also consider the social and economic rates of return in supporting students that have demonstrated sound academic outcomes versus the social and economic outcomes of investing in the bottom quartile as the major priority.  Although this may be an unpalatable question or proposition, it may be prudent to conduct a cost benefit analysis of investing in ‘the mid or upper quartile’ students versus the level of investment being presented for students in the lower NAPLAN quartile. 

SUPPORTING SCHOOLS OF ACADEMIC EXCELLENCE

(Case study / Concept Plan for Consideration – Indigenous Education Action Plan)

Preamble
As alluded to in the overarching response, the need to identify Indigenous students with academic potential is an important starting point in addressing the intergenerational cycle of socio-economic disadvantage.  Once academic potential is identified during the early years of the education cycle, students must be nurtured, encouraged and supported in their academic endeavours at the high school level.  The critical feature of this approach is to create cohorts of successful Indigenous students that gain places in secondary schools designed to recognise and enhance their academic abilities.  This approach focuses on ‘Strengths Theory’ referred to in the work of Buckingham and Clifton (2001) whereby identifying and investing in people’s talents results in greater return for effort, satisfaction and longer term successes.  However, for this approach to be effective it needs to adopt a holistic and integrated methodology involving all the relevant stakeholders including key agencies, educational institutions and parent / family engagement.

Proposed Concept
Since early 2009, the Swan Education District (Western Australia) has been developing a plan to create an Indigenous school of excellence that identifies, recognises and supports students with academic potential.  The District is looking to direct this program to a school that: 
(i) Has numerous feeder / district primary schools with Indigenous students;

(ii) Is located in an area with a moderate to high socio-economic index factor;

(iii) Has close links and proximity to a university that is keen to actively engage with or complement the proposed program;

(iv) Sets the bar at university entrance for students selected to enter the program; and
(v) Rejects the attitude of deficit theorising with regard to the potential of Indigenous students.
Rationale 

Support for exploring the concept emanated from the Director of Schools and Manager of Aboriginal Education in a District which has the second highest number of Indigenous students in Western Australia.  A secondary school principal (within the District) was also keen to explore options for both supporting, extending and increasing the number of Indigenous students attending his school.  Furthermore, through the engagement of primary school principals and Aboriginal Islander Education Officers in a (Dare to Lead) capacity building program, it became very evident that the primary school educators were concerned about the leakage / loss of Indigenous students entering their feeder high schools, especially students that were identified as having moderate to high academic potential.  

National Attendance (identified on p.11)

2007
(national)
Indigenous

Non Indigenous
Primary

     87%


93%

Secondary
 
     78%


89%

* Swan District had 80% (Indigenous) and 92% non-Indigenous attendance in 2008.  The secondary attendance rates are approximately 71%. 
National Graduation Rates – 2008

Only 47% Indigenous students went from Year 7/8 to complete year 12 graduation.

 80% non Indigenous graduated (or Cert II).

* Equivalent graduation rates for Indigenous students in the Swan District are less that 30%.
Engagement and Connections
School community partnerships are important but so is recognition of the fact that relationships must be nurtured, they just don’t happen!  It is not simply a matter of planning an agreement and expecting it to have an impact.  The concept plan and approach will be clearly communicated to all stakeholders, especially parents.  Regular communication and high expectations will be fundamental to the success of this program.  Key staff that were involved in the Yule Brook College: Working With Community program will be involved in this program.  Yule Brook College won a Dare to Lead for Excellence Award for Community Engagement in 2006 and continues to be a reference point for school’s wishing to establish similar agreements.

Another element of significant connection will be the ongoing relationship with Edith Cowan University through the Faculty of Education and School of Indigenous Australian Studies (Kurrongkurl Katitjin).  A draft Memorandum of Understanding has been established (to be finalised for presentation at the May stakeholder meeting).  This relationship will serve as an important connection point for students seeking to enter university by giving them access to campus activities / courses and opportunities to consider alternative entry pathways.

Discussions have already commenced with the members of the Follow the Dream Outreach Program situated at the University of Western Australia.  This connection will provide students with high level tutoring, career counselling and mentoring.  The program also provides capacity building workshops for parents that enable them to better support their children’s academic aspirations.

Western Australian Jurisdiction
This School of Excellence Strategy complements the progressive directions outlined in the WA Aboriginal Education and Training Directorate’s Strategy for 2009 – 2013.  The strategy requires high rates of attendance, retention, literacy, numeracy, Year 12 graduation leading to higher qualifications and employment.  Key aspects of this alignment will require:

· All students establishing Individual Education Plan (Years 8 – 10) and Career Pathway Plans by Years 10 – 12.  Parents to be involved in the process;

· The Establishment of a Community Agreement and Compacts with Parents, Primary Schools, Edith Cowan University and relevant support agencies;

· Teaching staff to engage in cultural awareness training in the first instance followed by cultural competence training and support going forward; and

· The development of an Aboriginal Education Operational Plan that integrates the School of Excellence Strategy into the school’s development plan and the Aboriginal Education and Training Strategy 2009 – 2013.

The strategy also aims to support the overarching strategies of the proposed Indigenous Education Action Plan by:

· Initially focussing on local district needs and broadening the focus over time

· Engaging parents, broader community members, key agencies, corporate entities and support services

· Seeking low level corporate and governmental support (or resource allocation) to ensure the program is built into and becomes general school practice within a 3 – 5 year period

· Producing an annual report for all relevant stakeholders that demonstrates high rates of attendance, retention, literacy, numeracy, Year 12 graduation leading to higher qualifications and employment (cognisant of the fact that this will take up to 5 years to achieve the ultimate goals of university entrance and future employment)

It is important to state that Members of the Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs will be invited to the May Forum to enable comment, feedback and direct engagement.

Timelines
The concept plan is being presented to relevant stakeholders for comment in late May 2010 at the Mount Lawley Senior High School Campus.  Refinements are to be completed before the end of July.  Once sanctioned by the relevant authorities and approved by parents, student selections are to commence mid Term 3 (initially via feeder primary schools).  It is anticipated that the first cohort will commence in 2011 and be complemented by ongoing research, review and refinement.
