Independent Schools Queensland Response to the Indigenous Education Action Plan Draft 2010 – 2014

Overview

Independent Schools Queensland appreciates the opportunity to respond to the Indigenous Education Action Plan Draft 2010 – 2014. The Action Plan’s strength is that it provides the basis to bring about improvement across the domains of activity which evidence shows will make the most impact on closing the gap. However Independent Schools Queensland is concerned that there is no funding to implement the Action Plan because of the Australian government’s expectation that National Partnership obligations will be extended to focus schools. It is clear that focus schools will have significant obligations in terms of additional planning, reporting and other responsibilities which will require additional resourcing. 

The Action Plan does not appear to allow for the diversity of schools and the capacity of schools to choose relevant actions from a broad range of possibilities across the six domains of activity. The focus appears to be on inputs as opposed to outcomes. Independent Schools Queensland suggests that the actions could be chosen, enhanced and implemented, based on the needs identified by the individual school and its community. 
Background on the Independent Sector

Given the diverse nature of the independent sector it is relevant to provide a context for this response. Independent Schools Queensland is the peak body for the 190 member independent schools across Queensland. Independent Schools Queensland supports, advocates for, represents and provides advice to its member schools on a wide range of educational, management, governance, leadership, political and funding issues. The sector covers an enrolment of over 105,000 students and over 12,000 staff. Of those students enrolled 2,882 are Indigenous and a significant number of those are in boarding secondary schools. 

Independent Schools Queensland is no longer responsible for the oversight and management of direct funding for individual Indigenous students within the sector. Each individual school negotiates directly with the Australian Government Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations for this funding unless they are part of a systemic arrangement such as those schools under the governance of Lutheran Education Queensland. Therefore Independent Schools Queensland is not an “Education Provider” in the sense that this term is used in the Action Plan.
However the education of Indigenous students remains a significant priority for Independent Schools Queensland because of the following:-

· The explicit focus on Indigenous students in National Partnerships funding

· The high literacy and numeracy needs of Indigenous students (many of whom have entered boarding schools in secondary after years of education in remote community primary schools)

· The membership of Independent Schools Queensland includes 5 schools that are dedicated to the education of Indigenous students plus a number of other schools have significant numbers of Indigenous students in their enrolments.

· A belief that education about the disadvantages experienced by Indigenous peoples through previous government policies and practices is of importance to all Australian students (as evidenced in the new Australian curriculum having Indigenous dimensions embedded into all subjects)

· A widespread interest across the sector in ways to improve education outcomes for all students. 

Overview of the Indigenous Education Action Plan

 While Independent Schools Queensland is supportive of the intent of the draft plan, clarification is sought of the statement in the overview that “non government education providers have agreed to join with governments to achieve these targets and progress the actions outlined in the plan.” 

The six priority areas for action in the plan:-

· Readiness for school

· Engagement and connections with school

· Attendance at school

· Literacy and numeracy

· Leadership, quality teaching and workforce development

· Pathways to real post school options

· Comment

ISQ supports these six as being appropriate organizers and recognizes the significance of the Action Plan drawing close correlation to the six areas for action identified in the Review of Australian Directions in Indigenous Education 2005 – 2008 for the Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs (MCEEDYA)  and the National Indigenous Reform Agreement. However the priority area of engagement and connections needs to be developed further throughout the six priorities. This point will be elaborated throughout this response.

The Ministers have agreed to the identification of a key group of “focus schools”…. – “some of which have been identified as sites for “specific action” under national reforms. The “identification of schools will be undertaken in a three tier process and reviewed annually”

· Comment

There is a need to clarify the definition of focus schools and how the review will be carried out.
Implications for all schools
In some instances the plan appears to be directed to all schools as the word “focus” is not used. For example Action 15 under “Engagement and connections” states that schools will develop personalized learning plans for all Indigenous students from the first year of schooling to year 10. Does this include students who are achieving well and may not need a personalized learning plan?

Implications for “Focus Schools”

There appears to be significant obligations and responsibilities with respect to focus schools.

Examples include:

· Action 13 Focus schools will commence negotiating a formal school and community partnership

· Action 14 Focus schools will commence establishing family forums (this term needs to be defined)

· Action 22 Schools will develop and publish an evidence based attendance strategy and report annually on progress towards meeting their target

· Action 26 Teachers and education workers will participate in professional learning by January 2011 to support a-whole of school approach to the teaching of literacy and numeracy

· Action 35 Every principal of a focus school will within two years be required to participate in a leadership program

There appears to be a one size fits all approach with very little left to the discretion of the school and its community who are in the best position to assess what is needed. Are the above actions to be implemented irrespective of what schools might already have in place? 

Policy environment
· Comment

The section on Policy Environment states that there are over 150,000 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander school students in Australia and14% of students are in non-government schools and 14% of Indigenous students are in schools in remote areas, while the majority attend regional and urban schools.


· Comment
It is not clear that the students in and from the remote areas are the most disadvantaged and therefore are key subjects for targets for closing the gap. 

Readiness for School

· Comment

This section needs to be further elaborated. School readiness is an outcome of the resources and relationships of the community. Parents need to be educated as to the risk and protective factors that influence readiness.

The development of an on entry assessment program needs to take account of the community literacies that are part of students’ literacy and numeracy skills.
Engagement and connections

· Comment

This section needs to be further elaborated. The Queensland Indigenous Education Consultative Committee (QIECC) and other groups regard schools’ engagement with community as a priority. For example although the impact of health issues (such as eye diseases and nutrition) on learning for Indigenous students is recognized, there is no elaboration of what action should be taken by schools. 
Literacy and Numeracy

· Comment

There is no mention of how the English as a second Language (ESL) issue will be addressed. Schools which have a high ESL population should be indentified and targeted support needs to be provided to those students whose first language is not Standard Australian English. Tested ESL methods such as the Indigenous Bandscales need to be applied in the teaching of literacy and numeracy.

Reference should be made in this section to parent and community partnerships in literacy and numeracy through actions such as:
· Identification of  community literacies and incorporation of these in school programs  

· Literacy and numeracy training for parents

· Efforts to include parents and community members in the reading program. 

Attendance

· Comment
This section needs to explicitly acknowledge the importance of the link between school and community engagement to student attendance. Targets for increasing student attendance will not be met without significant improvements in the engagement of community with school.  It could be argued that MCEECDYA does not have to expend more funds to “further develop a better evidence base of what works in improving Indigenous student attendance” as that evidence is already available.

Leadership, quality teaching and workforce development

· Comment

The reference to ACARA’s work on national curriculum highlights that all teachers will be expected to teach Indigenous perspectives “to ensure that all young Australians have the opportunity to learn about, acknowledge and value the cultures of Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait Islanders”.  This will not occur without ongoing sustained professional learning so that all teachers have the necessary knowledge and sensitivities. Mention could be made in this section of professional learning activities which encourage deep learning such as in class mentoring of teachers. Mentoring of school leaders would be helpful especially in areas of building trusting partnerships with communities.

 It is noted that the strategy will “recognize and clarify the role of Indigenous workers and support their professional development and aspirations”. This is a key area and warrants elaboration in the systemic and school level action.


One of the outcomes is an increase in professional development hours. The approach to professional learning which is on-going and sustained is not easily quantified.  It is the quality of the professional learning as opposed to the number of hours that should be of most concern. 


The need to increase the number of Indigenous teachers and school leaders working in schools should be a matter of priority.  Indigenous teachers as successful role models make an enormous impact on the engagement of Indigenous students with school. This section needs to highlight actions which go beyond simply attracting Indigenous people into the education workforce and providing pathways through the workforce (Action 27) Again on going mentoring and coaching is one possible action.

Pathways to real post-school options
· Comment
This section highlights the key actions required.
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