Language Perspectives Team, Far North Queensland Indigenous Schooling Support Unit (FNQ-ISSU)
Proficiency in Standard Australian English is required for success in ‘literacy & numeracy’ and language background is an essential component of ‘culture’, yet neither are included

The Action Plan Draft focuses predominantly on measurable targets (for which statistical data can be used to ascertain progress), whilst also emphasising the importance of an inclusive philosophy. Both of these are pivotal in the current educational climate and we accept the importance of both. Much of the discussion of measurable targets involves discussion of 'literacy and numeracy' learning and assessment (which is in Standard Australian English), whilst ‘inclusivity’ seems to revolve - almost exclusively - around ‘culture’. There are very few explicit mentions of language: either of students' language backgrounds, or of Standard Australian English (SAE) - a target language for accessing services, employment and education. As a result, the Action Plan Draft fails to provide measurable targets for identifying students’ language backgrounds, as well as for assessing the performance of second language learners of SAE. There is thus no way of distinguishing their achievements from those children with low literacy success or learning difficulties. The document also fails to provide inclusivity, in that there is no recognition of the children’s home languages, in addition to cultural background. Language and culture are inextricably entwined, and if home languages are not valued, then home cultures are not valued.
Accurately identifying students’ language backgrounds and responding to their language learning needs are at least as necessary for engagement and inclusivity as cultural recognition

There are explicit and numerous mentions of the importance of highlighting and responding to Indigenous students' cultural backgrounds throughout the Action Plan Draft. However, when the document is viewed from a 'language perspective' it becomes obvious that there are very few explicit mentions of language: neither of students' first language(s), nor of SAE - a target language for accessing services, employment and education. It may be that the Action Plan Draft subsumes Indigenous students' language backgrounds in their cultural backgrounds, however, although language and culture are inextricably connected, they are not the same thing. The danger of not ensuring that language is made visible in the Action Plan Draft is that ‘culturally inclusive’ pedagogy alone does not automatically involve: recognition and utilisation of students' first language varieties for classroom learning; nor assessment of their level of second language acquisition of SAE; nor second language teaching approaches etc.

Language as the medium of classroom instruction & performance is not mentioned

The literature highlights that a large number of Indigenous students are learning SAE as a second, or subsequent, language variety at school (e.g., Angelo, Baskerville & Smith, forthcoming; Berry & Hudson, 1997; Carter & McIntosh, forthcoming; Simpson & Wigglesworth, 2008). However, the main part of the Action Plan Draft does not even mention the need for English as a Second of subsequent Language (ESL) support for Indigenous children who speak officially-recognised traditional languages, Kriol or Torres Strait Creole (not to mention those who speak the less well known creoles and related varieties). Instead, SAE proficiency seems to be assumed as a skill already possessed by all Indigenous children. The few references to language that are included in the Action Plan Draft are listed below:

· Assessing students’ language ‘skills’ to ascertain whether they are performing ‘at’ or ‘below’ their age level as part of a readiness for school initiative (p.7) (this presumably refers to skills in SAE, not in many children’s differing first language varieties);

· A study that will be commissioned into the teaching of [traditional?] Indigenous languages in an out-of-school mode (p.9); and

· Several sparse mentions of language (and supporting language learners) under the individual state and territory responses to the focus areas of ‘Engagement and Connections’ and ‘Literacy and Numeracy’ (pp.19-28).

These mentions of language are peripheral and do not provide the necessary targeted actions that are to be expected of an Action Plan which intends to affect real changes in Indigenous students' educational outcomes throughout Australia.
Inconsistent recognition and responses to Indigenous second language learners of SAE

It is notable that - at a system level - there has been no consistent acknowledgement of Indigenous students' home language backgrounds, nor of their levels of SAE proficiency. Furthermore, there has not been consistent acknowledgement of the need for pedagogical approaches that support second language learners, by teaching the language through which mainstream curricula are delivered, and in which students will be demonstrating their understandings. This inconsistency is observable in the striking differences between the current Action Plan Draft and a discussion paper previously produced by the MCEETYA (2001), in relation to the role given to language. For instance, the 2001 paper explicitly acknowledged language difference and the need to actively support Indigenous ESL students’ language learning in the classroom: 

· ‘The classroom may be the only place where Indigenous children are actively engaged in SAE…ESL/EFL children may be learning in Standard Australian English at the same time as they are learning to speak it’ (p.33);

· ‘It is generally acknowledged that it takes 5 to 7 years under optimum conditions to acquire a second language to the level required for academic progress…In addition, educators need to explicitly teach strategies to support students to code switch between languages or dialects according to context, purpose and audience’ (p.34).

MCEECDYA's current Action Plan Draft does not maintain attention on the critically relevant issue of "language" (neither language background nor second language acquisition) in Indigenous education. 

Language needs to be disaggregated from literacy and numeracy data sets

Every assessment procedure in the draft Action Plan uses SAE as its linguistic medium. In other words, all assessments include students' SAE proficiency as a variable. However, "language" is so invisible in this document, that it requires no data on students' language backgrounds or their level and/or rate of progress in acquiring SAE. MCEETYA's 2001 document, on the other hand, highlighted how dangerous language invisibility can be, especially in regards to students who speak Australian creoles and related varieties, as these may wrongly be assumed to be a form of English:

· ‘Torres Strait Islander Creole, Kriol and Aboriginal English...are grammatically complex, often making distinctions unknown in Standard Australian English. While they contain much English-based vocabulary, semantic variation has occurred over many generations to the point where meanings of the same words often differ completely between the Indigenous language and Standard Australian English. This language similarity or transparency may not be readily apparent to many adults and even less so to many children, and may therefore cause difficulties for students and educators, unless they are aware of the explicit differences between the languages’ (p.33);

· ‘The national literacy and numeracy benchmarks pose a challenge for children from an ESL/EFL background especially those from an oral, rather than a print-tradition’ (p.35).
· ‘Indigenous children who are ESL/EFL should not be automatically identified as children with learning difficulties…where large groups of identifiable children are constantly failing to meet national standards, then the mainstream curriculum and schooling practices must be interrogated…The challenge is to unpack the assumptions underlying much of what is done in the name of literacy and numeracy’ (p.38).

In spite of recognising the significance of Indigenous students' language backgrounds and their second language learning needs in 2001, the degree to which SAE proficiency correlates with student scores cannot be stated in 2010. There has been no national, state or territory requirement to provide data on Indigenous students' levels of acquisition of SAE, nor on their on-going progress. This Action Plan could ensure that "the language factor" is made visible through mandatory, wide-spread collection of such data.

No recognition of second language learners results in inappropriate responses

If language backgrounds, language differences, language learning and language approaches are not on the agenda, Indigenous children whose home language varieties differ from SAE are likely to be inappropriately assessed (even sometimes misdiagnosed) and judged in unhelpful deficit terms. In terms of the Australian Early Development Index (AEDI), for instance, and the Action Plan Draft’s objective for the development of ‘an on-entry assessment program to assess students’ literacy and numeracy skills’ (p.8), this could result in students with ESL being deemed ‘below age in literacy’ (p.7) and ‘at educational risk’ (p.8). The problem with not collecting data on children’s levels of SAE acquisition is that students with ESL cannot be distinguished from SAE speaking children with a speech-language or cognitive impairment. So although they would probably be identified as requiring additional support, their status as second language learners may not be identified unless documents such as this Action Plan specifically target this information. Where the reason for students' low scores is not understood, then the proposed intervention strategies are likely to be unsuitable: It is important to note that ESL and language teaching approaches are very different from pedagogical approaches designed for SAE-speaking students with lower literacy skills, speech language impairments, cognitive difficulties etc.

Importance of assessing children’s level of SAE acquisition 

Students' SAE language proficiency underpins much of what the Action Plan Draft purports to be targeting. Students' development of ‘Literacy and Numeracy’ is assessed in SAE and - to varying extents - their levels of SAE will affect their school ‘Engagement and Connections’, ‘Attendance’ and determined level of ‘Readiness for School’. Language therefore needs to be acknowledged throughout the revised Action Plan. This document should provide leadership in recognising that the language backgrounds of Indigenous children need to be accurately identified, and that their levels of SAE need to be monitored via an appropriate second language acquisition tool. Australia has two nationally recognised tools for measuring ESL students' proficiency in SAE: ESL Bandscales and ESL Scales. Proficiency levels assigned on either of these tools could be easily aligned, so that states could continue to use their historically preferred ESL instrument for national reporting requirements. In addition to aligning with the current data-driven climate, encouraging educators to regularly assess students’ level of SAE acquisition has important educational benefits for Indigenous students’ with ESL: It will provide educators with information from which to determine appropriate pedagogical approaches and design suitable learning activities across the curriculum, as well as providing the relevant data to distinguish second language learning from students with low literacy.

The problem with existing data

The data that is currently held in centralised data sets (i.e. from school enrolment forms and the Australian Bureau of Statistics) about Indigenous students’ language background and language acquisition is not always accurate (Angelo & McIntosh, forthcoming). For example - for reasons that go beyond the scope of this response to explain - it has been identified that there are many Indigenous students with ESL who are enrolled as English-speakers (Angelo et al., forthcoming; Carter & McIntosh, forthcoming). These recent (and ongoing) studies utilised the ESL Bandscales for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Learners (Department of Education, Queensland, 2002) and the initial analyses appear to indicate that there is a significant correlation between the students’ Bandscale level and their results in standardised NAPLAN tests. Students’ NAPLAN results are becoming an ever-increasing focus and are employed as targets in documents such as Closing the Gap, various Partnership Agreements and this Action Plan Draft. It is thus vitally important that accurate data is collected about students' language backgrounds and current second language learning levels to go alongside standardised test results, to aid with the accuracy of their interpretation. This Action Plan would then be assisting in identifying the factors of relevance for diverse groups of Indigenous students and of use for responding to these needs. This is surely the role of a data-driven approach to achieving improved educational outcomes.

Second language learners need explicit language approaches

It is critical that the Action Plan include and monitor how Indigenous students will actually be progressing academically if they have insufficient levels of the linguistic medium required for engaging with classroom learning. Whilst some Indigenous students acquire a traditional language as their first language, it is much more common nowadays for Indigenous students to be speaking creoles and related varieties as their first languages. Depending on the area, some, many or all Indigenous students in a cohort do not have proficiency in the language in which their performance for this Action Plan's targets are to be measured (i.e. SAE). Failure to identify Indigenous students who are speakers of other language varieties - and learners of SAE - in educational planning hinders implementation of explicit language approaches, such as: 

i.  students' second language being carefully expanded on a specific topic to such an extent that this "platform of SAE" is able to support some meaningful learning and text construction in SAE (dependent on their language acquisition levels); or 

ii.  students' first languages being utilised for classroom learning (and possibly also literacy learning) and these understandings and skills being transferred over to an SAE learning context, sometimes gradually (with student second language acquisition fostered by explicit second language teaching as per i. above).

Problems occur for second language learners when no such language approaches are taken. Simply placing students in classrooms with an English-speaking teacher does not equate to an "explicit language approach", nor to good student outcomes. If Indigenous students' language learning situations are allowed to remain invisible in this Action Plan, one of the most crucial operative variables in their learning needs - namely the very language of teaching and learning - will in all likelihood remain unaddressed.

Other outlined directions require language awareness in order to be effective

There are several positive directions outlined in the Action Plan Draft, including: improved pre-service education and professional development; increased numbers of Indigenous educators; flexibility given to principals of schools in disadvantaged areas, in order to meet local needs; and the use of longitudinal studies into Indigenous early childhood education. However, for each of these objectives to be effective, they need to integrate the necessary awareness of language in their design and implementation, including: mandatory pre-service education and professional development courses on language perspectives and ESL pedagogy; acknowledgement of the linguistic prowess of Indigenous educators with ESL and the positive bi/multilingual role models they provide; professional development about the Indigenous language situation for principals and administration staff; and longitudinal research into how language can act as a barrier to - and enabler of - academic success. It is a basic human right for all students to have equitable access to education. However public services in Australia, including the education sector, cannot effectively provide this without consideration of language.
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