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Lutheran Education Australia Submission on 
Indigenous Education Action Plan 2010-2014

Introduction

The Lutheran Church of Australia (LCA) through Lutheran Education Australia (LEA) operates 85 schools, and 42 early childhood centres, educating and caring for some 38,000 children.  It manages its schools systemically through state-based systems.  There have been Lutheran schools in Australia since 1839, and they have been important educational agencies in many Australian communities over a long period of time.  

LEA represents Lutheran schools and systems nationally and is recognised by the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) as a national interest group in its own right.  

Systems are important to LEA because all schools are agencies of the Church and there is a desire to realise educational benefits from working corporately and co-operatively.  The model of Lutheran systemic operation seeks to balance the needs of systemic leadership, support and accountability, with empowering schools locally to take initiatives in response to the needs of their communities.
Growth and extent of Lutheran schools

Whilst there have been Lutheran schools in Australia for 170 years, there has been particular growth in the last quarter of the twentieth century, as indicated in the following school enrolment figures.

1967
  3 592 students

 29 schools

1986  
12 539 students

 54 schools

1996     
21 179 students

 72 schools

2006
  
32 147 students

 85 schools

2008

34 251 students

 85 schools

2009       
35 457 students                
 85 schools

Within this growth pattern there has been a steady increase in the number of Indigenous student enrolments (figures available from 2002 only):

2002 572

2003 598

2004 601

2005 693

2006 748

2007 673

2008 740

2009 755

Indigenous education and the Lutheran school system
The Lutheran Church of Australia and its systems have had a long history of involvement in Indigenous education.  From 1839 when the first Lutheran missionaries taught Indigenous children (in their own local Kaurna language) on the banks of the River Torrens on the Adelaide Plains, through to today’s schools, where 755 Indigenous children regularly attend a Lutheran school, the Lutheran education system has maintained a strong commitment to providing high quality Christian education to Indigenous children in partnership with their families.  Several Lutheran schools now specialise in the education of Indigenous students.  The enrolment at Yirara College (Alice Springs) is 100% Indigenous.  Peace Lutheran College (Cairns QLD) and Crossways Lutheran Schools (Ceduna SA) both have a significant enrolment of Indigenous students.

Lutheran systems have also initiated a structure of support for Indigenous education by way of creating broad systemic strategic plans and employing system based Indigenous education facilitators who work across all schools.  This ongoing focus on Indigenous education as a systemic priority has been highly effective in terms of ensuring that all Lutheran schools are places of welcome and nurture for Indigenous students.  Many of our schools now have highly visual celebrations of Indigenous culture throughout their facilities and grounds and all schools are now working toward integrating Indigenous perspectives across the curriculum as a matter of priority.  Such is the Lutheran school commitment to Indigenous education that in the last eight year period the number of Indigenous children in Lutheran schools has grown by 183 enrolments and there are now 21 Indigenous staff members in Lutheran schools.

Indigenous Education Action Plan (IEAP)
Lutheran Education Australia would like to commend the Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs (MCEECDYA) for its ongoing commitment to Indigenous education and acknowledges the proactive approach of governments in lifting achievement outcomes for Indigenous children as a national priority.
The Indigenous Education Action Plan is applauded for its intentionally collaborative focus which endeavours to work across various levels and sectors of service provision.  Lutheran systems welcome the planned increase in opportunities to work in partnership with communities to engage in cooperative actions with key service providers. 

The following response is an effort by Lutheran Education Australia to provide constructive feedback in terms of a general overview from the perspective of Lutheran systems.

First impressions of the IEAP
Initial responses to the IEAP are as follows:  
· A range of excellent initiatives are outlined.  However it would be helpful to view further detail about the school level strategies.  Many of the strategies listed seemed to be considerably large undertakings at the school and even system level.  This raises questions of how we would manage these changes with our current human resources and how the actions required would be funded.

· Questions were raised about the context of the document.  While a reference is made to the plan building on the ‘Australian Directions in Indigenous Education 2005-2008’, it is widely acknowledged that the Melbourne Declaration was also an important statement on the future national strategy for Indigenous education.  It was felt that a reference to this statement would be appropriate.

· Our systems have existing Indigenous education plans for the present funding quadrennium.  How does the IEAP impact on these plans?

· We have had a range of enquiries from people who have read the draft about the role of the focus schools.  Focus schools will obviously play a key role in the implementation of the plan.  The questions related to how the focus schools will be supported from a funding perspective to carry out the many actions required.  Clarification is required regarding how the experiences of the focus schools will be shared with the broader educational community.

· We seek clarification on the terminology used in the document in relatin to education providers and education systems.   Where do the state Lutheran systems with a strong commitment to Indigenous education fit in the IEAP?  
· Through the systemic and school-level action directives there were quite a number of large scale initiatives for which the time line given seemed quite tight.  A number of our respondents questioned the feasibility of the time frames outlined and felt more consultation at the local level was required.

· There were questions raised over how student achievement will be measured.  There was a sentiment that the measure of outcomes achieved must be broader than NAPLAN results.

Key questions

When viewing the action plan in the context of Lutheran Education Australia and its sytsems, we identified several key concerns which need to be addressed.  These concerns are expressed as questions to be answered:
· How will our systems and schools access funding in a way that increases capability to carry out the action plan initiatives?
· Will governments impose accountability measures to ensure the actions are carried out in an appropriate manner?  If so, how will these accountability measures be managed?

· How would Lutheran systems and their Indigenous education plans fit within the context of IEAP?  What will be the role of the system authorities which service the Lutheran schools within their jurisdiction?

· What will be the role of the different levels of government in managing the communication and the implementation strategies?

Specific feedback on the six priority domains

The following feedback relates more specifically to the six priority domains and in particular the systemic and school level action plans.  Here we ask further questions and make suggestions for MCEECDYA’s consideration. 
Readiness for school

· Within this domain there is no mention of how schools themselves prepare for Indigenous students. The systemic and school-level action should focus on the school’s cultural emphasis and organisational structure in terms of catering specifically for Indigenous students.



· This domain also lacks an acknowledgement of the skills, knowledge, language and culture that Indigenous students bring to the classroom. This emphasis can be a great strength to schools if harnessed.

· The second paragraph uses deficit language, labelling Indigenous students as starting school at a ‘significant disadvantage’. This is followed by a set of statistics expressed as percentages which labels Indigenous students as being ‘far below age level’ and ‘somewhat below age level’. This measurement comes from a non-Indigenous viewpoint and fails to acknowledge the Indigenous students’ abilities in areas such as problem solving, holistic thinking, fine motor skills and independence. This does not mean that the children are lower in academic potential. There is no mention of building upon the skills that the children have already acquired.

Engagement and connection

· We have concerns about the use of the word ‘validation’. To validate means to make legally sound, binding, authoritative. Schools should not need to ‘validate’ Indigenous culture but rather confirm or acknowledge. The use of the word ‘validation’ in this context could read as being condescending.

· Schools already report to families and accountability structures are already in place. How would a potentially new accountability structure change school reporting processes?

· In the section ‘National collaborative action’ the statement in point 9 suggests that governments will ensure Indigenous perspectives ‘can be considered’ when developing policies and programs. LEA feels the use of the phrase ‘can be considered’ could be interpreted as a statement of optional intent. This is not particularly inclusive language in this context. LEA prefers the phrase ‘will be considered’ to stress the importance of maintaining inclusive practices throughout the plan.

Attendance

· LEA has concerns with regard to the June 2010 timeline for the action outline in point 21. This states that ‘each education system will have an evidence based attendance strategy in place by June 2010’. LEA feels that an intensive school consultation process would need to be actioned for this initiative to be successfully implemented within this time frame.

Literacy and numeracy

· Throughout the systemic and school-level action there is no mention of integrating ESL principles into the strategy. ESL principles are widely acknowledged as evidence based best teaching practice for Indigenous students with low literacy levels. The training of teachers in ESL best practice should be a fundamental aspect of the action plan.

Leadership, quality teaching and workforce development

· Lutheran teachers and school leaders seek to be involved in training programs which better equip staff to cater for the needs of Indigenous students.  The details of program delivery are of great interest to Lutheran systems.

Pathways to real post-school options

· The LEA welcomes the increased focus on providing post-school options for Indigenous students and seeks to be actively involved (with the assistance of government) to strengthen partnerships with universities and business groups.

Summary recommendations

Lutheran Education Australia would like to put forward the following recommendations as a means of strengthening the potential effectiveness of the IEAP:

· We feel there should be a greater focus on whole school preparedness for Indigenous enrolment.  An action based strategy which assists schools to promote inclusive practices which embrace Indigenous culture is crucial to the academic success and well being of Indigenous students.

· As an adjunct to the plan, a detailed outline of the accountability measures envisaged would be helpful.  Reporting mechanisms have become a feature of contemporary school administration and school systems need to be advised well in advance of such measures for future planning.

· Within the operational strategies are a range of initiatives which would require a considerable increase in resources at the school level.  External funding sources would be the only way a school could manage many of the actions outlined.  Schools should be informed of how the government intends to support schools in their endeavours to implement the range of initiatives listed.

· It needs to be more apparent how smaller school systems, like the Lutheran school systems, will operate within the context of this action plan.  An implementation strategy which accounts for the uniqueness of different school sectors and the diversity within these sectors will be critical to the effectiveness of the IEAP.

· The integration of ESL principles into Indigenous teaching strategies has proven to be successful.  These principles should be embedded in all future Indigenous focused teacher training schemes.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Lutheran Education Australia would like to reaffirm the excellent work of current governments under the MCEECDYA umbrella in formulating such a broad and ambitious agenda in this critical area as is evidenced by the IEAP.  The impressive scope of the plan and the collaborative focus is applauded.  
The actions contained within the plan are clearly evidenced based best practice.  For schools and systems to strive toward the quality outcomes outlined will surely have a positive effect on creating school environments which foster greater social inclusion and an increased sense of optimism for Indigenous children.   Lutheran Education Australia values the opportunity to be involved in the consultation process as we seek to strengthen our partnership with all levels of government to carry out the actions involved.

We look forward to ongoing contact in this matter.
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