Metropolitan West Regional Aboriginal Education Consultative Group
Western Sydney Aboriginal Education Team –

Submission on the Indigenous Education Action Plan Draft 2010 -2014

In preparing this submission, We would like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of this land the Darug peoples.  We would like to pay respect to our wise people both past and present, We acknowledge our youth of today because they are indeed our leaders of tomorrow, We acknowledge the works of both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal who have worked in partnerships with each other in addressing the educational needs of our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. 
We would also like to add that the term “Indigenous” is not a term that sits comfortably with a great many Aboriginal people, and further to this the NSW Aboriginal Education Consultative have a policy again using this term. It is a term imposed by Government and not a term that respects the diversity of Aboriginal peoples within this country. It shows a lack of respect for that countless Aboriginal nations that live on our traditional lands,

i .What was your first impressing on the draft IEAP when you read it?
 Déjà vu (been here, done this, seen it all before) and we are reminded of documents that were produced, that were aimed at the same recurring issues that are no doubt contained within this document as well.

Some of the previous documents that we refer to are:

· Since the 1980s a number of government reports, documents and policy statements have addressed the issue of Aboriginal participation at all levels of education in Australia. In these documents Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have been identified as an 'educationally disadvantaged group. 

· From the 1980s through to the mid 1990s, towards an emphasis on access and equity in the provision of tertiary education (DEET, 1987a; 1987b; 1988b; 1989a; 1990a). 

· In parallel with this development a Task Force of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians was set up by the commonwealth, state and territory governments to carry out a process of consultation with Indigenous communities with the aim of developing a national 'Aboriginal Education Policy'. In 1989. 

· The AEP, was adopted by the state, territory and commonwealth governments in Australia. In 1994 the 'National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Policy' was reviewed, with the 'National Review of Education for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People' being tabled in October 1994. This paper is based on a discursive analysis of such educational reports and government policy documents on Indigenous participation in tertiary education from 1964 through to the 1996.

We could then go on and look specifically at some of the following documents in greater detail as they too tell a similar story

· NSW Department of Education and Training (1982 Aboriginal Education Policy, 1996 Aboriginal Education Policy, Aboriginal Education Review 2004 Freeing the Spirit: Dreaming and Equal Future, 2009 Aboriginal Education Policy. 
· 1989 The MCEETYA Hobart Declaration on Schooling
· 1995 Following its consideration of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Taskforce’s report at the December 1995 MCEETYA meeting Council agreed ...to: set as an objective that literacy and numeracy outcomes for Aboriginal Peoples and Torres Strait Islanders will be similar to those of non-Indigenous Australians and agreed to review progress towards this objective by the year 2000
· 1997 MCEETYA stated: that every child commencing school from 1998 will achieve the minimum acceptable literacy and numeracy standards within four years.
· 1998 The MCEETYA discussion paper reviewing the Hobart Declaration listed ‘Agreed National Targets’ increase proficiency of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in Standard Australian English and numeracy, by 2002, education and training systems/providers demonstrate significant increase in the proficiency of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in Standard Australian English to levels comparable to mainstream Australian children, education and training systems/providers were to demonstrate significant increases in proficiency of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in numeracy to levels comparable to mainstream Australian children.
· 1999 The MCEETYA Adelaide Declaration on National Goals for schooling in the Twenty-First Century included as goals: attained the skills of numeracy and English literacy; such that, every student should be numerate, able to read, write spell and communicate an appropriate level. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students have equitable access to, and opportunities in, schooling so that their learning outcomes improve and, over time, match those of other students.
· 2008 November – COAG Meeting agreed: to halve the gap for Indigenous students in reading, writing and numeracy within a decade. December – The MCEETYA Melbourne Declaration on Education Goals for Young Australian included; Australia has failed to improve educational outcomes for many Indigenous Australians and addressing this issues must be a key priority over the next decade.
Before we even begin to unpack the document it would be our hope that some of the following is contained within the unpacking of the intent and purpose of the document especially within the following constructs:

· There is a compelling need to ensure that systems/providers understand the innate differences between Aboriginal Education as compared to the education of Aboriginal students.

· That systems/providers and government understand the importance that not one model fits all, and that there is always a story to be told in relation to unpacking students data, the differing contexts of schools must be taken into account before we slam them for what they have not achieved

· There is a compelling need for the commonwealth to understand that schooling in the 21st century is very different from schooling within the 20th century; and to also understand that what we have achieved in NSW are outstanding results for a vast majority of our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, and while there is a gap that still exists we have endeavoured to address this over many years, the difficulty is that while we only concentrate on the educational gap in terms of literacy and numeracy we are avoiding some of the other issues that many of our schools have to deal with on a daily basis. If the Commonwealth really wants to address the overall wellbeing issues of all Aboriginal students within our schools and across states and territories then there must be additional funds put into schools in relation to:

· Additional School Counsellors

· Appointment of psychologists

· Appointment of people with expertise in anger management

· Appointment of Aboriginal Education Coordinators within schools that have a high proportion of Aboriginal students

· Continued appointment of Aboriginal Education officers
There must be a continued focus on Quality teaching and less of a focus on the implementation of quick fix programs that achieve nothing in relation to the sustainability of improved educational outcomes, nor do they build the capacity of teachers and or parents/community members, unfortunately all they do is line the pockets of individuals. We only have to examine the current NAPLAN results across the Nation for Aboriginal students, and then do a little unpacking as to how many quick fix programs have been implemented within some of our poorer performing schools.

Within NSW we have in place a rich curriculum that allows our teachers to engage in quality teaching and learning initiatives that address the outcomes to be achieved across each of our staged learning areas.
The commonwealth must understand that there is only so much that a classroom teacher can do and that they are not necessarily trained and or skilled within a whole magnitude of societal issues that impact on them, and on many of their students on a daily basis.

To this end that National Aboriginal Education Policy must be guided by the following key principles. (The key principles are not in any hierarchical order they are all equally important)
	Excellence in education and accountability
	High level student achievement within all aspects of education can only be achieved through quality teaching. True engagement in the learning process. Understanding of diversity and a commitment to not just do more of the same. League tables won’t improve outcomes for Aboriginal student and they do little in addressing the overall issue of accountability.

	Equity and respect for diversity
	We are not all the same. We do not fit neatly into little boxes. One size does not fit all. 

	Inclusiveness, collaboration and shared responsibility
	Effective partnerships that are built on positive relationships, we all have a responsibility at getting it right for our Aboriginal learners, schools, systems, parents, community and yes even our kids

	Respect for Aboriginal protocols in working with Aboriginal communities.
	Don’t assume that you can teach us before you are given the right to learn us...We need to let you in...don’t just barge in with programs and quick fixes

	Funding sustainability
	Funding must be based on need. And sometimes it is not just about the money it is more about the sustainability of funding to ensure that we can employ the qualified people that are needed in schools in the 21st century...believe it or not but the needs of schools and of students have changed dramatically...chalk and talk just doesn’t cut it anymore...and yes while we have moved into an ever increasing technological age its people and the quality of people that make the difference to real learning.

	Children must be a priority
	The education of Aboriginal students must become a priority within all education systems from early-childhood through to higher education. Education for students must become student centred and not test and or productivity driven... 

	Responsiveness
	Education for Aboriginal students and for that matter all students need to be responsive to the individual needs of all learners. Questions that need to be considered in relation to responsiveness are...To what extent is a student recognised and given respect? How often are students given the opportunity to recognise and evaluate different points of view when a majority of testing procedures provide students with multiple choice questions and then they can only provide one single correct answer? How is capacity/ability to think assessed within today’s schools


Please note that I have intentionally substituted the word “Indigenous” with Aboriginal

ii. What questions, issues or concerns did the draft IEAP raise for you?

Close the gap in life expectancy who is responsible for this and unless there is a concerted effort by all government and non-government organisations not sure how this will happen. We still have far too many people working as individual silos and until we have a better coordinated approach this question will remain unanswered for many years to come.
Halve the gap in mortality rates for Aboriginal children under five within a decade: The halving of the gap is not good enough...it should be eliminating the gap completely. This is the one target that we should all be working towards the irradiation of. And this once again can be achieved if systems implement a process by which all Aboriginal mothers are supported throughout their pregnancies and once the child is born...Many young Aboriginal mothers need case management if we are to achieve success within this area.
Ensure all Aboriginal Four year olds in remote communities have access to early childhood education within five years (by 2013)...Why only target remote communities, the education for all Aboriginal four year olds should mean that all children not matter where they may reside must have access to preschool. There needs to be considerable consideration given to the affordability and transport issues to ensure that this becomes a national priority for all Aboriginal pre schoolers
At Least halve the gap in Aboriginal student in reading, writing and numeracy within a decade. Once again we wonder why the target is only about halving the gap and if we go back and unpack many of the governments past policies and practices the same language was used within those documents. The target needs to be the eradication of the gap...we need to set our expectations much higher...

At least halve the gap in Aboriginal Year 12 attainment or equivalent attainment rates by 2020; Once again the expectation is too low. And if we are to be really serious about this then there needs to be considerable effort put into unpacking the reasons as to why many Aboriginal students do not progress past year nine. Quite frankly we need to examine a number of wellbeing issues around this particular target. We need to examine suspension rates and the lack of personalised learning pathways for Aboriginal students in relation to this. This same comment applies to the employment outcomes between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students...we need to ensure that schools develop personalised career pathway plan for Aboriginal students

While we agree there is some merit in the Rhetoric of closing the gap...there needs to be a much greater emphasis on eliminating the gap...There should be greater effort within the document that discusses the issues around ensuring that each Aboriginal child that enters Kindergarten in 2010 is not faced with having an education gap in their learning by the time they sit the NAPALN test in 2013...only then do we stand a chance of eliminating the gap between the performance of Aboriginal students as compared to the performance of non-Aboriginal students.

The other area that the document does not really address is the educational gap that exists between Aboriginal students themselves ....the gap for our kids within states and territories. 

As the documents talks about the closing of the gap there is no baseline data presented in relation to the starting point for the gap closing.

When developing any action plan one must take into account that one size does not fit all, and until we make education providers fit the needs of our kids instead of the other way around, we are always going to struggle in addressing the individuality of students along with the individuality of schools and the contexts in which they work.

While we agree there is some merit in identifying focus schools, there is also argument that all schools need to be identified as focus schools in relation to improved educational outcomes for our Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander students, because quite clearly all schools could do much better than they currently do in the education of our kids...there is little to no mention of the need for extension programs that address the specific needs of our gifted and talented students. 

There is a clear need to recognise and value the importance of Aboriginal Education Consultative Groups within each of the states and territories. Within NSW there is a competent structure that exists within schools region and state office that allows for the development and refinement of partnerships agreements. 

In the area of engagement and connections it must be acknowledged that there is a bigger proportion of Aboriginal students attending schools on a regular basis then those not attending...there needs to be a greater emphasis placed on engagement of students within the learning process...and what schools need to do in order to re-engage the disengaged learners.

It is clear from evidence that Aboriginal kids are attending and progressing though schools however, the issue is not the progression through the grades, but more about the outcomes that each students should achieve as they progress through each stage and or grade .

Retention rates need a base line data source so that systems and providers have at least a starting point

While the intent of personalised learning plans is good they need to become working documents in relation to tracking the progress of students. Personalised learning Plan would be more successful if in fact they were badged as personalised learning pathways, this would then take into account all the different pathways that schools use in supporting students. Within a pathway there are a number of both professionals and para-professionals that will have an impact on the learning pathways of Aboriginal student.

Am not sure that a review of Aboriginal Education Workers within schools is necessary, it must be remembered that it is teachers who are ultimately charged with the responsibility of education children. AEW’s provide additional support in relation to culture, pastoral care and a myriad of other services, but they can never be held accountable for the lack of improvement in relation to educational outcomes.

There is too much of an emphasis on just improved attendance rates, improved rates attendance does not necessarily equate to improved academic performance...it is more about the engagement process and students actually being part of the learning process, whereby they take responsibility also for their learning.

While there is merit in acknowledging high performing principals, it must be acknowledged that these schools are high performing because of the quality of the teaching and learning that is occurring. It must always also be remembered that each school not matter what their performance has a story and context in which they work, and understanding data without understanding the story is a gross injustice to many of our poorer performing schools....as well there needs to be an acknowledgement of the students and parents as well, no one principal does it alone there is always people behind him or her.

There needs to be a clearer definition on what is a school (it is not just about the four walls of a classroom)...school need to allow their student to go beyond the levy banks,  there is a big wide world out there that our kids need to engage with...teaching can never just be about text book learning it has to be about relevance contexts and concepts....there is a need to ensure that we provide many many different learning opportunities so that Aboriginal students can experience a world beyond their immediate community and beyond the four walls of a classroom

One key element that appears to be missing is a real recognition of the importance of culture and schools responsibility in nurturing the skills, gifts and abilities that each of our students bring with them when they enter our schools. Unfortunately many of them are told very early in their educational journey to leave it at the door. “Culture is critical to children’s development. Culture is about identity and children who are strong in their sense of identity have greater resilience. To this end education providers that value Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander cultures and is culturally competent is one which can lead to a better future for our students.

iii. Are there important issues that you feel have not been addressed in the draft IEAP

We have some difficulty in identifying this as an action plan, and while we clearly understand the draft nature of the document it is a little ambiguous within the targets, performance indicators and outcomes...there is no clear baseline data from which to progress targets. There are no headline indicators that should be contained within the document, and finally there are no key milestone performance indicators that systems and providers could also provide input into. The documents also needs to take into account a number of reports and or reviews in the areas of Aboriginal education and one document in particular needs constant reference back to and that is “Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage. There must be a holistic view in determining the final action plan and no one government organisation has all the answers but there needs to be strong collaboration with the key government organisations that ultimately have an overarching responsibility in addressing the deeds of past wrongs in moving the agenda forward...without a clear understanding of how past injustices are still impacting on our Aboriginal nations we will never fully address the disadvantages being faced by our peoples.


iv. What do you like about the draft IEAP?

We acknowledge the fact that at least the Government is acknowledging the fact that there is much to do in the areas of improved educational outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Students.

Developing Stronger Partnerships: We acknowledge and appreciate that work and sentiment around building stronger partnerships with Aboriginal parents and community members

Strengthening Early Childhood Education: We acknowledge and appreciate the effort placed on early education and the provision of preschool placement for our 4 year olds but also remind people that this should not be about remoteness.

Enhancing Middle Years Development: This is an extremely important area and some consideration should be given to the establishment of a Middle School within each state and territory where there are significant number of Aboriginal students...and Middle School from an Aboriginal perspective is from year five (5) to year eight (8)

Supporting senior years of schooling and Youth Transitions: This also is an important initiative but one that needs to be clearly thought through and once again like many of the initiatives and or actions it must have adequate financing and or resourcing to achieve the outcomes

