Henry Gray

Introduction

Although disconnected in a direct sense from Indigenous Education for a number of years, my background was with indigenous schools in both Western Australia and Northern Territory. I am saddened by the fact that I don't believe that we have taken sufficient cognizance from the past and we tend to discount the good things that have happened.

When I moved from rural remote schools in the Northern Territory to a large town school in Nhulunbuy in 1980 I received a letter from the then Chief Minister of the capital Territory the Honourable Paul Everingham.  He recognised and thanked my wife and I for the job we had done and hoped  there might be some lessons and some contribution that we could make to futuristic development in that domain. That of course never happened and it never does! In fact what happens is that we have rapid-fire turnover of people in the remote areas of at least three states and the Northern Territory with very little long-term commitment and certainly no building up of any ideological structure that moves from one school staff set to the next.

A major thing that confronts me is the fact that we are always "in the beginning". In biblical terms Genesis 1:1 and has been for as long as I can remember!  While I applaud the notion of an Indigenous Education Action Plan 2010 to 2014, I have to accept as one of the diminishing number of long-term educators the fact that we have been there and done that in the past.  We have developed strategy after strategy, plan after plan through the 1960s, 1970s, 1980s, 1990s, and into this new century.

Last year a major review of education was undertaken in the Northern Territory which had some focus on Indigenous Education. I provided a submission for that review which was conducted on behalf of the Department of Education and Training by Chris Sarra and James Ladwig. (I would hope that this enquiry has access to that report or parts thereof because of the relevance and the linkage between this initiative and that undertaking.) My submission is a revisitation in part of that earlier contribution made to the Sarra/Ladwig Report.  I have also added some comments following my reading of the draft plan.

My reason for the Sarra/Ladwig recall is a strong belief in the fact that there needs to be linkage and relevance between reports developed and that the various documentations developed at State/Territory and Federal Level should not be divorced from each other. Disconnection is anathema and sadly all too frequent.

I am Principal of Leanyer School a large urban school in Darwin's capital Suburbs. Although we don't have a huge number of Indigenous Students at our school, the group nevertheless is a significant subset of our student population.

Please note that my submission is not representative of my school, but that my experience is enriched by my association with others, including my associates and children in the schools which I have been Principal over the years.
Indigenous Education ‘Revisited’
(Submission to the Sarra/Ladwig Study)

Whenever I think about what teachers and educators are doing in shaping indigenous educational futures I always think about what was done in the past. There are some interesting phenomenological stances about education. This includes Indigenous Education. The key issue of this discussion is to re-visit the fact that so often “new” angles is “revisited” positions.  The sad thing about this is that the good things and the lessons of the past often not considered, or if “known about”, discounted as being myth rather than fact.

I wanted to revisit the past, to recount some of the experiences that I have been part of or have known about in prime terms.  It is important that while places are named, some persons are not identified.

I am doing this because I believe that Indigenous Education has to be "back to the future" Or at least back to some aspects of what happened in past times. While there are some good initiatives happening here and there are, the whole issue of Indigenous Education is distorted (or so it seems to me) by politics and politicisation. Many issues seemed to be deliberately obtuse skated and that the "red herrings across the trial" diffusions that occur need to be eliminated.

Our first experience with Indigenous Education was to work at Warburton Ranges in Western Australia in 1970.  My wife and I spent 12 months at Warburton.  Three years later in 1974 we went back to Warburton Ranges with our three children all aged less than three years.  We stayed until April 1975 when circum-stances dictated that we should spend a period in Perth.  

In July 1975, we applied for and were accepted by the Commonwealth Teaching Service to work in the Northern Territory.  We accepted an appointment, within 24 hours of applying to come to the Northern Territory, with the intention of beginning in February 1976.  We were told that we had the opportunity to join to school communities, either Snake Bay (now Milikapati) on Melville Island or Rose River (now Numbulwar) on the SE Gulf Coast of Arnhem Land.   

We chose the latter, but didn’t depart Western Australia immediately as we wanted to leave on good terms from the WA Education Department.

  Our history in Indigenous Education in the Northern Territory extended from July 1975 until December 1982. Initially a teacher than Senior Teacher at Numbulwar I was appointed to the Principalship of the school from September 1976. I maintained that position until December 1978.  From January 1979 until December 1982   I was Principal of Angurugu Community School on Groote Eylandt.

Beyond that point in time we moved to Nhulunbuy, thence to Darwin.  While I am no longer directly involved with Indigenous Education, my interest and commitment remains.  At Nhulunbuy Primary (1983 – 1986) Karama Primary (1987 – 1991) and then Leanyer Primary (1992 – present date) there have been significant numbers of Indigenous Children contributing to our enrolments, and they have been very much included in opportunity terms along with all other children.  

Nothing Ever Happened??
For me, the sad thing is that a belief exists that ‘nothing has ever happened’ in a positive context in terms of Indigenous Education.  That’s simply not true.  It did and I believe still does. Successes and positive outcomes need to be recognised.

In all the Indigenous educational contexts in which I engaged, things happened.  My documented material on successful Indigenous Programs goes back to 1974, the time of my appointment to Warburton Ranges in Western Australia as Headmaster.  Print text and photographic media are included in my collection.  I also undertook formal academic studies which enabled me to learn to do things better.

I’ll confine my comments to Angurugu School and to matters with a direct educational thrust.  They area not in any order of identified priority for all were important.

1. 
We developed a policy and had in place an approach enabling us to deal with issues of non attendance.  This included the appointment and Government endorsement of Home Liaison officers endorsed by the (then) Education Department and paid by the Angurugu Community Government Council.

2. 
We had in place a conjoint group, comprising of school and community representatives who were in fact an advisory group assisting in matters pertaining to educational development.

3. 
We set high standards and structured in a way that enabled us to accommodate children with special learning needs.  

This included a structure that met the needs of primary children who were ‘advanced’ within the school context, who had hearing problems, who were developmentally delayed and who were challenged by school attendance.  Our staffing organisation was developed to best meet the needs of children in each group by way of considered staff assignment.

4. 
In addition to Authorised Attendance Officers, I developed strategies that encouraged school attendance by both children and Indigenous members of staff.

If and as necessary, Non-Indigenous staff were drawn back on track so that we were all in apposition of working together vend doing our best to ensure student outcomes.  

Standards and expectations were held for all and we did not consider that exceptions should be made on the premise that what we were doing was being done in an Indigenous Education context.

5.
 We developed statements of School Policy that covered whole school needs.  These were published by the Angurugu Community Council on the Literacy Centre press.  This documentation informed staff, our Department and of course the local community.

6. 
We developed and published Annual Reports which were contributed to both Indigenous and Non-Indigenous staff members. 

7.
 We entered into the realm of beginning to produce what these days would be Year Books going beyond and outside the scope of formal school reporting.

8. 
From the foregoing, what we did was to develop Strategic Operational Plans and reporting processes that both directed and informed our operations.  This meant that we were actively planning, preparing, implementing, monitoring, evaluating, revising and extending the programs we were undertaking. Our school dynamic was enormously facilitated this process.  

9. 
Our Post Primary (Secondary) Program evolved to include Vocational Training extending to Trainee-Link opportunities.  This program is explained in a 22 minute DVD “Groote Eylandt Vocational Training 1982” produced by the Department of Aboriginal Affairs.  A copy is provided.   These programs were supported by publications and the text of copies is included.  

10.
 We developed a statement of expectation and understanding which accorded to Non-Indigenous Staff the right to a private life. In return was a guarantee that respect would be accorded to members of the community.  When this understanding was tested, consequences of breach were visited upon individuals who offended and not the whole group.

11.
During those years, parents of Post Primary students and the students themselves were entitled to Aboriginal Secondary Education Grants payments.  

The ABSEG scheme was put in place to help parents and carers defray educational costs.  Payments to students were to encourage and reward attendance.  

The process for cheque distribution was devolved to the local banking officer.  We furnished a copy of the roll for the month against which cheque entitlements were paid.  If students had attended as required, cheques for parents/caregivers and students were given and cashed.  If the obligation had not been met, the roll detail was shown. Cheques were not distributed but returned to the Commonwealth Government as required.


Pressures were removed from teachers and schools, with responsibility (and awareness about attendance irregularity) being shared with the community.

Good Things About and Matters Arising in Past Times

A great thing about those times was the spontaneity and enthusiasm that drove our agenda.  We did things because we wanted to, not because it was required.  There was an element of trust vested in us by the system which we appreciated and to which we responded in a proactive, positive and independent manner.  It’s a pity that idiom cannot be universally assumed, meaning that things need to be mandated.

1.
 Programs and initiatives developed, tended to be discontinued when those connected with their furtherance left the community.  This raises the notion of Genesis 1:1 - that education in Indigenous Community contexts is always “in the beginning”.

2. 
An issue has always been that those leaving the area of Indigenous Education have never been asked to contribute to the compilation of any data source which if created, could add to the wealth of knowledge existing only in people’s heads or personal records.

3.
 From times past I developed scepticism about how truancy would if the issue was pursued to an end point.  Our Angurugu Experience, where process was followed to the letter confirmed that at the time Government would not support prosecution for non-attendance.  That has to change.

4.
 Leadership offered needs to be proactive (upfront and consultative) not reactive (rearguard and responsibility escaping.)

5. 
I found that opposition to the way we operated came from organisations supporting Indigenous Communities rather from people within the community.  

At one stage I installed a timeclock to assist Teaching Assistants in coming to terms with the work ethic. This also gave an account of hours spent at work during each pay fortnight. With pay cheques issued in a way that recompensed for hours worked six weeks prior, the time clock cards enabled me to demonstrate why deductions against full time hours had been made. My installation of the time clock was agreed by the Community Government Council while opposed by the relevant Government departments.

In outcome terms, it worked.

Conclusion

On matters of Indigenous Education, it worries me that the issue is one where we pay little cognizance to and appear not to learn from the past.  Neither do I respect any position that suggests that lesser expectation should be attached to Indigenous Education because it is Indigenous Education. 

If there is one precept or principle I’d suggest above others, it would be that education for Indigenous persons not be discounted.  People are people and expectations, expectations.

I never ever look at a group thinking of them in terms of race, colour, creed and ethnic differences.  To me, all children for whom I hold a responsibility are persons for whom I hold equal expectations and who share equally in rewards attaching to educational outcomes.

Thank you for allowing me to share these perceptions. I hope the reach toward 2030 in Indigenous Education terms sets us on a pathway to success, with some of the positives of the past being recognised and built into that future.

Henry Gray

2nd March 2009

Draft Indigenous Education Action Plan 2010 – 2014

Policy environment

From a Northern Territory viewpoint, I think it's very important to recognise that this policy is a framework for 40% of our total student population. The number of Indigenous students to the percentage of our total student population is growing. The lack of achievement and outcomes capacity at this point in time these negating the statistic for success and accomplishment in overall terms. There is a need to recognise that "breakdown" can vary negatively affect the way people think and feel about the worth of Indigenous Education. This is because success in some sectors tends to be discounted by the overall negative that attaches to non-accomplishment.

Another concern relates to the fact that participation pre-requisite to outcomes in any and all other ways has been problematic and remains from my viewpoint of the most major concern. Without school attendance all is lost! From time to time and going back to the 1960s and 70s, efforts have been made in the direction of school attendance but they have been largely theoretical. When the issue of school attendance is forced or an effort is made toward a practical outcome, then the issue is set to one side because it is unpalatable, untenable, or downright anti populist notions about Indigenous development and community.

No programs will ever succeed unless and until school attendance becomes a habit.

Focus Schools

I would like to disavow reviewers of this as being a new idea. The issue of focus as being part and parcel of conversation it seems "forever". If previous plans had been actioned the issues would be far less because change would have already occurred. While there are some programs succeeding in some places (and that is terrific) those successes are few and far between and often magnified in a way that makes them look proportionately more significant than they really are.

Ownership of educational outcomes is important and that imperative  needs to be vested very much in communities.  However, ‘ownership’ shouldn't allow an abrogation of responsibilities that go with school attendance. There is a need for Indigenous Families to become far more "powerful" in relation to responsibilities taken the young children that happens to be the case. While it was recognised back in the 1970s by eminent scholar and researcher Mitsuro Shimpo that Aboriginal Parents found it difficult to assert authority over young children, that is something that needs to change if schooling is to be successful. Shimpo recognised this as a key issue and it is one that has never really been addressed.

National Collaboration Targets

While admiring targets that have been set the question needs to be asked "how will it happen"? How will Indigenous Children in "focus schools" the group develop basic skills for life and learning if school attendance doesn't happen and if programs in those schools are there are always "in the beginning". (p7)

Over the years there has been a huge amount of the original data that has been gathered to inform educators and policymakers in relation to Indigenous Education needs. 

It seems to me that this data together with huge compote of anecdotal information has had little done with it in follow-up terms. (p8) 

Engagement and Connections (p9)

While families and communities can better support the education of indigenous children, I vouch safe that both have been the weak link when it comes to educational unfolding. Some try but there seems to be an apathy that exists on the part of many.  Maybe there is a belief that it will be done by others and that prime involvement by family and by community is not really necessary. Unless and until there is a transformation of basic community and family attitudes which recognises the importance of education, then nothing will really change.

Partnerships (dot point 13 p10) have been tried before and haven't really worked. Would it not be wise for an analysis of past non-success to inform future decisions? An issue of real concern to me is that with Indigenous Education we have a constant infusion of new people coming along keen to engage with the issues for a period. They then move on, with others coming in to start all over again. That drives the notion of Genesis 1:1 which is all about everything always being "in the beginning". Family accountability (dot point 17 p 13) is absolutely essential and needs to happen. 

Attendance (p 11)
It would be interesting to have a statistical breakdown on attendance that applies specifically to Indigenous Education on a State and Territory basis.  Without doubt, dot point 20 relating to the development of strategies to better record enrolment and attendance in remote areas are taking into account student mobility needs to be well and truly on the agenda.  Accessing student records when children come into urban areas from remote schools is a major challenge. While computer generated data is helping, there are still major issues. Children tend to fall off the radar!

In addition, while children can be tracked once they are enrolled, there is the question of children who are not on the system because enrolments for them have never happened. 

Following on there is a need to redefine (dot point 22 p 12) just what level of compulsion is going to be put into place and how it (attendance) is going to be enforced. Certainly schemes in the past have been singularly unsuccessful because there has never been follow through when dealing with issues of absence and truancy. 
I could relate a number of stories that happened for us in remote schools all the way back to the 1980s to confirm that while on the one hand systems are very good when it comes to generating theoretical positions, they are singularly unsuccessful or unwilling to follow through in any enforcing way.

Literacy and Numeracy (p 13)

My belief is that Literacy and Numeracy outcomes will be enhanced if the issue of school attendance is resolved. There are schemes that can and will work and that will link to successful learning outcomes (dot point 25 p 14) in that pre-requisite of attendance is recognised and met. An important corollary of course is the willingness and readiness of teachers to put these schemes into place.
Leadership Issues (p15)
There is a need for leadership in Community Schools to be pro-active and trendsetting. While community consultation is important it is absolutely anathema for leaders to sit back and wait for things to unfold.  Development and progress by osmosis will never happen.  I think a significant weakness about Indigenous Education in the Northern Territory has been the fact that people sit back and wait for things to happen. Not for one moment would leadership of that nature be condoned in an urban school.

Similarly, teacher quality is absolutely important.

Along with this there is a need I believe for people to be appreciated as people, not to be regarded as mere service providers.  During the 1980s there was a significant development undertaken in the East Arnhem area of the Northern Territory which sought to develop with communities the fact that teachers and other government employees had a right to a private life beyond an outside the working day.

While quality leadership and teachership is necessary, that won't happen if people are not satisfied to be where they are doing what they're doing.

National Curriculum (dot point 28 p 16)

Understanding by all Australians of Indigenous Perspectives is an important and necessary learning need.  Indeed, the Historical component of National Curriculum is taking that into account in a very wise way. From the juxtapositional viewpoint however I would suggest that those children being educated in Indigenous Communities need also to have an understanding of the contemporary history developed by into actions of Indigenous with Caucasian and more recently Asian Australians. Awareness and appreciation of our cultural potpourri should be part of a total educational package.
Jurisdictional Priorities (p 19)
I am not commenting on this particular section of the document, other than to suggest that Australian Education has been largely undone by the jealous guarding of boundaries and the non-willingness to overcome the sad geographic envelope which has to a large extent been divisive over the years. This of course has been not only with Indigenous Education but in all domains of educational development. Anything that can be done to reduce these boundaries and to link us in a true Australian context is to be lauded and applauded.

Conclusion

I appreciate the chance to comment on the Indigenous Education Action Plan and sincerely hope the positive educational furtherance will be an outcome.

Sincerely
Henry Gray

Principal

Leanyer School  
March 3rd 2010                                                  

