Ren Barnett
My comments below are based on 10 years of living & travelling desert communities in Central Australia teaching English Literacy & Numeracy to Aboriginal adults.  I also have Masters in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages the focus being the work I did in Central Australia.  The Aboriginal peoples I  worked with mainly were the Warlpiri, Pitjantjatjara, Luritja, Alywarrr and Kukatja, and although there were differences between these peoples, they had similarities in their views on education and their expectations for themselves and their children.  My comments are mainly based on anecdotal evidence.

1. What was your first impression of the draft IEAP when you read it?

My first impressions were that once again the focus is on children and not adults & children together.  From my experience, and from history, I believe that this focus is not necessarily going to work for the peoples of Central Australia.
2. What questions, issues or concerns did the draft IEAP raise for you?

As I’ve mentioned above, I believe that the focus of the strategy, in Central Australia at least, should be on improving educational outcomes for both children and adults at the same time.  I worked for Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education for 10 years living in and travelling the desert, delivering training programs that integrated English Literacy & Numeracy skills with life skills, computer skills and work skills to Aboriginal adults.  The programs were successful  because I accommodated the need of Central Australian Aboriginal peoples to study in family groups which included toddlers, teenagers (adults in their societies that didn’t have a high school to go to) and their parents,  and even their grandparents sometimes.  The toddlers who grew up in my classrooms with their parents and uncles and aunties as role models, are the children now who attend school regularly and have achieved English literacy & numeracy skills.  I have had toddlers learn to read alongside their fathers, with much encouragement from the rest of their family in the class.

I believe that the government needs to look at a more integrated approach to education in Central Australia so that children can see their parents learn, and have positive role models to continue learning.  Facilities need to be developed where childcare are not separated from their parents.  Childcare needs to be happening in the next room so that the children & their parents have access to each other.   The western educational system is an incredibly alienating environment for both parents & children.  Neither have had much experience of it.  Often for toddlers the first time they go to childcare, is the first time they are separated from their family.  

I also had the experience of parents wanting their teenage (adults in their society) to study but there weren’t any high schools.  With the support of their parents these teenagers enrolled in my course and studied alongside their parents.  I advocated for a shared system where the education department would provide a high school teacher, and the teenager would also remain enrolled in the Institute’s courses in order to recognise their status as adults in their own society.  Unfortunately this did not take place.  But I do believe it would solve some of the disengagement of young aboriginal adults from education once they achieve adulthood.

Incorporating adults into the educational environment fulfils the strategies goal of engagement & connection.  The adults are an active part of the system and can advise the system more easily, as well as become a part of it.  I also suggest that certain adults are identified for traineeships/apprenticeships in education, health etc and given appropriate mentoring to achieve these goals.  However in the societies in Central Australia you may need to identify more than 1 person for a role to fulfil cultural and family relationships.  eg men may not be able to teach women or due to health reasons people are incapable of working full time.  

However I warn you that engagement, connection and educational outcomes will not occur overnight.  You will need to find the right staff who can integrate all these approaches into their classroom and provide them with the right incentives to stay in remote localities for a long time.  The success that I achieved took 2 years of foundation work of building relationships and trust, the third year was when outcomes really started occurring.

There is one more 

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

Just the above

4. What do you like about the draft IEAP?

Addressing the differences
5. Have you any further advice that you feel might strengthen the Plan?

No

