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INDIGENOUS EDUCATION ACTION PLAN DRAFT 2010-2014 - NIHEC SUBMISSION 

1. What was your first impression of the Draft IEAP when you read it?
First Impression - Overall, NIHEC commends the undertaking on the IEAP and supports the underlying principles.  NIHEC emphasises the importance of ensuring that the IEAP intrinsically links education and childhood development with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health and wellbeing particularly given the established association between education and other socio-economic factors and health status
.

2. What questions, issues or concerns did the draft IEAP raise for you? 
Evidence Base – NIHEC recognises the need for the IEAP to be developed using the available evidence.  In the health sector there is a substantial amount of high quality evidence of interventions and outcome measures.  Increasingly, this is making a significant impact on the health policy and planning landscape in Indigenous health.  NIHEC recommends a commitment to high quality scientific research to build an evidence base in education to better inform future planning and decision-making.  NIHEC discussed two examples where evidence might make a impact on service development such as the: 

· link between preschool attendance and educational attainment; and

· evaluation of the effectiveness of current literacy and numeracy programs for Indigenous Australians.

Shared Targets - A key finding at NIHEC’s recent Indigenous Adolescent Roundtable was the importance of sharing measurable targets between health and education to improve the health and wellbeing of Indigenous youth.  In addition to having shared targets, NIHEC recommends that the IEAP consider including education targets that are equal to that set for non-Indigenous students and that there is a focus on clearly measuring achievement, in addition to attendance.  

Individual Learning Plans - While NIHEC acknowledges that individual learning plans (ILPs) aim to tailor learning objectives and plans to the student’s individual strengths and needs, concern was raised that the compulsory nature of ILPs could have the unintended impact of labelling, segregating and marginalising Indigenous students.  NIHEC would recommend that individual learning plans are only made available to students who may require them.

3. Are there important issues that you feel have not been addressed in the draft IEAP? 
Science Literacy - NIHEC was concerned with the omission of science literacy and how this may negatively impact on pathways for students to enter health workforce streams/careers. 
Evidence shows that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are under-represented in health professions and in training for various health professions.  

Research has shown that health outcomes are influenced by a person’s ability to use a wide range of health-related materials.  The mean health literacy score for Indigenous Australians in 2006 was lower than for non-Indigenous Australians
.  Lower health literacy is likely to be a barrier to health promotion activities based around health education
.

Science literacy is particularly important for those students wishing to undertake careers in health.  In 2003, the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) has demonstrated that Australian students have a high level of mathematics and science literacy, however, results for Indigenous students were consistently lower than for non-Indigenous students (Indigenous average mathematics score was 440 compared with 526, and the Indigenous average score for science was 434 compared with 527)
.  Having sufficient numbers of Indigenous Australians in the health workforce is vital for closing the gap in Indigenous health outcomes
.
NIHEC would like to reinforce Council’s interest in further engagement on the issue of developing pathways for post secondary education as referred to in the IEAP at page 17.

4. What do you like about the IEAP?

Quality - NIHEC supports the focus on leadership, quality teaching and workforce development in the IEAP.  In discussing quality in schools, NIHEC recommends that more decision making power be given to Principals to allow flexibility in addressing local needs.  

Community Links - Educational institutions that have been successful in high levels of enrolments for Indigenous students typically ensure that they establish good links with communities, prospective students and their families.  NIHEC recognises and supports that these values are shared in the major goals of the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Policy.  This includes ensuring that parents and community members are engaged in decisions regarding the planning, delivery and evaluation of education services for their children and to ensure that students at all levels have an appreciation of their history, cultures and identity.  

Language - Noting that the IEAP has identified commissioning a study into the feasibility of teaching languages, NIHEC would support a national curriculum category for Indigenous language.  NIHEC recognises that over 16,000 Indigenous students and 13,000 non-Indigenous students located in 260 Australian schools are involved in an Indigenous language program with over 80 different Indigenous languages being taught
.  The Indigenous Adolescent Roundtable found that building culture and language are fundamental to a strengths-based approach to wellbeing leading to resilience and confidence.  
5. Have you any further advice that you feel might strengthen the plan?

Key Priorities – NIHEC is of the view that the IEAP could be strengthened by a stronger whole of Government framework – and in particular by the development of a policy interface with health.  In relation to health, there are three critical intersections:
A. Poor health and child development undermines educational outcomes.

There is a need to develop a response to students with poorer health within educational settings.  The high levels of chronic ear infection in many Indigenous communities impact on learning outcomes as a consequence of hearing impairment.  It is important that schools with a high proportion of Indigenous children are able to adapt their systems to assist hearing-impaired students.  This would require consideration of appropriate technology (such as class amplification) the reduction of ambient noise, and the provision of specialised training or instructions to teachers on ear health and hearing programs.  Schools that are able to adapt to their student’s health needs are more likely to have better academic outcomes for these students
.

Child development – such as language acquisition, socialisation, and cognitive development – is well recognised as a determinant of learning outcomes.  NIHEC supports investment in evidence based initiatives that provide and support Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children’s development.  
B. Educational attainment impacts upon social determinants of health.

Education is a key factor in improving the health and wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples because of the association between socio-economic factors such as education, employment, income, and health status.  Generally, population groups with lower-socio-economic status have poorer health than those with higher socio-economic status.
  Socio-economic factors such as educational attainment, income and employment are directly associated with key outcomes of health.  Based on analyses of the 2004–05 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Survey, Indigenous adults who left school in year 9 or earlier compared with those who attended school to year 12: were twice as likely to smoke; almost twice as likely to be physically inactive and have poorer intake of fruit and vegetables; and were slightly more likely to have heart circulatory problems, have diabetes, and report their health status as fair or poor
.
NIHEC would support any initiatives aimed at engaging, supporting and retaining Indigenous students in the education system.  NIHEC would be interested in further collaboration to identify the specific measures and targets in Indigenous education that are also robust measures of health development.  

C. Educational attainment underpins pathways to the health workforce.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are under-represented in health professions and in training for various health professions.  Workforce development is a critical plank in building the capacity to realising agreed health targets.  NIHEC has a significant interest in supporting students in post-secondary health education/training streams.  NIHEC would welcome strategies that facilitate and strengthen the pipeline into health career pathways, for example starting with students in years 8 and 9.  This could include making apparent the pre-requisites required for a health career.  

Maximising Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander participation in the health workforce is a critical component of any approach to improving the health of and reducing the life expectancy gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians
.  The full and proper engagement of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families, health workers/professionals and peak Indigenous bodies will be fundamental to drive positive outcomes. 
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