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FEEDBACK ON INDIGENOUS EDUCATION ACTION PLAN

The Stronger Smarter Institute acknowledges the work done to date in the development of the Indigenous Education Action Plan.  We at the Stronger Smarter Institute are very pleased that MCEECDYA has taken the initiative to design a coordinated strategy to deliver high‐quality education for Indigenous children right across Australia.   The Stronger Smarter Institute also acknowledges the importance of the six domains that evidence shows will have the most impact on closing the gap:

· Readiness for school 

· Engagement and connections 

· Attendance 

· Literacy and numeracy 

· Leadership, quality teaching and workforce development 

· Pathways to real post-school options.

The draft Indigenous Education Action Plan is a major step in the right direction and we particularly agree with the emphasis placed on cultural identity, and the active recognition and validation of Indigenous cultures articulated in the second domain ‘Engagement and connections’.  
The feedback provided here is more about adding to the draft plan, rather than changing it.  The Stronger Smarter Institute agrees with most of what is articulated in the IEAP, but we do believe the plan can be strengthened further by considering the feedback provided below.

Feedback is provided in two sections, general feedback on the Indigenous Education Action Plan and specific suggestions for inclusion in the priority domains.

GENERAL FEEDBACK
1. As a general comment the draft plan seems to assume that the community is abstracted from the school.  It is repeatedly evidenced in research that a person’s community is a major determinant in their success at school.  In addition to this, studies such as NATSISS (National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey) found a strong link between attachment to cultural identity and socio-economic well-being.  It is therefore time that Indigenous community development and proactive engagement became an essential component of education reform. This action plan needs to inspire and enable Indigenous families and communities to engage with schools to collaboratively plan and deliver quality outcomes for Indigenous children.  A failure to proactively engage with Indigenous communities and parents will mean that we have learned nothing from the terrible mistakes of the past such as the Stolen Generation and the classification of Indigenous people as ‘fauna’.  Being recognised as a citizen and a human-being, inherently implies an identity and culture, which must be recognised as the starting point for education and life-long learning.  

Fundamentally Indigenous agency, governance, employment, language and the likes have been left out of this document.  The IEAP, as it is, appears to be a subset of an assimilation policy where things are being done TO Aboriginal communities to make them more like mainstream society, not WITH and this is disturbing. Such assumptions can only result in more of the same.  Historically we have seen that such policies have led to Indigenous parents being reluctant to send their young child to school facilities or “community” services they do not know, do not trust and are not engaged by.  This is perhaps where the work of non-governmental organisations may aid school officials in brokering relationships of trust in service provision, but is will also entail that members of the community are actively engaged in service delivery, which means investing in training and career development schemes within communities.  These types of initiatives must be included in the Indigenous Education Action Plan to enhance its chances of success.

To this end there is a need for a clear statement of the rights and responsibilities of the various stakeholders.  In regards to Indigenous peoples and communities, there needs to be an explicitly stated set of rights relating to equitable educational outcomes, cultural safety, etc.

2. Another major omission of the draft document is the need for secondary school reform in remote areas.  There needs to be a commitment to innovation in regards to models of quality provision of secondary education.  There needs to be a major push for innovative models for schools and staffing to ensure there is accessible quality education for secondary and in particular higher secondary schooling.

3. Language in community schools also needs to a system imperative.  In Indigenous community schools where English is either a foreign or second language need to be resourced properly.  Currently there is an inadequate response to meeting the needs of students in communities where English is only really used by students at school.

4. It is problematic that the IEAP focuses mainly on principal accountability.  There is limited responsibility and accountability placed on senior officers in the systems to commit to delivering outcomes.  Given that many of Australia’s Indigenous students reside in urban areas where individual schools have low percentages of Indigenous students, regional and state education directors need to be made more accountable for aggregated outcomes.   

5. The strategies and actions outlined or emanating from the IEAP need to be catalytic and result in focussed sustainable change initiatives.  These strategies cannot be dependent on continuous government funding and resourcing.  They must address the future where funding reduces to the point where the initiatives are self-sustaining and embedded as common practice.

6. INNOVATION

This is put as a separate heading as it is a necessity if we are to properly address disadvantage. If innovation is not central to our future leadership and models for education delivery, we will continue to fail.  Indigenous people have been repeatedly let down by plans that revolve around ‘tinkering’ or ‘re-conditioning’ old models and the time has come for ‘real’ change.  By Einstein’s definition of insanity, quoted below, it is madness to continue with current and past models for the delivery of education to Indigenous people.

Einstein’s definition of insanity, “... continually repeating the same process hoping for a different result.”

7. Cultural competency
Throughout the document reference is made to 'cultural competency'. The term is being used broadly across the education sector, often without definition or reference and may be in danger of overuse and misunderstanding. The Stronger Smarter Institute uses the approach developed by the Queensland Department of Communities which makes the distinction between cultural awareness, cultural sensitivity, cultural competence and cultural proficiency.

Cross-cultural competence, bi-cultural competence and cultural competence are terms variously used to focus on the ability to think, feel and act in ways that acknowledge, respect and build upon ethnic socio-cultural and linguistic diversity (Lynch and Hansen 1998 cited in QDC 2006).   Another critical aspect is one’s ability to ‘see’ issues and experiences from another person’s perspective and to ‘know oneself in a cultural context in order to relate to individuals operating in different cultural contexts’, that is understanding oneself as a cultural being (QDC 2006). It is noted that only two jurisdictions have referred to cultural competence in their priorities. The IEAP may be enhanced by proving a detailed explanation of cultural competence
SPECIFIC SUGGESTIONS FOR INCLUSION IN THE PRIORITY DOMAINS 

Readiness for School.
 There are a number of significant issues at play in the early childhood, prior to school area which will no doubt be addressed in detail by the early childhood sector.  However, the Stronger Smarter Institute notes that there will need to be considerable collaborative effort if this domain is to deliver the anticipated outcomes given the complex challenges such as:

· workforce capacity and skill development

· community development, engagement and partnerships

· real participation of Indigenous children (not only is there a low participation rate of Indigenous students in preschool, the 'real' participation is much lower than the 46% quoted, as many Indigenous students attend fewer sessions at preschool per week than non-Indigenous children

· transition to school

 

In terms of workforce capability, the Stronger Smarter Institute's work to date, highlights the need for high expectations leadership, as well as collaborative and culturally competent staff, is as important in prior to school commencement as they are in the schooling sector. 

In the draft IEAP under “readiness for school” and in other areas, the community is abstracted from the school.  That is, the necessity of community development and the role of the community fostering school readiness are almost completely ignored.  It is viewed instead as primarily a systems issue so that instituting early childhood education and increasing participation of Indigenous children in ECE will solve the problem.  There is no discussion of who will man these ECE services within remote and Aboriginal communities, whether the community could be proactively engaged to train and provide such a service; whether there are equivalent community norms in place that could be co-opted to play the role imagined by DEEWR.

If the assumption were altered to embrace Indigenous community development not as rhetoric but as an essential component of education reform, then this action plan would actually inspire.  There can be no school readiness without community readiness.  There needs to be an investment in training and career development schemes within these communities to ensure that members of the community are actively engaged in service delivery.   

Outcomes
· Increased number of Indigenous people trained in Early Childhood education and Childcare

· Indigenous people trained in the facilitation and delivery of parenting programs for Indigenous parents, especially young parents
· Early Childhood Centres, preschools and primary schools will have Indigenous workers that focus on community engagement.
Targets

· Increasing the number of parenting programs delivered to Indigenous communities

· Increasing the number of Indigenous people trained in the delivery and facilitation of parenting programs

· Increasing the number of Indigenous people trained in Early Childhood Education and Childcare
· Increasing the number of Indigenous people linked with Early Childhood Centres, preschools and primary schools working in Community Engagement.
Systemic and school-level action 

· Provision of Childcare and parenting education programs in schools
· Provision of staff positions for Indigenous community engagement

· Development of school-community learning compacts that plan for the engagement and meaningful input of Indigenous people and communities into planning for school readiness.  
Engagement and connections

If the adult community is not actively engaged as part of the education reform then you will find that school success could be severely limited.  For example the fact that many parents/relatives may not speak SAE at home and see no need to, will hinder any school-centred approach to improving outcomes.  By allowing everyone to become invested in the process, you create a mechanism for community responsibility and community agency among other possible benefits.  The plan in its current form is a one-way engagement strategy.  That is, it is aimed at involving Indigenous people in the school setting and does not look to involve non-Indigenous school leaders and staff in the cultural and community activities.  Increasing involvement of principals, leaders and staff in cultural and community activities, signals a valuing of cultural identity and community assets that has previously been ignored.  A two-way approach to community engagement that results in the interaction of school and community in locations both in and out of the school, will build the social capital in the school community to enable authentic engagement and connection.
Outcomes

· Increased programs for the development of young Indigenous leaders for the future leadership of their people and communities

· Increased availability of ‘buddy’ programs to assist Indigenous primary students in their transition to secondary
· Increased visibility and involvement of system and school administration and staff in Indigenous community events and activities.

· Increased mentor programs for Indigenous youth.
Targets

· Increased number of Indigenous Youth Leadership and mentoring programs

· Increased number of secondary schools with ‘buddy’ systems to assist Indigenous primary students with their transition to secondary.
· Increased involvement of system and school staff in Indigenous community events and activities.
Systemic and school-level action 
· Regional Directors and senior officers within each jurisdiction will work with principals to drive a coordinated and systemic approach to the implementation of outreach strategies to connect with early childhood education, health, welfare and community services at both local and system levels. 

· Regional Directors and senior officers within each jurisdiction will work with principals as part of their performance accountabilities to create a culture of high expectations for Indigenous children and support improvements in their engagement, wellbeing and educational outcomes at the district, regional and state levels.

· In regions where schools have low percentage Indigenous population, but aggregate numbers across schools is significant, the regional director or equivalent will ensure the commencement of Indigenous family forums leading to school and community partnership agreements, with terms of reference and operating guidelines jointly developed by schools, staff and families. 

· Jurisdictions will develop system and regional strategies that identify programs and targets to review the role of Indigenous education workers to maximise their ability to work in partnerships with Indigenous students, their parents and teachers to improve educational outcomes.
· Education providers will strengthen school, regional and system accountability in regards to outcomes for Indigenous students.
Attendance
Low attendance is also a symptom of cultural exclusion.  Schools need to embrace diversity and explicitly value Indigenous culture to enable students to feel culturally safe at school.  Increased engagement with community and parents is again a key first step in this process, but a major factor is the curriculum, pedagogy and cultural sensitivity of teachers.  A curriculum and pedagogy that embeds Indigenous cultural perspectives will improve the chances of students staying at school once they start attending.
Outcomes 
· Reduction in the number of school disciplinary absences and exclusions for Indigenous students
· Staff aware and knowledgeable of Indigenous cultural perspectives and use this knowledge to develop culturally appropriate curriculum materials and learning resources.
Targets

· Disciplinary absences and exclusions for Indigenous students at the same level as those for non-Indigenous students
· Indigenous cultural perspectives training provided to all staff.
Systemic and school-level action
· Senior officers at the system and regional levels will monitor Indigenous student attendance, disciplinary absences and exclusions to work with schools performing below targets.

· Senior officers at the system and regional levels will be required to ensure that strategies to improve and sustain attendance are in place and regularly reviewed by schools.

· Developing and implementing innovative models for schooling.

Literacy and numeracy

Outcome 
· Increased number of Indigenous literacy trained teachers and tutors

Targets 

· Increase the number of Indigenous literacy trained teachers and tutors

Systemic and school-level action
· Systems and regions will encourage innovation and the sharing of successful practices across schools.

Leadership, quality teaching and workforce development

There is an over-emphasis on investing all leadership training and development into one individual in schools.  Principal leadership training is of course essential to school administration, but as it relates to Indigenous educational attainment and long term progress, especially in remote schools, it is better to expand leadership training to include select teachers and community leaders.  Since the turnover rate is so high in remote schools, this is likely to have a more sustainable effect on school performance.  So the key is not to invest in training the rotation principal per se, but training the school community.  There has to be built in stability otherwise we engage a vicious circle of disadvantage and underperformance, which comes from investing in principals alone.

There also needs to be an acknowledgement and embracing of Indigenous leadership in schools and communities.  This needs to also encompass ‘high expectations’ leadership ensuring ‘high expectations classrooms’ with ‘high expectations’ teacher/student relationships. 

This section of the plan needs an increased focus on leadership development and capacity building programs for Indigenous parents and community members to enable them to meaningfully engage in planning and decision-making to take charge of their own futures.

Performance Indicators

· Number of leadership development and capacity building programs for Indigenous parents and community members.
· Range of school staff trained in cultural competencies and community engagement.
Pathways to real post-school options
· Establishment of school databases of Indigenous tradespersons, business leaders and professionals to be guest speakers and mentors for Indigenous students
· Development of a template and database for Years 10-to-12 Education and training plans that document a student’s pathway through senior school to post-school options.  

Systemic and school-level action
· Regional officers will be responsible for the development of ‘Post-school’ options plans that provide clear pathways through senior school into work, vocational education and training or tertiary for Indigenous students of their respective regions.  

· Regional officers will ensure that all schools have documented strategies for retention of Indigenous students in school.

· Regional offices will create and maintain a database of locally available Indigenous business people, tradespeople, professionals and community leaders that are available to work with schools.
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