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Dear Ministers,

I write with serious concern for Indigenous languages, after yesterday reading the ‘Indigenous Education Action Plan Draft 2010 – 2014’ released for public consultation by MCEECDYA.

I have been in contact with Trish Wood to inform her that my time is limited as I am preparing to travel overseas today and so my submission is necessarily rushed.

I base my comments on my experience of 14 years of teaching and working in Yirrkala (NT), time working in Queensland State schools and my language work over the past ten years which has concentrated on Indigenous language retrieval and revival at a TAFE level and more importantly at the community level.  I am a fluent speaker of Gumatj one of the Yolngu Matha languages of NT.

Although the IEAP has many good points it seems to me to have been carefully written to avoid any reference to Indigenous languages. This is a tragedy when viewed through the lens of the majority of today’s Indigenous community who have ‘lost’ their languages and now desire to re-awaken these lost languages in an effort to restore well-being to their contemporary  lifestyles. 

The health of the fifteen or so ‘strong’ languages in the north and centre of Australia, which are still spoken as first languages and are being learnt by children, is not good, in fact it is critical, with every one of these languages under direct threat. This handful of traditional languages and the communities which speak and nurture them, require specific assistance to continue to retain and learn with these languages and with English – to learn bilingually with trained teachers. These are literally the last of Australia’s Indigenous language heritage, out of a previous 250 languages

The opening statement that MYCEEDYA wants all Australian children to have a high quality, world standard education to equip them for life in the 21st century is admirable and I’m sure all would agree with this. But inherent here is the notion that English is the only Australian language of learning and living. It is also of concern that English is the only language (and culture) used in the heavily relied upon evidence, from the NAPLAN testing of children, with no consideration of their linguistic or cultural background. Surely no-one believes that being Indigenous and bilingual, that speaking and learning in an Indigenous language and English would somehow make any child lesser equipped for the 21st Century than an English only speaker. 

I was surprised to read in the Engagement and Connections section, that the development and nurturing of a “sense of cultural identity, an active recognition and validation of Indigenous cultures by schools” did not involve Indigenous languages. After many years of being actively involved in recognising and validating Indigenous cultures at the community level and at the school level, I can’t work out how the writers can put words like this together and yet totally omit language. Culture cannot be divided from language nor identity validated while the respect for the language is not there. 

It is also clear, that for young children coming from a non-English Indigenous linguistic and cultural background, being pushed into English only pre-schools and into early English educational activities is really just another form of assimilation, a continuation of the historical linguistic annihilation evident in Australia. For these young children it is critical that they continue to be nurtured within their culture and their language. Schools in these locations need to show respect and active recognition and validation of the children’s culture and that of their parents and grandparents and this needs to happen inside the pre-school, primary and secondary schools and be embedded within the education offered to Indigenous children and their parents. How can Pre-schools (all schools) do with without Indigenous languages? There are many Indigenous young children who come to school with an Indigenous language as their first language. There are those with traditional languages, those with Kriol/Creole, those with Aboriginal English – how will the IEAP help these children to retain and strengthen their identity without their languages? How will these children be validated in their culture without their language?  How will these children achieve this and also achieve excellence in English? How will the IEAP be true to the most basic educational understanding that all children most effectively learn through activities which guide the learners from their known world toward the unknown.  

I wish I had more time and I hope that these comments will lead you to reassess your Indigenous Education Action Plan Draft 2010 – 2014 and lead to the inclusion of Indigenous languages as an integral and essential component of a plan which really will equip Indigenous children for the 21 century.

Regards

Trevor Stockley
















Trevor Stockley


Aboriginal Languages Teacher
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