MCEECDYA Indigenous Education Action Plan
Draft 2010 – 2014 For Public Comment 
Response: University of South Australia
Professor Marie Brennan; Dr Victoria Whitington; Dr Tom Stehlik; Dr Margaret Scrimgeour; 

Mr Bruce Underwood
Introduction
Introductory Note:
We appreciate the opportunity to make comment on the MCEECDYA draft Indigenous Education Action Plan 2010-1014. However, we wish to register our concern about the short time frame provided for public comment on a document positioned to have a significant impact on the education of Indigenous students in Australia into the future. Many university academics are on annual leave in January, and February is taken up with preparing for the new semester. Our response to the document is therefore constrained by what we consider a lack of time to provide more detail. Another concern is that the short response time frame has made it very difficult for us to adequately consult with our Indigenous colleagues over this draft document. The following commentary, therefore, represents only the views of the authors. 
Overview of the Indigenous Action Plan:
The priority domains provide a sound foundation for the Plan. The nomination of ‘focus schools’ as sites for specific action is a worrying initiative. Aboriginal Education plans and policies over the past thirty years have identified the need for structural reform to address the well recorded pattern of educational disadvantage of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. These policies contained worthwhile initiatives that were never properly funded or supported over the long term. To nominate ‘focus schools’ for special attention suggests that non-focus schools with significant Indigenous populations will not be properly supported in the short term. We would argue that systemic reform of Indigenous education provision is required at this critical stage and that long term (longer than three years) Federal and State government commitment to properly resourcing Indigenous education across all sectors is vital. In short, we think that the ‘focus school’ approach is piecemeal and unlikely to result in the radical reform necessary to achieve the nominated COAG targets. 
The Plan has clearly been framed to enact the broader National Indigenous reform Agreement. This is a worthy goal and yet it is very clear that, in attempting to impose the 6 nominated principles of the reform agreement (page 4) as the basis of the Plan, a generic and bureaucratic document has evolved. This is a very real concern because essential ingredients for the reform of Indigenous education such as adequate resourcing, community engagement, a focus on lifelong learning, appropriate curriculum and pedagogy are not positioned as core elements of the Plan. While we agree that Literacy and Numeracy attainment should be central to any Plan, we are mindful that the imposition of mainstream approaches to teaching and school organisation that do not take adequate account of local cultural and linguistic codes will ultimately fail.
The scope of the Plan is apparently limited to schooling and the early childhood education sector, ignoring other sectors such as VET. Restricting the Plan to formal schooling ignores the complex interplay between education and social determinants such as health, housing and employment. Informal education is almost totally ignored within the document yet has been shown to be critical in promoting inter-generational engagement and community capacity-building. 
The Plan represents the current mainstream education system as unproblematic and consistently represents a deficit view of Indigenous students and their families. The inadequate reference to Indigenous knowledges and Indigenous cultural and linguistic strengths within the Plan gives the unfortunate impression that assimilationist agenda prevails. The document universalizes the knowledge and experiences of Indigenous people and takes inadequate account of the vast cultural and linguistic differences between various groups. This can be seen in a number of the targets, indicators and proposals for action.
National Collaboration
Readiness for School:
To promote early engagement with learning, early childhood education options should integrate culturally responsive pedagogies that respect, relate and build on cultural background and knowledge and above all reinforce cultural identity. 
The terminology of the nominated targets reinforces a deficit view of Indigenous students and their families. The focus should be less on getting Indigenous children ready for school and more on getting schools ready for Indigenous children. It is a concern that the Plan does not nominate the development of an Indigenous workforce as a central goal in the early childhood sector. The Plan highlights a target to increase the numbers of Indigenous principals and teachers in schools yet an objective to increase the number of Indigenous early childhood workers is noticeably absent. A target to increase the number of Indigenous people with early childhood education qualifications should be identified and processes for assisting Indigenous workers to achieve formal qualifications must be clarified. The most efficacious pathway for Indigenous people in remote areas to gain these qualifications is technically through VET system and yet on the APY lands in SA, the VET system does not offer either a Certificate 3 or a Diploma of Children’s Services. 
Engagement and Connections:
This section precludes mention of curriculum as a method of achieving improved levels of engagement by Indigenous students. While the Plan rightly states that a sense of cultural identity is critical to student welfare and learning, it then jumps to the involvement of Indigenous peoples in education decision making without clarifying the link between cultural identity and community engagement and without including reference to a forum to enable engagement. The logical connection would be to promote curriculum initiatives that are inclusive of Indigenous knowledge. 
The Plan inadequately defines the nature of community partnerships. A partnership is developed on the basis of relationships and it is the development of relationships between education sites and Indigenous families that must be practically supported. To be able to establish school - community partnerships, education sites must be resourced to deliver culturally responsive education that Indigenous children and their families can identify with, one that values Indigenous knowledges.
Applying the number of school – community partnership agreements as an indicator of successful community engagement is problematic. The use of indicators based on ratios, numbers and rates gives no indication of quality and this quality is really where the focus should be. Information needs to be provided on how these partnerships would be negotiated and what they would include. An appropriate indicator for engagement and connections could be whether or not the education site’s Indigenous parents and community actually believe the school is doing a good job of integrating their children. The best way to find this out is to ask the parents and caregivers. 

The nominated targets and performance indicators are based on what Indigenous people do or do not do (ie. attend/ support/ participate) and there are no accountability mechanisms to evaluate the quality of service delivery. Providing mechanisms for Indigenous community feedback and evaluation is even more important in remote settings where Indigenous families cannot make choices about education options. 
Indigenous families and community groups need to have a controlling interest in any Indigenous education funding that goes to sites and there needs to be quality assurance mechanisms for the education services provided to Indigenous students. At the moment the Plan’s indicators apparently increase surveillance of Indigenous students without a corresponding increase in surveillance of school performance. 
Attendance:
Attendance data is a limited way of gauging the level of involvement of Indigenous children and their families in education. In our view, attendance and school engagement  go hand-in-hand.
The ‘racism no way’ framework for countering racism in schools could be better utilized, particularly with regard to curriculum and pedagogy. 
Implementing teaching and learning programs that increase mainstream student understanding of reconciliation, multiculturalism and cultural diversity, and that address specific cultural and linguistic needs of students, will likely increase Indigenous student engagement with education. Every school should have an engagement strategy that works in concert with an Indigenous parent committee. There is a need to relate Indigenous parent and student satisfaction with the education service provided to retention and attendance. The evidence based attendance strategy needs to include evidence about the quality of the schooling. 
In relation to the system and school-level action, there needs to be a clearer definition of what an ‘evidence based attendance strategy’ is. The timeframe for putting these strategies in place by June 2010 is manifestly unrealistic.
Literacy and Numeracy:
The outcomes, targets and performance indicators in this section are heavily over-reliant on NAPLAN scores. Concerns about the statistical reliability of NAPLAN scoring (an error margin of 37% has been cited) in rural and remote schools with high Aboriginal populations should raise serious concerns about the use of NAPLAN results as key performance measures. Until we can be convinced, as educators, that NAPLAN is a reliable and unbiased method of measurement then we should not be relying on it as our main measure of student achievement in literacy and numeracy. Another issue with using NAPLAN as a measure is that it is not administered until year three which makes it irrelevant for the key early childhood years, birth to 8 years. Given that in this action plan there is a focus on ‘Readiness for School’ and the promotion of early engagement with learning in Indigenous children, it seems that NAPLAN will not be an appropriate instrument in this context. 
Leadership, Quality Teaching and Workforce Development:
This section proposes an aim to increase the appointment rate of high performing principals and teachers to hard-to-staff schools, however there has been no mention of how this is going to be achieved. There needs to be some clear information about what the conditions are that will attract teachers to work in these schools and there needs to be a serious effort to the application of programs and funding to achieve this goal.
The target of increasing professional development hours and cultural competence training for teachers and principals is important; however this needs to be more clearly defined. More information about the nature of professional development is required. 
Appropriate funding and employment conditions for indigenous staff members is important, so that they have satisfactory working conditions. For example, school assistants often do not receive holiday pay, and positions are short term. Outcomes are needed for how Indigenous staff will be supported and these outcomes need to be backed by infrastructure from government departments, employer groups and the community. 
Pathways to Real Post-School Options:
This section focuses on the outcome of increasing the number of progression rates for Indigenous students to further education, skills and professional occupations but it does not indicate an intention to improve access in rural and remote areas. There are real problems in remote communities for Indigenous people to gain access to quality and culturally responsive education sites and courses that lead to a qualification and employment. For example, TAFE does not have a consistent presence on the APY lands. People may be able to complete a few units of competency or obtain a Certificate II but then there is no available supervision for them to achieve a Certificate III or higher. This education access issue then ties in with the issue of obtaining qualified Indigenous education staff to teach in schools and early childhood education sites. 
In addition there is a need for bilingual programs that support both English and vernacular literacy that are developed by and for Indigenous people. 
Jurisdictional Priorities
South Australia:
Application of the Early Years Learning Framework in South Australia, as a strategy for improving ‘readiness for school’ seems a backward step as this framework only includes from Birth to 5 years. In South Australia early childhood is considered to be from birth to 8 years, and systems and current curricula are structured on this basis. There has been criticism of the Framework concerning whether it is inclusive of Indigenous children and families, and given the rush with which it was put together, consultation was very difficult. So the use of this Framework is likely to be problematic. 

There remains an urgent issue of identifying and supporting Indigenous childcare and pre-school workers to gain qualifications needed to expand the services and to provide culturally responsive programs.
Again there are issues around separating attendance from engagement and connections. Attendance will always be low unless students are engaged – the measures need to be based on Indigenous student and parent satisfaction and the indicators need to look at how cultural responsive and inclusive a school is. Schools need to have staff who are deemed culturally competent by an Indigenous community committee. The evidence based attendance strategy needs to include evidence about the quality of the relationship between the Indigenous community and the school.  

Tracking Progress and Building on What Works
National Clearinghouse on What Works:
In regards to this clearing house proposal it is unclear why an existing clearinghouse could not be used rather than setting up a new body. The Australian Research Alliance for Children (ARACY), for example, are an existing national group based in Western Australia that has a large number of Indigenous staff and are nationally recognized for their work with Indigenous communities across the country. Other groups such as the Australian Institute for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) could also be involved. 
Conclusion
The Plan attempts to confront recognisable and urgent problems facing Indigenous education across the various sectors of education in Australia. Experience tells us however, that a longer term approach, than the Plan proposed here, embedded in reconciliation principles is essential. The short term nature of the nominated goals and expected outcomes is unreasonable. What is needed is long term infrastructure and resource commitments so that this Action Plan does not become yet another short term ‘quick fix’ that does not deliver tangible benefits to Indigenous peoples. 
We would like to reaffirm the primacy of Indigenous claims to provision of culturally appropriate and properly resourced education services that take respectful consideration of significant Indigenous community strengths. This extends to curriculum and pedagogical reform that positions Indigenous cultural identity as central within the education project. The Plan does not adequately address the problem of student engagement with the education process. The most significant gap is any attempt to position the Plan within the well recorded and complex web of social determinants of Indigenous health and education outcomes.  There is scant detail about processes for Indigenous people to evaluate education services on offer and for effectively engaging Indigenous community members in the education of their children.  There is no clear reference to Aboriginal parent and support groups in schools. We are concerned that PACE committees in schools inadequately provides a representative structure for Aboriginal parents to become engaged in the decision-making process. Without a functioning representative structure for parent/ caregiver engagement attempts to improve attendance are likely to fail. 
Evaluation, targets and performance indicators detailed within the Plan are skewed toward quantitative measures which are not useful when applied as the only measure for evaluating education outcomes in cross cultural and multi-lingual environments (or any education environment for that matter). A mix of quantitative and qualitative measures is strongly recommended as the basis for evaluating progress and, in particular, a link between action and accountability targets focusing on services and infrastructure provision and quality and indicators for indigenous people themselves.  

