WESTERN AUSTRALIAN ABORIGINAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING COUNCIL (WAAETC)
1. What was your first impression of the draft IEAP when you read it?

Aboriginal students are the children and young people of the oldest living culture on this earth, spanning more than 40,000 years yet this is not recognised, respected and celebrated in the Plan!   

The Plan is very much an assimilation approach and does not recognise or respect the rich cultural heritage of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians nor does it build on their cultural heritage.  Whilst Aboriginal Australians want their children to be competent in English literacy and numeracy they also desire that they are literate and fluent speakers in an Aboriginal language as well.  The explicit teaching and learning of Aboriginal studies and histories is important for advancing reconciliation for all students but is not included in the Plan and should be.  

If this Plan remains assimilationist in its approach to Aboriginal education, Aboriginal students will continue to be marginalised and be on the fringes of education.  Schools will continue to be unwelcoming places for Aboriginal students and their families and education providers will make marginal inroads in terms of connection and engagement with Aboriginal communities. 

Schools are important places for Aboriginal children to learn Aboriginal studies, Aboriginal languages, and to teach Aboriginal history as part of the history of this nation.  Schools must build and enhance the cultural identity and self esteem of Aboriginal students and be a conduit to affirm cultural identity, and instil positive education experience.  This can lead to higher rate of attendance, better or improved engagement of Aboriginal students, increased retention and the likelihood of breaking the cycle of poverty and despair because these young people are prepared for life.  

Performance management within the Plan’s Accountability Principle should be a key priority for school leaders and their line management.  School systems and education sectors need to be held accountable for their school leaders and teaching staff to obtain Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural competencies.  

2. What questions, issues or concerns did the draft IEAP raise for you?

The Plan should also articulate its link to the National Aboriginal Education Policy 1989 is still relevant today even after 21 years since its launch.  It is the only national Aboriginal education policy owned and authored by Aboriginal people.    

The Review of the Australian Directions in Indigenous Education 2005 -2008 led by Professor Buckskin is alluded to in the Plan but the Plan is not explicit on key issues that are important to Aboriginal people such as culturally safe and responsive classrooms, the teaching of Aboriginal languages, Aboriginal studies and Aboriginal perspectives embedded in all areas of the curriculum.  

Education providers have to move away from always imposing a western mindset onto Aboriginal students whilst neglecting or ignoring the rich, diverse and strong cultural heritage and backgrounds of Aboriginal children and their families.  Aboriginal languages, customs, beliefs and practices can only serve to enhance the educational experience for all students.  

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

The onus of this Plan is placed on Aboriginal children and families to change to fit in with schools but there must be a two-way partnership which means schools too need to change in order to be ready for Aboriginal students.

For example, the emphasis in Early Childhood Education is that Aboriginal children are ready for school and while this is crucial, equally important is the readiness of schools for Aboriginal children and their families. Aboriginal children need to have the skills and competencies required by a western industrial education system so they can be successful in the dominant cultural system.  However, that success and the acquisition of the westernised skills should not mean that the child’s culture, language and background are ignored. The Plan must be explicit about the teaching of Aboriginal studies, Aboriginal languages and Aboriginal history in Australian history. 

Research by Orhan Agirdag warns that:

When students have to leave their primary language at the school gates, they also leave a part of their cultural identity behind. As Cummins (2001) noted, "To reject a child's language in the school is to reject the child". Therefore, educators must try to close the gap between language learners' identities, which are intricately tied to language, and the school culture.

Schools in partnership with Aboriginal parents and families need to put in place strategies and programs that promote the learning of Aboriginal studies and Aboriginal languages so that the Aboriginal child does not feel rejected.

The ignorance of teachers in terms of their background knowledge of Aboriginal students needs urgent attention if there is to be any gap closure.  To start with, teachers need to have a good understanding of the Western Australian Aboriginal Child Health Survey.  They need to understand the trauma experienced by many Aboriginal students; for example 22% of Aboriginal children (age 4 – 17 years old) are effected by 7 or more life stressors each day which in turn impacts on their ability to learn.  Schools need to be better informed about the social, cultural and emotional needs of students so that they can provide learning programs that are culturally sensitive whilst maintaining high expectations of all students.  

The core principles that underpin the Draft Indigenous Early Childhood Education Framework (IECEF) assert the legitimacy of diverse cultures and languages in maximizing wellbeing and learning for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and including:

1. High Expectations;

2. Reciprocal Relationships;

3. Commitment to Ongoing Learning; and

4. Holistic Approaches

The Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF) also incorporates these principles as underpinning the learning of all young children.  Teachers, however, must be provided with training or professional development that equips them with the knowledge, skill and cultural competencies to teach Aboriginal children.  One of the issues that contribute to poor educational achievement by Aboriginal students is that teachers don’t have the cultural competencies to teach them.  Most Aboriginal children are being taught by teachers who only have the cultural competencies to teach children from the dominant western culture.  

Learning programs in the Early Years are crucial in laying the foundation for a solid education.  Teachers of Aboriginal students will need specific resources and professional development that guide their thinking and teaching so that they can confidently facilitate learning programs and environments that meet the needs of Aboriginal students.  

Perhaps too, the core principles can be the basis of formalized school and community partnerships where roles, responsibilities, targets and strategies are defined in a concerted effort to significantly improve educational outcomes.  Non-Aboriginal children will benefit from the focus as well whether it is pedagogies, culturally sensitive classrooms or whatever the emphasis might be for Aboriginal students (Quality teaching pedagogies for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students are clearly quality teaching for any child : Buckskin Review).

Teachers must hold the Aboriginal child’s culture in high esteem as culture is central to any child’s sense of belonging and success in lifelong learning.  Research by Agirdag indicates that if the culture and language is not held in high esteem then this contributes to the lack of success by students.  It is clear that Aboriginal students are not succeeding and a factor contributing to this low success rate is that Aboriginal histories and languages are not respected and held in high esteem in schools.   

The national Early Years Learning Framework reiterates the importance of a child’s culture being successfully woven into every aspect of the fabric of the early childhood programs and reflects the living worlds of the children, their families and the community.  The learning program must build a bridge between the school, the home and beyond that enables children to belong, be and become as they move fluently within and across cultures.  Aboriginal parents want their children to be successful and if their children are to be successful, their culture must have its rightful place in all teaching and learning.

The Plan must promote high expectations, success and achievement.  Teachers must believe that Aboriginal children can achieve and expect them to succeed.  Aboriginal children must believe in themselves and expect success.  The parents and families of Aboriginal children must believe in their children and expect their child/children to be successful.  Parents and family members must learn about supporting their children’s learning and weed out the culture of “shame”, put downs and cutting down the “tall poppy”.  The culture of high expectations must prevails and therefore needs to be promoted overtly and covertly by the school, parents, families and the community to bring about a mindset of high expectations.    

There are several key points made about cultural competencies in the Draft Indigenous Early Childhood Education Framework (IECEF) which need to be incorporated into the National Indigenous Education Action Plan. In order to significantly improve educational outcomes of Aboriginal students and close the gap there must be serious commitment to structured ongoing professional learning on cultural competencies for teachers of Aboriginal students.  The Framework insists that teachers be able to demonstrate cultural competencies and reiterates that access to learning in early childhood programs should be maximized, without compromising development of a strong personal or cultural identity, through a respect for and an appreciation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures, home languages, capabilities and behavioural practices.  

The Concept diagram on page 3 of the Draft NIEAP provides an overview of the six priority areas:

· Readiness for School;

· Engagement and Connections;

· Attendance;

· Literacy and numeracy;

· Leadership, Quality Teaching and Workforce Development; and

· Pathways to real post school options.

There appears to be missing from this very assimilationist approach a seventh priority and that is an Engaging Curriculum.

In order to put a balance to this Concept Diagram and for SCHOOL to CHANGE too, there needs to be the explicit Aboriginal perspective spelt out and embedded across the seven priority areas.  These new suggested priorities are aligned with and complement the dominant western culture priorities and the following are suggested:

· Schools Ready for Aboriginal Students;

· Schools Engaging and Connecting with Aboriginal communities;

· Culturally Safe Learning Environments;

· Affirming Aboriginal Identity - literacies in Aboriginal languages, culture and history;

· Aboriginal Leadership in Communities and Quality Aboriginal Workforce;

· Aboriginal Cultural Competencies; and

· Mentoring and Building Personal Capacity of Aboriginal Secondary Students  

4. What do you like about the draft IEAP?

I like that the Plan has literacy and numeracy as focus areas and emphasises the importance of being competent in these areas.  These are areas where a large proportion of Aboriginal students are not succeeding and therefore the focus is crucial.  The urgency to significantly improve the literacy and numeracy levels of Aboriginal students and close the gap should mean that all human resources in schools have a substantial literacy and numeracy focus.  It is the responsibility of all teachers to teach literacy and numeracy no matter what the learning area, their expertise or the year level of the student.  With the urgency to close the gap in Aboriginal education, it is crucial that Aboriginal and Islander Education Officers (AIEOs) and Aboriginal Teacher Assistants (ATAs) have a role in improving literacy and numeracy outcomes as well as the professional teaching staff.

Countless dollars have been invested in school leadership and teacher development which must continue, but alongside this investment in teacher and principal development must be investment in the training, leadership and development of the Aboriginal workforce employed in education and training.

Dr  Chris Sarra’s work at Cherbourg School is well known and held up as best practice in Aboriginal education for school leaders to model and apply the stronger smarter principles in their schools.  In my view Aboriginal principals of the calibre of Dr Sarra who model their leadership on his model can achieve the same results that he did at Cherbourg.  Others including very good non-Aboriginal principals need to work in close partnership with the Aboriginal Para-professional staff in their schools to espouse the stronger and smarter messages.  In this way they ensure constant reinforcement by Aboriginal educators to brainwash Aboriginal students to believe in themselves and achieve.  

It makes sense then to invest in the leadership capacity of the Para-professional Aboriginal workforce to make them stronger and smarter and be good role models for the students in their schools.  The Buckskin Review made some valid points around Aboriginal support staff in schools and the need for them to have specific training in how aspects of English literacy and numeracy are taught and are able to interpret those aspects to parents, community, students and other staff.  Hence give them the training, expect them to perform well and let them do their job.   

The answer to addressing the poor literacy and numeracy levels of Aboriginal students is more complex than suggesting that if they attended regularly, truanted less and did their homework then outcomes would improve.  Whilst regular school attendance (more than 90%) is absolutely necessary, equally essential are quality teaching and high expectations by teachers, students and parents.  Quality teaching must occur with teachers taking responsibility for the learning outcomes and adopting pedagogical approaches that suit the Aboriginal students in their classrooms.  To enable teachers to do this, the workforce must have appropriate training in how to teach literacy and numeracy if there is to be any hope of closing the gap.  

In preparing teachers to teach Aboriginal students it is completely and absolutely essential that teachers can demonstrate that they have achieved essential cultural competencies.  For far too long teachers have been ill-equipped to teach in remote locations or in schools where there are large numbers of Aboriginal students.  Teacher courses at universities need to prepare teachers to teach Aboriginal students and assess them against a set of cultural competencies determined by leading Aboriginal people working in universities as professors, lecturers and administrators.  As well as this, the Para-professional staff needs accredited training in how to teach literacy and numeracy and then given the opportunity to work with Aboriginal students alongside teachers and effectively perform their liaison role in the community. 

Leadership, Quality Teaching and Workforce Development is also an important focus area and builds on the work begun by the Australian Directions in Indigenous Education 2005 – 2008.  The developments and implementation of this focus area must also focus on the Aboriginal workforce and build its capacity across the nation.  The ongoing issue is the lack of cultural competencies among non-Aboriginal teaching and non-teaching staff to effectively teach Aboriginal students and work with their families.  

By developing an Aboriginal workforce, the government would be demonstrating its commitment to close the gap in the lives of Aboriginal people, commencing with the training and employment of Aboriginal teachers to teach Aboriginal students.  There appears to be large proportion of rhetoric about closing the gap in Aboriginal education but lacking in commitment and quality action by government and especially education systems. 

Aboriginal parents and families want equitable and comparative educational outcomes and that comes about with Aboriginal children being engaged in learning by ensuring cultural security, language and Aboriginal studies and Aboriginal perspectives across the curriculum are embedded in the teaching and learning, and pedagogical approaches.

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

Major reports such as Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2009 refers to inequity in Aboriginal communities and make recommendations to address the disadvantage within the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. Amongst the many reports are recommendations for specialised capacity building training.  Following the Northern Territory Intervention it was recommended that capacity building is critical and not limited to one-off workshops but rather, a life long process.  It makes sense then that capacity building be available throughout secondary schooling, with each year having more in-depth learning tailored specifically for Aboriginal people as they mature and enter the workforce.  This building of the personal capacity of young people must be built into the priority around Pathways to real and post school options in the Plan.

Capacity building is about developing the capacity and skills of individuals in such a way that they are better able to identify and help meet their needs, thus enabling them to participate more fully in society. 

To effectively meet the needs of Aboriginal students, youths and Adult learners, building the capacity of Aboriginal students might include typical training such as work readiness, occupational safety, communication, work ethics/expectations, work relationships, and working as an effective team member.  

Personal capacity of Aboriginal youths and Aboriginal people is essential to ensure they are work ready and build their confidence, self awareness and self esteem.  Personal capacity building should include knowledge and information around these themes:
· Self management and Emotional Intelligence
· Self management and  Multiple Intelligences
· Financial Literacy
· Sphere of Influence
· Working of the brain & Chemical Highway

· Anger and shame management
· Creating family purpose
· Mental Health Awareness

· Dealing with Difficult People & Coping with work environment
· Drug and Substance Abuse Awareness

Personal capacity building training is advantageous for both the participants and the Australian society.  Having achieved their long term goals would thus enable majority of participants to be qualified employees and independent citizens, as well as breaking the cycle of poverty prevalent in the Aboriginal communities. 

Every effort must be made to break the welfare mentality.  Personal capacity building of Aboriginal young people can assist with this and provide a ‘hand up’ rather than a ‘hand out’.

Finally, across Australia, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have said that they do not like to be referred to as Indigenous!  
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