William Russell

BACKGROUND

As Katherine Region representative and an Executive member of Council of Government School Organisations NT, I also represent parents of children at government schools on the NT Board of Studies. While I do not purport to represent the views of either of these two bodies in this submission, my views are informed by my role on these two peak bodies as well as personal experience. I am a primary healthcare practitioner and father of 4 with a direct personal history of over 12 years in remote communities primarily in Australia but also overseas.

RESPONSE TO INDIGENOUS EDUCATION PLAN (IEAP) DRAFT II
IMMEDIATE IMPRESSIONS

MCEECDYA should be acknowledged both for this undertaking and for beginning the consultation processes with stakeholders and peak indigenous bodies. While the targets and timeframes set might be ambitious both in public service and indigenous terms, success is most likely to be limited by shortcuts in process or a perception performance indicators (PI) have been met rather than addressing the social issues, targets and principals the PI’s act as measuring tools for.

While the six federal targets articulated in the Draft IEAP II are clearly all desirable outcomes and implementing direct action to achieve each, long overdue; my immediate impressions are:

· Real, sustainable outcomes will not be achieved without real engagement and active listening to indigenous Australians at all levels.  

· Government at both Federal and State/Territory level, public service departments and NGO’s must be explicitly and externally accountable for this in order for there to be any capacity to achieve the targets set, let alone in the timeframes proposed.

· We need to constantly retain a balanced perspective towards the social, cultural, intellectual and economic objectives inherent with this initiative.

The seven articulated ‘Building Blocks’ for this initiative span multiple Federal and State/Territory departments including but not limited to Treasury, Health & Ageing, Family & Community Services, Indigenous Affairs, Education, Employment & Workplace Relations, Transport & Regional Services, Policing, Sport & Recreation.

· Traditional inter-departmental obstacles to whole of government support at Federal, State/Territory and Local level must be removed and external accountability articulated and pursued with all. To date there is little evidence that government has learned from experiences like the COAG trial in Wadeye. 

While the focus of this action plan is on Education there clearly must be analogues drafted across government departments to ensure equitable whole of government commitment to outcomes. In other words, not only must the process engage and include indigenous Australians and their communities at every stage of the process but also government.

Indigenous Australians could be excused for a justifiable reluctance to engage meaningfully with yet more bureaucratic representatives seeking information ostensibly for reports or programs to improve aspects of indigenous life, which historically have resulted in little or no on ground explicit positive change.

· Government needs to re-establish trust  

· Government needs to deliver explicit, identifiable positive outcomes.

· Existing, positive, functional relationships should be utilized.

· In jurisdictions such as the NT where schools teaching solely indigenous students represent a significant proportion of all schools, or integrated schools are common, there must be clear strategies to identify and manage adverse implication of this plan on any or all students. 

COMMENTS & RECOMMENDATIONS  

PRINCIPALS

SUSTAINABILITY (Principle 3) Government and stakeholders need to be clear that success and sustainability is ongoing positive social change not the achievement of initial targets. The real focus is not targets but what they represent.

ACCOUNTABILITY (Principle 6) Not only should this include monitoring, evaluation and review but it should consistently remind all parties that the tools used in this process are just that, tools designed to measure aspects of desired outcomes and not outcomes themselves. (Further discussion using the literacy/Numeracy example)

(The principles do not seem to include as an essential step to successful process outcomes:

CHANGE/RE-ALIGNMENT of goals and principles in light of learnings from the six stated principles, in particular monitoring, evaluation and review processes. Currently this gives the impression that the IEAP is about information gathering rather than achieving the stated targets and underlying social, intellectual and economic outcomes. We need to move beyond the creation of another report to tangible outcomes that have a positive impact. 

READINESS for SCHOOL

While the three National Collaborative and four systemic and school level actions and in particular 1, 2 and 4 appear to encompass addressing issues such as parent training/education, nutrition and housing, these elements may need to be more explicitly included.

In developing valid tests for school readiness we need to do more than acknowledge statistically identifiable jurisdictional variation. While remote indigenous communities might nationally account for 14% of indigenous students, in the NT around 50% of the government schools accommodate students within this 14%. Many of these had Australian Early Development Index (AEDI) sample sizes less than 15 and results were not captured in a useable, meaningful way. This cohort of students is also the most severely disadvantaged and a key articulated imperative for this plan’s development.

To group two or more of these small communities together risks disregarding the ‘culturally appropriate’ criteria without engaging and understanding local input, thus generating invalid results. This error has clearly already contributed to the 2009 results.

One essential test criterion might need to be a community appropriate, testing trained, cultural advisor.

While it is clear suitable personnel shortages are endemic across remote Australia, the extreme shortage and current low retention level of suitably trained student services staff represent a critical obstacle to achieving outcomes or approaching sustainability.

ENGAGEMENT/ CONNECTIONS

The Targets articulated here will require well-defined parameters and rigorous cross governance and external accountability to reach.

· Who and what defines a school-community partnership? Is it departmentally driven or a mediated process guided equally by the aspirations of all stakeholders without prejudice?

· Personal Learning Plans require greatly improved skilled staff/tutor/student ratios and more specialist student services staff to deliver. Currently the NT at least, neither has these on site in remotes schools nor has exhibited any ability to attract and retain these skills at adequate levels in urban and regional sites let alone remote schools. Factors critical to this include but are not limited to a skills shortage, housing, resourcing, working conditions and perceived importance by Education Department administrators.

· Both attendance and retention critically depend on the quality of school/community relationships and staff. The remote setting, while not representing significant numbers in all jurisdictions apart from the NT, presents unique challenges to Departments in ensuring staff quality. Some of these include: 

· relevant, real leadership excellence

· highly skilled Departmental mentoring

· community mentoring

· pre-placement assessment for remote suitability

· pre, during and post departure support

· informed accurate profile of students, school and community

· appropriate housing, access and incentives to work in remote communities 

National collaborative action 9 presumes the existence and functionality of advisory arrangements ensuring consideration of indigenous perspectives in policy development. It should require the development of functional, representative advisory bodies and the inclusion of indigenous perspectives in policy development that directly impacts on indigenous outcomes.

Actions 8,10 & 11 clearly will take time to implement. It is interesting to note that, under action 10, while current research indicators clearly articulate better ESL literacy outcomes when early language learning is in students’ native tongue, government continues to seek to excise all but English literacy from early schooling. The systemic and school level plans 12-17 presuppose the existence of governance capacity and existent positive functional relationships between education providers and community. Particularly in the remote NT this is far from the case as evidenced by NTCOGSO research and the failure of DET to truly support implementing functional School/ Community Partnerships currently. Obstacles in the NT include:

· Legislative elements such as ‘Group Schools’ that inhibit or can be explicitly used to obstruct real community engagement. Eg in a Group School the school council is the Group School principal who has little or no connection or accountable inclination to engage with the communities under His/her control.

· Funding mechanisms that support the maintenance of this model in the NT. Ie School/Community engagement funding is administered by DET (not independently) which has a long and continued history of failure to develop productive community engagement. 

· One obvious solution might be the establishment of direct Federal funding to all peak parent bodies, which might then allow for Governance capacity building independent of State or Territory Education Department influence.

Action 13 must be real bipartisan engagement rather than Education Department driven agendas. Without real community participation in and ownership, success is unlikely. A model including independent mediation and negotiating collective goals is more likely to succeed than recent paternalistic approaches. It is critical that parent bodies, be they school councils or P and Cs, should be active participants.

Action 17 must be meaningful reporting and accountability to family and community. The developing departmental strategy of compelling teaching staff to create ever increasing volumes of internal accountability data speaks more to a litigation fear than maximising student learning outcomes. Research is not supportive of the assertion that increasing hard accountability improves student outcomes. Teaching staff are already voicing concerns about increased accountability requirements decreasing the time they have to spend on the real business of teaching. Clearly the approaches to accountability need to be rethought to diminish negative impact on teaching time or quality.

ATTENDANCE

Learning is a function of quality interaction by the learner with his/her environment including teachers. Compelling attendance could equally have both a negative or positive impact on this depending on how attendance is achieved and what happens at the school. As once indicated in the tourism industry one solution is to attract visitors en mass by any means and then build a wall trapping them on site. While this might have short-term success it is a strategy with serious negative outcomes. This approach is already being used with social service and income restrictions to ‘offending’ families as well as strengthening ‘attendance officers’ such as police powers to compel school attendance. We need to explicitly gather and respond to clear comprehensive data about why attendees attend and non-attendees do not. Reports since at least the early 1990’s have articulated them to bureaucracies that have paid lip service without truly taking positive policy and implementation action. Issues include but are not restricted to:

· Cultural appropriateness and commitments 

· Positive school/parent/community relationships

· Relevant curriculum and learnings

· Quality administrators and teachers

· Failure of cross jurisdictional communication or consistency in management

LITERACY & NUMERACY

While it may appear a semantic issue, the IEAP must clearly articulate the distinction between literacy/ies and English literacy. Australia continues to have significant resident populations and individuals who are or have been lifelong learners, effective citizens and contribute significantly to the nations economic status while lacking basic mastery of English literacy either at early childhood level or beyond. This does not invalidate English literacy but we need to be explicit.

NAPLAN is an assessment tool limited by the quality and relevance of its design. Basing whole of country outcomes primarily or solely on NAPLAN measures has already had one of the major negative impacts identified by international studies into hard accountability measures:

· TEACHING TO THE TEST rather than understanding the test is an assessment tool not an outcome.

This results in narrowing of subject curriculum and frequently abandonment of a broad integrated curriculum and further erosion of subjects such as Physical Education/health, Science and SOSE; all of which are critical to the stated overarching federal targets and articulated building blocks of the IEAP (report of APPA 2008). The Australian Health Ministers' Conference (AHMC) at least as far back as 2005 and MYCEECDYA itself has identified and is committed to reducing the alarming increases in childhood obesity (25%) as a critical issue. Research evidences the currency of healthy lifestyle choices is by modeling and doing not reading about it in formative years.  Other concerns raised by teachers and parents about NAPLAN include:

· Cultural bias

· Failure to measure either high or low extremes effectively

· Failure to acknowledge the limits of the tool and 

· Publishing result which might appear to be designed to fuel public misunderstanding of real issues in education and are counter productive to the objectives of IEAP

 Action 24 like many of the proposed actions requires successful engagement with parents and in this instance a recognition of the value of English literacy and mentoring successful methods for developing it. Further, just like Action 25 it requires up-skilling of current staff to deliver proposed programs and improving the staff to student ratios to ensure success. Again by way of example, the NT Workforce reports since 2005 consistently identify primary and mathematics teachers amongst others as being in short supply. This reality is not confined to the NT.  

The NT, like some other jurisdictions continues to fail to address this same issue since the introduction of Middle Years. At a jurisdictional level, what improved strategies are planned for early years? At a Federal level what national structures will be in place to ensure States and Territories do not implement flawed strategies or adjust them when flaws become apparent? 

LEADERSHIP/QUALITY TEACHING

It is clear that increasing ‘ hard performance and accountability’ requirements and administrative demands on a short supply of teachers does not support the recruitment or retention of teachers let alone quality teachers. The failure to articulate or accurately measure the clear distinction in name and attributes between school ‘managers’ and ‘leaders’ may be part of the problem with failing to place accountability for achieving outcomes where it more appropriately belongs.

To look at it another way, there is a broad, systemic shortage of teachers and in particular those with clear skills to fit the IEAP agenda. Two potential solutions to this are retain and up skill current teachers and source appropriately skilled teachers to fill vacancies. The sources might include a successful new graduate strategy, re-engagement of staff who have left the profession and concurrently redeploy incumbent less than competent managers. It might also need to include attracting suitably skilled teachers from outside Australia. What is evident is that we need to re-assess the value we place on teachers and in particular competent ones, and provide whatever support it takes to retain their expertise.

The strategy of altering school leaving age to 17 has not improved this challenge. Schools and Departments are faced not only with expanding curriculum, infrastructure and resources to meet the increased demand but also meet an expanded human resource shortfall. The inevitable short -term solution is to employ staff without appropriate training and if necessary, alter legislative restrictions or job requirements to prevent public recognition of this. Some jurisdictions have already experienced aspects of this. (eg upper school maths, science and rebranding physical education coordinators (PEC’s) as sports coordinators in the NT). 

Disturbingly, the outcomes articulated in the IEAP reflect appointment of ‘high’ performing principals and teachers to hard to staff schools. This needs to clearly articulate matching of high performing staff skills with the skill set identified as required by particular schools.  I am aware of no research that supports an assertion that successful urban teaching or leadership is by implication successful in the remote setting. The disparity in social, environmental and professional support mechanisms can have devastating effects on work outcomes. Equally, from a teaching standpoint successful teaching in a single age classroom with students of similar cultural background and ability spread across the bell curve for that age group presents a very different set of challenges to a similar class size with learning abilities spread from 3-4 years below up to and including that age spread. This might also include a high percentage of special need students without appropriate support services.   

This also raises the critical issue of who determines and what measures are used to identify ‘high performance’? Will accountability measures include community commenting on such things as parent and community engagement given the IEAP focus on this as a critical element to success or will MCEECDYA support departments conducting internal self assessment of this as is the current norm?

While MCEECDYA understandably needs to be sensitive in its’ jurisdictional alignment with common purpose there is no identified strategy for managing the current reality of principals and educational administrators that may have been advanced beyond their ability by default or intent functioning as gatekeepers to real identification of aspirant leaders or excellent teachers. Addressing this is a key element to IEAP success.

Action 27 and the target of increasing indigenous teachers and principals while laudable needs to explicitly include the concept, ‘competent’ to ensure jurisdictions do not apply less stringent processes or ‘fast track’ teachers or principals on the basis of indigeneity and potentially have the opposite to intended effect on educational outcome. The training process should include (as with all staff) a best practice, explicit mentoring program at all levels. Already many remote schools register indigenous support staff to meet government targets but fail to appropriately PD them or mentor positive skill development.

Action 28 while supporting the development of national curriculum by ACARA fails to ensure accountability of this body to all stakeholders in the process including indigenous people. By way of example ACARA is completing development of the first stage of national curriculum subjects. It has had one community consultation in the NT in Alice Springs and cancelled others scheduled. As a body it has also failed to actively engage and seek input from all jurisdictional Boards of Study as part of its process. Given the IEAP stated principles one and two of services appropriate to local community and engagement with parents and community this clearly demonstrates a continued failure to ensure true accountability in process.

Action 38, while discussing flexibility for principals to tailor operations to meet local needs, makes no mention of meeting the nature or levels of funding that might be required to do this or proactive structures designed to prevent staff burnout as a result of potential increased expectations are minimal. While these are details that in full are beyond the scope of this document, embedding recognition of the issue is more likely to ensure their attention.

POST SCHOOL OPTIONS

Future planning rather than planning to current limitations is critical. Reflection on action items 39 to 47 appears to focus more on current status. There is a clear need to model the impact of focusing initiatives on key communities like, what will anticipated population and infrastructural needs will look like in five and  ten years or beyond? Placing students with current local employers is not doing this. The reality in most of the key NT focus communities at present is that there are not enough jobs for the current adult population let alone the increasing population of school leavers.  

Policy might therefore compel the majority of aspiring school leavers to leave these communities for larger rural or urban centres for work. I see no element within the IEAP to acknowledge or direct explicit involvement or knowledge sharing with social policy direction and infrastructural development.

As already noted, increasing the school leaving age has and will continue to place greater strains on an education system that we recognize is struggling to meet outcomes. These include but are not limited to:

· Increased staff shortages

· Poorer staff to student ratios

· Larger class sizes

· Greater load on all existing resources

· Increased educational funding needs

· Introduction of a new teacher cohort to support the position demands of Vocational education trainers.

· Rebranding of schools to encompass broader vocational training demands

While clearly some of the funding requirements might come from redirected welfare monies these students might otherwise have been receiving, there is a significant need for capital injection and smarter resourcing to meet trades course needs. In the NT there has been no increase in Vocational Education and Training in Schools (VETiS ) funding for more than 5 years. Nationally, lack of technical institution support has been a major factor in shortfalls in skilled trades. This cannot be addressed overnight; nor might it be cost effective to commit high capital outlay in remote locations where facility and equipment down time will be higher.  In short, despite focusing on identified key communities to maximise impact, educational spending has to significantly increase and remote students appear to have to relocate to receive training.

Student relocation at both secondary and post secondary level for remote indigenous students has so far met almost insurmountable obstacles. Successful solutions to this are central to MCEECDYA outcomes and yet resolving this is not an explicit action item. A critical element is facilitating regular social support for students from home communities. While clearly solutions need to include real engagement with students and their communities, possible solutions would need to include facilitated regular face to face contact with members of extended family and mentors for students that monitor and are empowered to facilitate meeting case by case needs. Other possibilities might include altering the structure of learning timetables to accommodate cultural obligation and or need.

Action item 40 might be the appropriate place to explicitly include scope for deliberate links between High school staff and tertiary faculty members to facilitate more rapid attention to individual student needs and foster better connection for staff and students with secondary and post secondary to work transitions.

Action items 42,45 & 47 need to incorporate defined structures for industry relationships similar to those suggested above to better support not only initial but ongoing support. This has the added benefit of potentially using post secondary transited students as mentors for secondary students intending to transit.

One possible side effect of the IEAP and in particular Action items 41-47 is the possibility for the broader community to interpret initiatives as reverse racism. Evidence of this has already occurred with the Clontarf Football Academy at least in the NT. Deliberate strategies might need to be developed to both minimize the likelihood of this and to address the adverse impacts of this eventuality.

CONCLUSION

There is already evidence of the common top down approach to policy setting and implementation. If both federally and at state/territory level, government is serious about achieving the outcomes outlined in this IEAP, one central challenge has to be met, a change to current public services behaviours. In spite of recurrent reports indicating the need for change to achieve outcomes this has failed to occur. Success is at least dependant on true community engagement, external accountability and an understanding of the rationale and commitment to change by public service departments. This process might be best mentored by strategic placement and empowerment of leaders; rather than managers, who have a track record of change achievement in the desired area and a clear capacity to work outside the current departmental social and hierarchical structures.

Coupled with this is a need for extremely well designed accountability measures and structures and empowerment to support real outcome achievement. Measures to manage underperforming jurisdictions clearly must avoid direct or indirect negative impacts on students or communities that this plan is designed to support. 

Two other challenges are interdepartmental co-operation within and across jurisdictions. Both require clearly defined targets, accountability measures and implementation strategies. The second has an extensive history in education, health and law and order of being manipulated both by government agencies and residents.

Finally, while one third of the defined federal targets and three of the seven building blocks directly relate to health there is neither a clear mandate for cooperation with this federal or state/territory department or commitment towards it in the document, let alone a third of the actions or recommendations directly speaking to it. As already pointed out, the current culture of NAPLAN and Literacy/Numeracy focus is in fact having a direct adverse impact on the promotion of good health both through decreased curriculum time, lack of perceived importance and for that matter deliberate direct mentoring of good practice by departments or employees. 

