Submission from the Yearly Meeting Indigenous Concerns Committee, 
The Religious Society of Friends (Quakers) in Australia.

On reading the draft IEAP we were deeply concerned that there was no mention of the “best practice” for teaching Indigenous students whose first language is not standard English. Many independent experts over many years have agreed that children learn best in the language that they understand best. Study after study shows that where the primary language spoken in the home is not standard English, teaching students in both their own language plus English will improve their English far better than just teaching them in English alone. This style of teaching is known as bilingual education and has been working successfully in many countries for over half a century. UNESCO made positive statements on bilingual education as far back as 1953 and yet despite this Australia has not adopted this method of teaching children whose first language is not standard English. Furthermore, NAPLAN testing does not take into account the fact that some Indigenous students do not have standard English as their first language. Unlike English as a Second Language (ESL) students from other countries, Indigenous ESL students are assessed as if English is their first language. This situation hardly seems fair.  It leads to situations where time is not given to allow these students to catch up to those whose first language is English. For example, when bilingual education was trialled in Australia, time was not given to realise the positive results that can be achieved with this method. While Bilingual education produces by far the best results by year 5, to have NAPLAN assessments of children at Year 3 and to expect the Indigenous ESL students to have the same results as those for whom English is a first language is unfair and an unreasonable expectation.  

We also note that “the Closing the Gap Clearinghouse will contain information on good practice and success factors to improve coordination of future research and provide policy makers and program managers with an evidence base for achieving the closing the gaps targets. This clearing house will support the What Works project in advising schools on evidence-based strategies” (p36 draft IEAP). We are concerned that if bilingual education is not implemented for students whose first language is not English then its effectiveness will not be assessed for this “What Works” project.

It is a smaller matter but we also noted that there was a target on p11 of the draft IEAP for “All compulsory-aged Indigenous students enrolled in school”. We wondered if there was such a target for non-Indigenous students because we are aware of non-Indigenous students being “home-schooled” and wondered why this was not an option for Indigenous students. There are after all Indigenous parents quite capable of “home-schooling” their children.

A final concern we have is that we are aware that Homeland Learning Centres in the Northern Territory are drastically under resourced and serviced compared to other Northern Territory Schools. We do not understand why this continues despite the Government’s commitment to “Close the Gap” on education outcomes. While the federal and NT Governments have allocated much needed funds to distance learning, our understanding is that Homeland Learning Centres have been largely excluded from these programs. We also believe that the Homeland Learning Centres were unable to access funds for educational infrastructure that were part of the Economic Stimulus Package, while every ‘normal’ school across Australia received a minimum of $200K from this program. We are extremely concerned that there is not equity in the allocation of education funding to Homeland Learning Centres. 

