1.

CHAPTER 8
INDIGENOUS EDUCATION

All young Territorians should be able to achieve mainstream educational outcomes.

It is a right for all young Territorians to have access to quality, affordable education and training,
no matter how difficult this may be to deliver.

The Territory values Indigenous languages and culture, and the desire of Indigenous people to
preserve, maintain and participate fully in that culture.

Effective learning for all young people of the Territory can develop fully in schools only when
neglect, violence, substance and sexual abuse, and other forms of antisocial behaviour are no
longer tolerated in the community.

This chapter is concerned with Indigenous secondary education and the challenges and
complexities it presents. On the one hand we have ostensibly equal access but divergent
outcomes for Indigenous students in urban and major regional centres, on the other, we have
overwhelmingly poor access and negligible outcomes in our remote areas. We are faced with
an expanding student cohort and an increasing incidence of refusal, disengagement and
disruptive behaviours that impact far beyond the school grounds. In this section the review team
paints the current picture of secondary education provision and attempts to unpack the legacy
of the varying historically situated roles of Indigenous education, and to suggest strategies
forward, and we discuss how the cultural diversity in our Indigenous communities shapes the

identities, values and aspirations of young Indigenous peoples.

The review has already made a series of recommendations that will contribute to improved
attendance and learning outcomes for secondary aged Indigenous young people. A particular
focus is to encourage the secondary-aged Indigenous people who are not currently attending
school to enrol. Recommendations concerning the stages of schooling, the reorganisation of
schools into learning precincts and the revision of the current policy whereby NTOEC is the
registered provider of secondary education in most remote communities are designed to
increase opportunities for Indigenous young people to have improved access to secondary
education. These changes will enable schools in remote communities, that have sufficient
numbers of students in Year 7 or beyond, to offer a middle years program with teachers onsite
delivering core subjects and a pool of teachers available in the regions to deliver the other

subject areas. In addition, the proposed changes to teaching and learning will allow Indigenous
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young people to receive a high quality education that is challenging and relevant to their life

experiences, as well as accounting for their individual learning needs.

3. The review team has taken note of numerous recent reports into the state of Indigenous
education in the Territory, including the Learning Lessons report (Collins and Lea, 1999) and
Taking Control (Boughton, 2001) and propose recommendations that build on the best and
enhance other current DEET initiatives that are under way. We recognise and value the depth
and breadth of the stakeholders in Indigenous education, and consistent with our overall

approach, have put students at the forefront of our thinking and proposals.

4. In this section we look at the models and practices of current education provision and how
young Indigenous people are, or are not, being prepared for educational success. We consider
the role of language and culture in our schools. We address issues relating to the capacity and
capability of our teachers and learners, and how we nurture family and community ties. The
review team has also investigated how the services, resources and infrastructure of education
do or do not meet the changing needs and cohorts of our Indigenous student population. Most
importantly, we have extended this analysis to enable links with both whole-of-government
approaches and emerging models of integrated service delivery, particularly for our remote
regions. We consider strategic approaches to address the ‘constancy of mobility’ and to achieve

transparency and mutuality of accountability measures.

5. In remote areas of the Territory, where the locus of education provision is the community
itself, the review team has focused on the whole of education provision rather than just
secondary, recognising that in these contexts the transitions, pathways and provisions of

education services must not be further hampered by sectorial approaches.

The current situation

The educational picture for our young Indigenous people

6. Indigenous students currently comprise 32% of the secondary school population, with
predictions of a substantial increase in the 14-19 age group by 2016 (Taylor, 2002). However,
DEET enrolment and attendance data, ABS data, as well as evidence from consultations and
submissions and the literature (Collins, 1999; Boughton 2001) revealed that significant numbers
of young Indigenous people of secondary do not participate in education at all, and those who
do are often disengaging by Years 8 or 9 in urban areas and even earlier in remote regions (see
Chapter 2). In the major townships there is a diversity of secondary education provision in which
they might participate. This includes comprehensive, and junior and senior high schools, non-

government schools that may also have boarding facilities, one government boarding facility
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and varying sites of alternative provision. While Indigenous students are attending most
Territory schools, there are distinct concentrations of Indigenous students and in some areas,
such as Alice Springs, there are diverging enrolment patterns between government and non-
government secondary schools which resonate as a racial divide, with much lower proportions
of Indigenous young people in non-Government schools not specifically established for them. In
spite of the diversity of educational provision in Alice Springs, the Taking Control (2001) report
estimated there are anywhere between 150 to 250 secondary-aged young people who normally

live in Alice Springs who are not participating in education.

Across the remote regions of the NT there are 40 schools delivering some form of
education to secondary-aged students. There are also a few non-government schools and two
independent Indigenous boarding schools. In many areas there is no provision of secondary
education. Where there is government provision, some occurs in Community Education Centres
(CECs), some in Area Schools and some in Homeland Learning Centres (HLCs). Most of these
participate in the dual enrolment system and utilise courses and support provided through the
Northern Territory Open Education Centre (NTEOC). A few continue to use the Foundation and
General Studies courses, originally conceived as a bridge to mainstream. There are few
qualified secondary teachers in remote areas and curriculum offerings tend to be limited to
English and maths supplemented by sporadic VET programs and other activities depending on
the luck of the submission to government agencies for support. Of the 83 Teachers of
Exemplary Practice (TEP) in the NT only one is located in a remote school. Many students also
leave their remote communities to go to boarding school whether or not there is any local
secondary education provision, in the hope of getting a ‘better’ education. Most do not stay
away for more than a year. The issues relating to boarding schools will be taken up later in this

chapter.

In remote areas, secondary provision, most often called post-primary, is tied structurally
and in terms of resources and funding allocations to primary education. This association was
consistently identified by review respondents as problematic, particularly where the provision,
pedagogy and intent of ‘post primary’ education had not been demarcated clearly from that of
primary education. The review team received many comments regarding the need for young
people of secondary age to be treated as adults, for there to be separate provision for young
men and women, and for the content and pedagogy of their learning environments to respect

their cultural learnings and emerging status as adults.
Despite a few very positive examples of appropriate secondary education provision for

Indigenous young people in discrete locales, the overall picture is grim. Issues of poor

attendance, inadequate or inappropriate teaching practices, anti-social behaviour, classroom
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10.

disruption, trauma and neglect were frequently cited by parents, teachers and students in
consultations and submissions as reasons for the poor performance of many Indigenous
students in secondary programs. As stated by one Indigenous educator
We are going backwards because of the many social problems. The parents are into drinking and
gambling and their children make their own choices but they don’t recognise any boundaries. It needs
a holistic approach.
The consistent challenge for schools was whether to ‘fit' these young people into the system
through bridging programs, attempt to address the ever widening gap in achievement through
withdrawal practices, or to remove them altogether by suspension or letting them ‘vote with their

feet'.

It is the review team’s view that both change and increased investment in teaching and
learning must occur. However, it is also our view that the necessary change and investment
cannot occur just within the ‘silo’ of education but also needs to be in partnership with broader
strategies and approaches that are beginning to emerge. These are designed to support thriving
regions and communities, pathways to employment, improved livelihoods and enterprising
economic activity, strong governance and closer to the ground decision making regarding the
provision and nature of essential services, including education. To this end we have put forward

the concept of Learning Precincts, which were discussed fully in Chapters 6 and 7.

Issues impacting on education provision

11.

12.

The settlement patterns of remote Indigenous Territorians are decidedly different from
those of other Territorians and other Australians. There are nine Indigenous communities with
populations between 1 000 and 2 000 (all in the Top End), 50 communities with populations
between 200 and 999, and the majority of Indigenous people are resident in some 570 small
and dispersed communities of 50 people or fewer across some of the most remote and
climatically harsh landscapes in Australia (Taylor, 2003; Walker, 2001). Indigenous people have
responsibility for more than half of the land base, in terms of rights of use for traditional
purposes; however, they are frequently the poorest people in Australia (Yunupingu, 2003).
Indigenous people make up 25% of the adult population in the NT but have only 11% of the
income (Altman, 2003).

Frequent mobility of residents within regions, and between regions and major towns is also
a prominent characteristic across the NT. These patterns of settlement and movement, to an
extent moulded through the histories of rations, missions, protectionism, assimilation and self
determination, intersect with complex and enduring systems of language, obligation and
affiliation to kin and country. This has resulted in considerable diversity of needs and aspirations

amongst Indigenous peoples and groups.
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13.

14.

15.

16.

Since the beginning of government education provision during the 1950s, decisions about
schools have been formulated at the top, but enacted on a community-by-community level.
These decisions have presumed permanent student/family domicile within the community,
teacher availability and sustainable governance structures of schools and councils. This
construction of the discrete community as the most valid social structure of Indigenous peoples
dismisses the enduring reality that they always have moved, and will continue to move, socially,
culturally and economically across a series of overlapping and interconnected regions (Ah Kit,
2003).

The geographic spread and small size of these communities present great difficulties for
effective service provision, including provision of education. The evidence before the review
team suggests that maintaining enrolment numbers in the face of shifting student populations,
sustaining parent and community engagement with the school, even in terms of cultural
transmission, and maintaining resources and infrastructure, raises questions about the
‘community’ as the most viable locus for decisions about educational service delivery. In many
sites, the reality of increasing community dysfunction places further strains on sustaining

education services.

The review team notes the moves of the Department of Community Development, Sport
and Cultural Affairs (DCDSCA) towards regional approaches to service delivery as identified in
their Stronger Regions, Stronger Futures Strategy (2003). There are links between what we are
suggesting regarding ways of organising educational service delivery, and emerging regional
models, that should be expanded to support capacity building and sustainable futures for
Indigenous peoples. For example, the emerging focus on developing new regional governance
structures that more authentically represent families and clans across regions rather than a
community, and enable a focal point for decisions about service delivery, could also serve to
enhance education services as well as the management of these. The excessive and
burdensome accountability and reporting requirements for each program of funding additional to
core educational services could well be addressed through a more streamlined and ‘one stop

shop’ conduit for distribution within identified regions.

Mobility of students is also a critical issue for town schools. Increasing numbers of
Indigenous people are resident both permanently and periodically in the major towns of the
Territory, including in town camps. One Year 8 teacher in a regional high school commented
that one quarter of the students turned over four times per year, that is, a quarter of the

students in the class were new in each of the four terms.
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17.

18.

19.

20.

While some secondary schools in the major towns report Indigenous enrolments of up to
45% of total enrolments, the cohort is focused within the junior secondary years and decreases
by Year 9 or 10. In 2002 there were 78 Indigenous students undertaking the NTCE in Years 11
and 12 and only 52 of these completed, representing 6% of the total number of Year 12
students eligible to complete the Certificate. These are quite small numbers given that 32% of
the secondary cohort are Indigenous. The reasons for such low retention rates are multiple and
complex. For some students it is lack of access, for others it is insufficient literacy and
numeracy skills, and for many issues such as poor health, substance abuse and a lack of family
support combine to make attendance at school problematic. The Taking Control Report (2001,
p.22) suggests a fundamental lack of fit between the school system and the needs of
aspirations of its Indigenous clients underlies these poor retention rates. For many young
people, school is a pastime until the age of 10 or 12, marked from the beginning by poor
attendance and achievement, and largely irrelevant and not proper in structure and design once

they become young men and women.

Alternate models of educational provision for those disengaging or refusing mainstream
education have emerged but many struggle to sustain themselves. The Yarrenyty-Arltere
Learning Centre at Larapinta Valley town camp, for example, is an initiative in alternative
education for ‘at risk’ young people. Its set-up was supported by the Commonwealth, and
currently it is struggling to continue as ongoing funding is not readily forthcoming. There is also
a need to formally evaluate these models of alternative provision to determine the extent to

which they improve educational and social outcomes for secondary students (Boughton, 2001).

Many schools with large numbers of Indigenous students have to devote significant
amounts of their effort and energy to behaviour management, withdrawal programs and
remediation rather than teaching and learning. A comment heard often by the team and
certainly of some concern to many teachers was that the least skilled and supported of the

school staff often supported the most at risk and educationally needy students.

In many areas, but particularly remote, the review team doubts that what is being delivered
meets acceptable criteria for secondary education. We saw watered down or ungraded curricula
with examples of busy-work and low expectations of young people due to their poor attendance
and ‘lack’ of English literacy and numeracy skills. In some instances, there was a strong
demand for mainstream rather than special curriculum. There were good examples of dedicated
teachers trying to do the best for students, and parents desperate to see their children succeed,

but overall the picture is disheartening.
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21.

22.

23.

Where VET courses were being trialled there were some successes but they were easily
dismantled through lottery-like funding regimes and minimal pathways to enterprise or
employment. As one community-based education worker commented

We live and die on the goodwill of DEET and they froze all their funding in February, so there’s been
no driver training in the community at all. At this stage we're still waiting for the official story. The irony
is they’ll probably get it flowing in July and there’ll be no students!

The prevalence of substance abuse, and the increasing numbers of very young mothers
highlight the fact that there is an urgent need to re-frame education to address the realities of
young people and their health, social and personal problems (Boughton, 2001; Central
Australian Regional Indigenous Health Planning Committee [CARIHPC], 2001). It has been
documented in recent reports about Indigenous education (Collins 1999, Commonwealth of
Australia, 2002; HREOC, 1999; MCEETYA, 2001) that educational provision to remote
communities of Indigenous people is very much embedded in the increasingly social and
emotional dysfunction that forms the fabric of daily life. Two generations of passive welfare
dependency, ongoing and chronic health problems and escalating patterns of addiction
(alcohol, gunga, petrol) overlay a dynamic and changing composition of cultural, kin and
language practices of the ‘traditional’ culture. Communities are complex ecologies of language,
affiliation and hybrid economies (welfare, gambling, royalties, work, small enterprise, art and so
on) presenting with stressed physical infrastructure and marked by poverty, and often despair.
What was also apparent was the onslaught of a plethora of often uncoordinated if well-
intentioned programs and services across sectors of government and private enterprise, which
have the unintentional effect of adding considerable burden to local governance structures,

including schools and their staff, with seemingly little sustained impact (Pearson 2001).

Based on the results of national benchmark tests (see Chapter 2), the educational
outcomes of Indigenous students in the NT through the primary years of schooling are
demonstrably poor. It has been emphasised earlier in this report that outcomes for Indigenous
students must improve if they are to have any chance of succeeding in secondary education.
Additionally, the transition to secondary schooling, with its emphasis on learning content rather
than on the process of learning, is a huge hurdle for most young Indigenous people. We were
nevertheless heartened by some concerted efforts being undertaken on some communities. For
example, rather than blaming poor literacy and numeracy skills, or ‘culture’ as reasons for not
pursuing rigour in secondary education, the teachers and principal at one CEC, supported by
the community, have lifted expectations dramatically. Instead of adhering to a lock step
approach to literacy and numeracy development they are using applied learning and ICT to
support students’ literacy and numeracy learning at age-appropriate levels. The school principal

commented
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24,

25.

26.

27.

To us the secondary program starts in Transition. You must start with high expectations and sustain

them throughout the primary and secondary years.

Effort and improved outcomes by young Indigenous people should be celebrated. Yet such
success can seem hollow when the transition from school to ‘what’ looms as large for those in
remote regions who do well as for those who disengage. One of the most repeated comments
from Indigenous parents and elders was the need to stop petrol and do something about
boredom. The young people have nothing to do. The team consistently heard comment from
parents about the need for their ‘kids’ to be literate and numerate in English, to have jobs and
employment on their communities. Pockets of intensive effort and dedication by teachers exist,
but it was apparent that only where there was systemic change at the whole school level, a
willingness to re-invent the nature of classroom pedagogy and practice and develop proactive
linkages to community, youth, health and employment services, was the challenge being

transformed into an opportunity for both students and teachers.

The review team observed that increasing numbers of young people were being sent away
by their families to boarding schools across the Territory and even interstate, as a means to
divert them away from an induction into boredom and dysfunction. The main reasons were for
them to be away from substance abuse and for their learning to continue. In many instances we
found that parents and community members had little understanding of the ‘real’ levels of
achievement of young people upon completing primary schooling, or an understanding of the
level at which they would be working at a high school. The boarding school pathway through
secondary schooling is only proving partly effective. Both parents and young people themselves
spoke of these issues, as the comment below indicates

Over the years we've had heaps of kids go away to boarding school but sending them away hasn't

helped at all. A lot drop out. They are either too homesick or the work is too hard for them. They might

get into fights or they might get teased.
The issue of boarding schools will be further discussed in a later section in this chapter.

The review team frequently received comments, from both Indigenous and non-Indigenous
people that many of those schooled in the ‘mission’ days, or those taken away, are the people
who are the most literate, numerate and orally proficient in English and often may be the only
ones so skilled on their communities. This seems a simplistic view, with a trade-off between

literacy and numeracy and trauma taking a long time to resolve.

There is no doubt that the regimes of community life were also decidedly different during
the mission days. Indigenous people educated in those times also spoke of school as places of
hunger, fear and punishment operating within a structure of strict controls around what

Indigenous adults and children could and could not do (Cummins, 1990). Movement was
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28.

29.

30.

restricted, awareness of the outside world very limited. The missions have been described as
cocoons of attempted conversion, smoothing pillows'® and ‘saving’ the young by enforcing

educational participation in ways unacceptable today.

More recent educational policies have enabled a place for language and culture in schools
in the Territory. The handing back of significant tracts of land and sea to Indigenous peoples
and the associated ‘back to country’ movements have supported a range of Indigenous
organisations. Diverse and growing service provision has provided at least a minimal economic
safety net through welfare support payments. However, such policies have also effectively

locked many Indigenous people out of the ‘real’ economy (Pearson, 2001).

Currently 60% of total Indigenous income is from welfare payments (Taylor, 2003). These
policies have co-existed and perhaps unwittingly aided a gradual demise and escalating social
crisis for Indigenous communities. It is arguable that the current ways of being inclusive of
traditional languages and cultures in education, or in governance structures, have not stopped
the negative effects of cultural change and have not assisted in improving economic and social

conditions for Indigenous people.

There is a pressing need for Indigenous people to negotiate explicit ways of engaging with
what education is for and to then move towards an educational provision based on mutual
respect and a balance of rights and responsibilities. Given the diversity of Indigenous peoples
and ways of living, these negotiations must be enacted locally. An elder in one Indigenous
community commented

Parents need more education about the whitefella’s way of education, about attendance and

curriculum. You have to spend some time teaching parents and explain why kids need schooling.

Capacity may at this stage be tenuous but there is a need for a partnership as opposed to a
supplier/consumer approach; that is, where mutually enacted agreements spelling out rights,
responsibilities and performance outcomes for educational services are explicitly and jointly
negotiated, and the services are supplied on the basis of these rather than provided and
measured against outcomes far removed from the users of that service (Cunningham, 2003).
Only then can education capture its role in enabling the aspirations of individuals and families,

rather than enabling the providers to look and act culturally appropriate.

'8 This comment refers to a belief, popular in the early 20" Century and heavily influenced by social Darwinism, that
‘primitive’ peoples such as Australia’s Aborigines, would in effect die out as the struggle for the ‘survival of the fittest’
progressed. The euphemism “smooth the pillow of a dying race” is drawn from writings by Dame Daisy Bates.
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Issues of pedagogy and purpose

31.

32.

33.

Respect is a little word with a big meaning
The above statement from an Indigenous educator echoes our focus on mutual respect as
a core component for effective teaching and learning practices. As outlined in Chapter 3, the
most important factor in student performance is the quality of teaching and learning and the
relationships it entails. Where we have a cohort of students entering secondary school with
e minimal fluency in English language
e afragmented primary school experience
e significant health problems
e home environments where their education can not be adequately supported
e few positive role models
e the reality of school and school achievement as peripheral to daily life and future
expectations

the quality of teaching and learning becomes absolutely critical, and very challenging, to deliver.

The reality for many young people is that English is a foreign language or a different dialect,
where school ‘work’ is the main and often the only context for speaking, listening, reading and
writing English. The living practices and expected ways of ‘being’ young people within schools
may differ dramatically from the rest of their lives. Put all this together and we have a situation
where educational pedagogy and purpose must not only be explicit and rigorous but must also
push the comfort zones of mediocrity and implicit deficit models.

One teacher put it this way
Struggling students are labelled as poor achievers from when they arrive in high school, with the
majority of these students being Indigenous. They are viewed as deficit and the expectation of these
students is much lower even by the most well-intentioned teachers. These students can only access
different curriculum, special programs and withdrawal groups for their learning needs.
As this quote would suggest, many of our young Indigenous people are faced with not only
being labelled as ‘different’ because of their language, culture or appearance, but where such
difference interacts with the systems and practices of Western culture, this ‘difference’ tends to

align with being viewed as deficient.

As pointed out in Chapter 3, there has been some debate amongst educators about the
need for a particular set of pedagogies to cater for Indigenous learning styles. One of the
seminal works on Indigenous pedagogy was Harris’ (1980) research into Indigenous learning
styles. Harris argued that Indigenous people learn in different ways from non-Indigenous
students; they learn from observation and imitation rather than from verbal instruction, they use

trial and error to practise new skills and they learn from real life experiences rather than in
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34.

35.

36.

artificial settings. Many Indigenous educators have embraced Harris’ work; however, others are
sceptical claiming learning styles theory offered an excuse for the poor educational
achievements of Indigenous students, while ignoring the social and economic disadvantages
that impede their learning. They also argued that Harris’ reductionist view presents Aboriginal
and non-Indigenous belief systems and learning styles as mutually exclusive and oppositional
and his research cannot be applied to the diversity of Indigenous groups across Australia
(DETYA, 1997; Stewart, 2002).

More recent literature (Hughes, 1997; Stewart 2002) asserts that while there are some
learning approaches which are more likely to occur among Indigenous students, there is no
single set of Indigenous learning styles. Moreover, although students (Indigenous and non-
Indigenous) may have preferred learning styles, most students use a combination of
approaches when learning. While an awareness of these preferred learning styles can be
helpful when planning and delivering lessons for Indigenous groups, knowledge about
individual learning styles must take precedence. It is important to avoid using learning styles to
stereotype Indigenous students, and teachers must take into account the wide variations

amongst individuals in any cultural group.

Gray’s (2003) scaffolding approach to teaching literacy is currently being trialled in the NT
in pilot schools in urban, regional and remote areas through DEET’s Accelerated Literacy
Project. Early results from these schools indicate Indigenous students, particularly older
students, have made significant improvements in their reading literacy levels. The most recent
report on the project states that, on average, those students who have joined the scaffolding
literacy teaching programs...have gained almost 2 year levels in reading per year of actual
schooling. Given the success of these strategies, the review supports the expansion of this
project and its pedagogies. We also believe that the recently developed School for Social
Research and Policy at Charles Darwin University (CDU) can play an important role in working
with teachers using an action research model to develop, trial and evaluate new pedagogies

for Indigenous students.

There is much documented evidence (Rose, 2003) that despite more than 20 years of
curriculum changes, policies and practices of inclusivity and new methods of teaching and
learning, our school system continues to produce outcomes for students that reflect the
stratified social system of the old economy. That is, we have 10-20% moving through to higher
education, 20-30% moving through to VET and vocational learning, and the remainder either
finding unskilled work or joining the unemployment queues. For too many of the Territory’s
Indigenous people the latter option remains the most likely. Welfare or Commonwealth

Development Employment Program (CDEP) payments comprise more than two thirds of
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37.

38.

39.

40.

Indigenous income in the Territory with only 16% of Indigenous people employed in the

mainstream, a figure that seems to be steadily dropping (Taylor, 2003).

In the Territory there have been significant changes to curriculum over the past ten years
and pockets of intensive effort regarding teaching methods and practice. However, much of the
debate has centred on appropriate learning styles, bilingual as opposed to tuition in English,
recruiting, retaining and training teachers, special education, behaviour management and
attendance. While these are very important micro issues to do with school functioning and
student outcomes, the debate is noted for its overall lack of engagement with the broader or

macro issues that impact on educational outcomes.

If education is currently moving the majority of our Indigenous people through to ‘nothing’, it
is more than time that the provision of education services, particularly secondary, becomes
driven by the goals of enterprising action and an aspiration to viable social and economic
futures. Such goals explicitly incorporate the means to enable the social change process
required to build sustainable capacity across the regions of the NT. The Taking Control report
(2001, p.44) supports this position, claiming not only does education greatly increase an
individual's chance of employment, it is also absolutely essential for the community’s capacity to

maintain a functioning economy.

The incorporation of enterprise and vocational learning as a core aspect of teaching and
learning for the new territory has been discussed in Chapters 3 and 4. For young Indigenous
people living in vast and remote landscapes, such a pedagogical shift is paramount. Not only
was the need to focus on the