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GLOBAL VOICES 
 

Global Voices was established in February 2011 as a non-profit private company limited by 

guarantee through a grant from the British Council. We are now funded through partnerships with 

Australia’s leading universities, the corporate & philanthropic communities and Government. 

We are based in Melbourne, with seven part-time team members all aged under-25. Our board of 

directors is chaired by The Honourable Peter Lindsay, a former Parliamentary Secretary for Defence. 

Global Voices selects, funds, prepares and then coordinates delegations of Australia’s future leaders 

to a variety of major international events. We also run a domestic events program designed to bring 

Australia’s future leaders face-to-face with key international decision makers over a small, intimate 

working meal. 

Our vision is where young Australians have an influence on the world stage. 

Our mission is to create opportunities for young Australians to engage with international policy both 

at home and abroad. 

 

UN PERMANENT FORUM ON INDIGENOUS ISSUES (UNPFII) 

 

The United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues is an advisory body to the UN Economic 

and Social Council. The Forum’s mandate is to discuss indigenous issues related to economic and 

social development, culture, the environment, education, health and human rights. 

The Permanent Forum consists of 16 independent experts chosen from all regions of the world. This 

year will be the twelfth annual session of the forum and government officials, journalists, and 

interested civil society members will be in attendance. 

Notable speakers of past sessions have included the Secretary General of the United Nations Ban Ki-

Moon, and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner Mick Gooda. 

GEMMA CHURCH 
 

Gemma Church, 21, is a Bachelor of Applied Science/Teaching & Learning student at Charles Darwin 

University. She is currently a top ten finalist in the Northern Territory Young Achiever’s Awards.  
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Abstract 

 
Worldwide, Indigenous peoples in remote localities are among the most socially and educationally 
disadvantaged in society; education is a means for liberation from disadvantage and access to 
participation and employment in wider society. United Nations member states, by accepting the 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, concede that the educational disadvantage of 
Indigenous student's needs to be overcome and that Indigenous people have the right to a culturally 
relevant education in their own language. Culturally and linguistically responsive pedagogy removes 
barriers to academic success and studies report increased rates of school completion, pride and 
cultural identity; community and parent involvement and ownership are pivotal to success. The way 
in which member states are complying with the Declaration and improving Indigenous education is 
variable, as even within individual countries Indigenous educational policies and programs do not 
necessarily share like views or align. An expert group will this year present to the United Nation 
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues a review of current educational practices and issues from 
around the world, making recommendations for improved compliance to the Declaration. 

Recommendations 

 
 The Council of Australian Governments, in affiliation with the Closing the Gap Campaign and 

higher education institutions should: 

1. Make a longer term commitment to the training of Indigenous teachers under the 

More Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Teachers Initiative (MATSITI) beyond its 

scheduled four year plan due to end in 2015.   

2. To promote completion, provide comprehensive support in the form of mentors and 

tutors to support scholarship recipients progressing through their university degree 

under the MATSITI initiative. 

3. Promote the MATSITI initiative in every remote community. It is the intention that 

these culturally competent, speakers of the local language, would return to their 

communities to facilitate and drive culturally relevant programs. 

4. Consider methods to increase funding for the MATSITI initiative to attract and train 

classroom support people from every remote Indigenous community.  

 State and territory education systems should explore avenues to fund a local, paid, full time 

community engagement officer in every remote Indigenous school. This person would 

facilitate positive strategies for encouraging parent and community involvement in school 

life and assist classroom teachers in actioning these strategies.  

 The federal and state/territory governments should ensure that new educational policies are 

in compliance with the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. This should be 

achieved through analysis by a representative group made of both Indigenous and non-

Indigenous people from affected remote communities or regions. The representatives would 

ensure that the affected community’s concerns are voiced and resolved.  Current policies 
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should be reviewed in this manner to ensure compliance. 

Introduction 
 

Indigenous peoples in remote localities are among the most socially and educationally 
disadvantaged in the world.1 Education allows participation in the dominant society and 
employment, which can be a means to liberation from poverty and disadvantage.2 The language and 
cultural context of a country’s mainstream education may contrast sharply to that of an Indigenous 
student in a remote location, so if education is not responsive to student’s needs it may be unlikely 
to succeed and risk student’s continued isolation and disadvantage.3 Presenting education to 
students using the language and cultural context they understand can be a tool to facilitate the 
learning of skills needed for participation in the dominant society, whilst maintaining a strong sense 
of cultural identity.4 Community and parent involvement5 and the training of more local Indigenous 
teachers6 are thought to be pivotal to the success of such programs.   

United Nations member states, by accepting the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 
concede that the educational disadvantage of Indigenous students needs to be overcome, and that 
Indigenous people have the right to a culturally relevant education in their own language.7 However, 
the way in which member states are complying with the Declaration8 and improving Indigenous 
education is variable; even within individual countries Indigenous educational policies and programs 

                                                           
1
 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, ‘Chapter IV: Contemporary Education’, in The State of the 

World’s Indigenous People Division for Social Policy and Development, Secretariat of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous 
Issues, New York, 2009, p. 130. 
2
 Ibid. 

3
 Ibid. 

4
 T Perso, ‘Cultural Responsiveness and School Education with a Particular Focus on Australia’s First Peoples: A Review and 

Synthesis of the Literature’, Menzies School of Health Research Centre for Child Development and Education, Darwin, 
Northern Territory, 2012, p. 14-17; and UN Economic and Social Council, ‘Report of the International Expert Group Meeting 
on the theme “Indigenous youth: Identity challenges and hope: articles 14, 17, 21 and 25 of the United Nations Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, advanced unedited version”’, Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues 12

th
 session 

Item 3 of the provisional agenda, New York, 2013. 
5
 J Gray and G Partington, ‘Chapter 9: Attendance and Non Attendance at School’, in Q Beresford, G Partington and G 

Gower, Reform and Resistance in Aboriginal Education, Western Australia: UWA Publishing, 2012, p. 299-300; Griffiths, A, 
‘The Components of Best Practice in Indigenous Education: A Comparative Review’, Journal of Indigenous Education, vol. 
40, 2011, p. 71-73; M Malin, ‘Chapter 12: They Listen and They’ve Got Respect: Culture and Pedagogy’, in Partington, G 
Perspectives on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education, Victoria: Cengage Learning, South Melbourne, 1998, p. 
246-251; B Perry and P Howard, ‘Mathematics in Indigenous Contexts’, Australian Primary Mathematics Classroom, vol. 13, 
no. 4, 2008, p. 4-9; and J Simpson, J Caffery, and P McConvell, ‘Gaps in Australia’s Indigenous Language Policy: Dismantling 
Bilingual Education in the Northern Territory’, Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, AIATSIS 
Research Discussion Paper, no. 24, www.aiatsis.gov.au/research/docs/dp/DP24.pdf , (Accessed 15

th
 April 2013), p. 15. 

6
 Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs, ‘National Statement and Plan on 

Languages Education in Australian Schools’, 2003, 
http://www.mceecdya.edu.au/mceecdya/national_plan_languages_2005-08,11912.html,   
(Accessed 12th April 2013), p. 5; S Silburn, G Nutton, J McKenzie and M Landrigan, ‘Early Years English Language 
Acquisition and Instructional Approaches for Aboriginal Students with Home Langauges Other Than English: A Systematic 
Review of the Australian and International Literature’, Menzies School of Health Research the Centre for Child Development 
and Education, Darwin, Northern Territory, 2011, p. vii-xi; and United Nations Economic and Social Council, ‘Report of the 
International Expert Group Meeting on the theme “Indigenous youth: Identity challenges and hope: articles 14, 17, 21 and 
25 of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, advanced unedited version”’, Permanent Forum 
on Indigenous Issues 12th session Item 3 of the provisional agenda, New York, 2013, p. 11. 
7
 United Nations, ‘United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples’, 2008, 

http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/DRIPS_en.pdf, (Accessed 28
th

 April 2013). 
8
 United Nations Economic and Social Council, ‘Report of the International Expert Group Meeting’. 

http://www.aiatsis.gov.au/research/docs/dp/DP24.pdf
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/DRIPS_en.pdf
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do not necessarily share like views or align.9  An expert group will this year present to the United 
Nation Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues a review of current educational practices and issues 
from around the world, making recommendations for improved compliance to the Declaration.10  

The importance of education for liberation from disadvantage and the 

benefits of access to the dominant society 

 
Education allows access to the dominant society and employment and is a means to improved 

health and social outcomes.11 These factors can liberate people from poverty and disadvantage.12 

However, Indigenous children in remote locations may not necessarily speak the language of the 

dominant society, or share common values, experiences and knowledge. Even though education 

may aim to allow Indigenous students entry into wider Australian society should they choose to do 

so, presenting only Western values and pedagogy may in fact reduce their ability to fully participate 

in both the dominant culture and their Indigenous culture.13 Education that is responsive14 to the 

language and culture of its students may be necessary to facilitate the learning of skills for success in 

the dominant society, for example English literacy and numeracy in Australia.  

The United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII) 

recommendations and correlation with Australian educational policy 

 
The Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) determines that Indigenous people 

should have ‘The right to our languages, histories and ways of thinking about the world’ (article 13), 

‘the right to access the same standard of education as all other Australians’ (article 15) and ‘the right 

to culturally relevant education in our own language’ (article 17).15 These goals and the expressed 

need to improve Indigenous people’s educational outcomes are shared by the Australian 

Government16 and remote Indigenous community members.17 

Member states’ compliance to the Declaration’s educational goals will be analysed at the 2013 

UNPFII review year in a report by the expert group meeting on the theme ‘Indigenous Youth: 

Identity Challenges and Hope: Articles 14, 17, 21 and 25 of the United Nations Declaration on the 

                                                           
9
 M Langton and Z Ma Rhea, ‘Indigenous Education and the Ladder to Prosperity’, Perspectives, 2009, 

www.Futureleaders.com.au (Accessed 16/4/2013).  
10

 United Nations Economic and Social Council, ‘Proposed Organisation of Work’, Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues 
12

th
 Session Item 2 of the Provisional Agenda, New York, 2013. 

11
 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, ‘Chapter IV: Contemporary Education’, p. 130. 

12
 Ibid.  

13
 Ibid. 

14
 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, ‘Chapter IV: Contemporary Education’, p. 139; and Perso, 

‘Cultural Responsiveness’, p. 14-17. 
15

 Australian Human Rights Commission, ‘The Community Guide to the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples’, 2010 http://humanrights.gov.au/declaration_indigenous/ (Accessed 16 March 2013). 
16

 Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, ‘Closing the Gap Prime Minister’s Report 
2013’, Australian Government, 2013, http://www.fahcsia.gov.au/our-responsibilities/indigenous-australians/programs-
services/closing-the-gap/closing-the-gap-prime-ministers-report-2013, (Accessed 31st March 2013). 
17

 Australian Government, ‘Stronger Futures in the Northern Territory Report on Consultations’, October 2011, p. 8 

http://www.futureleaders.com.au/
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Rights of Indigenous Peoples’ (UNDRIP).18 The report will advocate the inclusion of Indigenous 

languages in schools and culturally responsive education, driven by the training of more Indigenous 

teachers.19 The report will also detail discussions about separate education policy and plans for 

Indigenous students, in acknowledgement that equal provision of education does not result in equal 

outcomes for students who are disadvantaged to begin with.20 

Australia became a signatory to the UNDRIP in 2009. Initiatives and programs in Australia that 

demonstrate a general level of compliance with the Declaration include the Melbourne Declaration 

on the Educational Goals for Young Australians,21 2005-2008 National Statement and Plan for 

Languages Education in Australian Schools (NSPLEAS),22 Australian Curriculum and the Closing the 

Gap Campaign.23 Difficulty ensues in interpreting how these and other policy relating to Indigenous 

education and remote communities are actually applied and relate to one another at a local 

community level. In 2008 Tom Calma, former Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice 

Commissioner, described his concern about the counterproductive nature of what he described as 

‘ad-hoc’ policy-making.24 Langton and Rhea concurred, in 2009 citing the disjointed nature of federal 

and state governments, education systems and local community policies as impediments to 

sustainable solutions.25 

Although the release of the Melbourne Declaration (a document of goals for Australia’s students 

over a ten year period) and 2005-2008 NSPLEAS took place prior to Australia’s formal support of the 

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People, their aims support most of the 

relevant education articles. However, the broad and vague nature of goals and recommendations in 

these documents risks their implementation being vastly different in practice. For example, because 

the methods for implementation of Indigenous language teaching in the 2005-2008 NSPLEAS are not 

particularly explicit, resultant programs may differ from the government’s intended outcomes.  

Part of the solution to improve Indigenous children’s educational outcomes, according to the 

Melbourne Declaration, will be to use local cultural knowledge as a basis for learning, that all 

Australian students learn about the history and culture of Indigenous people and appreciate the 

‘social, cultural, linguistic and religious diversity’ of the nation.26 However, the Melbourne 

Declaration does not acknowledge article 15 of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

                                                           
18

 United Nations Economic and Social Council, ‘Proposed Organisation of Work’. 
19

 United Nations Economic and Social Council, ‘Report of the International Expert Group Meeting’. 
20

 United Nations Economic and Social Council, ‘Report of the International Expert Group Meeting’. 
21

 Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs, ‘Melbourne Declaration on 
Educational Goals for Young Australians’, 2008, 
http://www.mceecdya.edu.au/mceecdya/melbourne_declaration,25979.html,   
(Accessed 5th April 2013). 
22

 Ibid. 
23

 Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, ‘Closing the Gap Prime Minister’s Report 

2013’.  
24

 T Calma, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner, Human Rights and Equal Opportunities 

Commissioner, ‘Be Inspired: Indigenous Education Reform’, Address to the Victorian Association of State Secondary 

Principals in Melbourne, 18 August 2008.  
25

 Langton and Ma Rhea, ‘Indigenous Education and the Ladder to Prosperity’.  
26

 Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs, ‘Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals 
for Young Australians’, p. 9.  
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Peoples, the ‘right to culturally appropriate education in our own language’.27 The 2005-2008 

NSPLEAS also fails to explicitly outline strategies supportive of article 15, although it recognises the 

sense of identity studying one’s first language can bring, and several broad strategies for 

implementing successful Indigenous language programs.28 The vague nature of goals may be due to 

the document’s scope extending to include the learning of any language in school, and not specific 

to Indigenous languages in remote communities. Furthermore, it is outside the scope of this national 

policy to outline specificities relating to each of the hundreds of Indigenous cultures and languages 

throughout Australia.  

The implications of the Melbourne Declaration are far reaching as it underpins the way Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander perspectives and histories are included in the new Australian Curriculum 

and how programs such as the ‘Closing the Gap Campaign’, ‘Stronger Futures in the Northern 

Territory’ and their subordinate projects are implemented. Each of these programs advocates the 

need to improve Indigenous people’s educational achievement. The Closing the Gap Campaign and 

Stronger Futures Initiative29 in the Northern Territory involve a range of tailored initiatives in remote 

communities that strongly advocate community consultation and ownership. The outcomes in 

Indigenous education they strive to achieve are the access of early childhood education for all four 

year olds, improving reading, writing and numeracy and increasing the number of year twelve (or 

equivalent) graduates.30 

In consultations with Indigenous Northern Territory remote community members regarding the 

implementation of the ‘Stronger Futures’ program, many parents identified education as vitally 

important, and supported community participation in schools to facilitate culturally relevant 

programs.31 In these consultations, and recent consultations done by Menzies School of Health 

Research, it should be noted that not all people desired their Indigenous languages be taught at 

schools.32 They expressed their desire for children to learn English so that they might find work and 

participate fully in the wider Australian society.  

Language and culturally relevant schooling in remote communities 

 
Studies in Australia and around the world33 have shown the potential for culturally relevant 

schooling and the inclusion of mother tongue languages to improve academic outcomes, increase 

completion rates, improve self esteem and pride and increase a sense of cultural identity; the UNPFII 

and Australian educational policy agree. Although there are many suggested models of delivery, 

                                                           
27

 Australian Human Rights Commission, ‘The Community Guide to the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples’. 
28

 Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs, ‘National Statement and Plan on 
Languages Education in Australian Schools’, p. 7. 
29

 Australian Government, ‘Stronger Futures in the Northern Territory Report on Consultations’, 2011. 
30

 Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, ‘Closing the Gap Prime Minister’s Report 
2013’. 
31

 Australian Government, ‘Stronger Futures in the Northern Territory Report on Consultations’, p. 20-29. 
32

 Silburn et al, ‘Early Years English Language Acquisition’. 
33

 Ibid.  
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most specify community and parent involvement and ownership as pivotal to success.34 As the 

culture and language of various remote communities differ, the training of more local Indigenous 

teachers who speak the community’s language and understand the culture and needs is also 

considered as an important success factor.35 However, even if well resourced and adequately 

staffed, culturally relevant and mother tongue languages programs were implemented in remote 

communities, a plethora of other family, health, housing and community dysfunctions may still 

negatively affect student’s chances of academic success.36 

Culturally relevant schooling in remote communities: research, 

recommendations and contention 

 
Literature suggests that culturally relevant schooling can improve academic outcomes, decrease 

dropout rates, improve self esteem and pride, increase sense of identity and culture and strengthen 

languages for Indigenous peoples.37 However, the best way to implement this is complex38 and 

contested.39 It might be argued that these findings support the UN Economic and Social Council’s 

2013 Indigenous expert group’s suggestion for entirely separate schooling ‘policies, plans and 

curriculums’ for Indigenous students,40 however there may be negative effects for the societal 

cohesion of Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples as a result. A review of Australian and 

international literature by Brady strongly suggests there is increased cohesion between Indigenous 

and Non Indigenous students as a result of education programs that are inclusive of both cultures.41 

The same outcome was found by Perry and Howard in a local school program, although their context 

did not address that of a remote community with an almost completely Indigenous population.42 

An essential element of culturally relevant schooling in remote communities is the cultural 

competence of staff and organisations who work with schools.43 Many definitions of cultural 

competence exist, but broadly all define it as the acquisition of knowledge and skills to communicate 

and work with another culture effectively and with empathy.44 Competence is not innate and must 

be acquired through analysing one’s own cultural values and working with members of the other 

                                                           
34

 Gray and Partington, ‘Attendance and Non Attendance at School’, p. 299-300; Griffiths, ‘The Components of Best 
Practice’, p. 71-73; Malin, ‘They Listen and They’ve Got Respect’, p. 246-251; Perry and Howard, ‘Mathematics in 
Indigenous Contexts’, p. 4-9; and Simpson, ‘Gaps in Australia’s Indigenous Language Policy’, p. 15. 
35

 Silburn et al, ‘Early Years English Language Acquisition’, p vii-xi; Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood 
Development and Youth Affairs, ‘National Statement and Plan on Languages Education in Australian Schools’, p. 5; and 
United Nations Economic and Social Council, ‘Report of the International Expert Group Meeting’, p. 11. 
36

 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, ‘Chapter IV: Contemporary Education’, p. 130; and G 
Partington and Q Beresford, ‘Chapter 2: The Context of Aboriginal Education’, in Q Beresford et al. Reform and Resistance 
in Aboriginal Education, Western Australia, UWA Publishing, 2012, p. 35-84. 
37

 Perry and Howard, ‘Mathematics in Indigenous Contexts’, p. 4-9; Griffiths, ‘The Components of Best Practice’, p. 69-80; 
and Gray and Partington, ‘Attendance and Non Attendance at School’, p. 261-303. 
38

 Silburn et al, ‘Early Years English Language Acquisition,’ p.vii-xi. 
39

 Griffiths, ‘The Components of Best Practice’, p. 69-80. 
40

 United Nations Economic and Social Council, ‘Report of the International Expert Group Meeting’. 
41

 W Brady, ‘Indigenous Australian Education and Globalisation’, International Review of Education. vol. 43, no. 5-6, 1997, 
p. 413-422. 
42

 Perry and Howard, ‘Mathematics in Indigenous Contexts’, p. 4-9. 
43

 Perso, ‘Cultural Responsiveness’, p. 18-27. 
44

 Ibid., p. 18. 
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culture; training for staff is crucial.45 Responding to the individual needs of a community is critical to 

cultural competence, as a one-size fits all approach ignores people’s differences.46 The Closing the 

Gap Campaign and Stronger Futures Programs emphasise and warn against the damaging effect of 

‘one size fits all’ approaches, and by working with the community to tailor educational programs to 

suit individual needs seem to adhere to principles of cultural competence.47 

The importance of cultural competence in schools is a strong argument for the training of more 

Indigenous teachers. The More Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Teachers Initiative was 

introduced by the Council of Australian Governments as a four year plan to address educational 

‘Closing the Gap’ goals by training more Indigenous teachers.48 The program aims to promote the 

career pathway, conduct research into best practice and support pre-service teachers through 

partnerships with universities, schools and other organisations. The Northern Territory Government, 

for example, offers numerous scholarships and cadetships for the training of Indigenous teachers 

and classroom support staff.49 

A school’s engagement with the community in sharing ideas, knowledge, values and hopes can 

ensure that the Australia’s educational goals,50 including the Australian Curriculum’s inclusion of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures, are not tokenistic in their classroom 

implementation. If Indigenous culture is viewed as only pertaining to things like dance, arts, and 

crafts, this represents a failure to acknowledge the deeper elements that are intrinsically tied to 

ways of thinking, interacting, and creating aspirations and worldviews.51 Education must be 

culturally relevant to ensure that students are engaged and not isolated from participating in the 

dominant society. Further, culturally relevant education also reinforces local culture and perception 

of identity.52 Teachers, Indigenous or non-Indigenous, would not be expected to know the intricacies 

of each and every Indigenous culture in Australia. They would, however, be expected to reach out to 

the community to learn about the culture of the school they teach in.  

The Melbourne Declaration and the Australian Curriculum appear to support the recommendations 

for culturally relevant education of the UNPFII, expert group meeting and studies from around the 

world; however curriculum alone cannot improve educational success in remote communities. 

Furthermore a number of studies,53 Indigenous issues experts54 and education experts55 suggest that 

                                                           
45

 Ibid., p. 18-20. 
46

 G Gower and M Byrne, ‘Chapter 12: Becoming a Culturally Competent Teaching: Beginning the Journey,’ in Q Beresford, 
G Partington and G Gower, Reform and Resistance in Aboriginal Education, Western Australia: UWA Publishing, 2012, p. 
379-402. 
47

 Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs , ‘Closing the Gap Prime Minister’s Report 
2013’.  
48

 More Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Teachers Initiative, ‘Frequently Asked Questions’, 2012, 
http://matsiti.edu.au/about/faq/, (accessed 1

st
 May 2013). 

49
 Northern Territory Government Department of Education and Training, ‘More Indigenous Teachers’, 

http://www.education.nt.gov.au/grants/funding/scholarships/more-indigenous-teacher (Accessed 15th April 2013).  
50

 Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs, ‘Melbourne Declaration on 
Educational Goals for Young Australians’.  
51

 Perso, ‘Cultural Responsiveness’, p. 10-11. 
52

 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, ‘Chapter IV: Contemporary Education’. 
53

 Silburn et al, ‘Early Years English Language Acquisition’; Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and 
Indigenous Affairs, ‘School Attendance and Educational Achievement’, in Stronger Futures in the Northern Territory: 
Report on Consultations October 2011, Australian Government, 2011, p. 20-28; and Department of Families, Housing, 
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs ‘Closing the Gap Prime Minister’s Report 2013’.  

http://www.education.nt.gov.au/grants/funding/scholarships/more-indigenous-teacher
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discrete initiatives and individual efforts are unlikely to produce deep and long lasting improvements 

in remote Indigenous education; parents, communities and schools must collaboratively ‘own’ 

programs for long lasting effects. Environmental impediments to students’ success in remote 

community schools can include poor or inadequate health and nutrition, overcrowded and poorly 

maintained housing, low levels of employment, low income levels and social dysfunction including 

violence.56 For the positive effects of a culturally relevant curriculum to enrich a remote community, 

a holistic approach addressing all aspects of a child’s life should be taken into consideration. 

Bilingual schooling in remote communities: research, recommendations and 

contention 

 
The right to education in one’s own language was emphasised as crucial to cultural identity and 

intergenerational sharing of worldviews at last year’s UNPFII57 and in the expert group meeting.58 

Furthermore, as many children in remote communities do not speak Standard Australian English 

(SAE) at home, bilingual schooling, in its varying forms, may be a means to facilitate learning, 

including of English.59 Various methods of bilingual schooling in Australia, Canada, US and Hawaii 

have elicited improved academic outcomes in all subject areas, increased school completion rates, 

improved self esteem and pride, strengthened cultural identity and improved cognitive benefits of 

multilingualism.60 Menzies School of Health Research recently undertook an extensive review of 

Australian and international literature to synthesise elements of best practice most responsive to 

the needs of remote NT communities. Their findings indicate similar positive results, but warn 

specific resources and conditions are needed for their success. 

Bilingual schooling occurred in some remote Northern Territory schools intermittently between 1973 

and 2008.61 Its suitability for enabling learning in English and reported success has been widely 

contended, though Simpson speculates that many reports and opinions were not based on solid 

evidence or research.62 Most recently the capacity for bilingual programs in schools was dramatically 

reduced with the implementation of the 2008 NT Government policy that the first four hours of 

school must be in English.63 Many people, including the current Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
54

 Calma, ‘Be Inspired: Indigenous Education Reform’; United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, ‘Chapter 
IV: Contemporary Education’; Gray and Partington, ‘Attendance and Non Attendance at School’, p. 261-303; and Malin, 
‘They Listen and They’ve Got Respect’, p. 245-273. 
55

 Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood Development and Youth Affairs, ‘Melbourne Declaration on 
Educational Goals for Young Australians’; Griffiths, ‘The Components of Best Practice’, p. 69-80; T Yunkaporta, ‘Aboriginal 
Pedagogies at the Cultural Interface’, Professional Doctorate Research Thesis, James Cook University; and J Schott, 
‘Effective Teaching Strategies for Indigenous Learners’, Literacy Learning: The Middle Years, vol. 13, no. 2, 2005, p. 50-56. 
56

 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, ‘Chapter IV: Contemporary Education’, p. 35-84. 
57

 United Nations Economic and Social Council, ‘Report of the Secretariat, Implementation of the recommendations of the 
Permanent Forum’, in Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues 11

th
 Session Items 9 of the provisional agenda, 2012 

http://social.un.org/index/IndigenousPeoples/UNPFIISessions/Twelfth.aspx (Accessed 23 March 2013). 
58

 United Nations Economic and Social Council, ‘Report of the International Expert Group Meeting’, p. 5-7. 
59
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Social Justice Commissioner Mick Gooda, strongly opposed the policy claiming that it ignores the 

plethora of domestic and international research supporting the success of bilingual programs.64 The 

NT Department of Education and Training has since released a draft policy, Literacy Framework for 

Students with English as an Additional Language, which plans to allow use of ‘home language’ in the 

first four hours to support teaching in English.65 This appears to be a move back in the direction of 

best practice as identified by literature and the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.  

Menzies School of Health Research recently reviewed Australian and International literature on the 

viability of, and practical provisions required for successful bilingual schooling in remote Northern 

Territory communities.66 The results varied for different formats of bilingual schooling, but in best 

circumstances outcomes were increased retention and school completion, students reaching the 

same academic outcomes as non indigenous peers by grade six and mental benefits associated with 

bilingualism.67 Two models identified by Menzies to illicit these outcomes were 50:50 bilingual 

schooling, in which the first language and English are used equally in all aspects of schooling, and 

culturally responsive transitional bilingual, which is essentially the same except only involves spoken 

elements of the first language in school. Menzies necessitates that suitably trained staff, educational 

resources in local Indigenous languages and trained Indigenous language speakers to support 

teachers, are essential to success. This is unfortunately beyond the capability and resources of most 

remote communities and the NT Department of Education to currently provide.68 

Australian policy on education in Indigenous languages is not particularly explicit, advocating respect 

and support of Indigenous languages and culture more than particular strategies.69 However, this 

vagueness may be seen as prudent in avoiding misrepresentation of the numerous and varied 

Indigenous cultures and languages. In her review of culturally responsive education literature, Perso 

explains that it is difficult for people of one culture to comprehensively understand all of the deep 

and subtle elements of a different culture.70 Prescriptive policies designed for all remote Indigenous 

communities would risk trivialising the different cultures, and may be ignorant of subtle cultural 

differences between peoples in the same region or even same community.  Indeed, the Melbourne 

Declaration and 2005-2008 NSPLEAS emphasise the importance of community involvement in 

schooling and decision making. It may, therefore, be up to the discretion of the community to 

interpret language education policies in ways that provide, in their opinions, best outcomes for 

                                                           
64
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students. This will require analysis of community members’ philosophical opinions of the purpose of 

school, and values may differ from those that underpin the Melbourne Declaration and Australian 

Curriculum. 

If the education system were able to meet the criteria Menzies specify as necessary to a bilingual 

program it should still be noted that not all remote Indigenous communities support all forms of 

bilingual pedagogy.71 Contrary to the recommendations of the UNPFII, UNDRIP and the expert 

meeting group, consultations conducted by Menzies and the Federal department of Families, 

Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs Stronger Futures Report with Indigenous 

people in remote NT communities caution that many people, particularly residing in larger 

Indigenous communities, believe that a strong emphasis on English, rather than first languages, will 

provide their children greater access to wider society. These views are not unique, as illustrated by 

the debates that have surrounded bilingual schooling since its inception, in the Northern Territory 

and elsewhere.72  

The contention to bilingual schooling, in combination with the current lack of trained staff and local, 

Indigenous speaking teachers and support needed to resource bilingual schools, may provide strong 

ammunition for Australia, and other countries in similar positions, to oppose the notion of bilingual 

schooling at this year’s UNPFII. According to article 15 of the UNDRIP Indigenous people have the 

right to culturally appropriate education in their own language.73 The Report of the Expert Meeting 

Group will this year discuss the failure of all member states to fully implement the UNDRIP 

educational rights.74 The fact that not all Indigenous people want this type of education, and that 

governments may not have the resources to facilitate such programs may pose challenges to the 

practical implementation of recommendations made at this year’s UNFPII.  

Conclusion  

 
Education can be a means to escape poverty and social disadvantage. Linguistically and culturally 

relevant education may be a means to facilitate academic achievement for indigenous students in 

remote locations, who are among the world’s most educationally and socially disadvantaged. Other 

reported benefits of such programs include greater rates of school completion and cultural pride and 

identity. For programs to be successful community and parent involvement, Indigenous teachers and 

adequately resourced schools are thought to be critical. The United Nation Declaration on the Rights 

of Indigenous Peoples determines that Indigenous people should have the right to culturally relevant 

education in their own language. Member states, including Australia, are expected to uphold these 

rights; however, there is considerable variation in the way educational rights are being approached. 

Many UN member states have not fully implemented the Declaration. While Australia has made a 

                                                           
71
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72
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73
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Peoples’. 
74
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number of policy changes in recent years to increase compliance, heated debate continues with 

regard to bilingual education in the Northern Territory. 
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