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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. 

LAUREN CLANCY 
 

Lauren Clancy, 28, is a Bachelor of Arts student at James Cook University’s Faculty of Arts, Education 

& Social Sciences. She is very passionate about educating young Australians about Aboriginal culture. 
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Abstract 

 
Education in Australian schools on Indigenous issues has been inadequate and to date there has 

been a failure to provide the opportunity to explore and study our Indigenous cultures as a 

dedicated mandatory study in its own right. There is an increasing support and impetus for accurate 

and balanced teaching of Australia’s history of engagement between the First Australians and the 

first colonisers that involves and engages with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities in 

development of the curriculum. Clear directive guidelines and a timeline for the achievement of 

effective inclusion of Indigenous cultures and language into the mainstream educational curriculum 

as a mandatory element are required. Avenues exist or may be readily created to transition the 

Australian curriculum from “Talk” to “Action”. It is proposed here that by adopting the teaching of 

Indigenous cultural perspectives the Australian educational curriculum will be able to inform and 

benefit all Australians by encouraging tolerance and understanding and also to facilitate the 

educational outcomes required for wellbeing among Indigenous peoples. Effective and permanent 

reconciliation cannot be achieved without the inclusion of all Australian students in the study of 

Indigenous culture, language and perspectives. Failure to include such studies as mandatory in 

curriculum will continue to exclude Indigenous peoples from full participation in Australian society. 

While initiatives attempting to adapt the Australian curriculum to include Indigenous history and 

perspectives exist, the question remains whether these steps are adequate and consistent with the 

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People 2007. 

Recommendations 

 
1. There should be mandatory implementation of a nationally recognised and cohesive 

program for the inclusion of Indigenous perspectives in all Australian schools regardless of 

the composition of the school student population. This should be inclusive of the 

engagement of Indigenous people in devising curriculum with appropriate local focuses and 

should commence immediately.  

2. There should be mandatory inclusion of education about Indigenous peoples history and 

perspectives as a key element to build understanding between Indigenous people and non-

indigenous people as proposed to the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples by an international expert group. 

3. There should be a cohesive funding model delivered from a single regulatory source rather 

than numerous fragmented sources.   

Introduction 
 

In Australia to date there has been a failure to provide the opportunity to explore and study 
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Indigenous cultures and perspectives. These have been treated as a footnote to Australian Social 

Studies (SOSE), rather than as a study meriting dedicated mandatory study throughout the 

Australian educational curriculum. This failure has created the current practices which maintain the 

inequity created by not teaching Indigenous culture in Australian schools, thus generating systemic 

ignorance which contributes to institutionalised racism and discrimination experienced by both 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples.  This paper examines the potential to address continuing 

discrimination and racial biases by adopting the teaching of accurate factual events and providing 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders perspectives in the Australian educational curriculum. This will 

benefit all Australians by providing an environment in which the educational gap between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities can be closed through encouraging tolerance and 

understanding. This will facilitate educational outcomes required for wellbeing among Indigenous 

peoples, leading to enhanced retention rates, better employment opportunities, lower crime and 

ultimately improvements in all aspects of community involvement and health.  

There is evidence that current Australian educational policies and activities are not consistent with 

the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People. The creation of policy-based 

responses coupled with a lack of action on implementation is common across the international 

scene. There is a lack of inclusiveness of Indigenous issues in education of a western kind 

internationally. While there is some formulation of good policies these have not yet been effectively 

implemented. Like Australian Indigenous peoples, the Maori people of New Zealand have been 

subject to the same domination by the colonising culture including cultural subversion through 

manipulation of the curriculum applied in the educational system.1 The Embedding Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Perspectives in Schools (EATSIPS) guidelines were developed as part of the 

Queensland Government Reconciliation Action Plan in June 2009. Initiatives like EATSIPS and 

activities of groups such as Reconciliation Australia provide the basis of accurate and inclusive 

guidelines and material that can be adapted and implemented in the Australian educational 

curriculum that will meet the implicit obligations of the Australian Government as a signatory to 

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People.  

The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People and the 

Australian position 

 
According to article 15 of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People, 

Indigenous people have the right to have their cultures, histories and traditions appropriately 

reflected in public education and states ‘should act in consultation and cooperation with Indigenous 

people to take effective measures to eliminate discrimination, promote tolerance and generate good 

relations among all segments of society’.2 This is reflective of recommendation 29 of the report of 

                                                           
1
 H White, et al, Ma te huruhuru, ka rere te manu: How can language and literacy be optimised for Maori 

learner success? Ministry of Education New Zealand, Hamilton New Zealand, 2009. 
2
 Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People, United Nations, 2007, p.7.  
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the United Nations international expert group meeting held in New York in January 2013.3 That 

recommendation issues a challenge to build a society based on understanding of Indigenous peoples 

and providing positive education about their history as a key element in building understanding in 

wider society. The EATSIPS guidelines also specifically identify these concepts as integral to achieving 

effective inclusion of Indigenous culture and issues in education. Indigenous involvement in the 

development of the EATSIPS guidelines was extensive and is acknowledged in the guidelines 

document. The challenges facing Australia do not begin with a lack of a suitable program or 

guidelines, but the lack of implementation of existing ones.  

This can be contrasted with the findings from Ka Hikitia: Managing for Success Maori education 

strategy 2008-2012 where guidelines similar to EATSIPS have been implemented since 2008 and 

have been generally accepted by the non-indigenous community.4 As a result, New Zealand’s 

educational programs are now focused on the inclusion of Maori cultural and political perspectives 

in the delivery of education for Maori people. Through examining the success of the New Zealand 

process, Australia has an opportunity on a national level to refine ideas such as EATSIPS, which will 

generate positive steps towards achieving compliance with the United Nations Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous People.  

Culturally effective inclusion 

 
There are common threads that are found when discussing Indigenous studies education. First is the 

loss of self-esteem experienced by Indigenous people when subjected to an introduced dominant 

culture, which establishes itself as ‘naturally more valuable’ through the processes of colonisation 

and assimilation.5 The second thread is the link between that subversion process and the formation 

of discrimination based on race and culture that is prevalent in Australian societies. An Australian 

study by Dunn et al carried out a survey that indicated that 1 in 8 respondents self-identify 

themselves as holding beliefs that are of a racial separatist nature.6 By comparison, in the same 

study just 1 in 5 respondents in European Union countries admit to the same conditions. Addressing 

the lack of knowledge of Indigenous culture and perspectives and redressing the denigration of 

those cultures will act favourably upon our attitudes and responses to other cultures of this world 

and permit compliance with article 15 of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

People.  Without the inclusion of Indigenous studies as a mandatory and separate discipline within 

Australian curriculum this necessary address of societal conditions cannot occur.  

EATSIPS guidelines include strategies of implementation for teachers to engage with their 

communities in a culturally sensitive fashion so as to engage the Indigenous perspectives in the 

                                                           
3
 Indigenous Youth: identity, challenges and hope, Report of the international expert meeting, United Nations, 

2013. 
4
 Ka Hikitia: Managing Success Maori education strategy 2008-2012, New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2009. 

5
 White H, et al. Ma te huruhuru, ka rere te manu.  

6
 K Dunn, et al, ‘Constructing Racism in Australia’, Australian Journal of Social Issues Vol.39, No. 4, 2004, pp. 

409-430. 
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content of curriculum. EATSIPS also provides guidance for the engagement of the non-indigenous 

community to achieve this goal. One significant barrier to the successful implementation of EATSIPS 

is the lack of formally trained Indigenous teachers. This issue is discussed by Clair Anderson of the 

Riawunna Centre University of Tasmania (UTAS) in detail.7 With reference to the National 

Framework for Professional Standards for Teachers and the introduction at UTAS of a core unit of 

study in Aboriginal studies for all education students, Anderson reviews the issues which have 

prevented Indigenous people qualifying as teachers. These issues are also being assessed under the 

More Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Teachers Initiative (MATSITI) project being undertaken 

through the University of South Australia as part of steps towards developing an effective strategy to 

increase the number of formally trained Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers.8 A second 

barrier is that non-indigenous teachers will require training in how to incorporate Indigenous 

persons without formal teacher training in the delivery of Indigenous perspectives and cultural 

content. Many communities, indigenous and non-indigenous will require assistance to formulate 

strategies to foster appropriate interaction with each other. 

The impetus for change 

 
There is increasing support and impetus for accurate and balanced teaching of Australia’s history of 

engagement between Aboriginals and Torres Strait Islanders and other Australians, as evidenced by 

the activities of Reconciliation Australia. Reconciliation Australia is the national organisation 

promoting reconciliation between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and the broader 

community. Importantly, it seeks to reduce prejudice while increasing levels of trust and pride in 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander contributions to history and culture. Together with other 

organisations and community groups they are promoting the implementation of effective inclusion 

of Indigenous cultures and language into the mainstream educational curriculum.9 

In a recent survey conducted by Reconciliation Australia, 96 per cent of Indigenous respondents and 

82 per cent of non-indigenous respondents agreed it is important to know about Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander cultures.10 Within these responses 81 per cent of young Australians believe 

that this should be taught in schools. However, only 67 per cent of young Australians considered 

their knowledge of Indigenous culture and history to be high. These statistics indicate there is a need 

and support for including Indigenous perspectives, culture and history in all aspects of Australian 

Educational curriculum.  

EATSIPS is a well thought out and significant resource which has not received adequate attention for 

implementation in the Australian educational curriculum. As recognised in the EATSIPS guidelines 

                                                           
7
 C Andersen, ‘Teacher Education, Aboriginal Studies and the New National Curriculum’, Australian Journal of 

Indigenous Education Vol. 41, No. 1, 2012, pp. 40-46. 
8
 P Buckskin, P Hughes, K Price & M Tranthim-Fryer, More Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Teachers 

Initiative (MATSITI), University of South Australia, 2012. 
9
 Reconciliation Australia Schools Project, Schools Project Paper draft March 2013 – Unpublished. 

10
 Yarn About Youth Report, Youth National Survey, Australian Youth Coalition & Reconciliation Australia, 2012. 
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reasons for failing to implement the proposals may include: the autonomy of each school principal in 

selecting those elements of the curriculum that will be applied in their school; lack of resources to 

provide educational resources for teachers appropriate methods to deliver Indigenous perspectives, 

culture and histories; and perceived community resistance to the implementation of EATSIPS 

guidelines.  

The EATSIPS guidelines include targets for implementing the program in five phases.11 These phases 

are: ‘uniformed’ which is anticipated where there are no students identifying as Indigenous in the 

school population; ‘aware’, where less than five per cent identify as Indigenous; ‘engaged’, where 

five to 19 per cent identify as Indigenous; ‘mobilized’, where 20 to 60 per cent identify as 

Indigenous; and ‘actioning and implementing’ is therefore where more than 60 per cent of the 

school population identify as Indigenous. At the ‘uniformed’ phase Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander perspectives are only considered in the sense of an awareness of Indigenous events, such as 

National Aborigines and Islander Day Observance Committee (NAIDOC) week. At the ‘actioning and 

implementing’ phase the full recognition of Indigenous perspectives is expected to be evident in the 

curriculum, embraced by the staff and community and includes accurate non-stereotyped 

Indigenous culture, history and language.  

An underlying issue with implementing EATSIPS is that the Queensland government only require the 

mandatory implementation of this program where the Indigenous identification is more than 60 per 

cent in the school population despite the recognition of the advantages and desirability of EATSIPS 

being implemented throughout the entire Queensland education system. Indigenous student 

numbers should not be indicators of where Indigenous perspectives are needed to be presented 

factually and accurately. Understanding and comprehension will lead to respect, acceptance and 

mutual growth of an inclusive community. It is regrettable that there is no timeline for the 

implementation of EATSIPS and the limited planning for implementation in Queensland Schools fails 

to include non-indigenous students, concentrating on education for Indigenous students rather than 

the teaching of the studies to all students.  By contrast the Tasmanian Department of Education and 

Training (DET) Aboriginal Education and Training Policy 2008 requires that indigenous perspectives 

are provided in all key learning areas.12 However, there is presently no equivalent of the EATSIPS 

program currently available in Tasmania. This is further evidence of the disorganisation and 

fragmentation of the Australian educational system approach to Indigenous perspectives. 

Without mandatory application it is unlikely that the program will be fully implemented nationally in 

the Australian educational curriculum. This does not come without complications in terms of 

equipping teachers to implement Indigenous perspectives and collaborate with Indigenous people or 

in addressing societal attitudes which may be resistant to the inclusion of Indigenous perspectives, 

culture and histories in the school curriculum. These issues should not be treated as barriers which 

act to destroy hope of mutual growth as a nation, but rather as challenges to the nation’s 

commitment to include Indigenous perspectives as a mandatory element in a national curriculum 

                                                           
11

 Queensland Government Department of Education and Training, Embedding Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Perspectives in schools: A guide for school learning communities, 2011.  
12

 Anderson, ‘Teacher Education’, 2012. 
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and fully inclusive and equitable society in the future. This would require a willingness to share 

research, plans and guidelines Australia wide. It will also require the alignment of the Australian 

community, in particular the youth who have expressed an interest in understanding our Indigenous 

heritage,13 to generate the societal changes and community adoption of those guidelines.  

 

Action and Transition 

 
The resources for implementation of Indigenous perspectives and content in the Australia’s 

educational curriculum are available. Reconciliation Australia is working in partnership with other 

organisations to launch a model designed to engage all Australian schools, teachers and students in 

the cooperative development of curriculum and implementation of Indigenous perspectives, and 

culture for term 1 (February) 2014.14 There is evidence of wide community support to provide 

impetus for the implementation of those resources.15 However, Australia does not have a single 

national curriculum. Different things are taught at different times in each jurisdiction. Each 

jurisdiction is actively engaged in developing its own policy and guidelines, often very similar in 

construction. This is wasteful of resources that could be readily directed to the implementation of a 

unified Indigenous education curriculum and inclusion policy.  However, to do this will require 

Australia’s State and Commonwealth government agencies and the private sector to be willing to 

pool resources, strategies and funding to enable implementation to proceed nationally. Cooperation 

between these agencies is essential to overcome the risk that available funding will be directed to 

the development of competing guidelines and strategies instead of towards the extension and 

implementation of strategies already available. Continuing delays in engaging Indigenous 

participation in curriculum puts Australia at risk of losing the ability to include Indigenous 

perspectives.  

A recent study by Maxwell examined the experience and opinions of the four Queensland teachers 

who were all engaged in teaching Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander secondary students. All 

respondents viewed consultation and interaction with the communities as a “mutually beneficial 

process” and a vital component of their work.16 They expressed a lack of satisfaction in the current 

level of consultation wishing to take this further and continue the formation of solid relationships 

with their communities.  

                                                           
13

 Yarn About Youth Report. 
14

 Reconciliation Australia Schools Project, Schools Project Paper. 
15

 Australian Reconciliation Barometer 2012: An overview, Reconciliation Australia, 2013. 
16 J Maxwell, ‘Teachers, Time, Staff and Money: Committing to Community Consultation in High Schools’, The 

Australian Journal of Indigenous Education Vol. 41, 2013. 

 



 

Less Talk More Action: Indigenous Education in Australia 
Global Voices UNPFII Australian Youth Delegation 

Lauren Clancy (James Cook University’s Faculty of Arts, Education & Social Sciences) 

 

 
Page 8 

 

  

Past efforts to improve Indigenous education have been focused on bringing Indigenous students 

into a western style of curriculum and formal academic delivery.  It is not sufficient to merely 

recognise that Indigenous persons have culturally derived impediments to participation in what is to 

them a culturally alien style of education. It is essential that the content and forms of delivery 

accommodate and include the indigenous perspectives of what is worthwhile knowledge to impart 

and cultural sensitivity of how it should be presented. This does not demand that the wider world 

education derived from westernised forms should be discarded or replaced, rather that the inclusion 

of indigenous culture, history and approaches to learning can be allowed to enrich the whole of 

Australian education and make western knowledge systems more accessible to empowered 

Indigenous learners. Recognition and adoption of culturally sensitive elements within the curriculum 

will assist in engaging and retaining Indigenous participation in formal education. 

Effective and permanent reconciliation cannot be achieved without the inclusion of all Australian 

students in the study of Indigenous culture, language and perspectives. Failure to include such 

studies as mandatory in curriculum will perpetuate institutional racism and continue to exclude 

Indigenous peoples from full participation in Australian socioeconomic opportunities. EATSIPS is a 

sound framework and does not require special response to implement any of the guidelines, merely 

a professional one. Implementation should not be denied on the grounds of complacency, 

inadequate resources, and requirement of rules for the compliance or reluctance to challenge 

societal perspectives.  

The New Zealand Experience 

 
In Australia past and present approaches have not been able to successfully include Indigenous 

perspectives in the Australian educational curriculum.  In New Zealand, under the terms of the 

Treaty of Waitangi, the formal Treaty which brought to an end the wars between the Maori and the 

western colonists, Maori language and culture has been included in the curriculum for all students in 

New Zealand at primary school level. This has the result that all New Zealanders have a basic level of 

comprehension and essential respect for Maori culture. It is this basic level of comprehension for 

Australian Indigenous perspectives and culture that is required to achieve successful reconciliation. 

New Zealand has achieved the embedding of Maori culture and language as part of a standard 

formal education and is now refining the processes of inclusion of Maori perspectives further in the 

curriculum and recognition of cultural prerequisites to facilitate enhanced inclusion. In his address to 

the University of Canterbury College Of Education in 2007 Professor Malcolm Durie summarised the 

New Zealand experience of taking small but certain steps, sometimes backward but mainly forward, 

and challenged his listeners to take the next steps to embrace changes that would allow greater 

access to Maori learners by enhancing the environment of learning to include Maori cultural views.17 

                                                           
17

 M Durie, Education for Tomorrow: Challenges Facing the University of Canterbury College Of Education, 

University Of Canterbury College Of Education, 2007.  
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In Me Korero- Let’s Talk!, a report by the New Zealand Ministry of Education, it is stated that: 

success in education requires a range of things to work together, such as the health and 

well-being of a learner: the quality of their home and family life: the motivation, interest 

and experience of learning: a sense of identity, culture and self-esteem: mastery of 

language, literacy and numeracy: high expectations and support: formal learning and 

whole-of-life experience.18  

This view is analogous to the Australian concept of wellbeing now widely accepted as integral to the 

delivery of government and private services for the improvement of the conditions of Australian 

Indigenous people. 

The 2012 review by the New Zealand Ministry of Education includes guidelines for focussing on tools 

to present westernised education for Maori people and refining their formal educational processes 

to adjust westernised education to include Maori perspectives and cultural approaches. The New 

Zealand attitude is that a program’s flaws will become evident through its application and rectifying 

those flaws occurs as a continuous process of evaluating and learning throughout the life of the 

program.  Australia has the opportunity to emulate the successes of New Zealand. 

Conclusion 

 
Australia has made significant efforts towards establishing processes to implement the inclusion of 

Indigenous perspectives in the Australian educational curriculum. There is evidence that the 

Australian educational systems are fragmented from State to State or Territory, and this may act to 

delay further implementation while attending to unnecessarily detailed compliance requirements. 

EATSIPS is a sound process and similar models could be implemented in all states. It is in the 

application that further development can be achieved and lead to a betterment for all Australians 

and particularly Indigenous peoples. The avoidance of immediate implementation of a mandatory 

system nationally withholds the fundamental right of every Australian, Indigenous or non-indigenous 

and increases the risk of irretrievable loss of the culture and language of Indigenous Australians.  

The only effective and permanent method to address the exclusion of Indigenous peoples from full 

participation in wider Australian society is through education.  That education cannot be achieved 

without the inclusion of all Australian students in the study of Indigenous culture, language and 

perspectives. There are two primary aspects of inclusion of such studies that indicate the need for a 

mandatory separate curriculum. Firstly the need to address the past subversion of Indigenous 

cultures by generating an understanding and consequent respect for the Indigenous cultures in non-

indigenous people. Secondly ensuring that the cultural perspectives of Indigenous students are 

addressed so as to make them comfortable within the formal learning style of academic spaces 

thereby encouraging their retention in education systems and eventual ability to participate in their 

                                                           
18

 Me Korero – Let’s Talk! Ka Hikita – Accelerating Success 2013-2017, New Zealand Ministry of Education, 
2009. 
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chosen sphere rather than being relegated to unskilled and low paid occupations. This will help 

break the cycle of poverty that creates so many disadvantages for Indigenous peoples.  
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