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Abstract 

Ampe Akelyernemane Meke Mekarle “Little Children are Sacred” is the report from the Northern Territory Board of Inquiry into the Protection of Aboriginal Children from Sexual Abuse.  Since it was released in April this year, it has become one of the most widely known of a long series of reports into how Australian Indigenous people are faring.  This session will explore the explicit advice it provides for educators about language and literacy issues – including the recommendation to provide for “two-way learning” in schooling and the use and development of the vernacular in NT schools.  What does this mean for adult educators?  What are the skills our field will need over the next 20 years if the recommendations of this report are to be implemented?  Does any of this apply outside the Northern Territory?

I believe that the report is relevant far beyond the relatively small number of residents of remote communities in the centre of Australia.  The central message of the report is that the sexual abuse of children is just part of wider problems that require far wider solutions than simply health and criminal justice responses.  The Australian Government needs to lead these responses but what every single one of us knows and believes is also part of the solution.  This paper looks at how we as adult educators might respond.

First, for those of you who have not yet read the report, see my notes below that pick out recommendations with impact on education and training both for adults and children.  I have not distinguished the two fields of education because many of the school related suggestions have impact for adult educators and their adult Indigenous students.

· Fund a male and a female youth worker to run activities after school and on holidays and to provide a safe place to talk to someone when problems arise.

· Provide bilingual teachers for all schools so students can be taught concepts in their home language and taught English as a separate language.

· Adopt two way learning so Aboriginal language and perspectives are part of school as well Western cultural perspectives and English oracy and literacy.

· All young indigenous children learn literacy and numeracy in their home language and standard Australian English oracy concurrently.

· Provide multi-purpose early childhood centres so indigenous educators and young mothers have somewhere for their children and to run play groups for all small children.

· Fund schools so all children have a space before you insist all students go.

· Remove teachers who set work that is too easy or don't ring the bells on time.

· Have family members provide for meals to be served at school (paid for by students but costs kept low by family efforts).

· Reduce class sizes where students do not share the language of the teacher.

· Sex education to be delivered in schools by senior community people in conjunction with health clinics.

Table 1: Notes from the Northern Territory Government report "Ampe Akelyernemane Meke Mekarle “Little Children are Sacred" 2007

As a result of my own personal experiences in education in a remote Northern Territory community and Western Australian Indigenous contexts since 1988, I feel more qualified than most to comment on the applicability of these suggestions both within and beyond the Northern Territory. I support all of the recommendations summarised in Table 1 as useful at least in some contexts some of the time.  They are not all equally important in every context as the diversity of Indigenous families, groups and individuals across Australia is so huge.  Besides money is always a factor and some will be more expensive than others.  So how is it best to decide which would make a difference in each circumstance?

The report itself provides a model for this decision making.  Both Western and Indigenous ways of knowing are represented.  The report provides an interesting model of a two way process of collecting and presenting complex and contentious information.  Pat Anderson and Rex Wild co-chaired the inquiry.  Pat Anderson is an Alyawarr woman from central Australia whose work in Indigenous health and community development is known internationally.  Rex Wild brings the best Western legal tradition to the Inquiry, as a Queen’s Counsel with 15 years of work in the Northern Territory justice system.  Both voices are active throughout the report with neither being allowed to subsume the other.  This two way approach is particularly important in education, but is also a way to decide on the priorities to solve local problems in ways that will work, at least most of the time.

The issue that I believe is most critical for educators is the language issue.  Two quotes from the report illustrate how Indigenous people interviewed in the Territory felt about this.

by discussing child sexual abuse in English you take it out of the hands of the people and into the white forum. By doing this the people will respond to what the white person wants rather than speaking truthfully. These types of issues need to be dealt with a bit more innovatively and intelligently utilising language.  People need to feel like they own the story and then they will speak truthfully about it.

Alyawerre Elder  (page 51)

We don’t retain information – we hear teaching, especially in English and feel that we don’t grasp what is being taught, and so it disappears. We go to school, hear something, go home, and the teaching is gone. We feel hopeless. Is there something wrong with our heads because this English just does not work for us? In the end, we smoke marijuana to make us feel better about ourselves. But that then has a bad effect on us. We want to learn English words but the teachers cannot communicate with us to teach us. It is like we are aliens to each other. We need radio programs in language that can also teach us English. That way we will understand what we learn.
Two students aged 12 and 13 years who were asked by Yolngu Radio what they wanted to hear on the radio service (page 147)

As we have seen, the report provides clear, albeit brief, advice about what needs to be done to improve language and literacy: i.e. teach literacy in the first language though bilingual teachers, teach English oracy, adopt two way approaches, and reduce class sizes where teachers and students are overcoming a language divide.  Much work has been done to detail what this means across Australia (see Table 2 for an example that illustrates the depth of this work).  It is time that we recognised that Indigenous people use language in unique ways and that language cannot be separated from culture, even by the culturally violent means employed in the past. 

A sample of what we know about indigenous language and literacy in Australia
*Cahill, R. (1999).  Solid English. Perth: Education Department of Western Australia.

Describes the world-view implicit in Aboriginal English and suggests ways for teachers to improve educational outcomes for Aboriginal students by building on that world-view. 

Malcolm, I.G. Konigsberg, P., Collard, C., Hill, A., Grote, E., Sharifian, F., Kickett, A., Sahanna, E. (2002).  Umob Deadly: Recognized and Unrecognized Literacy Skills of Aboriginal Youth. Perth: Education Department of Western Australia.

Report on vernacular literacy practices of young Aboriginal people and how they relate to teaching literacy in schools.

*Malcolm, I G., Haig, Y., Konigsberg, P.,  Rochecouste, J., Collard, G. and Hill, A. (1999). Two-Way English: Towards more user-friendly education for speakers of Aboriginal English.  Perth: Education Department of Western Australia.

Indispensable for an understanding of how Aboriginal English in WA differs from Standard Australian English and what educators must do to ensure that Aboriginal students (of all ages, though the focus is on schoolchildren) are not disadvantaged educationally because they speak a different dialect of the language.

Sharifian, F., Rochecouste, J, Malcolm, I G, Konigsberg, P and Collard, G. (2004). Improving Understanding of Aboriginal Literacy: Factors in Text Comprehension.  Canberra: Department of Education Science and Training.

Reports a study that ‘explored the social and cultural knowledge…that Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal educators bring to the task of comprehending oral narratives produced by Aboriginal children.’

*Wignell, P. (ed.) (1999).  Double Power:  English literacy and Indigenous education.  Melbourne:  Language Australia, 1999.

Practical and political aspects of literacy affecting indigenous Australians.  The opening chapter by Mandawuy Yunupingu explains from an Aboriginal standpoint how literacy in English makes it possible for Aboriginal people to negotiate non-Aboriginal culture, giving them ‘double power’.

Table 2: This extract from Dr J. Plumridge's annotated bibliography (published by Department of Education and Training in Western Australia, 2006) illustrates the scope of work already done on the topic of Indigenous literacy.

Most of these recommendations require a major investment in adult education: Indigenous communities themselves must be the source of most of the bi-lingual teachers, of the youth workers, of the child care centre workers.  The resulting employment will be instrumental in breaking the poverty cycle that contributes to the social breakdown evident in many Indigenous communities.  The report sets a twenty year timeframe to achieve these changes: this may seem too far away to those who are distressed at the unacceptable gaps between black and white Australia. I support this timeframe.  Isn’t it better to set realistic long-term goals with some chance of success? And besides, how often are short-term goals only short-term in effect, and lost as quickly as they were achieved (if indeed they ever were achieved)?  

I believe that adult education is the key to success in improving living conditions in Indigenous families for many reasons.  Where adults are more involved in education, children will value it more too.  The language barriers experienced throughout school mean that many Indigenous adults need continued education more, not less than the rest of Australia.  Early school leaving and early child bearing also increases the need for adult education.  In the past governments have tried to rescue the children while leaving the adults to their own devices.  This created the heartache of the stolen generation, including some say multi-generation family dysfunctionality.  Let us not repeat this foolishness, and focus on education for whole families across generations, recognising that grandparents in Indigenous communities have a greater role in children’s lives than most non-Indigenous grandparents in Australia.

Does this leave a place for non-Indigenous educators?  Of course there is! If there is to be a two way process of education, both ways are needed! Those of us who are not Indigenous have important roles as Western cultural models and informants and as models of Standard English oracy and literacy.  We need to be learning as much as we are teaching though if we are to be truly useful.  We must not over-estimate the value of what we have to offer or the need for knowledge of Indigenous ways of knowing before we will be successful in sharing it. The resources in Table 2 are a good place to start. However each of us needs to be willing to listen and learn from the actual Indigenous people that we have the chance to work with and for.  My main advice to new workers in Indigenous education is not to rush in with the answers. Indicate a willingness to do things differently if necessary and then watch and listen  before suggesting change.
This report represents a part of current affairs and Australian history that many of us know far too little about.  While it contains specific recommendations about education for Aboriginal people of all ages, I believe we educators need to read more than just this chapter.  We need to know the truth of what is happening in our country right now, in all its complexity, and the Little Children are Sacred report may show everyone how each of us are contributing to the wrongs right now by accepting a mono-lingual, mono-cultural education system as the norm.  Reading this report can also show non-Aboriginal readers which of the accepted services that most Australians take for granted are not available equally to Aboriginal people. I hope this session and a close reading of the report will show each of you steps you personally can take to improve things for at least some Indigenous peoples: this month, this year, this decade and this century.
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