Policy brief – May 2015

Aboriginal Children and Young People’s Education
A snapshot
•
•

•

•

Education is a key influence on a child’s life. 1 It can assist them to realise
their full potential and make positive, informed choices.2
While there have been improvements in some educational outcomes,
Aboriginal students continue to be the most educationally disadvantaged
student group in Australia.
o On average, Aboriginal students have lower levels of school attendance
and lower academic achievement rates than non-Aboriginal students.
o The current gaps in educational outcomes limit the post-school options
of Aboriginal young people, perpetuating intergenerational cycles of
disadvantage.3
Education plays a pivotal role in reducing disadvantage when it is part of a
coordinated and culturally inclusive approach, involving active collaboration
with the Aboriginal community.
Shared responsibility between schools, families and communities can enable
the environment and experiences that support the healthy development of
their children.

The Commissioner for Children and Young People WA acknowledges the unique
contribution of Aboriginal people’s culture and heritage to Western Australian
society.
For the purposes of this policy brief, the term ‘Aboriginal’ encompasses Western
Australia’s diverse cultural and language groups and also recognises those of Torres
Strait Islander descent.

What is the Wellbeing Monitoring Framework?
The Commissioner for Children and Young People Western Australia developed the
Wellbeing Monitoring Framework to monitor and report on the wellbeing of Western
Australia’s children and young people.
The Framework comprises two reports, the second editions of which were tabled in
the Western Australian Parliament on 14 July 2014:

•

The State of W estern Australia’s Children and Young P eople provides

•

a picture of how children and young people in WA are faring according to 40
key measures of wellbeing.
Building Blocks lists and describes best practice and promising programs
from around Australia which have been shown to be effective in improving
the wellbeing of children and young people.

This policy brief presents key information from the Framework reports related to
education and Aboriginal children and young people in Western Australia.

Why this issue is important
Education is a key influence on a child’s life. Early engagement with school assists a
child to develop skills to succeed academically and to maintain social relationships.
Schooling has a strong influence on a child’s future pathway into employment and
further education.4
Consultations undertaken by the Commissioner for Children and Young People in
2014 and 2015 demonstrate that Aboriginal children and young people value school
and getting a good education highly. They see them as integral to their wellbeing
now and important for a positive future.5

What we know already
Of the five key measures in the education domain in The State of Western
Australia’s Children and Young People, comparative education-related data about
Aboriginal children and young people is available in the following measures:
•
•
•
•

Early education
Children developmentally vulnerable on entering school
Students achieving at or above national minimum standards
Pathways for leaving school.

The report identifies the ongoing and, at times, significant disadvantage that
continues to be experienced by many Aboriginal children and young people.
There are multiple and complex reasons for this disadvantage, as with many areas
of disadvantage for Aboriginal children and young people. It is beyond the scope of
this policy brief to explore these in detail, and there are numbers of reports and
studies which do attempt to draw out the complexities of disadvantage impacting on
Aboriginal children and young people in their education.
However, statistical data alone does not capture the remarkable strength and
resilience present in the stories of Aboriginal children and young people in our State.

Rather than reinforcing a deficit-driven approach, the data should be considered in
light of successful programs described in the following section, which build on the
strengths of individuals and communities to make a positive difference in children’s
educational engagement and achievement.

Aboriginal children and young people living in WA are more likely to be living in
regional and remote areas. Around 60 per cent of Aboriginal children and young
people aged 0 to 19 years live outside the Perth metropolitan area compared to 22
per cent of non-Aboriginal children and young people.6 Research suggests that living
in a remote area is a risk factor for school attendance.7 Absences among Aboriginal
students tend to be higher in more remote areas, with rates peaking for males in the
upper school years of remote communities.8
Early Childhood Education - Successful participation in early childhood education
is a key contributor to positive life outcomes. Attendance at early childhood
educational programs is considered to have a number of benefits, including better
intellectual development and independence, sociability and concentration, language
and cognitive development, and preparation for the successful transition to formal
schooling.9
Most eligible Aboriginal children are enrolled in Kindergarten and Pre-primary
programs. In 2013, around 6.4 per cent of Kindergarten students and 6.8 per cent of
Pre-primary students are Aboriginal children.10 These proportions are slightly lower
than the proportions recorded for 2011. The number of Aboriginal children in
Kindergarten programs decreased from 2,347 in 2011 to 2,275 in 2013, while the
number in Pre-primary programs increased from 2,192 in 2011 to 2,327 in 2013.
Legislation requiring all children to attend Pre-primary classes full-time was
introduced in WA in early 2013.
Aboriginal students are significantly less likely to regularly attend Kindergarten and
Pre-primary than their non-Aboriginal peers. In 2013 more than 70 per cent of all
students attended regularly, compared with around 35 per cent of Aboriginal
children.11
Aboriginal preschool children are less likely to be ready for primary school than nonAboriginal students.12 This affects a child’s foundations for learning, contributing to
the gap in educational outcomes between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students.
Results from the 2012 Australian Early Development Census AEDC (formerly
Australian Early Development Index or AEDI) data collection indicate that the
majority of WA children at Pre-primary level are considered ‘on-track’ when starting
school.13 The number of Aboriginal children found to be ‘developmentally vulnerable’

(demonstrating a much lower than average ability in the developmental
competencies) on more than one domain has decreased slightly since 2009 (from
52.3% to 49%) but this is still more than double the incidence for non-Aboriginal
children (21.2%).14
Attendance - The WA Department of Education school attendance data counts all
students enrolled at any time during Semester 1. Aboriginal students generally have
lower attendance rates than non-Aboriginal students and this difference is larger in
Years 8 to 12 than in pre-primary to Year 7. In 2013 the state-wide attendance rate
for Aboriginal students was 76.9 per cent compared with 92.3 per cent for nonAboriginal students.15 The primary attendance rate for Aboriginal students was 80.7
per cent compared to 93.7 per cent for non-Aboriginal students, while the Aboriginal
attendance rate in secondary years was 67.2 per cent compared to 89.1 per cent for
non-Aboriginal students.16 It has been shown that irregular school attendance
results in lower academic achievement.17
Research shows that disparities in attendance rates between Aboriginal and nonAboriginal students become wider in secondary school and that NAPLAN test scores
decline with absence from school.18
A student’s physical, social and emotional health can affect school attendance as
well as the ability of students to fully participate while at school. Across a range of
measures, Aboriginal children and young people continue to experience significant
disadvantage across a range of health measures (for more information, refer to the
Commissioner’s The Health of Aboriginal Children and Young People in Western
Australia policy brief).19
Achievement - The annual NAPLAN assessments test students in Years 3, 5, 7 and
9 in the areas of reading, literacy and numeracy. There is evidence of improvements
in some benchmark results for Aboriginal students in recent years, however a
significant gap remains.
•

•

Reading - The proportion of Aboriginal students achieving the minimum
standard in reading has increased between 2008 and 2013 for each year
level, particularly for Year 3 (57.3% to 75.2%) and Year 5 (51.8% to 79%).20
However, the percentage of Aboriginal students achieving the minimum
standard is lower than for all students. For example in 2013, 94.3 per cent of
all Year 3 students met the national minimum reading standard compared to
75.2 per cent of Aboriginal students. 21
Numeracy - While there has been some improvement in Year 3 and Year 5,
Aboriginal students were considerably less likely than all students to achieve
the minimum standard in numeracy. In Year 9, a smaller percentage of
Aboriginal students achieved the minimum standard in 2013 than in previous
years (66.2% in 2008 compared with 60.6% in 2013).22

Participation - The WA Department of Education requires all students to be in an
approved education, work or training situation until the end of the year they turn 17
years old. The percentage of Aboriginal students participating in education,
employment, training or some combination of these has fluctuated, increasing from
77.4 per cent in 2009 to 79.0 per cent in 2011 and then declining to 74.6 per cent in
2013.23 This is lower than the percentage of non-Aboriginal students (92% in 2013).
In addition, a greater percentage of Aboriginal students are represented in the
categories ‘not participating’ and ‘other’ (11.3% compared to 5.5% for nonAboriginal students).24
The number of WA Aboriginal students continuing from the first year of high school
to graduation has increased significantly from 23.1 per cent in 2000 to 56.1 per cent
in 2014.25 Nationally, 59.4 per cent of Aboriginal students complete Year 12. The
retention rate for Aboriginal students is however significantly below that of nonAboriginal students (91.4% in WA). 26
The WA Department of Education reported an increase in the number of Aboriginal
students achieving university entrance in 2011.27

Programs that have been evaluated as effective
The Commissioner for Children and Young People Western Australia’s Building Blocks
edition one and two reports showcase 126 programs that have been shown to be
effective at improving the wellbeing of children and young people or that
demonstrate promise in this regard.
Common themes of programs which have been shown to be successful include
meaningful community engagement, local design, reciprocity and strong and
engaged leadership.
The following programs are examples from editions one and two of Building Blocks
that have been shown to improve the educational outcomes of Aboriginal children
and young people, or show promise in that regard. 28 29
•

•

Best Start – Edition 1, page 24. Best Start is a flexible, family-friendly
program targeted at Aboriginal families with children up to five years. It can
include playgroups, nutrition and health education, early language and
numeracy skills, and integration into pre-primary programs at school.
Clontarf Academy – Edition 1, page 27. The Clontarf Foundation exists to
improve the education, discipline, self-esteem, life skills and employment
prospects of young Aboriginal men. The program has a positive impact on
school retention rates and the participants’ ability to secure employment after
high school.

•

•

•

•

•

3A Project (Abecedarian Approach Australia) – Edition 2, pages 62–63. An
early childhood education and care program for young Aboriginal children
living in remote communities. Based on the highly effective US Abecedarian
program, the facility provides high quality early childhood education to
children and supports parents to learn appropriate care-giving and learning
activities for their children.
Bridging the Gap – Edition 2, pages 64–65. A program designed to
encourage Aboriginal families to participate in shared book reading at home.
Implemented by Aboriginal Education Officers from the Catholic Schools
Office in NSW, the program seeks to minimise the disadvantage experienced
by Aboriginal children when learning to read.
Swan Nyungar Sports Education Program at Balga Senior High
School – Edition 1, page 31. This intervention program is designed to
improve school retention rates among Aboriginal adolescents in the Swan
Region (covering the northern suburbs of Perth).
Scaffolding Literacy Program with Indigenous Children in School –
Edition 1, page 32. This program provides a supportive curriculum framework
to engage Aboriginal students at a level approximately equivalent to the full
expected potential for their year level.
Wyndham Early Learning Centre – Edition 1, page 35. The centre aims to
provide early learning activities that encourage the promotion of children’s
social, emotional, physical and cognitive development as well as providing a
source of support for their parents and carers.

Policy implications
The Closing the Gap Clearinghouse associates the following factors with positive
education outcomes for Aboriginal students:30
•
•
•
•
•

Setting high expectations of students
Active collaboration and cooperation between community-based organisations
and parents in decision making
Taking a ‘whole of school’ approach
Well-trained, high quality teachers
The development of culturally-sensitive and appropriate educational curricula
and program design.

Education can play a pivotal role in reducing the disadvantage experienced by many
Aboriginal children and young people in WA.31
Data from the Wellbeing Monitoring Framework shows that educational
disadvantage experienced by Aboriginal children and young people is marked by
lower school attendance and retention rates and a widening gap in academic

achievement throughout their schooling. The Australian Government has recognised
the importance of attendance to the educational achievement of Aboriginal students
through the decision to target closing the gap in school attendance between
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal children within five years from May 2014.32 As noted
previously, the gap for primary attendance is around 13 per cent, and for secondary
school is 21.9 per cent.
The reasons for the gap in educational attainment between Aboriginal and nonAboriginal students are varied and complex and are affected by political, economic,
social, cultural, environmental, behavioural and biological factors. Therefore, any
approach to improving the outcomes for disadvantaged students requires multiple
approaches with shared responsibility between students, families, schools,
communities and a range of government agencies.33
The evidence strongly suggests that success in early years education is key in
achieving educational parity.34 Family support, strong cultural identity, good health
and positive self-identity are key strengths found to help Aboriginal children
transition to school.35 Improving access to quality and culturally-inclusive programs
and well-trained teachers are important factors in improving the educational
achievements of Aboriginal students.36
Aboriginal education policies must recognise the wider social environment in which
Aboriginal children and young people live.37 Adopting a community development
focus that involves active collaboration with Aboriginal communities is associated
with positive education outcomes.38 Progress in related areas, such as early
childhood health, housing and family wellbeing, will also yield improvements in a
student’s ability to engage with the benefits afforded by a good education.39

Improving the evidence base
Reliable, up-to-date, comprehensive and comparable information is essential for
informed decision-making on policies and programs aimed at improving outcomes
for Aboriginal children and young people.40
Linking data across various domains and Australian jurisdictions will enable improved
research and assist in supporting evidence-based policy-making, program
management and service delivery. There have been significant efforts to achieve this
through the Council of Australian Governments early childhood reform agenda.
Linking health and education data using national and jurisdictional data sources is
being developed through the National Early Childhood Development Researchable
Data Set.41
While attendance is important, a student’s level of engagement while they are at
school is also critical and the development of indicators to measure this is crucial.42

Other indicators relating to education that require further development include
behavioural problems, peer relationships, cultural appropriateness and parenting.
Indicators requiring national data sources include social and emotional wellbeing and
family social networks.
The Telethon Kids Institute report, Student Attendance and educational outcomes:
Every day counts, identifies gaps in the knowledge base with important
considerations from an educational policy perspective.43
It is suggested that more research is required to establish minimum school
attendance levels and the specific effect of cultural and socioeconomic background
on school outcomes.
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