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1. ABOUT ISA 

Independent Schools Australia (ISA) is the national peak body for Independent 
schooling in Australia. ISA represents the sector on national issues and engages 
with the Australian Government, national agencies, media, key stakeholders, and 
the wider Australian community.  

Working with the eight state and territory Associations of Independent Schools 
(AISs), ISA represents almost 745,000 students, 1,230 schools and a workforce of 
over 128,600 people.   

Independent schools are long-established partners in Australia’s education system, alongside 
government and Catholic schools. They make a valuable contribution to society and the learning and 
wellbeing of Australian children.  

The Independent school sector is diverse, and schools serve a wide range of communities. The latest 
available data shows that more than one in six Australian school students attends an Independent 
school. For secondary students, it is over one in five.  

Students in Independent schools reflect the full diversity of Australian society. Many experience one or 
multiple forms of disadvantage. This includes 20,907 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 
enrolled across 1,011 Independent schools, and 2,320 Indigenous boarding students attending 124 
Independent schools. 

Independent Schools also serve: 

 high‑needs students with disability, many of which are enrolled in Independent special schools 

 students living in regional, rural and remote locations 

 highly disadvantaged and disengaged young people attending Independent special assistance 
schools. 

Most families with children enrolled in Independent schools are middle-to-low-income earners, 
increasingly from culturally diverse backgrounds, and residing in outer-suburban and inner-suburban 
communities. Many of these families are currently facing economic stress and are making substantial 
sacrifices for their children’s education.  

According to the most recent data, the majority of Independent schools charge annual fees of less 
than $6,000, and there was a greater number of schools charging less than $1,200 per year than 
those charging over $20,000. Some Independent schools charge no fees at all. More than half of the 
sector’s recurrent income comes from parents and families. 

Many Independent schools provide a religious or values-based education. Others promote a specific 
educational philosophy or alternatively recognised curriculum. Some have been established by 
community groups seeking to meet particular needs or to reflect the religious values of a community. 
Independent Catholic schools are a significant part of the sector, accounting for eight per cent of the 
Independent sector’s enrolments.  

Most Independent schools are set up and governed independently on an individual school basis. 
However, some schools with common aims and educational philosophies are governed and 
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administered as systems, for example, Lutheran schools. Systemic schools account for 20 per cent of 
schools in the sector but the majority of schools in the sector are autonomous non-systemic schools.  
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2. INTRODUCTION 

This submission responds to the First Nations Education Policy (the Policy) 
Discussion Paper, which aims to shape a new national policy that affirms First 
Nations identities, knowledge, and aspirations. The Policy seeks to enable learners 
to thrive across the entire education journey from early childhood through to post-
school pathways. 

The discussion paper highlights the urgent need for culturally safe and responsive education systems, 
co-designed in partnership with First Nations peoples and communities. It calls for broad engagement 
to ensure the Policy is meaningful and that its proposed focus areas lead to tangible outcomes for First 
Nations young people. 

Central to this work is recognising that effective engagement is fundamentally relationship‑based, not 
transactional. Trust, respect and cultural safety are built over time through sustained presence. For 
many First Nations families, schools are assessed by who they trust, not by what is written in formal 
documents. 

Any long-lasting change will require genuine partnership with First Nations communities at every 
stage - policy development, implementation, monitoring and evaluation. The Policy needs to be 
adaptable to local contexts, include clear mechanisms for accountability, and be supported by 
sustained investment in workforce development, community engagement and ongoing monitoring. 
Embedding the principles of self-determination and cultural safety as non-negotiable foundations will 
be critical to its success. 

It is essential that the Policy does not focus on deficit gaps but builds on the strengths and aspirations 
of First Nations peoples. The policy development process must be transparent, inclusive, and informed 
by evidence and lived experience. Ongoing dialogue, feedback loops, and a commitment to continuous 
improvement will help ensure the Policy remains relevant and sustainable over time. 

To strengthen the practical application of the Policy, ISA has also included examples of successful, 
community‑led approaches within Independent schools, particularly those with significant cohorts of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, to demonstrate what is working well and to help inform 
scalable, evidence‑based national reform. 
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3. RECOMMENDATIONS  

ISA recommends the following actions to support the development of a First 
Nations Education Policy: 

1. Embed co-design and genuine partnership with Aboriginal Peoples and Torres Strait Islander 
Peoples at every stage of policy development, implementation, monitoring and evaluation to 
guide shared decision making. 

2. Enable local communities to shape curriculum, pedagogy, school culture, and language programs 
according to their own knowledge systems and aspirations. 

3. Provide high quality, practical and curriculum aligned teaching resources which are based on 
foundational knowledge, contextualisation and community local knowledge to support teacher 
confidence. 

4. Create a National Framework for community led Professional learning including mentoring, 
coaching and cultural capability development.  

5. Embed cultural safety requirements in accreditation, teaching standards, school reviews and 
leadership training. 

6. Require system level anti racism frameworks with clear accountability measures and consistent 
processes for responding to them. 

7. Strengthen early learning, transitions, and post school pathways through:  

a) Targeted funding, culturally informed early childhood transition programs, including early 
learning literacy and numeracy screeners. 

b) Building stronger pathways through partnerships with VET, universities, and employers that 
reflect student aspirations and cultural needs. 

c) Scaling community led models such as Connected Beginnings to ensure that children receive 
the wrap-around services support they need to thrive. 

8. Attract, support and retain the First Nations education workforce through aligning policy with the 
First Nations Teaching Strategy and investing in targeted recruitment pathways, scholarships, 
mentoring, and leadership development for First Nations educators. 

9. Develop national and jurisdictional indicators co-designed with First Nations communities to 
measure cultural safety, identity, wellbeing, belonging, language, literacy and numeracy outcomes 
and successful transitions. 

10. Require all schools and systems to publicly report progress against culturally relevant targets, 
with reporting processes developed in partnership with First Nations communities. 
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4. PROPOSED FOCUS AREAS 

The four focus areas are well chosen, reflecting both the lived experiences of First Nations learners 
and the systemic changes needed to achieve equity and excellence in education. For example, 
embedding culturally responsive curriculum supports authentic inclusion of First Nations knowledges, 
cultures and histories, while culturally safe environments are vital for preventing racism and building a 
strong sense of belonging. The four focus areas are:  

1. embedding culturally responsive curriculum and teaching practices 

2. improving access to education services and transitions  

3. creating culturally safe learning and working environments and  

4. transforming education organisations for accountability and responsiveness. 

To fully capture the complexity and diversity of First Nations education needs, these focus areas 
should explicitly acknowledge the distinct experiences, identities and cultural practices of Aboriginal 
Peoples and Torres Strait Islander Peoples. The Policy should also embed cultural safety and anti-
racism frameworks as fundamental principles across all focus areas. While the focus areas are 
intentionally broad and high‑level, the Policy will need to articulate specific actions that address 
structural barriers, such as systemic racism, cultural load on First Nations staff, and the lack of 
sustained relationships between schools and local communities. 

Additional emphasis on community‑led, ongoing professional learning, along with the employment, 
retention and wellbeing of First Nations educators and leaders, would significantly strengthen these 
focus areas. 

Most importantly, the success of the Policy depends on genuine partnerships with First Nations 
peoples at every stage: design, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation. Embedding this 
partnership approach across all four focus areas would help ensure accountability and responsiveness 
to First Nations peoples’ cultures, voices, needs and aspirations. 

4.1 FOCUS AREA 1: EMBEDDING CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE CURRICULUM AND 
TEACHING PRACTICES 
ISA affirms that embedding culturally responsive curriculum and teaching practices is a critical policy 
priority for improving educational outcomes for First Nations learners. This must be supported by 
culturally safe learning environments that place First Nations voices at the centre of decision-making. 

Developing educators’ capability to teach Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories, cultures, and 
knowledges in accurate, respectful, and locally informed ways would significantly enhance the 
experiences and outcomes of First Nations learners and deepen understanding among non-Indigenous 
students. 

Currently, Australian Curriculum elaborations reference First Nations content without providing the 
cultural background knowledge, time, or meaningful relationships necessary for culturally responsive 
teaching. For example, a Year 3 Health and Physical Education elaboration highlights “exploring the 
nature of family support networks in First Nations Australian communities and discussing how a wide 
range of family and community members support young people when they are going through changes 
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and transitions1”. However, without professional learning or guidance from local Aboriginal or Torres 
Strait Islander communities, many teachers may lack an understanding of local kinship systems and 
how to teach them respectfully. With an increasingly diverse teaching workforce, these gaps often 
result in important cultural knowledge being superficially addressed or omitted altogether. 

This shallow teacher knowledge can lead to tokenistic teaching. Although online resources exist, 
many diverge from content descriptions and achievement standards, and teachers often lack time to 
develop additional units. To address this, teachers need clear, accessible information about Aboriginal 
Peoples and Torres Strait Islander Peoples aligned explicitly with curriculum requirements. Sample, 
scripted lessons with visual and multimedia resources should be made available to support 
implementation. Given the diversity of knowledge across Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities s require support at multiple levels: 

 National guidance outlining non-negotiable foundational knowledge   

 State and Territory contextualisation to reflect local realities 

 Direct engagement and partnership with local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. 

Education can more accurately reflect and integrate First Nations knowledges, languages, and 
histories when First Nations peoples are involved in designing what is taught, how it is taught, and 
who teaches it. This requires co‑designing curriculum content with local communities, recognising 
Country and place‑based knowledge, and valuing oral traditions, storytelling and cultural practices as 
legitimate knowledge systems. 

A strengths-based approach is needed, moving beyond deficit narratives to highlight innovation, 
scientific knowledge systems, governance, art, language revival, and resilience. First Nations 
languages should be respected as living systems deeply connected to identity and Country, with 
opportunities for students to learn and hear local languages where communities choose to share them. 
Effective integration requires time, resources and permission for schools to work with Elders and 
knowledge holders so that teaching is accurate, relevant and culturally informed rather than tokenistic. 

ISA advocates for policies that foster partnerships between schools, local Elders, and cultural 
educators to develop place-based curriculum units and integrate Aboriginal languages into school 
programs. Literacy strategies should recognise students’ linguistic backgrounds, particularly where 
English is an additional language. An example of this approach can be found at Clarence Valley 
Anglican School in the Northern Rivers region of New South Wales, where a compulsory 
Gumbaynggirr language program is taught by two dedicated teachers. One teacher embeds 
Gumbaynggirr knowledge into the core curriculum through on‑Country learning, while the other leads 
voluntary “Goori Groups” that provide culturally safe spaces for students to deepen their 
understanding of Gumbaynggirr language and culture. This student‑driven approach strengthens 
cultural identity, pride and community connection. 

Hymba Yumba, an Independent school on the traditional lands of the Jagera, Yuggera and Ugarapul 
peoples in Queensland, has pioneered a model in which the curriculum fits into culture, rather than 
culture being added to the curriculum. First Nations culture forms the foundation of learning: language, 
art and cultural practices are embedded daily. The Tidda program supports cultural leadership and 

 
 
1 Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority. (n.d.). F–10 curriculum: Health and Physical 
Education – Years 3–4 (AC9HP4P02). https://v9.australiancurriculum.edu.au/ 
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wellbeing among girls, while the Bunji program provides boys with cultural guidance and strong role 
models. Therapy dogs further support wellbeing and engagement. This holistic model has contributed 
to improved attendance and academic achievement, with enrolments of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students increasing by six per cent annually over the past decade. The school now enrols 300 
students and continues to experience strong enrolment demand and waitlists. 

Nawarddeken Academy is a community‑driven independent school operating across homelands in the 
Warddeken Indigenous Protected Area. Nawarddeken Academy’s  on‑Country model, integrates Bininj 
and Balanda knowledge, strengthens language and culture, and is designed with and governed by 
local Elders and families. The Academy is closely linked with Warddeken Land Management, where 
ranger programs (including nationally recognised, science‑backed fire management and carbon 
abatement work) provide intergenerational pathways, keeping learning connected to caring for 
Country and future local employment.  

The Waratah Project Framework, developed by Independent Schools NSW through action research, is 
another exemplary model for embedding culturally responsive curriculum and student welfare 
policies. Implemented in more than 45 day and boarding schools across NSW and the ACT, the 
Waratah Outcomes Framework provides a holistic approach to creating culturally inclusive 
environments for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. It prioritises improved academic and 
wellbeing outcomes, fosters culturally informed relationships, builds culturally competent staff 
leadership, and embeds Indigenous culture and perspectives across the curriculum. The program is 
reinforced by updated NSW Education Standards Authority registration requirements mandating 
culturally responsive curriculum and welfare policies for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. 
Funding through the Choice and Affordability Fund (CAF) has been pivotal to its success. Continued 
CAF funding is essential not only to sustain the program but also to support its expansion to 
additional schools. Funding for the CAF ends in 2029. 

To sustain these educational initiatives, teachers and school leaders need ongoing professional 
learning in cultural capability and responsiveness, access to culturally relevant teaching resources, and 
opportunities to collaborate with First Nations educators and communities. Additional supports should 
include dedicated time for staff to engage in cultural learning, mentoring programs for new staff, and 
the integration of First Nations perspectives into teacher standards and accreditation. Networks that 
share best practice and access to First Nations advisors can further strengthen cultural responsiveness 
across the sector. The AISs play a central role in building this capability by providing professional 
development and facilitating partnerships with local First Nations organisations, ensuring that cultural 
responsiveness becomes embedded across the independent school sector. 

4.2 FOCUS AREA 2: IMPROVING ACCESS TO EDUCATION SERVICES, LINKAGES 
WITH EXTERNAL SERVICES, AND TRANSITIONS 
Improving access to education for First Nations learners requires a holistic, integrated approach that 
addresses barriers across the education continuum, from early learning through to post-school 
pathways. Central to this is the active involvement of First Nations learners, families, and communities 
in the development, implementation, and review of programs and initiatives.  

Effective transition support for First Nations learners must begin in the early learning years, using 
targeted, culturally appropriate strategies that integrate academic, social, and cultural supports. This 
includes ensuring early learning services are culturally safe and inclusive, and that developmental 
screening tools, particularly those assessing early literacy and numeracy are tailored to First Nations 
children and grounded in local cultural knowledge. Schools can strengthen these early transitions by 
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building strong partnerships with culturally safe early childhood services, establishing trusting 
relationships with families, and ensuring continuity of care through dedicated roles such as Indigenous 
Support Officers who can guide children and families across each transition point. 

As learners move through primary and secondary schooling, personalised transition planning becomes 
increasingly important. This involves: 

 providing career guidance aligned to students’ interests and aspirations 

 building strong partnerships with local employers, VET providers and universities 

 offering mentoring from First Nations people who have successfully navigated these pathways. 

The Future Footprints program is an initiative of the Association of Independent Schools of Western 
Australia (AISWA), established in 2004. It is designed to support Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
from 18 participating independent schools in Perth. The program aims to enhance educational 
outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and broaden their post school 
opportunities, whether through further education, training pathways, or meaningful employment.  The 
program seeks to strengthen students’ sense of belonging, cultural identity, and self-worth within 
their school communities, while equipping them with the confidence, knowledge, and skills needed to 
thrive in the workforce as well as academically and personally. Future Footprints is grounded in an 
Aboriginal Family Model, built on the core principles of peer support, cultural connectedness, and 
leadership development. Over time, it has evolved into a well-established and collaborative 
partnership involving students, schools, parents, families, communities, and corporate sponsors. 

Strong connections between education and other essential services such as health, housing, and 
employment are vital to improving outcomes for First Nations learners. When these systems work 
together, students can engage more fully in learning; when they do not, schooling is disrupted. Holistic 
approaches that recognise the impacts of overcrowded housing, health needs, disability support, and 
family responsibilities help ensure students are not blamed for structural barriers beyond their control. 
Schools and education authorities must collaborate with allied health providers, housing agencies, and 
employment services to help students and families navigate complex systems, address systemic 
barriers, and strengthen educational outcomes for First Nations learners. 

Integrated support models including wraparound services and case management are essential to 
ensuring First Nations students and families receive coordinated, holistic support. Successful programs 
such as Connected Beginnings exemplify this approach by linking family support services, health 
providers, and early childhood education to improve school readiness, a key predictor of later learner 
achievement. When First Nations children start school with a learning gap, that gap widens 
throughout their life. Early identification, family-led supports, and support for transitions are essential 
to ensure that every child receives the support they need to succeed. Connected Beginnings 
demonstrates how co‑designed solutions, led by local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities, can create stable and supportive environments for learning. 

For many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students from regional and remote communities, 
boarding schools and the services they provide serve as critical gateways to quality education. These 
schools provide far more than academic instruction; they offer essential wellbeing supports, cultural 
continuity, and language preservation, creating environments in which students can thrive. In many 
cases, boarding schools effectively replace absent or inadequate systems by providing health services, 
disability support, housing stability, and safety supports that are simply not available in many remote 
settings. Increasingly, they collaborate with allied health professionals and external service providers 
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to deliver comprehensive care, including mental health support, nutrition programs, and wrap‑around 
wellbeing services for students living away from home.  

Yirara College located just outside Alice Springs serves around 185 Aboriginal students from remote 
Northern Territory communities. The College plays a critical role in enabling students to remain 
engaged in secondary education, with many communities viewing Yirara as the only viable and 
culturally supportive option for their children. Families strongly value the school which offers 
significant cultural, pastoral, language and spiritual support reflecting the complex needs and diverse 
cultural backgrounds of its students. However, Yirara has long faced severe underfunding, impacting 
its ability to employ necessary First Nations staff, maintain ageing facilities (some dating back to 
1972), and to deliver on effective pastoral and cultural programs. Stable, long‑term funding is 
essential, as boarding underpins the school’s entire model. 

Wongutha CAPS is an Independent Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Christian boarding school 
and vocational training facility for students in Years 11 and 12 in regional Western Australia. The 
school educates Aboriginal students almost entirely from remote communities, many of whom have 
no access to secondary schooling at home. It is one of a small group of schools nationally (only 10–15) 
where most or all students are Aboriginal and where boarding is essential, not optional. 

The school provides wrap‑around supports such as intensive wellbeing services, behavioural 
guidance, and health coordination. These functions are often delivered by families and communities 
but are difficult to maintain when students must leave Country for education. Many students arrive 
with disrupted learning, trauma backgrounds, or lower literacy and numeracy levels. They require 
tailored programs, hands‑on learning, and strong relationship‑based engagement. 

Similar to  other Indigenous boarding providers, Wongutha CAPS faces a significant structural funding 
gap. Without immediate and ongoing funding certainty from government, the school faces financial 
risks that could lead to reduced services or potential closure. Without urgent, sustained capital and 
recurrent funding, schools such as Wongutha cannot maintain culturally safe environments or deliver 
the holistic services essential for student wellbeing and long‑term success. Securing long-term 
funding solutions is therefore critical not simply to ensure institutional survival, but to safeguard 
equitable access to education, retain skilled staff, and uphold the cultural, social, and educational 
supports that First Nations students need to thrive. 

4.3 FOCUS AREA 3: CREATING CULTURALLY SAFE LEARNING AND WORKING 
ENVIRONMENTS 
Independent Schools have implemented a range of strategies to strengthen cultural safety for First 
Nations learners and staff, including adopting relational leadership approaches, deepening community 
engagement, embedding culturally responsive curriculum and professional learning and introducing 
targeted employment initiatives. 

4.3.1 Relational leadership and community engagement 
Building relational leadership within schools and strengthening community engagement has proven to 
be a highly effective strategy in Independent Schools.  Independent Indigenous boarding schools such 
as Wongutha CAPS, Djarragun College, and Haileybury Rendall School show that relational 
leadership is foundational to cultural safety. These schools prioritise deep, long‑term relationships 
with families and Elders, often through Local Cultural Advisory Committees, RAP Working Groups, 
and Indigenous Parent Committees, ensuring First Nations authority guides all major decisions. This 
approach reflects the principle of “no decisions about us without us,” creating trust, cultural safety and 
shared responsibility for student wellbeing. 
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4.3.2 Culturally responsive pedagogy and curriculum  
 

Schools with strong cultural safety embed local Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander histories, 
languages, ecological knowledge and worldviews across the curriculum. Djarragun College, a 
co‑educational, non‑denominational day and boarding school south of Cairns, models this through 
co‑designed curriculum units, collaboration with cultural educators, and language and culture 
programs that reflect local identity and community aspirations. The College emphasises bi‑cultural 
education, helping students “walk confidently in two worlds” by embedding language, culture, arts, 
sport and on‑Country learning. 

These practices affirm cultural identity and enable students to learn through frameworks grounded in 
Country, kinship, land management and community values. The College partners with Elders in 
classroom teaching, including place‑based learning on Country, to create a culturally meaningful 
pedagogy that strengthens engagement and belonging. 

4.3.3 Professional learning, resources and reflectivity 
Educators need ongoing, community-led professional learning, not just one-off workshops to build 
confidence and capability in culturally responsive pedagogy. This includes local cultural protocols, 
historical context, and place-based knowledge. Schools also require practical teaching resources 
co‑developed with First Nations communities that align with curriculum expectations and avoid 
stereotypes or generalisations. Recognising that this work takes time, staff need dedicated 
opportunities to plan with community, reflect on practice, and adapt teaching accordingly. 

System‑level support is equally important. The Policy should embed cultural capability expectations 
across teacher standards, induction programs, leadership training, and school review processes. 
Access to First Nations mentors, coaches and curriculum experts further supports educators to embed 
content with integrity. 

Ongoing staff development in cultural competency, trauma-informed practice, and reflective self-
examination of personal attitudes, values, racism, and unconscious bias is essential. Practice guides, 
such as those developed by the Australian Education Research Organisation (AERO), encourage non- 
Indigenous teachers to critically examine their own culture and history, and to build relationships of 
trust with First Nations communities. First Nations students and families need to feel safe, connected 
to culture and confident that their cultural identity is respected.  

Key supports that help teachers and educators create culturally safe environments include: 

 regular training in cultural capability, responsiveness, and trauma-informed practice 

 ensuring teaching resources are culturally relevant, co‑designed with First Nations communities, 
and shared as best practice across schools 

 providing opportunities for staff to collaborate with First Nations educators, Elders, and 
community members to gain firsthand knowledge, perspectives, and lived experience 

 allocating time or structured opportunities for staff to engage in cultural learning and reflection 

 establishing school Indigenous advisory groups, parent committees, and student reconciliation 
committees to guide policy and practice 

 ensuring access to wraparound services that support children and students of all ages throughout 
their schooling. 
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4.3.4 Targeted Employment strategies  
There is currently an underrepresentation of First Nations educators at all levels which limits the 
availability of role models, increases the cultural load on existing First Nations staff, and impacts 
cultural safety within schools. Actively recruiting First Nations staff, including Indigenous Liaisons and 
Restorative staff, ensures that cultural knowledge and cultural safety practices are embedded in 
Government resourcing arrangements. It should also allow for flexibility and local discretion to enable 
schools to employ, retain and appropriately remunerate First Nations Staff in roles that strengthen 
cultural presence, authority and knowledge. Haileybury Rendall School has implemented targeted 
recruitment strategies to employ First Nations boarding and cultural staff, ensuring cultural knowledge 
and support are embedded throughout the school community. 

Funding models should support permanent, ongoing positions rather than short-term project roles. 
Remuneration must recognise cultural expertise, community leadership and relational responsibilities 
as professional capabilities in school life and policy. 

Aligning this national Policy with the First Nations Teaching Strategy, developed under the National 
Teacher Workforce Action Plan, will be pivotal. Such alignment will help foster learning environments 
where all learners feel respected, supported, and able to express their identities without fear of racism 
or exclusion. To achieve this, Commonwealth, state, and territory governments must invest in 
attracting and retaining First Nations educators through targeted recruitment pathways, mentoring 
programs, and the creation of culturally safe workplaces. Additional measures such as targeted 
scholarships, paid internships, leadership development, and clear career progression pathways for 
First Nations educators are also essential. 

Retention improves when workplaces are culturally safe. This requires strong anti-racism 
commitments, acknowledgment of cultural load, and access to cultural leave and wellbeing supports. 
Leadership pathways should be visible and supported so First Nations educators can progress into 
roles where their knowledge and perspectives shape decision-making. 

First Nations educators should not be expected to fix the entire system alone, nor carry all cultural 
responsibilities in a school. 

4.4 FOCUS AREA 4: TRANSFORMING EDUCATION ORGANISATIONS TO IMPROVE 
ACCOUNTABILITY AND RESPOND TO THE NEEDS OF FIRST NATIONS PEOPLES 
Transforming education organisations requires embedding cultural responsiveness across all aspects 
of school life so that First Nations cultures, needs and aspirations are reflected in governance, 
leadership, and everyday practice. Schools should establish structures such as RAP committees and 
other advisory groups that ensure First Nations voices are central to decision‑making. Recruiting and 
retaining First Nations educators, alongside sustained professional learning for all staff, further 
strengthens culturally responsive practice. 

At the system level, education authorities must mandate and support cultural responsiveness through 
clear policy direction, sustainable funding, and strong accountability frameworks. This includes 
embedding expectations for cultural safety, providing resources for professional development, and 
ensuring First Nations representation in governance structures. System‑wide data collection and 
transparent reporting on outcomes for First Nations students paired with regular consultation with 
First Nations stakeholders are crucial for continuous improvement. 

Regular, transparent reporting and meaningful opportunities for First Nations communities to provide 
feedback ensure policy remains effective, relevant and community‑led. Measures of success should be 
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based on holistic indicators determined by First Nations communities and informed by their 
perspectives on educational achievement and wellbeing. Potential indicators include: 

 increased engagement, attendance and completion rates of First Nations students  

 improved experiences of cultural safety and wellbeing 

 reductions in suspensions and exclusions 

 growth in First Nations workforce participation and leadership 

 progress in embedding First Nations knowledges, languages, and histories across curricula 

 improvements in Australian Early Development Census (AEDC) domains for First Nations children 

 positive community feedback on the responsiveness and accountability of schools and education 
systems. 

Education systems and schools demonstrate genuine accountability when they establish formal 
mechanisms for First Nations oversight such as advisory boards or community reference groups and 
set measurable targets for cultural safety, student outcomes, and workforce diversity, reporting 
publicly against these targets. Resource commitments should be directly tied to improvements in 
educational outcomes. 

Embedding First Nations perspectives in all decision‑making processes from policy development to 
classroom practice ensures responsiveness and relevance. Providing clear avenues for feedback, 
acting transparently on concerns raised, and enabling local First Nations communities to influence 
change all contribute to strengthened trust and accountability. 

Finally, a commitment to ongoing professional learning and reflective practice ensures that 
responsiveness to First Nations cultures, voices, needs, and aspirations is sustained over time, creating 
educational environments where all students can thrive. 

5. CONCLUSION  

 

A successful First Nations Education Policy must move beyond symbolism and empower teachers, 
schools, and communities with the practical tools, relationships, and sustained investment needed for 
meaningful change. High-quality, curriculum-aligned resources, co-developed with First Nations 
people are essential to help teachers confidently embed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories, 
cultures, and languages into everyday practice. Clear exemplars will help teachers move from 
intention to confident, culturally informed action. 

Equally critical is long-term, community-led professional learning that deepens educators’ cultural 
capability. Ongoing coaching, mentoring and engagement with Elders and local organisations ensure 
curriculum content is taught with integrity and strengthens community relationships. 

The Policy must reinforce that genuine partnership with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities, organisations, and educators is foundational. Local voices should inform decision-making 
at every stage, and First Nations staff must be supported as leaders, not burdened with unsustainable 
cultural load. Clear pathways, recognition, and shared responsibility across the workforce are vital. 

To drive sustained improvement, the Policy requires flexible, long-term funding that reflects 
community priorities and recognises the unique role of schools, especially Indigenous boarding 
schools in providing safety, wellbeing, and continuity of culture for students from remote and very 
remote communities. 
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Finally, success must be measured holistically. Evaluations should capture cultural wellbeing, identity, 
belonging, and successful transitions across the educational journey, not just narrow academic metrics 
to ensure the Policy remains community-led, culturally grounded, and responsive over time. 

 

ISA would be happy to discuss our submission or be involved in further consultation.  

 

Contact details 
Joanna Mackie 
Director, Education Policy 
Joanna.mackie@isa.edu.au 
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