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It is the aim of this article to provoke debate and encourage greater scrutiny regarding the use and meaning
of the expression ‘Indigenous education’ within the discursive practices, research and policy in Australian
education. Drawing on Hall’s (2007) development of ideas from Foucault that give rise to ‘Indigenous educa-
tion’ being viewed as a ‘regime of truth’, it is my contention that the widespread and largely uncritical use of
this expression is contributing to sustaining deficit assumptions regarding the engagement and outcomes of
Indigenous students within Australian schools. To explore this concern, I will first ‘archaeologically’ excavate
(Scheurich, 1997) the emergence of this ‘regime’ within the Australian setting. Following on from this, I will
discuss and reflect upon recent debates associated with initiatives designed to ‘close the gap’ when compar-
ing Indigenous and non-Indigenous student achievements in education. Given the changes inaugurated by
the Labor-led ‘Education Revolution’ since 2007, this is a particularly pertinent line of inquiry to take up, with
the focus of this article largely concerned with its impact in the Queensland setting.
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Recent policy, assessment and curriculum developments
within the educational landscape in Australia have con-
tributed to a renewed focus on the academic achievements
of Indigenous learners within schools — particularly when
compared with the broader student population. Expan-
sively discussed in policy and practical terms as ‘Indige-
nous education’, all too often it is framed and positioned
as a ‘problem’ that needs ‘fixing’. The approach taken here
accepts the view that policy ‘problems’ such as this are bet-
ter understood as socially constructed, and from this, that
it is pertinent to investigate the ‘conditions, assumptions,
[and] forces’ that are the ‘archaeological’ basis from which
the socially constructed ‘problem’ emerged (Scheurich,
1997, p. 98).

Already taking up this sort of approach to investigating
‘Indigenous education’, Nakata (1993, p. 347) drew atten-
tion to potential negative consequences that arise from
educational policy framed by a ‘cultural agenda’. He was
critical of the ‘disciplinary and disciplining’ practices that
contributed to constructing the policy ‘problem’ itself.
Expanding on this, McConaghy (2000) was concerned
with how and why ‘culturalism’ has framed educational
policy focused on Indigenous learners. She called for a
better understanding of ‘the relationship between racism,

discourse, institutions and disciplinary production’
(McConaghy, 2000, p. 45). This article seeks to build on
these discussions by critiquing the discursive practices
surrounding contemporary uses of, and contributions
to the construction of ‘Indigenous education’. However,
it is not my intention to proffer a definitive explanation
of what ‘Indigenous education’ is or should be. Indeed
contrary to this, the article seeks to problematise the
homogenising forces that have constructed a generic
understanding of ‘Indigenous education’, with particular
concern regarding the assumptions and domination of
non-Indigenous voices that have contributed to this
(Nicoll, 2002). Further highlighting this concern, the
prominent contributions of Chris Sarra and Noel Pearson
will also be considered, as their Indigenous perspec-
tives, position and authority add further complexity to
‘Indigenous education’ as a ‘regime of truth’.

Following this introduction, I will briefly explore the
circumstances and questioning that led to my interest in
the ‘archaeological’ (Scheurich, 1997) foundations that
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are the basis of my concerns with current understanding/s
and uses of ‘Indigenous education’. Attention will then
turn to excavating the conditions and discourses that have
contributed to the emergence of ‘Indigenous education’ as
a ‘regime of truth’ — as read through Hall’s (2007) take-
up of Foucault. The subsequent discussion is organised
into four sections: confusion within education research
agendas; the growing profile of the ‘regime’; the hidden
significance of race; and lastly the limits of discursive ‘in-
nocence’. The discussion section of the article is informed
by ideas from critical race theory, an approach that I would
argue has much to offer in critiquing the discursive regime,
‘Indigenous education’. In concluding, I will return to con-
sider potential avenues warranting further attention that
may help with steering ‘Indigenous education’ away from
the deficit landscape it appears entrenched within.

A Reflexive Positioning

Discourses are ways of talking, thinking, or representing a par-
ticular subject or topic. They produce meaningful knowledge
about that subject. This knowledge influences social practice,
and so has real consequences and effects. Discourses . . . always
operate in relation to power — they are part of the way power
circulates and is contested. The question of whether a discourse
is true or false is less important than whether it is effective in
practice. When it is effective — organizing and regulating re-
lations of power (say, between the West and the Rest) — it is
called a ‘regime of truth’. (Hall, 2007, p. 58)

‘So, what is wrong with Indigenous education then?’ Anna
provocatively asked. I had recently met her at a family BBQ,
and she had just finished explaining that in her opinion,
‘Indigenous education’ seems to receive a ‘lot’ of media
attention, a ‘lot’ of money is put into ‘closing the gap’,
and ‘not a lot’ of improvement seems to have occurred.
Underpinning her views were colour-blind assumptions
that society is a ‘level-playing field’ in which individual
merit and effort naturally surmounts systemic challenges
(Dixson & Rousseau, 2006; Gillborn, 2008; Taylor, 2009).
This discursive practice not only displaces concerns with
the socio-historical foundations of the educational dis-
parity, it is also critical of Indigenous people for receiv-
ing additional support in comparison with other ‘Aussie
battlers’. Thus, social exchanges like mine with Anna ex-
pose the operation of discursive practices such as those
described by Hall (above), enabling ‘Indigenous educa-
tion’ to be understood as a discursive formation that has
material qualities, having ‘real consequences and effects’,
and therefore warranting closer inspection. Drawing on
Hall’s understanding of Foucault in this way, ‘Indigenous
education’ can be viewed as a ‘regime of truth’ that is
girded by deficit assumptions, drawing attention to ongo-
ing concerns with perspective, position and power within
the broader Australian landscape.

‘Indigenous education’ is shaped by multiple support-
ing and competing discourses (Foucault, 1969), giving rise

to tensions and uncertainties regarding authority (which
voices should be heard and privileged) and agreement
(about what action should be taken and how). It is an area
of interest to me, for as I move further into my doctoral
research, I am increasingly troubled by assumptions that
seem to underscore its construction, uses, and the con-
texts in which it appears. As intimated in my conversation
with Anna, the media has contributed to (re)establishing
‘Indigenous education’ as a maligned discourse in the eyes
of some in the public sphere. Recently the attention of
politicians and policy makers has also shifted towards this
area, with the commitment to ‘close the gap’ part of a
broader federal agenda in education. A corollary of this
is a renewed academic concern — including myself — as
researchers seek explanations and solutions, and teacher
education providers scramble to respond to the need of
preparing teachers for ‘Indigenous education’. Indicative
of this, the University of Queensland offered a compulsory
pre-service education subject with this focus for the first
time in 2011. Lastly, and most significantly, there are the
people represented by the discursive regime itself. Whether
through self-identifying or being categorised (‘Othered’),
Indigenous people are centrally caught up as both objects
and participants in the mire of ‘Indigenous education’.

Despite being linked by a common concern with ame-
liorating Indigenous ‘disadvantage’, an effective, sustain-
able and widely applicable response to the challenges of
improving the achievements and engagement of Indige-
nous learners is yet to occur, a point acknowledged in
the introduction to Closing the Gap on Indigenous Disad-
vantage (Department of Families, Housing, Community
Services, and Indigenous Affairs, 2009, p. 4), with the gov-
ernment conceding that despite 40 years of policies and
programs, ‘Indigenous people remain amongst the most
disadvantaged [sic] Australians’. This seemingly inherent
deficit framing raises a number of worries for me as an as
an early-career researcher. I am anxious about the trope
itself and what appears to be the absence, or at the least
marginalising, of an alternative discourse that I can draw
from and position myself within. While it is my aspiration
to locate an education researcher position and perspective
beyond the deficit paradigm, it is not clear (to me) what
this discursive terrain might look like. What sort of discur-
sive practices will movement into this terrain require? And
how, as a non-Indigenous teacher-researcher, can I nav-
igate a pathway with Indigenous teacher-researchers that
will lead to suitable socio-political positionings within this
discursive terrain?

Contextualising ‘Indigenous Education’ in
Australia
Identity, Categories and Authority

As a non-Indigenous person I have no basis from which
to offer a definition of who is, or what it means to be,
Indigenous. To attempt to do so would be to act upon the
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white power that saturates the Australian (educational)
landscape. Whiteness in this usage is a way of talking
about political and legal frameworks that are grounded
in the ideologies of Western ‘supremacy’ and the impact
of colonialist processes (Taylor, 2009, p. 4). In addition
to this concern, such a move would naively assert that
identities are in some way fixed and discrete (Trigger &
Dalley, 2010). However, and here is the quandary, it is the
‘Indigenous’ part of ‘Indigenous education’ that defines
and sets this discourse apart from more general education
discourses; thus it must be accounted for in some way.
Foley (2010, p. 171), who identifies himself as Indigenous,
refers to the three-part common law definition of a per-
son who: is of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent;
identifies as an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander per-
son; and is accepted by the community in which they live
(ATSIC, 1998, as cited in Foley, 2010, p. 171). While this
may seem reasonable in many respects, the common law
definition is limited and limiting, as was shown to me
by Jared, a Year 9 student in my class a few years ago,
who, despite fulfilling two parts of the definition, chose
not to identify as Indigenous. He expressed a view that
it was racist to suggest that he was, resented the request
on school-related paperwork that asked him to identify
himself as Aboriginal, and was actively hostile toward the
academic support that he felt was imposed on him by the
school and his parents. The worry here is that while Jared
chose not to identify as Indigenous at this time and place
in his life, he was still categorised in this way and treated
in ways that reveal concerns with power. In this sense, I
am in agreement with Lucas and Beresford (2010, p. 34)
who point out: ‘If one is interested in power or in effects of
discrimination, the key question concerns not one’s racial
identity but, instead, the categories in which one is placed
by others.’

It is not the aim of this article to explore the iden-
tity politics that underlie the emergence of ‘Indigenous’
identity per se. For this line of inquiry, Hacking’s (1995)
conceptualisation of ‘looping effects’ offers an insightful
understanding of the interplay between categories and the
effects arising from being categorised — a point of in-
terest beyond the scope of this discussion. My concern
is directed towards how and why ‘Indigenous’ is used as
a category that is a ‘technology of governance’ (Lingard,
2011), with its meaning and use decided upon by the state
for the purpose of aggregating populations of students,
measuring improvements, allocating resources and devel-
oping policy (for example). The authority of the state to
define or frame categories such as ‘Indigenous’ is highly
problematic, however, as it racialises the category, a result
of ‘histories of exclusion, deprivation, stigma and racism’
(Lucas & Beresford, 2010, p. 38). A brief look at a few
recent examples of governmental uses of ‘Indigenous’ as
a category hints at this racialisation, while also reveal-
ing the blurring of a relational (us/them; White/Black bi-
nary) understanding of Indigenous identities with that

of an essentialised criteria based view (Trigger & Dalley,
2010):

1. Closing the Gap on Indigenous Disadvantage: The Chal-
lenge for Australia (Department of Families, Housing,
Community Services, and Indigenous Affairs, 2009)
does not clarify who or what is meant by ‘Indigenous’,
hence the policy appears to assume that Indigenous
people are a known and identifiable group.

2. The Indigenous Education Action Plan Draft: 2010–2014
(Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood
Development and Youth Affairs, 2009) explains that
‘Indigenous’ refers to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Is-
landers, maintaining an assumed understanding of who
is or isn’t ‘Indigenous’.

3. The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS, 2010) Na-
tional Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Sur-
vey (2008) explains that ‘Indigenous’ refers to ‘persons
identified as being of Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander
or both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander origin’.
Worryingly, the use of origin in this way walks a fine
line with regard to reinscribing racist perspectives of
Indigenous peoples as being somehow ‘pre-modern’.

4. The My School website offers clarification of this defini-
tion by explaining that ‘“origin” is considered to relate
to people’s Australian Aboriginal or Torres Strait Is-
lander descent and for some, but not all, their cultural
identity’. Importantly, the shift recognises the right to
self-identify; however, it remains problematic, as the
addition of ‘descent’ hints at a biological, and thus a
more overt, racialised reading of the category. More-
over, concerns with the negative consequences arising
from ‘cultural’ constructions of this category have been
critiqued for nearly 20 years now (see McConaghy,
2000; Moreton-Robinson, 2004b; Nakata, 1993). The
My School website provides information such as demo-
graphic and achievement data for individual schools.
(For a discussion of potential problems arising from
this in relation to ‘Indigenous Education’, see Lingard,
Creagh, and Vass, [2012].)

Despite the attempts at improvement shown across these
approaches, the framing of ‘Indigenous’ (on the My School
site in particular) also alludes to limitations, as some stu-
dents may choose not to self-identify (as was Jared’s re-
quest), resulting in a weakening of the veracity of the
category for the purposes of data collection and resource
allocation. So, while arguably more suitable and cultur-
ally sensitive, this approach undermines the purpose for
which the category as a ‘technology of governance’ was
created.

Locating ‘Indigenous Education’

For this discussion, the 1967 referendum marks a sig-
nificant turning point as it led to Aboriginal and Tor-
res Strait Islanders being recognised in the Australian
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Constitution. This inaugurated movement away from
policies of exclusion and assimilation that had previ-
ously characterised the experiences of Indigenous students
within education (Beresford, 2003). The referendum en-
abled the federal government to develop national policies
and some form of direct intervention (largely in the form
of funding) to influence the delivery of education to In-
digenous students. Up to this time, a paucity of available,
cohesive and relevant national data had contributed to
masking the cumulative and widespread negative effects
arising from prior policies, and thus had undermined ef-
forts at developing a clear understanding of ‘Indigenous
education’ (Malin & Maidment, 2003, p. 87). This con-
tinued, with issues around data collection identified as
a concern in Mellor and Corrigan’s (2004) review. They
suggested that (national) testing may help redress ‘gaps’
in understanding and accountability, a point taken up in
Closing the Gap on Indigenous Disadvantage: The Challenge
for Australia (Department of Families, Housing, Commu-
nity Services, and Indigenous Affairs, 2009, p. 7).

During the 1970s the education of Indigenous peo-
ples developed a national profile. A measure of this was
the federal initiative that established the National Aborig-
inal Education Committee (NAEC), a platform through
which Indigenous voices contributed to policy and cur-
riculum debates. However, this generally fell on deaf ears,
as State education providers appeared resistant to the
self-reflection or critique required to support meaningful
change in educational practices or policies. Characteristic
of the era, ‘schools did not generally regard the problems of
their Aboriginal students as an outcome of weaknesses in
school organisation or policy; rather, they attributed them
to the home background and general living environment
of the children’ (Beresford, 2003, pp. 57–58).

This trend continued into the 1980s and eventually led
to NAEC (in 1985) outlining a national philosophy and
clear set of aims. Importantly, the document also retained
recognition of the barriers it perceived as still needing to
be overcome, stating that,

By any acceptable educational standard in Australia today the
education of Aboriginal people is seriously inadequate. A major
reason for this inadequacy is that the educational theories and
process used in Australia have been developed by and for non-
Aboriginal people. They are largely inappropriate for our people.
School and further education authorities must develop an edu-
cation theory and pedagogy that takes into account Aboriginal
epistemology. (National Aboriginal Education Committee, as
cited in Loos & Osanai, 1993, p. 207)

The significance of the NAEC statement was not lost on
politicians at the time and in 1989 the National Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Island Education Policy was released —
incorporating many of the NAEC suggestions. Attesting to
the import of this policy, it continues to be the centrepiece
of the national approach to ‘Indigenous education’, with
the central ideas outlined in 1989 continuing to resonate

in documents such as the Melbourne Declaration on Edu-
cational Goals for Young Australians (2008). In this sense,
the policy framework underscoring the education of In-
digenous students has remained relatively stable since the
mid 1970s. Emphasis has been placed on the importance
of culturally appropriate pedagogy; inclusive curriculum;
attendance and retention; and calls for increased parental
engagement and numbers of Indigenous teachers (Mellor
& Corrigan, 2004; Sarra, 2005).

A Negative Paradigm

Importantly, also emerging in the 1960s was a shift away
from biological assumptions towards cultural assump-
tions regarding achievement and ability in schooling (Fo-
ley, Levinson, & Hurtig, 2000, pp. 43–44). A move that
resulted in an ongoing association between ‘Indigenous
education’ and the deficit paradigm (Harrison, 2007), with
the assumed intention of responding to the ‘disadvantage’
of simply being Indigenous. Describing this manoeuvre,
Beresford (2003, p. 27) explains:

A deficit perspective has its foundation in a conservative world-
view that Aboriginal people lack the cognitive capacity or envi-
ronmental stimulation to succeed at school. Although discred-
ited for several decades among informed educationalists, the
view persists among some conservative teachers who continue
to believe that a lack of adequate preparation for schooling in
the home, poor language and literacy skills, and problems of
attendance, health and nutrition explain the failure of many
Aboriginal children to thrive in school.

Deficit thinking potentially leads to lowered expectations
of Indigenous students academically and behaviourally in
the classroom; poor education policies that fail to negoti-
ate systemic concerns; and inadequate education research
that is responsive to these concerns. Despite McConaghy’s
(2000, p. xi) discerning investigation of the cultural basis
that helps explain this, her ideas remain seemingly over-
looked. Compensatory education practices continued ac-
cording to Whatman and Duncan (2005, p. 125), and were
still premised on maintaining a deficient view of Indige-
nous students, while the school system was assumed to
be adequate for the task and capable of compensating for
student inadequacies. A corollary concern is that school-
based responses typically continue to benefit teachers by
maintaining a ‘transmission’ style pedagogy that aims to
inculcate rules, values and knowledge of relevance to the
dominant White society (Ah Sam & Ackland, 2005, p. 185).

Alternative Approaches?

Noel Pearson and Chris Sarra have recently voiced two
provocative, yet very different approaches in Queensland.
In ‘Radical Hope: Education and Equality in Australia’,
Pearson explores an education pathway built on a ‘back
to basics’ pedagogy and curriculum, harnessing ‘explicit
instruction’ that is ‘based on the principle that there are
scientifically established methods of effective instruction’
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(2009, p. 54). The pedagogy and curriculum that he is
advocating are worrying, however, because they resemble
the assimilationist and deficit approaches that have been
historically hostile to Indigenous perspectives and identi-
ties. Research out of the United States from Brayboy and
Castagno (2009) questions the benefits of this type of ap-
proach, particularly with regard to Indigenous peoples;
instead they advocate for curriculum and pedagogies that
are diverse, socio-politically grounded, critical, and what
they describe as ‘culturally responsive’. Moving in this di-
rection, former school principal and education researcher
Chris Sarra’s ideas and philosophy for the future of ‘In-
digenous education’ are based around a ‘strong and smart’
vision that places emphasis on developing positive cultural
identity alongside high expectations for all involved in ed-
ucating Indigenous students. It is worth noting here that
despite the philosophical and political differences in their
approaches, and that both have critiqued state education
providers’ historical and ongoing responses with meeting
the needs of Indigenous learners, both Pearson and Sarra
are cited in the introduction to the Queensland education
policy, Closing the Gap: Education Strategy (Department of
Families, Housing, Community Services, and Indigenous
Affairs, 2009, p. 4). As such, as will be expanded upon later,
the contributions from these Indigenous leaders further
complicate concerns with perspective, position and power
with regards to ‘Indigenous education’, particularly in view
of aspirations articulated by the ‘Indigenism’ movement
that involves ‘Indigenist scholars’ (such as Nakata and
Moreton-Robinson) speaking back to the epistemolog-
ical foundations that have constructed (and oppressed)
Indigenous peoples (Rigney, 2006).

Discussion
A Confused Research Agenda

While there may be widespread support for concerns with
‘Indigenous education’, in some respects it is only the sup-
port and need for concern that can be agreed upon. Ah
Sam and Ackland (2005) refer to ‘Indigenous education’
as an ‘ill-defined and confused’ topic with authors some-
times failing to clearly differentiate between the education
of Indigenous students, and education about Indigenous
peoples, history, heritage and contemporary experiences.
Partington (2003) suggests that a desire to view develop-
ment in linear terms further complicates what is already
a complex issue, creating a tendency for ‘visionaries’ and
‘reactionaries’ to potentially polarise debates. McConaghy
(2000) differentiates Indigenous education as a social in-
stitution of colonialism and as an academic institution,
with distinguishing and competing ‘traditions of knowing’
further confusing discursive practices. While Mellor and
Corrigan (2004) point out that despite a wealth of research
and discussion focused on Indigenous students within re-
mote and/or community contexts, these students actually
comprise the minority of Indigenous students enrolled in

schools overall, raising concerns regarding a tendency to
discuss the merit of research that was developed within
a specific context and then generalising its applicability
for very different contexts. In general then, overarching
concerns with the dangers of essentialism and a failure to
understand the diverse backgrounds and circumstances of
Indigenous students permeate the development of poli-
cies, teaching strategies, and education research, hence
limiting the effectiveness of responding to the contextu-
ally specific needs of many Indigenous students (Altman
& Fogarty, 2010; Partington, 2003).

Exemplifying the challenges for the education research
community, a study from O’Rourke, Craven, Yeung, and
Munns (2008) stated the intention of responding to an
empirical data research ‘gap’. The study focused on the
often-overlooked ‘low density Aboriginal school’, the set-
ting where the majority of Indigenous students actually
attend school. This research positioned itself within a
framework of identifying ‘the best strategies for inclu-
sive educational practices’, selecting students from the top
quartile of performing schools with the intention of em-
phasising ‘what works’ for Aboriginal students already
‘succeeding’ in education. The research approach deserves
to be applauded for its aspiration to move out of the
deficit paradigm. However, ideas from critical race theory
(henceforth CRT) helps with revealing concerns that arise
from the study, despite its good intentions.

First, is CRT’s call to context — as it is hard to en-
visage the findings’ wide applicability across the range of
educational settings and complex issues that underpin the
disengagement of Indigenous students from mainstream
education. In other words, focusing on ‘what works’ for
a successful elite group of Indigenous students displaces
a critique or concern with the socio-historical trajecto-
ries that created widespread disengagement and poor out-
comes in the first place. Second, emphasis on ‘culturally
inclusive’ approaches is dated and paternalistic, in com-
parison with Brayboy and Castagno’s (2009) discussion
of ‘culturally responsive schooling’. This raises concerns
regarding the naturalising and normalising of Whiteness
and Eurocentrism within education, as the notion of being
‘culturally inclusive’ retains a sense of the state allowing
something from the margins to be included within the
dominant mainstream. Lastly, the approach and framing
of this research also resonates with CRT’s understanding of
interest convergence, the idea that non-White interests are
advanced when they concurrently benefit White interests.
The authors explain that the study will ‘contribute to the
future well-being of the population as a whole, resulting
in wide-ranging social and economic benefits and there-
fore adding materially to national well being’ (O’Rourke
et al., 2008, p. 7). This innocuous reasoning denies that
an ‘education debt’ (Ladson-Billings, 2006) is owed to In-
digenous people in Australia by encouraging readers to
support the research agenda as it will not entail further
‘costs’ to the broader public. Indeed, the suggestion is that
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this investment in ‘Indigenous education’ will enhance
White financial security and stability.

Turning the Spotlight on ‘Indigenous Education’

‘Indigenous education’ has found its way into news head-
lines increasingly in recent times, and in part, this can
be attributed to the introduction of the National Assess-
ment Program — Literacy and Numeracy (known as NA-
PLaN) testing regime. Launched in 2008, the publication
of results served to clearly reiterate disparities in academic
outcomes when Indigenous students were compared with
non-Indigenous. There can be little doubt that the statis-
tics speak of the grave urgency to improve the achievement
outcomes and engagement of Indigenous students in edu-
cation: for example, 63.4% of Year 5 Indigenous students
were at or above the national benchmark in literacy and
numeracy (compared with 92.6% of non-Indigenous stu-
dents); and non-Indigenous 20- to 24-year-olds are nearly
twice as likely to have Year 12 qualifications or equivalent
(Australian Government, 2010). In the wake of NAPLaN
results going public, the federal government launched
Closing the Gap on Indigenous Disadvantage: The Challenge
for Australia (Department of Families, Housing, Commu-
nity Services, and Indigenous Affairs, 2009), and drawing
directly from this, the Queensland government created the
Closing the Gap: Education Strategy (Department of Edu-
cation and Training, 2009). The response supports what
Luke (2009, p. 2) has described as a political climate that
represents an ‘unprecedented moment of . . . bipartisan
support for a strong focus on reform and renewal in the
education of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders’.

However, these circumstances invite taking up the sug-
gestion from CRT scholar David Gillborn (2005) of ask-
ing who and what education policy (such as ‘closing the
gap’) is for? According to Altman and Fogarty (2010) this
policy offers unrealistic targets, fails to respond to contex-
tually specific needs of individuals or communities, and
is imbued with continuing assimilationist undercurrents.
Accepting this critique enables the policy to be viewed
as failing to serve the interests or needs of many Indige-
nous students; indeed, the policy can arguably be viewed
as politically motivated by White interests. This reading
fits Gillborn’s (2008) explanation of policy ‘gap talk’ being
a political strategy that deflects attention from the scale
of the educational disparity, while concurrently masking
incremental improvements. Pholi, Black, and Richards
(2009, p. 10) are also critical of ‘gap talk’; they explain
how and why the prominence of ‘closing the gap’ oper-
ates as a discursive strategy that highlights the dangers of
perspective, position and power:

The defining features of Indigenous Australians according to the
Close the Gap approach are, of necessity, deficits. Performance
measurements in closing the gap requires a range of baseline
data on what is wrong with Indigenous people. Deficit data then
forms the basis of what is known about Indigenous people. This

in turn sets the strategic goals for action to fix Indigenous peo-
ple. Because the deficits are clearly situated within Indigenous
Australians, progress is measured by the extent to which Indige-
nous Australians change for the better, thus insulating existing
institutions, systems and power structures from an expectation
to change also, or change instead. ‘Success’ is defined by the
extent to which Indigenous Australians conform to a set of pre-
determined, measurable characteristics of the non-Indigenous
ideal, while ‘failure’ is any outcome that falls below, or manifests
outside the scope of these ideal indicators. The measurement of
progress in closing the gap relies on comparable data; there is
little use for indicators unique to Indigenous Australians with-
out a comparative dataset from the non-Indigenous population.
This means that anything that may be uniquely positive about
being an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander person is of little
relevance to the ‘evidence base’.

While this observation is made with regards to ‘health and
well-being’, it is equally astute when considering educa-
tion. From this, the very notion of ‘closing the gap’ can
be viewed as a strategy to position the non-Indigenous
community as the normative bench-mark, an approach
that serves to mask underlying assimilationist ideals
(Altman & Fogarty, 2010). This intent is not always
masked, however. As quoted in an article from Karve-
las for The Australian, when presenting the Closing the
Gap Report 2010 to parliament, the Prime Minister of-
fered this advice to the Indigenous community in calling
for ‘changes in behaviour’:

‘A call to every person, to every family, to every community:
to take care of your children; to take a job when you find one;
to create a safe environment; to send your kids to school, pay
your rent, save up for a home; to respect good social norms and
to respect the law; and to reach out to other Australians,’ Ms
Gillard said. ‘If I speak strongly, it is because I have listened to
Indigenous people who do these things already. People like Chris
Sarra . . . people like Noel Pearson’. (Karvelas, 2011, n.p.)

Disturbingly, these comments appear to sustain deficit as-
sumptions while reinforcing assimilationist aspirations.
Of salience here is the use of Sarra and Pearson in support
of the message, with Gillard drawing on a personal rela-
tionship with the prominent Indigenous leaders to legiti-
mate her sentiment. This strategy raises serious questions
regarding perspective, position and power in relation to
the constructing of ‘Indigenous education’ as a ‘regime
of truth’. Of particular concern here is the call to ‘respect
good social norms and to respect the law’. Should this be
read as a call to adopt White social norms and adhere un-
critically to a White law that continues to deny Indigenous
sovereignty and problematically persecute so many people
who remain politically, economically and socially excluded
(see Moreton-Robinson, 2004b; DePlevitz, 2007; Gray &
Beresford, 2008)? While I share an interest and concern
with improving the lived experiences and opportunities
of Indigenous people, I have deep reservations with the
implicit meaning behind Gillard’s rhetoric. What is she
asking Indigenous people to give up? And do Sarra and
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Pearson actually agree with their names being linked with
her ideas in this way?

Curiously, there was not universal critique regarding
the implications of publishing NAPLAN data, its links
with the My School website, or the additional informa-
tion made available on this site. Sarra was an advocate,
seeing potential positives arising from increased trans-
parency and attention being placed on schools and the
broader education system. He explains that:

Publishing attendance rates, literacy results and numeracy re-
sults and linking to each school’s website provides a rich set of
data, evidence that will allow us to plan for future improvement.
Fundamentally it will help us move beyond the historically dom-
inant assumption that indigenous [sic] people are broken and
need fixing, to a new era in which we seriously contemplate new
ways of doing business, in ways that build on the strengths of
Aboriginal people. (Sarra, 2009, n.p.)

There is much to agree with in what Sarra suggests here.
Data can be very useful with identifying areas of concern
and directing resources to meet specific needs. What is less
clear, however, is how or why he thinks that the publishing
of this data will encourage movement away from deficit
assumptions being associated with ‘Indigenous education’.
Illustrating this concern are comments from Andrew Pen-
fold, a lawyer and banker entrepreneur who established
the St Joseph’s College Indigenous Fund and the Australian
Indigenous Education Foundation. In agreement with see-
ing the need to defend the My School site and the role it can
play with improving ‘Indigenous education’, he explains
that:

You can only find out who is swimming naked when the tide goes
out. I cannot see any reason why the same principles advocated
by the government and indigenous [sic] educators such as Sarra
in support of transparency for the My School website shouldn’t
be applied specifically for Indigenous students. There are some
10, 000 schools in Australia. All of them should play their part in
closing the gap in Indigenous education outcomes. All primary
and secondary schools in Australia should be compelled to dis-
close in My School on an aggregated and anonymous basis and
using nationally consistent metrics, the total number and per-
centage of day and boarding indigenous students in the school,
the main communities where those students originate from, in-
formation on their NAPLaN results, attendance rates, retention
rates, Year 12 attainment rates, post-school destinations and
the number of Indigenous staff (teaching and otherwise) at the
schools. All this information is readily available without much
extra work or funding, it just needs to be made public. (Penfold,
2010, n.p.)

In these comments we see the predilection of Whiteness
to offer the veneer of moral reasoning to justify the sen-
timent. Penfold is implying that if you do not agree with
this level of transparency and scrutiny, as a move to help
improve ‘Indigenous education’, then you must in some
way be part of the problem or simply unreasonable. The
citing of Sarra in support of his argument is again note-

worthy, as is speculating about Sarra’s response to the
level of scrutiny and transparency suggested. Irrespective
of this, it is hard to envisage that such ideas would be freely
articulated with regard to a White student subsection of
the schooling population. Imagine the response if elite
private (White) schools such as Geelong Grammar and
Sydney Grammar were asked to provide this data! Pen-
fold’s views illustrate what Nicoll (2002, n.p.) describes as
the ‘performative assumption of perspective’ in reference
to the naturalised assumption and dominance of White
voices that claim to hold the ‘proper perspective’. Nicoll is
critical of such views that fail to ‘intellectually engage with
Indigenous discourse but simply assumes an omniscient
position above them’ (2002, n.p.). In agreement with this,
perspectives such as Penfold’s raise suspicions about the
role and significance of race-based assumptions underpin-
ning the discursive formation of ‘Indigenous education’.

Concerns With ‘Race’ in Education

Research in the 1970s identified race-based assumptions
and racism as shaping the experiences and disengage-
ment of Indigenous students in education (Beresford,
2003, p. 59). Yet nearly 20 years later, Nakata (1993) sug-
gested that despite some changes stemming from policies,
that inherent racist structures, relationships and pedagogy
within the education system were yet to be addressed (as
cited in Whatman & Duncan, 2005, p. 134). Malin and
Maidment (2003, p. 92) also cite racism as a significant
concern, while Lampert (2005, p. 92) refers to research that
suggests the impact and influence of teachers’ racialised
identities continues to be a significant contributing fac-
tor explaining poor attendance and retention of Indige-
nous students in education. This emphasises the point that
‘race’ evidently remains a ‘very real social and personal is-
sue’ that has tangible effects within educational settings
in Australia (Lampert, 2005, p. 92). In summarising this
point, Gray and Beresford (2008, p. 207) explain that:

Since the ‘discovery’ of educational disadvantage in the late
1960s governments have been engaged in a wide variety of
reform measures but there has been little acknowledgment given
to the ongoing place of racist assumptions and ideas in this
process. Similarly, there has been little acknowledgment of the
effect these ideas have had on underpinning the current slow
progress in Indigenous education.

Disturbingly, acknowledging the pervasive influence of
negative race-based assumptions within education is not
universally taken up. Recent examples of this include Mel-
lor and Corrigan (2004) giving scant attention to the ef-
fects of ‘race’; Hughes and Hughes (2009, p. 7) naively
reductive assertion that ‘schools, not ethnicity determine
outcomes’; and while Pearson (2009) is prepared to con-
cede the presence of racism, he emphasises the impor-
tance of taking up a ‘no excuse’ approach to education
that downplays the significance of it. The silencing and
marginalising of ‘race talk’ in this way is (at the very least)
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a disservice that enables the material effects arising from
racism to be displaced or ignored (Delpit, 1995).

Contrary to this, concerns regarding the impact of race
appear to extend deeply within the systemic operation
of education. Ah Sam and Ackland (2005, p. 191) refer
to a 2001 Queensland Anti-Discrimination Commission
report that found teachers were among the ‘direct per-
petrators’ of widespread racism occurring in Queensland
schools. Also raising awareness of this issue, De Plivitz
(2007) is critical of the ‘apparently race-neutral educa-
tional polices’ that fail to be relevant or adequate in re-
sponding to the actual ‘disadvantage’ [sic] experienced by
many Indigenous students in education. She argues that
this practice, acknowledged in the law as ‘indirect discrim-
ination’, is linked with systemic racism that is prevalent in
Australian education and goes a long way to identifying
one of the ‘hidden barriers’ that curtail the success of
Indigenous students in education (2007, p. 55). A view
supported by findings from a 2003 steering committee on
‘Indigenous education’ (led by Sarra), which was critical
of the limited impact of successive policies, and among
a raft of suggested ‘accountability measures’, challenged
the education system’s apathetic ‘mind-set’ regarding the
implicit acceptance of institutionalised racism and the
maintenance of a deficit paradigm permeating the pro-
vision of education to Indigenous students (Sarra, 2005,
p. 256). These contributions highlight the relevance of
CRTs assertion that issues with race remain endemic in
settings such as Australia, and hence warrant far greater
attention than currently is received (Moreton-Robinson,
2004b; Gillborn, 2008; Taylor, 2009). Clearly, there is a
distinct impact on the experiences and engagement for
Indigenous students in educational settings arising from
race-based assumptions.

‘Indigenous Education’ is Not Neutral

It has been the intention of this article to map out the
development of ‘Indigenous education’ as distinct from
what is typically understood as mainstream schooling.
Additionally, the article has raised concerns that under-
pinning this perspective are assumptions that ‘Indigenous
education’ is viewed as a ‘problem’ when compared with
mainstream (read as White) education. From this, it has
been suggested that ‘Indigenous education’ has been con-
structed in ways that largely serve non-Indigenous pur-
poses. And lastly, the ongoing impact of negative race-
based assumptions was raised as an issue that warrants
greater attention. The discourses that have dominated
the construction of ‘Indigenous education’ can therefore
be viewed as far from ‘neutral’. In taking up Moreton-
Robinson’s (2004a) provocative arguments, I share con-
cerns regarding the emergence of ‘Indigenous education’
and what it reveals about relationships, power, knowledge,
and representation in the Australian setting, a point that
returns to consideration of ‘Indigenous education’ as a
‘regime of truth’ and the different voices that contribute

to its production within the broader socio-political Aus-
tralian context. This is a necessary shift for reflecting on
issues linked with position and perspective, and which
in turn helps with developing a deeper appreciation of
how power is deployed, and its links with inequities. What
follows returns to Hall’s (2007) challenge to consider the
‘innocence’ of discourse, a step that reiterates grave con-
cerns regarding the discursive processes and practices that
underpin and sustain ‘Indigenous education’.

� ‘We draw on what we know and are familiar with to
help explain or describe things’ (Hall, 2007, pp. 56–57).

Resulting in a tendency for discourse on ‘Indigenous ed-
ucation’ to be framed by assumptions about curricu-
lum, pedagogy and assessment that derive from non-
Indigenous understanding and values of education and
‘knowledge’. Evident here with regard to the emphasis
placed on NAPLaN data, with achievement on this ‘high-
stakes’ national assessment regime operating as a barom-
eter that measures educational ‘success’. The worry is that
the assessment instrument appears to not be ‘culturally
fair’ (Klenowski, 2009), with the additional concern that it
displaces holistic learning in favour of narrow curriculum
and pedagogy that is designed to meet the state mandated
targets. Critiquing the effects of similar education pol-
icy from the United States, Brayboy and Castagno (2009)
argue that the No Child Left Behind-linked policy with
high-stakes testing regimes resulted in sustaining inequal-
ity and discrimination. In short, while non-Indigenous
voices dominate the construction of ‘Indigenous Educa-
tion’, the curriculum, pedagogy and assessment that many
Indigenous students encounter will continue to be White-
washed in ways that deny or obscure Indigenous episte-
mologies, aspirations or the ongoing socio-historical ef-
fects of invasion.

� ‘We are motivated by particular interests, concerns
and/or goals that are potentially contradictory, subcon-
scious and irrational’ (Hall, 2007, pp. 56–57).

Leading to efforts that seek to redress ‘Indigenous
education’ as largely driven by a desire to ameliorate
‘disadvantage’ — the deficit paradigm. Taking up this
perspective appeases neo-liberal thinking and guilt, while
concurrently sustaining the dominance of mainstream
non-Indigenous (White) society. This goes a long way
to potentially explaining first, why many educational re-
sponses have failed to overcome entrenched systemic bar-
riers that negatively impact on the learning and engage-
ment of Indigenous students; and second, the inadequate
or poorly targeted resourcing allocated in support of real-
ising genuine change. The quest to ‘close the gap’ illustrates
this, as the issue has been rendered a ‘technical’ problem to
‘fix’ (Altman & Fogarty, 2010); with education providers
readily able to demonstrate that ‘something’ is being done,
while the deficit and assimilationist framing of the policy
(hence systemic concerns) remain ignored. In its current
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form then, the NAPLaN ‘data’ will rearticulate the ‘su-
periority’ of non-Indigenous students, allowing blame to
continue being directed towards Indigenous peoples for
failing to take advantage of this opportunity (re-read the
comments from Gillard as a reminder of what this looks
like).

� ‘Those voices with more power are in a position to
dominate the discourse and silence or marginalize the
less powerful voices’ (Hall, 2007, pp. 56–57).

To date, ‘Indigenous education’ discourse has been dom-
inated by non-Indigenous voices, as the reference list to
this article will sadly attest, resulting in policy, research,
curriculum, pedagogy and assessment decision-making
largely residing in the hands of White interests. While per-
haps a cynical perspective, it is arguably not surprising that
there has been minimal improvement in the outcomes or
engagement of Indigenous students since the 1960s. How-
ever, I am curious here about the frequent presence of both
Pearson and Sarra in relation to discussions of NaPLAN,
My School, Closing the Gap, and ‘Indigenous education’
broadly — seemingly to the exclusion of any other Indige-
nous voices. Is it possible that the dominant presence of
these two Indigenous leaders contributes to the silencing
and marginalising of alternative Indigenous voices that
may offer critiques of these initiatives? It is hard to imag-
ine that these educational responses are met with universal
approval within the Indigenous community. Why are these
voices acknowledged by the non-Indigenous community
the way they are? And if Sarra or Pearson started com-
menting on non-Indigenous education, would their views
be given a similar emphasis?

Concluding Thoughts: ‘Indigenous
Education’ Reconsidered

The education system in Australia is a socialising process. A kid
enters it to be socialized into the dominant norms of the master
society, and if he or she does not learn how to play the system,
or refuses to participate then it is too bad. (Mudrooroo, 1995,
p. 113)

The aim of this article has been to present an argument
calling for increased critical awareness on the part of those
contributing to ‘Indigenous education’ discourses; with
the challenge of moving beyond protecting White inter-
ests and reifying deficit perspectives yet to be meaningfully
addressed. Drawing attention to this challenge, in his lat-
est book — written with pre-service teachers as a target
audience — respected ‘Indigenous education’ scholar Neil
Harrison discusses the ‘search for a solution in Indigenous
education’. In the opening chapter he explains:

Many Indigenous students are not convinced that school is
worthwhile because they cannot see themselves in the pictures
of the future that teachers usually paint for them. They do not

understand the significance of what they are expected to learn.
Many schools therefore try to make their curriculum culturally
friendly for Indigenous students, but this hasn’t really worked
in terms of improving student outcomes and retention. In the
end, teachers make a decision about whether they are with or
against Indigenous people, or alternatively, they may not care
one way or the other. But remember, the kids will be influenced
by the decisions you make. You will never be able to hide your
thoughts and values from them, so what you think really counts.
(Harrison, 2008, p. 12)

While the sentiment is commendable, my anxiety stems
from the continuance of framing this within ‘Indigenous
education’ at all. It is a statement that is equally true when
considering students from a variety of different back-
grounds. Harrison is simply describing good pedagogy;
it does not have to be framed as good pedagogy for In-
digenous students. Teachers making judgments based on
essentialist assumptions regarding race, gender, class, or
physical ability (for example), will always detract from
the teaching and learning experience offered. This then
draws attention to what is perhaps the greatest challenge
regarding ‘Indigenous education’: how does the education
community move forward in ways that genuinely support
and meet the needs of Indigenous students in ways that
do not sustain a deficit perspective? Harrison is inviting
prospective teachers to make the moral leap to simply de-
cide to work with Indigenous people, but is this enough?
That ‘Indigenous education’ remains relatively unchanged
over the past 40 years, despite the efforts of many who do
want to work with Indigenous people, would suggest to
me that the approach is not adequate on its own.

If there is an area of the education sector that can
and must be redressed with specific regard to Indigenous
students, in agreement with Riggs (2007), Nicoll (2004)
and Moreton-Robinson (2004b), I would argue that issues
linked with sovereignty must be placed as central to fu-
ture education research, policy, curriculum and pedagogy
agendas. Education is well positioned to play a decisive
role in critiquing the historical, social, economic and po-
litical narratives and structures that underpin inequitable
relationships within Australia. The enduring impact and
influence of deficit thinking, assimilationist ideologies,
and race-based assumptions are all built on the legacies
associated with dispossession and the ongoing denial of
Indigenous sovereignty. It is the uncritical production,
re-production and dissemination of the ‘knowledge’ that
sustains this nexus of domination and urgently demands
far greater scrutiny within the educational landscape in
Australia.

The challenge then, is for future contributors to ‘In-
digenous education’ — including myself — to respond
to Moreton-Robinson’s (2004a, p. 88) rebuke that White-
ness has shaped knowledge production, and from this
that academia must accept that the ‘dominant regime of
knowledge is culturally and racially biased, socially situ-
ated and partial’. Following from this type of self-reflexive
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critique, education research, teacher education, school-
based practices, and policy development can create spaces
that will support moving towards enabling teachers to de-
velop an awareness and understanding of how they, and
society broadly, experience and are shaped by, racialisa-
tion processes. A corollary of this is the potential to foster
teachers’ appreciation of how and why issues linked with
racialised perspectives and positioning impacts on edu-
cational practices and processes. Taking up this challenge
may enable discourse on ‘Indigenous education’ to move
away from the deficit paradigm by transforming concerns
with perspective, position and power within the Australian
setting.
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