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A rationale for the urgency of Indigenous education sovereignty: Enough’s 

enough 

Abstract 

For tens of thousands of years, Indigenous Peoples in the country now known as 

Australia have had a very successful education system in place, from place. Currently, 

many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students experience systemic harm in 

Australia's public and private schooling systems at unacceptable levels and are 

consistently positioned as deficient in both the practices and outcomes of formal 

schooling in Australia. Under the pretence of ‘getting a good education’, many 

Indigenous students feel coerced into compliance, with schools used as vehicles of 

institutionalisation, indoctrination and assimilation. As a Gamilaroi woman, I find 

issue with this and am concerned about the intergenerational consequences if 

Indigenous students remain in this system. Yet, there are few education options 

available outside the dominant Western, compulsory schooling model. This paper 

proposes an envisioning of Indigenous education sovereignty, grounded in Aboriginal 

axiologies, ontologies and epistemologies as an education option for all students.  
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Introduction 

It was a stinking hot day. The type of heat where sweat flows along soft skin to the underside 

of your elbow. The aircon is on full ball. The car trip feels too short; I drive slow, wishing it 
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to be longer. I’m nervous. I daren't attempt to find a spot in the staff parking, and instead 

park the car up on the gutter, behind an old white Corolla with a red P plate. This used to be 

my spot.  After a swift reapply of roll-on and scramble to pop a mint in, I'm on my way, 

walking towards the big black gates. I hadn't been inside for over a decade. 

  My inner pep talk kicks in, striving to calm pulsing nerves, in my belly, my chest, my 

sticky palms. The concrete playground is empty, eerily quiet save a few strewn jumpers and 

chip packets. I can hear a teacher in the distance insisting on ‘two straight lines now!’ Ahead 

I can see the Aboriginal student I am meeting, and her Aunty, standing outside the front 

office. We greet with a hug, we're in this together; walking into the building with collective 

confidence. Everything looks the same, and my eyes scan the staff photos. He was here when 

I was a student. I think she was too.  

They take a seat, those low vinyl ones you can find in almost every government 

school, while I wait my turn at the counter to announce us. There's a student in front of me 

pleading for a late pass, trying to fold her body over the glass counter to connect with the 

staff member enforcing the rules. A home-job tattoo of the Aboriginal flag [-0-] sits 

awkwardly on her forearm. No note, she's told, you know the rules. The student slinks away. I 

can see her walking back towards the big black gates, and the office lady picks up the phone 

in a frenzy - "she's on her way out again – send someone to the front gate." 

  I am enraged. I am appalled. I am sure ‘education’ doesn’t have to be this way. She 

looks up at me. I tell her who I am, and who we’re here to see. Then we wait. And wait. A 

woman comes flapping into the building, flustering about uniforms, lateness, detentions, 

attitudes. She waves us into her office and takes her seat behind her desk, not waiting for us 

to rise. There's not enough chairs so the student and her Aunty share. We are talked at, fast, 

for several moments, a purging of all the things the student has done 'wrong'. Then the show 

stopper - “what are we going to do with you – we can’t use corporal punishment anymore.” 
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The opening vignette describes a pivotal moment for me in questioning the current schooling 

system in Australia. I had returned to my former secondary school, this time in the role of an 

educator coordinating an academic program for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander high 

school students. This meeting incited deep reflection on the limited/ing education options 

available to Aboriginal1 students outside mainstream schooling, and a fierce obligation to do 

something about it. I have listened carefully to Knowledge Holders2 and Elders who recall 

being refused access to education based on doctrines of Indigenous ‘inferiority’. I have also 

listened to (and witnessed) abhorrent accounts from young people today whose educational 

experiences have left them feeling coerced into compliance – institutionalisation, 

indoctrination and attempted assimilation – under the pretense of ‘getting a good education’. 

I worry about the intergenerational consequences if Indigenous students have no other 

options but to remain in Australia’s current schooling system and, in considering the 

educational future of our grandchildren’s grandchildren, I feel a sense of urgency. 

 My name is [author name removed] and I am a Gamilaroi woman, grown up on 

Dharawal Country southwest of Sydney. For over a decade I have worked as a primary 

school teacher, with Indigenous high school students, and now, in teacher education. In this 

time, I have been attentive to the ways in which schools continue to inflict colonial values 

and epistemic violence (Spivak 1988) on many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

students. This is unacceptable. And whilst I have been involved in some amazing and 

innovative projects to improve schools by embedding Aboriginal perspectives (cf. Author, 

 
1 I use the term Aboriginal when referring to known Aboriginal communities, specific research with Aboriginal 

people and when referring to my own standpoint. I use the terms Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander/ 

Indigenous when referring to national and international communities of First Peoples. I also recognise that the 

terms ‘Aboriginal’, ‘Indigenous’ and ‘Torres Strait Islander/s’ are colonial constructs that homogenise the 

plurality of Indigenous identities. 

2  Throughout this paper I make reference to Knowledge Holders, Elders and Old People as a way of showing 

respect to People of Knowledge, living and non-living. 
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Co-author and Co-author, 2019), I remain unconvinced that the systemic nature of mass, 

compulsory schooling will be ‘fixed’. Through my critical Aboriginal lens, I do not view 

schools as ‘broken’, but, rather, operating perfectly, as they were intended: as part of an 

imperial agenda. Since our inclusion in schooling, Aboriginal Peoples have been ‘subjects’ to 

civilise, discipline, assimilate (Ranzijn, McConnochie and Nolan 2009).  

For the student mentioned in the vignette above, despite the region having one of the 

largest populations of Aboriginal people in New South Wales (NSW), there remains limited 

education options beyond mainstream schooling. Certainly none centred in Aboriginal 

axiologies, ontologies, and epistemologies. It is useful at this point to establish a clear 

delineation between the notion of ‘education’ and the institution of ‘schooling’ – I see these 

as distinct and separate. Education, as I understand it, has been occurring on/in/with/for this 

Country3 for tens of thousands of years, very successfully. This involved “highly effective 

teaching and learning practices in place, which sustained human and non-human 

communities” (Author, Co-author and Co-author 2019, p. 4). It is beyond the scope of this 

paper to discuss the extensive intergenerational knowledge practices and pedagogies that 

Indigenous people continue from the deep past into today. In stories shared with me by Old 

People and Elders, these knowledges live in the landscape and the cellular memory of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples – an infinite connection to ancient Knowledges 

of/for Country. On the other hand, I see schooling as an institution, designed to uphold an 

imperial agenda; feeding government endorsed curriculum through intermediaries (teachers) 

deemed to have legitimate qualifications. Thus, in this paper, I employ decolonial theory to 

propose an envisioning of a different direction in education, one divorced from the institution 

of schooling. 

 
3 The term ‘Country’ is purposefully capitalised to denote the sacred and specific connection to 

land/sky/water/place/entities that is held by many Indigenous Peoples in Australia. 
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I want to be clear –  this paper is not about school reform. Nor am I proposing an 

‘Aboriginal school’. Indigenous education sovereignty as discussed in this paper does not aim 

to mimic the institution of schooling, nor be concerned as to how it might ‘fit’ within or ‘fix’ 

Western systems. Yet I do want to emphasise that this approach is not intended to negate the 

exceptional work of Indigenous Peoples (and accomplices) who have dedicated their lives to 

critiquing and changing schooling, including through educational policy, pedagogy, 

curriculum and everyday classroom practices. Their work is and will continue to be 

invaluable. The purpose of this paper is to propose that an envisioning of Indigenous 

education sovereignty is necessary. In other words, education that is grounded in Indigenous 

axiologies, ontologies, epistemologies and methodologies, for the benefit of all students. This 

is not something that should be relegated to the school holidays, weekends or after school, 

but function instead of schooling, catering towards students/communities who are seeking 

another education option. The paper is designed to be a rationale piece, to provide 

explanation as to how/why this is imperative and different to colonial controlled schooling, 

and attest to the urgency and necessity of this envisioning. 

 

School refusal? Enough’s enough 

There is nothing in westernized education systems that does not create violence, from 

the assumptions about what counts as education and whose knowledge counts in the 

curriculum to the teacher-learner relationships and the methods of instruction that are 

used. (Pirbhai-Illich, Pete and Martin 2017, p. 12) 

At first glance to some, the statement above may seem to be hyperbolic, and yet, current 

research shows that schooling persists to cause ongoing, systemic harm to many Indigenous 

students (Author and Co-author, in press; Moodie, Maxwell and Rudolph 2019), including 

experiences of alienation, negative self-concept, and trauma (Bodkin-Andrews and Carlson 

2016; Gillan, Mellor and Krakouer 2017). An example of the way this pervades education 
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policy is seen via a critical look at ‘Closing the Gap’ (Commonwealth of Australia 2019), a 

federal initiative which utilises a comparative approach whereby Indigenous students are 

measured against a deceivingly homogenous group of ‘non-Indigenous’ students in the areas 

of literacy and numeracy, school attendance and retention. 

Those working in Australia’s schooling system should be familiar with the annual 

pronouncement of statistics in response to this ‘gap’; racial comparisons now dominate 

education policy and demonstrate how Indigenous students are perpetually situated according 

to Western benchmarks or ‘norms’ (Vass 2015). Such ‘benevolent’ education policies 

purporting to end Indigenous ‘disadvantage’ fail to acknowledge or account for the role 

structural inequality has played in the life outcomes of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Peoples. Māori author Stella Coram (2008 p. 1) offers a critical reading of the discourse of 

disadvantage as it is widely applied to Indigenous Peoples: 

Disadvantage is not incidental or an absence of individual advantage, it is deliberate, a 

consequence of history, of exclusion. The notion that inequality arising out of 

colonisation can be closed through increased access and opportunity…unduly puts the 

onus on indigenous people to overturn the historical effects of structural 

arrangements. 

Through an erasure of systemic accountability, most education policies position Indigenous 

students as deficit, a problem to be ‘fixed’ (Smith 2012; Vass 2018). In addition, assumptions 

of assimilation (that we must want to be White4) communicated by schools and teachers 

(implicitly and explicitly) forces the burden of responsibility onto the shoulders of many 

Indigenous students to change, adapt or ‘work/try harder’, without a critical look at the 

education system itself (Pirbhai-Illich et al. 2017). And yet, there is little choice but to 

 
4 I use the term ‘White’ to describe structural and discursive practices of domination, drawing on the work of 

Aileen Moreton-Robinson (2004 p. 78): ‘whiteness is not just about bodies and skin colour.’ 
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participate in schooling, it is compulsory. Beyond school refusal, this leaves few options 

available for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students to escape the harmful nature of 

schools (Lowe, Backhaus, Yunkaporta, Brown and Loynes 2014).  

 Nowadays, Indigenous education has become synonymous with Indigenous students’ 

(under)achievement and ‘poor’ attendance/retention, with Gray and Beresford (2008 p. 204) 

stating “Australia has the worst Indigenous educational outcomes of any comparable Western 

settler society.” However, it is imperative to consider how, and by whom, these outcomes are 

set, assessed, measured and reported. Historically, Australia’s education system was 

established for the colonisers, by the colonisers (Nakata 2007), with Western educational 

hegemony continually protected through White control of curriculum, pedagogies and 

policies (Hickling-Hudson and Ahlquist 2003; Lingard, Creagh and Vass 2012). Yet, it is not 

a natural phenomenon that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students have ‘poor’ 

educational outcomes (Rigney 2011). The reasons for this are multifaceted and complex, 

involving decades of paternalistic and patronising polices that have sought to exterminate, 

segregate, civilise, indoctrinate and assimilate Indigenous Peoples (Ranzijn, McConnochie 

and Nolan 2009). Seen as primitive and placed under state and federal control, Indigenous 

Peoples have been the subject of many policies since colonisation; most of which have been 

done to or for us (Nakata 2007). This snippet of a conversation I had with my Nan has stuck 

with me: 

Nah I’m not educated, I didn’t go to school. Well, I went for a day. But they just sent 

me out to the yard to pick up leaves. Wouldn’t let me in the classroom. They didn’t 

even give me a go. So I stopped going.  

 

That’s not ok, Nan. What they did isn’t ok. They thought we weren’t smart enough, 

weren’t good enough, but they were wrong. It was part of their policy, they thought 
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we were gonna die out. What if I told you this is still happening today? Maybe it’s not 

so direct anymore, but Aboriginal kids are feeling alienated, isolated and are leaving 

school, refusing school. It’s still happening, just a different way.  

I had just returned to university to do a Masters of Education, and for the first time, I was 

able to situate Nan’s experiences of (not) going to school in Western NSW in the 1940s into 

the education policy of the time – ‘Exclusion by Demand’ – whereby a Principal could 

exclude an Aboriginal student from a NSW government school simply upon request by a 

non-Indigenous person. This was in place until 1972 (Fletcher 1989). And whilst one might 

assume these policies and practices to be in the past, there is growing critical inquiry tracking 

the permutation of past policies into present policy discourse (Hogarth 2017), as evident in 

the questions posed by Lowe and colleagues (2014 p. 85), who asked: “how can we convince 

our Indigenous communities that it is suddenly safe, sustainable and possible to invest as 

equals in education…? If we genuinely believe this to be true, do we have evidence to 

support the claim?” 

 With this in mind, it is timely to put efforts and energy into offering another way of 

doing education, centred in Aboriginal axiologies, ontologies and methodologies. The 

remainder of this paper will be divided into three sections covering: decolonisation, 

envisioning, and education sovereignty. These concepts are not merely abstractions to be 

theorised; they encompass peoples’ lived realities and have real consequences for peoples’ 

lives. They are also entwined and you may notice the interconnectedness (and necessary 

repetition) as you read each section.  

 

Through a decolonial lens: not an Aboriginal school  

“Nearly home now, see there’s the school.” I was in the car with my niblings, driving 

them home after a day of giggles, stories and playing with their cousins, nan and 
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great-grandparents. “We didn’t go past a school,” my 10 year old niece quipped, “I 

call it a jail.”  

 

The warrior work of Indigenous scholars from around the world shows the multitude of ways 

in which decolonisation can be conceptualised and enacted as a cultural imperative for 

Indigenous Peoples (Moodie 2018; Smith 2012; Smith, Tuck and Yang 2018). 

Decolonisation differs from other critical theories by centring Indigenous ways of Knowing, 

Being, and Doing (Martin 2008), and disrupting colonial hierarchies and institutions that 

have sought to erase Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples and cultures (Ranzijn et al. 

2009). The process of decolonising involves disentangling colonial epistemologies from our 

everyday existence. This is easier said than done, as settler colonialism “is evident in every 

aspect of a settler colonial society” (Tuck and McKenzie 2015, p. 129).  

 A decolonising process involves dedicated time to come together to do this 

envisioning work, but also it requires responding to the demands that are often placed on us 

by settler scholars. This could be through questions such as “What will decolonization look 

like?”, a question which Unangaxˆ scholar Eve Tuck (Smith, Tuck and Yang 2018, p. 16) 

describes as being a “distraction to Indigenous theorizations of decolonization. They drain the 

energy and imagination of Indigenous scholarship – they pester, they think they are unique, 

and they are boring.” Furthermore, she states “these insistences upon Indigenous writings 

contradict themselves while also putting all the onus of responsibility on Indigenous people 

to make the future more coherent and palatable to white settler readers” (Smith, Tuck and 

Yang 2018, p. 15). At the beginning stages of proposing this research, such warrior 

scholarship provided me with the courage and language to respond to settler questions and 

critiques at the prospect of envisioning Indigenous education sovereignty. 
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Colonialism is embedded within the structures of schooling in settler states, apparent 

in the ways Western knowledge dominates, appearing natural, or ‘normal’ (Leonardo and 

Grubb 2014). Whilst there have been policy (and community) efforts towards embedding 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives across the curriculum, this is not always 

evident in practice (Author, Co-author, Co-author 2019; Vass 2018). Often teachers include 

Indigenous perspectives in tokenistic and problematic ways (Author and Co-author in press; 

Blair 2015), which begs the question ‘What do teachers think an Indigenous ‘perspective’ 

is?’ In providing a critique of ‘perspective’, Howard (2016, p. 57) points out “dominant 

groups don’t hold ‘perspectives,’ they hold ‘truth’.” He argues it is this belief that has 

contributed to the dominance of Whiteness. Decolonial theory seeks to overturn such 

assumptions and think critically about how/why Western institutions attempt to appear 

neutral.   

Dakota scholar Waziyatawin, and Sahnish and Hidatsa scholar Michael Yellow Bird 

(2012, p. 5) warn, “as Indigenous people, we can no longer pretend that it is in our best 

interest to get on board with the project of modernity and economic development as a 

pathway to self-determination.” Through this lens, it can be seen that plans to reform 

schooling assumes that the institution has the capacity (and desire) to be reformed. Yet, to 

date, schooling in Australia has given minimal indication that genuine and long-lasting 

reform for the ‘advancement’ of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students is possible 

(Hogarth 2018). This would necessitate a substantial shift in the underlying beliefs, values 

and purpose of schooling. Increasingly, the embeddedness and ‘naturalness’ of a neoliberal 

agenda in schools feeds discourses of meritocracy, managerialism, marketisation and 

stratification (Connell 2009). As Yunkaporta (Lowe et al. 2012, p. 68) notes: 
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Unfortunately, as change must begin with education, and as education is currently 

controlled by a schooling system and curriculum that reflects the needs of the 

powerful, it is difficult to see any change on the horizon…very little change [is] ever 

made in the implicit values and purposes of this instrument of oligarchy.  

It is essential that we do not become distracted by the illusions of neo-liberalism, capitalism, 

consumerism, or colonial education as holding the answers to our realities as Indigenous 

Peoples. This is not to say that all elements of Western knowledge should be disregarded, 

however, this cannot be the starting point. Decolonial thinking requires listening to deeply 

embedded ancestral memory of how to live, relate, care for, and thrive. But this is somewhat 

dangerous ground. As Indigenous Peoples, our eradication was believed inevitable, thus, 

consideration of our presence into the future, unbound by subservience and colonial control, 

is almost inexplicable and may be difficult for many to imagine.  

 Yet, a completely different approach is necessary. One that steps outside of colonial-

controlled schooling, which seeks not to create an ‘Aboriginal school’, but rather envision an 

education system according to Indigenous values and knowledges. This is inspired by 

Gumilaroi scholar, Bob Morgan (2018, p. 3), who I quote at length below as a way of 

respecting his words and his work over the decades: 

 Aboriginal education in Australia has been and remains a cleverly constructed and 

imposed ruse of assimilation and cultural genocide. Eurocentric education for the 

great majority of Aboriginal people still represents a convoluted and contaminated 

form of institutionalised injustice that is far removed from what Aboriginal people 

have historically demanded: an education system that provides culturally affirming 

learning opportunities and the formal recognition of Aboriginal sovereignty, as well 

as just restitution for the invasion of a nation and the dispossession of its people. 
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Following this logic, a decolonising stance involves a purposeful orientation towards 

Indigenous education sovereignty, bypassing attempts to mimic, reform or conform to current 

educational policy or practices. Theories and acts of decolonisation cannot reinforce colonial 

values, often seen through the assumption that schooling is the epitome of education for 

young people. Instead, decolonisation becomes an enactment, not a metaphor to improve 

schools, but a process to repatriate Indigenous knowledge practices, and by extension, 

Indigenous land (Tuck and Yang 2012). Thus, decolonisation in the context of this research is 

committed “to thwart colonial apparatuses, recover Indigenous land and life, and shape a new 

structure for all life” (Tuck and McKenzie 2015, p. 11). Whilst these goals may seem overly 

‘ambitious’ to some, Indigenous Peoples recognise the precarity of our existence in “an era of 

potential human extinction” (Tuck and McKenzie 2015, p. 117), and decolonisation has 

become a matter of urgency. It is timely to consider abandoning the institution that has and 

continues to cause harm for many Aboriginal students, no matter the ‘good intentions’ that 

are prescribed in policy and sometimes enacted in schools. Morgan (2018, p. 13) notes that, 

on a systemic level, “most Aboriginal students experience failure”, indicating little has 

changed in the decades since our inclusion in schooling.   

 

Envisioning for Indigenous futurities 

Ngāti Awa, Ngāti Porou scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012, p. 153) offers envisioning as a 

strategy that has been used effectively by Indigenous Peoples to “bind people together 

politically… imagine a future, rise above present-day situations which are generally 

depressing, dream a new dream and set a new vision.” In this way, it is a means to “take back 

control of our destinies”, an act of “reclaiming, reformulating and reconstituting indigenous 

cultures and languages” (Smith 2012, p. 143). Envisioning as a decolonising process allows 

criticality, flexibility and responsiveness. It also ensures attentiveness to cultural protocols 
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and processes without having to contend with Western systems and structures of power that 

have sought our eradication. Thus, decolonial envisioning centres Aboriginal sovereignty to 

provide a vision of education that our ancestors will recognise, for our grandchildren’s 

grandchildren. Thinking in deep time, past and future, to affect the present. Envisioning. 

Imagining. Dreaming. Creating.  

Envisioning is a way to imagine Indigenous futurities. Kanaka Maoli scholar Noelani 

Goodyear-Ka‘ōpua (2018, p. 86) states that “futurity is not just another way to say ‘the 

future’. Futurities are ways that groups imagine and produce knowledge about 

futures…Indigenous futurities tend away from controlling and possessive modes of 

knowing.” Although, as we attempt to untangle ourselves from colonial epistemologies and 

centuries of white oppression, there is a tendency to be lured into conversations that uphold 

schooling as the dominant (and therefore only) way to ‘do’ education. Focussing on Western 

systems becomes a strategy used to distract Indigenous people, the “colonizing process of 

being kept busy by the colonizer, of always being on the ‘back-foot’, ‘responding’, 

‘engaging’, ‘accounting’, ‘following’ and ‘explaining’” (Smith 2003, n.p). Morgan (2018, p. 

15) cautions that this busyness “cripples our ability to plan effectively for future 

generations.” If we are to use envisioning as a transformative process/practice to create 

Indigenous futurities, then Indigenous sovereignty must remain the core focus.  

What if, instead of the incessant distractions within the institution of schooling, we 

stepped outside, on Country and thought deeply about who we want future generations to be 

(not just what job they will do), the values, ethics and responsibilities they will hold, the ways 

they can be in respectful relationships with the world around them. And how will we be good 

ancestors to them? This requires being attentive to the patterns of the past to make 

preparations for the future.  
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Importantly, the envisioning process must be localised and contextualised. This 

research is not looking to ‘discover’ a universal model, nor is replicability a goal. The process 

of envisioning education sovereignty must involve Indigenous community members – Elders, 

educators, young people, parents/carers - as decided by the local community. Within 

Indigenous knowledge systems no one person has the answers, but together – that’s where the 

power can be felt (Yunkaporta, 2019). Smith (2012, p. 60) reminds us that “communities are 

the ones who know the answers to their own problems”; imagine – Knowledge Holders, 

community members, young and old, dreaming futures together.  

It is essential to emphasise that this proposition is not primarily for students 

‘disengaged’ from Western schooling, nor is it intended to revisit an era of segregation. An 

envisioning of education that is centred in Indigenous sovereignty, axiologies, ontologies, 

epistemologies is for all students to participate in. When Whiteness is not being privileged, 

and knowledge making practices are revealed and questioned, everyone benefits. Non-

Indigenous young people also seek belonging to this country now known as Australia, and we 

are doing them a large disservice by relying on outdated racial and knowledge hierarchies 

and the illusion of Western superiority. The attempted erasure of Indigenous knowledges in 

schooling (and society more broadly) elicits powerful messages, providing non-Indigenous 

students with a “sense of entitlement” (Leonardo and Grubb 2014, p. 18), whilst 

simultaneously communicating to Indigenous students they (and their 

knowledges/cultures/communities) are invalid. Indigenous education sovereignty is about the 

restoration of ancient knowledge practices to ensure a culturally safe and invigorating space 

for all young people who may be disillusioned with mainstream schooling, who aspire to 

think critically and to connect with Place and Knowledges from and for Country. The growth 

in home schooling over the last 10 years by non-Indigenous parents demonstrates “a level of 
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broader frustration with current Australian education systems for non-Aboriginal students” 

(Morgan 2018, p. 15), reaffirming the need for another education option. 

  

Education sovereignty 

In order to live properly in the world, children must be educated in their people’s 

ancient knowledge – politics, law, moral order, and the social contract that binds 

together their society’s citizens (Lomawaima and McCarty 2006). To this end, 

education for Indigenous peoples is part of a movement toward self-determination… 

(Brayboy, Faircloth, Lee, Maaka and Richardson 2015, pp. 3-4) 

In the country now known as Australia, over tens of thousands of years, there has existed 

systems of education that ensured a harmonious and sustainable existence between human 

and non-human, living and non-living entities; the sheer scale of which demonstrates a “level 

of cooperation [that] has never been practised with such success on any other place on the 

earth’s surface” (Pascoe, 2011, p. 6). For Indigenous scholars and communities around the 

world, future-building work is taking place to (re)assert Indigenous sovereignty and 

vehemently enact decolonising work. This work is occurring in the way of reform within 

schools/classrooms to “interrupt practices of assimilation/eradication in schools” (Smith et al. 

2018, p. 10), and, as revolution, outside of Western schooling.  

For example, Indigenous Peoples have advocated for self-determining education 

within formal structures, including on a global scale. The United Nations Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples [UNDRIP] (United Nations General Assembly 2007) supports 

Indigenous peoples’ right to self-determining education through Article 14 (1) “Indigenous 

peoples have the right to establish and control their educational systems and institutions 

providing education in their own languages, in a manner appropriate to their cultural methods 

of teaching and learning.” Additionally, The Coolangatta Statement on Indigenous Peoples’ 

Rights in Education (Morgan et al. 1999, p. 61) was written as a living document to address 
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the educational rights of Indigenous peoples across the world into the future. In section 2.2.4, 

the document posits (in part) that Self-determination in Indigenous education embodies the 

right of Indigenous people to: “Control/govern Indigenous education systems; Establish 

schools and other learning facilities that recognize, respect and promote Indigenous values, 

philosophies and ideologies; Utilize the essential wisdom of Indigenous elders in the 

education process” (Morgan et al. 1999, p. 61). 

 We can also see self-determining education enacted in the context of Aotearoa/New 

Zealand. Māori scholar Graham Hingangaroa Smith (2003) argues the radical changes to 

Māori education and schooling in the 1980s were developed outside of the ‘mainstream’ 

system as resistance initiatives to serve two core aims: 1. Revitalisation of language, 

knowledge and culture; and 2. Development of increased levels of academic achievement 

(Smith 2000). He insists success can be attributed to the ‘alternative-ness’ of the approach, 

whereby communities disconnected themselves “from the ‘gate-keeping’ reproductive 

elements of the dominant controlled system” (Smith 2003, n.p). Smith’s (2000, pp. 64-66) 

work focussing on the process of transformation is crucial to thinking about envisioning 

education sovereignty in Australia. It offers insight into finding and maintaining a balance 

and connection between the deep future, the realities of the present, and the knowledges of 

the deep past. Circular time, not linear. The transformative development in Aotearoa involved 

several significant understandings (Smith 2000, pp. 64-66):   

 

1. Naming your own world and developing change for yourself – building on the work 

of Freire (1971) that oppressed peoples must be involved in constructing their own 

liberation; 

2. Taking action – developing critical insights and understandings of systemic power 

arrangements to devise resistance initiatives; 
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3. Unlearning – and relearning; “Māori needed to unshackle themselves from the 

hegemonies that held them blindly to support education that was often directly 

antagonistic to their cultural aspirations” (p. 65); and 

4. Developing models of resistance for wider application – resistance initiatives across 

all domains of education.  

 

This process is also important as it establishes the purpose of education on our own terms and 

in response to Indigenous values, protocols, futures. Education sovereignty should deter from 

provocations which seek to involve and elevate Western systems – Australian curriculum, 

policy, reporting, standardised testing, employment, infrastructure. As Cree scholar Verna 

Kirkness (Pidgeon, Muñoz, Kirkness and Archibald 2013, p. 28) suggests, “building an 

education system based in an Indigenous worldview would be radically different in form and 

function than what currently exists. These philosophical differences are dramatic, leading to 

very different understandings of the purpose of education.” Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Peoples have incredibly complex knowledge systems, and are more than capable of 

(re)building education in a way that is responsive, sustainable and innovative. This research 

ultimately responds to Morgan’s (2018, p. 2) insistence for a “strategic disengagement for 

Aboriginal peoples with Eurocentric education and the development of a authentic model of 

Aboriginal education.” What have we got to lose in rejecting and refusing colonial controlled 

schooling and reinstating ancient education practices?   

  

Conclusion  

This paper presents the beginnings of my PhD research after many years as an educator 

listening to and contemplating stories from Old People, Indigenous students, and warrior 

scholars. I have sought to provide a rationale and justification for the urgency and importance 
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of envisioning Indigenous education sovereignty, after receiving persistent questioning at the 

beginning of my project, asking how this research would fit into the current education 

system. Cree scholar Shawn Wilson (2013, p. 312) reminds me that “Indigenist researchers 

have a responsibility to help clarify an Indigenous vision for the future of our communities.” 

This involves taking a decolonising approach to not just ‘speak back’, but to dedicate time 

and space to envision (and enact) our sovereign futurities:   

We do not need to fight against the system for we cannot win. Instead, we should use 

our fighting energy to think, dream, envision and create an image of how we want to 

be. We need to use that vision as a guiding light to work towards, a vision that is 

worth fighting for. (Wilson, 2013, p. 321) 

Many Indigenous peoples (and accomplices) have worked tirelessly to try and change or ‘fix’ 

the education system. And whilst this work continues to be of utmost importance, a shift in 

direction is also required – to offer another education option, informed by Aboriginal 

axiologies, ontologies and methodologies. These are urgent and important conversations to 

have, for our grandchildren’s grandchildren, and they must be on our own terms without fear 

of repercussions from our colonisers. Enough’s enough.  
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