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Introduction: 

 

Ngroo Education Incorporated (Ngroo) has been working since 2009 to improve the 

opportunity for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children to achieve their potential by 

increasing their level of participation in mainstream early childhood education and care (ECEC) 

and other relevant services and settings. 

 

The organisation was incorporated in 2011 and the Walking Together model established from 

evidence based practices set up in 2008 at Tregear NSW. 

 

Our Patron is Professor Michael Dodson and our Advisors are Linda Burney MP and the 

former Social Justice Commissioner Mick Gooda. 

 

We are governed by a Board with expertise in the following fields: business, higher education, 

finances, early childhood education and social research. 

 

We always maintain a minimum of 60% Aboriginal control of our organisation. 

 

The following research/expert comments inform this paper: 

 

• "If we are to see improvements in outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Australians, we need to move further into the detail, examining which policies and 

programs work better than others and why. Our current focus is on setting targets and 

monitoring outcomes. This must be complemented by evaluation." Peter Harris, 

Productivity Commission Chair1
 

 

• The Australian Early Development Census (2015) shows that Aboriginal children are 

more than twice as likely (42%) to be developmentally vulnerable than non-Aboriginal 

children (20.8%). These statistics indicate a particularly urgent need to examine the 

points of difference in finding successful outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander families. 

 

• Between 2012 - 2015 there has been no reduction in the overall proportion of vulnerable 

children in Australia (AEDC 2015). 



• Australia's proportion of low achieving students has consistently increased since 2006 

(PISA 2015) 

 

• The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children found 10-12% of children from the lowest 

income quartile did not attend any form of preschool education compared with 

approximately 2% from the highest quartile2   

 

• The inequitable start to their education is carried into primary school, leading to 

potential long-term disadvantage. It has been established that the gap in developmental 

outcomes opens in early childhood and widens as children grow, having a profound 

impact on future educational opportunities if steps are not taken for effective 

intervention. 3 

 

• International cost benefit analysis shows that for every dollar spent on effective early 

childhood intervention, there is a $13 return to society (Garcia, Heckman, Leaf, Prado 

2016 

 

• The “Dropping off The Edge” Report 2015 identifying persistent and entrenched social 

disadvantage in NSW.   

 

Overview: 

 

Over the past eight years Ngroo has worked with over 750 early childhood services including 

preschool, long day care and family day care using the successful Walking Together model to 

make social change. 

 

We have provided cultural education training to over 3000 teachers and assisted in the 

enrolment of over 1800 children with an attendance average of 86%. 

 

Ngroo has developed an evidence supported Resource kit to assist Aboriginal children to 

develop age appropriate literacy and numeracy skills prior to school. 

 

Ngroo has delivered these outputs on limited but very appreciated funding from both 

Government and philanthropists. 

 

We have also worked in six primary schools piloting the Transition In School program. 

Two important strategies, that form part of Ngroo’s continuing advocacy for change 

initiatives, can assist in finding sustainable solutions to the serious and urgent issues facing 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and their families: 

 

1. The need to continue to examine the barriers for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

children to access, attend and achieve in early childhood education and to utilise established 

ways, and explore innovative ones, to work harder to implement evidence based 

transformational change. 

 

2. Current transition to school approaches and programs need to be more closely examined 

to recognise and build on the strengths that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children 

possess so high numbers of children do not arrive at school with 2 or more 

developmental areas of vulnerability and then are expected to ‘catch up’ as has 

been the trend for the past decade. 

 

  



Why current approaches need to change: 

 

Recognising the truthful history of this country and the enacted and enduring discriminatory 

policies on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families in all forms of their life must inform, 

the ways we work with those families differently to other disadvantaged groups. 

 

 

Currently the Australian government spends over 14 billion dollars annually on programs and 

services supporting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples. Despite this significant 

investment; inequality, disadvantage and exclusion persist. 4 5 

 

There are many reasons for this level of failure with a forerunner directly linked to the lack of 

adequate engagement/achievement in education for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

communities. 

 

Changes that need to be considered are: 

 

1. Creating a respectful relationship based on trust is non-negotiable in any program 

that has any chance of success with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families. Trust 

takes time to establish and herein lies the problem whereby many organisations are funded 

for projects that come and go without any sustainable social change. Sadly, this point is 

often missed by funding bodies.  

 

2. Providing longer-term funding, including ongoing evaluation costs, should exist for 

evidence-based programs: 

• that have existed for a minimum of 5 years prior; and 

• have a minimum 50% Aboriginal leadership investment (for at least 5 years prior); and 

• respectfully include local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture  

 

3. Acknowledgement that the early childhood sector is addressing the long-term 

lack of 

enrolments of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and a significant lack of cultural 

education training to adequately address the issue of access, attendance and achievement to 

make the necessary social change. 

 

4. Acknowledgement that we need immediate intervention in the child's first year at school 

to address the high numbers of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children arriving at 

school now who are twice as likely to be developmentally vulnerable compared to other 

children. If we are to prevent their ongoing school failure as reported in results from 

NAPLAN 2016 and similarly for the past decade, change in current ineffective practices must 

take place. 

 

Note: All these points must have significant input from the Aboriginal community to succeed. 

 

Ngroo Transition IN School Program: 

 

Ngroo has invested heavily in long term relationships based on trust since 2009 and 

continues to engage and work with the same significant Elders and community leaders in each of 

the partnering communities we visit. We feel this is integral to our wellbeing and successful 

outcomes we have consistently achieved. 

 

 



• We believe in the necessity for cultural education training for all staff involved with 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families as it is often not provided effectively at 

university and/or TAFE level. Without having an awareness and understanding of cultural 

protocols and implementing the information causes many organisations fail to connect.  It is 

essential staff have an understanding of the barriers, and why they exist, for Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander families in accessing services within the early childhood sector so 

they can work to remove them.   When staff are ready to provide a more welcoming 

environment for families and children through training and auditing we then can increase 

access/enrolments throughout the community. 

 

• We emphasise meaningful participation for the families to assist in improving 

attendance rates or investment in another organisation’s program. The Elders encourage 

families into the service to create the relationships which will sustain the social change we 

seek. It takes time and the right contacts in community to drive this process. It cannot be 

achieved if organisations hurry the process and/or employ a top down approach. 

Organisations often do not take the time to also connect with the local people who the 

community trust. 

 

• Finally, to improve achievement levels in all developmental areas, especially literacy and 

numeracy, or achieve these goals in partnership with another organisation, we need 

connected families and children who want to attend school because they feel valued and 

understood. We also need local culturally appropriate tools to assist Aboriginal children 

to be ready prior to school and time for these to be used respectfully. 

 

Since January 2015 Ngroo has been investigating and tracking the outcomes of local Aboriginal 

Educators working in the kindergarten classes in six schools with high Aboriginal populations of 

over 10% of enrolments to reduce the identified vulnerabilities. This project grew from the 

AEDC Report 2015 that highlights 42% of Aboriginal children are arriving at primary school 

with one or two identified areas of developmental vulnerability. 

 

The following numbers of Aboriginal children were tracked in our program. 

 

Year No. of Children 

2015 69 

2016 75 

2017 51 

Total 195 

 

This project is funded by the Federal Government. 

 

• Schools consistently reported over 45% of Aboriginal children were presenting with 

1or more vulnerable areas of development for more than 5 years. Of more concern 

was that 46% of these children had attended a preschool program and 54% had not 

attended any service! This is not isolated data with other schools outside the project 

reporting similar figures. 

 

• These figures are particularly concerning considering COAG’s huge financial investment 

to support Universal Access over the past six years. This financial investment has had 

disappointing results in many local areas, including Mt Druitt where the school 

readiness of large numbers of children is poor on early assessments. Clearly traditional 



transition to school programs are not effective and the Transition to School statement 

is not informing data. 

 

• The success of Ngroo program involves a trained local Aboriginal Educator who works 

collaboratively with the teacher and school to identify the areas of concern from the 

Best Start assessments and provides each Aboriginal child with individual assistance in 

those areas for up to twelve months. 

 

• The success of the Resource kit for reducing vulnerabilities is currently being trialled in 

160 preschools across NSW.  The initial results are very positive with areas of need 

being established. 

 

• School staff report forming more relationships with Aboriginal families through the 

Aboriginal Educator. 

 

• Attendance for Aboriginal children has improved. 

 

• Unexplained absences for Aboriginal children has decreased. 

 

• 82% of the Aboriginal children who were identified with 1 to 2 developmental areas of 

concern at the start of the program presented in the average peer cohort by 

December. 

 

• It is a cost-effective program worthy of schools being approached to consider 

contributing out of their Indigenous budget.  

 

• The ideal employment hours for maximum success is 15 hours per week from 9.30am 

to 12.30pm for the Aboriginal Educator. 

 

• Aboriginal Education Officers at each school are very supportive of the program as 

their current workload does not allow for this specific work in kindergarten. 

  

Summary: 

 

Australia is lagging other similar OECD countries and slipping yearly (OECD data 15th 

September 2016). 

 

For preschool children prior to school Ngroo is offering targeted assistance in improving the 

literacy and numeracy skills to prevent starting school with vulnerabilities. 

 

At primary school Ngroo is offering targeted assistance to vulnerable Aboriginal children for 

up to twelve months. 

 

As Aboriginal children make up the majority of developmentally vulnerable children, evidence-

based change is needed now both prior to school and starting school. 

 

The Education Endowment Foundation (UK) has supported a similar program to Ngroo’s 

Transition IN School program in the UK, with spectacular results for disadvantaged children. 

Assistance in Australia that is provided for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children 

requires an added dimension if it is to be successful in creating change; it must be culturally 

appropriate and based on trust with the family and community. 



 

Please join us on this Budyari Yanna Muru—a good walk path (Darug) towards a 

more equitable start at school for all Aboriginal children. 

 

 

Jan Wright 

 

Executive Director 

Ngroo Education Incorporated  

March 2017 
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