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ISSUEANALYSIS

Tackling literacy in remote Aboriginal communities
Kirsten Storry

• There is an alarming educational gap facing remote Aboriginal communities. The gap in literacy 
between remote and urban Aboriginal children is even bigger than the gap between Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal children. 

• Literacy levels among children and adults in remote communities are seriously low. Nationally 
in 2004, 83% of Aboriginal students and 93% of students overall in Year 3 achieved the literacy 
benchmark for their year. But Northern Territory data tells us that only 20% of Aboriginal students 
in remote communities in the Northern Territory achieved the benchmark. 

• The need for school education reform in remote communities is urgent, but targeting the next 
generation of school-age children is not enough. There is a pressing need to address literacy more 
generally in communities to stop the cycle of low educational achievement. 

• Addressing these low literacy levels can improve parents’ self-reliance, children’s education and health, 
and the implementation of government programmes in areas such as health and governance.

• The good news is that the community and private sectors are already involved in literacy in remote 
Aboriginal communities. What is lacking is readily-available information about these projects and 
rigorous evaluation.

• Public debate on literacy generally—as well as debate on Aboriginal education—would be enriched 
by more comprehensive reporting on literacy levels. More comprehensive and disaggregated 
reporting on literacy levels would allow resources to be more efficiently directed to where they are 
most needed.

• Better coordination of diverse community sector involvement would facilitate information sharing 
and make successful projects more easily replicable. Even a simple website would be a good start. A 
website could disseminate information on best practice and existing services, while also matching 
up potential producers and consumers of literacy education services to form partnerships.

• Those private sector organisations willing to be innovators should become involved in primary 
and secondary education in remote communities. Innovative school models exist, but need to 
be championed by private sector sponsors. Possible options include satellite schools or campuses 
managed by existing private schools, autonomous schools, and expansion of the School of the 
Air.

• Innovative solutions are needed to close the educational achievement gap facing remote Aboriginal 
communities. These solutions will work best when they embrace and are embraced by governments, 
the community sector and the private sector.

Kirsten Storry is a policy analyst with the Indigenous Affairs Research Programme of The Centre for 
Independent Studies.
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Introduction

There is an alarming educational achievement gap facing many remote Aboriginal 
communities. Children in these communities have, on average, much lower rates of 
school attendance, achievement and retention than Aboriginal children in urban areas 
and other Australian children. Indeed the evidence suggests that the gap between urban 
and remote Aboriginal children is even bigger than the gap between Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal children.

But how big is the gap? And how can it be closed? 
Policymakers, researchers and educators have variously pointed to health, resource 

levels, teaching quality, curriculum, low expectations, and home environment as the cause 
of the gap. Factors outside (as well as inside) the formal school system certainly appear 
to be at play in the gap facing remote communities. Much of the current generation of 
parents left the school system without basic literacy and numeracy skills. Their children 
often grow up in low-literate home environments and enter school with lower levels of 
health and school readiness than other Australian children.

The need for school education reform in remote communities is urgent, but targeting 
the next generation of school-age children is not enough. There is a pressing need to 
address literacy more generally in communities to stop the cycle of low educational 
achievement. The good news is that there is already community sector and private sector 
involvement in literacy in communities. What is lacking is adequate reporting of literacy 
levels, efficient coordination of community sector involvement, and innovative private 
sector involvement. 

English literacy levels in remote communities

Literacy is, and has been for some time, a hot topic in education. The so-called reading 
wars over teaching methods—between the phonics method and the whole language 
method—are simply the latest episode in a litany of public and academic debates. It is 
perhaps surprising then how little we know about literacy levels in remote Aboriginal 
communities. 

While the past decade has seen new literacy benchmark testing and reporting for school 
children, there is little statistical data available on adult literacy, even from the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics (ABS). The ABS does not collect census data on adult literacy, but 
only asks respondents to rate their spoken English. Even this data is questionable: research 
by the Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research during the last census indicated 
that the special procedure for collecting census information in remote communities would 
not have produced a reliable picture of spoken English.1 

The ABS did collect some data on adult literacy as part of the Survey on Aspects 
of Literacy. This survey sought to compare subjective and objective assessments of 
respondents’ literacy, by having respondents rate their reading and writing ‘for the needs 
of daily life and for the needs of their main job’ and then undertake tests.2 But the survey 
specifically excluded people living in remote areas.

Without statistical data, the best we can do is to infer literacy levels from case studies. 
The only readily available case study data was collected and reported by the Centre for 
Aboriginal Economic Policy Research.3 It should be noted, however, that the researchers 
collected this data for other research purposes and made clear that they did not seek to 
ensure a statistically valid sample. The researchers asked 55 individuals across two remote 
Aboriginal communities to assess their own literacy levels and then tested the individuals’ 
literacy levels against the National Reporting System (NRS) standards. At the lowest 
NRS level, a respondent can identify personal information in a personally relevant text 
and can write his or her own name and address. At the second lowest level, a respondent 
can read and interpret short texts on a personally relevant subject, may be able to locate 
specific information from simple diagrams, can write about a familiar topic using simple 
sentences and conjunctions, and may be able to complete forms or write notes. 
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The researchers found a large discrepancy between perceived and actual literacy 
competence. Nearly 90% of respondents had been to school and over 70% said that 
they could read and write English. However, more than 60% of the men and 40% of the 
women were not competent at even the lowest NRS level and only just over 20% were 
competent at the second lowest level. The researchers concluded that the respondents 
were either reluctant to admit to low literacy, considered themselves as literate as necessary 
for their purposes, or had not been exposed to and were unaware of the full breadth of 
literacy and were only literate relative to their community. 

Thanks to the introduction of national literacy benchmark assessment and reporting 
for Years 3, 5 and 7, we know more about literacy levels than we did a decade ago. But 
the National Report on Schooling in Australia, which reports on the benchmarks, is limited 
in what it tells us.

For a start, the benchmarks are only minimum standards—the minimum that children 
need to make ‘sufficient progress’ at school,4 but hardly to prosper. Experts have suggested 
the benchmarks may underestimate the number of children who are reading and writing 
below their age level.5 

What’s more, the results against the benchmarks are only reported on a pass or fail 
basis. This can give the distorted picture of a fixed line to be crossed between illiteracy 
and literacy. Children who are achieving the benchmark could have basic or advanced 
literacy for their age.

The report also obscures the gap between remote and urban Aboriginal students 
by aggregating their results. According to the latest report in 2004, 83% of Aboriginal 
students and 93% of students overall in Year 3 achieved the literacy benchmark for their 
year. (There is no separate statistic for non-Aboriginal students.) But Northern Territory 
data tells us that only 20% of Aboriginal students in remote communities in the Northern 
Territory achieved the benchmark. Similarly for Year 5 nationally, 70% of Aboriginal 
students and 89% of students overall achieved the reading benchmark in 2004. But in 
remote communities in the Northern Territory, only 21% of Aboriginal students achieved 
the same benchmark.

It is a significant, and perhaps understated, point that there is evidence that literacy 
levels can vary widely across remote Aboriginal communities. A Centre for Aboriginal 
Economic Policy Research report for the Fred Hollows Foundation revealed that no child 
in the Northern Territory community of Wugularr (Beswick), 120 kilometres south of 
Katherine, had achieved the literacy benchmark for Year 3 in 2004.7 Another study by 
the Centre found that no child in the Thamarrur region (Port Keats/Wadeye) in the 
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Table 1: Percentage of students who achieved the reading benchmarks in 2004

All students 
nationally

Aboriginal students 
nationally

Remote Aboriginal 
students in the 

Northern Territory

Year 3 93% 83% 20%

Year 5 89% 70% 21%

Table 2: Percentage of students in the Northern Territory who achieved the reading 
benchmarks in 20046

Non-Aboriginal 
students

Urban Aboriginal 
students

Remote Aboriginal 
students

Year 3 87% 57% 20%

Year 5 91% 62% 21%
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Northern Territory achieved the Year 3 or 5 reading benchmarks in 2001.8 
The limited available data suggest that literacy levels in many remote Aboriginal 

communities are seriously low. Since many children in remote communities leave school 
by their early teenage years, it is unlikely that these school leavers will rise above the low 
Year 5 literacy levels.

Why target literacy in remote communities?

Clearly, the school system is not getting results in many remote communities and the 
need for systemic reform is urgent. But is targeting the next generation of school children 
enough? What about the teenagers and young adults who have left the system in the 
last thirty years without basic literacy skills? Special literacy training is not a substitute 
for ten years of compulsory school education, but it can contribute to improving living 
standards.

For parents, literacy offers greater self-reliance. Adults who can read can follow the 
instructions on their medication, gain a driver’s licence, find out information from 
newspapers or newsletters, read wage slips or social security slips, and manage a family 
budget. Literate adults may also be able to negotiate contracts and engage in the modern 
economy by owning or leasing property or by selling their art directly in the market. 
Adults who cannot read must rely on others to mediate their interactions with outside 
organisations and government. Is this a problem? Is the Centre for Aboriginal Economic 
Policy Research right to suggest that, while literacy is the ultimate goal, Aborigines in 
remote communities can rely on ‘literacy brokers’ to mediate for them and ‘greater 
attention needs to be paid to supporting the literacy brokerage role’?9 Literacy is not a 
specialised skill; it is a necessary skill. Without it, adults in remote communities have 
their hands tied as actors in the modern economy. 

For children, family literacy and particularly maternal literacy appears to promote 
better health and education. Research suggests that there is a strong link between the 
educational level of parents, especially mothers, and the situation of their children.10 The 
World Bank has found that better educated mothers marry and start families later, keep 
their houses tidier and cleaner, have a better ability to find and use health information, 
and have a greater ability to make good use of scarce financial resources.11 A child from a 
low-literate home environment will not benefit from the passive exposure to literacy that 
children in more literate home environments do. As anyone who has observed children 
learning to talk or who has learnt a foreign language knows, this passive learning precedes 
and supports active learning. Sustained literacy training is arguably the equivalent of a 
further year of schooling for parents and studies have shown an extra year to have benefits 
for their children. For a young woman, for example, it is said to reduce the risk of infant 
mortality by seven to ten percent when she gives birth.12

For governments, literacy can offer better opportunities for consultation and 
interaction with remote communities. Low literacy levels limit the effectiveness of 
government programmes designed to boost health, increase employment rates, promote 
training opportunities, and improve economic participation. Without literacy, many 
remote communities will not be able to capture the benefits of government intervention 
and government investment may either be wasted or only benefit the powerful few.

For some teenagers and young adults who have left the school system without basic 
literacy skills, efforts to address community literacy may also contribute to a welfare 
to work transition. There is evidence that local employment is available within the 
community and in the mining, pastoral and tourism industries and that inadequate 
education—particularly poor literacy and numeracy—is the key barrier to Aborigines 
seeking employment.13 For those who build on their literacy skills with trade skills or work 
experience, there are many opportunities in the labour-short mining industry. A welfare 
to work transition will be more difficult for those who have chronic health problems or 
who are long term unemployed, but even then literacy training is an essential life skill 
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that they should not be denied.

What is currently being done? And how well is it working?

The good news is that the community and private sectors are already involved in literacy 
in remote Aboriginal communities. What is lacking is readily-available information about 
these projects and rigorous evaluation.

Community sector involvement

Community sector involvement in literacy in remote communities can be broadly grouped 
into three types. The first type—the volunteer corps—involves tutoring by volunteers 
such as students or club members. Tutoring might be one-on-one or in small groups 
and could be on an intensive basis (daily for weeks or months) or a regular longer-term 
basis (weekly for months or years). For example, the Story Writing in Remote Locations 
(SWIRL) project is a volunteer corps programme that has been operating since 1996 in 
remote communities.14 When Lawry McMahon from Victoria University in Melbourne 
visited a remote community and found ‘an absolute lack of Aboriginal faces in class 
books and kids’ stories’,15 he recruited student volunteers to work and travel with him 
during university holidays to the Alice Springs area and Barkley Tablelands. The student 
volunteers work with children, parents and elders to record stories and, with private sector 
sponsorship from IBM, the team puts together printed, laminated and bound books. 
There is one copy for the child and one copy for the child’s local library. There have 
been 300 volunteers so far, 30 volunteers have returned to teach in remote communities, 
and there were 80 books produced in 2005 alone. Funding from the Northern Territory 
Government since 2004 has also allowed the programme to expand to operate during 
term time, not just in school holidays. Recent publications on the SWIRL project, in 
the form of online reports and an IBM brochure, do not provide information about how 
much children and adults are learning from the project.

The second type—professional tuition programmes—involves a more academic and 
structured approach than the volunteer corps. Such programmes are, however, likely to be 
more constrained in capacity and more expensive because they involve trained educators, 
rather than volunteers. The YACHAD Accelerated Learning Program is a recent example 
of a professional tuition programme underway in remote communities.16 It is a three-year 
pilot programme which targets the lowest performing students with after-hours tutoring. 
The programme describes itself as ‘based on whole of community educational approaches 
developed by the Hebrew University of Jerusalem’, and it uses principles reported to 
have been successful in Israel with Ethiopian and Bedouin refugees.17 The programme’s 
stakeholder report in February 2006 includes much anecdotal evidence of its success and 
figures on the numbers of children and teachers who have been helped, but no figures 
on how much children have learnt. Another example is the Making Up for Lost Time 
in Literacy (MULTILIT) programme18 which recently began operating in Coen as part 
of the Cape York Partnerships’ Computer Culture project.19 The programme, based 
out of the Macquarie University Special Education Centre, also targets low-performing 
students and uses research-based programmes to provide intensive tuition to these 
students. Evaluation of the programme’s effectiveness and future directions will shortly 
be undertaken by Cape York Partnerships. 

The third type—community learning centres—is quite different from the other two 
models and is usually better suited to larger, permanent communities.  An example is 
the Karrayili Community Education Centre, established in Fitzroy Crossing in Western 
Australia in the 1980s as a result of community demand.20 Adults in the community 
wanted to be able to sign cheques, read and write letters, and participate meaningfully 
in meetings with government agencies and representatives.  The centre has also provided 
driving lessons, art classes, book-keeping training and work preparation courses for 
employment in local mining. A book about the centre in 2001 provided an interesting 



6   Issue Analysis 

anecdotal history, but no figures.
While the existence of these projects is encouraging, they are small in number and 

information about their effectiveness is limited. In research for this paper, the lack of such 
easily accessible information was often all too apparent. Anecdotal evidence confirmed 
the need for better information, and suggested that funding for literacy programmes is 
generally only available for service delivery and not for evaluation. While educators felt 
that they had ‘tried everything’, the lack of reported evaluation made it hard to determine 
what sorts of projects worked better than others and to understand why.

That said, research for this paper did turn up two potentially useful sources of 
information for communities seeking literacy training. The first—the Reading Writing 
Hotline—is a national telephone adult literacy and numeracy referral service.21 The 
hotline is funded by the federal Department of Education, Science and Training and 
is managed by TAFE NSW. The hotline is intended to provide advice and a referral to 
one of 1,200 providers of adult literacy and numeracy services. Enquiries to the hotline 
call centre revealed that they did not know of any active programmes in the remote 
communities asked about. The second source of information—Literacy Link—is the 
journal of the Australian Council for Adult Literacy Incorporated.22 The journal often 
includes an article by educators on a literacy programme that they are delivering to an 
Aboriginal community (such as an integrated driver education and literacy programme 
in NSW23) and on a relevant ground-breaking literacy programme they are delivering 
overseas (such as an internet-based programme using voice recognition, screen readers 
and interactive activities24).

Private sector involvement

Private sector involvement in Aboriginal education is primarily at the secondary and 
tertiary levels in urban centres. There are numerous examples of private sector sponsorship 
of successful scholarship programmes for children to board at private schools, including 
the Cape York Institute’s Higher Expectations programme25 and St Joseph’s Indigenous 
Fund. What is missing is private sector involvement in Aboriginal education at the primary 
and secondary levels in remote communities.

In remote areas, private sector involvement is largely confined to the mining industry. 
Many mining companies in remote northern Australia offer preferential employment to 
Aboriginal workers, but have often found it necessary to provide supplementary literacy 
and numeracy training. The involvement of mining companies has been described as ‘a 
case of enlightened self-interest’: a mixture of the skills shortage, the burgeoning Aboriginal 
population in remote areas, the insistence on commitments to education and employment 
as part of native title negotiations, and the desire to address the clear ‘mismatch’ between 
the strong profits to mining companies and the living standards of the local Aboriginal 
communities.26 An example of private sector involvement is the new vocational training 
course to be offered at the TAFE college in Derby, Western Australia.27 Aztec Resources 
recently completed an agreement with the traditional land owners to re-open a mine on 
Koolan Island and has helped to develop the course to facilitate its commitment to a 
30% Aboriginal workforce at the mine. The course will reportedly offer local Aboriginal 
teenagers training in basic literacy, numeracy and work skills.

While mining company programmes have the potential to produce great results, we do 
not know that they are actually doing so. A number of mines have seen their Aboriginal 
workforce levels rise above the industry average of five per cent and this would seem to 
indicate some success.28 In any case, mining industry programmes are limited to those in 
a position to successfully make the welfare-to-work transition and this would probably 
exclude those with chronic health problems and those who are long-term unemployed, 
as well as those who do not live close to a mine.
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What else can be done?

Innovative thinking and action is needed. It is not enough to expand or replicate existing 
programmes unless evidence can be produced of their measurable impact on literacy. First, 
public debate on literacy generally—as well as debate on Aboriginal education—would be 
enriched by more comprehensive reporting on literacy levels. Second, better coordination 
of diverse community sector involvement would facilitate information sharing and make 
successful projects more easily replicable. Even a simple website would be a good start. 
Finally, those private sector organisations willing to be innovators should become involved 
in primary and secondary education in remote communities. Innovative school models 
exist, but need to be championed by private sector sponsors.

More comprehensive reporting on literacy levels

There is an urgent need to improve reporting of literacy levels against the national literacy 
benchmarks. Aggregated data obscures the performance of individual remote schools. 
Systemic failure to achieve against literacy benchmarks should prompt intervention, not 
be hidden in aggregated statistics. A simple pass or fail approach can give the distorted 
picture that there is a fixed line to be crossed between illiteracy and literacy. It also does 
not give a full picture of how well children are actually learning. Are many achieving only 
just above the benchmark or do most well surpass the benchmark? 

A better reporting model might be the National Assessment of Educational Progress 
in the United States.29 Since 1969, nationally representative samples of primary and 
secondary school students in Years 4, 8 and 12 have been regularly tested on a range of 
subjects, including reading and writing, and the results reported in the ‘nation’s report 
card’. The report card includes both scale scores (either on a scale of 0 to 300 or 0 to 500 
depending on the subject) and achievement levels (basic, proficient and advanced). The 
results are also disaggregated into relevant groups, such as female students or Hispanic 
students. This national assessment scheme is conducted in addition to state-based testing 
regimes and, with some fine-tuning, could offer a suitable alternative in the Australian 
context.

Coordinated community sector partnerships

Community sector involvement in literacy in remote communities could be made more 
efficient with better coordination. One option would be a community partnerships website 
to disseminate information on best practice and existing services, while also matching up 
potential producers and consumers of literacy education services to form partnerships.

A partnerships model would be better suited to the diversity of circumstances and 
literacy levels across the 1,200 remote Aboriginal communities than a single-provider 
service delivery model. Community sector organisations will have different capacities and 
skill-sets and may be better matched with remote communities seeking, for example, life 
skills rather than occupational skills. In general though, the partnerships model will be 
best suited to communities with strong literate leadership, regular access to the internet, 
a large keen group of adult learners, and sound law and order.

The partnerships website could include:

• an interactive forum to promote active participation and helpful discussion;
• access to relevant government inquiries or published reports;
• access to reports by communities or providers on their programmes, either short 

informal reports in a weblog posting format or longer evaluation reports;
• links to government funding initiatives like the National Indigenous English 

Literacy and Numeracy Strategy, together with forms to apply for the funding.

The website of Indigenous Community Volunteers could provide a reference point 
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for the partnerships website. Indigenous Community Volunteers markets itself as ‘an 
independent, not-for-profit company that offers support to Aboriginal communities to 
pursue their community development goals in their own way’. It provides volunteers 
with the opportunity to transfer their skills to Aboriginal communities and community 
organisations by matching the volunteers with short to medium term projects. Indigenous 
Community Volunteers also prepares volunteers with a cultural awareness programme, 
while communities provide a culture mentor and accommodation. The organisation 
receives funding primarily from the Commonwealth Department of Employment and 
Workplace Relations, as well as some state and territory governments, but states that it 
is ‘seeking to establish an ongoing funding base with support from corporate Australia, 
the philanthropic sector, other interested organisations and individual donations’.

Innovative school models

With private sector sponsorship, innovative school models could offer new hope to 
remote communities, particularly to those communities too small to support primary and 
secondary school education in the traditional school setting. The delivery of educational 
services to these communities needs to move beyond a single on-site primary school for 
children and intermittent training for adults by registered training organisations. Any 
educational strategy in very small communities, particularly the approximately 800 
communities with fewer than 50 people, must embrace both children and adult learners 
in order to close the educational achievement gap. Here are three school models which 
could have the flexibility to manage small numbers of learners spread across a wide range 
of age groups.

The first option, for communities large enough to support a school, is to encourage 
the development of satellite schools or campuses by contracting out educational services 
to an existing private sector provider. Successful non-government schools are perhaps best 
placed to take up this role. Such schools could staff a satellite campus either by seconding 
their own teachers or hiring specialist teachers. The school could receive funding according 
to the existing state and federal entitlements, with additional funding for teacher housing 
and the necessary technology and facilities. 

A precedent for this satellite school model is the school which St Andrew’s Cathedral 
School is proposing to set up in Redfern to raise educational standards—particularly 
literacy and numeracy—among Aboriginal children there.30 The intention is that the 
school will be ‘self-contained’, but there will be ‘an exchange of some staff and resources 
such as technology and books’. The proposed funding arrangements are to be based on 
a novel ‘World Vision notion’: each student is to be sponsored by a corporation or an 
individual to the tune of $8,000 to $10,000 a year. The arrangements are based on those 
in a school in South Africa, where a mining company pays students’ fees.

A second option, again for communities large enough to support a school, is for 
governments to introduce greater autonomy and self-management for schools within 
the public system.31 The approach taken in South Australia under the Partnerships 21 
scheme is one example.32 Schools can choose to strengthen local management through 
partnerships, quality improvement and resource flexibility. For example, instead of all 
authority centralised in the education department, the Partnerships 21 scheme gives 
school councils authority for strategic planning, policy determination, monitoring and 
accountability, and schools also have an allocated budget and autonomy to administer 
it.

Greater autonomy could also be introduced by way of charter school laws. Charter laws 
can vary widely in their detail but, in essence, charter schools are independent government 
schools. Charter schools are funded by and accountable to government, but have greater 
financial, operational and educational autonomy than normal government schools on 
the condition that they meet the terms of their charter, such as achievement levels and 
attendance rates. Under charter school laws, existing schools could have the option to 
self-manage or to seek a management partnership with another school, a community 
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group, or a private sector organisation.
A third option, particularly for communities too small to support a school, is to open 

up the existing infrastructure of the Schools of the Air, a possibility which has already been 
mooted. Historically, Schools of the Air usually catered for primary school children who 
lived on remote outstations. The children had lessons over high frequency radio several 
times a week and did correspondence lessons under the supervision of a parent or home 
tutor. Now there are changes afoot. The Northern Territory Government announced this 
year that the Katherine School of the Air will be trialling a new middle school programme, 
adding Years 8 and 9 to its schedule for the next two years.33 This follows the 2003 
joint initiative between the Commonwealth, Northern Territory and New South Wales 
Governments to upgrade all Northern Territory and New South Wales Schools of the 
Air to new satellite-based internet technologies and new e-learning systems within three 
years.34 The new eLearning programme allows children to login to interactive courses 
online, while the new Interactive Distance Learning programme allows children to login 
to see real-time video and audio of their teacher and participate in lessons, including a 
virtual blackboard on which teachers and children can draw.35 

Further changes are reportedly in the pipeline.36 The next stage of the joint government 
initiative is to extend the new technology and learning systems to hundreds of small 
schools across the Northern Territory and New South Wales. The facilities are also to 
be opened up to the general community, for adult education and TAFE courses, and 
to remote Aboriginal communities. For remote communities, this is an innovative and 
promising development. However, there must be some fine tuning to overcome the 
issue of low community literacy levels. Indeed, as the Alice Springs School of the Air has 
already found with its thirty or so Aboriginal students, the major obstacle they face is the 
need for supervision by an adult with good English reading and writing skills.37 Remote 
Aboriginal communities would need to fund or enlist private sector sponsorship for an 
appropriate and literate tutor, as well as a dedicated and secure school room equipped 
with computers and internet access.

Conclusion

The educational achievement gap facing remote Aboriginal communities must be 
closed. Services and funding cannot be efficiently targeted unless more comprehensive, 
disaggregated information on adult literacy levels is made publicly available. Aboriginal 
children cannot get a good education when they attend primary school sporadically, then 
drop out of the system entirely by their early teenage years. Without English literacy, 
numeracy, and the skills and knowledge that all children should acquire during the 
compulsory ten years of school education, their chance of having meaningful choices in 
the modern world is negligible.

Addressing community literacy is an important first step to tackling the educational 
achievement gap in remote Aboriginal communities. But it is not enough to target 
the next generation of school-age children by way of traditional educational services. 
Particularly in the small remote communities, it is time to acknowledge that traditional 
educational service delivery is not working. It is time to trial innovative solutions, such 
as autonomous, privately funded schools, that cater for the learning needs of children 
and adult learners. These solutions will work best when they embrace and are embraced 
by governments, the community sector and the private sector.
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