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Abstract

This paper discusses women’'s involvement in théildeen’'s mathematics education. It does, where
possible, focus Torres Strait Islander women wharesithe aspirations of Aborginal communities around
Australia. That is, they are keen for their childrto receive an education that provides them with
opportunities for their present and future livefey are also keen to have their cultures’ childnizg
practices recognised and respected within maimstextucation. This recognition has some way to gb wi
the language of instruction in schools written tigsh conventions, decontextualised and discometct
the students’ culture, Community and home language.

Introduction

This discussion paper is the first attempt by th#her to put into words her early learnings and
understandings of Torres Strait Islander womeni®lirement in their children’s mathematics education
She is not at the same state of awareness norstadeing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island ples in
Australia and therefore does not consider herselfeapert” on their ways of “Being-Knowing-Doing“sa
described by Veronica Arbon (2008, p. 29). To de thould be offensive and a substantial breachusit t
and respect to purport to be an expert about suatiers that she has not experienced. What she is
attempting to do is to take small steps to learoudd orres Strait Islander women’s involvement heit
children mathematics education in the context efftbrres Strait Islands so as to work with this camity

in environments for mathematics learning. She is-Imaligenous, of Scottish/Irish Catholic heritage,
university educator of Early Childhood mathematirsl researcher working with Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Island Communities on ways to enhance tleattbnal opportunities of their young people.

As a beginning point, the paper provides a geraratview of some important features related to
how women conceptualise their role in their chitdsanathematics education. It then discusses T &test
Island home languages and the learning of mathesnasiing formal mathematics language where possible
in the context of Torres Strait Islanders’ commyrdnd culture. However, an important caveat is aded
here before progressing further with this discussi®he author recognises the tedmdigenousas
problematic because it collectivizes distinct papiohs of people whose experiences have been vastly
different under imperialism (Smith, 1999). Theradsdisrespect intended where this term has bessth us
Sharing Aspirations for Their Children
Torres Strait Islander parents share the aspimtdéboriginal Communities around Australia, tigtthey
are keen for their children to receive a good etiicaone that includes literacy and numeracy (8&ah
2002, 2003; Mette Morrison, personal communicatid¥ihilst there is literature that focuses on edocain
the Torres Strait Islands (see Schnukal, 2003dorrehensive bibliography of Torres Strait Educgtiand
women in the Torres Strait Islands (see for exangaéney, 1989; Osborne, 1997) literature that $asu
explicitly on the involvement of women in their kthien’s mathematics education in the Torres Sksinds
is limited. Because of this limitation, the papéall explore beyond this region to develop underdiags of
how women conceptualise their role in their childsemathematics education and its associated |l@ggua
will also seek explanations of “both ways” enviremts as describe by Kathryn Priest et al., (200@) a
Veronica Arbon (2008). Briefly, both ways is “wheteere is a blend of mainstream and Indigenousiallt
knowledge being taught” (Priest et al., 2009, B)1This understanding will be addressed more fialtgr
in this paper. But first important questions nezté posed.

How does a holistic definition of mainstream ediaraticcord with Indigenous Australian contexts?
How does mainstream education accord with Austrafiboriginal learning systems as described by Karen
Martin (2007, p. 18) given that Indigenous cultu@® not homogeneous (Priest, 2005)? How does
mainstream education acknowledge the influenceatdnis, extended family, Elders and community? @hes
important questions are also raised by Canadiaigéndus people (Assembly of First Nations, 2005p wh
are calling for learning systems that are holigtief is, culturally relevant regulations and auurhum.

cultural values, beliefs, traditions and languagestnbe interwoven in all early learning and childec
programming. Culture has been acknowledged to plakey role in developing physically and
emotionally healthy children with high self ested¢mat it must become an integral component of the
everyday operation of these programs. First Natidearly stated that Elders need to be involved as
advisors and teachers in the development and ingsitation of First Nations early learning and child
care programs. (p. 10)
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McTurk, Nutton, Lea, Robinson and Carapetis (2atihlight in their report ofThe School Readiness of
Australian Indigenous Childrethe heterogeneity of Indigenous cultures. Indigesnpeople live across
different geographical locations and live differdiféstyles in communities, “awareness and undaditey
of the complex and delicate nature of the social aenltural issues at play within and between these
communities is critical” (Clancy & Simpson, 2002,54-55) if both ways education is going to workhay/
is similar however, is that they share similar egns for their children (Yunupingu, 1997; Mell&r
Corrigan, 2004). Lester (2004, cited by Priest,508mphasises these aspirations stating that indige
families want their children to access quality edtiom so that they can gain the knowledge, skilld a
capacity to succeed in education, employment arttgim present and future lives. However, this doets
mean that they give up their cultural identity. Yhao not. Indigenous parents see as paramounthaiat
children’s cultural identity as an Indigenous pergosustained and maintained (Lester, 2004 ciyelrkest,
2005).
Mainstream Education and the Recognition of Cultur&dentity
Veronica Arbon (2008) questions the assumptiongrmaning Western mainstream education as benkficia
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peopleichhassumes that it enables them to better paatieim
Australian society. She asks “how de we best aehiencomes for and with Indigenous people condutive
our cultural, physical and economic sustainabgitydefined by us from Indigenous knowledge posstdn
(p. 118). How does a mainstream education writrEnglish conventions provide children with the
knowledge and skills to participate in daily sodié, if it does not recognise the cultural idéytof
Indigenous children as it should (Priest, 2005)Han the over reliance on applying narrowly define
Euro American westernised ways of thinking aboutdcbn’s learning be challenged? Priest (2005 cf.
Fasoli, 2004) and Arbon (2008) state that this viswmow brought into question with calls for botlays
education where mainstream knowledge and pracigcédended with Indigenous cultural knowledge of
learning. Taylor (2003) explains this further bwtstg that both ways education must work within an
“intercultural space” (p. 45). That is,
. . . the meeting of two distinct cultures’ througtocesses and interactions which retain the iitjegnd
difference of both cultures and which may involvblanding of elements of both cultures but never th
domination of one over another. (p. 45)
It is crucial therefore that cultural knowledgesd aexperiences of Indigenous people to be valued and
respected and given the currency in the same vaynthn Indigenous knowledge is (Taylor, 2003) fothb
ways education to work.

The documentreparing the Ground for PartnershifPriest, 2005),The Indigenous Education
Strategic Directions 2008-201(Department of Education, Training and the Art802) and theNational
Goals for Indigenous Educatidepartment of Education, Employment and Work Rete, 2008) provide
explicit ways to blend Indigenous cultural knowledind mainstream knowledge so that Indigenousrekild
receive the best possible literacy and numeracycathn to enhance their opportunities for further
education, training and employment.

A key theme from the above documents is the needrawide children with the best start to
education and, the importance of contextualisitegdicy and numeracy to their community and cul{ge=
Priest, 2005 for a detailed review). Here, commudgscribes “a culture that is oriented primardyards
the needs of the group. This cultural orientatiercpives that the whole community must be strongyder
to adequately meet the needs of the individualie@®r 2005, p. 12). Karen Martin (2005) describei$uce
as about

being related . . . it is being related to peofiehe sky, the salt water, the animals, the plahtsland . .
. that is how we hold who we are . . it is that eated to everything else . . . what is happetingur
people now is we are not experiencing that relassn . . it is important that we pay attentiorotw
responsibilities and keep our relatedness strongwe need that relatedness back . . . we need-to
present the stories of our relatedness (cited esR 2005, p. 12)
Put another way, Martin Nakata (2007b) states tbatextualising to culture is about that which athe
exists, that is, Torres Strait Islander commurgtyfural context and home languages (includingsthe the
sea, the land and spiritual values) and “Indigenowsvledge systems” (Nakata, 2007a, p. 2). Contigui
Ezeife (2002) cites the work of Hollins (1996) whiates that Indigenous people belong to “high-odnte
culture groups” (p. 185). That is,
High-context cultures are characterized by a holi@bp-down) approach to information processing in
which meaning is “extracted” from the environmentlahe situation. Low-context cultures use a linear
sequential building block (bottom-up) approach tdoimation processing in which meaning is
constructed. (p.185)
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What this means is that children who use holigtaught processing are more likely to be disadvautdg
mainstream mathematics classrooms. This is becewsternised mathematics is largely presented as
hierarchical and broken into parts with minimal weations made between concepts and with the chiklre
culture and community. It potentially conflicts tvihow they learn. If this is to change the curticalneeds
to be made more culture-sensitive and environmigngadd community orientated so that parents can be
involved in their children’s learning.
Recognising Women'’s Cultural Learning Practices
Kathryn Priest (2005) states that for many yeadigenous women around Australia have struggled with
gaining recognition for their cultures’ child leamg practices. A contributing factor to this issisethe
typical characterisations, or the Euro American tesgssed view of Indigenous women’s involvement in
their children’s education. Such involvement haflected a deficit view of parental involvement in
education. Indeed, the portrayal of parents aslgnubto be overcome and as uninvolved in theidobil’s
learning, upholds a particular view of parent ggpvation in education (Jackson & Remillard, 200$pw,
according to Priest (2005, p. 19) Indigenous woimeAustralia are speaking out about what they want
their children, calling for recognition of their ltwral knowledges and to be treated “on an equatdtalsis
with Euro-American ‘western’ culture”. Priest (2Q0%tes the work of the Warrki Jarrinjaku ACRS e
Team (2002) to explain
the growing recognition of the need to have a ‘beothys’ approach to service design and delivery
(Warrki Jarrinjaku ACRS Project Team 2002). An ideath ways’ environment places equal value and
respect on quality of practices from both Kardipar(-Aboriginal) and Anangu and Yapa (Aboriginal)
cultures. (p. 123)
Whilst there is a growing recognition of Anangu aMdpa cultural knowledges, more work in the
mainstream is needed to acknowledge, respect anad &out these knowledges (Priest, 2005). Thigiss
for Indigenous women is not isolated to Australia.

In a study of African American mothers’ involvemeint their children’s mathematics education
Jackson and Remillard (2005) found that such clenaations have a strong tendency to privilege
traditional westernised visible and invisible prees of education and schooling. As a consequende a
because of stereotypical views of parental involeetrin their children’s education, they were confea
with challenges in relation to their children’s edtion. This did not mean that the parents werenvaived
in their children’s learning. They were. The pasgetok it upon themselves to create opportunitees t
support their children outside of school. By thimkiproactively and strategically, the parents wstreng
advocates about their children’s futures and thmodpnities they wanted them to experience in tadirlts
lives. That is, they used their daily lives and ilgnactivities as spontaneous opportunities to gega
discussions about mathematics and its associatgddge, informal and formal.

The Language of Mathematics — One way? No, both slay

The previous discussion talked about both waysiegrenvironments and the importance of recognising
and valuing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanderoples’ cultural knowledges, community and home
languages. Such recognition by non Indigenous peisgirucial if they are to work with Indigenousobkes

in their communities to enhance the mathematicsatihin of children and young people.

What is crucial here is the recognition that Abimréd and Torres Strait Islander children be progide
with quality education that recognises in expliaitd implicit ways their culture, community and home
language and that they are used as sustained pitris into all areas of the children’s learningcB® an
education needs to be both ways as described bgtRA005) and Arbon (2008) earlier in this paped
with the recognition that Anna Schnukal (2002, 208@phasises, “culture is still predominately oséth
all important knowledge transmitted orally anddantext” (p. 52).

The significance of recognising oral language ghlighted by Paul Herbert in his presentation at
WIPCE in 2008

Language is the conveyor of culture, through celtwe add meaning to things based on symbols. When

language disappears our symbols go with it leagirgyoup of people searching for symbolic meaning.

These symbols are what we identify ourselves Withhout these symbols we are to an extent lost.
A strong point made in Shirley Brice Heath's (198@)rk emphasises that from when we are infants
language determines how we come to know and ta beeiworld. It is what binds communities, pareand
children together “the adults which the childrerllwne day become repeat the processes with the nex
generation of children” (Zeegers, Muir & Lin, 20Q8,55). What happens then at the point of depaiftom
home language when children are required to sptaid&rd Australian English in classrooms?
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The Paradox: The Official Language of Instruction

As the official language of instruction, EnglisHéarned by Torres Strait Islander children ascarseé, third

or fourth language (Shnukal, 2002). It dominates Tiorres Strait Curriculum which is written to Eispl
conventions (Shnukal, 2002) even though it is b@egeived by students as a “foreign language szprg
alien and uncomfortable modes of thought” (p. T2jis point raises the question: How are childrefirtd
meaning in the symbols of Standard Australian Bhglvhen their first languages are more likely td<aéa
Lagaw Ya, Meriam Mir or Yumplatok? (Yumplatok isetlcurrent term used in the Torres Strait Islands fo
Torres Strait Creole, personal communication Mr@®&xer, 2009).

Standard Australian English dominates the TorresitSEurriculum as Schnukal (2002) has argued
elsewhere, even though it is being perceived byestis as a foreign language. Children’s mathematics
learning is further confounded by curriculum matkthat is decontextualised and lacking any prattic
purpose and connections to the children’s cultateenvironment thus further reinforcing this petaap

Anthony Ezeife (2002) states that the differenceswben these two issues, decontextualised
material and children’s culture and environmentpot another way, mainstream and Indigenous cultura
knowledge, would surface and influence the childrégarning. He explains,

If the instructional method favours the learninges of students from Western cultures (as seen to
the case in contemporary formal school settingi these students would perform quite well, wtkike
performance of the disadvantaged students frongémdius cultures would not be as good. However, if
indigenous students are given the opportunity asn¢hrough an instructional medium that favouesrth
learning or cognitive styles, then the likelihoagl that learning would be facilitated and enhanced.
(Ezeife, 2002, p. 180)
A more culturally sensitive way to enhance Indigenahildren’s learning would be to educate using
culturally and environmentally based education filsatontextualised to their culture. The effecttlois
process would be that children’s have the incertbvearn for understanding because they can fiedmmg
and links to their own cultures, their home langsagnd in the symbols used.

For children the mathematical concept may not kedifficulty, rather, it may be the language that
is used to express it. For example, two categosiegommon nouns in English cause difficulty for
Yumplatok speakers.

The first is the count and mass (unbounded or momt} distinction, so called because count nouas ar
thought of as units which can be pluralised, whereass nouns (e.g. “sugar”, “wood”, “flour”, “catt|
“information”, destruction”, etc.) are thought of &ubstance and cannot be pluralised, except with
specialised meaning. Thus, “two sugars” does namievo grains of sugar”, but “two lumps/spoonfuls
of sugar”. Mass nouns take the quantifiers (“hoaytmuch/little”), whereas count nouns take “(howjto
many/few”. There is not such distinction in Tor®gait Creole. All common nouns in Torres Strait
Creole can be pluralised by using a number, theaptuarkerdemor a quantifier:
wan bred:one loaf of breadtri bulmakau:three head of cattle;
dem ud:pieces of woodamass plawahow many tins of flour (Schnukal, 2003, p. 55).
Children who are speakers of Yumplatok are more tilely unaware of the circumstances with which
English nouns can and cannot be pluralised andirazertain of which quantifier to use (Schnukal, 200
This uncertainty is likely to be influential to hawey come to learn formal mathematics that istemitand
spoken to English conventions.

To further illustrate, puffing up shoulders andtista “he’s big this kind way” means tall, while
stating “lgo ... 1go, go...|go, go, go”"eans “l went a very long way” (Nakata, 2002). Agdlme
problem may not be a mathematics or cultural idsutea language issue. Therefore, it is about haging
specialized understanding of how children exprdssir tworld as they see themselves in it—with
verbalization the key to understanding conceptserathan simply having them manipulate objects #nat
not context related (Nakata, 2002; Shnukal, 2008jres Strait islander children’s require explieiaching
via interactions with their teacher and other dleifdand adults so that they become aware of tlfiereiit
grammatical structures from Standard AustralianliEhg
Concluding comments
This paper has discussed the aspirations thatJ &trait Islander women have for their childrerhds also
emphasised the significance of recognising theurlltidentity, home language and community of
Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islandermaan. This recognition by mainstream educationtsiaf
if both ways education to going to succeed. Furtifiéndigenous children are to have opportunitiesheir
current and future lives, such recognition is deginethis paper to be of importance. The paperddke
position that Torres Strait Island children’s léaghof mathematics can be enhance if there is ibatete
and explicit blending of Torres Strait Island cudtuknowledge and mainstream western knowledgehtaug
Too many documents cite that the mathematics tidigénous children are learning in school is isalat
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disconnected and of little or no relevance to tigity life, their culture and home language. Whileme

effort is being made, more is needed to enhancdithe of young Torres Strait Islander children and

recognition of the child learning practices of th@arents.
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