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Education & Health in the Northern Territory

SUMMARY

1. The Northern Territory education system is failing Aboriginal people:

less than a quarter (23%) of the adult Aboriginal population in the Northern
Territory have completed Year 12; only 3% have a Bachelor Degree or higher
post-school qualification

attendance rates for Aboriginal students are falling, and the proportion of
Aboriginal Year 7 students achieving national standards in reading and
numeracy is declining with the gap to non-Indigenous students widening

while the NT Department of Education budget rose by 6% in real terms
between 2011-12 and 2023-24, the number of teachers (FTE) fell by 9%.

2. The failure of the education system is a significant concern to Aboriginal
community controlled health services (ACCHSs) because:

education is a powerful determinant of health, with long-term effects on
mortality comparable to smoking / heavy alcohol use

lack of education is holding back Aboriginal employment in ACCHSs,
particularly for leadership positions and in remote areas

education - like health - is a human right, affirmed in numerous international
Declarations to which Australia is a signatory.

3. What is to be done?

In July 2024 the Better and Fairer Schools Agreement committed $1.1 billion to
the Northern Territory public school system. To ensure that this once-in-a-
generation funding benefits all Northern Territory children:

< Planning, allocation and monitoring of this funding must conform to the
principles of the National Agreement on Closing the Gap

< The Children and Families Tripartite Forum (CFTPF) should remain as the
collaborative body for planning, accountability and reporting on progress
with Aboriginal education, until as such time as there is an Aboriginal
education peak body and an equivalent TPF structure to provide
accountability

< A set of indicators should be agreed as the basis for accountability and
monitoring through CFTPF, disaggregated by region and where possible by
(de-identified) school

< Significant attention must also be given to early childhood development
programs and adult literacy campaigns
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The Northern Territory education system is failing
Aboriginal people

1. Educational outcomes for Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory are
exceptionally low. In many cases the outcomes are worsening, with the gap
to non-Indigenous people widening.

2. Less than a quarter (23%) of the adult Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
population in the Northern Territory have completed Year 12 or its
equivalent. For non-Indigenous population, almost two-thirds (64%) have
done so. In some places, the figure is much lower - for example in remote
Central Australia (the Indigenous Region labelled ‘Apatula’), only 12% of the
Aboriginal population have completed Year 12 [1]%34.

Proportion of population who have completed Year 12 or equivalent, by
Indigenous Region, Northern Territory, 2021
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3. Only 3.0% of the adult Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population in the
Northern Territory has a Bachelor Degree or higher post-school qualification.
This is one tenth of the rate for non-Indigenous population (30.6%). In some
places this is much lower - in the Jabiru-Tiwi Indigenous Region, less than
one in a hundred Aboriginal people (0.8%) have a Bachelor Degree or higher

[1].
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Proportion of population with Bachelor Degree or higher, by Indigenous Region,
Northern Territory, 2021
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4. Attendance rates for Aboriginal primary, middle school and senior students

are falling, from 69% in 2011-12 to 58% in 2023-24. Non-Indigenous rates

are much higher and fell by less over this period (from 91% to 85%) which

means that the attendance rate gap is widening between Aboriginal and non-
Indigenous students [2].

Primary, middle and senior school attendance rates in NT government
schools, 2011-12 to 2023-24
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5. Only about a third (37%) of Year 7 Aboriginal students achieved national
minimum reading standards in 2022-23 compared to 89% for non-
Indigenous students. Only about a quarter (28%) of Year 7 Aboriginal
students achieved national minimum numeracy standards in 2022-23
compared to 86% for non-Indigenous students [2]. In both cases, the
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proportion of students achieving national standards is declining and the gap
to non-Indigenous students widening®.

Proportion of students achieving national minimum standard in NAPLAN
(Reading, Year 7), Northern Territory, 2012-13 to 2022-23
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Source: NT DoE Annual Reports 2011-12, 2013-14, 2017-18 and 2022-23

Proportion of students achieving national minimum standard in NAPLAN
(Numeracy, Year 7}, Northern Territory, 2011-12 to 2022-23
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6. The falling education outcomes are not due to less funding. Between 2011-12
and 2023-24, the NT Education Department Budget increased by about 6%
in real terms, but the number of Assistant, Classroom, and Senior teachers
(FTE) employed by the Department in schools fell by 9% (from 2,865 FTE to
2,611 FTE). At the same time and the number of administrative staff (FTE)
increased by 17% [2].
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NT Department of Education, teaching staff (FTE), 2011-12 to 2023-24
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Why does this matter for Aboriginal community

controlled health services?

7. There are three reasons why the failure of the education system to meet the
needs of Aboriginal people should be of concern to the Aboriginal community
controlled health sector.

Education is a powerful determinant of health

8. Education is a key pathway to achieve greater personal empowerment,
improved self-esteem, and employment with a reasonable and reliable
income. As a result, educational attainment is a critical social determinant of
health [3]. A particularly strong relationship has been demonstrated
internationally between the education of women and the health of children

[4].

9. A recent analysis of hundreds of academic studies across the world on the
links between education and health was able to quantify how much poor
educational outcomes affect adult mortality [5]. It found that every year of
education completed was associated with a 1.9% decrease in mortality.
Compared to those with no formal education:

e completing 6 years of education (primary school) was associated with a
13:1% reduction in mortality risk,

e completing 12 years of education (high school) was associated with a
24-5% reduction in mortality risk, and
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e completing 18 years of education (e.g. a Bachelor degree plus 2 - 3 years
of post-tertiary education) was associated with a 34-3% reduction in
mortality risk.

Compared to other health risks, the mortality risk for an adult with no
education compared to one with 18 years of education is similar to that of
lung cancer mortality for a person who currently smokes compared with a
person who has never smoked, or for a heavy alcohol drinker compared with
an occasional drinker [5].

The Northern Territory ACCHS sector has been central to delivering an
improvement in life expectancy for Aboriginal Territorians over the last two
decades with a 9 year improvement in life expectancy for men (from 56.6
years in 1999 to 65.6 years in 2018) and almost 5 years for women (from
64.8 to 69.7 over the same period) [6].

However, further improvements are limited by lack of progress on the social
determinants of health, of which education along with poverty and housing
is critically important.

Lack of education is holding back Aboriginal employment in ACCHSs

13.

14.

Poor education closes off the pathway for Aboriginal people into the many
regular and well-paid professional jobs available in Aboriginal organisations,
in private agencies and in government.

The ACCHS sector is a major employer of Aboriginal people. In the NT, it
employs over 560 (FTE) Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff [7].

Staffing of ACCHS sector in the NT (FTE), 2014 to 2024
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15. However, while the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff has
increased over the past ten years (up 11%), the proportion has decreased
because the number of non-Indigenous staff has increased even faster (up
52%). As ACCHSs expand, they employ more non-Indigenous than
Aboriginal staff to fill leadership, technical and health delivery roles that
contemporary primary health care demands. These roles require staff with a
relatively high level of education. The need to fill leadership roles in ACCHSs
with Aboriginal staff is of particular importance.

16. The problem is particularly serious in remote areas. Over 85% of Aboriginal
people in remote areas of the Northern Territory do not have a level of
English literacy needed to engage fully with the English speaking world [8].
As well as employment, this impacts on the ability of people to understand
key health messages and to be able to self-manage illnesses and chronic
conditions when they develop.

Education - like health — is a human right

17. Article 26 of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights, to
which Australia is a signatory, states that [9]:

Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in
the elementary and fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be
compulsory. Technical and professional education shall be made generally
available and higher education shall be equally accessible to all on the
basis of merit.

18. Similarly, Article 14 of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous People states that [10]:

Indigenous individuals, particularly children, have the right to all levels
and forms of education of the State without discrimination.

What is to be done?

19. At the November 2023 meeting of the Children and Families Tripartite Forum
(CFTPF) meeting it was agreed that until such time as an Aboriginal
Education Peak Body is established in the Northern Territory, the CFTPF will
be the key advisory body on Aboriginal Education. The membership of the
CFTPF includes APONT.

20.In July 2024 the Australian and Northern Territory Governments signed the
Better and Fairer Schools Agreement (BFSA). This Agreement provides $1.1
billion investment in the Northern Territory public school system.
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21.1In order to ensure that this once-in-a-generation funding benefits all
Northern Territory children, young people and adults, with a particular focus
on those who need it most, it is important that:

a. Planning, allocation and monitoring of this funding must conform
to the principles of the National Agreement on Closing the Gap
[11] as formally agreed by all Australian Governments and the Coalition
of Peaks in July 2020. This commits to a fundamentally new way of
developing and implementing policies and programs that impact on the
lives of Aboriginal peoples, in particular regarding Formal Partnerships
and Shared Decision Making (Priority Reform 1) and Shared Access to
Data and Information at a Regional Level (Priority Reform 4)

b. the Children and Families Tripartite Forum should remain the key
collaborative body for planning, accountability and reporting on
progress with Aboriginal education, including the Better and Fairer
Schools Agreement, until such time as there is an Aboriginal education
peak body and an equivalent TPF structure to provide accountability

c. The following indicators should be agreed as the basis for
accountability and monitoring through the Children and Families
Tripartite Forum, to be reported at least six-monthly, disaggregated by
region and where possible by (de-identified) school®:

i.  Bilingual education: the number and proportion of schools that have
bilingual programs

ii. FTE of all staff classifications by region

iii. Teacher / population ratios: proportion of FTE to student population
by Aboriginality, including:

= Number of Aboriginal staff (FTE), per Aboriginal student
population

» Number of specialist teachers with Teaching English to
Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) qualifications, per
Aboriginal student population

iv. Attendance data by Aboriginality including attendance numbers,
average attendance, and proportion of those with at least 80%
attendance by year level

v. Teacher turnover data including average and median length of stay,
and annual turnover of teachers

vi.  Proportion of students with Year 12 (or equivalent) certification by
Aboriginality
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NAPLAN Results for reading by Aboriginality: proportion of students

in the Needs Additional Support proficiency, proportion of all
students in the Strong and Exceeding proficiency

NAPLAN Results for numeracy by Aboriginality: proportion of

students in the Needs Additional Support proficiency, proportion of
all students in the Strong and Exceeding proficiency

AEDC scores by Aboriginality: the proportion of children who are
developmentally vulnerable on two, three or more domains

d. As well as school-based education, attention must be given to:

early childhood development programs to prevent and address
developmental issues before children reach school age, and

adult literacy through both accredited, work-based and community-
based campaigns, to support employment and develop ‘literacy
practices” within families which then support children to engage and
perform well at school.
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Notes

! The positions in this paper, including the recommended actions and indicators, were
endorsed at the Aboriginal Medical Services Alliance Northern Territory (AMSANT) Board
meeting in August 2025 and General Meeting in November 2025.

2 The NT Education Department in its Annual Reports gives an Aboriginal completion rate
of the Northern Territory Certificate of Education and Training (NTCET) of 98%.
However, this is based on students who completed the NTCET as a proportion of Year 12
students who attempted to complete the NTCET and therefore does not give an overall
picture of the proportion of all Aboriginal students who complete Year 12.

3 Comparing the Census figures for 2001 and 2021 does show improvements in the
proportion of the population who have completed Year 12: for the Aboriginal population
aged 15 and over who are no longer at school, this rose from 7% in 2001 to 23% in
2021; for the non-Indigenous population it rose from 43% to 65% over the same period.
However, we cannot conclude that the improvement is solely the result of the actions of
the NT education system over these twenty years. Before the establishment of the NT
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Education Department in 1979, education services in the NT were fragmented and their
focus on Aboriginal students very limited. Under these conditions, many Aboriginal
people of this generation had little opportunity to go to school, let alone complete high
school. In 2001, this cohort of Aboriginal people (born before 1976) made up the
majority (69%) of the Aboriginal population. However, by 2021, many people of this
generation who had effectively been denied an education had passed on: as they now
made up only 32% of the overall adult population, the proportion who had completed
Year 12 rose.

4 The Indigenous Regions (IREGs) for the Northern Territory referred to in the following
graphs are show in this map:

Jabiru

Tiwi

Nhulunbuy

Kathenne

Tennant
Creek

Apatula

\ Alice

Springs

> The proportion of Year 9 Aboriginal students achieving national minimum standards is
stable (reading) and increasing (numeracy). However, this is only measuring the
achievement of those who are still attending and participating in NAPLAN testing in Year
9. Many under-achieving students have affectively ceased participation at this stage,
thus inflating the Year 9 achievement results.

6 This data is already reported in Department of Education Annual Reports, though not at
a regional / school level, and/or is required under the Bilateral Agreement with the
Australian Government.
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