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ABSTRACT

This paper theorizes leadership development of Indigenous peoples through the lens 

of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, examining the 

role of higher education in Australia in its contribution to leadership development of 

Indigenous people, and specifically addresses the theoretical underpinnings of equality, 

equity and affirmative action in the development of Indigenous professionals such as 

lawyers, doctors, engineers, and academics. 
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INTRODUCTION

Leadership is fundamental to societal organisation. It plays a particular, often 

complex, role in postcolonial democracies such as Australia where there are Indigenous 

and other ethnic minority communities that maintain parallel understandings of 

leadership that are not necessarily understood within the mainstream society. In this 

short paper, I focus on Indigenous leadership development in Australian universities. 

Within this context, a brief comment will be made on debates about educational equity 

and educational equality, and where the concept of affirmative action might sit within 

these debates about the education of the next generation of Indigenous professionals and 

leaders. 
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INDIGENOUS LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT AND THE ROLE OF THE UNIVERSITY

Internationally, through the United Nations (of which both Australia and Japan are 

member states) there are a number of human rights mechanisms that have been developed 

and ratified. The most significant is the Human Rights Declaration (1948). With this as 

the foundational document, more recently agreement was reached on the Declaration of 

the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (‘the Declaration’). On 3 April 2009, Australia accepted 

the document as a framework for recognising and protecting the rights of Indigenous 

Australians.

Arising from this endorsement, significant changes need to be made in the way that 

universities engage in developing the next generation of Indigenous professionals to be 

the leaders of these changes. In Australia, there is a raft of performance measures that 

universities are asked to track:

• Access (proportion of Indigenous students among commencing domestic students)

 • Retention (the proportion of Indigenous students who re-enroll at an institution in a 

given year compared with the students who were enrolled in the previous year, less 

those students who have completed their course).

 • Success (the mean student progress rate for the previous year for Indigenous 

students, this being the proportion of units passed within a year to the total units 

enrolled).

 • Completions (the proportion of Indigenous students completing all the academic 

requirements of a course).

To monitor performance, universities are required annually to report their performance 

and to have an equity plan for Indigenous students. The government provides universities 

with funds through the Indigenous Support Funding programme. The following table is 

indicative of the targets (DEEWR, 2006):
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EDUCATIONAL EQUITY, EDUCATIONAL EQUALITY AND AFFIRMATIVE ACTION

The concept of education equality, like equality itself, is a foundational concept 

in postcolonial democratic societies; for example, equality of educational opportunity 

demands discussions about equality of access. But often, the participation of Indigenous 

people is argued as an educational equity issue. The words ‘equality’ and ‘equity’ are 

commonly confused in the English language, and particularly when speaking about 

education (see, for example, Brighouse and Swift, 2008; Espinoza, 2007; Green, 1983; 

Morand and Merriman, 2012; Secada, 1989). 

This distinction between equity and equality can be seen when it comes to university 

education. For example, Australia’s publicly-funded universities are based on the concept 

of equality. They are designed to ensure that everyone has the same access to universities 

on the basis of their school results, on merit, regardless of any other factors. This seems 

fair. But it only goes so far in promoting justice because it ignores other factors – such as 

poverty, parents’ educational levels, place of residence – that can also act as barriers to 

educational access.

As a result, people who have experienced social disadvantages are argued to need 

additional services and programs – rather than just the standard ones – to offset the impact 

of substandard housing, poor schooling, or lack of family interest in higher education. 

This is equity: making sure that have what they need to gain access to achieve a university 
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qualification.

Affirmative Action is one dimension of the equity approach, where proactive 

measures are taken, ones that are identifiable and targeted, in order to raise the level of 

participation of the targeted group. Equity and affirmative action policies have caused 

considerable debate within universities because these policies are in tension with the 

broader commitment to an equality principle. Bernstein (1971) reminds us that education 

cannot ameliorate all social disadvantages. Even so, proponents of the equity approach 

argue that it is necessary, for example, to give Indigenous students a weighting on top of 

their school results to help them to get the necessary score to get into a course. Critics of 

affirmative action argue that such activities allow people without the necessary academic 

preparation to be allowed to study at a higher level, causing a high likelihood of failure 

for the student and also having the effect of lowering the standards of the university; the 

objectors commonly cite the concept of equality as the only just way not to harm some 

people for the benefit of others.

Australia has tended to take an equity approach that tries to ameliorate some of the 

impacts of past injustices, identifying Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people as an 

equity category. This has the unfortunate unintended consequence of also positioning 

Indigenous people as being in need of help and assistance, sometimes called the deficit 

approach in education (Nakata, 2011), even when they do not need such assistance, the 

drawback of creating an affirmative action policy that captures all of a group into one 

category. The Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Council submission to the Review 

of Higher Education (Thomas, 2008; Bradley et al., 2008) submits that: 

 Indigenous people do not come empty handed to Australia’s higher education 

system but bring significant strengths, both in knowledge capital and human capital 

that enriches higher education in Australia. The recognition of Indigenous peoples’ 

contribution as well as needs, is critical to full Indigenous engagement in higher 

education.

BOTH WAYS EQUAL UNIVERSITY EDUCATION?

There is a policy and funding nexus that is creating significant push for universities 
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to change the way that they approach Indigenous matters, even though this confuses 

principles of equality and equity. A recent Higher Education Review conceded that 

previous methods had failed and that it would only be in partnership with peak Indigenous 

representitative bodies that effective strategies would begin to make a difference. Green 

(2011) says of universities that they:

 …need to look beyond the current popular deficit approach when considering how to 

increase participation and outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. 

 Instead, I challenge the sector to look within itself and reflect on systemic and 

institutional factors that may serve to exclude Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

students from undertaking higher education and, once in the system, continue their 

studies to pursue higher degrees by research. 

CONCLUSION

This paper suggests that the Indigenous rights agenda is best served by taking 

balanced approach to both an equality perspective and an equity perspective. Data 

suggests that the equity corollary, the affirmative action approach, has not been a 

successful strategy. Taking a both ways approach that balances an overall policy of 

educational equality that has within it a recognition of the equality of cultural rights 

together with flexibility to meet individual needs of an Indigenous student if necessary 

will enable the next generation of Indigenous lawyers, doctors, teachers and business 

leaders to graduate with the skills, knowledge, and understanding of their profession 

within Western culture but will also support them to maintain their cultural integrity as 

Indigenous people with leadership responsibilities to preserve, maintain and protect their 

cultural rights.
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