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Young people get far too little credit for changing our world for the better. 
 
Their fresh thinking, energy and spirit of collaboration stands in contrast to the 
cynicism, self-interest and adversarial politics that holds us back from social equality 
in Australia. 
 
I am thinking of Alicia Johnson, the first Indigenous School Captain at Dulwich Hill 
High, who this year won a place at Sydney University, the first in her family to enter 
higher education.  Leon Oriti, a Noongar, left Perth to study at the University of NSW 
but is also a powerful motivator at the Engineering Aid Australia Indigenous summer 
schools that create a pathway for kids who have never dreamed of tertiary education.   
 
I remind myself that my mother’s childhood Aboriginal playmates in the Hunter 
Valley were not allowed to go to school. In my own lifetime I know many denied the 
right to go to high school and many communities where there are no high schools.  
 
Yet it is these young Indigenous students today who are shattering a stereotype that is 
as much a trap as racism, poverty, violence and welfare dependency. 
 
Look into the eyes of any of the young leaders at AIME (Australian Indigenous 
Mentoring Experience) and you will see the gleam. They know that they are part of 
the most hopeful education movement this country has seen in decades.  
 
The media tells us often that just 47% of Indigenous students will complete high 
school. Schooling in remote communities is always described in catastrophic terms. 
The message sent to young Indigenous people is relentlessly negative: poor school 
attendance, under-achievement, alcohol and other drug problems, alienation, 
unemployment, culminating in early chronic illness and a shorter life expectancy.  
 
AIME is creating a strikingly different reality by building a growing cohort of young 
Australians who know how to work and learn together.  
 
With 1250 undergraduates mentoring that same number of Indigenous high school 
kids at ten university sites, this program is tackling some of the most disadvantaged 
schools up and down Eastern Australia. These are some of the 150,000 Indigenous 
kids in an education system that for too long has sold them short.  
 
At AIME they team up with university undergraduates just a little older than 
themselves. Every one of the mentors understands the challenges and the distractions 
students face in high school because they have been through it all. So they know the 
way ahead. 
 



The mentors are often getting to know an Indigenous family for the first time which 
makes this a two way learning process.  
 
What future employer would not value young people who have committed some of 
their university years to the greatest educational challenge facing our generation?  
How much stronger and better prepared these future graduates will be no matter 
where they choose to direct their talents. 
 
The Indigenous kids, from Year 7 to Year 12, get a mix of one-on-one tutoring, group 
life-skills and powerful motivation.  
 
This is the power of more than one.  
 
Jack Manning Bancroft, AIME’S CEO, flourishes the evidence and exudes a deep 
conviction that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander kids are themselves the largely 
untapped resource for the education revolution.  
 
We all know that learning is influenced by the home environment, the quality of 
teaching and the state of the community kids are living in but we tend to load up 
parents and teachers with our higher expectations. The truth is that kid’s peers are at 
least as influential and often more so than authority figures. 
 
The results are extraordinary. More than 80% of AIME’S students complete Year 12 
and many will enter university like Alica Johnson.  
 
 “Thank you to the AIME team,”  says Alica’s mother, Priscilla, “ for keeping the 
education of our children up front and centre. We are no longer invisible or in the too 
hard basket.” 
 
Young people like Alicia Johnson and Leon Oriti display a growing confidence, an 
attentiveness to learning and a strong pride in their Culture .  They know who they are 
and where they want to go. 
 
This positive, peer-driven approach is in marked contrast to the neo-conservative 
alternative of threatening Indigenous kids and their families with welfare cuts if they 
skip school or drop out. 
 
There are many reasons why children disappear from school. There may be little 
demand from the home that the children attend or little belief that a gubba school will 
change anything much for these kids.  
 
At times it is the school culture that is at fault, lowering expectations of what 
Indigenous students can achieve or making little effort to understand how they view 
the world. This institutionalised disinterest or neglect is being tackled by Indigenous 
education reformers led by Dr Chris Sarra and the Stronger, Smarter Institute.  
 
For kids who are running away from the classroom, we have to look to other strengths 
in our community. One of the best chances of turning them around is to work with 
young people and then to start gathering mates. For all kids, even for the brightest and 
most attentive students, the power of their peers can make or break them. 



 
One of AIME’S most ardent admirers who hails its importance as a national program, 
is Her Excellency, Professor Marie Bashir, Governor of NSW. 
 
“AIME students are attending classes at school and proving that they are more 
attentive. That is why we are taking the program to other universities. It is not only 
these individual students who are going to benefit. Our nation will benefit when we 
value and believe in each and every one of these young people.” 
 
 
Dr Jeff McMullen AM, a monthly Tracker columnist is also a member of the board of 
AIME and the Engineering Aid Autralia Indigenous Summer School programs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   


