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Figure 4: Collation of secondary students’ comments. 
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A continuum of cultural learning began to emerge from the students’ comments, with 

points along the way between superficial, stereotypical, tokenistic learning and a potential 

for students’ higher order and community-connected learning. 

4.7.2 Student drawings and writings  

I invited students to draw and/or write in the discussion groups in order to enhance the 

understanding of their learning experiences, to include some dynamic, artistic dimensions 

in the research context (Berryman et al., 2013b; Thomson, 2008b). As discussed earlier, 

relying on voice as a single means of knowledge has limitations, and the students’ 

nonverbal contributions extended their participation in this research. My focus was on the 

processes of drawing and writing and the ideas conveyed, and not the skill level or ability 

of the students’ expressions. 

 

In making sense of the students’ drawings, I considered how their expressions reflected 

or illuminated their discourse of cultural learning. For example, the depiction of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander lifestyles as traditional rather than contemporary 

symbolised the knowledge from their learning; the use of symbolic or figurative drawing 

styles was an indication of cultural art learning. Drawing and writing is a dynamic, 

interactive and contextualised process (Eldén, 2013; Leitch, 2008). I was also conscious 

that the students produced images and writings within a specific context, influenced by 

my research discourse, and the school environment, and that such material can be read in 

different ways (Spyrou, 2011; Thomson, 2008b). I recorded the students’ questions and 

discussions among themselves as they undertook the drawings and writings, and asked 

them to explain their drawings. In this way, the students and I co-constructed an 

understanding of the visual material (MacDonald, 2009), which complemented the group 

discussion. One student indicated she was at ease with our research relationship by 
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sharing her knowledge and teaching me the meaning of Aboriginal art symbols. Students 

added writing to inform the drawing: summaries of the discussions, suggestions, 

enhancements, ‘wish lists’ to extend the students’ learning, a personal manifesto and 

statements of an activist nature (see examples in Chapters 5 and 6). 

4.8 Adult Perspectives 

Complementing the student conversations are the viewpoints of Aboriginal educational 

community members and Aboriginal school staff, non-Aboriginal school principals and 

teachers (see Chapter 7). The intention of including adults’ views was three-fold: one, to 

follow the indigenous principle of relational knowledge, relatedness and community 

accountability in research (Martin, 2008b); two, to acknowledge the co-existence of 

multiple perspectives in culturally responsive research (Berryman et al., 2013b); and 

three, to understand the production of cultural learning through different human and 

nonhuman processes and forces (Cumming, 2014). Including the perspectives of adults 

does not diminish the students’ perspectives, but recognises the importance in indigenous 

research of relationality, where knowledge is shared by the whole community (Moreton-

Robinson & Walter, 2009; Yunkaporta & McGinty, 2009). Further, the adults’ views 

provide context for underlying assumptions and social, structural forces.  

4.8.1 Aboriginal educational staff and AECG members 

As discussed, culturally responsive research with indigenous peoples requires ethical 

acceptance by a community, co-constructing research design and conduct, and developing 

relationships. As I proceeded through these steps, I met regularly and developed 

relationships with the Aboriginal education staff and community members who 

participated as co-researchers and contributors in student discussion groups. They spoke, 

and I listened, to their experiences in schools, and these stories were integral to 
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understanding further dimensions affecting the production of cultural learning for the 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. We developed relationships of trust 

through discussions before, during and after the research in schools, when they shared 

details of their roles in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education and cultural 

learning within each school. This process is known as ‘yarning’. 

4.8.1.2 Yarning with Aboriginal adults 

Yarning is a two-way, informal, dialogic, conversational, cultural means of sharing 

information among Aboriginal peoples which begins with establishing trust and 

understanding through continuing relationships (Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010; Yunkaporta 

& Kirby, 2011). As a means of research and communication, yarning is about listening 

and creating relationships over time, although research between non-Aboriginal and 

Aboriginal peoples can be yarning up and yarning down (Burchill, 2004, pp. 6-7). 

Yarning down often assumes an agenda and a position of control, whereas yarning up 

involves listening to community perspectives, concerns and stories and not approaching 

the yarns with a predetermined position or solution. My approach in this research was 

yarning up. Further, there are four forms of yarning within the process of research in 

Indigenous communities (Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010, pp. 40-41). Social yarning is 

informal conversation which takes place before or separate from the research topic and is 

a means of developing trust and respect. Research yarning is interactive but more focused 

on the topic. In collaborative yarning, participants share ideas about research or related 

ideas. Therapeutic yarning includes conversation that is emotional or personal for the 

participant and in which the researcher affirms the person’s experience through listening 

and supporting.  
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Throughout the research, I yarned with the five Aboriginal educational staff and two 

AECG representatives, who were co-researchers and participants. Three staff members 

were in fulltime, but not permanent positions, in secondary schools; the two staff in 

primary schools were on temporary or short term contracts; and the other AECG members 

worked in other schools or government positions. Our yarning conversations began with 

social yarning. Together, over time we exchanged experiences and established a position 

of mutual respect where the Aboriginal adults trusted me, sometimes inviting me to visit 

and to attend school cultural events. In further research yarning conversations, I asked 

some questions but often the adults led with their stories and experiences, including their 

own histories of education together with contemporary experiences in schools. They 

expressed their responsibility and accountability to the students, families and 

communities through being able to pass on knowledge and language, and for the 

wellbeing of the students. Some yarning became therapeutic, where Aboriginal staff 

expressed frustrations with their employment in the schools such as ongoing 

uncertainties, lack of time for community liaison and experiences of racism, prejudices 

and assumptions of non-Indigenous people. Collaborative yarning happened when I 

returned to schools to review the group discussions with the students and Aboriginal staff, 

and in discussing the research with AECG members at meetings. Some yarning sessions 

I recorded and transcribed, such as discussions with the AECG president, Aboriginal staff 

or AECG members in student discussion groups. From the informal and spontaneous 

yarning I made written notes. 

 

As a method, yarning observes Aboriginal cultural practices, and was integral to this 

research in two related ways. First, through yarning, the Aboriginal adults and I developed 

respectful relationships whereby they trusted me to share their own knowledges and 
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perspectives and create a context of the social and educational forces in their schools, 

their issues and concerns. Second, the yarning contributed, piece by piece, to knowledge 

of the production of cultural learning. 

4.8.2 Principals and teachers  

I held face-to-face interviews with six principals in each participating school, to 

understand the principals’ philosophies in relation to cultural learning/teaching in their 

schools, and how the practices relate to a NSW departmental policy that has been in place 

for over 30 years. I provided the principals with information about the research in advance 

and obtained their consent to participate in recorded interviews. The format was a 

standard interview, about 30 to 45 minutes long, combining semi-structured questions 

with flexibility for principals to expand on their answers (see Appendix D).  

 

Some principals chose to be interviewed alone; others invited an assistant principal, 

deputy principal or an Aboriginal staff member to contribute to the discussion.  One 

secondary school principal invited me to an executive meeting to discuss the project with 

head teachers, and to ask them about teaching Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

perspectives in their classes and among their staff (addressing one of the interview 

questions). Another secondary principal consulted with staff or executive on the questions 

before we met for the interview. The principals shared their views of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander knowledge and perspectives in the curriculum; Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander cultural events, the engagement of local Aboriginal community 

members in events and knowledge sharing; and the impact of cultural learning on the 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in their schools. 
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Principals engaged thoughtfully and at times passionately with the questions, and were 

forthcoming about their views and experiences in response to most questions. Some 

principals provided answers to a questionnaire about school data such as Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander student enrolment numbers, staffing, and teaching resources; others 

provided the completed questionnaire later (see Appendix G). The juxtaposition of the 

principals’ comments with the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students’ 

conversations and drawings/writings created a contrasting view of the position of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander knowledge and perspectives in the schools (see 

Chapters 5 and 6). 

4.8.3 Discussions with teachers 

With the consent of teachers, I observed some classes that included Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander perspectives, Aboriginal Studies or the Gumbaynggirr language. I was 

interested in the content, resources and materials used, teachers’ approaches; responses 

and participation of all students, and the dynamics of interactions among the students and 

the teachers (Young, 2010). Before, during and after the classes, I spoke with five non-

Indigenous teachers of Aboriginal perspectives, knowledges and language, and two 

Aboriginal education co-ordinators (non-Indigenous) through unstructured or 

conversational interviews (Bishop et al., 2003). They shared their teaching practices, 

philosophies, experiences and attitudes toward Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

perspectives and knowledges. Some voiced strong opinions, reflecting underlying 

tensions and conflicts surrounding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education (see 

Chapter 7).  These often spontaneous conversations provided further dimensions to the 

students’ views expressed in discussion groups. See Table 4 for numbers of adult 

participants. 
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Following the research discussions and interviews in schools, as part of the research 

praxis, I presented preliminary observations, including students’ comments, to teachers 

in one of the participating secondary schools, in a non-participating local secondary 

school (on request), and to a class of graduate preservice teachers at my university. The 

responses, and lack of responses, to these presentations are included in this research as 

“transgressive” data (St. Pierre, 1997, p. 184), unexpected but meaningful contributions 

in terms of understanding teacher attitudes, as discussed in Chapters 7 and 8.  

4.9 Making Sense of Adult Perspectives 

In understanding the contributions from the principals, Aboriginal staff, AECG members, 

and teachers, I used a different process to that of the students’ contributions, for two 

reasons. First, the adult conversations and interviews (see Chapter 7) relate to the social, 

education and historical forces that underpin Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

cultural learning: the employment of Aboriginal staff; cultural learning in curricula; 

teacher attitudes; leadership in schools; and cultural competency. Many such factors 

emerge from the historical and research literature in Chapters 2 and 3, and I aggregated 

the adult contributions in terms of these multidimensional forces. The second reason for 

presenting the adult contributions in this way, and not as case studies of individual 

schools, is for reasons of confidentiality (Kovach, 2010).  

 

The knowledge that Aboriginal adults shared throughout the research illuminates 

understanding of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural learning, including present 

and past systemic, educational, attitudinal, social and political forces within the dominant 

school system. Thus, it made sense to consider the experiences of the Aboriginal school 

staff and AECG members together with the contributions of the non-Indigenous 

principals and teachers, as discussed in Chapter 7.  
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4.10 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have discussed the development of a methodological framework 

incorporating the principles of indigenous research and research with children and young 

people, for this study with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and adults 

regarding cultural learning. As I encountered blocks, restrictions and challenges—both 

practical and theoretical—throughout the research, I turned to the principles of culturally 

responsive research (Berryman et al., 2013c; Martin, 2008b), complemented by post-

qualitative theories and practices, reflecting on qualitative research practices (MacLure, 

2013b; Mazzei & Jackson, 2012; St. Pierre, 2013a). Within this framework, in the three 

following chapters I present and review the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

students’ discussions of cultural and historical learning in their schools, with Aboriginal 

educational community members, Aboriginal school staff, non-Aboriginal school 

principals and teachers providing context to the students’ cultural learning. 
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Chapter 5. Student Discussions from 
Three Primary Schools 
 

This research has sought to fill a gap in understanding Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander students’ experiences and responses to learning cultural knowledges, histories 

and perspectives in regional NSW schools. As discussed in Chapter 1, Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander knowledges and perspectives have contextual meanings that differ 

according to their positioning, for example, in curriculum, Indigenous or non-

Indigenous usage, or their expression in policy objectives. I use the phrase ‘cultural 

learning’ to denote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander knowledges and perspectives 

in curriculum from the point of view of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.  

 

In this chapter, I present and discuss the conversations of 15 Aboriginal students and 

one Torres Strait Island student regarding cultural learning in three primary schools 

within the land of the Gumbaynggirr nation. This addresses the following two research 

questions: 

 

1. What is the nature of Indigenous knowledge and perspectives that Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander students are learning in mainstream schooling education 

in New South Wales? 

2. In what ways do the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students reflect on the 

extent and nature of cultural learning? 
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The student discussions took place in schools between September 2012 and February 

2013 and were arranged in conjunction with the school principals and the local 

Aboriginal Education Consultative Group (AECG). Aboriginal staff and local AECG 

representatives participated in the student discussion groups as co-researchers and 

contributors, as agreed with the AECG in the research design. I discuss their views in 

Chapter 7, together with comments from principals and teaching staff. In Chapter 4, I 

discussed in more detail the development and structure of the student discussion groups.  

5.1  Background 

This research took place in three primary schools within the land of the Gumbaynggirr 

nation on the mid-north coast of NSW (see Chapter 4). The Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander population comprised approximately 4 per cent in the 2011 Census, and within 

that figure, 95.6 per cent identified as Aboriginal, 2.5 per cent as Torres Strait Islander 

peoples, and 1.9 per cent as both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander. This contrasts 

with the NSW Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population of 2.5 per cent 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2014). In the three primary schools, the percentage of 

Aboriginal and Torres Islander students ranged between 5 to 11 per cent of the total 

school population. Nationally, Indigenous primary students made up 5 per cent of the 

primary student population in 2011 (O'Keefe et al., 2012). 

 

The regional location of the schools and the small percentage of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander students contrast with a large proportion of Indigenous education 

research in Australia that tends to focus on schools with “significant numbers of 

Indigenous students” in remote locations or in socially disadvantaged metropolitan 

areas (Fordham & Schwab, 2007, p. 47). In metropolitan Sydney, for example, the 

proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in the overall school-age 
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population was less than 5 per cent in 2011, but more than 50 per cent in some remote 

areas of northern Australia. While percentages of Indigenous students in some remote 

areas of Australia can be large, the largest absolute Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

population numbers are in urban and regional areas of south-eastern Australia, such as 

Brisbane, New South Wales central and north coast areas, and Sydney–Wollongong 

(Biddle, 2013), and research is needed in such areas.  

 

In consultation with, and on the advice of the AECG executive, I selected schools to 

reflect variations in student enrolments and different levels of school engagement and 

connection with local Aboriginal communities and families (see Chapter 4). The AECG 

executive emphasised non-discriminatory selection of students of Aboriginal or Torres 

Strait Islander origin to participate in the research, and required an AECG representative 

to attend the discussion groups (see Chapter 4 for further details of collaboration with the 

AECG). The logistics of the school-based research required collaboration with schools in 

selecting students. Depending on the school size and structure, a principal, associate or 

deputy principal or Aboriginal staff member invited students to participate. Thirteen 

students who joined the discussions identified as Aboriginal, with one Torres Strait 

Islander: ten girls and four boys from Year 3 to Year 6, a total of 14 students. The 

discussion group numbers ranged between two and six students, with several age years 

together in each group. AECG representatives and Aboriginal school staff participated in 

the student discussions as co-researchers and contributors (see Chapter 7). Their 

participation “vouched” (Bishop et al., 2006, p. 25) for the research and myself as 

researcher, conveying acceptance of the research, and myself as researcher, with the 

students. Table 2 summarises the participants in the primary school discussion groups. 
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Table 2: Primary school discussion group participants 

 

Schools Location  Students’ 
pseudonyms  

Girls Boys Total Adults who 
attended  

Primary School 
1 
PS1 

Small & 
semi-
rural 

Girls: Karen, 
Hannah 
 

2 0 2 AECG 
representative 

Primary School 
2  
PS2 

Suburban 
& coastal 

Girls: Alison, 
Kiara, Kelly, 
Sharni, Sharon 
Boys: Rob, 
Tyler 

5 2 7 Aboriginal staff 
member  

Primary School 
3 
PS3 

Small 
village 

Girls: 
Platypus, Bibi, 
Secret Cat 
Boys:  Mouse, 
Ken, Jared, 
Roy 

3 4 7 Aboriginal staff 
member, and 
Principal 
(briefly) 

  Total 10 6 16 4 
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In each school discussion group, conversations took place around a set of ten questions 

regarding the students’ cultural learning: stories, histories, customs, ways of life, 

language and people (see Chapter 4 and Appendix C for the discussion questions). Some 

students discussed specific subject learning areas, language and local histories, but at 

other times I needed to ask prompting questions. Further, I asked the students how they 

felt about the cultural learning at school. I approached the students’ reflections with two 

questions: the good things and the things that are not so good about learning Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander cultures, stories and histories at school. 

 

A third area of discussion was the extent and nature of cultural programs and activities at 

each school, and the involvement of local community Elders in such events and cultural 

learning. Sometimes, I asked students about specific programs, building on information 

from principals, staff (Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal teachers), AECG members, or 

discussions with students in other schools. Terminology in the student discussion groups 

varied slightly among schools; for example, the term Aboriginal is used in NSW 

Department of Education and Communities documents, but I replaced or supplemented 

Aboriginal with Koori, Torres Strait Islander, or Indigenous, depending on the 

preferences of the students and the schools.  

 

After the discussion, I invited students to draw and/or write about their cultural learning 

at school. This enabled them to expand on their conversations, and addressed concerns 

about students who may participate less in spoken discussions (Bishop et al., 2003; Cook-

Sather, 2007). As an integral part of research, drawing and writing provide further 
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opportunities for the expression of knowledge (Eldén, 2013). During the drawing and 

writing activities the students talked among themselves, often reflecting further on the 

topic. (See Chapter 4 for more detail on this process). Students gave permission to 

photograph their drawings and writings, and written permission to reproduce and include 

their drawings/writings in this thesis and related publications. I have not reproduced the 

drawings of two students who had moved and whose permission I did not obtain. 

 

I listened to and transcribed the discussion group recordings and then returned to the 

schools for a follow up discussion, at least a week after the first. The students reviewed 

and agreed with my synthesis of the initial discussions, adding further thoughts on ways 

to increase and enhance cultural learning in their schools - desires they had expressed in 

the first discussions. In group research it is not always possible to delve further into 

responses, and understanding can be open to the subjectivity of the researcher (Morgan 

et al., 2002; Spyrou, 2011). Thus the second discussion provided space for students to 

comment further, to add depth or to clarify their earlier comments. Changes in attendance 

are a reality of school-based research, and occasionally, one student could not attend one 

discussion but came to another. This flexibility provided opportunities for all students 

who wanted to participate. 

 

Using an indigenous research contextual presentation approach (Kovach, 2010), I have 

grouped the student discussions within the context of each primary school. The collection 

of student conversations is not verbatim, but combines comments from students in the 

two discussion groups held at each school, within three broad areas. The areas in which I 

discuss the student comments relate to the research questions, as follows:  
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 the extent and nature of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander knowledges and 

perspectives that the students identified in school learning;  

 the connection of students to the knowledges and perspectives they have learned; 

and 

 the students’ awareness of the content and the process of their cultural learning.  

For confidentiality reasons, the schools are not named, as agreed in the consensual 

process. 

5.2 Primary School 1: Small and Semi-rural 

The school is small and located in a semi-rural area not far from a large regional centre. 

The five students identified as Aboriginal at the school represent 4.9 per cent of the school 

population. This is a slightly higher percentage than the 3.9 per cent of people who 

identified as Aboriginal in the 2011 population census for the whole area (Australian 

Bureau of Statistics, 2011), although 4.2 per cent of the census respondents did not answer 

the Indigenous (Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander) status question. Australian and 

Aboriginal flags flew in the school grounds on the days I visited, a symbolically important 

presence, as the Aboriginal flag, controversially, has not always been flown at the school 

in the past (personal communication, AECG representative, May, 2012). The full 

transcript of Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s 2008 Apology to Australia’s Indigenous 

peoples was fixed to the school office window. In the Principal’s office, a painted 

didgeridoo and an Aboriginal painting were prominent.  

 

Two Aboriginal girls in Year 5 agreed to participate in the discussion. Another student 

invited by the Principal had declined to participate. I had visited the school twice before, 

and I knew the AECG representative who attended the discussion, but I had not met the 
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students. The girls chose to use their own names, not secret or code names as offered in 

the consent form (see Appendix B); however, I have used names for ethical 

confidentiality purposes. When asked to choose a location for the discussion the students 

opted to sit outside on the steps looking on to the sports field, with a roof over top. It was 

hot and windy but quiet and sheltered, looking out across fields and trees. The students’ 

reasons for choosing this space were: “…it’s peaceful…shady, don’t get sunburnt”.  The 

second, brief discussion with one student took place a few weeks later, also outside, on a 

very windy day. 

 

As this was the first school I visited, I felt some uncertainty about how the students would 

respond to me as an adult, non-Aboriginal researcher, and how they would respond to the 

questions. However, the small number of students and the outdoor location created a 

relaxed, almost intimate setting. The presence of the AECG representative, as mother and 

aunt to the girls, and her connection with me through the AECG contributed towards a 

culturally safe environment for the students to participate (see Chapter 4). The students 

were responsive to the questions and quick to engage in discussion. 

5.2.1  “Well we don't really learn much…”: The extent and nature of cultural 

learning 

The discussion began with a question about “Aboriginal stories and histories and ways of 

life” that the students learn at school. Their initial response focused on NAIDOC 

celebrations at school. NAIDOC is an annual week-long celebration of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander cultures to increase awareness in the wider community of the status 

and treatment of Indigenous Australians (NAIDOC (National Aborigines and Islanders 

Day Observance Committee), 2013). NAIDOC is celebrated in July but as it often falls 

within school holidays, it is observed on one day when schools resume. 
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 Katie (Researcher): Could you talk about what Aboriginal stories and histories 

and ways of life …what sorts of things you are learning at school? 

Karen (Student): Um, well we don’t really learn very much… days like NAIDOC 

day we do drawings and watch movies and stuff… 

Hannah (Student): We mainly just do drawings of Aborigines and pictures, that’s 

mainly all. 

Karen and Hannah: [on NAIDOC day] We do activities… we go into different 

classes and the teachers make like activities …like we get to make like kangaroos 

and paintings… we get like these little outlines and we get paint and we do dots 

over the wall and there’s other activities like we make clay figures… clay figures 

like kangaroos and ostriches…We [watch movies about…] mainly how 

Aboriginal people live…  

Hannah:  [movies about] how they used to live and stuff and how they used to 

like survive, yeah, stuff like that. 

 

As a nationwide event, NAIDOC offers opportunities to acknowledge and celebrate 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait cultures and histories, and every year has a different theme; 

for example, in 2012, the theme was remembering and celebrating the unifying spirit of 

the establishment of the Aboriginal Tent Embassy at Parliament House in Canberra, the 

national capital, 40 years prior. The students discussed NAIDOC day activities at school, 

but they did not make reference to that year’s NAIDOC theme, suggesting that it was not 

included in the school celebrations. The nature of the students’ comments and their use 

of the present simple verb tense (“we mainly just do …we go…we get…we paint…we 

make…we do dots over the wall…watch movies”) indicate the repetitive nature of 

activities, and suggest the embedding of Aboriginal knowledges and perspectives with 
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limited depth of learning on that important day. The Principal expressed awareness of this 

limitation (see Chapter 7).  

 

However, the students did note that NAIDOC celebrations provided an opportunity for 

an Aboriginal parent to participate in the event and speak at school transmitting traditional 

knowledge, language and history at a deeper level than the school classroom activities: 

 

Karen: Like when she [aunt, mother] comes to speak at NAIDOC days. Like last 

term we had a NAIDOC day thing and she came and said how they used to, you 

know, in the national park, they used to find leaves and stuff. 

Karen and Hannah: We like learned how they crushed up leaves to make 

medicines, how they found food in the bushes and how they killed kangaroos and 

stuff to survive. 

 

Repetition of themes and projects and a focus on traditional, more than contemporary, 

society have been a criticism of Aboriginal education curricula and teaching since the 

NSW Aboriginal Education Policy was introduced in 1982 (Wammarra Aboriginal 

Education Centre & School of Teacher Education Charles Sturt University, 1992), with 

continued calls for better sequencing and depth of Indigenous knowledge in curricula 

(Nakata, 2011). Knowledge and understanding of traditional customs is acknowledged as 

important in school curricula and policies, but needs to be taught alongside contemporary 

Indigenous knowledge (Nakata, 2011; Paton, 2012).  

 

Beyond NAIDOC, the students’ recall of cultural learning included primarily historical 

accounts of European arrival, Aboriginal traditional lifestyles and art: 
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Katie: What subject areas or classes at school, do you learn things in class or any 

of your classes? 

Karen: Not really, not usually 

Hannah: We just do maths and stuff 

Katie: Little bits of history and stories…? 

Karen and Hannah: Oh yes, we do history… 

Karen:  Yeah and stuff like how Captain Cook came to Botany Bay and stuff… 

Aboriginals first on the land…It’s kind of like Aboriginal history and stuff but it’s 

like … how they used to make paint and stuff. 

Hannah: …and how they used to put dots on their paintings.  

Karen: How they got dots on their paintings and stuff…how they did it so 

creatively. 

 

The history of European arrival (Captain Cook) reflects a Euro-Western perspective in 

learning; although the student’s reference to Aboriginal peoples “first on the land” marks 

a change from previous historical accounts and the embedded legal doctrine of terra 

nullius that denied the value of Aboriginal presence and formed the basis of colonisation 

and dispossession.  

I remember learning in the history classes at school [in the 1950s] that Captain 

Cook discovered this land. As a child I argued with the teachers about this version 

of history, knowing a different story from my father, my mother, and my 

grandparents… the image presented to us at school was the blackfella standing on 

one leg holding a spear. (Paton, 2009, p. 11)  
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However, because terra nullius was taught and accepted as fact for so long, despite its 

overturning in the 1992 High Court Mabo land rights case which recognised native title 

for the first time in Australia (Mabo v Queensland (No. 2), 1992), a “terra nullius 

mindset” persists in education (Butler, 2000, p. 93). Such ingrained beliefs take 

generations to change. For these students, the image of the “blackfella” and a spear still 

persists, as depicted in their drawing (see Figure 5). A key opportunity for curriculum is 

to embed cultural knowledge within a context of cultural connectedness that teaches 

students Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander history and pride in being “first on the 

land”.  

 

The students had not learned local Gumbaynggirr language or histories at school, and 

seemed embarrassed at the lack of such learning: 

 

Katie: Are you learning local language words, or other language? 

Karen and Hannah:  No, not really at school … 

Hannah: but my Mum …kinda… does sometimes … 

Katie: Are there things you have learned from around here…people, places, land? 

Karen and Hannah: Uum, [pause, laughter] uum…well… 

 

The students’ references  to the role of their mother/aunt in transmitting knowledge, and 

the knowledge she shared at the discussion (see Chapter 7) are examples of the valuable 

opportunities for Aboriginal peoples in developing resource materials, contributing and 

transmitting knowledges in education. This is a stated aim of NSW state and national 

Indigenous education policies (Whatman & Duncan, 2005); however, in reality, 

community participation as interpreted and implemented in schools is often not realised 
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(Kerwin & Van Issum, 2013). Within school-community education partnerships 

Aboriginal community members and parents are not equal partners with schools and 

school staff, and this can inhibit community members’ engagement, feeling they cannot 

question “policies, curriculum and pedagogical practices” (Lowe, 2011, p. 13). The 

current NSW Aboriginal Education and Training Policy (NSW Department of Education 

and Training, 2009a) identifies consultation with local communities and the NSW AECG 

Inc. as the responsibility of regional and state offices and school principals, and suggests 

achieving such engagement and collaboration through the establishment of a local 

planning group. Only one primary school actively participated in AECG meetings at the 

time of this research. 

 

The student discussions reflect limited learning of contemporary Aboriginal cultures, 

societies and customs in school. The students expressed positive interest in learning more 

Aboriginal “cultures” with a focus on “history” and traditional customs and lifestyles to 

fill gaps in their knowledge of Aboriginal accounts of living. However, they were 

uncertain about the prospects of increased learning of Aboriginal knowledge and cultures 

at the school: 

Katie: Are there other things you’d like to learn? 

Hannah: I’d like to learn about the cultures of Aboriginals and history. 

Karen and Hannah: …how they used to like make all different types of things, 

how they used to live and make spears and stuff and the houses and things they 

used to live in. 

Katie: So do you think that might happen more? 

Karen and Hannah: yeah, maybe… 
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In the follow up discussion one student suggested that learning in school might be 

extended through group projects: 

Katie: You said [in the first discussion] you’d like to learn more about Aboriginal 

culture, history, dance and painting…what is one way do you think that you could 

learn more at school? 

Karen: …maybe ask my teachers if like we can learn a bit more about it and 

stuff… And I don’t know we could probably do something like a group thing, we 

could go around and … teach us something about it. 

Katie: Go in groups, go on visits to places? 

Karen: Yeah. 

 

Karen suggests going out and talking to community members, expressing awareness of 

the potential and value of community resources and knowledge existing out of school. 

Projects involving research with local community members are a key feature of the Year 

11/12 Aboriginal Studies syllabus. 

5.2.2.1 Drawing and writing 

During the second part of the first discussion group, Hannah and Karen discussed what 

they were drawing, which colours to use; they laughed and seemed to enjoy the drawing, 

but were uncertain at first of what to draw: 

Hannah: Are we allowed to draw animals…kangaroo? 

Karen: What colour should a kangaroo be…orange? That is my wonderful 

bush…Look at my kangaroo, it turned out to be decent. 

Hannah: My kangaroo didn’t turn out too decent. 
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Figure 5: Karen, Year 5, drawing, Primary school no. 1 
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Karen: There… I’ve drawn a man, that’s throwing his spear at a kangaroo for 

food… remember when we went to Sydney and we saw how they lived in that tour 

thing in the Rocks? 

Hannah: That’s a person and a kangaroo, that’s where they live, where I think 

they live, in caves, that’s… a tree they used to get medicine from…that’s a 

painting kind of thing… they’re  kangaroo footprints …they’re fish…that’s the 

river…lines to make it look good…that’s a goanna, that’s the things they used to 

draw, like circles… 

 

I did not obtain permission to reproduce Hannah’s drawing, but the content and drawing 

is similar to Karen’s in Figure 5. Hannah’s explanation of her drawing was animated and 

detailed. Her mother, who was present at the discussion, commented later that her 

daughter who “does not usually enjoy” things, had enjoyed the session, suggesting a 

positive connection with the discussion content and process. 

 

The students’ drawings, writings and their conversations referred mostly to the past: “how 

they lived in that tour thing in the Rocks” [in Sydney], how “they used to draw”, 

reinforcing cultural stereotypes focused on historical, traditional Aboriginal ways of life: 

living in caves, hunting with spears, and making dot paintings, although dot painting is 

not practised by all Aboriginal artists (see Chapter 7, Community engagement and local 

knowledge). The students’ discussions suggest limited evidence of curriculum-based 

learning in which Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures is contemporary, dynamic 

and ongoing. Yet, teaching and learning material from the NSW Board of Studies (2009) 

provides examples of incorporating Aboriginal local and cultural knowledge and 

perspectives into educational curricula in all mandatory K-10 syllabuses. In addition, 
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textbook material by Aboriginal educationalists (Kerwin & Van Issum, 2011) presents 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives and strategies. The school Principal 

demonstrated teaching awareness of such positions, but was reluctant for me to observe 

or talk to other teachers (see Chapter 7). 

5.2.2  “ how they used to live and see how much better our life is now…” : 

Connections to cultural learning 

I asked the students how they felt about cultural learning at school. Karen reflected on 

changes in the lives of Aboriginal people from the past to the present, suggesting a 

negative connotation of the past, and not the positive values and strengths of the oldest 

culture in the world: 

Katie: What are some of the good things about learning about Aboriginal stories 

and histories that you can think of… 

Karen: You can see how they used to live and see how much better our life is now. 

Uum, uumm [pause] I think that’s all… uum [pause]. 

 

The students’ comments did not express strong personal connections with learning 

Aboriginal knowledge, culture or history, perhaps because of the superficial and limited 

extent of their learning in school.  Their written comments, in addition to extending their 

historical knowledge of how Aboriginal peoples lived and survived (see Figure 5), 

expressed interest in learning more about: 

 “Aboriginal history…Where they slept …How they made spears” (Karen)  

Karen wanted to learn more contemporary and active knowledge such as dance and art:  

“Aboriginal dance moves… Aboriginal markings” (Karen). 

Aboriginal dance emerged as an area of interest in many student discussions. The Board 

of Studies New South Wales curriculum document states, “Dance is integral to the 
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expression of Aboriginal identity” (2009, p. 5), but evidence of Aboriginal dance 

activities appeared only in primary school three and two secondary schools (see Chapter 

6). 

5.2.3 “I like learning all stuff about it, it’s really cool…”: Impact and 

consciousness 

The students indicated they enjoy the learning, but were conscious of the gaps in their 

knowledge: 

Katie: Is there anything you don’t like, something that’s not so good, that you 

don’t like about learning Aboriginal culture and stories? 

Karen: Not really, I like learning all stuff about it, it’s really cool [laughter from 

both] 

Hannah: Well I’d like to like learn about it because I want to know more about 

the cultures and stuff. 

 

Compared to students in some other schools, these students’ comments suggest the 

superficial nature of their cultural learning has provided less opportunity to connect with 

their cultural knowledges and histories, and to develop understanding of their positioning 

within Australian society.  

5.2.4 In summary 

The students’ discussions of the extent of their cultural learning and the nature of their 

drawings indicate learning that is limited to annual NAIDOC celebrations and associated 

regular activities, history from a Western colonial viewpoint (“Captain Cook came to 

Botany Bay”); stereotypical knowledge (dot paintings, hunting with spears, living in 

caves), with less depth in learning and contemporary knowledge within curriculum. 
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However, the school may be in transition: the Principal’s Year 3/4 class that I observed 

included local, contemporary and historical Aboriginal perspectives and knowledges (see 

Chapter 7, Cultural learning in curricula).  

5.3 Primary School no. 2: Suburban and Coastal 

The school is located in a suburban coastal area that is close to the regional centre. At the 

school, 7.8 per cent of students identified as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander, higher 

than the 3.5 per cent of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander people in the area, as recorded 

in 2011 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011). One Aboriginal education staff member 

employed on contract under a NSW government Wambinya Early Years Program 

provided support for learning in numeracy and literacy for the Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander students from kindergarten to Year 6, and in the Principal’s words, a “great 

role model for the older [Aboriginal] students”. Two Aboriginal paintings were on 

display in the school office; in the foyer awards glass case two emu eggs decorated with 

Aboriginal markings were displayed; and two painted didgeridoos leant on the wall 

outside the Principal’s office. 

The school executive demonstrated a strong sense of equity, independently helping me to 

develop connections with the students. At a pre-discussion visit, the Assistant Principal 

(also the Aboriginal education co-ordinator) walked me around the school to meet and 

talk briefly about the research with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in Years 

4-6 invited by the school to participate. On the morning of the first discussion, the 

Assistant Principal introduced me to the whole school assembly and asked me to briefly 

outline my research to all students.  

 

Six students participated in the first discussion: one Year 4 girl, Kelly; three Year 5 girls: 

Alison, Sharni, Kiara; one Year 6 girl, Sharon; and one Year 6 boy, Rob (for some of the 
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time) who identified as Aboriginal. Tyler, a Year 5 Torres Strait Island boy, who had 

agreed to participate was absent for the first group, but joined the second discussion 

group.  For confidentiality reasons, the student names are pseudonyms. Also present was 

the Aboriginal education staff member representing the AECG and the school. 

 

The first discussion took place in the library and the second, a week later, was outside in 

a garden, a location selected by the students. In the library, we sat at a table where the 

students drew. Students searching for examples of how to draw kangaroos led to 

discussions about finding resources in the library. The first discussion was disrupted a 

little because Rob, the Year 6 boy, did not want to participate. In trying to maintain the 

cohesion of the group, I was distracted from asking the students if they had a preferred 

location for the discussion. I tried to include Rob in the discussion, as did the Aboriginal 

staff member, but after limited contribution he withdrew physically to sit elsewhere. 

When I spoke with Rob he was respectful and responsive, however, he did not want to 

participate further and soon after he left the room, as was his right. 

5.3.1 “We learn other things but we don’t really learn Aboriginal things”: The 

extent and nature of cultural learning 

 

The discussion began with questions about the nature of the students’ cultural learning at 

school. One student responded immediately that the primary area of Aboriginal learning 

was NAIDOC day activities on a regular event: 

Katie: What are some of the things you are learning at school about Aboriginal 

culture, history, people, and stories? 

Alison: We learn other things but we don’t really learn Aboriginal things… 

NAIDOC day’s like the only thing… 
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Katie: … what do you do on NAIDOC day? 

Alison: We like paint…we get like 3, is it, I think it’s three activities…bracelets, 

damper and painting… 

Kiara: NAIDOC day was the same, I like did two dot paintings… one with 

[teacher] and another with [teacher] … 

Katie: what others sorts of things happen at school, Aboriginal activities, events 

like NAIDOC day…? 

Alison: there isn’t really anything else …we don’t do much after that… 

The students’ comments and present tense usage suggest the repetitive nature of NAIDOC 

activities: “we paint…we get…” doing the “same” in different classes, and a limited 

extent of learning on NAIDOC day. I asked the students about learning Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander content in other subject areas, and they recalled accounts of 

historical life and customs, but less evidence of contemporary knowledge or culture in 

other key learning areas: 

Katie: What about in art or music? 

Sharni:  In [teacher’s art] class, it’s mostly just fruit bowls…you can’t do 

anything else 

Katie: What about history, what have you learned in history…about Aboriginal 

people on the land? 

[Silence] 

Kelly: We watched a video before… we watched it in the library with [teacher]…. 

Katie: What was the video about? 

Kelly: Like, uum, things from ages ago, people from ages ago…Years and years 

ago… 

Katie: What sorts of things do you remember from that? 
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Kiara: They caught fish with spears and that…. 

Sharni: This Aboriginal thing we saw …and they all lived altogether…it was 

called My Place. 

 

Sharni may be referring to the educational resource and television series My Place and 

one theme, Indigenous perspectives (Australian Children's Television Foundation & 

Education Services Australia Ltd, 2011), focusing on historical events and Indigenous 

people. My Place is also a unit of work in the NSW Stage 1 syllabus (Board of Studies 

New South Wales, 2009). 

 

The students’ use of the past tense in their language above—“they caught fish…they all 

lived together” —suggests an emphasis in their learning with teachers of historical 

content, but less about contemporary life, knowledge and customs. The Aboriginal staff 

member mentioned that local Aboriginal Elders had visited the school, and picked up the 

clapsticks in the library that the Elders had brought. I asked the students about them, and 

their responses referred only to historical usage: 

Kiara: Yeah, they’re clapsticks.  

Katie: Do you use them in music or in class? 

Sharni: Didn’t they use them around campfires and that? 

The school had engaged a local Elder from the National Parks and Wildlife Service to 

teach local Aboriginal history, and to identify artefacts in preparation for a walkabout 

program which the Principal had introduced for all Year 5 and 6 students (see Chapter 7). 

I asked the students about the walkabout: 
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Year 5 girls: Oh yeah, we went through the rainforest here…Yeah…for like a 

day…With Mr… [Teacher]. And we did this activity we had we had to see what 

was…in the rainforest. 

Kiara: We went into the bush to see what didn’t belong in there and we got 5 cents 

if we won.  

 

However, only two students commented, when prompted, about the Aboriginal 

significance of the area, which was part of the program: 

Kelly: We looked at the land 

Tyler:  and we looked at the things that they used for chopping up stuff, like sharp 

rocks and all that. 

The students’ language and past tense (“clapsticks…didn’t they use them …things that 

they used”) suggest that for them programs such as meeting Elders and discovering 

history on the land still focus on the past.  

Drawing and writing 

Following the discussion, I distributed felt pens and paper and asked students to draw: 

“what you’ve learned at school, it can be what you’ve learned in class, or NAIDOC day”. 

Some students talked as they drew and wrote. Some were uncertain about what to draw. 

They were familiar with words for objects they wanted to draw, but unsure of details such 

as colour and shape: 

Rob: I don’t know what to draw… 

Kiara, Kelly: Can we write about NAIDOC day? Can we draw a boomerang or 

something? …Does it have to be about Aboriginal things? 

Sharni: What colour should the spear be? I’ll make it pink… 
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Kiara: Now I’m going to draw a didgeridoo… What should I draw on the 

didgeridoo? 

Kelly: This is going to be hard [drawing a kangaroo]…Can I look in a book? 

[jumps up] 

Kiara: You should look in the computer that’ll tell you where it is 

Kelly: I know a book…it’ll be in the history… [copying drawings of kangaroos]. 

Are kangaroos Aboriginal things? 
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Figure 6: Kiara, Year 5, drawing, Primary school no. 2 
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As the students drew, they discussed the content of their drawings, commenting on and 

making a connection with “country”, recognising the importance of land: 

Kiara, Kelly, and Sharni: I forget what my country is …I’m just going to draw 

some land…Where does my country go from? 

Kelly: I’m just going to draw some land…Gumbaynggirr 

Sharni: Can I also draw some land? 

Kelly: Where does Gumbaynggirr go from? 

Kiara: Does it go from Grafton down? 
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Figure 7: Sharni Year 5, drawing, Primary school no. 2 
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Kiara: Can I draw my house? It’s my Aboriginal doctor… 

Alison: there are no Aboriginal doctors… 

[Whispering]  

 

This exchange about an Aboriginal doctor indicates an opportunity for contemporary role 

models as part of young students’ education, to balance the historical and artefactual 

material to which these students referred. Indigenous role models are a key element of 

the AIME (2011) mentoring program with Indigenous secondary students. 
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Figure 8: Kelly, Year 5, drawing, Primary school no. 2 
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The students’ drawings and writings depict similar ideas: NAIDOC day activities; 

land/islands, water, trees, and customs with stick figure people holding spears or sitting 

around campfires; artefacts such as boomerangs and didgeridoos, and animals, some 

traced from library books. Some drawings suggest a perspective of looking in on 

Aboriginal people living on the land historically, and perhaps a distance between the 

students and their cultural learning. While similar, each drawing has unique and 

meaningful marks (Knight, 2013). Kelly‘s drawing (Figure 8) includes knowledge of 

living and surviving:  fish, a person in the water fishing, fruit on the trees. The tiny 

Aboriginal art U-shape symbols (I recognise these from a student’s sharing in primary 

school 3) depicting three people sitting around a campfire suggest that Kelly may have 

learnt from another source or pictorial image (Cox, 1998), although not currently in 

school art classes, where one student commented they only did “fruit bowls”. The 

Aboriginal flag embellishes the theme of the pictures. 

 

In the first discussion, Sharon, a Year 6 girl, sat at the far end of the table and contributed 

little to the conversations. As the only Year 6 student present after Rob, the Year 6 boy 

had left, she may have felt less connected with the Year 4 and 5 students who seemed to 

have a close relationship with each other. However, Sharon engaged independently and 

with deep determination in her drawing and writing, which provided an opportunity for 

her to express her thoughts. (I have not included Sharon’s drawing as I did not obtain her 

permission). She led the way in drawing an Aboriginal flag; the other students followed 

and there was a flurry for the red, black and yellow pens. The students discussed the 

meaning of the Aboriginal flag:  

Kiara: …and now I’m doing an Aboriginal flag…does the red go down the bottom 

or the top? 
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Alison, Sharni: The red’s at the bottom…Sun is the sun…red is blood, and 

black…is…people. 

Aboriginal staff member: what does the red also stand for? 

Girls: [in chorus] land. 

While the students drew, they talked and shared knowledge as they co-constructed their 

drawings, inserting individual elements. In this way, the drawings stimulated and added 

to the students’ discussions (Leitch, 2008).  

Language 

The students indicated that the local Gumbaynggirr language was not taught at the school, 

and in the second discussion group my question triggered further associations and some 

comments about language, words they may have heard: 

 Sharon: I’d like to learn Gumbaynggirr language… but it’s too difficult.  

Sharni: And my aunty …works at the… the land……what’s it called…the place… 

where you learn how to …Aboriginal… the language centre. 

Tyler: yeah, Torres Strait language, Gumbaynggirr language, I mean Aboriginal 

language and uum, Australian English. 

Kiara:  you’re speaking Australian English right now… 

 

These were the first comments referring to current and contemporary activities, and the 

involvement of a family member in the local language centre. Tyler, the Year 5 Torres 

Strait Island student, discussed learning the culture and customs of the Torres Strait 

Islands. When I asked if he would like to draw (as he had not been at the first discussion), 

he referred to himself as something to draw, perhaps because he was less familiar with 

cultural aspects, as the Aboriginal staff member had mentioned earlier. He used wordplay 

and humour to comment on his cross-cultural experiences (Nakata, 2007a, p. 13):  
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Tyler: …dugong, turtle 

Katie: any other things you’d like to learn more about …Torres Strait Island 

history…? 

Tyler: that’s what I want to learn about… 

Katie: would you like to draw something? 

Tyler: yes, I’ll draw a Lamborghini.  

Sharni: that’s not Aboriginal. 

Tyler: Yeah, Aboriginal, Gumbaynggirr, drives a Lamborghini….I’ll draw me 

because I’m Torres Strait Island … me playing football. 

Tyler: … the Torres Strait flag is white, turquoise and dark blue. 

 

After this discussion, Tyler drew a map showing the geographical location of the Torres 

Strait Islands, in relation to the Australian continent (See Figure 9).  
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Figure 9: Tyler, Year 5, drawing, Primary school no. 2  
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Tyler: that’s where Torres Strait Islands is, that there, right on top of Queensland 

Kiara: that’s a really good, dodgy drawing… 

Tyler: yeah I know, it’s just a quick professional one. 

 

5.3.2 “Knowing about your past”: Connections to cultural learning 

At the school, I observed a Year 6 class in which students were studying the ‘Stolen 

Generations’, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children who were removed from 

their families and communities and placed in institutions or foster homes, a deliberate 

policy of assimilation to separate them from their culture. This official practice became 

the subject of a national inquiry (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 

1997; Read, 1983). 

 

Previously, the class had watched the first half of Rabbit-Proof Fence, a film about three 

Aboriginal girls in Western Australia removed from their families in the 1930s, depicting 

their long journey on foot (2,400 km) from the Moore River Native Settlement to re-join 

their families in Aboriginal communities. The film is based on the book Follow the 

Rabbit-Proof Fence by Doris Pilkington (1996/2002) (Garimara), daughter of one of the 

girls featured in the book/film1. During the class discussions, the two Aboriginal students, 

participants in the research did not speak. However, Sharon, the Year 6 girl, desperately 

did not want to miss the second part of the film by participating in the research follow up 

discussion group. “Don’t start without me”, she said to the teacher. Knowing about the 

Stolen Generations is important history for all Australians (see Chapter 6), and is part of 

                                                 
1 The film, directed by Phillip Noyce (2002), was released in 2002. The book is one of a trilogy by the 

author about her experiences and her family’s experiences as members of Stolen Generations and the 
continued impact and legacy of such practices on many generations of Indigenous people in Australia 
("The stolen generations: Rites of passage: Doris Pilkington interviewed by Anne Brewster," 2007). 
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the Stage Three syllabus (for Years 5 and 6) (Board of Studies New South Wales, 2009). 

Teaching Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students such content requires sensitivity 

because of the possibility of family experiences (Williams-Mozely, 2012). During the 

discussion with Year 4 and 5 students, I mentioned the Stolen Generations class, and a 

response from one student suggested personal experience: 

Katie: In Year 6 … they’re learning about history, stories of Stolen Generations, 

Aboriginal children who were taken from families. 

Tyler: DoCs 

DoCs is the Department of Community Services, responsible for child protection in New 

South Wales, and is now known as Family and Community Services FACs. 

 

I asked the students how they felt about their cultural learning. One student expressed a 

connection between learning Aboriginal knowledge and the past, but other students 

seemed unsure about what to say about their connections with Aboriginal culture and 

knowledge. I wondered if they had other sources of learning and knowledge, connections 

to culture and country at home or in the community: 

Katie: What is one good thing about learning some of those things? 

Sharni: Knowing about your past [quietly; muffled] 

Katie: Do you learn stuff at home? Culture…in your families? 

Alison, Kiara: Yeah…yes... sorta 

Aboriginal staff member: You would … your Mum is very into that…culture and 

background. 

Katie: Does your Mum come to the school to talk, or any of your parents? 

[Silence…laughter…whispering, inaudible] 
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Katie: Are there other things would you like to learn…more you’d like to learn 

about? 

Girls: Yeeeah [sounding unsure] 

Katie: Like what? 

Kelly: I don’t know [Laughter…] 

The students’ uncertainty here may reflect their limited cultural learning, or a reluctance 

to be critical in front of me and the Aboriginal support staff member. However, I did not 

want to shame the students, an Aboriginal fear of embarrassment (Munns, 2000), by 

pressing them further. In the first discussion, the students recalled cultural learning in the 

past, but in the second discussion, where we were seated outside in the school grounds 

and the dynamics had changed, students opened up to talk more about out of school 

activities and family connections to culture: 

Girl: Well… it’s not at school, it’s something out of school … it’s Speaking Hour 

Lingo [a Gumbaynggirr language program on local radio]. 

Girl: My mum works for an [Aboriginal] festival on Australia Day and it like 

changes places every year. 

 

I asked the students about Aboriginal Elders coming to the school to share knowledge, 

through the federally funded PaCE (Parental and Community Engagement) program for 

parents and carers of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students designed to connect 

community members with schools, principals and teaching staff. The students responded 

differently to the Elders’ visit. Rob did not engage with the Elders; this may have been 

his preference not to participate in groups, or he may be from a different language group 

and not connected to the local Elders:  



171 

   

Aboriginal staff member: What sorts of things did you learn when the Elders 

came into the school? 

Rob: I didn’t pay attention. 

Aboriginal staff member: you didn’t pay attention? Why did you not pay 

attention? 

Rob: I got bored. 

Kiara, Sharni: It’s not boring…we learnt about heaps of boomerangs… how they 

used them, which ones they used them for…uum …and … they showed us a 

spear… 

Kelly: Are we talking about those old people…? 

Aboriginal staff member: They’re Elders…show some respect 

Kelly: Those older people … Elders. 

Kelly’s reference to “those old people” may be acceptable usage heard from family 

members, although the Aboriginal staff member suggested the terminology was not 

respectful of the traditional role of Aboriginal Elders in the community. Learning from 

contemporary Elders, the students still referred to the past. However, opportunities exist 

for the school to engage with local and contemporary knowledge. One student suggested 

the Aboriginal staff member as a source of knowledge, and others referred to the current 

activities of family members.  

5.3.3  “I thought, I don’t know what to say”: Impact and consciousness of 

cultural learning 

The students did not comment when prompted to share aspects of their cultural learning 

that were not so good. Perhaps the question was too direct; their learning was insufficient; 

or they were reluctant to speak openly in front of the Aboriginal staff member who 

provided learning support. 
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Katie: Is there something that is not so good about it? 

Sharni: No. 

Kiara: No  

However, in another context, the students talked about the Acknowledgement of Country, 

a practice for all people to show respect for Aboriginal culture and heritage and the 

ongoing relationship the Traditional Custodians have with the Land. It is used at the 

beginning of a meeting or function. Acknowledgement of Country can be performed by 

both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples. The principal had introduced the practice at 

the commencement of school assembly, using a statement approved by the AECG (2005), 

and which the students knew well: 

Katie: Do you learn things about Gumbaynggirr language at school? 

Girls: No… 

Girls: We pay our respects to the Gumbaynggirr people, past and present… in 

assembly…on Fridays, only on Friday… Classes have assembly and they choose 

people to speak and the first like thing is like we pay our respects… 

Girls [in chorus]: to the Elders past and present… 

Tyler: …who own this la-a-a-nd. 

Katie: Who does that? 

Kiara: Someone from the class …But if you’re in the choir and you’re Aboriginal 

Mrs. [teacher] goes you say this…Mrs….usually chooses Aboriginal…But Mrs… 

says to me, can you say it and I thought, I don’t know what to say. 

 

The students were uncomfortable being identified as Aboriginal students who were 

expected to know the procedure and wording. The practice of being singled out as 

Aboriginal and expected to possess and demonstrate authentic knowledge can be difficult 
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for students (Reid, 1999) and for Aboriginal preservice teachers in schools, an indication 

of the “tension, ambiguities and contradictions…[in this] pedagogical space” (Hart et al., 

2012, p. 717). 

5.3.4 In summary 

The students’ comments regarding their cultural learning in this school focus primarily 

on NAIDOC celebrations and Acknowledgement of Country in assembly, symbolic 

events that aim to develop and maintain all students’ awareness of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander peoples and cultures. Knowledge emerging from student discussions and 

drawings suggests historical and stereotypical, with little evidence of contemporary 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives and knowledges within their subject 

areas. In class, the students recalled watching videos, but the general impression was of 

less in-depth cultural learning, or understanding of the connection of customs with 

contemporary life. For the participating students, this may be a legacy of previous school 

practices, as the school Principal is beginning to engage with community members (see 

Chapter 7). Students’ comments about family member connections suggest further 

opportunities for family and community involvement in the school’s cultural learning.  

5.4 Primary School no. 3: Small and Connected 

The school is located in a small village in the northern part of land of the Gumbaynggirr 

nation, and was established in the late nineteenth century. Aboriginal people living in the 

area have a strong, continuous historical and contemporary connection to the land. The 

community was able to maintain a presence throughout European settlement by obtaining 

leases to occupy what was regarded by the local council as “marginal” land in the early 

to mid-twentieth century (Smith & Beck, 2003, p. 67). Later, community members 

established a cultural centre to maintain and promote cultural knowledge and connections 


