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Building understandings
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander cultures and peoples
This newsletter provides inspiration for celebrating Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander cultures and peoples and for becoming more culturally competent in
this area. Explore resources that feature in the new Early Childhood Resource
Hub professional learning modules, which support cultural competencies.

Cultural competencies training
Many services spend June thinking about how to celebrate NAIDOC Week.
A large number of educators post in groups such as the EYLF/NQF Facebook
group looking for guidance about the cultural appropriateness of planned
activities. It is clear that educators are genuinely interested in celebrating
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures and are seeking guidance
about how to do it.
The Early Childhood Resource Hub’s free online professional learning
modules are designed to help you to become more confident in planning
a learning program that incorporates Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
cultures and peoples and that actively welcomes Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander families.
There are three modules: Personal cultural competencies; Embedding
culture in teaching practice; and Building a culturally competent and
responsive service.
The modules offer an opportunity to learn individually or as a team.
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Module 1: Personal cultural competencies
This module explores the concept of cultural competence, how ideas and practices related to child-raising are
influenced by cultural background and the assumptions that people make as a result of this. The module also
uses artwork and story to explore perspectives and to show what it can be like to be part of a minority culture.
It asks readers to reflect on how they build feelings of empathy and openness in children.

SAMPLE RESOURCES
Vernon Ah Kee’s series ‘If I was white’

Comparing child-rearing practices

Vernon Ah Kee’s series ‘If I was white’ looks at
positioning of Aboriginal people through
everyday experiences.

If I was White

I could buy bandaids
the same colour as my skin.
What if all bandaids were black?

If I was White

and in an accident, I would be
wrapped in white bandages.

Courtesy of the artist, Vernon Ah Kee and Milani Gallery, Brisbane

Of the general populace, not many people in Australia understand Whiteness. White people in particular have little understanding of Whiteness even though every White person in this country
is an experienced practitioner. Black people however, do have some understanding of Whiteness but only in a passive sense. But while Black people can attempt to participate in Whiteness,
they can never be true exponents of the art. For people who are not White, the fundamental skills and traits of Whiteness are beyond their cultural and social grasp. Although a rudimentary
understanding may be gained by simply existing benignly alongside of Whiteness, as active participants in the White cycle, people who are not born into Whiteness and raised in it’s many
subtleties, can only hope to attain mediocrity at best. Whiteness is a peculiar phenomenon that in some countries sprouts obstinately in the midst of an already existing native culture. It is
persistent and resilient. Whiteness begins life as an unobtrusive but thirsty plant. Its roots reaching deep into the ground to drink in the surrounding nourishment. It is selfish and it will take all.
Where there was once rich and fertile earth there is now a colourless and barren dirt. Where land once vibrantly teamed with life there now exist stagnating remnants reduced to faded shadows
and hollow memories. In other countries Whiteness arrives like a pestilent storm spreading famine and disease. It travels easily like a virus on a fiery wind. Its strategies are sophisticated and
well practiced like a wolf circling a flock of sheep, or a rapist stalking his next hapless victim. Whiteness advances with the relentless inevitability of a marauding horde; an army of battlehardened footsoldiers marching vaingloriously behind banners of self-righteousness and flags of racism. When Whiteness attacks, it attacks with the voracious depravity of feeding piranha. It
becomes the mindless beast knowing only its desires; never sleeping; its belly never full. Whiteness is the process by which White people achieve dominion over the people of a previously
populated land. Whiteness is further defined by the methods employed to maintain this regime, to ensure it’s continued growth. In Australia, Racism and Whiteness are so inextricably linked
that it is often difficult to discern Whiteness as a tool of racism, or vice versa. Whatever the case, one must not perceive Racism to be any kind of flipside to Whiteness. In this country, Racism
and Whiteness operate on the same side in any battle. They are brothers in arms and fiercely loyal to each other. United they are each able to gain a foothold on any surface, never budging.
They are a union of each other’s left and right arm, each holding the other up. For Whiteness to function successfully it needs to establish an underclass of people. A lower caste who can be
maneuvered into fulfilling the role and duties of a lower-class. Whiteness can then install its own ‘people’ in the role of the upper-class; that they may determine the shape and structure of the
dominant culture for themselves. Once this process of Whiteness has been established; and the socio-political and economic parameters having been set, Whiteness then seeks to entrench
itself psychologically and emotionally into the mindset of every individual within its reach. When Whiteness reaches this level of control and influence it then becomes powerful and impregnable,
and almost impossible to turn back, or even deflect. Any talk of Whiteness becomes a talk about Racism. The term ‘Whiteness’ defines itself as a racist term, for at the very core of Whiteness in
Australia stands Racism. Whiteness embodies to the fullest the racist ideal in all its forms, and in this country Whiteness embraces it. Whiteness glorifies Racism and enshrines it. It adores and
admires it. Whiteness purifies itself in the fires of Racism. It washes itself in the streams of Racism and drinks from its river. Whiteness wears Racism like an expensive garment. It adorns itself
with Racism as if it were a valuable gem. Whiteness is synonymous with Racism. It recognises and identifies with it. Whiteness reinforces Racism and weaves it into the very fibres of
Australia’s social structures. The air in Australia is thick with racism. So intrinsic to the national identity is racism that White people barely recognise it when it sleeps on their doorstep; when it
seeps from their pores and drips like hate-filled sweat from their brow to fertilise the growing bigotry of society. So symbiotically interwoven into the socio-political structures of this land is racism
that to remove it would be to invite economic ruin and social collapse. It covers the land like a heavy fog on the ground. Never lifting, it grows more dense every day drenching and staining
everything in its path, and we breathe it in. We inhale it into our bodies. For White people it is like a breath of the cleanest fresh air and they are healthier for it. It reinvigorates White people and
re-affirms their Whiteness. It vindicates their actions and sanctions the way they think. To breathe it is to re-confirm White people’s position in this society and the status that comes with
Whiteness. For Black people the air of racism is sometimes so thick that to breathe it in is like drowning. It is like feeling your way through a burning house in the dark searching for an open
door or window. It is a colourless, odourless gas that constricts our minds and poisons our bodies and many of us die from it’s debilitating effects. People who are not White must learn to
breathe in Whiteness. We must learn to walk through its currents and not loose our balance, lest we be dragged under. We must train our minds and condition our bodies to function in the
hostile environment that is Whiteness. And while we must get use to the taste, we don’t have to like it. For everyone born and raised in Australia there is a defining moment in one’s life when
you realise that you are either White or Black, or that you are White or not White. Unconsciously you begin to behave in relation to specific social conditions set in place by the popular social
culture that would seek to determine who and what you are according to the colour of your skin. This is when society first begins to determine how you are to view the world around you and
how you are meant to fit into it. This moment usually takes place when you are very young and it immediately begins to supplant your identity and undermine whatever shape you would form
yourself into. It is not character building. For White people in Australia, the significance of their being White, of identifying as White, is not something that is immediately apparent to them.
Whiteness in Australia has attached to it a vast array of arbitrary privileges and advantages that White people, though in seemingly blind acceptance of its doctrines, are blissfully unaware of.
The popular culture that Whiteness has created in this country has not been constructed to remind White people everyday that it is they who are White. Rather, it has instead been politically,
scientifically, and socially engineered to constantly remind everyone else that they are not. These are the cornerstones of Whiteness. This is Whiteness at its core. There is not a moment in any
day that a Black person in Australia is not aware of his or her Blackness. This country’s institutions, mass media and tele-visions assail the senses with never-ending images of how people in
Australia are supposed to behave and what they are supposed to look like. Whiteness in Australia seeks to not only determine the colour of skin ‘Australians’ should have, but the particular type
of Whiteness an individual or group should aspire to be. Besides Black people and ethnic minorities, Whiteness would exclude the over-weight or obese, the physically deformed, the shortstatured, people with disabilities, and the many other marginalised groups which struggle to simply exist in this country. This is Whiteness at work. The particular brand of Whiteness which
manifests itself in Australia occurs in other countries also, but nowhere else on the planet does Whiteness seek to supplant itself so completely in the national consciousness than it does here
in Australia. In Australia, Whiteness utilises the pre-judgemental narrow-mindedness of prejudice coupled with the shallow intolerance of bigotry to form its ideologies and shape it’s
philosophies. In almost every country where Whiteness has forced itself into a significant social and cultural role the native people have been pushed into a parallel but inequitable
developmental path outside of the dominant culture. Often Whiteness in Australia will surreptitiously combine its ideals and practices with political and economic force to impose itself upon the
psychology of a people. Any significant advancement native people may have achieved has been stifled or halted, and the scope of native people’s development is severely restricted by
stubbornly and at times forcefully imposed political and economic boundaries. This is when the power of Whiteness becomes evident. What is never in doubt however, or even questioned, is
the fact of the native people’s existence, or their right to exist. Only in Australia did the native people’s right to exist come into question and policies of genocide and the advocacy of
extermination campaigns take place. Whiteness is stealthy and it is sly. Its long entrenchment in this country has allowed it some measure of comfort in the knowledge that its tenure will not be
ended anytime soon, or easily. At best it declares itself essential to the greater good and natural well-being of things, but this is only Whiteness being overt, showing itself. At worst it tries to
convince people that it does not exist. It can then more easily conceal it’s cruel intentions and we the public may never suspect its motives or its objectives, while it goes un-noticed, and
wandering freely. It is by far the Black people who bear the brunt of Whiteness in Australia. It has been the Black people who have weathered the most vicious physical attacks and verbal
tirades, who have suffered, and continue to be subjected to, the worst treatment and neglect, who have survived the most abject poverty, and it is the Black people who have seen the most
death. It is the Black people who are still the most excluded, who are the most scorn and ignored, and who have seen the severest corrosion of culture. It is the Black people who have had the
most taken from them, and it is the Black people who are owed the most. I do not fully understand Whiteness but my understanding of Blackness is sure and deep. I do not fully understand
racism but my grasp of race discrimination and prejudice is substantial and well-lived. I struggle to imagine what it is like to count oneself in the group that holds the strong upper-hand in a
cruelly one-sided relationship, but I understand the abuse of power and policy that can and often does precipitate from such a mix. I labour in conceiving what it is like to viciously subdue a
people, to judge so surely and without compassion, to control a people so completely and feel no remorse or guilt. And I can only wonder in sorry admission at what it is to helplessly, and at
times obsequiously, receive such soulless treatment and summary judgement. It is easy to see why White people would want to hold on to Whiteness. A brief perusal over the treacherous
deeds of the past and present reveal that much of the dark matter Whiteness in Australia was and is still borne of would be taken away if fate were to reverse the roles, or even bring about a
level playing field. Can history continue to overlook the liberating bloodlust that must occur when you have the power of life and death in your hands and you choose to deal out death in the
most unconscionable manner to a defenseless being. I imagine that the ability to impose your will upon another completely is terrifically alluring. To demand and receive total submission is like
a cold narcotic, and to torture and kill senselessly for convenience and amusement is like a driving rush of power. Power of this magnitude, generated from evil of such intensity must be
tantalisingly corruptive and truly seductive. Seductive to the point of being intoxicating, and thrillingly corruptive enough for the exhilaration to last for years, to endure for decades or even
centuries, alleviating oneself or one’s people of any guilt, and rendering irrelevant any sense of right and wrong that may remain. What you need to know about me is that I am Aboriginal. I
count myself among the only people in this country not here by choice. Aboriginal people in Australia are the only people who do not bring their culture from another country. They are the only
people who do not bring their religion from another country, the only people who do not have a country or a homeland that truly belongs to them. The Aboriginal people are the only people for
whom, Government policies have been and still are specifically designed to hamper and deter. Aboriginal people are the only people who have been denied the right to shape their culture. The
only people who have been denied their culture. They are the only people who have been denied the right to determine a future for themselves. The only people whose political history is unique
in all the world. Just as Aboriginal people have no choice in existing here in this country, I have no choice in being Aboriginal. I was not born knowing the treatment minorities receive in Australia
and then simply choosing to be a member of the group most persecuted and vilified. I was not born knowing what it is to constantly suffer the buffeting waves of criticism and discrimination
endemic to Australian society. I was not born knowing that White people regard Aboriginal people as the lowest of castes, as social pariahs and veritable political non-entities. I was not born
knowing that on average I am not expected to live as long as people who are not Aboriginal. I was not born knowing that I am more likely to spend time behind bars, that I am less likely to
receive a full education, and that for me jobs will be harder to come by and even harder to hold on to. I am Aboriginal because my mother and my father tell me I am Aboriginal. My grandmother
and grandfather tell me I am Aboriginal. My brothers and sisters tell me I am Aboriginal. And I say I am Aboriginal. My soul is Aboriginal. My blood is Aboriginal blood. My mind is the mind of an
Aboriginal man. The way I think and what I say, the way I live, the way I treat people and the way I am treated in return define me and make me Aboriginal. My dreams and my innateness
reveal me to be Aboriginal. My actions and the decisions I make shape me and set me aside from those who are not Aboriginal. Everyday I determine who I am not just for myself but for
others also, and this is why I say I am Aboriginal. So I am not about to simply pack up and leave this country. I do not have another country from which my heritage stems. I do not have another
country I can feel a connection to. I am not about to give up my right as an intelligent human being to determine for myself how I will live my life. I will not be subjected to the classist attitudes
that permeate Australian culture. I will not have caste ideology or mentality imposed upon me. I will not crawl off and die. I will not sit silently by and accept my lot in life. And I will not be
excluded. I say this because I am Aboriginal. I am intrinsic to this land and I have every right to be here. I am also Australian. This land is called Australia and I was born here in this country so I
am Australian. I am Australian but I am not part of the lustful avaricious horde that hungers still after every small scrap that the Black people may still call their own. I am not part of the systemic
machinations that ensure the First people of this land accomplish as little as possible. I am not part of the Assimilationist ideal that pervades Australian social systems and the national mindset.
I am not part of a popular culture that aggressively endorses policies of exclusion and inaction. I am Australian but I do not involve myself with those who would actively and perniciously
degrade and devalue Aboriginal people. I do not involve myself with those who would accept Aboriginal people as an inferior people. I do not involve myself with those who would be content
to live a close-minded existence and not try to understand the Aborigine. And I do not involve myself with those who would advocate and implement divisive mechanisms into Aboriginal
communities. I am not about to simply pack up and leave this country. I am not about to give up my right as an intelligent human being to determine for myself how I will live my life. I will not be
subjected to the classist attitudes and elitism that permeate Australian culture and the national psyche. I will not accept inaction as a reply or a solution. I will not crawl off and die. I will not sit
silently by and accept my lot in life. And I will not be excluded. I say this because I am Australian and the political fabric of this society gives me every right to be here. And I am Racist. In its
simplest definition, the nature of racism is the acceptance of another as being on a lower level than oneself. If this is true then I am racist because I believe this of White people. Time and again
White people have pridefully demonstrated the lowest forms of human behaviour in both word and in deed. This is not to say that I see my culture or myself as superior, rather I perceive White
people in Australia to be considerably less than most of the non-white peoples on this planet. On almost every level through which a civilised people may be defined, White people fail. Social
circumstance and a study of the historical conditions of both White and Non-White peoples in this country confirms this belief to me. I do not believe there will ever be a time when White people
can truly call themselves honourable or humble. If the Racist seeks the preservation of one’s culture then I am racist, however, I believe cultures inexorably evolve and that they should be
encouraged to do so, but any process of evolution moves at it’s own pace and cannot be forced. If it is forced then it ceases to be evolution and instead becomes some scientific or sociological
form of manipulation designed to destroy rather than create, a kind of Manifest Destiny. Such an eventuality can as we know, be culturally damaging, and would inevitably promote chaos rather
than order. If the Racist is an angry and hate-filled being then I am racist, but I falter here too, for while I do not perceive myself to be hate-filled or consumed with anger, I do have the capacity
to be hateful and angry. This however, is something I have learned and I am grateful to the White Australian System for teaching it to me. My hate makes me strong, and I may hold steadfastly
to my convictions, and my anger gives me focus, and clarity of thought. And though I do not let these emotions define me or influence the paths I take, they do give me the courage to make the
tough decisions that may affect my life and determine my future. If the Racist tends to ascribe to a whole group the patterns of behaviour that can be observed only amongst the lowest
individuals within that group then I am racist. However I cannot claim to be completely racist on this point because I know that not all White people are thieves, murderers, and violent alcoholics.
I know that not all White people are poorly educated and speak deplorable English. I know that not all White people are agnostic illiterate heathens. I know that not all White people are
perpetually covetous of any and all hedonistic pursuits. I know that not all White people practice deception and cruelty on an everyday basis. I know that not all White people seek to categorise
and dehumanise Black people so that it becomes easier to denigrate and discriminate against them. And I know that not all White people could possibly be as ignorant and fickle as they all
appear to be. It is Whiteness in Australia that has made me a racist. Whiteness has designed my racist thinking and constructed my racist ideals. Whiteness fashioned my education and
formed the rhetoric that surrounds me. Although I do not live every racist ideal to the fullest, and as much as I say I am Aboriginal or Australian, I do still call myself Racist because the older I
get the more I become a product of my social environment and in this I have no choice. Whiteness saturates this society and forces itself upon everyone in it, and in this no-one has a choice.
Unless White Australian culture radically alters its perception of the systems which function within it and the people who make up it’s population then the racist that is me is here to stay. I say
this because I am racist. I was shaped into the form of racism in this country and Whiteness gives me every right to be here. No-one in Australia can truly protect themselves from the social
constructs of Whiteness. There is no real sanctuary where we may elude Whiteness for a time and take some solace in our own identity. While there may be places where we can escape the
searing racism, we cannot escape the knowledge that it exists outside of us, constantly prodding. Whiteness is voyeuristic. It seeks us out; it wants to know our differences so it may clarify its
judgements. It would identify our distinctiveness so that it may fragment us and categorise us. If something can be made to conform to the Whiteness framework of thought and understanding
then Whiteness may deignly claim it as it’s own, but only bit by bit, little by little. We are all victims of this aspect of Whiteness in Australia. As has been mentioned, we all find ourselves having
to get used to the taste of Whiteness. While we can try to understand Whiteness for what it is, we do not have to accept it. If we are aware of Whiteness and it’s psychological maneuverings,
then we are more able to determine our own identities for ourselves. If we are aware of Whiteness and it’s racist mechanisms, then we are more able to resist its more harmful effects. If we are
aware of Whiteness and it’s motives and machinations, then we are more able to swiftly predict it’s actions and develop combative strategies to react to them with permanence a more
developed sense of sureness. If we are aware of Whiteness and it’s subtleties, then we are more able to understand White people, and we may be more able to predict their actions and more
swiftly and deliberately react to them also. So as I have declared myself to be, I am a flawed being. In this country I have been conditioned to think of myself and indeed my whole race and
culture as flawed so here we all stand then, flawed. I cannot truthfully speak for all my black brothers and sisters on every point I make for myself, but I do suspect a great many commonalities
from which I may. This much I know of the Blackfella and I say this because I understand the Blackfella. And now I am beginning to understand the White Man and Whiteness in Australia.

This information sheet encourages readers to reflect on
the question: How does our cultural background impact
on how we raise children?

Comparing child-rearing practices
Here is a table comparing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families’ child-rearing practices with those of
non-Indigenous families. Keep in mind that these are descriptions of broad practices and are not necessarily true
for every family.
NOTE: Using Kearins’ descriptive comparison, Lynore Giea, a Bwgcolman woman from Palm Island in north Queensland,
looked at three generations of child rearing on Palm Island and applied the table as a framework that interprets childrearing practices of white Australian culture and Aboriginal culture, using the child-rearing on Palm Island to demonstrate
the differences in cultural world view. Geia, L. (2012) First steps, making footprints: intergenerational Palm Island families
Indigenous stories (narratives) of childrearing practice strengths, PhD thesis, James Cook University.

White Australian culture

Australian Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander culture

Obligation

Treat babies as helpless creatures who need
all decisions made for them, and need to be
fed regularly

‘Big boy/ big
girl’

Adults see babies as autonomous
individuals – the baby knows whether
he/she is hungry

Sleeping

Children are placed to sleep in quietness
and alone, sheltered from the noise and
roughness of life

‘Sleeping
with bub’

Babies are not put alone but are kept with
the group – communal sleeping or being
held by family

Spoiling

Babies are not to be overindulged and not
to be spoilt

‘Loving them
up’

Babies are treated with extreme indulgence
by everyone – they are not seen as spoilt
and are able to demand whatever they need

Milestones

As children grow the main task is to train –
toilet training, obedience training. The child
learns to understand disciplinary words
such as ‘no’, ‘stop’, ‘naughty’, as well as
approval words such as ‘good boy/girl’ and
‘isn’t he/she clever’

Knowing
your child

Mothers and caretakers stand back and
observe to ensure safety and only intervene
when danger is sensed
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Workbook

Videos

The module is accompanied by a workbook that can
be downloaded, and used to make notes and reflect
on learning.

There are also videos, including one that captures how
young children can take part in an Acknowledgement
of Country.

Module 2: Embedding culture in teaching practice
This module focuses on how to build a learning program that embeds understandings of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander cultures over time.
Here is an excerpt from the module about tokenism. You could use it when thinking about celebrations for
NAIDOC Week.

‘I encourage teachers to get rid of the word
tokenism from their vocabulary. At its best,
it dismisses an act or gesture before one
even has a chance to analyse its value
(or lack thereof). At its worst, the word
allows many thousands of teachers to
continue to teach the Anglo-Australian
content with which they are most comfortable
and continue to exclude Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander perspectives: ‘Oh, I’d
like to incorporate Indigenous perspectives
but I’m scared of doing it in a tokenistic way
[so I just don’t do it].’
Is the painted boomerang tokenism? Well,
that depends. Did the students engage
with Aboriginal people while painting the
boomerang? Did they learn about the
boomerang, its uses, and the many different
kinds of boomerangs traditionally used?
Did they learn that the returning boomerang,
an Australian icon, was traditionally
actually a child’s toy, and differently-shaped
boomerangs were created as hunting tools?
Did they learn how boomerangs are made,
incorporating an appreciation of early use
of ‘physics’, and what some of the various
Aboriginal names for the objects are?

In short, was the learning experience a rich
one that advanced the students’ intercultural
knowledge/understanding in some way? More
importantly, did the experience allow the
students (and the teachers) an opportunity to
meet and greet Aboriginal people? And finally,
is the boomerang-painting activity just one of
many aspects of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander cultures explored across the key
learning areas throughout the school in each
year level?
If the answer to these questions is ‘yes,’
then I would venture to suggest the painted
boomerang is not necessarily ‘tokenism.’
As with so many aspects of the curriculum,
teaching Indigenous perspectives is not so
much about ‘what’ you teach as about the
‘how’ and the ‘when’ you teach; it’s about the
cumulative knowledge and experiences an
education system builds up for its students
over their educational lives.’
– Cara Shipp from Wanniassa School, ACT

Find this resource and many other ideas for practice in Module 2, along with a workbook that will assist you
with planning for next year.

Module 3: Building a culturally competent and responsive service
Culturally competent services have brought about change at many levels including:
●●

philosophy, mission statement

●●

policy, structures, procedures and practices

●●

employing a diverse, knowledgeable and skilled workforce

●●

investing in dedicated resources that enable learning about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures

●●

established processes for community engagement and partnerships

●●

advocacy.

You can use this module to think about your QIP and build increased cultural responsiveness into your service.
Here are some of the resources you will find in the module as you work through it.

SAMPLE RESOURCES
Celebrating Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander cultures

Service practices
Categorising your activities into ‘practical’, ‘symbolic’ and
‘substantive’ might tell you where you need to strengthen
practices.

Three different services: Three approaches

Engaging families

There is no ‘One size fits all approach’. Explore the very
different approaches of three services that received
Narragunnawali Awards in 2017.

A video explores how one service is working to connect
with Aboriginal parents.
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Watch this video for some ideas about celebrating
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures.

Other forms of learning
Face-to-face professional learning
There is a range of local face-to-face professional learning programs offered by local Aboriginal groups. These are
designed to increase understanding of local Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander cultures and peoples. Subscribe
to the Koori Mail to stay up to date with what is on offer or contact your local council to find out what might be
provided in your local area. Art galleries and botanical gardens in most states and territories also offer workshops.
Engage Elders from your community and work with them to provide rich cultural experiences; you can then
intertwine these cultural experiences into everyday programming throughout the whole year. Read about how
one service worked with local Elders over a four-year period to ‘make culture visible in everyday practices’.

Learning by doing
The following extract is from a blog post by Jessica Staines, a Wiradjuri woman and an
early childhood teacher. She is currently Director of Koori Curriculum which facilitates
workshops for educators that help guide the inclusion of Aboriginal perspectives in
early childhood learning programs.

Let’s talk about pasta flags, stencil boomerangs and all that falls in between
Is it really better to do something than to do
nothing at all? Absolutely, but only if you know
why it is that you’re doing that something in the
first place.
Including Aboriginal perspectives in
our curriculums is essential for cultural
preservation and respect of the world’s oldest
living Indigenous culture. For non-Indigenous
children, it’s about breaking the cycle of bias
and for Aboriginal children it’s about belonging,
being, becoming, thriving and surviving …
When I first began working in early childhood I
was an untrained teenager who struggled with
my own feelings of identity and what it meant
to be a young white urban Wiradjuri woman.
However, I desperately wanted to share my
culture with children. How this transcended
into practice was by painting the Aboriginal
flag, reading ‘dream time’ stories and making
toilet paper roll (yes, we used them then)
didgeridoos. As stereotypical as my experiences
were when I began my career they definitely
weren’t offensive. At least they weren’t
offending any of the Aboriginal people I knew
and met through my work place.
I was so proud of my efforts. I was so proud
because my fellow educators, parents at
the service and Aboriginal families in the
community were stoked that Aboriginal
culture was being shared and celebrated in
the early years.

As I continued my training and engagedin more
life experiences personally and professionally
my practices changed, grew and deepened.
Thirteen years later I look back to where I
started and perhaps those experiences were
tokenistic and theme based but I still know now
what I knew back then and that is why it was
important to try, to start and to do something.
I am still learning. Even though this is my
culture, even though I run an Aboriginal early
childhood consultancy, I am still learning. Part
of being an educator is also being a lifelong
learner, these two roles are symbiotic and we
cannot be one without also being the other.
We cannot be threatened by our not knowing.
We have to be researchers and problem solvers
but most of all we need to be open. We need
to be open to others who have walked the
walk longer and can help us to pave the way
forward. Even those that have not walked
longer can challenge us to think differently
and scaffold our understanding.
We are not embedding culture into our services
for the glory, the praise and the pat on the
back. We are doing this to change the life
outcomes for Aboriginal children and to actively
teach and live by social justice and anti-bias
principles.

Reconciliation Action Plan
Does your service have a Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP)? The Narragunnawali
platform hosts great resources that will help you tailor a RAP to your context.
Join the 2000+ education settings that have embarked on this journey.
Reconciliation Australia hosts the Share Our Pride learning experience which
is designed to give non-Indigenous people a glimpse into the lives and cultures
of Australia’s First Peoples.

Other
Resources
Foundations for Success
This resource supports you to deliver a quality
early learning program for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander children. The website is packed with
information, inspiration and good practice advice.

Picture books
Magabala has more books that include Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander cultures than any other
Australian publisher. Find some great resources in
the 'Children's picture books' section.
You can also find book recommendations at:
●●

Top ten Indigenous-authored children’s books

●●

10 picture books to celebrate NAIDOC Week

●●

Perfect picture books for NAIDOC Week

●●

Koori curriculum.

Early Years Learning Framework
outcomes
SNAICC has created five fact sheets that connect
with each of the Early Years Learning Framework
outcomes and that make links with Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander perspectives.
The Early Childhood
Resource Hub hosts
great resources that
can help you engage
with Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander
cultures, histories
and peoples.

Coming up: National Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander
Children’s Day
Held on 4 August, National Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander Children’s Day
celebrates the strengths and cultures
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
children. The theme for Children’s
Day 2018 is SNAICC – Celebrating
Our Children for 30 Years.

