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Action Learning through Indigenous Literature

This paper reports on using action learning to stigate authentic voice
in Indigenous literature. The setting is a newaagl primary school in
New South Wales, Australia. The school needed t@\geriginal
Education on the agenda, in line with the mandatdgriginal

Education Policy (New South Wales Department d¢fo®t Education,
1996). At the same time, the Prime Minister of Aalsh had just
apologised on behalf of the government to the naimdigenous people
for injustices of the past (Rudd, 2008). This wesmicro and macro
context that set the scene for the action learprogect, “Action Learning
through Indigenous literature”, that took placeidgiterm two 2008.

Action Learning

The term action learning is commonly accepted éam learning from
action or concrete experience, and taking actica r@sult of this
learning (Zuber-Skerritt, 2001). Action researglhe cyclical process
which includes reflection in and on action (Scht®g87). Further
developments have added the notion of reflectiométion which can act
as a prelude to the action learning cycle (Grushlagde- McLeod, &
Reynolds, 2005). Itis a “self reflective spiral’ planning, acting,
observing then replanning, acting, observing (Galkemmis, 1986, p.
184).
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Figure 1: The Action Research Spiral (Kemmis & Mg@art, 1988)

Catalystsfor Learning

Within the theoretical construct of action learnititere were a number
of triggers for the project. The school in whicle froject was based is
new and teachers have been focusing on increasihgaily inclusive
classroom practices, as a means of building a $clutare that values
individual differences and a fair go for all. Thessemed to be some
parental resistance to incorporating Aboriginaldfeland understandings
whilst establishing the school. This was evidenmgthe reaction of
some parents to the school proposal of namingisgdmbuses using the
local Wanaruah Aboriginal language. This reacti@s ween by staff to
indicate that some parents’ understandings inioglab Aboriginal

culture, beliefs and issues were shallow.

The Aboriginal Education Policy (1996) emphasisesimportance of
understanding the links between the past and #sept and how these

links influence teaching and learning in school®/ramd in the future.
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Statistical evidence that shows the significaetrdity performance gap in
NSW between Indigenous and non Indigenous studenfsmajor
concern to all educators. The gap between Indigeaad non
Indigenous students continues to grow as studeatggss through
school (Ministerial Council on Education, 2005, p@-25). In 2005 in
New South Wales, Australia; 81% of Indigenous stisien Year Three
achieved the reading benchmark, compared to 93%mfndigenous
students. In Year Five the same year, 72% of Inaigs students
achieved the reading benchmark compared to 90%rofdigenous
students. The gap increased in Year Seven- 69%dajdnous students
achieved the reading benchmark compared to 88%rofdigenous
students. These confronting results indicate thpgrtion of Indigenous
students achieving at or above benchmark levelsrugs to be
significantly lower than for non Indigenous stuageriMinisterial Council
on Education, 2005).

By ensuring all students understand and appreitiatach and diverse
cultural heritage that is Aboriginal Australia, fincan Aboriginal
perspective, teachers in schools may be able todse successful in
lessening the literacy performance gap betweemémtius and non
Indigenous students. The action learning projeuedito deepen
understanding through action learning using Indogisnchildren’s picture

books as the vehicle. This was the purpose ofttidys

“Aboriginal education is not only the appropriatieation of Aboriginal
students but also must involve the education cAafitralian students
about Indigenous Australia. Participation and ontes of Aboriginal
students will improve when Indigenous culturestdngand

contemporary issues are integral to the curricutmall students”
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(New South Wales Department of School Educati®fglp. 4).

The Prime Minister’'s Sorry Statement on 13 FebrgRudd, 2008) was
profound and timely, but difficult for young chikeh to understand. It
occurred early in the school year, and teacherdittiadime to prepare
their students for the broadcast. Some of the stadeere visibly upset
at the graphic descriptions of mistreatment of Adioal people in the
past, particularly the retelling of the brutal manm which one young
Aboriginal child was taken forcibly from her moth&udd, 2008, p. 1).

In the class discussion following the Sorry Statetyne teacher
attempted to outline to the class what is mearthbyterm “The Stolen
Generation”, and the significance of the Prime gli@i’'s apology to the
nation. Her goal was to raise awareness that tdusroed and that it is
part of our country’s history. She acknowledgedribed for
reconciliation, to move forward as one nation (Ru2zD8). Some
comments and questions from the students durindifoeission
included:

“It was really very sad!”

“Why did this happen?”

“l didn’t know about this.”

“It is very bad to take kids from their families.”

Year Two students (personal communication 13 Fe{pr2@08).

The Indigenous children’s picture books that weseduin the action
learning project were significant in relation t@ tAboriginal Education

Policy, and the Adelaide Declaration.
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A key element of the Policy (New South Wales Dé&pant of School
Education, 1996, p. 2) is “to promote the educai@chievements of
Aboriginal students and to enhance the knowledgleuaiderstandings of
all students about Aboriginal Australia”. The Aaldle Declaration
(Ministerial Council on Education Employment Traigiand Youth
Affairs, 1999) talks about the importance of sckdming socially just,
and free from negative forms of discriminationsttites “All students
need to understand and acknowledge the value ofigibal and Torres
Straight Islander cultures and possess the knowleskiils and
understanding to contribute to and benefit fronorediation between
indigenous and non indigenous Australians”(Minisie€ouncil on
Education Employment Training and Youth Affairs999p. 3.4)Both
documents stress the value of diversity in AustraBociety, reinforced
in culturally inclusive schooling. This is evidendey schools and
teaching that values individual differences. Thasvan intended aim that
underpinned the project, because the selecteddexgtsibe Aboriginal

culture and history from an Indigenous perspective.

The macro Australian context consisted of the ragorgt Aboriginal
Education Policy (New South Wales Department d¢fost Education,
1996) and the Adelaide Declaration (Ministerial @olion Education
Employment Training and Youth Affairs, 1999) thaeded to be
addressed . The micro school context was the stsideaction to the
Prime Minister’s Sorry statement and the evidewidn® deepen
understanding of Aboriginal culture and issues mithe school
community. These triggers established the neeth®action learning
project, making it important, topical and timelythé local school and

national level.
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As well as these initial catalysts for action leagy a professional
learning opportunity was offered to me to atterel SBummer School for
Teachers of English at Deakin University, Victanalanuary 2008.
The literature | found most engaging was a seri¢sdigenous
children’s picture books written by Indigenous authwho described
growing up in Australia in diverse settings fromAdmoriginal

perspective.

The Indigenous children’s picture books used vanetbntent, but
common themes across the texts deepened my ovawldaige and
understanding of Aboriginal culture and issues. tEx¢s studied in the
project were:

* When | Was Little like You (Malbunka, 2003)

* Als for Aunty(Russell, 2000)

» Father Sky and Mother Earth (Walker, 1985)

» Tracker Tjuginji (Randall & Mclnerney, 2003)

* Down The Hole (Williams, E, & K, 2000)

* Creatures of the Rainforest (Brim & A, 2005)

* You and Me- Our Place (Norrington & Huxley, 2007)

The voices and characters in the texts | refest@athentic voice”,
meaning the books are written by Aboriginal pe@ieut their unique
history and culture. The voices in the text weredusy teachers as
mirrors. Students were encouraged to examine dlettren events in the
stories from an Aboriginal perspective, and rea¢hése events using

their own voices.
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The texts acted as models for authentic voice saudkents used them to

articulate their understanding of Aboriginal cuéund history.

The texts were used as a catalyst for reflectipomnand for further
action. By using student voice to determine viewd perceptions of the
texts studied, teachers were assisting studemske sense of their
world (Groundwater-Smith & Mockler, 2003).

Common Themes

A common theme in a number of the picture bookdistlin classrooms
was the complexity of Aboriginal life prior to whiinvasion, and how
the existing Indigenous culture was not acknowledgenumber of the
texts describe how Aboriginal people were domindigavhites on the
missions, and how they struggled to keep traditionkure alive for
future generations. Children hunting for bush tuckabbying, collecting
bush honey, and learning about bush medicines cwdhthildhood play
with formal education by elders. The importancstofytelling in the
education of children was a focus of most of tleeiss. “At night time,
we used to sit around the fire and listen to tliepalople as they told us
stories. That was how the old people taught ustatmuntry” (Malbunka
2000). The concepts of whiteness, ownership, alltiversity,
colonisation and the importance Aboriginal peopéee on connecting
with their land or country were all themes presenhe texts studied, and
were told using authentic voice by characters endiories. These were
the central issues discussed in- depth with theestis when treating

these texts throughout the project.

Many Indigenous texts used in schools are retolddsy Indigenous
authors. With the best of intentions, due to inmatiéural differences,

intended messages are often misconstrued.
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Phillips in Heiss states “white authors would nezbe very
enculturated with Indigenous culture and if they aot, they are writing
as outsiders to that culture and their represemtatould be vastly
different to the representation defined, develoged refined by an
Indigenous author” (Heiss, 2007, p. 2). Bropho &id4 reinforces this
view. He states when a non Indigenous author reestary in “often
broken English- he hears the words, twists therarad@nd puts the
flavour of his white mind into those lines”(Hei2Q07, p. 3)Heiss
stresses the importance of ownership of the Abwaigexperience, and
the possibility of misrepresentation when authelmtkgenous voice is

not used in texts that describe the Aboriginal exepee.

First Cycle of the Action Learning Project

Getting started with the project involved collakdoraly planning a
project that met the needs of the school. Sixhtescfrom Kindergarten
to Year Three volunteered to be involved, and thfégred a range of
reasons why they did so. Common responses relafedrining more
about authentic Indigenous literature, and to iasirgg their expertise in
using multimodal literacy practices. The most commesponse related
to their acknowledgement of the importance of Atpoial education for

all students.

At the initial planning meeting, each teacher del@@ buddy teacher,
and in pairs they chose a text to focus on irrttlass literacy programs.
Teachers also decided on a multimodal literacy tioey would use with
their students to demonstrate understanding itioal&o the themes

contained in the text studied.
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In this way technology was used by students to destnate deep
knowledge and understanding of Aboriginal cultund &sues treated in

the texts.

Multimodal literacy practices are those practides tdemonstrate higher
order literacy skills through the configurationtalking and writing with

a range of other representational and communicatioondes, such as
gesture, gaze, movement and posture” (Bourne &tt]e@03, p. 65).
Aboriginal stories are based on the cultural tradibf oral storytelling.
Through multimodal literacy practices, studentdueir own voices to
creatively respond to a range of Indigenous chil@greicture books.
They used technology to create multimodal texts deanonstrated their
understanding of themes they studied in the botlsing technology to
creatively respond to and make cultural connectiaitis and between

texts is well suited to the genre.

.New school .Form action learning team
.Parent attitudes .Overview texts, themes
.Fostering a climate of .Select buddies, texts
acceptance, fair go for all .Plan teaching/ learning activities
.Aboriginal Education Policy, related to text with buddy teacher
.Adelaide Declaration .Select multimodal toc
.Summer School
Reflect .
Flan
Act and Observe
.Classroom teaching of  planned
activities
.Buddy teaching
.Reflection in, on, for action
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Figure 2: First cycle of Action Research Cycle

Reflection on Initial Action

Teachers planned their lessons in relation to t&xsen with their buddy
teachers and implemented their learning plankeir tlassrooms. Mid
way through the term the team met to reflect onrandse their initial
plan, share their progress and collaborativelyeselwmerging technology

Issues.

.Collaboratively plan teaching/ learning
activities for next phase of project with
buddy teacher based on text studied and
literacy needs of class.
.Support each other’s technology need$

E.eflect . /

—
Flan

.Observe developing student
multimodal tasks based on the¢
texts they studied in class.
.Reflect on teacher learning,
student learning

Revise initial nla

Act and Observe v

/ >
.Observe beginning student multimoda
tasks
.Provide feedback to peers
.Continue to work on projects in- class

and with buddy teacher.
.Reflective practice

Figure 3: Second cycle of Action Research Cycle

This phase represented the beginning of the sexynd of the action

research model, in which teachers observed stymtejects and provided
initial feedback to each other, collaborated, #éld on their professional
learning and their students’ learning, and plarioedhe next stage of the

project.
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In one classroom, mid project, a parent helper prasent when the class
were introduced to the text “Down the Hole” (Wilig et al., 2000).

This text describes how Aboriginal parents usedide their lighter
skinned children in mineshafts whenever governroéfitials were
around, to prevent them from being takémllowing the lesson, the

parent helper volunteered the following projectfesck :

“I was pleased you introduced this important tofmahe class
through that storybook today. My dad was a teachwest and |
lived in many Aboriginal towns in my childhood.dswnot told
about the stolen generation as a child, and | aeapéd you are
sharing these stories in your class, that inforrtdcbn about our
history from an Aboriginal perspective. | want nhyld to be
accurately informed about Australian history, arattgcularly

Aboriginal Australian history”.
Parent helfg@rsonal communication 11 June 2008).

At the end of term, the action learning team metdiebrate their
learning with the wider school community and vidweit students’
completed multimodal projects. A representativanfithe school Parents
and Citizens Association provided the followingject feedback at the
Celebration of Learning, in the third action leagcycle, where student
multimodal projects were presented to the school:
“l learned more about Aboriginal history and culeum one
afternoon than all the time | was at school. Tiseies raised in the
books, and the multimodal texts created by thelddl were really
important. | was impressed by the quality of tlearhing that was

taking place.”

Parents and Citizens Club representative (persamaimunication 3 July 2008).
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This parent awareness raising was an intendedgbrajgcome,
suggesting some parents’ knowledge and undersiguodlidboriginal
culture and issues may have deepened as a reshdt attion learning

project.

.Reflect on what

was observed in Feflect
terms of children,
group, teacher ) Eeplan
learnina ( \
Actand Observe | W2
‘ .Teachers collate teaching and

learning activities across
individual classrooms to make a
whole school integrated teaching
unit, utilising the Indigenous text
used in the project

.Celebration of Learning

.Share multimodal projects with
wider school community
.Student and staff evaluation of
project

)

Figure 3: Third cycle of Action Learning Project

Project Evaluation

Teacher Learning
A staff survey was used to evaluate the projedtsikimembers of the
action learning team were surveyed in relatiorh®@rtperceptions of the
success of the action learning project. They waereeyed in relation to:
* What they learned from the project
» Whether their participation changed their pedagogy
» Their views on action learning as a model for pssfonal learning

» Comments about the project generally
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In terms of what they had learned, teachers expdessrprise at the level
of students technical expertise evidenced by tladitgLof their
multimodal projects, and the level of student iestrand engagement

throughout the action learning project.

A number of staff commented about their increasealtedge in relation
to the stolen generation, and their increased denfie in accurately

sharing this knowledge with their students as altes

In terms of changing practice, teachers identiffedincreased awareness
of the importance of teacher and student reflecfioath teachers and
students reflecting on their learning). This wasfoeced by the
collaborative and reflective learning model useeadhers identified the
importance of time to talk (for both teachers atdients) and engage in

sustained conversations until knowledge and unaledstg is deep.

Student Learning
Students presented multimodal texts at a celelorafidearning that
demonstrated their learning throughout the projEaey created a range
of multimodal texts based on the Indigenous childr@icture books they
studied. Some of the student multimodal projeathinted:
» Avideo interview of students explaining the Sto{&aneration in
an historical context.
* An oral information report about Aboriginal art dse a text
depicting creatures of the Queensland rainforests.
* A movie depicting the importance of country, tleat to the
establishment of an Aboriginal garden in the school

» Aretelling of narrative using multimedia tools.
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Teachers and students reported they enjoyed bam@fithe project
because they felt the learning was significantd&tis were proud of
their multimodal projects and eager to share thetim the wider school
community, reinforcing the importance of Aborigiralucation for all
students. By raising awareness of the Aboriginpkeience in Australia’s

history- greater awareness and shared understaniciaglt.

The project is an example of action learning artinelogy combining to
provide a means for teachers and students to dlserdic voice in
Indigenous children’s picture books to deepen tkieirwledge about
Aboriginal culture and history. Student voice wasdito demonstrate the
learning that took place in the form of studentdu@ed multimodal
literacy projects. Through sharing, mutual suppod reflection, teachers
sought to improve their practice, at the same tieepening their
professional knowledge and their students’ knowdeitigrelation
Aboriginal culture and history. The project contiiéd to significant

learning and contextual change.
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