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ABORIGINAL AND ISLANDER VIEWS 

NATURE OF ABORIGINAL CHILDREN 

Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr, 
Department of Education, 
Northern Te r r i t o ry . 

Miss Ungunmerr has graciously consented to our publication of the 
following extracts from "Nature of Aboriginal Children"} the 
manuscript of which she is preparing for publication by the Northern 
Territory Education Department. 

" Aboriginal chi ldren go to school and learn the white ways. 
And Aboriginals that have l e f t school are working with you and you 
teach them th ings. And the older ones that have been to school and 
the ones that haven't been to school are learning to do things too. 
And they are being taught by a white person. You teach them every­
thing you know and not a l l the things you teach them sink i n , but " 
they"ve experienced i t . They might have to use i t la te r on in Ti'fe 
in a s i tua t ion where they have t o . But, are you learning things 
from them as much as they are learning from you? Did you stop to 

!

think that what's inside them is good? 

What's inside them is as important to them as much as the 

\ things you have and teach are important to you. We would l i ke you 

i to learn from us too . " 

f 

• • • • 
• " I f you have a ch i ld in the classroom who is better at his 
J work than the others in the c lass, and i t i s n ' t because he's brighter 
I than the others that he doesn't want to do i t , i t ' s because everybody 
I in the v i l l age is equal to everyone else. I f there are some who think 
| and act as i f they ' re bet ter than the others, they are not accepted. 
\ Therefore i t ' s the same in the school. The same goes for those who 
\ have had a good education. He knows that he has to do the things 

that are expected of him by his people that are normally done in the 
, v i l lage or when out bush hunting and the people accept what is 

expected of him when he's wi th white people - l i ke an Aboriginal 
teacher in a classroom - the other teachers accept t h i s , but when i t 
comes to having a s t a f f meeting, they don' t say much or only one turns 

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1017/S0310582200008762&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1017/S0310582200008762&domain=pdf


- 24 -

" Singling out an Aboriginal ch i ld fo r praise above a group 
is an embarrassment. The praised ch i ld may feel he has l e t the 
others down and so lower his performance. Group praise f i t s t h e i r 
feel ing of group iden t i t y much bet ter . I t a l l comes in to the t r i b a l 
re la t ionship. Some people can' t ta l k to others and they keep qu ie t . 
Nobody in the v i l lage is d i f f e ren t from anybody else. I f some one 
is d i f fe ren t and he acts i t , then his people don't accept him. Then 
he t r i es to mix in a l o t with white people and f inds he's not happy 
there because they rea l l y don' t accept him even though he's been 
taught how to l i ve l i k e a white person. So what he has to do is do 
what his people expect him to do when he's wi th them and he knows how 
to change again when he's with white people." 

• * • • 

" Aboriginal chi ldren are shy especial ly with people that they 
don't know or who are new. They stay l i ke th is fo r two or three 
weeks or maybe a month before you get them to say anything and look 
you in the eye. Sometimes they don't say anything, j u s t nod. I f 
you're ta lk ing to them and you want them to say "yes" they don' t say 
anything. 

I f you push yoursel f they won't respond i f they think that they 
themselves aren' t ready. So they keep to themselves a b i t longer, 
especial ly the g i r l s . A l l that time they aren ' t saying anything. I t ' s 
not that they don't want to know you, i t ' s j us t that they are studying 
you. You w i l l f i nd them looking at you many t imes." 

" The reason why some chi ldren take longer to ta l k to you is 
because they want to know you properly f i r s t before they s t a r t ta lk ing . 
I know white people ta lk a l o t to each other before they know each 
other properly. 

Aboriginal people use the i r eyes a l o t and they l i s t e n , and 
when they are sure in t he i r own quiet way, they w i l l t a l k , probably 
jus t "yes" or "no" at f i r s t . Children could be more open in some 
places. Do not push yoursel f towards them, and be yourse l f . " 
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