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ABORIGINAL AND ISLANDER VIEWS 

/ /S THE YOLNGU TEACHER 
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Kevin Rogers is of the Wandarung tribe. He is in his third 
year of teacher education at the Aboriginal Teacher Education Centre 
at Batchelor. He is also a member of the National Aboriginal Educ­
ation Committee. 

This talk was delivered to teachers at the national Workshop 
for Teachers of Aboriginal Children3 Perth, 29th August - 2nd Sept­
ember, 1977. 

In this short talk, I will tell you what my people at Ngukurr 
on the Roper River think about schools and teachers. Please remem­
ber that I speak for the Yugal people at Roper and not necessarily 
for Aboriginal people in other areas. I will discuss European teach­
ers in our school but most of all I want to talk about our own Yolngu 
teachers. 

INTRODUCTION 

The community's concept of the Yolngu teacher is changing at 
Ngukurr. The Yolngu teacher (this includes teaching assistants) was 
for many years seen as a helper and an odd jobs man. My community 
wants i t s Aboriginal teachers to be leaders, to help build an Abor­
iginal school sensitive to Aboriginal needs. 

The community is being given a chance to determine and manage 
i ts own af fa i rs . We can see that we must use education so that we 
can have the knowledge to make real choices. 

BI-CULTURAL EDUCATION 

People at Ngukurr want bi-cultural education - they want child­
ren to reach a good standard in English, reading and maths, to gain 
knowledge io inform others and also to work for the community. 

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1017/S0310582200009445&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1017/S0310582200009445&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1017/S0310582200009445&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1017/S0310582200009445&domain=pdf


- 46 -

However, perhaps most important fo r us, we want chi ldren to 
be Aboriginal - to respect and understand t h e i r Aboriginal her i tage. 
Many people now say how important i t i s f o r the young chi ldren to be 
taught Aboriginal ways. For education to be t r u l y b i - c u l t u r a l , i t 
must allow fo r t h i s . This fee l ing is the strongest one in my commun­
i t y . Aboriginal people must know t h e i r heritage - th is is our back­
bone - without i t we cannot be secure. 

My community also understands that pride is increased through 
being t r u l y Abor ig ina l ; through moiety Aboriginal chi ldren can 
understand and respect the Aboriginal teacher. So too pride in our 
community is increased by having pride in cul ture and language. 

With these two important aspects of b i - cu l t u ra l education in 
mind, I would l i k e you to consider some spec i f i c ways in which the 
community sees the Yolngu teachers, what they think of the Yolngu 
teacher and what they want of him. 

THE "IN-BETWEEN" MAN 

My community can see the Yolngu teacher as an "in-between" 
man, for he must be able to have the knowledge and respect to assist 
in teaching culture and also be able to understand and work in the 
European ways in which he has been trained. 

As an "in between" man, the community knows that the Aborigin­
al teacher must teach the European teacher more about Aboriginal 
culture and ways. The European teacher must also help the Aboriginal 
teacher to be a real teacher. (He must not be seen as half a teacher 
so the community wants him to be taught basic skills on-site). Some 
would suggest that having these skills is more important than having 
a formal training. 

ABORIGINAL AND EUROPEAN CO-OPERATION 

My community knows that Aboriginal and European must work side 
by side, but we also know that increasing responsibilities must be 
given to the Aboriginal teacher. The community acknowledges that 
Europeans and Aboriginals must also support one another. This means 
more work for both teachers. For the Aboriginal, it means learning 
about both ways. For the European teacher, it means learning about 
Aboriginal culture and accepting that they do not have to always be 
to the fore. My community wants to see the European teacher continue 
working as a supporter, a resource person, and a capable trainer. My 
community wants European people of this type. 
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SPECIAL WORK OF YOLNGU TEACHERS 

The community would l i k e to see the Yolngu teacher play a 
more posi t ive part in d i sc ip l i ne in the school. I f the Aboriginal 
teacher controls and d isc ip l ines chi ldren more he can explain to 
parents about ch i ldren 's act ions. 

The Yolngu teacher can control and d isc ip l ine chi ldren by 
t a l k i n g , explaining to parents. We see that Aboriginal chi ldren 
w i l l l i s t en and accept advice given by Abor iginals. But to do th is 
the Aboriginal teacher must have respect through moiety. 

The community is saying more now about the value of the Yolngu 
teacher as one who bui lds pride in being Abor ig ina l . We have already 
seen increased in te res t i n Aboriginal cul ture programs, involvement 
of Aboriginal teachers in developing an Aboriginal Studies Curriculum. 
These factors have made people ta lk about and think about teaching 
culture to ch i ld ren. 

There is no doubt that th i s has helped the community to regard 
the Aboriginal teacher as a l i nk or bridge between home and school. 
This i s a two-way process. The people appreciate European teachers 
who gain understanding and who have the s p i r i t to be involved and 
in terested. 

My community l i k e s , on the other hand, to see the Aboriginal 
teachers involved in making decisions, and f ind ing ways to develop 
understanding of education. I t i s the voice of the Aboriginal teach­
er which gives the community an opportunity to express feel ings and 
to explain needs. 

Because the community is secure wi th the Aboriginal teacher, 
we can see that more demands are being placed on us, the Aboriginal 
teachers. We may often have to explain European ways or "complicat­
ed Balanda methods" which often bewilder or f rus t ra te the people. 

The community can also feel more secure i f i t knows that 
Aboriginal people, informed and able, are making decisions for them. 
For my people to make choices, they need time and a l te rna t i ves . Usual 
practice from Government Departments is to o f fe r nei ther of these. 
My community wants educated people l i k e Yolngu teachers to f i nd out 
about these things and to ass i s t , pa r t i cu l a r l y in education,in finding 
out what i t s p r i o r i t i e s are . Some of us must be vocal and uncomprom­
is ing for our community. 
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INCREASED INVOLVEMENT OF YOLNGU TEACHERS IN SCHOOLS 

My community is seeing an increased involvement of Yolngu 
teachers in schools. However, this will need to expand even more. 
Only in this way can the community really believe that we are play­
ing a part and that Aboriginals can get somewhere and have a real 
future. 

The community is expressing its support in the way in which 
Aboriginal teachers are becoming more involved, through training 
programs, through developing Aboriginal Studies and through adult 
education. We certainly know that the Aboriginal person is the best 
person to express communities1 wishes on things such as hours of 
instruction, organisation of the school year and in taking into full­
er consideration the Aboriginal life style. 

The community is thinking more seriously about the education 
of their children, but the community wants greater opportunities for 
the employment of Aboriginals in education (at least as many Aborig­
inals as Europeans in the school). It also wants commitment of staff 
to training and leading Aboriginals to the fore. 

In keeping with a community which has a chance to make its 
future, my people strongly feel that the Yolngu teacher must immed­
iately be given the opportunities, support and training to really 
show the way. 

MY WORK AS A TEACHING ASSISTANT 

Mrs D. Parton, 
Mungindi Central School 
N.S.W. 

A TYPICAL DAY AT SCHOOL 

I suppose this could be any day for me, as the children at 
school change like the weather. Wednesdays at school are different 
from my usual days. I still go to Years 2 and 3 in primary every 
Wednesday morning at 9.30. This is my period for spelling with 
Year 2. Mr Mooney takes Year 3. 
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