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TO A TEACHER NEW TO ABORIGINAL STUDENTS 

*M. Sharpe 

Whenever I revisit an Aboriginal community where I am known 
(and there are several), despite the awkwardness of language and 
culture difference, I find a sense of relief. Here, while I re­
adjust to Aboriginal English, Kriol or another language, I don't 
have to make conversation to fill up the silences. Silence is 
allowed. 

I look back and realise I have come to this discovery instinct­
ively and did not always feel at ease with silence. When in 1967 I 
camped by a billabong on a cattle station and a very shy 16 year old 
(now my 'younger sister') was sent to keep me company at night, I 
found it an imposition and awkward. I didn't know what to talk 
about and she didn't talk to me much. I would have been less lonely 
by myself! A teacher recently in the same area spoke of a woman who 
would call on him after school, and sit and have a cup of tea while 
he needed to get work done. Gradually he began to do his work while 
she sat, and realised in time that this was quite acceptable in her 
culture that he do so. 

It is very seldom in our society that we are happy with silence 
in company with others. (Older married couples often don't talk as 
much to each other; while in some cases this indicates their being at 
ease with one another, it is not always so!). Not only do we avoid 
silences (especially so for women! - some men are more tactiurn), 
but we expect very prompt responses to questions and comments. I 
like a little longer to respond than many others; consequently in 
discussions someone else usually gets in first. But occasionally I 
find someone slower to respond than I find comfortable. If I get 
myself to wait just that little bit longer for a response, it is 
well worth it. 

Aboriginal people, on the whole, like to think over what has 
been said for longer before replying. If there is also a language 
or dialect difference the response can take even longer. Often 
people from white society are not prepared to wait that extra time, 
and then we brand Aborigial people as passive, shy, unresponsive or 
whatever. Extra time must be allowed. When it is, you can be amazed 
at the insights. 

* Dr Margaret Sharpe, Lecturer, Armidale C.A.E. 
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In our society direct questions are used frequently in social 
situations. "Where do you come from?" "Oh yes, and what's your 
job?" "Do you know anything about that hill over there?" "What do 
you usually eat when you're out on the land?" "Do you use any of 
the traditional medicines?" 

Direct questions in Aboriginal society are generally a no-no. 
To get information you must offer some. You need to indicate you 
know a little before asking for more. And our pedagogical device of 
asking questions to see if our students know what they know we know 
is very foreign. 

How do we elicit information? If we want to know more about 
another person, we share information about ourselves, or we reframe 
general questions to include statements about what we already know: 
"You come from further west I think?" "I see Jack Gibbs has a job 
with Council - is that where you work?" "Old Mrs Ferguson told me 
there was a clever cave behind that hill." "The X people get goanna 
and lots of seeds on their land. (Is there goanna on yours?)" 
"Mrs Smith told me they used to make a tea drink with one of the 
plants up their way. They drank it for colds." Or, if we want 
information about child rearing practices, tell about your own, and 
your parents' and your grandparents'. 

There has been an increasing amount of research of late on 
how different cultural groups use their languages. We know now that 
even when a group exchanges its traditional language for another, 
the group maintains many features of language style and use. We can­
not assume that because an Aboriginal or migrant speaks good or pass­
able English, that all communication problems will be easily solved. 
Diana Eades (1981, 1982) has done research on the use of English 
among Aboriginal people in south-east Queensland. It fits well with 
what I and others, working in various types of traditional language 
and in pidgins and Creoles, have also discovered, and when we comment 
on it we find vigorous Aboriginal agreement. We also have research 
on differing communication styles in different ethnic groups -
Tannen (1979) on Americans of Greek origin, Kochman (1974) on 'oral' 
and 'literate' communities in the U.S., and Kaplan (1972) on differing 
logic organisation in essays from tertiary students of different 
ethnic and language background. 

But don't stereotype your clients, or yourself. Strangely, I 
find direct questioning as foreign to my nature as it is to many 
Aboriginal people. I tend to offer information and hope for some in 
exchange. I feel I'm intruding by using direct questions. So some 
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people in our society can categorise me as self-centred, talking of 
my own experience. On the other hand I did meet one 10-year-old 
Aboriginal girl in Alice Springs who was full of direct questions. 

One last point, and I have finished. I have a feeling, in 
interacting with Aboriginal or working class and 'less schooled' 
people that, whereas we intelligentsia tend to discuss issues in 
the abstract, these groups deal with concrete manifestations of the 
abstractions. Intuitively I avoid abstractions in conversation with 
Aboriginal 'relations' or working class friends and relations, and 
I tell a number of concrete incidents to make the point I wish to 
emphasise. Of course, if there is also a language difference to 
battle with, it is also easier to talk about concrete events than 
abstract ideas. This applies as much between my middle class English 
acquired at home over 40 years ago, and working class English, 
Aboriginal forms of English (similar to working class English) or 
Kriol, or even (if I were fluent enough) in a traditional Aboriginal 
language. 

So take time to think and listen to your new clients, even if 
your job is to teach them. If you are prepared to learn from them, 
they will be more prepared to learn from you. 
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