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Given the opportunity to write my views about 
education to this journal, I have chosen a topic 
that is close to me and which I have experienced 
first hand. I have chosen the teaching profes­
sion so that I can help my people gain the op­
portunity to reach their full potential. However, 
I feel that most non-Aboriginal teachers are not 
fully aware of the problems that confront Abo­
riginal people and Torres Strait Islander people 
in schooling. 

Throughout this paper I will discuss teacher 
views and attitudes towards Aboriginal children 
and Torres Strait Islander children and the way 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children 
react to these feelings. I will also mention some 
of the factors influencing the problems which 
are faced by Aboriginal children andTorres Strait 
children within the schooling system, and how 
we as teachers can help the development of the 
Aboriginal child and the Torres Strait Islander 
child in our classroom to reach their full poten­
tial. 

Being Aboriginal is not the colour of your 
skin, or how broad your nose is, it is the 
spiritual feeling, an identity you know 

in your heart. It is a unique feeling that 
is difficult for a non-Aboriginal to fully 
understand (Burney, 1982:10). 

Aboriginal people and Torres S trait Islander peo­
ple are unique races of people who have differ­
ent identities and cultures which are not shared 
by any other group or culture. Due to this, ac­
knowledgment of their culture, background and 
life in general, should be noted and understood 
by all who teach in Australia. 

I am presently in my final year of the Bachelor 
of Teaching degree at Central Queensland Uni­
versity. Throughout my time at university, Abo­
riginal education and Torres Strait Islander edu­
cation has been spoken about in almost all sub­
ject areas from first year through to third year. 
During my third year I conducted an informal 
survey with my fellow third year Bachelor of 
Teaching students to see what their views were 
on the education of Aboriginal students and 
Torres Strait Islander students. This survey al­
lowed for an anonymous response and was 
placed in students individual letterboxes. There 
were 37 responses from all the third year educa­
tion students. Below are the survey results form 
those 37. 

SURVEY RESULTS 

Do you feel that Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander students need to be taught differently 
than non-Aboriginal Australian children? 
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13 said yes; 
22 said no; and 
2 were not sure. 

Do you see Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Is­
lander students as more work on your part as a 
teacher? 

10 thought that they did need to be taught dif­
ferently; 
25 thought that no extra time should be spent on 
them; 
2 thought that no extra time should be spent un­
less it was due to behavioural problems. 

Would you want to teach Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students? Why? 

26 said yes as they did not see any need to teach 
them differently;. 
4 said no and that they did not want to; 
3 were unsure as to whether they wanted to or 
not but if they were offered a job they would 
take it. 

The survey uncovered some very negative atti­
tudes. A majority of 37 respondents did not see 
the need to teach Aboriginal students and Torres 
Strait Islander students any differently to their 
non-Aboriginal or non Torres Strait Islander 
peers. Therefore, it would appear that they do 
not acknowledge the cultural aspects, attitudes 
and values that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Is­
lander children bring with them into the class­
room. These attitudes on the part of students, 
who are potential classroom teachers, could se­
verely limit the opportunities for Aboriginal stu­
dents and Torres Strait Islander students to reach 
their full potential at school. According to the 
Queensland Department of Education Social 
Justice Strategy (DRAFT 1994-1998), effective 
learning and teaching for socially just schooling 
'takes account of the different cultural back­
grounds of learners within and across social and 
cultural groups' (Department of Education, 1994: 
4). 

I completed one of my practical teaching expe­
riences at an Aboriginal community. In my ob­
servations of this school and its teachers, I found 
that while some of the teachers put 110% into 
their teaching, others, recognising that Aborigi­
nal and Torres Strait Islander students have spe­
cial needs and that they should be taught accord­
ing to these needs, did not seem to put this into 
practice. Teacher expectations of the students 
seemed low. It appeared that some of the teach­
ers did not attempt to help the students improve, 
let alone reach their potential. 

At this school, I taught within a grade 6/7 com­
posite class. The work the students were doing 
was typically that of a year 4 or 5 level. These 
students were all going onto high school the fol­
lowing year. Maybe one or two of them would 
make it to Grade 10. Only one child from this 
Aboriginal community has ever completed year 
12. So only one student out of a whole commu­
nity has finished their secondary education. This 
is further evidence that the schooling system is 
failing Aboriginal children. 

In regards to education in Australia, the most 
disadvantaged group are Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people. One in eight children 
between the ages of five to nine years old do not 
attend preschool or primary school. Between 
the ages of ten to fifteen years old onwards, par­
ticipation in any form of schooling is three to 
five times lower than the general population (De­
partment of Aboriginal Affairs, 1989:1). 

The problem of poor schooling, is due to the way 
a teacher teaches and how his or her feelings are 
projected towards the children while teaching. 

Below is a student's view of his education: 

Most teachers wanted us (Aborigines) to 
be the same as the white kids. To be like 
them we had to "bring ourselves up". In 
other words, we were below them. This 
was especially obvious when we reached 
high school; I guess because we had 
many different teachers, most of whom 
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considered us to be inferior, dumber than 
their white students. They made me feel 
stupid by embarrassing me in front of the 
class. I couldn't understand that high 
language and became bored. The more I 
was picked on, the more I withdrew in­
side myself and refused to work. I know 
the teacher thought that we were not in­
terested in working or even coming to 
school because we were lazy and didn't 
think school was important. Because of 
this, they considered it a waste of time 
to help black students. It wasn't true 
though. When I felt a teacher was really 
interested in me, I wanted to work. (De­
partment of Education, 1993:3) 

Non-verbal communication is a significant part 
of an Aboriginal or Torres Strati Islander's life 
and your body language as a teacher, is noted by 
the Aboriginal students and Torres Strait Islander 
students in the classroom. Your attitude as a 
teacher is also important, as all children are quick 
to sense how you really feel about them, your 
tone of voice, vocabulary, manner, expectations, 
comments, all convey either a positive or nega­
tive message to the students. 

Many Aboriginal children have a different out­
look on life primarily due to their different way 
of life, to their rich cultural heritage and to the 
way they look at themselves. Due to the fact 
that Aboriginal children in rural and urban set­
tings bring with them values and perspectives 
quite different from non-Aboriginal children, 
curriculum and management practices must al­
low for this. 

Watts (1983) states that 

The child functions in the classroom as 
a total person, bringing with him all the 
results of his previous learning and ex­
periences which have shaped his emo­
tional, physical and intellectual being: 
his self-identification and his influential 
friends, his concepts of himself and his 
level of adjustment, his motives, values 

and aspirations, his attitudes to and per­
ceptions of school, learning and the 
world about him, his health and nutri­
tional status and his sensory functioning, 
his preferred ways of learning and his 
competence in language usage. 
(Guiderl991: 48) 

A learning style is the way a person absorbs and 
retains information and skills. Aborigines do 
have different learning styles to non-Aborigines. 
'It is also widely recognised that "children with 
different needs (such as Aboriginals) need to be 
taught differently.'"(Kalantiz & Cope, 1988:56; 
Dunn, 1986:12, cited In Lasorsa, 1990:37) So 
why aren't the teaching strategies being tailored 
to suit these learning styles? 

A summary of these learning styles include: 

informal setting, 
• co-operative group work, 

motivation-person to person, 
• observing, modelling and imitation rather 

than through verbal instruction, 
• personal trial and error - mastery before 

(learning by doing) performance, 
• through real-life performance, 
• high degree of perceptual curiosity, 
• strong interest in the familiar, 

holistic approach to learning. More learn 
ing of whole than parts, 
repetition. 
(Harris,1984:40) 

Keep in mind that these are not the only learn­
ing styles, we must still allow for individual dif­
ferences. 

As teachers, we must teach our students in the 
way they learn best. Build up their confidence 
and pride in their identity. Assess your teaching 
in terms of its relevance to the children. Be 
aware and use the different learning styles so 
these students can learn. Most of all, be involved 
with your students and ultimately, gain the 
child's trust and respect, because without it the 
child will not learn from you. 
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