
The Australian Journal of Indigenous Education
Volume 44 Number 1 pp. 70–84 C© The Author(s) 2015 doi 10.1017/jie.2015.13

Kinship Online: Engaging ‘Cultural Praxis’
in a Teaching and Learning Framework for
Cultural Competence
Lynette Riley,1 Deirdre Howard-Wagner,2 and Janet Mooney3

1National Centre For Cultural Competence, Office of the Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Indigenous Strategy and Services), The
University of Sydney, Sydney, New South Wales, Australia
2 Department of Sociology and Social Policy, The University of Sydney, Sydney, New South Wales, Australia
3Institute for Positive Psychology and Education, Faculty of Health Sciences, Australian Catholic University, Sydney, New
South Wales, Australia

The article describes the teaching and learning framework that underpins a Kinship Online Module aimed at
delivering online cross-cultural training at the university level. It is based on an existing workshop designed
and presented to non-Aboriginal staff and students by Lynette Riley, a Wiradjuri and Gamilaroi woman from
Dubbo and Moree. In doing so, this article reflects on the pedagogical framework and adopted learning
environment, and describes how the project adopts a ‘cultural praxis’ approach that combines a social con-
structivist, problem-based immersive learning approach with five complementary pedagogical approaches.
These principles underpin the designing of a program that embeds diverse Aboriginal knowledge into this
online teaching resource.
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The Kinship Online Module (Kinship Module), an online
cultural competence learning and teaching tool, has the
dual purpose of using narratives collected from Aborigi-
nal people to embed mutual benefit in both a decolonising
mainstream curriculum and as a site of empowerment in
which Aboriginal people are able to voice their thoughts
and experiences in meaningful ways and participate in
the process of knowledge production (Blodgett, Schinke,
Smith, Peltier, & Pheasant, 2011, p. 523; see also Price,
2012). The aim was to take Aboriginal knowledge and
cultural practices and use the teaching within those prac-
tices, transposed in a Western system for non-Indigenous
people who will work in professions that impact on Abo-
riginal people.

The Kinship Module is based on an interactive face-to-
face presentation first developed in 1987 by Lynette Riley,
a Wiradjuri and Gamilaroi woman, to help people under-
stand traditional kinship structures and the impact of the
breakdown of these structures through colonisation prac-
tices. In the initial years of creating this presentation, Riley
sought advice from many Aboriginal people, from tradi-
tional through to urban communities, to ensure correct
structures and knowledge was being imparted. The pre-
sentation is not meant to be all inclusive or an in-depth

study of those structures, but rather an introduction to
basic structures of kinship systems. Specific and in-depth
knowledge must be gained from traditional knowledge
holders within various Aboriginal nations and clan groups
across Australia.

While the knowledge contained in the original interac-
tive face-to-face Kinship presentation is a useful education
program, the interactive face-to-face Kinship presentation
has been dependent on one person — the author of the
presentation — limiting opportunities for participation to
the availability and time of the presenter. To create a pro-
cess to allow greater distribution of the Kinship presenta-
tion for student/participant cultural competency growth,
it was determined to offer the Kinship presentation as an
e-learning experience. The move to the use of digital tech-
nologies also provided an opportunity to complement
the original presentation with a range of resources. For
example, one intention of the project has been to develop
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online learning tools while also ensuring the incorpora-
tion of the Aboriginal community, Elders, students and
staff narratives into cross-cultural education. The project
has thus involved developing the Kinship presentation into
an online workshop, as well as using digital technologies
to incorporate a range of other resources to complement
the workshop online.

To achieve this end, we received funding for the devel-
opment of the Kinship Online Module as a teaching and
learning project (the project) from the Office for Learning
and Teaching. The project itself is a partnership between
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal academics and an Aborig-
inal community working together respectfully and pro-
ductively to embed Aboriginal knowledges and cultural
practices into university teaching. This was achieved by
conducting research with Aboriginal people in a culturally
appropriate and sensitive manner and in accordance with
both Aboriginal protocols and university ethical require-
ments (Riley, Howard-Wagner, Mooney, & Kutay, 2013).
As a cultural competence resource, the aim is to take Abo-
riginal cultural practice and use the teaching within those
practices in Western systems for non-Indigenous people
who are working in social systems that impact on Abo-
riginal people. To achieve this, the project is based on a
partnership between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal aca-
demics and the Aboriginal community, who work together
respectfully and productively to embed Aboriginal knowl-
edges and cultural practices into university teaching.

The long-term intent of the project is to impart Indige-
nous cultural knowledge to the broader staff and student
body at the University of Sydney, many of whom will work
with Indigenous employees or clients during their profes-
sional life. In the second semester of the 2014 teaching year,
a pilot of the Kinship Module was undertaken, designed
for the teaching of humanities- and social science-related
subjects at the University of Sydney, such as sociology, law,
education and social work.

Thinking through the development of the Kinship
presentation in its transition to an online teaching (e-
learning) resource necessitated developing an appropriate
pedagogical framework that took into account Aboriginal
epistemology both in methods and content, so that the
Kinship Module provided an educational experience at
the forefront, and is respectful of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander cultures and identity (National Aboriginal
Education Committee [NAEC], 1985; Australian Govern-
ment, 2010). In particular, we worked with Aboriginal
people by ‘traversing the cultural interface’ (Nakata, 2002,
p. 9). Their stories reveal the consequences of interchanges
with Western ‘ways of knowing’.

The purpose of this article is to describe the teach-
ing and learning framework underpinning the Kinship
Module at the University of Sydney and to explain how
the teaching and learning framework assists in embedding
Aboriginal cultural knowledge and building cultural com-
petence among humanities and social science students at

the University of Sydney. This project is one of a number
of initiatives being undertaken at the University of Syd-
ney as part of a critical shift toward advancing cultural
competency.

Background: Cultural Competency in
Higher Education
University graduates with a better understanding and
greater appreciation of the challenges facing Indigenous
Australians are better able to contribute to addressing and
overcoming racism, thus having the power to change the
nature of Australian society and the quality of service pro-
vision to Indigenous Australians and the broader society
(Universities Australia, 2011). It is for this reason that Uni-
versities Australia (2011) exhorts universities to take on
the responsibility of ensuring that continuing generations
of professionals have knowledge and understanding of
Indigenous people’s cultures and histories. These knowl-
edges and understandings will prepare students with skills
and strategies and the ability to critically analyse their spe-
cific profession’s history and assumptions, and the socio-
political contexts of the roles of their profession in shaping
Indigenous peoples’ lives. The objective is to prepare these
new professionals to become agents of change and work
more effectively with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
clients, agencies and communities. To ensure this occurs,
systemic cultural competence training of university staff
aligned with the inclusion of Indigenous content into all
university programs is essential not only for these future
professionals, but also for the university sector to define
itself as a global leader and agent of social change in con-
temporary Australia (Universities Australia, 2011).

In recognition of the significance of cultural compe-
tence skills, many Australian universities are endeavour-
ing to improve the way in which Indigenous people are
viewed, whether it is through improved visibility, partici-
pation and awareness of Indigenous people, or through the
curriculum in Indigenous education or studies (University
of Sydney, 2012, p. 2). The focus for Australian university
initiatives has been on heightening cultural competence
through governance, community and stakeholder engage-
ment, and research. The aim is to create improved stan-
dards, particularly in teaching and learning, to recognise
and encourage connections with cultural, historical and
symbolic representations, to challenge assumed realities;
and to provide an opportunity for Indigenous people to
share, think, learn and contribute within the university.

While the construction of cultural competence in this
way is not without its problems, the development of cul-
tural competence in university students can provide an
opportunity for many non-Indigenous people who are
unaware of Indigenous narratives and cultural ways of
being to learn directly from Indigenous people themselves
(Behrendt, Larkin, Griew, & Kelly, 2012; Rose, 2012; Uni-
versities Australia, 2011). Acquiring such awareness will

THE AUSTRALIAN JOURNAL OF INDIGENOUS EDUCATION 71



Lynette Riley, Deirdre Howard-Wagner and Janet Mooney

provide real learning, knowledge and skills that will inform
action in many fields of endeavour and disciplines across
academic arenas, and for engagement in public service. It
also assists in breaking down many stereotypes and gen-
erates greater understandings for improved engagement
and communications with Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples and their communities.

While spaces for the teaching of Indigenous stud-
ies, including Indigenous knowledge systems and culture,
have existed for some time within higher education insti-
tutions in Australia, the broader promotion of mainstream
learning of Indigenous culture and knowledge from an
Indigenous standpoint in Australian higher education
is a more recent phenomenon (Universities Australia,
2011). In the Australian context of Indigenous education,
the higher education landscape is predominately focused
toward improving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
accessibility to tertiary education. Teaching Indigenous
studies to enhance the prominence of Indigenous culture
and knowledge has been secondary on campuses across
Australia. The reason it has been secondary is due to inher-
ent difficulties faced by non-Indigenous staff to effect this
change, although this focus has been strengthened at the
federal level in recent years (Universities Australia, 2011).
This is in part attributed to the work of the Indigenous
Higher Education Advisory Council, which recommended
that institutions should enhance the prominence and sta-
tus of Indigenous culture, knowledge and studies on their
campuses (Universities Australia, 2011). It is generally
believed that by enhancing the prominence and status of
Indigenous culture, knowledge and studies on campuses
around Australia, this would provide non-Indigenous stu-
dents with an understanding of and respect for Indigenous
knowledge and worldviews, to prepare them to live harmo-
niously in a land shared with Indigenous peoples (Phillips
& Lambert, 2005; see also Craven et al., 2005a, 2005b,
2005c). Hence, one of the key project objectives was to
develop a pedagogical framework that takes into account
Indigenous epistemology both in methods and content.

We did this so that the learning process builds on
Indigenous cultures and identity, as was an original inten-
tion of the NAEC (1985) in the Australian educational
landscape; further, the Australian Higher Education Sup-
port Act 2003 (AHESA; Australian Government, 2012)
decreed that universities are expected to reflect the whole
community and not simply one social or cultural sector.
In Indigenous education this provides relevancy, rather
than simply trying to fit Indigenous culture into West-
ern ways of teaching. Price (2012) comments on this as
a ‘window’ into Indigenous lives, while providing a ‘mir-
ror’ for Indigenous students to see themselves reflected
in the educational landscape. Currently and most often,
teaching Indigenous Studies takes a very defensive stance
informed by and based around colonisation, cultural loss
and maintenance (Nakata, 2006). The Kinship Module is a
cultural education teaching tool providing a more positive

position in challenging stereotypes and perceived under-
standings of Indigenous culture, and moves the learner
from an awareness of issues to assessing how they can
use the knowledge gained to become more competent in
working with people from different cultural backgrounds
(Sefa Dei, 2008).

The project as outlined in this article was developed
in line with the government objectives of the promotion
of excellence in learning and teaching in higher education
programs, whereby the Office for Learning and Teach-
ing aims to promote and support enhancement of learn-
ing and teaching in higher education institutions. In this
project, we have aimed to promote excellence by develop-
ing a framework for augmenting cultural competence with
high Aboriginal community involvement in the provision
of an e-learning teaching tool. For example, Aboriginal
people’s stories are linked to the face-to-face presenta-
tion, which has been modified for an online environment.
Hence, the e-learning tool provides an opportunity for
teachers and lecturers to embed Aboriginal cultural learn-
ing in mainstream courses of study and provide an oppor-
tunity to listen to Aboriginal voices.

This focus in higher education also needs to be viewed
in conjunction with the National Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Education Policy (Australian Government,
2010), which has four major goals with 21 aims. Hence, it
is imperative that knowledge of Indigenous communities
and their cultures are embedded in university teachings.
This project is reflected under Major Goal 4 — ‘Equitable
and Appropriate Educational Outcomes’ — within Aim 8:
‘To enable Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students
at all levels of education to have an appreciation of their
history, cultures and identity’ and Aim 9: ‘To provide all
Australian students with an understanding of and respect
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander traditional and
contemporary cultures’. We are therefore meeting the gov-
ernment’s aims through the provision of a positive cultural
e-learning teaching tool that provides an understanding
of Aboriginal kinship but also highlights the importance
of kinship systems in contemporary society.

Additionally, a key process in gaining cultural com-
petence is one of challenging colonising assumptions
concerning Indigenous cultures (Nakata, 2011; Moreton-
Robinson, 2004), which involves creating decolonising
opportunities in an Australian educational context: hear-
ing, recognising, and accepting the experience of Indige-
nous people (Green, Baldry, & Sherwood, 2008). This
project also addresses the concerns raised by Craven et al.
(2005a), who in their study of Primary Teacher Education
Courses noted:

It also would appear that there is a need for greater under-
standing of the cultural values and identity of contemporary
Aboriginal societies, even amongst teachers who are active sup-
porters of Aboriginal people and Aboriginal Studies education.
(p. 61)
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The project is therefore committed to conveying Aborig-
inal cultural knowledge not only to pre-service teachers
but to the broader student body, many of whom will
graduate and work with Aboriginal employees or clients
during their professional life. In the process of gaining
this knowledge, participants gain an opportunity to
question their knowledge of Aboriginal people and
the role of the colonising processes in disenfranchising
Indigenous peoples in Australia. It provides a small
window to allow participants to question their knowledge
base and start them on the path towards improving their
cultural competency in understanding and working with
Indigenous Australians in the future.

The project was a vehicle to ensure engagement
between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal educators and
researchers, with Aboriginal people setting the parame-
ters of what was required to be taught and researched and
how this would occur, taking into consideration Aborigi-
nal protocols of knowledge transference and participation
timeframes. In addition, Aboriginal communities around
Dubbo were invited to be involved in the development of
the teaching tools by providing their stories; that is, ‘Com-
munity narratives’. These stories were incorporated into
the website, and give teachers and students a better under-
standing of historical and cultural issues. It is also hoped
that this resource will provide non-Indigenous students
an opportunity in their course of study to hear Aborigi-
nal voices and perspectives that they may never have had
the opportunity to hear if not for the creation of this
website.

We suggest that the validity of this project would be in
question without the contributions of Aboriginal people
of their ‘translation’ of their experiences into the new con-
text (Ramsey & Walker, 2010). In undertaking this project,
we set out to reverse the previous, as Yunkaporta, (2009, p.
105) so aptly states, ‘systemic undervaluing of local knowl-
edge and Aboriginal culture, a deeply ingrained unwill-
ingness to “see” more sophisticated Aboriginal knowledge
and processes’. Yunkaporta (2009) argues for the need to
ensure that Aboriginal participants’ voices are heard, while
Battiste (2002) argues that integrating the voices and expe-
riences of Aboriginal people into mainstream education
creates a balanced centre from which to analyse European
culture and learning. Due to the teachings in the Kinship
Module, this project has proven to be effective, as teachers
and students using the site have contacted the project lead-
ers to say just how much they have ‘learned’ and how much
it had improved their understanding of Aboriginal cultural
knowledge.

The Kinship Module is a modified version of the face-
to-face presentation, which uses digital technology to
introduce new material alongside a recording of the face-
to-face Kinship presentation. The website repository con-
tains the Kinship workshop, so that the participants can
view sector themes when they reach various points in the
Kinship presentation video. This also allows the project

team to continually update resources into the future. The
final collection of the website repository is the Kinship pre-
sentation: ‘vox pops’ by participants from the face-to-face
presentation, community stories, and additional resources
that provide further material. The aim was to create an
engaging online environment via the incorporation of,
for example, Aboriginal narratives into the Kinship Mod-
ule. The contributors have given their permission for their
images and narratives to be used for teaching others, and
this has the benefit of validating their expert knowledge
and identity (Mooney & Craven, 2006; Willmot, 2010).

While we recognise that Aboriginal kinship systems
vary throughout Australia and it is not possible in one
presentation to examine the differences between them
all, what this project does is give participants an intro-
duction to Aboriginal kinship systems and the basic con-
cepts within those systems. Hence, people who participate
in the presentation gain a new and deeper understand-
ing of how kinship systems operate. The introductory
online presentation is designed to provide information for
non-Indigenous students on how Aboriginal kinship sys-
tems work and how this affects reciprocal responsibilities
and relationships within their cultures. Non-Indigenous
participants are then presented with situations experi-
enced by Aboriginal people after invasion, when kin-
ship systems were ignored and their culture devalued
and/or denigrated. Students are then asked to consider
the various effects of European culture and introduced
to ‘Pidgin English’ language on Aboriginal systems and
culture.

The project enables educators to teach in a way that
respects and allows Aboriginal voices to be highlighted
(Healy-Ingram, 2011, p. 70). Pedagogically it involves the
inclusion of Aboriginal people’s first-hand accounts of
their knowledges, issues, concerns and experiences into
curricula via the incorporation of Aboriginal standpoint
pedagogy (Nakata, 2007), alongside complementary West-
ern pedagogical practices (see below). This enables the
provision of a richer and deeper understanding of the
issues that are presented to learners in studying Aborigi-
nal content.

In developing the material for the creation of the web-
site and a teaching and learning framework, advice was
sought by Lynette Riley from her home community in
Dubbo through direct kinship family, Elders and other sig-
nificant Aboriginal people. In addition, input was sought
from Aboriginal students in the Bachelor of Education
(Secondary Aboriginal Studies) Block Mode program.

The Kinship Module is aimed at providing an introduc-
tion to Aboriginal kinship, roles and reciprocal responsi-
bilities. The teaching objectives are that through this pre-
sentation, participants will gain an insight into the com-
plexity and sophistication of Aboriginal kinship, identify
differing levels of relationship, and understand how recip-
rocal bonds of relationship work. Through this module
participants will gain:
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1. greater understanding and experience of Aboriginal
kinship systems;

2. insight into Aboriginal social structures and how these
differ from Western societies;

3. knowledge of how cultural assessment assists in under-
standing these impacts;

4. greater awareness of potential conflict in working with
people from differing cultural backgrounds; and

5. how this difference impacts upon Aboriginal people
in the social systems that operate in Australia, such as
through education, criminal justice systems and the
legal system more broadly.

The Kinship Module is broken into eight themes and
each has an aim and series of learning outcomes that
build incrementally from Sector Theme 1 through to
Sector Theme 8. This means participants need to be
engaged from the start of the module to have greater
understanding of the final learning outcomes. The themes
are:

Sector Theme 1: Welcome and Acknowledgments. This
sector provides an awareness of the significance and dif-
ference between a ‘Welcome to Country’ and an ‘Acknowl-
edgment of Country’.

Sector Theme 2: Nations, Clans and Family Groups.
This sector provides an overview of the range and diver-
sity of the Aboriginal nations and clans that exist in
Australia, and provides an introduction to Aboriginal
protocols.

Sector Theme 3: First Level of Kinship — Moiety. The
Moiety sector introduces the first level of Aboriginal kin-
ship and the impact this has on a person’s identity and
relationships through reciprocal responsibilities.

Sector Theme 4: Second Level of Kinship — Totems.
The Totem sector is an introduction to the second layer
of kinship learning and obligations through links to the
environment.

Sector Theme 5: Third Level of Kinship — Skin Names.
The Skin Names sector provides an introduction to a third
layer of kinship relationships: siblings, parents, grandpar-
ents and who people can marry.

Sector Theme 6: Language and Traditional Affiliations.
This sector provides an overview of language, nation and
clan links and the way in which protocols assist in these
affiliations.

Sector Theme 7: Lines of Communication. This sec-
tor provides an overview of the network of links between
nations, clans and family groups, for conservation, sur-
vival, marriage and ceremonial obligations.

Sector Theme 8: Disconnected Lines. This sector pro-
vides a small overview of how traditional lines have been
impacted by colonisation and the impact of policies that
have governed Aboriginal lives since first contact.

Table 1 outlines the sector themes, learning outcomes,
and impact for disciplines.

Each of the introduced themes has associated learning
outcomes. It is expected that these learning outcomes will
have direct impact on students who use this material, as
it will provide knowledge and understanding of complex
and sophisticated Aboriginal cultural roles and respon-
sibilities as governed by their protocols and interactions
through their kinship structures. In the past, the limited
understanding of kinship connections has led to poor ser-
vices for Aboriginal people, and cultural conflict and mis-
communication between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
people. The learning outcomes therefore provide valuable
learning for individuals in their journey towards cultural
competence in gaining skills to work specifically with Abo-
riginal people, by raising an awareness of the skills they will
require to effectively work with people from a multitude
of cultural backgrounds.

The Kinship Module has been broken into sectors
to illustrate the Learning Outcomes and Impact for
Disciplines. Figure 1, Kinship Online Module — Sector
Themes, Learning Outcomes and Impact for Disciplines,
shows the links in the teaching process between the sector
themes of the kinship presentation, the learning outcomes
associated with each theme, and the expected impact of
each sector’s associated learning outcomes for profession-
als in their area of discipline.

What is demonstrated in Figure 1 is the incremental
building up of knowledge and learning outcomes, with
suggestions of impacts of that learning for disciplines of
study within each learning sector.

Pedagogy and the Kinship Online Module
The project engages both Aboriginal and Western knowl-
edges and pedagogical approaches to create a teach-
ing and learning resource aimed at addressing cul-
tural competency in non-Indigenous students. That is,
it takes Aboriginal cultural practice and uses the teach-
ing of that practice within a Western teaching and
learning system to improve the cultural competency of
non-Indigenous people working in social systems that
impact on Aboriginal people. The intention of the project
therefore was to develop online teaching and learn-
ing tools to incorporate Aboriginal knowledge inclusive
of Aboriginal community narratives into a module for
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TABLE 1

Kinship Module: Sector Themes, Learning Outcomes and Impact for Disciplines

Sector themes Learning outcomes Impact for disciplines

1. Welcome and
Acknowledgments

1. Understand the significance of a ‘Welcome to Country’ and ‘Acknowledgment of
Country’.

2. Understand the difference between ‘Welcome to Country’ and ‘Acknowledgment of
Country’.

3. Recognise who can do a ‘Welcome to Country’ and ‘Acknowledgment of Country’.

• Recognition of protocols for introduction held by Aboriginal people.
• Respect for Aboriginal people and their Elders, past and present.
• Acknowledgment of cultural difference.

2. Nations, clans and
family groups

1. Recognition of the Aboriginal nation and their language where you live.
2. Ability to find out about the nation and clan groups where you live.

• Recognition and appreciation for Aboriginal nations, clans and family groups across
Australia.

• Understanding of the diversity of nations and language groups across Australia and the
impact this will have on working with Aboriginal people across Australia.

• Introduction to Aboriginal protocols and their impact in working with Aboriginal
communities.

3. First level of
kinship—Moiety

1. Understand what a moiety is.
2. Understand where the term moiety comes from.
3. Recognise what has impacted on Aboriginal kinship systems.
4. Recognition of some of the key differences between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal

Kinship and social systems.
5. Understand the terms patrilineal and matrilineal and what they mean for Aboriginal

kinship systems.

• Understanding of Aboriginal kinship structures.
• Recognition of importance of moiety in Aboriginal people working together.
• Recognition of the importance of kinship relationships in working with Aboriginal

people.

4. Second level of
kinship—Totems

1. Understand roles and importance of totems.
2. Understand different levels of totems.
3. Recognise different types of totems.
4. Recognise how yotem systems connect people to the environment.
5. Appreciate how moiety and totems create reciprocal responsibilities.
6. Understand what is meant by reciprocal responsibilities.

• Importance of understanding the whole person in their identity.
• Recognition of the bonds and relationships between Aboriginal people and their

moiety and totems.
• Recognition of how sharing moieties and totems strengthens bonds and relationships

across clans and nations.

5. Third level of
kinship—Skin
names

1. Understand what a Skin name is.
2. Understand the links a Skin name creates between an individual, their parents and

others.
3. Understand the purpose of a Skin name.
4. Understand the range of family relationships an individual has under an Aboriginal

kinship system and the interactive nature of these.
5. Appreciate personal responsibilities and expected reciprocations under Aboriginal

kinship systems.

• Understanding of the impact of roles of individuals through kinship obligations.
• Understanding of how conflicts that occur when systems either do not acknowledge or

use Aboriginal kinship systems, or regard Aboriginal kinship systems as a deficit.
• Understanding of how the impact of non-recognition of kinship relationships places

Aboriginal people in jeopardy within non- Aboriginal social sector systems.

6. Language and
traditional
affiliations

1. Understand the importance of and differences between nation, clans and families.
2. Understand why we need to know more about Indigenous Australian nations.
3. Appreciate interaction between different kinship sectors within language and nations

with regard to the kinship systems and how they work.

• Awareness of the impact of shared resources and relationships across nation, clan and
family groups.

• Understanding of the importance of kinship relationship in conserving our environment.
• Understanding of the Elders and their significance in working with Aboriginal

communities.
• Understanding and awareness of stereotypical and inappropriate terms such as

‘walkabout’ and ‘tribe’.
• Understanding of how Western terms have been changed to fit into kinship systems

(e.g., ‘Aunty’ and ‘Uncle’).
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TABLE 1

Continued

Sector themes Learning outcomes Impact for disciplines

7. Lines of
communication and
interaction

1. Appreciate relationships between various nations and why they are important.
2. Understand how relationships can be identified across nations.
3. Recognise connections between nations through moieties, totems and marriage.
4. Recognise the differences between nations and language groups.

• Appreciation of nation and clan borders and how they impact on working within
Aboriginal communities.

• Understanding of how to work with Aboriginal protocols and why they are important.
• Understanding of the impact of kinship systems on families and children and their

obligations to one another and how these might create conflict when working within
Western systems.

• Gain examples of cultural misunderstandings since invasion from Aboriginal people
and professionals.

8. Disconnected lines 1. Understand the impact of missions, reserves and stations through their operations and
policies on Aboriginal kinship systems.

2. Recognise what the impact of the creation of farms and properties mean for Aboriginal
nations.

3. Recognise the impact of introduced diseases on Aboriginal nations, clans and family
groups.

4. Understand how language was used to control Aboriginal people.
5. Appreciate the effect on Aboriginal people after they left institutions or when

institutions were closed.

• Understanding of the impact of placement on a mission, reserve or station for
Aboriginal people.

• Understanding of the impact of leaving missions, reserves and stations for Aboriginal
people.

• Understanding of how Aboriginal people have been classified and judged by
non-Aboriginal frames of reference.

• Awareness of racism and the impact of this on Aboriginal people.
• Appreciation of language adaptations created for Aboriginal people and their impact

on Aboriginal people’s interactions and relationships with the wider community.
• Understanding of contemporary kinship and family structures of Aboriginal people in

urban, rural and remote communities.
• Appreciation of the cultural competency journey.
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Impact for Disciplines

Learning

Sector Themes

Outcomes

FIGURE 1
(Colour online) Kinship Module: Diagram For Learning Outcomes

cross-cultural competency, focusing on the different
responsibilities in Aboriginal societies and the impact this
has had on Aboriginal people.

While the Kinship Module can be situated within any
unit of study on Indigenous Australian issues, the pilot
Kinship Module has been designed for the teaching of
humanities- and social science-related subjects at the Uni-
versity of Sydney, such as sociology, law, education and
social work. Its pedagogical purpose is to provide both
non-Indigenous staff and students with a knowledge and
understanding of Aboriginal kinship and build their cul-
tural competency, which includes raising their awareness
of Aboriginal protocols and culture and enhancing their
capacity to work with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people in different contexts.

Nakata (2007) notes that there are often innate prob-
lems when:

Indigenous knowledge systems and Western scientific ones are
considered so disparate as to be ‘incommensurable’ or ‘irrec-
oncilable’ on cosmological, epistemological and ontological
grounds. . . . Differences at these levels frame possible under-
standings and misunderstandings . . . it is not possible to bring
in Indigenous knowledge and plonk it in the curriculum unprob-
lematically as if it is another data set for Western knowledge to
discipline and test. Indigenous knowledge systems and Western
knowledge systems work off different theories of knowledge that
frame who can be a knower, what can be known, what con-
stitutes knowledge, what constitutes truth, how truth is to be
verified, how evidence becomes truth, how valid inferences are
to be drawn, the role of belief in evidence, and related issues. . . .
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we cannot just ‘do’ Indigenous knowledge in the curriculum.
(p. 8)

As such, it is critical that there be improved interface
with Aboriginal cultural knowledge holders and academia
on the type, style and manner of representation to be
presented. Nakata (2007) goes on to say that what has
occurred in the academy is that through non-Indigenous
discourse there has developed an approach of knowing
‘about’ Aboriginal knowledge, cultures and issues, rather
than incorporation of Indigenous voices and grounding
of Indigenous knowledges, cultures and issues in the disci-
plines. We are working towards research that has equality
for Indigenous peoples, which is often a challenge to the
Western classifications developed to suit Western hierar-
chies, linearity, abstraction and objectification of Indige-
nous knowledges, cultures and issues (Nakata, 2007, p. 9;
see also Williamson & Dalal, 2007).

Arguably, this can be achieved via pedagogical teach-
ing and curriculum content that embeds cultural knowl-
edge as provided by appropriate cultural knowledge hold-
ers; recognises and understands the complexities at the
cultural interface (Nakata, 2007), that is, the connection
and differences between Indigenous and non-Indigenous
worlds and knowledge economies; prioritises Indigenous
voices and epistemologies (Minniecon, Franks & Heffer-
nan, 2007) with recognition of the diversity of cultural
knowledges; builds in Indigenous intellectual and cultural
knowledge rights of the cultural knowledge holders; and
increases critical reflection capabilities of academics in
teaching programs.

A primary process for provision of these goals through
this project is via engagement with Aboriginal educators,
researchers and local communities. The embedding of
Aboriginal understandings through their narratives will
assist non-Aboriginal academics teaching Indigenous con-
tent as part of mainstream curriculum to incorporate both
Aboriginal standpoint pedagogy (Nakata, 2007) and Abo-
riginal voices into their teaching (Phillips & Whatman,
2007).

In being cognisant of such complexities at the cultural
interface, the project team adopted what Blodgett et al.
(2011) refer to as a ‘cultural praxis’ to design and deliver
a project utilising complementary Indigenous, social con-
structionist and critical methodologies. They define a
praxis as an approach ‘aimed at mobilising transforma-
tion through the balancing of research, theory and prac-
tice’ (Blodgett et al., p. 523). Essentially, a praxis is about
the reciprocal relationships between academic and applied
work enhanced ‘by a commitment toward creating pos-
itive social change’ (Blodgett et al., p. 523). The term
cultural praxis is used to explain their adopted research
approach, which ‘engaged Indigenous community mem-
bers as the experts of their own realities and enabled
them to voice personal experiences regarding community-
based research and then transform those experiences into

empowering applied practices at the local level’ (p. 523).
For Blodgett et al., the ‘emphasis is on bringing forth the
voices of Indigenous people, in an attempt to better under-
stand their experiences and to identify a strategy for social
change that are developed for and by group members’
(p. 523). The central tenet of cultural praxis is thus ‘giving
voice’ through culturally sensitive practice (Blodgett et al.,
2011).

Blodgett et al. (2011) incorporate the cultural praxis
into their research methodology and practice. We extend
the cultural praxis to the pedagogical practice underpin-
ning this project as a teaching and learning resource (Riley
et al., 2013). In the section that follows, we describe our
use of the cultural praxis, which utilises five comple-
mentary pedagogical approaches to teaching and learn-
ing to inform the development of the online Kinship
Module, including: a social constructivist approach, a
narrative teaching style, Aboriginal standpoint pedagogy,
decolonising mainstream pedagogy, and digital technolo-
gies (see Figure 2). We focus on describing how the five
pedagogical approaches coalesce as a cultural praxis, mak-
ing reference at times to their complementary epistemolo-
gies and practices.

Our aim in adopting a cultural praxis is to use Abo-
riginal knowledge productively to help non-Indigenous
students understand traditional kinship structures and
the impact of the breakdown of these structures through
colonisation practices. Our overarching objective of
bringing together the five complementary pedagogi-
cal approaches is not only to create an experience-
rich, interactive, problem-oriented, scenario-based learn-
ing environment that privileges Aboriginal voices and
embeds Aboriginal knowledge in mainstream humani-
ties and social science units of study/subjects, but also
to adopt these complementary teaching and learning
approaches because they are in keeping with and allow
us to respect Aboriginal standpoint pedagogy. The cul-
tural praxis we describe here enables us to work at the
cultural interface of Western and Indigenous knowledge
systems.

In adopting an Aboriginal standpoint pedagogy
(Yunkaporta, 2009), this learning tool is aimed at enabling
Aboriginal and non-Indigenous educators to teach in a
way that respects and allows Aboriginal voices to be high-
lighted in lectures and tutorials (Healy-Ingram, 2011,
p. 70). The inclusion of Aboriginal people’s first-hand
accounts of Aboriginal knowledges in mainstream curric-
ula also reinforces the decentring of the non-Indigenous
educator as an expert on Aboriginal identity (see below).
Non-Indigenous students learn about Aboriginal people’s
perspectives from Aboriginal peoples, rather than non-
Indigenous educators teaching their perspective on Abo-
riginal issues (Harrison & Greenfield, 2011). This enables
non-Indigenous educators to provide non-Indigenous
students with a richer and deeper understanding of the
issues that are presented to them in studying Aboriginal
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FIGURE 2
(Colour online) Online Kinship Project: Pedagogy as a Cultural Praxis

content and to bring Aboriginal standpoints into main-
stream curriculum.

In keeping with Aboriginal epistemology and stand-
point theory too, our project uses an experiential for-
mat. It privileges Aboriginal voices, which are recorded
and shared using digital technologies. Digital technologies
and online learning scenarios allow us to not only pro-
vide an experience-rich, interactive, scenario-based learn-
ing environment, but also enable us to use an experi-
ential format, which is an appropriate way of conveying
Aboriginal knowledge systems and Aboriginal knowledge-
sharing processes in an oral narrative form, bringing this
into mainstream teaching. As Battiste (2002) argues, inte-
grating the voices and experiences of Aboriginal peo-
ple into mainstream education creates a balanced cen-
tre from which to analyse European culture and learning.
While the use of digital technologies to convey experien-
tial accounts in Aboriginal narratives creates its own prob-
lems in terms of the ‘liveliness of Aboriginal knowledges’
(Christie, 2005), decontextualising Aboriginal knowledges
from place and space and presenting Aboriginal knowl-
edges in a Western teaching format, it also enables the use
of Aboriginal knowledges in a way that creates a positive
and constructive interface between Aboriginal knowledges
and Western knowledge. The critical concern here is to cre-
ate an online teaching and learning resource using digital
technologies in a way that is credible among Aboriginal
people in that the process of collecting Aboriginal knowl-

edges and conveying Aboriginal knowledges is respectful
of these and respected by Aboriginal people (Christie,
2005, p. 80). Aboriginal people conveying that knowledge
must agree to how this knowledge will be used (e.g., in a
digital format, as well as the format that this will take) and
its intent, and permit the use of their knowledge in this way.

Indigenous research methodologies and protocols are
thus an important aspect of the design of this project
too (see Riley et al., 2013). Aboriginal community
engagement from an Aboriginal standpoint means, as
Parsons (2008) states: ‘We are all stakeholders now’ (p.
99). Engaging Aboriginal stakeholders in the development
and design of this project was a lengthy ethical process
in keeping with Aboriginal protocols, which involved
building research relationships and formalising the
involvement of the community in the research to ensure
that Aboriginal people involved in the research felt not
only valued and in control of their engagement within
the research, but agreed to the use of their stories in this
way, the intent of their use, and permitted us to convey
their stories using digital technologies for the purpose of
decolonising mainstream curriculum and bringing about
social change (see Riley et al., 2013).

In this case, the project had the dual purpose of using
the narratives collected from Aboriginal people to embed
in the Kinship Module, yielding mutual benefit to both
decolonising mainstream curriculum and being a site
of empowerment in which Aboriginal people ‘are able
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to voice their thoughts and experiences in meaningful
ways and participate in the process of knowledge pro-
duction so that social transformations may be achieved’
(Blodgett et al., 2011, p. 523). The embedding of Abo-
riginal understandings through their narratives will assist
non-Indigenous academics teaching Aboriginal content
as part of mainstream curriculum to incorporate both
Aboriginal standpoint pedagogy (Nakata, 2007) and Abo-
riginal voices into their teaching (Phillips & Whatman,
2007).

Social constructivism complements Aboriginal stand-
point pedagogy in its approach to knowledge acquisition
and its view on the role of social and cultural understand-
ings of the world to knowledge acquisition. For example,
social constructivism challenges traditional approaches
to knowledge acquisition in learning, advocating an
approach that enables students to learn through active for-
mation of their own knowledge. That is, the emphasis is on
‘the active role played by the learner as he or she acquires
new concepts and procedures’ (Lester, Stone, & Stelling,
1999, p. 2). More important is its premise that knowledge is
socially constructed. While acknowledging its socially con-
structed nature in the context of social constructionism,
for example, our approach treats culture as a social fact and
everyday social phenomenon, identifying the importance
of cultural competency among non-Indigenous students.
For us, then, social constructivism in theory and practice
acknowledges the significance of social and cultural con-
texts to the student’s learning — that is, how our own
social and cultural understandings of the world influence
the way that we engage in and understand our world,
and by exposing non-Indigenous students to Aboriginal
worldviews we can change their understandings of the
world, exposing their ways of doing business as the social
and cultural practices of Whiteness. In others words, we
acknowledge that knowledge can be socially manipulated
to bring about social and cultural change and is a prin-
ciple resource for mediating social and cultural change
through social and cultural resources (Bitzer, 2001, p. 99).
For example, this cultural resource will allow students to
hear Aboriginal voices and challenge ‘old’ understandings
gained from cultural bias, cultural miscommunication
and cultural misunderstandings. Accordingly, by design-
ing an innovative cultural teaching resource that privi-
leges Indigenous knowledge systems, culture and voices,
we expose non-Indigenous staff and students to different
worldviews.

Our use of a social constructivist approach thus serves
the complementary purpose of decolonising mainstream
pedagogy in a way that creates a deeper learning envi-
ronment for both teachers as practitioners and their stu-
dents as learners. For example, having completed the
Kinship workshop, the student will have gained an appre-
ciation and understanding of how Aboriginal author-
ity structures and processes differ to those of West-
ern authority and are structured by complex kinship

and community protocols. This is achieved by adopt-
ing strategies that promote student-centred learning
and encourage students to engage in reflective learning
practices by fostering active learning and using digital
technologies.

In decolonising mainstream pedagogy, for example,
our intent is to implement a more inclusive way of engag-
ing Aboriginal people in the research and development
of the online Kinship presentation as a teaching resource.
This was, for example, achieved via the design of the ques-
tions that would be used by interviewees to collect com-
munity narratives about experiences in relation to policy,
and social service delivery in relation to say, the education
system, legal system and other social service areas. This
has been achieved by allocating stories to three aspects
of kinship: to talk about their own kinship relationships;
the effect of colonisation after invasion and in a particular
cultural conflict; and the ongoing effect on people liv-
ing under various professional services, such as the legal
system or the education system.

Understanding relationships is the first priority in
teaching kinship, and narrative pedagogy is the process
used by Aboriginal teachers within the context of shar-
ing Aboriginal knowledge. Within higher education more
generally, narrative teaching styles have emerged from
questioning, for example, whether conventional pedago-
gies prepare students for real life situations. In this con-
text, narrative pedagogy is a phenomenological pedagogy
that focuses on the lived experience. Narrative pedagogy
in the higher education context emerges from listening
to shared stories and the sharing of knowledge and lived
experiences (Diekelmann & Diekelmann, 2009, p. xii).
As Diekelmann and Diekelmann (2009) note, a narrative
pedagogy allows ‘ . . . for a richer array of listening (inter-
preting) than that allowed by the usual application and
presentation of disciplinary epistemologies’ (p. xv). The
focus of narrative teaching style is on relationships and
interaction.

In principle, a narrative teaching style is complemen-
tary to Aboriginal storytelling, that is, it is a teaching
medium conducive to Aboriginal storytelling. Also, the
use of narrative content forms has proven to be an effec-
tive way to teach non-Indigenous students (Egan, 1998;
Blakesley, 2010; Andrews, Hull, & De Meester, 2010)
and to respect traditional Aboriginal storytelling meth-
ods (Bradley, 2010). This, too, provides the opportunity
to use narratives from Aboriginal community members to
convey a variety of perspectives on Aboriginal knowledge
to non-Indigenous students.

In creating the teaching and learning framework it
was clear that Indigenous narratives provided additional
sources of information in line with three standpoints:

1. Aboriginal perspectives. These perspectives need to:

• get Aboriginal knowledge out to the wider community;

80 THE AUSTRALIAN JOURNAL OF INDIGENOUS EDUCATION



Kinship Online

• get Aboriginal standpoint into mainstream education;
and

• explain the complexity of Aboriginal peoples situations
culturally, historically and socially and through different
cultural perspectives pass on the depth of knowledge
needed to understand what Aboriginal people do and
why.

2. Educator perspectives. These perspectives help the
educator to:

• convey experiences of different cultural groups to stu-
dents;

• relate cultural, historical and social experiences for stu-
dents learning in their professional context; and

• assess learning achieved in an open domain.

3. Student perspectives. These perspectives help stu-
dents:

• to gain an understanding of Aboriginal spirituality and
religion transmitted through kinship;

• to understand the meaning of the greeting ‘Welcome to
Country’ and ‘Acknowledgment of Country’;

• to incorporate different perspectives — age, gender,
nations and clans;

• to understand protocols for working with Aboriginal
people and protocols between nations;

• to share personal histories of Aboriginal people;

• to avoid issues that may cause misunderstanding;

• to learn about the connection between kinship, land
and people;

• to understand how Aboriginal people identify them-
selves and each other;

• to learn about traditional trading with those outside
Australia;

• by providing resources with links to further information
with a variety of learning resources;

• with practical learning;

• by providing language information;

• to understand changes for Aboriginal people due to:
contact, stereotypes, self-images/identity;

• to appreciate and understand cultural differences
between Aboriginal people and non-Aboriginal people
and between nations;

• to explain relationships — traditional, contemporary,
stolen generations; and

• by supporting them at all levels of educational under-
standings in their cultural competence journey.

Aboriginal narratives provide complementary voices from
Aboriginal people to the Kinship workshop and the sectors

within the presentation. This is done by providing a brief
profile of the person telling their story and then informa-
tion that may be about cultural practices of relevance to
that person and/or where cultural miscommunication has
taken place to create conflict; this may be in law, education,
social policy, social work, or health.

The Aboriginal narratives provide additional informa-
tion to be used in case studies, profiling a range of scenar-
ios for different disciplines and field work, or simply to
hear Aboriginal people’s stories in relation to culture, con-
flict and working with public sector agencies. It is impor-
tant that teachers and lecturers listen to these stories and
assess for themselves the best way to use these narratives
to complement their units of study for best effect for their
students.

The key learning outcome from Aboriginal narratives
is to gain first-hand content from Aboriginal voices on
issues such as cultural significance, cultural conflict and
working within mainstream systems. It is imperative to
provide an opportunity for students undertaking studies
to have an opportunity to hear from Aboriginal people
about their culture and the issues which concern them, so
as to enhance students’ knowledges and experiences for
when they graduate and work with Aboriginal people and
their communities.

Importantly too, having listened to Aboriginal peoples’
narratives in which Aboriginal people voice their issues,
concerns and the impact of cross-cultural miscommuni-
cations, misunderstanding and the effect on their lives, the
student will have learnt that Aboriginal communities are
not homogenous, and nor are authority structures and
processes in Aboriginal communities homogenous. The
student should also now appreciate that an Aboriginal
community is likely to be made up of traditional owners
of the country and Aboriginal people from other areas
whose families may have been placed on the local mis-
sion or reserve many generations ago, or they may have
moved to the community as part of a more recent gov-
ernment relocation program. Furthermore, people may
have moved of their own accord as proactive agents seek-
ing employment or education opportunities. So, within
the Aboriginal community in any area there are likely to
be local family groups and groups who originate from
other nation and/or clan groups. The student will gain an
understanding of the long-term historical effects of past
practices of colonisation, including how government laws
and policies operate as instruments of colonisation. Thus,
the student will learn through listening to a variety of Abo-
riginal people’s narratives that ‘Aboriginal people are more
than just a disadvantaged group but occupy a particular
and unique position in the nation having been historically
displaced in the process of colonisation’ (Martin, 2005,
p. 117).

As such, the project has the dual purpose of using
the narratives collected from Aboriginal people to embed
in the online project, yielding mutual benefit to both
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decolonising mainstream curriculum and being a site of
empowerment in which Aboriginal people ‘are able to
voice their thoughts and experiences in meaningful ways
and participate in the process of knowledge production
so that social transformations may be achieved’ (Blodgett
et al., 2011, p. 523).

Hence, there is a dual purpose of sharing Indigenous
knowledge and decolonising mainstream curriculum, and
embedding Indigenous knowledge and perspectives in the
curriculum of mainstream disciplines, contributing to the
broader project of decolonising Indigenous knowledge
and learning in Western higher education institutions.
As McLaughlin and Whatman (2007, p. 2) note, ‘highly
provocative debates and insights concerning decolonis-
ing Indigenous knowledge and learning in western insti-
tutions of higher education emerged in the last half
of the century championed by Indigenous scholars and
intellectuals’.

This is particularly pertinent to disciplines such as
sociology, law and education. If we in our disciplines
teach Indigenous content without extensive knowledge
of Indigenous cultures, histories and contemporary reali-
ties, we risk not only reducing Indigenous people’s expe-
riences such as inequality between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous people to an equity/social justice issue, but also
risk performing a colonial act of appropriation and/or
embodying the very white habitus that many of us are
attempting to critique. It is a complexity that requires deep
thought and planning. It is invaluable for those among us
with extensive knowledge of Indigenous cultures, histories
and contemporary realities, both generally and discipline
specific, who take the position of non-expert and recog-
nise the important ethical sensitivities and limitation to
be drawn in relation to teaching non-Indigenous students
about Indigenous knowledge, kinship and culture, and
who are searching for ways to ensure that we embed Abo-
riginal people’s perspectives in the Indigenous content of
our units of study or subjects.

Using the Kinship Module as a teaching resource will
therefore enable non-Indigenous academics to go beyond
simply forgoing our pretence to be an ‘academic expert’
and to teach in a way that respects and allows Abo-
riginal voices to be highlighted in our lectures and our
tutorials (Healy-Ingram, 2011, p. 70), as well as provid-
ing non-Indigenous students with a richer and deeper
understanding of the issues that are presented to them
in studying Indigenous content in mainstream sociology,
law and education units of study/subjects, for example. It
will help to ensure that non-Indigenous academics teach-
ing Indigenous content minimise the risk of undervaluing
local knowledge and Indigenous culture. The inclusion
of Indigenous people’s first-hand accounts of Indigenous
knowledges in mainstream curriculum will also reinforce
the decentring of the white non-Indigenous academic as
an expert on Indigenous identity, via the incorporation
of Aboriginal standpoint pedagogy into our teaching, to

support and demonstrate valuing of Aboriginal knowl-
edge (Yunkaporta, 2009). Battiste (2002) argues that inte-
grating the voices and experiences of Aboriginal people
into mainstream education creates a balanced centre from
which to analyse European culture and learning. This sup-
ports an online teaching approach that uses storytelling.

Thus, the coalescing of the five complementary peda-
gogies into a cultural praxis for us is about drawing on the
complementary theoretical, research and practical aspects
of each pedagogy to form a culturally sensitive, respectful
and authentic approach to teaching and learning about
Aboriginal knowledges for non-Indigenous educators as
teachers of Indigenous content, non-Indigenous students
as the recipients of those knowledges, and Aboriginal peo-
ple in the sharing of their knowledge.

Conclusion
The intent of this project was to embed Aboriginal per-
spectives and pedagogies in mainstream university cur-
riculum at the University of Sydney through a teaching
and learning initiative designed to improve the cultural
competence of humanities and social science students at
the University of Sydney. In doing so, we have striven to
provide a culturally appropriate space for Aboriginal peo-
ple to share their stories and cultural knowledge, as well
as a place for educators and students to access Aborigi-
nal knowledges relevant to different university disciplines.
The Kinship Module was designed to provide teachers and
students with a knowledge and understanding of Aborig-
inal kinship, and includes raising their awareness of Abo-
riginal protocols and culture. We have respected our cul-
tural knowledge holders by providing opportunities for
Aboriginal people’s involvement in the project through
engagement in the development of this project and the
provision of their stories for learning. The incorporation
of Aboriginal experiential accounts into this project is crit-
ical for ensuring that non-Indigenous people learn from
narratives that provide experience pertinent to their pro-
fessions, beginning the journey of cultural competency in
their professional lives and bringing about social change.
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