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Abstract 

This study is based on a co-created cross-cultural book research project in secondary 

Science Education between myself and Indigenous expert knowledge holders from three 

Aboriginal Countries, and examines the role of professional and other conversation styles in 

mobilising Aboriginal knowledge from Country into the western science classroom. The 

book project produced secondary textbooks for each Country that presented knowledge 

within a bi-cultural local context to the students and provided an understanding of elements 

of both the Aboriginal and the Western Scientific worldviews for teachers and students alike. 

This PhD research sought to understand how a non-Aboriginal Australian secondary 

science teacher (the author) worked respectfully with Aboriginal experts of Country to 

produce new knowledge that could become shared, co-created knowledge. The need to 

examine the whole process of shared knowledge development became the focus, and so the 

research question guiding this study became ‘What has been the role of professional 

conversations in the mobilisation of Aboriginal knowledge from Country to Classroom?’ 

In a very real sense, this PhD study has served as a reflection on the book project both 

for me and for the original participants and their families and communities. It has also aimed 

to provide others working in the field of culturally co-created curriculum development with 

further insight and clarity about the role and importance of professional conversations, 

identified in this thesis as ‘Collegial Yarning’, and hopefully provides a degree of 

encouragement for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal experts to take on the challenge of 

developing cross-cultural curriculum content in Science for the Australian secondary 

schooling sector.  

My literature review of the relevant fields of social science and education research 

revealed the dearth of co-created, cross-cultural science curricula and its processes of 



 x  

development across the world. One noticeable exception is the work presented by Aikenhead 

and Michell (2011) in Canada, but sadly, the response by the relevant educational system to 

his work was similar to that evidenced by the overly cautious and suspicious reactions to my 

published work. It would seem that such educational curriculum material is still well ahead of 

its time. 

The chosen methodology is auto ethnographical, hybridising both analytical and 

evocative forms. It is my contention that, given the complexity and richness of the original 

book project, both forms of autoethnography are required simply to extract and reveal what 

the data, in all its forms, has to offer for those that take up the challenge to develop their 

communication skills in Collegial Yarning and to thereby further the work in the field of 

secondary Science Education. 

The evocative form uses the rich narrative style to capture and present the scenarios 

and vignettes all of which paint a picture of a representative cross-section of the social 

interactions that transpired in each of the three Communities during the course of the project. 

The analytical form adopts the thematic analysis inductive method version (Braun & Clarke, 

2008) because of its inherent theoretical freedom. A coding technique is utilised to explore 

for and identify the patterns within the data. I made this decision in light of the scarcity of 

similar research elsewhere in co-created cross-cultural curriculum development in Science 

Education. 

The need to validate the accuracy of the findings for this study has been realised 

through the strategies of member checking, triangulation and external auditing. (Creswell, 

2012). 

In a study of this nature, there is a compelling need to address the vitally important 

dual issues of confidentiality and ethics (Bainbridge et al., 2013). The process is informed 



 xi  

and guided by the NHMRC (2018) resource document and the AIATSIS Code of Ethics 

(2020), both of which provided a framework for the research. Understanding just how to 

translate ethics theory into practice in the field of cross-cultural research in the Australian 

Indigenous world is impossible without the guidance of Aboriginal people and this thesis 

attests to the importance of this aspect throughout the study. I also sought guidance through 

reference to work by authors such as White and Fitzgerald (2010) and others. I found that 

informing my work, within the cultural settings of each community, in terms of the 

contemporary third space was useful. My own work reveals that when researching in the 

contact zone (Pratt, 1991), the rules of engagement, evidence and validation need to be 

negotiated.  

  

http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/publications/synopses/r39syn.htm
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Glossary 

Aboriginal: For this study the term refers to an Aboriginal Australian person, who is of 

Aboriginal descent, identifies as Aboriginal and is accepted by their Aboriginal community 

as such.  

Aboriginal Elder: The term refers to someone who has gained recognition as a custodian of 

knowledge and lore, and who has permission from their Community to disclose knowledge 

and beliefs. In southern regions of Australia, they may be referred to as Aunty or Uncle. 

Bininj: The term refers to an Aboriginal person, used in Arnhemland region of Australia. 

Balanda: Refers to a non-Aboriginal person, used in Arnhemland region of Australia. 

Black: For the purposes of this study, this term refers to Aboriginal Australians. 

Community: The capital ‘C’ is used for an Aboriginal Community where groups of 

Aboriginal people with kinship associations are living in Country.  

Country: Refers to an Indigenous Australian person’s traditional lands.  

Gubbah: An Aboriginal English term referring to a non-Aboriginal person, used in southern 

areas of Australia. 

Humbugging: An Aboriginal English term referring to making unreasonable demands from 

family or behaving in a disrespectful manner. 

In/On Country: This term refers to an Australian Aboriginal person who is on their ancestral 

Country. This gives that person the right to talk about cultural issues.  

Indigenous: For the purposes of this study the term ‘Indigenous’ refers to a person of 

Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent, and when used in an international context, the 

term refers to a Country’s ‘First Nation’ people. 

Koorie: The term ‘Koorie’ refers to Aboriginal Australians living in Victoria.  

LAECG: The Local Aboriginal Education Consultative Group whose members are from the 

local Aboriginal community and have an interest and commitment to Koorie education. 
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Moiety: This term refers to the first level of an Aboriginal person’s kinship and can be 

determined by their mother’s side (matrilineal) or their father’s side (patrilineal). 

Non-Aboriginal Australian: Any person living in Australia who is not of Aboriginal 

descent.  

Traditional Owner (TO): The term given to Aboriginal people who have ongoing traditional 

and cultural ownership rights and connections to Country.  

Two-Way Science: A pedagogical concept connecting the traditional ecological knowledge 

of Aboriginal people with Western science inquiry, and links that to the Australian 

Curriculum in a learning program. 

Western Science: For the purposes of this study, the term refers to the science content taught 

in Australian schools as per the Australian Curriculum Guidelines. It is text based and 

quantitative, objective, and categorised.  

Western perspective: A term that is used very broadly to refer to the broader Australian 

social norms, ethical values, traditional customs, belief systems, political systems, and 

science and technologies that have some origin or association with Europe. 

White: For the purposes of this study this term refers to non-Aboriginal Australians, ‘white’ 

people, ‘white’ children.
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1. Chapter One – Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

I will commence this study of my journey by sharing a personal fact – this study 

represents a significant emotional investment, where my focus has been as much on my 

emotions, my thoughts and feelings as it was on the more objective, structured academic 

aspects of the study. This profile duality reflects my choice to adopt an overarching 

autoethnographic paradigm, primarily to trace and detail my long journey of self-discovery 

and sustained learning from 1992 to 2001. It is my sincere hope that the study’s outcomes 

will help us, as educators, over time to collectively grow and sustain our emotional well-

being in the pursuit of cross-cultural curriculum development between Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal Australians. 

This study is based on the professional conversations between Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal Australians contributing to the mobilisation of Aboriginal Traditional Knowledge 

from Country to Classroom, which became my primary research question over time. This 

thesis presents an analysis of my social engagement and subsequent verbal face-to-face 

conversations, conducted over the ten-year period, with Aboriginal people from three diverse 

Aboriginal Communities. It was these people who provided me with the friendship, 

Traditional Knowledge and guidance required for the production of a two-way Earth Science 

textbook. During my visits to the Communities, my status gradually shifted from outsider to 

insider, as my relationships grew with the principal members and families associated with the 

bookwork. Things were not done quickly, because I soon learnt that when working with 

Aboriginal people, particularly in traditional settings, you work in Aboriginal time, which in 

effect often translates into improved quality of work, and of accompanying relationships you 

build with the people – all seen as being more important than the work quantity. 
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In terms of methodological sequencing, my study analyses my field notes and diary 

entries from stages of the book project upon which this study is based, the Kormilda Science 

Project – as it was then known. This was developed around an Aboriginal Community and 

Country context. For the book project research, an Aboriginal cultural framework was built 

around carefully selected specific items of Traditional Knowledge that had been collected 

directly from the Traditional Owners and Aboriginal Elders. These items provide the students 

with an introduction to the Aboriginal worldview, and a welcoming to that Aboriginal 

Country, knowing that each piece of culture came from an identifiable Aboriginal person. 

This Worldview was then accompanied by a Western Science worldview through the 

integration of appropriate parcels of science and maths related knowledge. One worldview 

accompanying the other, with the aim of encouraging the student reader to see the wonderful 

country, Australia, from two perspectives: Aboriginal and Western. 

1.2 Aims of the Study 

The primary aim for this study is, by answering the main research question, to 

describe my experiences while working alongside my Aboriginal participants and examine 

how by conversing I learnt the cultural conventions and protocols that better prepared me for 

working with them to co-create new ways of knowing and teaching, broadly described here 

as professional knowledge. My personal growth in undergoing this process may subsequently 

provide both guidance and encouragement for other non-Aboriginal educational researchers 

and particularly science teachers, to develop bicultural teaching materials that are compatible 

with the mainstream secondary science curricula, and which provide a bridge between the 

Aboriginal worldview and the Western Science worldview. A subsidiary aim is to provide a 

reconciliatory platform for promoting a better understanding and appreciation of Aboriginal 

Australia. 
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1.3 Research Question and Subsidiary Questions 

The main research question for this study is: ‘How did professional conversations 

contribute to the mobilisation of Aboriginal knowledge from Country to Classroom?’ For the 

past two decades or more I have been urged by some of those closely involved with the 

original research to write a story underlying the nature and dynamics of the fieldwork in the 

Aboriginal Communities behind the Kormilda Science Project. This study accedes to their 

wishes and completes a further stage of unfinished business. This study consequently 

examines my participation with three Aboriginal communities, and how I engaged with them, 

in the pursuit and collection of their knowledge of Country that we then co-created into Earth 

science knowledge that could be used in a Western classroom.  

Importantly, backgrounding this study was the essential, subtle, but ever-present and 

powerful influence of the Aboriginal Community on my induction and enculturation. This 

was a necessary and evolving process, where along my journey of learning my Aboriginal 

teachers taught me how to better engage with them while working alongside them, sharing in 

their cultural knowledge. The research and development of the culturally inclusive secondary 

Earth Science textbook was manifested through this collaboration and co-operation. 

I should explain to the reader that the term ‘classroom’ in the main heading and 

research question is a metaphor, a symbol, for the science book that was being developed for 

the classroom. At the start of this research study, I had intended to include the book’s school 

trial phase, but quickly decided not to. I simply had to draw the line on what was achievable. 

The central research question will be addressed through the exploration of the 

following sub-questions. Sub-question 1 demonstrates the relevance and importance of 

weaving together the concepts of Community, Country and Aboriginal ways of knowing to 

the overall enablement and development of the original project. A process achieved through a 
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multi-conversational dynamic of knowledge mobilisation, resulting in the co-creation of new 

cross-cultural knowledge.  

1. ‘What were the key talking types that took place to inform the mobilisation?’  

Sub-questions 2, 3 and 4 demonstrate the dynamics of the operational frameworks 

behind the interpersonal relationships and probe my level of collective acceptance by 

and attachment to the Aboriginal people. 

2. ‘Who were the key players involved in the interpersonal verbal communications?’ 

3. ‘How did the interpersonal verbal communications that took place relate to the different 

ways of speaking, to location, relationality and positionality?’ 

4. ‘What were the enablers and restrainers that influenced the collaborative process, and 

how did they impact the work?’  

5. ‘Is there any similarity between key aspects of the fieldwork among the three 

communities?’ 

6. ‘What were the lessons learnt during the mobilisation?’ 

Sub-questions 5 and 6 form the basis for a summative investigative thrust for this 

research.  

On one final note to this section: to derive the optimal aspects, I explored the above 

sub-questions by using an autoethnographic methodology and method. The initial decision on 

methodology proved problematic, a choice between ethnography and autoethnography, but as 

Hayano (1979, p. 99) points out, ‘In many ways, the problems of autoethnography are the 

problems of ethnography compounded by the researcher’s involvement and intimacy with his 

subjects. In either case, critical issues of observation, epistemology, and ‘objective’ scientific 
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research procedures are raised’. An interesting statement which concisely explains my choice 

for the methodology, because being an ethnographer simply would not cut the mustard in 

telling this story. Problem solved. I discuss the findings derived through exploring these sub-

questions in Chapter Five, sections 5.5 and 5.6. 

1.4 Contribution to Scholarship 

A detailed empirical analytic autoethnographic study, comprising qualitative 

components, was conducted to obtain data to answer the main research question and the six 

key sub-questions. In addition to the thematic analysis, an overarching evocative 

autoethnography was used to provide a rich reflection that captured the emotions and 

atmosphere that pervaded the original project’s journey. The outcomes have led to an original 

contribution in the form of analyses of the importance of conversations as a pedagogy and as 

a means of providing an evidenced base for future ongoing research processes in this area of 

cross-cultural knowledge production in Science Education.  

I believe that this research makes a substantial and original contribution to scholarship 

generally in the area of both-ways or two-ways education (Wunungmurra, 1988), and more 

importantly, specifically to the sciences and social sciences as determined by the Australian 

Curriculum (2015). It expounds perspectives pertaining to collaborative work practices in 

Aboriginal communities, how the concept of ‘Country’ may be presented and applied as a 

dual worldview in an integrated secondary science textbook, and how the concepts of 

mobilisation, contact zone (Pratt, 1991) and border-crossings (Aikenhead, 1997) may be used 

collectively to actualise reconciliation in this area. Although there is substantial literature in 

the area of two-way education, contact zone, and the recognition of Indigenous Knowledge as 

Science, there is very little evidence of research into the actual Community-based mechanics 

behind developing Indigenous inclusive science curricula seeking to provide an Indigenous 
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worldview alongside its Western science counterpart. There appears to be little research 

available on how non-Indigenous professionals such as teachers develop the professional 

conversational skills and intercultural sensitivity to authentically co-create knowledge that 

can be brought into the Australian curriculum. My ‘enculturation’ process was vital to 

developing attachment and trust between me and Aboriginal expert knowledge holders. I 

suggest that these processes were the necessary precursors to co-creating two-way science 

curricula, where Indigenous knowledge systems form part of a science curriculum and 

associated concepts such as ‘Country’, and ‘reconciliation’, in any educational system are 

realised.  

Finally, this study has critiqued and advanced existing theoretical frameworks for 

reconciliation pedagogy – a relatively new field of inquiry in educational research. My own 

original book research work appears to support what Ma Rhea et al. (2012) found from their 

research, which Ma Rhea (2015, p. 89) cites when stating that  

the most encouraging examples of a fractal disruption at the level of 

community are where the local Indigenous community, the Local 

Aboriginal Education Consultative group (LAECG), together with 

Indigenous families who are both local and from other places, work with 

local schools to develop Reconciliation Action Plans (RAPS). It appears 

that the processes of both encouragement and empowerment and 

enablement have opportunity here. 

1.5 Context for the Study 

1.5.1 Inception 

As previously mentioned in the introduction, this study is framed by the Kormilda 

Science Project, which evolved from my teaching at Kormilda College, Darwin, in 1992. My 
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teaching allotment included a year nine general science class of 24 Aboriginal students, for 

the majority of whom Standard English was not their first language. The majority of these 

students came from traditional communities spread throughout the N.T., and they were my 

very first contact with Aboriginal Australians. 

I witnessed from my initial teaching, two intimately interrelated, but contrasting 

aspects. On the one hand, the students’ scholastic ability, natural curiosity and desire to learn 

science, and on the other, the cultural gap between their knowledge of their Country and their 

Eurocentric Western Science subject. Almost immediately I recognised the enormous 

inconsistency with who these students were and represented, and their science course and 

textbook. 

The catalyst for a radically new concept of science textbook occurred on my first visit 

to the Top-End Community, in April 1992. The Aboriginality of the Community plus the 

visual impact of the Arnhem escarpment and adjacent floodplains that surround the 

Community were an epiphany, a deep awakening to the possibilities for two-way science 

education. This compelling and exciting realisation was quite startling with what lay in front 

of me: a wonderful merger of rich Aboriginal culture and standout Earth Science exemplified.  

The original book research work embraced three Communities: the Top-End, the 

Centre and the Southern, and the original fieldwork was completed in each Community, 

within Aboriginal social settings where the notion of reciprocity was first and foremost. My 

Aboriginal participants gifted me their time, friendship, patience and traditional ways of 

knowing while helping and supporting me. My gift in return was to produce an Earth Science 

textbook for them and particularly their children. They also knew the book would belong to 

them and that any royalties from sales would flow back to their Community. 
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1.5.2 Researcher’s Background 

I am a fifth generation Australian, of middle class, Celtic-Anglo-Saxon background. 

From an early age I was always inquisitive about my surroundings and tended to ask too 

many questions. My ‘What’s dat?’ was often answered with ‘A whim wham from a goose’s 

bridle’. From my earliest memory I have held a profound and passionate interest in the 

Australian outdoors and its conservation. My formative years were well grounded in 

perceptions of equality and social justice towards others. My sole career has been teaching, as 

a state secondary science teacher. It is also fair to say that in relation to the original book 

project, I was acutely aware of my lack of background experience, acknowledging that my 

skills and knowledge were seriously inadequate for the task that lay ahead. I see this study 

simply as an extension of the bookwork, endeavouring to do what I have always attempted to 

do, my absolute best for our children. 

1.5.3 The Support Network 

I realised early in the journey that I had to identify people who had the essential 

expertise. Consequently, I soon engaged with a small number of people, both Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal, who had the necessary skills and knowledge that I could tap into. Their roles 

were multifarious, interspersed between that of mentor, cajoler and critic. Their 

encouragement and wise counsel continued for the duration of the Project, and without them 

the project would never have got off the ground. 

During the subsequent ten-year development period, this initial, small guiding group 

of supporters had grown into a wonderfully supportive network of more than 70 people, each 

individual volunteering their own skills and knowledge, specific to their personal area of 

expertise. It was with their assistance that I eventually produced three stand-alone science 
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textbooks, each one providing a two-way look at a specific Aboriginal Country, and 

presenting a two-way – Aboriginal and Earth Science – perspective.  

1.5.4 The Participants and Voice – an Introduction 

During this study’s story I will often refer to my engagement with the Aboriginal 

people in each Community. I will refer to them variously as participants, team members, 

friends, extended family members, colleagues and indeed, as gardeners. These were the 

people who took the book project journey with me from 1992 to 2001. And by default, they 

have become my tongue-in-cheek co-conspirators for this study, because they were the ones 

who I engaged and conversed with while we plotted together to get the job done. In Chapter 

Four and beyond, I will be referring to these people as members of my core and ancillary 

groups, in terms of their contribution to the original bookwork. From the Top-End 

Community I will talk about Jack, Aunty Penny, Hetty, Danny, Rex, Andy, Dolly and Toby. 

From the Centre Community, there will be Bobby and Lenny, and from the Southern 

Community, there are Darcy, Aunties Lilly, Irene and Polly, and Uncle Tom.  

I have adopted the autoethnographic strategy ‘voice’ to impart myself into the 

narrative, writing in the first person while ‘Speaking as Self’ (McMahon & Dinan-Thompson, 

2008; McMahon et al., 2012), as a reflexive medium for recounting past events, and 

conversations between ‘Self’ and the ‘Others’. The reader will be formally and contextually 

introduced to ‘voice’ in Chapter Two, with further encounters in chapters Three to Five. 

1.5.5 Background to the Original Study 

Deciding on just how to proceed with developing the ‘two-way’ Earth Science 

textbook was agonisingly problematic, and further complicated by a complete absence of any 

precedent of a cross-cultural, curriculum development nature. All I had were these visions in 

my mind’s eye, a ‘gut feeling’ that I was heading vaguely in the right direction. I was 
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originally strongly advised, purely on practical grounds, to restrict the Book Project to one 

Community, the ‘Top-End’ in Arnhemland, because of the inherent expense, time and 

logistical demands behind the fieldwork. However, I persisted with the ‘vision’, because I felt 

it was critically important for the Book Project to reflect the diversity of Aboriginal Australia. 

Wonderful friends and acquaintances were the initial contacts for the three communities 

ultimately chosen. 

Adding to the challenge was the realisation that the appropriate, and essential, cultural 

knowledge would have to be obtained from the primary sources – Indigenous knowledge 

holders as recognised by their Communities. This meant developing a cooperative and 

collaborative working routine with the respective Elders and Traditional Owners within each 

Aboriginal Community. My original estimate of a twelve-month timeline was greeted with 

wry smiles; the reality was closer to ten years. ‘Learning the ropes’ culturally speaking, while 

working in each community, was always fascinating, but at various times frustration, 

excitement and fear added to the mix.  

The data collection phase for the original Book Project occurred between 1992 and 

2001. Some material such as the sequential imaging necessary to capture an ancestral being’s 

route across the landscape would occupy three days on one trip. Similarly, so was collecting 

images of the necessary geological specimens. The recording of the Dreaming accounts, 

necessarily on location at the relevant cultural sites, followed by the transcription and 

translation of the narrative amounted to two full years at both the Top-End and Centre 

Communities. 

It was impossible to predict an exact outcome for a fieldtrip, particularly so for the 

two traditional communities. On several occasions I found on arrival that the senior cultural 

person or Traditional Owner, who was key to achieving the primary goal, was unavailable 
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due to cultural responsibilities or ceremonial commitments, such as ‘Sorry Business’ or 

‘Men’s Business’. So, wherever possible, I would implement a back-up strategy to collect 

alternative data, and postpone the scheduled, intended job until the next visit. The data 

collection for this study involved extensive study of all the original data sets, then converting 

them into an auto ethnographic style narrative, and simultaneously applying a thematic 

analysis.  

My initial acceptance by the three communities varied significantly, as did the time 

required for building sound and effective working relationships. The two traditional 

communities were similar in the sense that once I had identified and then established ties with 

the key Traditional Owner and family, I became more confident with each subsequent visit of 

being able to continue the fieldwork with minimal disruption.  

Visits were initially three to six months apart. I always gave advance notice of dates 

of arrival and departure, and organise accommodation, however I usually found it was best to 

finalise arrangements once I arrived, as communication before-hand with specific key people 

was always problematic. I learnt very quickly from the outset that flexibility was an essential 

operational quality. In fact, the notion of preplanning fieldwork schedules prior to the 

community visit was quite fanciful given the unpredictability of cultural events such as 

‘Sorry Business’, ‘Men’s Business’, or the Elder being preoccupied with ‘Park’s’ business.  

Establishing an efficient working routine within the Victorian Koorie community by 

comparison, however, was in some respects challenging. It took two to three years to win the 

necessary trust of some of the Aboriginal Elders, particularly the ‘senior culture men’. Sadly, 

this reflected how they had been treated in the past by non-Aboriginal researchers. The 

Southern Community was simply being cautious, because of the legacy of years of ‘white’ 
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mistreatment and disrespect in one form or another. Now, 27 years later, some of these 

families in the Southern Community are among my closest and dearest friends. 

Two teacher workshops were held late 1997 to provide feedback on a final draft in 

preparation for the trials. These workshops were held in Darwin and Portland. In all, eight 

secondary colleges, two in Darwin, one in Alice Springs and five in Victoria, participated. 

The feedback from the teachers and students was then used to complete the final draft. While 

I initially saw the value in exploring the trial phase for this current study, it became clearly 

evident that doing so was outside scope 

Finding a publisher for the books was in itself a major challenge. For four years I 

received the same response from eight major education publishers, all variations along the 

lines of ‘It’s very interesting work but not commercially viable’. Shortly afterwards I was 

contacted by Hawker Brownlow. The first book, Gunditjmara Country was published in 

2002. Sales of the first book were unremarkable, leaving little incentive for the publisher to 

proceed with the last two. Disappointingly, work on the other two books has remained in 

limbo, due to a combination of COVID and economic constraints. The publishing matter will 

be pursued further in due course. My supporters see it as an imperative. 

1.6 Link to the Current Study 

The original Community based fieldwork associated with the Kormilda Science 

project, was the basis for this study. The diary entries and field notes recorded during that 

ten-year period formed the data body that was subsequently analysed for this study. 

Supplementing the data were my memories retained from that initial period. If it seems 

puzzling to the reader as to why I bothered to record those notes during the fieldwork period, 

then I can assure the reader that the recall of the associated memories, at times with startling 

clarity, has been even more puzzling.  
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1.7 Outline of Thesis 

Chapter One has provided a contextualised overview for this study by situating it 

firmly within an autoethnographic perspective of Community social networking interactions, 

face to face conversations between Self and Others towards the co-creation of new 

knowledge. 

Chapter Two provides an overview of the research literature and outlines the 

argument for the inclusion of Aboriginal cultural material in an Australian state secondary 

science curriculum. It commences with an overview of the concept of culture and its 

translation and transposition, progressing to exploring aspects of relevant pedagogical 

processes for teaching two-way education. The concepts of third space and contact zone are 

then explored as mechanisms for social engagement within the Aboriginal Community. 

Chapter Three provides an examination of the methodology and methods as they 

apply to this study. The Ontological, epistemological and axiological aspects that background 

the Autoethnographic approach are explored. The thematic analysis mechanism is then 

described at some length. 

Chapter Four provides a discussion of the analysis of my findings. An examination of 

the concept epiphany appropriated within an autoethnographic context is followed by 

exploration of the stages of social network development within the Community. Other key 

elements covered are the different talking types encountered and their link to Community 

location and participant. The chapter closes with an examination of the enabling and 

inhibiting factors that influenced engagement with Community and provides a summation of 

the overall findings. 
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Chapter Five provides the discussion of the findings: those that were supported by the 

current research literature, those that were not and, ultimately, the findings that contribute to 

new knowledge. 

Chapter Six provides a summative account for this study, by progressively addressing 

the main research question by treating each of the sub-questions, then providing the details of 

the contribution to scholarship, limitations of this study, and recommendations for future 

research in the field. 

The following chapter explores the research literature, establishing a theoretical base 

for this inductive study. It provided a challenge with predicting what lay ahead prior to 

deciding upon the methodological approach and then attempting to pre-empt the findings 

from the analysis. 
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2. Chapter Two 

It is Friday 26 April 1996, and I am sitting with Jack, a local Traditional Owner, out 

under a banyan tree across from his house. His wife has set sheeting on the ground for us, and 

I have just asked Jack if he thought there was a thing called Aboriginal science. He took a 

while to settle into answering but responded: 

We do have science. … We used to do a lot of burning. We’ve got a word 

for that. Actually, I might, I’ll get ‘Park’1 to post to you, a help for all 

these seasons, and it’s good, it’s written in language and in English and 

they got photos of rain and wet season, and it’s a good one. It’s just like a 

calendar. Yes, we got science. Besides that, we got science you can look 

at. Before wet season you get flowers on trees, that’s easy, you know you 

are going to have red apple. You know you will be having plums, of all 

different kinds. But we’ve got science that tells you too, like insects. We 

must take a photo of this for them kids, for any kids. We’ve got 

grasshoppers that when it gets bigger, it’s all green, all green 

grasshopper. When it gets fat, or when I think it has eggs, that tells us that 

yams are ready. It’s straight after wet season. This time of year, when you 

see that grasshopper, you will know. All the grasshopper are full grown 

now, so the yams are ready. You can go and dig out yams. And lilies. 

Other science, we still use for fishing. Like rivers and creeks. We look at 

these little spear grass or this big, tall spear grass that turn to brown now. 

You don’t see them having seeds anymore, but they have seeds and they 

open up. And, after a few months, a few weeks, they have green, big round 

                                                 
1 Jack was then a member of the Kakadu National Park Management Board. 
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seeds on them and that means fish are ready. You can go and pick traps. 

You can go and do fish hunting. 

Speaking as self2 

These were still early days with the book development work, and I was still framing 

ideas about how it was all going to work. Jack was my mentor and facilitator–liaison, my 

Top-End go-to-man! Obtaining his feedback was one of the critical factors to getting the 

book done right, and I was learning a lot, and not all of it was to do with the bookwork. I was 

learning as much about myself as everything else while on the job, because Jack and the 

Others in the Community were by degrees, subtly teaching me how to conduct myself and do 

things the ‘proper way’. They were so patient with me, but the expectations were there. 

Aboriginal pedagogy at work. 

2.1 Review of Relevant Research and Theory 

This chapter outlines the argument for the inclusion of Aboriginal cultural material in 

an Australian state secondary science curriculum. Wherever possible, the references used are 

from case studies grounded in field research. Other references used are based on a review of 

research-based literature. Knowledge systems are explored. The contestability of the 

‘empirical’ status of science is examined. My exploration of the research literature focuses 

upon the salient features of Community, cross flow of knowledge, with an emphasis upon 

Indigenous knowledge and associated concepts involved with interpersonal cross-cultural 

verbal communications pertinent to Community. 

                                                 
2 For the reader’s benefit here, ‘Speaking as self’ is applied to the text that follows. ‘Speaking as self’ is an auto-

ethnographic tool that I use to write my story in first person and includes dialogue, emotion and subconscious 

thoughts. It presents and explains the importance of ‘Self” in relation to my-self, my-voice/s and the voice of 

others in the writing of this paper. Further context and explanation are given on page 99.  
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Other issues deemed pertinent to this study include the nature of science itself, and 

how the working definition of this field of knowledge has changed with time. This is 

followed by an overview of the debate concerning the inclusion of Indigenous knowledge 

systems (IKS) in school science curricula. My focus then shifts to two social constructs, 

specifically the contact zone and the third space. The contact zone is discussed with reference 

to social spaces as defined by Pratt (1991), while the third space can be understood as a social 

construct, a social transition space as defined by Bhabha (1994). I present these two social 

constructs to provide grounding for exploring and explaining the social interactions between 

Self and Others within the three Aboriginal Communities.  

I then examine the two main pedagogic processes, Ogunniyi’s (2007) contiguous 

argumentation models, and Aikenhead’s (1997) collateral learning based, cultural border 

crossing paradigm by which cultural content can be assimilated into a secondary school 

science curriculum. By reviewing the literature that pertains to developing culturally 

inclusive science curricula, I hope to be able to rationalise and argue a case that situates my 

original work with my Aboriginal Community participants within a pedagogical context. I 

conclude the chapter with a review of the literature surrounding our understanding of the 

concept of culture. I also attempt to link with and draw upon the ontological, epistemological 

and axiological perspectives as they apply to this study. It is my belief that our idea of 

Culture, with all its inherent and attendant elements provides the foundational footings for my 

current work. 

While my methodological design was inductive in approach, it has been possible to 

identify some fields of academic research that appear to connect with and have relevance to 

the research question and sub-questions. These fields also apply to the inclusion of 

Indigenous knowledge within secondary science curricula. 
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2.2 Culture and its Transfer by Translation and Transposition 

It is fitting to commence this chapter with an exploration and appraisal of the central 

concept ‘Culture’ simply because culture provides the essential stepping off point from 

where, for the purposes of this study, matters scientific arise and within which they are 

integrated. A substantive part of this chapter works around cultural dimensions and aspects – 

specifically Indigenous culture. The term ‘Culture’ can be used to refer to an individual’s 

habit of mind, the development of a whole society, or the whole way of life of a group of 

people (Rojek, 2007, as cited in Chigeza & Jackson, 2012, p. 1). 

Given the embeddedness of Aboriginal culture throughout the original book research, 

I feel it appropriate to spend some time developing an overview of the concept together with 

its inherent and accompanying concepts ‘translation by rewriting ‘and ‘translation by 

transposition’. I feel that in doing so, I can in effect provide an overarching perspective that 

adequately covers and provides for a deeper understanding of most of the work described in 

the preceding pages. By this I am referring to the research involving cross-cultural border 

crossings, culturally inclusive school settings, contiguous argumentation, and its associated 

dialogic implementation argumentation method. 

Conway (2012, p.277) notes, ‘Culture is a term with a rich and complex history…’. 

He (2010, p. 349) writes ‘“Culture” can be defined in a myriad of ways, because its meaning 

is meandering and never fixed’. Rothman (2014, para. 2) in his article for The New Yorker, 

comments that:  

It goes without saying that ‘Culture’ is a confusing word, this year or any 

year. … The problem is that ‘culture’ is more than the sum of its 

definitions. … Each time we use the word ‘culture’, we incline towards 

one or another of its aspects: towards culture that is imbibed through 
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osmosis or the culture that is learnt at museums, towards the culture that 

makes you a better person or the ‘culture’ that just inducts you into a 

group …  

For anthropologists and other behavioural scientists, culture is the full range of learnt 

human behaviour patterns. The term was first used in this way by the pioneer English 

Anthropologist Edward B. Tylor (1871), who in his book Primitive Culture, said that culture 

is ‘that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, law, morals, custom, and any 

other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society’. Tylor was the first to 

theorise the construct of culture, defining culture as ‘that complex whole … any other 

capabilities and habits acquired by [a person] as a member of society’ (Tylor, 1871, p. 1, as 

cited in Schim et al., 2007, p. 104) wrote:  

Civilisation, taken in its wide ethnographic sense, that complex whole 

which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, customs and any other 

capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society’. It is 

perhaps not surprising therefore that ‘Cultural translation’ is a term used in 

a range of disciplines, … and in many different ways. 

Anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1973) conceptualises culture as symbolic 

experiences in people’s lives. Botelho and Lima, (2020, p. 312) refer to the 

significance of this definition of culture because ‘…culture is no longer 

just in people’s minds but represented through their daily practices’. 

Buden and Nowotny’s (2009) position paper opened a new rubric for cultural 

translation studies and promised valuable insights into cultural practises of transfer of 

knowledge. They (2009, p.198) write that ‘Etymologically, “translation” evokes an act of 

moving or carrying across from one place or position to another, or of changing from one 
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state of things to another’. Multiculturalism, in its contemporary context, has developed its 

own concept of cultural translation, ‘inter-cultural translation’, a metaphor for different sorts 

of successful, respectful, tolerant, inclusive cultural interactions between individuals and 

communities assumed to belong to different, clearly distinguishable cultures. Buden and 

Nowotny (2009, p. 200) opine that the concept ‘is modelled on the interaction between 

cultural groups, typically minorities and majorities, within a state, and takes place within a 

national community or state…’  

Conway (2012, p. 265) contributes further here, writing that ‘culture refers to at least 

three distinct but related ideas’. For Conway (2012), it first refers to the shared set of taken-

for-granted assumptions that structure how members of a community make sense of the 

world. Second, it refers to objects or artefacts that communities invest with meaning, where 

these assumptions become manifest. Third, it refers to the communities themselves whose 

members share a common culture in the anthropological sense, with all its symbolic 

trappings. Conway (2012, p. 265) cites a useful shorthand by Collins (1990) ‘describing 

culture in the first sense as “anthropological culture”, and in the second sense as “symbolic 

culture”’. Conway (2012, p. 264) adopts his own shorthand for the third sense of culture, as 

‘culture as community’ and refers to cultural translation as ‘an idea – or rather, a frequently 

messy collection of ideas that has captured the imagination of scholars in fields ranging from 

anthropology to translational studies, to culture studies’. 

Conway (2012, p. 264) goes on to say, ‘Scholars do not define what they mean by it, 

presuming that others share their definitions even when they do not’. As a means of providing 

‘logic’ to the notion of ‘cultural translation’ Conway (2012, p. 266) provides a matrix of 

concepts devised by pairing three meanings of ‘culture’ with two meanings of ‘translation’. 

To construct this two-dimensional matrix, Conway (2012, p. 265) adopts ‘translation’ as ‘… 
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at least two distinct but related ideas’, and refers to ‘…the etymology of “translation”, … 

meaning to carry across, to explain the concept’. In an anthropological and ethnographic 

context, Conway (2012, p. 265) works from Geertz’s (1973) notion of ‘culture as text’, by 

interpreting this concept as ‘translation as writing’. In other words, the written text becomes 

the cultural carrier. 

The second distinct idea about ‘translation’ is ‘For scholars from the field of post-

colonial literature, what is “carried across” is not so much culture, as people who leave their 

place of origin and enter a new locale, bearing their culture with them’. Conway (2012, p. 

265) refers to this as ‘translation as transposition’. Of Conway’s ‘six modes of cultural 

translation’, the one that appears to relate most closely to ethnographic field research and 

writing, as performed by anthropologists and other scholars, is twofold: Firstly, the notion of 

‘translation as rewriting’, as an explanation of a foreign interpretive horizon, and secondly, 

‘Translation as transposition’ where the foreign interpretive horizon is transposed into a new 

locale. 

In his attempt to provide a clear structure, with less ambiguity, and appealing to 

empiricism, Conway (2012, p. 271) pursues a workable definition for ‘cultural translation’ by 

constructing a second conceptual matrix to better define ‘cultural translation as transposition’. 

Conway (2012, p. 270) states that his goal ‘… is to map out different acts, contexts, and 

effects of cultural translation as a function of the position occupied by the person acting as 

translator’. 

Conway (2012, p. 265) closes his paper on a cautionary note, by referring once again 

to ‘cultural translation’ as a messy concept, citing Geertz (1973, p. 4) explaining that people 

‘… try to apply it and extend it where it applies and where it is capable of extension; and they 

desist where it does not apply or cannot be extended’. Conway (2012, p. 265) concurs:  
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This is the approach we should now take with ‘cultural translation’ – we 

should apply and extend it where it is possible to do so, but we should also 

recognise where it is not possible … The analytical value of ‘cultural 

translation’… is the value of an empirical approach based on a conceptual 

map … concrete examples will help us refine theories of cultural 

translation. 

The literature contains examples of cultural translation in the fields of health, 

economics, and the sciences. 

DePue et al.’s (2010, p. 2091) research studies their ‘Experience with cultural 

translation, drawing on an emerging implementation science, which aims to build a 

knowledge base on adapting interventions to real world settings’. Translating effective 

medical treatments into routine medical practices for communities at risk is an increasing 

health priority. The challenge however is to develop new research frameworks to help guide 

the adaptation process, to facilitate medical access to low income, minority or ethnic 

communities. One such framework is translation research, which has been applied to transfer 

effective, efficient and sustainable solutions to, for example, the treatment of diabetes. This 

entails, in part, the process of cultural adaptation, an integrated process referred to as cultural 

translation (DePue et al., 2010, p. 2090). The adaptations were considered feasible for the 

West Samoan setting, although several challenges faced the researchers. 

It was realised by DePue et al. (2010) that medical procedures had to be flexible 

enough to accommodate the cross-cultural challenges. The research team were mindful of the 

multiple layers of cultural translation, bridging not only the ethnic cultures, but also medical 

and research cultures, and to be respectful to each other. When the different cultural values 

appeared to be incompatible, the researchers tried to find common ground and to retain the 
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most important features of each value system. The researchers end on a cautionary note, 

similar to that voiced by DePue et al. (2010, p. 2091), ‘How far can we adapt an intervention 

before it becomes a different intervention altogether, and we have lost fidelity with the 

original treatment?’ Conway (2012, p. 276) applies a reality check, by observing that 

‘…because of its popularity and because of scholars’ frequent assumptions that what it means 

is self-evident, the concept is messy’. 

The literature indicates parallel cases of cultural translation in an Australian context, 

with the Department of Health, Victoria (2011, p. 44) Rural and Regional Health Plan 

emphasising ‘…translating research into evidence-based treatment and clinical practice’, and 

that ‘Ensuring that the diverse communities of rural and regional Victoria receive high-

quality, safe and culturally sensitive healthcare is an important priority’ (p. 56).  

An example of cultural translation as transposition, in an economics context, is 

provided by Wang’s (2015) case study where the cultural translators are returned migrant 

skilled workers. The workers had become skilled in the US, before returning home. The case 

study examines these workers in their role as cultural cross-border brokers, who were 

transposing knowledge about organisational practices from the US back to their home 

country. The levels of knowledge transfer were examined against two sets of criteria – 

organisational and cultural – determining the success of the skilled worker as a cross-border 

knowledge broker. Embeddedness within both host and home country increased knowledge 

transfer success, and they also interacted positively.  

At the organisational level, the presence of other returnees in a home country 

workplace decreased the positive effect of the host country’s embeddedness, whereas 

similarity between a returnee’s industry background and the home country’s industry 

increases it. The evidence from this study highlights the challenges returning skilled workers 
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encounter in their homelands despite being characterised as ideally positioned to broker 

cross-border expertise. This case study appears to correlate with Conway (2012, p. 271) who 

refers to ‘acts of cultural translation’, where immigrants ‘conform to imposed national 

identity’ and ‘perform ongoing negotiation’. Wang’s references to ‘embeddedness’ appear to 

confirm Conway’s (ibid.) notion of ‘context of translation’ as being evidenced by ‘situations 

where identity or group membership are determined’ and ‘Contingent moments that 

constitute every-day life’. 

2.3 Community Engagement Enabling Concepts 

Two concepts found in the literature that have strong associations within 

autoethnographic methodological research, and particularly for Indigenous-related research, 

are the ‘Contact Zone’ and ‘Third Space’. These two concepts will enable me to more readily 

extract and present those more sensitive elements of the story, revealing understanding and 

knowledge pertinent to those emotive moments of interpersonal connections, which often 

evade capture. These concepts will enhance the richness and context of the narrative. Contact 

Zone and Third Space equally occupied a primary position in terms of my engagement 

strategies with the Aboriginal Community members. I have always been very conscious of 

the way in which I engaged with the participants, particularly during the early days. 

Encountering the initial sensitivities, overcoming the awkwardness, ignorance, and 

inexperience on my part was a matter of working my way through some tough moments. 

Negotiating the inevitable uncomfortable moments was all part of the learning curve, all 

made easier by the people who were incredibly kind, giving and patient with me. So, it was 

inevitable that these two concepts jumped out at me, well before I embarked on the analysis 

journey. 
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2.3.1 Contact Zone and Third Space 

The literature reveals that contact zone and the third space are not uncommonly used 

in auto ethnographic studies. Pratt (1991), whose seminal work specifically links the 

‘autoethnography’ with the ‘contact zone’, has generated a wealth of valuable research 

conducted across cultural borders. Haggis et al. (2007) states that the notion of the ‘contact 

zone’ as first elaborated by Mary Louise Pratt (1991) reconceptualised colonialism as a space 

of cross-cultural interaction and agency rather than as a static picture of domination and 

incorporation. 

Drawing the ‘contact zone’ into an autoethnographic context, DeWilde & Skrefsrud  

(2016, p. 1034) states ‘Theoretically, we draw on Pratt’s (1991) concepts of “contact zones” 

and “autoethnography”. The contact zone is an idea, which Pratt develops in opposition to the 

tendency to analyse culture, identity, and language as if they were stable, monolithic, and 

coherent’. Haggis et al. (2007) explores the hypothesis that the concept of ‘contact zone’ 

expresses the contemporary global border between developed and developing societies, as it 

pertains to refugee settlement in Australia. They opine that ‘The border also has its uses in 

conceptualising the character of this contact zone’. 

Researching the literature for ‘contact zone’ with reference to educational research in 

Indigenous communities, however, reveals it has been paid scant attention. Indeed, when we 

refine the search to autoethnographically based science educational research in Indigenous 

communities, the results are zero. As a research tool, it appears to have a well-recognised and 

legitimate place when conducting collaborative research in multi-cultural communities. A 

representative sample is provided by Somerville (2010), Bartlett (2011), Schorch (2015), 

DeWilde & Skrefsrud (2016), Beck (2013), O’Connell (2017). 
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Manathunga (2009, p. 170) states that ‘Engaging in research in the intercultural 

contact zone enables researchers to harness synergies, interconnections and relationships to 

develop new knowledge and ways of conducting research. As a result, researchers are likely 

to experience a process of transformation where ideas and ways of operating are critically 

blended’. Somerville & Perkins’ (2003, p. 265, as cited in Manathunga, 2009, p. 171) work, 

highlighted how their actual collaboration did not take place in the physical ‘formal and 

proscriptive rituals of joint meetings and consultation’ but in the ‘cultural and intellectual 

spaces and border maintenance and crossing inherent in the contact zone’. As a result, new 

research knowledge was created and disseminated to a range of political, educational and 

community audiences, and the ways of conducting research in Indigenous communities were 

transformed. 

Borch (2011, p. 113) refers to the term ‘third space’ as ‘a particular way of thinking 

about and interpreting socially produced space’. This study explores the challenging question 

of just how educators build bridges between the Indigenous and Western knowledge systems. 

In working towards possible solutions to this challenge, it has been suggested by 

Queensland’s education department in its EATSIP document (Dept. Education and Training, 

2011, p. 9) that ‘Perhaps the response to this challenge is the creation of the third cultural 

space’. 

Martin (2003, as cited in Queensland’s Dept. Education and Training, 2011, p. 9) 

refers to the ‘third cultural space’ as being a process that draws on the rich Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander histories; perspectives; ways of knowing, being and doing, balanced 

symbiotically alongside Western ways of knowing, being and doing. Furthermore, 

Williamson and Dalal (2007, as cited in Klenowski (2009, p.11) sees the third space as a 

bridge, stating that ‘There is a call for educators and institutions to build bridges between 
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Indigenous and Western knowledge systems to achieve meaningful outcomes for Indigenous 

students in particular but for all students in general’. 

Schorch (2015, p. 77) argues for the connection between the concepts ‘contact zone’ 

and ‘third space’. He addresses the ‘humanising of the museum as “contact zone” through 

interpretive actions, movements and performances made by museum visitors or cultural 

actors’, and concludes by referring to the visitors undertaking a cross-cultural voyage and 

their subsequent construction of bicultural meanings.   

Schorch (2015, p. 77) continues with, ‘The intervention of the tour translated a 

‘contact zone’ of physical encounter into a dialogic ‘third space’. Schorch’s paper 

interestingly reflects my own narrative journey from cross-cultural dialogue to bicultural 

meanings. 

Perhaps most identifiable with my own study was Margaret Somerville and Tony 

Perkins’ (2010) collaborative work with the Gumbaynggirr community on the northern NSW 

coast. They develop a model of the contact zone with a range of specific kinds of ‘border 

work’ undertaken by researchers and the community members. This involved sometimes 

maintaining borders of difference, sometimes crossing borders of difference. So, working 

collaboratively in the cultural contact zone was not without its occasional challenges, as a 

comment from Somerville (2010, p. 16) illustrates: 

Tony clearly understood the purpose of our work as a political tool, a tool 

to help Aboriginal people ‘gain the power behind our statements. He 

explained his understanding of our collaborative research processes 

through his ‘border work’, making clear our different perspectives. From 

many conversations about the politics of representation, we identified 

different sorts of border work that were critical to our negotiations in the 



 28  

contact zone. ‘Border work’ was precarious, risky, and sometimes difficult 

emotionally for all of us in what we came to call the ‘discomfort zone’ of 

cultural contact in our research. … We found the discomfort zone to be a 

creative space where the tension of difference has the potential to produce 

new understandings and new possibilities. 

2.4 Autoethnography and the use of Reflexivity 

Reflexivity has played a large part of the current study, recognising that my original 

book project field notes and diary entries were significantly underlined and formed through 

the reflexive process.  

According to Reed-Danahay (2017), autoethnography evokes questions about the 

nature of ethnographic knowledge by exploring the persistent dichotomies of insider versus 

outsider, distance versus familiarity, objective observer versus collaborative participant, and 

individual autonomy versus Community culture. Furthermore, an ‘autoethnography reflects a 

view of ethnography as both a reflexive and a collaborative enterprise, in which the life 

experiences of the anthropologist and their relationships with others “in the field” should be 

interrogated and explored’ (Reed-Danahay, 2017, p. 145). More recently, Lapadat (2017, 

p. 589) posits that ‘AE is reflexive and positions the researcher within the study, in that the 

author of an autoethnography is both subject and researcher’. Broadening the reflexive 

perspective, Tilley-Lubbs (2018, p. 11) suggests that:  

Through intense reflexivity and introspection, the researcher can examine 

Self as participant, not trying to present facts as objectively as possible, as 

occurs with autobiography, but rather acknowledging that the 

interpretation of facts reflects cultural perspectives shaped by years of 
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sociocultural, sociohistorical, socio-political, and socioeconomic events 

and circumstances.  

I have previously mentioned my determination to learn more and progressively better 

prepare myself for each subsequent field trip associated with the original bookwork, 

specifically how best to engage and converse with my Aboriginal participants in order to do 

things the proper way. The field notes and diaries were the primary trove of data to look back 

on, reminders of what went well, and what needed improving in terms of how I conducted 

myself in the Community. The data was the primary source for my analysis, when writing my 

analytic memos, and often I would supplement these by memories of the event. Both 

processes, back then and now, require reflexive thinking, pondering over what had taken 

place, endeavouring to extract useful information. When I stepped into the Communities my 

understanding of why and how I was asking particular project research questions increased 

over time, realising how my limited Western-centric perspective and worldview was being 

vastly expanded and balanced by being taught the Aboriginal way, by the Elders and 

Traditional Owners, and, often through a subtle process of enculturation where I became 

sensitised to the Western tendency for cultural bias. 

An example of the reflexive process adopted for this study is given in Chapter Three, 

Section 3.4. 

2.5 Embracing Indigenous Knowledge Systems 

By way of introducing this section, allow me to speak briefly about my own initial 

encounter with Indigenous Knowledge systems. It was a veritable opening of a treasure chest, 

a wonderful opportunity to embrace and explore opportunities to combine two world views, 

the Aboriginal and the Western Scientific. It was my humbling experience to be welcomed 

and allowed to share in the Aboriginal culture and Knowledge drawn from 3 Communities. 
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Though diverse, these Communities provided a common grounding: supportive, affirming 

and warm. My Aboriginal participants, my friends, helped me forge a path and journey 

through co-created gardens of Aboriginal and Western Science Knowledge, which in turn 

provided a both-ways look at our Australian landscape. We all learned together on our 

journey of self-discovery.  

The Western scientific world is becoming more receptive to the inclusiveness of 

Indigenous knowledge systems, basically because of their perceived inherent value on both 

spatial and temporal scales. Western trained scientists are increasingly recognising and 

turning to Indigenous knowledge systems (IKS), in both complementary and supplementary 

capacities, to augment scientific research. 

Kates (2011, p. 19450) states that sustainability science, as described in the 

Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (PNAS) website, is ‘…an emerging field 

of research dealing with the interactions between natural and social systems, and with how 

those interactions affect the challenge of sustainability: meeting the needs of present and 

future generations while substantially reducing poverty and conserving the planet’s life 

support systems’. Sustainable development is one of the most significant challenges humanity 

now faces on both global and local scales. 

It is only in the last decade that there is growing recognition that Indigenous 

Traditional Environmental Knowledge (TEK) makes an important contribution to 

environmental and social sustainability. (Aveling, 2013; Barbour and Scheslinger, 2012; 

Brennan et al., 2012; Huntington, 2011; Leach and Fairhead, 2002; Rist, 2006; Stevens et al., 

2014; and Wilder et al., 2016). Abu et al. (2020, p. 757) stated that:  

Although researchers now recognise that Indigenous knowledge can 

strengthen environmental planning and assessment, little research has 
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empirically demonstrated how to bring together Indigenous knowledge 

and Western science to form a more complete picture of social-ecological 

change.  

They present a case study, which exemplifies the bridging between western science 

and Indigenous knowledge systems. The ‘two-eyed seeing’ approach brings together 

Indigenous and Western perspectives on an equal basis to collect and analyse changes in a 

Canadian river system. The study found corroboration between the two knowledge systems.  

Johnson et al. (2016, as cited in Abu et al. 2020, p. 22) conclude by saying that the 

different knowledge sources were found to have inherent strengths and limitations. The 

strengths of one were drawn upon to overcome the limitations of the other. Bridging activities 

also require that Western-trained scientists be open to reflecting on their practices, embracing 

other ways of knowing, and adopting new strategies for conducting research – challenges that 

are only now being seriously discussed in interdisciplinary research.  

Vickers (2007, p. 592), explains the connect between the Indigenous ways of knowing 

and the Western scientific way from an Indigenous perspective, stating: 

The question is not about whether or not we as Indigenous peoples have a 

scientific way of relating to the world, for Nobel Peace laureate and 

physicist, Richard P. Feynman (1998, p. 5) defines science as simply, ‘a 

special method of finding things out … the body of knowledge arising 

from the things found out…and the new things you can do when you have 

found something out, or the actual doing of new things’. 

Tengö et al. (2021, p. 8), working from a citizen science perspective, report that ‘The 

Kimberley Science and Conservation Strategy identified that integrating Indigenous peoples’ 
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knowledge and Western science is a key element to ensuring the best outcomes for the 

management and conservation of the Kimberley coastal and marine environment into the 

future’. It is becoming increasing evident that continuous, reflexive dialogue with Indigenous 

local knowledge (ILK) holders is crucial for stewardship of biodiversity and ecosystems. 

Tengö et al. (2021, p. 515) state that ‘Working with multiple knowledge systems requires 

scientists, ILK holders, and laypeople to embrace flexible, reflexive, diverse, and at times 

divergent modes of making meaning and truth claims. This requires epistemological agility 

(Haider et al. 2018), methodological openness and, in many cases, an ability to work with 

dissensus so that the narratives produced can be held in tension’. 

2.6 Examining the Nature of Science as Knowledge System  

In the following section of work, I demonstrate that the systematically organised body 

of knowledge referred to now as ‘science’ was never originally seen as the prerogative of any 

particular school of thought, nor was it envisaged as a repository of knowledge for any 

specific ontological discipline. 

A core rationale for this thesis is provided by Barnhardt and Kawagley (2005), who 

encapsulate and mirror the central themes with this statement: 

The depth of Indigenous knowledge rooted in the long inhabitation of a 

particular place offers lessons that can benefit everyone, from educator to 

scientist, as we search for a more satisfying and sustainable way to live on 

this planet (Barnhardt & Kawagley, 2005). 

Rasmussen et al.’s (2011) research provides an historical context to the Aboriginal 

occupation of Australia. Their DNA-based research reveals the ancestors of Australia’s 

Aboriginal people separated from the ancestors of other human populations some 64,000 to 

75,000 years ago. Australian Aboriginal ways of knowing embrace what is collectively 
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termed traditional ecological knowledge (TEK), which Leonard et al. (2013, p. 624) define as 

‘…knowledge of the environment that is derived from experience and traditions particular to 

a specific group of people’. 

 For Australia’s Aboriginal people, the time to collect, hunt and fish is related to the 

season, the associated weather conditions, and phenological events, all ecological knowledge 

that was acquired through practical experience. Leonard et al. (2013, p. 628) report that 

Aboriginal people ‘…traditionally relied on such knowledge to ensure food, water, shelter, 

medicines and other resources. Physical and biological events served as indicators of change 

and were interpreted as signals that particular actions needed to be undertaken at certain times 

(including the hunting and harvesting of food sources, cultural ceremonies and practices)’.  

Walsh et al. (2013, p. 18), in the context of TEK, refer to the ‘…socio-political 

processes by which Aboriginal people spatially extend their knowledge across vast distances 

in Australia, for example, customarily through knowledge of songlines and in contemporary 

settings through meetings and conferences’. 

My personal diary and field notes recorded during my book project reveal ‘ancestral’ 

related discussions with two of the Traditional Owners, Aunty Penny from the Top-End and 

Bobby from the Centre Community, both of whom were key Traditional Knowledge 

contributors to the original bookwork. The cultural content and historic context to their 

traditional narrative accounts appear to provide evidence for the longevity of Aboriginal oral 

knowledge. Aunty explained once, while out on Country, that the two dogs in her Djang, or 

Dreaming account in the Top-End Community, originated from across the sea to the north. 

And they were definitely not dingoes, because I was initially puzzled about it and asked Jack 

to clarify. He told me that Dingoes, even when raised from puppies, were impossible to 

domesticate. Western science also tells us that these dogs originally arrived in northern 
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Australia with Malaccan fisherman some 500 to 600 years ago. Aunty Penny’s Traditional 

Knowledge provides evidence for the tenacity and power of oral history.  

Similarly with old Bobby’s Dreaming account, or Tjukurrpa, as it is referred to in the 

Centre. It details his cultural connection to Country, through his Ancestral Being, the Golden 

Bandicoot. The details of the Bandicoot’s movements and actions are described in a 

comparatively short section of a lengthy songline. Bobby had the sole traditional rights to this 

section, to know it in detail and to sing it. The passage explains how the Bandicoot had 

commenced its journey from hundreds of kilometres away in Western Australia and 

continued across the landscape into Arrernte lands, close to Alice Springs. My recording of 

Bobby’s song while on Country, was translated by Ken, an expert in the language. But Ken 

had to admit that some of the Song’s words were that archaic he could not faithfully translate 

them, and interestingly, old Bobby couldn’t tell him either. Lost to antiquity.  

Further evidence from my own records that seem to support a much broader 

locational context for TEK and the extreme lengths of time associated with Aboriginal 

Traditional Knowledge. The critical relevance to the book project work, from an Earth 

science perspective, was that these ancestral beings created well defined topographic features 

during their travels across the landscape. The two Traditional Owner accounts provided 

above highlight the ability for oral history to transcend time while retaining details pertaining 

to Country and its topography. These reflect well on how Indigenous Traditional Knowledge 

is used to supplement research in biological and ecological sciences here in Australia and 

internationally. 

2.7 Modern Western Science – a Problematic Definition 

Aristotle, generally recognised as the premier and original philosopher, provided an 

unprecedented rationalisation to man’s connection with his universe. He coined the names of 
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four fields of study that lie within that branch of philosophy now known as metaphysics. The 

term ‘science’, from the Latin scientia, simply meant ‘knowledge’. 

‘The origins of science go back to ancient philosophies (e.g., Egyptian and Greek), 

while its evolution can be marked by major social transformations in Europe. Understanding 

this evolution helps clarify the term science’ (Aikenhead & Ogawa 2007, p. 542). 

It is only in recent times that the original concept of science has been transformed into 

a narrower definition, referred to as Western modern science (WMS). Central to WMS is the 

scientific method that assumes that we can learn about the world around us through 

observation, experimentation and testing of hypotheses. If we look at Chalmers (2013, p. 1) 

assertion that ‘Science is to be based on what we can see, hear and touch rather than on 

personal opinions or speculative imaginings. If observation of the world is carried out in a 

careful, unprejudiced way then the facts established in this way will constitute a secure, 

objective basis for science’, then we can see the potential for including Indigenous 

knowledge as part of the scientific spectrum. 

By the end of the 18th century, ‘knowledge’ had begun to be referred to as ‘science’ to 

distinguish it from its philosophical background. Around the start of the 20th century, 

however, philosophical debate developed around ‘scientific method’, subsequently turning 

natural philosophy into an empirical activity. Consequently, unlike the rest of philosophy, 

science was seen as being derived from formal experimentation. Hence, it is only in recent 

times that the original concept of science has been transformed into a narrower definition, 

referred to as Western modern science (WMS). Central to WMS is the scientific method that 

assumes that we can learn about the world around us through observation, experimentation, 

and testing of hypotheses.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Latin
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Traditionally, among the most influential and compelling of these essential traits for 

science, is the criterion of falsifiability (Popper, 1959, as cited in Hughes, 2012, p. 34). The 

canonical view of theory testing is that one tries to falsify the theory, because all scientific 

theories are deemed testable. Hence, any theory or explanation that cannot be falsified is 

reasoned to fall outside the science domain. The argument is that under a given set of 

experimental conditions, the theory might be falsified by performing the experiment and 

comparing predicted to actual results. The reality, however, reveals that no matter how 

carefully scientists adhere to scientific method, research outcomes are neither totally 

objective nor unquestionably certain (Crotty,1998; Goldhaber & Nieto, 2010; Hughes, 2012; 

Popper, 1959). 

Some scientists refer to the standard account of science, where consensus within the 

scientific community ultimately determines what qualifies as science. This leads us to the 

debate, for example, about whether science includes knowledge about nature. The debate 

around what constitutes science, and the associated scientific method, remains as vigorous as 

ever within the contemporary Western scientific world, inclusive of science education 

(Hepburn & Anderson, 2021; Cobern & Loving, 2001; Hughes, 2012;). Cobern and Loving 

(2001, p. 60) refer to the so-called standard account of science, where what ultimately 

qualifies as science is determined by consensus within the scientific community. The 

presuppositions of science include the possibility of knowledge about nature, which realists 

view as actual knowledge and idealists as instrumental knowledge. Closely linked to the 

presupposition of knowledge are the presuppositions of order and causation. 

Hughes (2012) provides a further example with more qualification regarding the 

sciences philosophical background, the physicists Stephen Hawking and Leonard Mlodinow, 

open their book, The Grand Design, by asking:  
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What is the nature of reality? Where did all this come from? Did the 

universe need a creator? … Traditionally these are questions for 

philosophy, but philosophy is dead. Philosophy has not kept up with 

modern developments in science, particularly physics. Scientists have 

become the bearers of the torch of discovery in our quest for knowledge 

(Hughes 2012, p. 38, citing Hawking & Mlodinow, 2010). 

The debate about the identity of science continues. Recent debate has questioned 

whether there is anything like a fixed toolkit of these scientific methods, which is common 

across science and only science. (Anderson & Hepburn, 2021). Indeed, the layperson may 

well be excused for confusion about what ‘science’ really is in the contemporary world. 

The evolutionary biologist Austin Hughes is an ardent proponent of what is referred 

to as ‘true science’. Hughes recognises that practising scientists, like all other people, are 

prone to philosophical errors. Hughes (2012, p. 33) talks about a set of ‘essentialist’ theories 

of science that ‘…attempt to identify the essential traits that distinguish science from other 

human activities or differentiate true science from non-scientific and pseudoscientific forms 

of inquiry’. 

Among the most influential and compelling of these essential traits is Karl Popper’s 

(1959, p. 34) criterion of falsifiability. Essentially, a falsifiable theory is one that makes a 

specific prediction about what results are supposed to occur, under a set of experimental 

conditions, so that the theory might be falsified by performing the experiment and comparing 

predicted to actual results. As he stated, ‘A theory or explanation that cannot be falsified falls 

outside the domain of science’. 

Goldhaber and Nieto (2010, p. 940) describe testing scientific theory, as ‘The 

canonical view of theory testing is that one tries to falsify the theory. One compares its 
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predictions with experiment and observation’. They note further that ‘Of course, without 

strong “ground rules” it is impossible to falsify a theory because one almost always can find 

explanations for a failure’. 

A further key criterion for a scientific theory, is its replication, or alternatively as 

reliability, or reproducibility. Gundersen (2021, p. 1) claims that ‘Reproducibility is a 

confused terminology’. He (2021, p. 10) then offers a definition for reproducibility, stating 

that ‘Reproducibility is the ability of independent investigators to draw the same conclusions 

from an experiment by following the documentation shared by the original investigators’.  

Downing (2004, p. 1006) states, ‘In its most straightforward definition, reliability 

refers to the reproducibility of assessment data or scores, over time or occasions’. Replication 

involves the process of repeating a study using the same methods, different subjects, and 

different experimenters’. 

These views as defined, however, are not universally respected. Certainly, in the 

information technology field, where Drummond (2009) asserts that:  

Replicability is not reproducibility. Reproducibility requires changes; 

replicability avoids them. I use the word ‘replicability’ to describe the 

view that I think is prevalent in the machine learning community. In 

opposition to this, I want to establish that the meaning of the word 

‘reproducibility’, as used in science, is much broader than that. 

More recently, the scientific world has been concerned by the replication crisis. 

Moynihan (2016, p. 28) states ‘For those of us who share a faith in science, the growing 

claims of a “replication crisis” in research come as something of a shock’. Scientists have 

found that the results of many scientific experiments are difficult or impossible to replicate on 
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subsequent investigation, either by independent researchers or by the original researchers 

themselves.  

 Schooler (2014, p. 9). refers to the replication crisis, stating that ‘In disciplines such 

as medicine, psychology, genetics and biology, researchers have been confronted with 

results that are not as robust as they originally seemed’. 

Self-interest groups have railed against the concept of ‘true’ science. Wilson (2016, 

p.10) attacks the ‘bloated bureaucracy’ and critiques a ‘scientism’ that worships scientists and 

treats their evidence as the new ‘holy book’. 

Psychology, medicine, and physics are all targeted for failing the science method test. 

It needs to be noted, however, that a ‘faith’-based institute founded to ‘confront the ideology 

of secularism’ publishes the journal in which this article by Wilson (2016) appears. But the 

non-sustainability of the traditional, narrow definition of Western science appears evident. 

The International Council for Science (ICSU 2002, p. 4) has recognised that: 

Science does not constitute the only form of knowledge, and closer links 

need to be established between science and other forms and systems of 

knowledge in addressing sustainable development issues and problems at 

the local level such as natural resources management and biodiversity 

conservation. Traditional societies, usually with strong cultural roots, have 

nurtured and refined systems of knowledge of their own, the research 

community, has not yet engaged in ways of better linking science to other 

knowledge systems. To do so would bring important advantages to both 

sides, and provide, to those in need of knowledge for pursuing sustainable 

development goals, a broader range of empirical information. 
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Closing on a positive note, Romero (2019, p. 1) observes that while ‘Replicability is 

widely taken to ground the epistemic authority of science’, he concluded his review (2019, 

p. 9) of the social, behavioural and medical sciences by stating that while ‘…the crisis 

demands work from the perspectives of the history and philosophy of science, social 

epistemology, and research ethics. … the crisis should not be taken as bad news but as an 

opportunity to update our theories and make them relevant to practice’.  

2.8 How do Indigenous Knowledges Situate as Science? 

Considering the above discussion, an important question is, ‘Where does Indigenous 

knowledge sit on the contemporary science knowledge spectrum?’ 

The relevant literature is prolific, detailing a broad range of responses and opinions. 

Posited at one end are the competing claims for what counts as science, and at the other end, 

references to the knowing of nature as the duality, Indigenous knowledge, and science. 

(Aikenhead & Ogawa, 2007; Barnhardt & Kawagley, 2005; Clothier, 2014; Cobern & 

Loving, 2001; Snively & Corsiglia 2001) 

The Indigenous perspective on the Traditional Knowledge and Western science 

quandary provides for a valuable and sobering insight, and contemporary commercial 

management of natural resources provides some revealing and refreshing insights into the 

Indigenous perspective, with calls from Traditional Owners and Elders for mutual respect and 

recognition of both Traditional Knowledge and Western sciences. 

This pragmatism extends to the Western-trained scientists, both Indigenous and non- 

Indigenous, who see both knowledge systems as being equally legitimate and grounded in 

empiricism. Government authorities will also appropriate Indigenous knowledge systems 

where it is mutually advantageous to do so, such as in border protection of remote coastlines 

and conservation of remote arid areas (Christie, 2008; Michel & Gayton, 2002).  
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The constructivist model for science, with the emphasis on the empirical, has been 

used to argue against IKS being conceived as science. The corollary being that modern 

science is considered devoid of culture, in an anthropological sense. Many scholars speak to 

issues such as the hegemony of modern science, where terms such as ‘standard’ science are to 

be used, the problematic recognition of ‘alternative’ science and labelling IK as a form of 

science (Cobern, 1996a, Cobern & Loving, 2001; Keating, 1997; Roberts & Mackenzie 

(2006) 

There are various epistemological stances to constructivist theory, but this 

interpretation is limiting and unfortunate. The philosophical view is that constructivism 

supports the belief that the learner makes sense of the world based on their experiences in it. 

It appears that the objective reality, which all learners aspire to know and understand, 

is diffuse and variable. From this context, one can appreciate that there are different types of 

knowledge. While most societies tend to value some types of knowledge over others, one can 

also presume that there can be value found in knowledge systems of various cultures. 

Importantly, it is recognised that this narrow perspective of Western science as being a 

superior knowledge system, limits the context of discovery, the range of ideas and therefore 

the potential for new knowledge. 

Fortunately, evidence suggests that science is increasingly being recognised as a 

subculture of western culture and is therefore just one way of knowing. (Aikenhead, 1996; 

Baker and Taylor, 1995; Cobern, 1996a; Cobern, 1996b; Jegede, 1995; Castagno & Brayboy, 

2008).  

2.9 Citizen Science 

I will introduce this section with the comment that I believe citizen science may have 

a possible relevance to the analysis and theorising for this thesis simply based on the 
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suspicion that Community-oriented citizen science projects may serve to demonstrate 

connections between Aboriginal Traditional Knowledge practices such as mosaic burnings 

and the emerging recognition among Western scientists of the resultant ecological and habitat 

regeneration. These periodic localised burning regimes were clearly evident around both the 

traditional Communities and may figure in some of my conversations with the Aboriginal 

participants. 

Although the term ‘citizen science’ was coined in the U.S. and the U.K., the practice 

of scientists working together with other people occurs in many other countries. In Australia, 

citizen science was established by grassroots activities through a bottom-up approach.  

While members of the public have contributed to scientific research in Australia for 

decades, the term ‘citizen science’ and the ubiquity of such activities was relatively unknown 

until recently. Citizen science leaders recognised the need to connect this community, which 

led to the formation of the Australian Citizen Science Association (ACSA; 

http://www.citizenscience.org.au) in May 2014 and the first Australian citizen science 

conference in July 2015. To date, citizen science activities have been identified at 

community, regional, state and national levels. For most projects, citizen scientists contribute 

observations of fauna, flora and habitat, though a few projects exist in astronomy, 

meteorology and seismology.  

Citizen science in Australia is also rapidly diversifying into new domains (e.g., 

online) and disciplines (e.g., biomedical sciences). (Eitzel et al., 2017, p. 8). Eitzel and 

colleagues (2017, p. 14) define the ‘Indigenous/traditional/local knowledge expert or holder’ 

as a ‘citizen’ in ‘citizen science’. Lovett et al. (2007, p. 253) suggest ‘Good science involves 

more than just devising clever experiments to test a specific hypothesis’. They also assert that 

‘The keys to good science are similar for all forms of scientific inquiry, including monitoring: 



 43  

good questions, appropriate research designs, high-quality data and careful interpretation of 

the results’ (p. 254). 

Lehtiniemi et al. (2020, p. 1) reports that ‘Public involvement, also known as citizen 

or community science (non-professional involvement of volunteers), has become more 

widely used only recently (since the late 20th century) to support environmental monitoring 

programs’. Lehtiniemi et al. (2020, p. 7) asserts that ‘…citizen science can provide a cost-

efficient practice to collect presence-only data on distinctly recognisable species, and often 

gives information that otherwise would be out of the reach of researchers and authorities’. 

They show that ‘…citizen science may provide useful data, which can be utilised in targeting 

management e.g., eradication actions to stop further spread in vulnerable areas when invasion 

of alien species is concerned…’ (p. 7) 

Hind-Ozan et al. (2017, p. 290) state that ‘Citizen science is, by definition, a 

collaboration between scientists and members of the public in some form – sometimes this 

means individuals recruited to help on a scientist-led research project, but in many other 

cases it can mean partnerships across a wide variety of organisations from many different 

sectors’. Shirk et al. (2012, as cited by Cigliano and Ballard (2017, p. 4) state that ‘Citizen 

science, or as it is also referred to, public participation in scientific research’, has several 

definitions. The Oxford English Dictionary defines citizen science as ‘the collection and 

analysis of data relating to the natural world by members of the public, typically as part of a 

collaborative project with professional scientists’. The term ‘citizen science’ was added to the 

Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford Lexico) in 2014 as ‘Scientific work undertaken by 

members of the public, often in collaboration with or under the direction of professional 

scientists and scientific institutions’. However, Bonney et al. (2016, p. 1) correctly point out 

that this definition does not include the fact that ‘…citizen science embraces projects in 
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which volunteers participate in roles beyond data collection and analysis; projects in which 

individuals work not only in teams but also by themselves, with or without the collaboration 

of scientists;…’ 

Citizen science is a well-researched scientific technique that uses community 

volunteers. The technique has been part of the recognised scientific research landscape since 

1875 and provides a tangible and plausible connection between both traditional ecological 

knowledge (TEK) and Western science. It has historically been associated with astronomy 

and ornithology and more recently with wildlife management. The advantages relate to 

research of large-scale patterns in nature, requiring a vast amount of data to be collected 

across an array of locations and habitats over spans of years or even decades (Bonney et al., 

2009 as cited in Bhattacharjee, 2005; Couzin, 2007; Dickinson et al. 2010). 

Quinn et al. (2018, p. 19) explore and report on ‘…the growing role of citizen science 

in aquatic monitoring and restoration as the value of stronger relationships between the 

science community and public is recognised. Citizen science ranges from solely collecting 

environmental data to being fully engaged in project conception, design, and delivery’. 

Citizen science is increasingly being seen as a conduit for local Indigenous Knowledge 

Systems (IKS). ‘There is no doubt that CS initiatives are growing bigger, more ambitious, 

more diverse, and more networked all over the world’. (Tengö et al., 2021, p. 4 citing Irwin 

2018).  

As an example, (Tengö et al., 2021) cite an Australian case, The Kimberley 

Indigenous Saltwater Science Project (KISSP), which was initiated in response to the 

implementation of a large, externally driven research project that sought to engage 

Indigenous people in producing scientific impact’. Citizen science, in the Indigenous 

Community context, is becoming increasingly viewed as a vital connection to sustainability 
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science. And while sustainability science is generally linked to ecological management 

projects, I would suggest that cultural and Traditional Knowledge sustainability of an 

Indigenous landscape is also a relevant issue to be researched. 

2.10 Culturally Inclusive Science Education – a Rationale, Debatable Issues, 

Challenges and Ramifications  

My intention with this section is provide for the reader a relevant context and 

theoretical basis for analysing the data pertinent to the school trials program, which formed 

an important parallel component of the original science books project. Teacher and student 

feedback was considered to be essential at the time for guidance of the book development. 

I will commence this section by investigating the terminology used to represent 

culturally inclusive science education. ‘Two-way’ and ‘both-ways’ science is often found in 

the literature (Barbour & Schlesinger, 2012) or cross-cultural (Brennan et al., 2012). Two-

Way science is defined as ‘… a pedagogy. It’s an approach that connects the traditional 

ecological knowledge of Aboriginal people – that is the cultural understanding of people, 

animals and the environment – with Western science inquiry, and links that to the Australian 

Curriculum in a learning program’ (ACARA, 2019, p.1). Recently a new term has emerged, 

‘right way science’, with respect to developing cross-cultural knowledge (McKemey et al., 

2021). The argument for ‘right-way science’ as the preferred term mirrors the process of 

working together with our Aboriginal partners because it avoids language suggesting there 

are only two ways (‘two-way science’) or that there must always be two ways. Bush Heritage 

Australia (2021) defines it as ‘…an approach based on respect, sharing knowledge, listening 

and learning. It brings together different knowledge systems for thinking, planning and acting 

for the benefit of people and Country’. For this study, however, I will remain with ‘two-way’, 

rationalising that I am researching the bridge connecting two knowledge domains, the 

Aboriginal World and Western Scientific. Simple as that. 
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I now want to explore the pertinent question, why should we as educators 

countenance culturally inclusive science education? What would be the rationale for its 

inclusion? Higgins (2021, p. v) offered one insight into a possible answer by proffering that 

‘Science education is increasingly being heralded as a remedy to a multiplicity of 

contemporary issues (e.g., scientific literacy). Science education is actively worked upon to 

be more accessible, inclusive and empowering. However, the ways in which science 

education takes up its responsibility in making itself accessible to all learners does not always 

come to value the ways-of-knowing and of being that diverge from the standard account of 

Western humanist thought (e.g., nature/culture as binary)’.  

There is, however, a recent but growing movement within science education that calls 

for a move ‘from empowerment to responsibility’, a shift that is particularly significant for 

two reasons, as follows: 

Children and communities living under socio-spatial and environmental 

challenges are powerful individuals and collectives, they do not ‘need’ to 

be, per se, ‘empowered’ into dominant thinking or practices, but what we 

might need [are] powerful frameworks, which take into consideration and 

legitimise the diverse ways-of-knowing and of being, describing the 

natural cultural world among diverse sociocultural groups that are 

different from the dominant ways in which conventional science education 

understands and explains it. (Kayumova et al., 2019, p. 225, as cited in 

Higgins, 2021, pp. v–vi)  

One might ask, do equality and equity pertain to social justice? According to Anthis 

(2020), not necessarily. Anthis (2020, p. 1) states that ‘Social mobility refers to opportunities 

to achieve greater economic changes from one generation to the next’, and ‘Social justice is 
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often defined as the ability of people to reach their full potential within the societies in which 

they reside (citing Turiel et al., 2016). Russell (2015, p. 274) defines social justice as:  

…the ability of people to realize their potential in the context of the 

society in which they live. From a human developmental perspective, 

social justice is manifest when people have the support and opportunity to 

navigate society in ways that maximize their potential for growth, health, 

and happiness across the life course. 

Anthis (2020, p. 1) answers the questions, ‘What is social justice?’, and ‘Is equality 

the same thing as equity?’ by elaborating further, ‘Equality is often defined as an equal 

distribution of opportunities, such as everyone being provided with the same thing to ensure 

they achieve their best’; and ‘Equity is often referred to as an equitable distribution of 

opportunities, such as everyone being provided with what they need to ensure they do their 

best’. She goes on to give a qualified conditional definition of social justice, ‘Social justice 

requires that the systems which create and perpetuate inequities be restructured so that 

barriers to accessing tools and opportunities are eliminated’. Anthis (2020, p. 1) suggests that 

adhering to this principle of social justice will lead to equity, including the equitable 

distribution of opportunities, which then ensures that all citizens are provided with what they 

need to achieve their best. If we are to accept this social justice perspective as reasonable, 

then I would suggest that the status and quality of a child’s formative years are of paramount 

importance to defining their life journey. The quality of a child’s schooling, consequently, 

perhaps should necessarily be seen to play a significant component of that journey, including 

instruction in the sciences and science literacy. 

At this point, it’s appropriate to consider briefly why it is important for all students to 

achieve literacy in science. ‘One of the most common rationales for advancing scientific 



 48  

literacy is grounded in the widely supposed link between scientific literacy and national 

economic well-being’. (McConney et al., 2011, p. 2019). A scientifically literate citizenry, 

arguably, contributes to the economic health of a country based on the premise that a nation’s 

economic well-being depends on its citizens becoming the scientists, engineers and 

technically skilled individuals appropriately equipped to successfully compete in the 

international marketplace (Hackling, 2001 & Laugksch, 2000, as cited in McConney et al., 

2011, p. 2019).  

Szostkowski and Upadhyay (2019) argue that social justice, morality and healing 

must be at the core of an equity agenda for science education. They (2019, p. 338) assert that 

‘As science education researchers, we believe that inequity in science education reflects 

larger patterns of educational inequality …’. Bronfenbrenner (1973, p. 9) expounds upon 

the equality and equity duality: 

The terms equality and equity are widely confused. Despite their phonetic 

similarity and philological connections, they are quite distinct. The 

equality of a distribution of income or wealth is basically a matter of fact 

and is, therefore, basically objective. The equity of the same distribution is 

basically a matter of ethical judgement and is, therefore, basically 

subjective.  

An Australian ethics-based debate can perhaps be best approached through 

Reconciliation Australia’s policies and philosophical base, while the pragmatic approach is 

possibly done through exploring the concept of science capital. 
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Reflecting a growing public awareness, Reys and Chaney (2001), (as cited in Ma 

Rhea and Atkinson, 2012, p. 155), introduce us to a possible link between reconciliation and 

education in Australia,  

We at Reconciliation Australia … believe that education plays a crucial 

role in the reconciliation process … and educational aspects of 

reconciliation must go hand in hand with a strategic and determined effort 

to give substance to the word through tangible outcomes which make 

reconciliation a reality in our communities, workplaces, institutions and 

organisations. 

Identifying the ‘ethics’ issue as it relates to the Australian situation has proved to be 

challenging. Reconciliation Australia (2016, p. 22) reports that ‘Reconciliation is more likely 

to progress when Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous Australians 

participate equally and equitably in all areas of life’. The report takes this further with, ‘An 

education system that uses a cross-curriculum focus to foster respectful understanding of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures and histories is crucial to becoming a 

reconciled nation. Maintaining and strengthening a strong curriculum focus on these areas is 

critical’. 

Reconciliation Australia, however, makes no direct reference to ‘ethics’ in its 2016 

report, but in one section reports on the duality – equality and equity – indirectly embracing 

the ethics issue. Two key findings of the report (2016, p. 34), pertinent to education, seem to 

support this: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples enjoy less participation in, and 

access to, a range of life opportunities – significant disparities continue to exist in the key 

areas of employment, education and health, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
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are more likely to consider their living conditions worse than other peoples and are more 

likely to see barriers to employment and education. 

Holbrook (2010, p. 83) cites the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for 

Young Australians (2008) which explicitly states that active and informed citizens as students 

‘…understand and acknowledge the value of Indigenous cultures and possess the knowledge, 

skills and understanding contributing to, and benefit from, reconciliation between Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous Australians…’. 

Ma Rhea and Atkinson (2012, p. 162) suggest that incorporating Indigenous and 

Traditional Knowledge in the education system may be both complex and problematic, and 

point out that ‘Equally problematic, the techniques of “good” Western science have not often 

been combined in a collaborative research partnership with knowledgeable Indigenous 

people, so the status of the ‘Indigenous knowledge’ is sometimes questionable’. 

Ma Rhea and Langton (2003),  (as cited in Ma Rhea & Atkinson, 2012, p. 163) 

‘pointed to the high status that many governments in the regions surveyed attach to Western 

scientific and technological knowledge because they perceive it to be important for capacity 

building in national education systems’. This preoccupation with Western ways of knowing 

however contrasts with ‘the growing interest in Traditional Knowledge because of its 

potential contribution to global ecological sustainability and to minimising the West’s pre-

occupation with materialism’, where the problem here however ‘is to design a curriculum that 

achieves an appropriate balance between these two knowledge traditions’. 

The literature that explores this question of rationality from an empirical, objective 

base, includes research work done in Australia by Lyons (2006). He found that students who 

went on to study post‐compulsory physical sciences tended to have supportive parents or 

family members with favourable views towards science education, which demonstrates the 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/tea.21227#tea21227-bib-0056
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importance of cultural and social capital in the enrolment decisions of high achieving 

students.  

Archer et al.’s (2015) research supports Lyons’s findings. They advance a discussion 

using the concept ‘science capital’ to argue for an objective approach to rationalising 

culturally inclusive science education. Archer et al. (2014) (as cited in Archer et al. 2015, p. 

922) refer to research which proposes science-related forms of cultural and cultural capital as 

a theoretical lens for explaining differential patterns of aspiration and educational 

participation among young people. Analysis of survey data found that science capital was 

unevenly spread across the student population.  

Analysis shows that levels of science capital (high, medium or low) are 

clearly patterned by cultural capital, gender, ethnicity and set (track) in 

science. Students with high, medium, or low levels of science capital also 

seem to have very different post-16 plans (regarding studying or working 

in science) and different levels of self-efficacy in science. They also vary 

dramatically in terms of whether they feel others see them as a ‘science 

person (Archer et al., 2015, p. 922)’. 

The import of these findings, by transferring and refocusing on a national perspective, 

is captured by Gorard and See (2009, p. 102). Their work on the patterns of science 

participation uncovered by their secondary analysis of the official datasets, states that ‘In 

general … those who apply for (and also those who obtain places in) science subjects, and 

not just in the physical sciences, have a higher occupational class profile than the general 

student population (and probably even more so than the general resident population’. These 

results correlate well with Archer et al. (2015, p. 923) who assert that ‘The imperative to 

improve (widen and increase) participation reflects both national economic concerns, namely, 
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to ensure a sufficient talent pool and supply of future scientists, and social justice concerns, to 

promote equity and ensure a scientifically literate general population who can be active 

citizens within a scientifically advanced contemporary society’. 

Cruwys et al. (2013, p. 5) investigate the impact of socioeconomic status on 

participation and attainment in general education within the Australian Indigenous context. 

They report that: 

A number of factors that may have ostensibly been thought to increase an 

individual’s opportunities, such as gaining a certificate or diploma or 

gaining part-time work, did not reduce the risk of these marginalised 

people exiting disadvantage over the decade of the study. This contrasts 

with gaining a tertiary degree or full-time paid work, both of which 

strongly reduced the risk of remaining marginalised. Thus, in terms of 

educational attainment, it does not appear true to say that any qualification 

is better than none. Nor was any job better than none.  

The indicators for marginalisation are multi-dimensional. In recent years there has 

been an increasing focus on this multidimensional nature of disadvantage. Cruwys et al.’s 

findings are based on existing research that has suggested that disadvantage tends to be 

experienced in multiple domains simultaneously. The importance of education and 

employment in keeping households out of poverty was identified, also reflective of the 

emergence of policies to address human capital development (Sen, as cited in Cruwys et al. 

2013, p. 8), and correlating well with Archer et al.’s (2015) research findings. 

Cruwys et al. (2013, p. 17) reporting on the modifiable early-life predictors state that 

‘The proportion of those leaving school before the age of 16 was almost two times higher in 

the marginalised groups than in the never-marginalised group’. Further, Cruwys et al. (2013, 
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pp.16–17) found that those who had left school early were significantly more likely to remain 

marginalised, ‘… In 2001, marginalised individuals had lower levels of education than did 

non-marginalised Australians, with two-thirds (67%) having only completed high school or 

less’. While there was a positive change in educational attainment over the ten-year period, 

some had attained a university education by 2010. ‘The impact of this action was profound: 

95% of those who did (33 of the 35 people) had exited marginalisation. Obtaining a tertiary 

education was thus a strong predictor of exit from marginalisation’. But the authors 

emphasise that education cannot be considered a ‘quick fix’ for marginalisation.  

It needs to be stated here that while science capital is a comprehensive concept that 

encompasses science literacy, it also includes other practices including what you do, who you 

know, and what your family values are, all within a science frame-of-reference. Science 

literacy includes science knowledge, associated skills, and an appreciation of science. 

McConney et al. (2011, p. 2017) report, also based on existing national based research data, 

(OECD, 2007) that ‘Previous research has shown that Indigenous students in Australia do not 

enjoy equal educational outcomes with other Australians. This secondary analysis from PISA 

2006, confirmed that this continues to be the case in science literacy for secondary students’. 

While their observation from the OECD (2007) report is supported by those of Cruwys et 

al.’s (2013) in a broad educational context, McConney et al. (2011, p. 2017) find, however, 

that the analysis also revealed that ‘…Indigenous Australian students held interest in science 

equal to that of their non-Indigenous peers, and that observed variations in science literacy 

performance were most strongly explained by variations in reading literacy’.  

McConney et al. (2011, p. 2031) acknowledge the task behind addressing these issues 

and suggest that ‘In addition to efforts aimed at improving what happens between teachers 

and students in classrooms doing science, it is also clear that policymakers and science 
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education researchers have important contributions to make’. McConney et al. (2011, 

p. 2033) conclude their paper by offering practical suggestions within four interrelated 

communities of practice and research: teachers and intending teachers, teacher educators, 

researchers, and policymakers, that are aimed at ‘…maintaining the press to close the gap in 

science literacy and education generally?’ They end their paper with questions that seem 

important for further research, questions which relate for example to compensating for the 

remoteness of some Indigenous students through internet access and recognising the possible 

impact upon Indigenous students learning and being assessed in science through a second 

language. 

Higgins (2014, p. 154) reports that ‘Within Canadian science classrooms, Indigenous 

ways-of-knowing and ways-of-being continue to be underrepresented and undervalued. For 

Indigenous students, this often results in negative experiences and disparate achievement 

rates when compared to their non-Indigenous classmates’. Michie (2002, p. 36) presents an 

argument for including Indigenous Science in the School Science Curriculum. He begins by 

pointing out that much writing has primarily focused on how to engage in teaching 

Indigenous Science. Michie then proceeds to provide a rationale for why we should be 

teaching Indigenous science. He begins by exploring the question of ‘what Indigenous 

Science tells me about Western Science and science education’. This he answers in part by 

relating to Aboriginal anecdotal evidence for the long-recognised link between Aboriginal 

people and their obligations, exercised through traditional lore and customary procedures, to 

animal and plant management practises such as patchwork burning regimes. 

Michie (2002, p. 38) then queries the popularly perceived role of science education in 

communicating science, by citing C. P. Snow’s (1959) idea that science and education should 

be considered in opposite camps, with the implication that science education is situated as a 
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bridge between ‘The Two Cultures’. This he suggests implies that Aikenhead’s (1997) vision 

of cultural brokers may support a science–technology–society approach. It may be 

appropriate here to perhaps consider the increasing evidence that science educators are 

recognising that both Western science and Indigenous knowledge have a cultural basis; hence 

it is appropriate for any contemporary, comparative discourse to express their respective 

cultural foundations. The assertion by Chalmers (2013, p. 220), that ‘The enduring part of 

science is that part which is based on observation and experiment’, could draw common 

ground between Western Modern Science and Indigenous Knowledge Systems. 

There are science educators who, conversely, believe that defining Indigenous 

Knowledge (IK) as a science will be to IK’s detriment. There is support for the compatibility, 

however, of these two knowledge systems (Stephens, 2003) comparing IK with WS. Also, 

while the significant cultural differences are acknowledged, the important aspect of the 

significant ‘common ground” is recognised. (Aikenhead & Ogawa 2007; Cobern & Loving, 

2001). Monhardt’s (2003) study challenged the perception that science and IKS are innately 

and distinctly different knowledge domains. The Navajo students’ views on ‘scientists’ and 

‘science’ were described as ‘non-stereotypical’, using their own cultural frameworks to 

understand a science concept. An important finding was the strong link between their concept 

of science and ‘place’. Their concept of a scientist was one who worked ‘outdoors’.  

Furthermore, there is wide agreement among educators that all knowledge has 

Indigenous origins (e.g., Aikenhead 2001; Castagno & Brayboy 2008; El-Hani & Bandeira 

2008; Higgins 2011; McMillan 2013; Ninnes 2000). Michie (2002, p. 38) presents a further 

dimension to his argument by posing the question, ‘What does science have to do with 

reconciliation?’ Michie goes on to arguing a case for culturally inclusive science education 
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serving as a means for achieving reconciliation between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

peoples and as a vehicle for social justice. 

Recent literature reveals a growing awareness of, and debate around, ethics and 

science education, and that there is more than one approach tackling the issue. Bazzul (2016, 

p. 23) opines that ‘Science and science education are entangled with a wide range of ethical 

contexts ranging from the sharing of information and reporting, falsification/validation of 

data, use of animals, to the public return on investment’. He argues that ‘engaging ethics in 

science education should take a variety of useful forms’. He suggests that educators ‘can also 

critically examine both the topics and modes of ethical engagement “on offer” to students’. 

He concludes his work by suggesting a list of what science educators and educational 

scholars can do to shift the field toward more ethically and politically engaged practices, 

toward a transdisciplinary, politically engaged science education. Bazzul (2016, p. 66) 

suggests a ‘Focus on the Socio-political – Make socio-political concerns such as racial 

inequality, economic exploitation, and the destruction of Earth’s diversity the focus of 

science education pedagogy, curriculum, and research’. 

In closing this section, I strongly suggest that the disadvantaged students and their 

families are the ones who should be listened to. As Creswell (2012, p. 531) points out, 

‘Attention to the narratives of students and their families is a reminder not to lose sight of the 

diversity in student populations and highlights the need for attention to issues of social justice 

and equity in education’. Highlighting this awareness at both State and National levels should 

be seen as an imperative, and can be tackled in part by developing an argument for a cohesive 

and universal policy for Indigenous knowledge inclusion in science education. This can be 

broached and rationalised from four conceptual directions: social justice, equality, equity and 

economic rationalism (Ninnes, 2004; Todd, 2018; Zipin et al., 2015)  
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2.11 Evidence for Culturally Inclusive Science Education  

Michie (2002) acknowledges, with respect to teaching Indigenous Science in the 

classroom, the lack of resource materials teachers can use and a lack of appropriate 

professional development. He notes that the situation had improved slightly (e.g., Halling, 

1999; Rose & Read, 2001) but further resource materials need to be produced. Case studies 

reveal where science education materials sensitively used the local Indigenous language, 

leading to observed improvement in student attitudes to both learning and their Indigenous 

culture (McKinley, 2005; Morales, 2015; Usborne, 2011). There is a call for schools to be 

seen in cultural terms, as being ‘real’ (Kuiper, 1998). Kuiper (1998, p. 21) addresses the need 

for science educators to ‘…generate learning by situating science concepts and ideas for the 

learner [in] familiar context’. Further, there is an emerging framework where the community 

is regarded as ‘first’ (Mutonyi, 2016), as evidenced by the Bridging Cultures textbook in 

Saskatchewan (McGregor, 2012). Science can be seen as a cultural enterprise, with an 

evolving discourse about science education and IKS (Marker, 2015). 

As a lead-in to the following section, I would argue that Citizen Science ought to be 

regarded as a practical means for ‘bridging cultures’, within a scientific setting. And, as an 

extension, be seen as a practical method for introducing culturally inclusive science 

education, not necessarily in a formal sense, but through Community involvement and 

association. 

2.12 The Challenges and Some Insights for the Future  

The challenges facing educators who wish to introduce culturally inclusive science 

curricula are significant. Fensham (2002) (as cited in Aikenhead, 1996, p. 39) warns that the 

science curriculum is a social instrument that serves the interests of those who have a stake in 

its content. The first interest group includes influential stakeholders who simply want school 
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science to act as society’s screening device to maintain an intellectual, social elite. The 

second group represents the marginalised social groups whose students can effectively be 

screened out by school science, thereby denying them the higher status and power afforded 

by science-related professions. 

Science educators are recognising that both Western science and Indigenous 

knowledge are culturally based, and that it is appropriate for any contemporary discourse in 

science education to express their cultural foundations. The belief is decreasing that 

incorporating Indigenous knowledge as a science would be to its detriment: science is seen as 

evolving. While there are significant cultural differences between IK and WS, when 

compared and contrasted, the interesting and positive aspect is the significant common 

ground between these two fields of knowledge (Aikenhead & Ogawa, 2007; Cobern & 

Loving, 2001; Stephens, 2003). 

Any opening on educational matters pertaining to science might quite properly look at 

the epistemology, particularly that associated with secondary-level schooling, the student 

body, the curricula and the pedagogy. By applying an epistemological lens to a culturally 

inclusive science curriculum, we can consider the theories behind knowledge acquisition. An 

appropriate theory is constructivism, which presupposes that all knowledge is ‘constructed’, 

in that it is contingent on convention, human perception and social experience. In other 

words, constructivism is culture friendly. 

In recognising science, and therefore science education, as being culturally embedded, 

it follows that student construction of new knowledge will involve interpretation influenced 

by prior knowledge, including knowledge that is culturally based. Thus, it is reasonable to 

expect that science education, through the inclusion of Indigenous culture and knowledge, 

will better connect science to Indigenous students’ lives (Castagno & Brayboy , 2008; 
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Cobern, 1996a). I am aware of the educational challenges facing Indigenous students in the 

majority Indigenous communities in Australia. These concerning issues have been 

extensively and sensitively researched and expressed by prominent international scholars. 

They seek to redress the imbalance between the influential elite and the socially marginalised, 

with the focus on the Indigenous student. (e.g., Aikenhead (1996), Kawagley and Bernhardt 

(2005), Castagno and Brayboy (2008), Ogunniyi (2015), and Aikenhead and Ogawa (2007)). 

My focus, for the purposes of this study, is on the secondary science student attending 

schools in the broader Australian community. A culturally inclusive science curriculum 

available for the majority student body, both Indigenous and non- Indigenous, would require 

a supportive, bipartisan socio-political will in Australia. In the first instance, it would require 

that the science teacher as one of the influential stakeholders, ‘…would play the role of ‘tour 

guide’ taking students across the [cultural] border and directing their science in the direction 

of the students’ everyday world (Aikenhead, 1996, p. 26)’. For this to happen of course 

would require the teacher to act as an emissary for the prevailing socio-political norms. The 

research indicates that this applies equally to Australia and internationally. 

When I was preparing for the preliminary phase of my original research and 

development for the science book project, while framing and scoping the content and context, 

I initially planned the textbook specifically for the Indigenous students undertaking the 

Australian national science curriculum. During early discussions with two key Aboriginal 

Elders, both Traditional Owners, however, I was very quickly corrected, and advised that the 

book was for all students, ‘black and white’. Their logic was simply, ‘We are all under the 

same umbrella, and we can learn from each other’. Jack, my facilitator–liaison person, at the 

‘Top-End’ community, qualified this further by pointing out that ‘The “Balander” students 

were more likely to become the future politicians and lawyers’. Jack was an astute and very 
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wise fellow, a pragmatist who recognised the power and political plays at work in his Top-

End community, hence his recognition of the relevance of the book to all Australian 

secondary students. 

While culturally inclusive science education research applies to all levels of 

schooling, the focus for this study is on years nine and ten, at the middle secondary school 

level, and within the broader Australian community, where the science curriculum conforms 

to the Australian Curriculum standard. As a matter of course, reference will need to be made 

to articles and research applying to all the levels of schooling where there is cross relevance 

to the secondary level. 

2.13 Science Textbooks, Degrees of Indigenous Knowledge Inclusiveness and 

Other Issues  

Important Indigenous feedback on how Indigenous culture ought to be represented in 

a textbook is revealed in the Review of the Australian Curriculum (2014), with a section on 

recorded suggestions for pedagogic change, included in part with reference to Indigenous 

culture. The Review (2014, p. 137) suggests for ‘…the simple abolition of the cross-

curriculum priorities either because their selection was biased, or because they had no 

educational foundation, or they were not appropriate to one or another discipline area’, where 

Indigenous educators argued that 

…an appreciation of Indigenous culture and history was far too important 

to be simply treated as a cross-curriculum theme and would result in 

superficial and uneven teaching of subject matter that rightly belonged in 

relevant disciplines or preferably as a standalone subject taught by a 

teacher qualified in the area. … but rather should be ‘structured, unitized 

and taught by professionals.  
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While the Australian educational perspective is reflected by The Shape of the 

Australian Curriculum Science Statement (2009, p. 10), one could argue that it suggests a 

token, superficial level of Aboriginal cultural inclusiveness as is indicated by the statement 

that ‘The Australian science curriculum will provide opportunities for students to develop 

understanding of aspects of Indigenous cultures’. 

But the intention is clear: there needs to be a representation of Indigenous knowledge 

within the Australian Curriculum, in each knowledge field. The Melbourne Declaration (as 

cited in The Review of the Australian Curriculum – final report, 2014, p. 62) argues that 

While … all students have the right to study what are described as the 

‘fundamental disciplines’ the Declaration also emphasises the importance 

of general capabilities, inter-disciplinary approaches and the need to deal 

with sustainability and Indigenous content. 

If we can assume that science textbooks will normally reflect the Australian 

curriculum standards, then more recent feedback on Aboriginal cultural inclusiveness is 

revealed in the Final Report (2014) of the Review of the Australian Curriculum. The Final 

Report (2014, p. 180) indicates a general concern that the curriculum approach was 

somewhat contrived and tokenistic in far too many instances. The suggestions for change 

referred, in part, to the ‘embedding’ of ‘Indigenous aspects’ in the science curriculum. The 

recommendation for a cross-curriculum priority was seen as problematic because of 

perceived bias, lacking educational foundation, or not being appropriate to science.  

The Final Report (2014, p. 137) reports however, that some Indigenous educators 

argued that Indigenous perspectives should not be a cross-curriculum priority but rather 

should be ‘structured, unitised and taught by professionals’, because Indigenous culture was 

regarded as being too important to be simply treated as a cross-curriculum theme. The above 
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concerns were echoed by independent research on how IKS has been contextualised in 

mainstream secondary school science textbooks. The call for ‘decolonising’ textbooks was 

unequivocal, as was the call for education authorities to assist this approach (Ninnes, 2000, 

2001). Ninnes (2001, p. 26) was unequivocal in his recommendation for ‘decolonising’ 

textbooks, ‘But perhaps most importantly, given the findings of this study, a truly post-

colonial approach to science education, and hence science textbooks, can be greatly assisted 

by ministries of education developing syllabuses and curriculums that take this approach’. 

Ninnes analysed a sample of Canadian and Australian science textbooks, which 

attempt to incorporate greater diversity of knowledge types (2000, p. 603). A comparison of 

texts developed in Australia and Canada is pertinent since both are predominantly European 

settler societies with small and socio-economically marginalised Indigenous minorities. 

Ninnes (2000, p. 612) found that the texts tended to use terms that suggested homogenous 

practises or identities among Indigenous people, hence ‘…masking diversity among 

Indigenous populations’. To date, Ninnes’ recommendations have not been heeded. 

Problematic also was the use of the term ‘traditional’ to prescribe notions of 

authenticity to Indigenous identities, which represents a form of cultural imperialism. His 

final concern lay with the nature of the Indigenous knowledge used, and to the extent to 

which the authors had obtained permission for its use. Ninnes (2001, p. 23) surveyed the 

authors of the above texts. He found that authors were constrained by ‘…their own lack of 

knowledge about Indigenous issues and perspectives and how to apply them in teaching of 

science concepts’. 

Kim and Dionne (2014, p. 234) provide further support for cultural inclusiveness in 

textbooks, stating that ‘With a national mandate, there is a need for more ministerial 

initiatives to provide a better progression of the learning outcomes (i.e., learning 
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expectations) that are related to TEK, especially for jurisdictions in clusters 1 and 2. Further 

provincial/territorial development in the learning outcomes with in-depth examples related to 

TEK would allow publishers to have clearer guidelines while incorporating TEK into 

textbooks and teachers to have more incentives to incorporate TEK in their lessons’. 

Some dominant determiners of science textbook content are the curricular 

requirements decided by provincial and state educational authorities. (Ninnes 2000, 2001; 

Jogie, 2015). It is perhaps pertinent here to mention that science is not the only educational 

field confronted by multi-cultural issues. Jogie (2015) analysed a sample of secondary 

English texts from England and Australia. The two countries were chosen because of the 

similarities between the respective curriculum authorities. Jogie (2015, p. 306) proposes that 

‘More contemporary text options on prescribed reading lists will enable students from diverse 

backgrounds to engage in discussions of cultural identities in a world of increasing 

globalisation. Teacher preparedness for tackling culturally inclusive text was also an issue in 

Jogie’s (2015, p. 294) study, where ‘Both Australian and British Curriculum Officers advised 

that new cultural texts were difficult to add to the prescribed reading list, because of the 

apparent lack of critical material or training available for teachers to confidently teach these 

texts’. 

While there remains no consensus, however, either internationally or in Australia, on 

bridging science and Indigenous knowledge (Aikenhead & Cobern, 1998; Kim & Dionne, 

2014; Snively & Corsiglia, 2001), the literature does contain recent examples of educational 

authorities developing a decolonising syllabus and culturally diverse curriculum. In Canada, 

particularly in the majority Nunavut communities, there have been recent moves for 

‘ministerial initiatives’ to facilitate the progression of Traditional Environmental Knowledge 

(TEK). Kim and Dionne (2014) reveal that this would in turn encourage publishers to 
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incorporate TEK into textbooks, thus providing more incentive for teachers to incorporate 

TEK into their lessons. Third World countries such as Namibia have not included Indigenous 

knowledge (IK) in their recently developed national curricula (Matemba & Lilemba, 2015); 

and surveys of regional and state educational institutions revealing that IKS has been 

discounted or disregarded, even where newly published and freely available culturally 

inclusive science textbooks have been released, usage has been constrained through a lack of 

political will. 

But in terms of the mainstream school setting, we have contradictory cases such as 

with the seminal Canadian text Bridging Cultures: Indigenous and Scientific Ways of 

Knowing (Aikenhead & Michell, 2011), which gives due recognition to Indigenous 

knowledge as an important and legitimate source of understanding of the physical world. It is 

a resource for science teachers considering introducing Indigenous knowledge into the 

science curriculum in mainstream education, which provides an alternative approach to the 

Western ideas about holding power over nature. They propose a set of ‘Indigenous ways of 

living in nature’ (IWLN), which are place based, monist, holistic, rational, mysterious, 

dynamic, systematically empirical, based on cyclical time, and both rational and spiritual. 

The lack of implementation of this textbook, however, is indicative of the larger Canadian 

perspective, which is not supportive of cultural integration (McGregor, 2012). McGregor’s 

(2012, p. 309) comments ‘Overall, taken as a whole, the book does serve as a fantastic 

resource for educators for the consideration of IWLN in science curriculum in mainstream 

education’. 

McGregor concedes the frustrations behind developing such bi-cultural texts, ‘…we 

continue to live and work in a larger Canadian context that does not support the integration of 

IWLN’ (2012, p. 309), but he is openly critical of what he sees as its main shortcoming, that 
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‘The broader, more political aspect of mainstream education and Indigenous education is not 

adequately addressed in the book’. McGregor’s complaint is understandable, and his opinion 

is most likely appreciated by Aikenhead and Mitchell (2011), especially given the 

comparison with the Nunavut case (Kim & Dionne, 2014) cited above. We have, in essence, 

the difference in perceived attitudes and values revealed between two dissimilar 

communities, one in the more populated ‘mainstream’ and the other in a remote Indigenous 

community.  

While there remains, however, no consensus on science and Indigenous knowledge 

(Aikenhead & Cobern, 1998; Kim, 2014; Ogawa, 1999; Snively & Corsiglia, 2001), the 

literature does contain recent examples of educational authorities developing a decolonising 

syllabus and curriculum. McMillan (2013) reports on the development of a science unit for 

indigenous students in the Nunavut Territory. The science unit addresses the requirements of 

the Canadian Common Framework of Science Learning Outcomes K-12. The unit was a 

cooperative effort between the local community, territory educational authority and 

government for bi-cultural science education, and targets three schools in the kindergarten to 

junior secondary range. At time of writing, the science curriculum had not been written.  

McMillan (2013, p. 143) found that teachers expressing discomfort with including 

Indigenous perspectives in their subject area were told ‘…most elementary teachers have no 

difficulty planning units of study about Japan and Ancient Egypt, so why would a study of 

Aboriginal peoples be any different? “Just do it”’. These concerns are shared by Manzini 

(2000, p. 19), Western trained in physical science, when recognising the challenges behind 

teaching culturally inclusive science, ‘Demarcation is itself problematic since it is foreign to 

the manner in which life is experienced’. 
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Kim and Dionne’s (2014) study, which explores the status of traditional ecological 

knowledge (TEK) in provincial junior secondary science curricula, revealed a high variation 

in the prevalence and representations of TEK. Aikenhead (as cited in Kim & Dionne, 2014, 

p. 313) found that ‘TEK provides a culturally relevant science curriculum for Aboriginal 

students in particular, which effectively engages them in school science, resulting in greater 

achievement rates for these students in the fields of sciences and technology’. Furthermore, 

Kim and Dionne (2014, p. 316) refer to specifically collected Indigenous Knowledge that 

parallels Western Modern Science (WMS), citing Simpson (2001). Aikenhead and Mitchell, 

Snively and Corsiglia (as cited in Kim and Dionne, 2014, p. 316) also contend that 

‘…worldviews and knowledge found within IS are integrated with Eurocentric ecology; in 

this way, TEK shares numerous similarities with WMS’. 

The evidence in Australia and internationally, therefore, is that there is still room for 

improvement towards decolonising curricula and textbooks. To achieve greater cultural 

diversity, Ninnes (2001, p. 26) concludes ‘… most importantly, given the findings of this 

study, a truly post-colonial approach to science education, and hence science textbooks, can 

be greatly assisted by ministries of education developing syllabuses and curriculums that take 

this approach’. An example of this occurred in Canada, where the seminal Canadian text, 

Bridging Cultures by Aikenhead and Michell (2011) was released. With reference to the 

mainstream curriculum, McGregor (2012, p. 310) concludes ‘This book serves as an 

excellent resource for an innovative, more inclusive, culturally responsive approach to 

science education for any educator’. McGregor (2012, p. 309) also supports Ninnes’ (2000, 

2001) argument that science teachers need to recognise and address the fact that despite the 

progress that has been made, they continue to live and work in a larger Canadian context that 

does not support the integration of Indigenous knowledge. 
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Concluding this section perhaps on a positive note, when we consider the similarities 

and differences between the two systems, Kim and Dionne (2014, p. 316) propose that WMS 

and TEK can be used synergistically to deliver a holistic science curriculum. Rioux’s (2015) 

thesis, ‘Two Way Strong’, appears pertinent to Indigenous knowledge inclusiveness in a 

secondary science program. Rioux completed his original research work in Central 

Queensland. His study (2015, p. iii) explores the effectiveness of the Montessori Method in 

teaching zoology to year 8–9 students in an Indigenous independent high school in 

Queensland and develops a theory that explains the impact of the approach on their learning 

about vertebrates. Specifically, it examines the process of merging local Indigenous 

knowledge into the Montessori zoology curriculum (non-Indigenous) to produce localised, 

Indigenised, and contextualised teaching/learning materials. Rioux (2015, p. 353) concludes 

in part, that publicising the existence of local narratives is worth investigating because so 

much is lost from local Indigenous heritage that could inform true development of local 

Indigenous pedagogy, Indigenous epistemology, ontology and axiology. 

In conclusion, it is clear that contemporary school science textbooks remain deeply 

inadequate in representing Indigenous knowledges. This applies both in Australia and 

internationally.  

2.14 Pedagogical Practices – a Theoretical Perspective to Cultural Inclusion  

The Contiguous Articulation Theory (CAT), dialogic argumentation instructional 

model (DIAM), and cross-cultural border crossings are all widely referred to in the research 

literature (Aikenhead, 1996; Ogunniyi, 1996, 2000, 2007a, 2007b). All three models refer to 

pedagogical strategies available to teachers and students to facilitate their personal 

educational journeys from one cultural mindset to another. In the context of science education 

where teaching and learning bridge Indigenous Traditional Knowledge with Western Science, 
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the CAT and DAIM procedures become an essential component to balanced and equitable 

learning of alternative cultural views on natural phenomena. This scenario applies equally to 

all school settings, from schools described as rural, where the students are predominantly 

Indigenous, and their first language is different to that used as the instructional medium, to 

schools in urban areas where there is essentially one language used – the majority language. 

Kim and Dionne (2014, p. 325) referring to culturally embracing in-school and out-of-

school activities, state that ‘Such pedagogies would allow students to see TEK as a modern 

and progressive knowledge system that is relevant to their daily lives and would give teachers 

opportunities to connect their lessons with teachings from Elders, therefore providing more 

accurate in-depth knowledge’. The challenges in educating Indigenous students are evident 

with references to the demarcation between the life world of the student and the Western 

embedded educational system (Manzini, 2013). Research by Chigeza (2008) however, 

suggests a constructivist and context-based approaches to learning, focusing on the students’ 

everyday oral and written languages. This will, it is argued, assist Indigenous students in 

crossing the cultural boundary by constructing new meaning and understanding, and will 

encourage them to talk about science in their local language and in English. 

2.14.1 Cross-cultural Border Crossing 

The cognitive experience of cultural border crossing is captured by the theory of 

collateral learning (Jegede, 1995). Aikenhead (1996) initially expounds his theory on cultural 

border crossings, where the teacher adopts the roles of ‘travel adviser’ and ‘cultural broker’. 

Aikenhead has done seminal work within the culturally inclusive science curriculum. His 

(1996) article introduces and reconceptualises a cultural perspective for science, by 

introducing the concept of inherent border crossings between students’ life world sub-

cultures and the sub-culture of science. The concept should not be seen as one directional, but 
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rather as allowing for an open-minded approach, fostering understanding in all directions. 

Aikenhead’s (1996) work has significantly shaped future research (Aikenhead & Elliot 2010; 

Bechtel, 2014; Higgins, 2011; Ryan, 2008).  

Bechtel (2014, p. 7) attempts to mitigate the border crossings between scientific 

cultures, seeing this as a difficult task, and notes, ‘A common concern for science education 

is that it is difficult to incorporate Indigenous knowledge into a Eurocentric setting’. Bechtel 

(2014, p. 21) describes the border crossing as ‘a means to allow two distinct cultures to work 

with each other without allowing the differences between them to create turbulence that is 

difficult to mitigate’. He further recommends (2014, p. 22) that ‘The concept of border 

crossing should not be considered one directional; rather, it should be conceived as a concept 

which allows for an open-minded approach that helps foster understanding in all directions’. 

2.14.2 Collateral Learning, CAT and DAIM  

The theoretical basis for the CAT and DAIM models were derived from Toulmin’s 

(1969) model of argumentation. Weber et al. (2008, p. 248, citing Krummheuer, 1995; 

Rasmussen & Stephan, 2014), argue that Toulmin’s (1969) model of argumentation can be a 

useful analytical tool for understanding the progression of students’ arguments during 

collective discourse. Just how the argumentation process brings about change in people’s 

perceptions and value orientations is not fully known, but there is substantial evidence in the 

present literature to show that it plays a vital role in the process (Leitao, as cited in Ogunniyi, 

2015, p. 29). Ogunniyi’s (2015, p. 20) paper explains how a ‘…dialogical argumentation 

instructional model (DAIM) was used as a tool to harness the potential of STM education 

into a liberatory pedagogy which increased the participants’ awareness about the educational 

and cultural values of Indigenous knowledge as well as empowered them to develop a sense 

of sociocultural identity’. 
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Collateral learning (Jegede, 1995) also maintains a strong presence among scholars 

studying the theorisation of inclusion of IKS in school curricula. (Aikenhead, 1996, 2001, 

2002; Aikenhead & Elliott 2010; Aikenhead & Jegede, 1999; Aikenhead & Ogawa 2007; 

Brand & Glasson, 2004; Cobern & Aikenhead, 1997; Cobern & Aikenhead, 1998; Dziva et 

al., 2012; Gondwe & Longneck, 2014; Mutonyi, 2016; Afonso Nhalevilo, 2012). Aikenhead 

and Jegede (1999) explain the concepts of Cultural Border Crossings and the related concept 

of Collateral Learning.  

Aikenhead (1996) refers to the strategy known as Fatima’s Rules as a justification for 

the culture border crossing strategy. He explains this as a means by which some students 

manage to learn and accommodate cultural concepts that are foreign to their worldview. It is 

an understandable coping strategy by students who feel their teacher is attempting to 

assimilate them into the culture of science and who want to resist such indoctrination. 

Fatima’s Rules illustrates an important failure of traditional science curricula.  

Aikenhead and Elliot (2010) case study their research into the effectiveness of cross-

cultural border crossings and collateral learning in schools, citing positive results. Case 

studies where cross-cultural border-crossing strategies are used with success are given for 

Greek (Piliouras & Evangelou, 2010), Ecuadorian (Veintie, 2013), African (Afonso 

Nhalevilo, 2012) and Taiwanese (Chang et al., 2009) educational settings. The major thrust, 

however, for Contiguous Argumentation Theory programs has come from Ogunniyi (2000, 

2004, 2007). 

It was realised that teachers needed to understand their own worldview as a precursor 

to them engaging in cross-cultural science teaching (Walker, 2004), and that they needed 

training to implement the CAT program (Ogunniyi, 2004, 2007a; Ogunniyi & Hewson, 

2008). An added dimension to CAT is the Dialogical Argumentation Implementation Method 
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(DAIM). That DAIM improves levels of effective dialogue in science class and develops a 

third space is supported (Kwofie & Ogunniyi, 2011). The case for Argumentation improving 

student skills and assisting the indigenising of school science is supported (Moyo, 2014; 

Okumus & Unal, 2012). Instances of science units being taught, using DAIM with positive 

results, are case studied (Diwu, 2010; Magerman, 2011) 

The CAT, DAIM and Border Crossing models are relevant to this study. In 

preparation for the ‘trial’ phase of the Kormilda Science Project, the designated ‘trial’ 

teachers devised their own teaching strategies autonomously. So, a variety of approaches 

were undertaken, each best suited to local conditions and addressing the perceived local 

teaching and learning needs.  

It was felt that there was more to be learnt pedagogically this way than by advocating 

a standard approach. It was also anticipated that ‘Necessity is the mother of invention’ would 

hold true, where each ‘trial’ teacher sensing the need for the all-important essential teaching 

approach felt strongly motivated to finding ways of achieving it. Interestingly the teachers, 

independently of each other, applied dialogic argumentation type methods as a matter of 

course, and generally with good results. The results from several of the ‘trial’ schools formed 

part of the Teacher Guide section, advising future science teachers on how to introduce the 

culturally loaded content to their classes.  

The challenges in educating Indigenous students are evident with references to the 

demarcation between the life world of the student and the Western embedded educational 

system (Manzini, 2013). Research, however, suggests a constructivist and context-based 

approaches to learning, focusing on the students’ everyday oral and written languages. This 

will, it is argued, assist Indigenous students in crossing the cultural boundary by constructing 

new meaning and understanding, and will encourage them to talk about science in their local 
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language and in English (Chigeza, 2008). Chigeza and Jackson (2012) highlight the socially 

negotiated and embedded nature of meaning-making, how one’s culture influences how an 

individual or a group can make primary sense of their world. 

Moje et al. (2004) point out that in a ‘funds of knowledge’ approach where, ‘science 

teaching leverages scientific and mathematical practices (e.g., mechanics, construction, 

gardening, etc.) commonly found among low-income communities, though these practices 

are not formally recognised as “scientific” or “mathematical” among scientific communities 

and/or in science classrooms’ (as cited in Tolbert, 2015, p. 1328). Chinn (2012) and George 

(2013) cite science education research which ‘has demonstrated that professional 

development experiences can have an impact on teachers’ capacity to re-evaluate the cultural 

relevance of their lessons, and their willingness to view their students’ funds of knowledge as 

important contributions in science classrooms’ (as cited in Tolbert 2015, p. 1328).  

Moje et al. (2004, p. 56) imply a link between funds of knowledge and science 

literacy when posing the question ‘How might strong ethnic identity and Discourses of social 

activism serve as funds for scientific literacy learning?’ Martin (2007) (as cited in Chigeza & 

Jackson, 2012, p. 5) suggests increasing teaching effectiveness of maths and science to 

Indigenous students ‘they should be able to teach the concepts in the subjects in ways that are 

‘relevant and responsive to social realities and cultural identities’. To enable learners to 

develop agency, those who support learning have to recognise the funds of knowledge drawn 

on by learners, and create hybrid pedagogical spaces, where points of intersection between 

these and institutional practices and values are enabled (Hicks, 2001, p. 225). 

2.15 Concluding Comments 

This chapter provides a theoretical background to the original exploratory and 

developmental fieldwork that formed the primary grounding and basis for this current 
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research study. I should note for the reader that Chapter Two’s shorter length represents a fair 

estimate of the challenge faced by this researcher in interpreting and predicting an accurate 

theoretical base for this research study. I have found it difficult, given its inductive nature, to 

adequately conjure up thoughts around a potential theoretical framework.  

Chapter Two essentially outlines a possible but limited theoretical framework for the 

transfer of Indigenous knowledge as part of an educational process that in the first instance 

involves the community as a starting point and then progresses to the school setting where 

dissemination of the Indigenous material to the student occurs. The rationale for this 

knowledge transfer was discussed in terms of a social justice context that embraces equity 

and equality issues. Furthermore, Indigenous knowledge is discussed as a subset of the 

cultural landscape, and engaged with through the processes of translation and transposition. 

The debate and discourse among scholars contain many references to development of 

culturally inclusive science education curricula in numerous parts of the world, including 

Africa, North and South America, New Zealand, and Hawaii. The majority of this work has 

been done in predominantly Indigenous communities. A much smaller number of cases 

studied have application to the broader community context. However, with regard to the 

development and production of appropriate, culturally inclusive science curriculum materials, 

especially in the broader community school setting, there is a dearth of examples. For 

example, there is very little evidence of stand-alone units of secondary work with an 

Indigenous cultural content. Aikenhead and Mitchell’s (2009) book, while of note here, is 

necessarily limited by its application as a teacher’s guide. As Ninnes (2000, 2001) has noted, 

progress for the inclusion of Indigenous culture in science textbooks, while complying with 

the regulatory governmental guidelines, has been problematic. 
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The next chapter outlines the methodology, research design and methods utilised for 

the current study, chosen to best answer its research questions. While the methodology 

chosen is an autoethnography, it is essentially an overarching methodology because the 

research design uses a mixed method approach that draws upon both qualitative and 

quantitative elements. The quantitative element is founded upon, and drawn from, a series of 

Microsoft Excel spreadsheets that are used in part to first identify, and then quantify by 

simple frequency counts, the pertinent themes and categories being analysed for when 

searching for interesting patterns of behaviour and interpersonal interaction within the 

Communities. The reader will engage further with these adopted thematic analytic techniques 

in Chapter three. The autoethnography, also used as method, adopts an evocative, narrative 

approach designed to draw out and demonstrate the subtleties, nuances and intrigues 

associated with social interaction behaviour and circumstance that are woven throughout the 

story behind the original community field research journey. Complementing the 

autoethnography is a qualitative component – a thematic analysis – which utilises a more 

objective and structured method to reveal those patterns and consistencies of behaviour that 

relate to the interpersonal engagement with the participants drawn from the three Aboriginal 

Communities. 
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3. Chapter Three 

Methodological Approach 

3.1 Introduction 

As outlined in Chapter One, Section 1.5.4, ‘different voices’ will be utilised in 

Chapter Three. I will be building on this concept by utilising it as a methodological tool when 

explaining the method for qualitatively researching the data (diary entries and field notes). 

The research methodology for this study is a qualitative autoethnography employing thematic 

analysis as its method. Chapter Three will explain the research design, methodology and 

methods adopted for this research study of those social interactions, verbal exchanges and 

situational dynamics that occurred during the development of the Earth Science Book Project, 

spanning a ten-year period. Application of an autoethnographic approach as both 

methodology and method (Gannon, 2017), coupled with a thematic analysis of the data, 

provides for a comprehensive observation of the social dynamics between Self and the Others 

in each of the three involved Aboriginal communities.  

This chapter details the frequency of community visits (1992 to 2002), then provides a 

rationale for the study. This is followed by details of the research setting, related to 

Community and Country. Consideration is then given to the ontological, epistemological and 

axiological elements pertinent to this study, all projected within the perspective of the chosen 

research design. I will conclude this chapter by advocating for a mixed method approach, 

comprising a combined evocative autoethnography with a thematic analysis (Winkler, 2018), 

which together provide the most appropriate vehicle for delivering optimal outcomes for the 

findings through responding to the major question. 
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3.2 Research Context 

Within this section I will provide details relating to my professional background, the 

timelines associated with the original study and community visits, the rationale behind this 

current research, the underlying research questions, and the research settings. 

3.2.1 Background to the Study 

To assist the reader with this story I think it pertinent to contextualise Chapter Three 

by providing a brief overview of my background, and the reasons for undertaking this study. 

As a retired secondary science teacher of Celtic Anglo-Saxon ancestry, my enduring passion 

has been to explore opportunities for promoting the very best for my students. And by 

extension, this applies to all Australian students, because I believe that a passion to educate 

children should not be bounded by one classroom or one school. In 1992, I taught in Darwin, 

including teaching maths and general science to a year nine class. These 25 students were 

from several remote Aboriginal communities from across the Northern Territory. English was 

often their third or fourth language, and intriguingly, I found them to be bright, bubbly and 

enthusiastic teenagers. They were keen to learn, and they were my first ever contact with 

Aboriginal Australia. Within weeks, I had envisioned a plan to research and develop an Earth 

Science unit that provided a dual perspective of the Australian landscape. 

This current research explores the intrigues, challenges and dynamics involved in the 

evolving development of those all-important interpersonal and social relationships with the 

participants within each of the three diverse communities involved. The overall timeline for 

this project spanned ten years. 
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Figure 3.1 Timeline for Data Collection for Original Book Project 

 

Figure 3.1 shows the two timelines (by year in the vertical, and by month for the 

school year along the horizontal) relevant to the original research. The horizontal axis 

represents a school year, in keeping with standard teacher journal layouts. To assist the 

reader, have used colour coded blocks to indicate what community I was working in, and 

when. The large three-week blocks in years 1994 to 1996 included the end of term vacations. 

This representative section from 1996, indicates a long weekend (3 days) spent in the 

Southern community followed shortly after by a three-week block in the Northern Territory, 

with four days in the Centre community and five days in the Top-End community.  

As the reader will notice, there was an almost exponential increase in the number of 

days on task in the communities from 1994 to 1998. During the 1994 to 1996 period, my 

Northern Territory community visits were restricted to end of school term holidays, and to 

weekends for the Southern community. It was very much a case of wearing two hats, one the 

researcher and the other the teacher. By October 1996, however, it became apparent that the 

3 Week Block – N.T. Field Trip  
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increasing time and financial requirements needed to complete the book project, were beyond 

my capacity. It was a critical time for my family, as up until then we had been financing the 

costs of the research ourselves. Fortunately, and quite out of the blue, I received funding that 

allowed me to continue full time on the book development project during 1997, consequently, 

26 weeks were spent away from home working in the communities during the year. In 1998, I 

took long service leave to work on the book drafts. 

The contextual setting for the original research work comprised two phases. The first 

phase involved an exploratory fieldwork program, focussing on three Aboriginal 

communities. This was done in collaboration with community members, gathering and 

developing cultural content for a secondary school Earth Science textbook. In the second 

phase, I completed an M.Ed., focused on science and Aboriginal studies. My approach 

towards both the book and M.Ed. thesis was from first principles; starting from the basics. 

This implied working cooperatively alongside of, and collaboratively with the appropriate 

Elders and Traditional Owners, within their community and on their Country. I have named 

this original research work the ‘book project work’. 

3.2.2 Rationale for the Current Study  

On reviewing the relevant literature, I discovered the scarcity of research regarding 

two-way secondary science education. Deslandes et al. (2019, p. 58) define two-way science 

as ‘…a pedagogy, a way of teaching and learning that connects Aboriginal knowledge of the 

environment to Western science and the school curriculum’. It is an approach that uses 

science as a vehicle for connecting traditional Indigenous ecological knowledge to the 

Australian Curriculum in a learning program. 

Chapter Two highlighted the many factors which impact on successfully bridging 

cultural borders within the two-way science classroom. Mention was made of the strategies 
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that teachers may utilise in transcending the traditional teaching and learning methods for 

teaching across cultural divides (Aikenhead, 1997; Ogunniyi, 2007a). Two-way education 

appears to provide a valid, relevant and efficient strategy for forging a voice for Aboriginal 

Australia to this end (Harris, 1990). 

In asking myself what my primary goal behind this study was, I came to the 

conclusion that I should investigate the underlying processes involved in establishing and 

maintaining relationships with the Aboriginal Community such that we could co-create 

knowledge that would be used in a secondary science textbook. I expected that a detailed 

analysis of the overall process would provide some guidance for other researchers to follow, 

and at the very least, show other potential researchers and curriculum developers what not to 

do. This research attempts to provide some guidance and answers for those courageous 

science teachers who might wish to take up the ‘two-way’ challenge. 

3.2.3 Research Question 

This research study’s main question is: ‘What has been the role of professional 

conversations in the mobilisation of Aboriginal knowledge from Country to Classroom?’ 

My interpretation of this question is adapted from the building and construction trade 

and relates to the majority of the practises and activities managed during the preparatory 

stage, by the Project Manager, who for the purposes of this study is the researcher. The 

Cambridge Dictionary defines ‘mobilisation’ as ‘the act of organising or preparing 

something, such as a group of people, for a purpose‘. The reader is urged here too that within 

the context of this study, the word ‘Classroom’ should be interpreted as ‘book’, referring to 

the Earth Science textbook that was developed in each of the three Aboriginal Communities. 

The intention here is to convey the message that the final recipients for the Community 

driven efforts were the classroom science students.  

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/act
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/prepare
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/group
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/people
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/purpose
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I intend to use the chosen methodology and methods to derive these ‘Mobilising’ 

aspects by working through the following sub-questions: 

1. What key talking types took place to inform the mobilisation? 

2. Who were the key players involved in the interpersonal verbal communications? 

3. How did the interpersonal verbal communications that took place relate to the different 

ways of speaking, to location, relationality and positionality? 

4. What were the enablers and restrainers that influenced the collaborative process, and 

how did they impact the work? 

5. Is there any similarity between key aspects of the fieldwork among the three 

Communities?  

6. What were the lessons learnt during the mobilisation? 

3.2.4 Research Settings 

   

Top-End – Community chat Centre – Bobby with lunch Southern – Lex and Darcy, on Country 
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The original settings for this current study were the three Aboriginal Communities 

and their surrounding Country. In the current study, I have de-identified the three Aboriginal 

Communities and their associated Country, designating them as the ‘Top End’, the ‘Centre’ 

and the ‘Southern’ respectively. The vast majority of these settings involved face to face 

social interactions, where the conversations were conducted between Self and Others in the 

course of the book project. These talks took place within each Community at various 

locations (school, council, club, home, and store) or on Country at various cultural sites.  

While the vast majority of these conversations were in-situ and face-to-face, a much 

smaller proportion was conducted where necessary by phone. So, the verbal communications 

(content and detail), and associated contextual and situational information that arose from and 

within these settings are what formed the basis for my autoethnographic account and 

constitute the data that is being thematically analysed. All of which was in stark contrast to 

my COVID-enforced isolation experienced during the gathering, organising and analysis of 

data for this study.  

3.2.5 Section Summary  

The information that arose from the various settings experienced, as mentioned above, 

details the locations where face to face talks took place, the type or style of talking pursued, 

observations of social dynamics, and occasional references to emotions felt or portrayed. 

3.3 Speaking in Voices to Assist the Methodology  

For this section, I will build on the introduction to ‘voices’ in Chapter One. In this 

chapter I present my discussion of methodology using ‘speaking in two voices’. The first is 

my academic voice that discusses each topic using traditional academic critique, précis, and 

references. The second is my ‘field researcher, insider/extended family member’ voice that 

helps to reveal my autoethnographic reflexive, evocative self to this thesis.  
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Greenfield (as cited in Maydell, 2010, p. 3) points out a potential value for an 

outsider’s perspective as being  

…an out-group member who can identify interesting and important 

cultural meanings usually taken for granted or even neglected by insiders. 

In this sense, the best position is the combination of insider and outsider 

roles, what Greenfield terms ‘the culturally marginal person’; these are 

people who have had important socializing experiences in more than one 

culture. 

Maydell (2010, p. 4), when referring to her researcher default position, states that 

‘While ethnography is aimed at providing descriptions and interpretations of cultures of 

different groups, the researcher who comes from an insider perspective has an 

autoethnographic position by default’. 

This complex study describes the processes that I have used to reveal my position in 

relation to the data used in my autoethnography. Within this evocative narrative I have 

adopted the strategy of different ‘voices’ (McMahon & Dinan Thompson 2008), speaking 

either academically or as an extended family member to project my positionality. I have 

included vignettes in this study to illustrate, in part, how the data is being shaped, through my 

positionality, as the research proceeded. In introducing the practice of reflexivity, I begin to 

tackle the question of who I am, in relation to the research. 

3.4 Reflexivity 

I am now going to build on the concept of reflexivity, which I remind the reader was 

introduced in Chapter Two, Section 2.4, as it applies to autoethnography. Autoethnography is 

reflexive and positions the researcher within the study, in that the author of an 

autoethnography is both subject and researcher (Coffey (2002), as cited in Lapadat, 2017). 
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Denzin (2014, p. 22) contributes further advice, ‘Autoethnography is reflexively writing the 

self into and through the ethnographic text; isolating that space where memory, history, 

performance, and meaning intersect’. In my study it is a case of combining a narrative; 

juxtaposed with both field and diary notes and supplemented by memories as an alternative 

way of practising deep introspection and reflexivity, often with startling clarity of past events.  

The field notes and diaries were my primary data body to look back over, reminders 

of what went well, and what needed improving in terms of how I conducted myself in the 

Community. The data was the primary source for my analysis, when writing my analytic 

memos, and often I would supplement these with memories of the event. Both processes – 

Community based and current study – required reflexive thinking, pondering over what had 

taken place, endeavouring to extract useful information. The following table demonstrates an 

example of reflexive writing at the initial stage of the analysis. 

Table 3.1 Extract from Diary – 11 Apr 1994, Indicating Categories and Analytic Memos 

 

 

Diary Extract Categories Analytic Memos 

Luggage: 16kg allowance. Jim was bus driver. Checked 

with Linda (Community school) and was okay for tape 

recorder. Met with Aunt Penny and Andy. The initial 

request for assistance was okay. Visited the club and 

spoke with Jack for a while. He will try to organise 

recording sessions tomorrow, with Aunty Penny and 

Andy. Jack said two languages were spoken, Kunwinjku 

and Mangirrdi, the latter is the original and spoken 

now only by Traditional Owners. I spoke to Aunt 

Penny, buying her a drink. I walked her home, 

speaking about our families. 

• Talking, research, school 

visit, access resource, 

support network. 

• Collaborative, talking, 

meeting, social, cultural, 

support network, help 

agreed. 

• Collaborative, talking 

facilitate data collection. 

• Talk, social, cultural 

info., impromptu. 

• Talking wrt families, 

social/family, obligation 

and interaction. 

Collaborative talk – school 

support, access resource. 

Collaborative talk – positive 

response, help indicated. 

Collaborative talk – support 

indicated, positive 

response, sharing 

community TK history. 

Family talk – sharing family 

info. Establishing rapport. 
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Speaking as insider/extended family member 

By April 1996 I had been working in the Top End Community for a full two years 

(see Figure 3.1). During this period, I had decided, as part of the developmental work, to find 

out what the Aboriginal locals thought about Aboriginal science, what they knew about 

Western science and their opinions on combining the two bodies of knowledge in one science 

book. 

By this stage of the original bookwork, my extended family connections with the 

Aboriginal participants indicated I had achieved an insider status. Consequently, when with 

the families, and particularly in social settings, I acted as a family member. I would defer to 

the older family members, speaking softly and casually, always trying not to push in, and 

being an active listener. When on my own or with the white community participants, 

however, writing or discussing the diaries, field notes and book drafts, I would revert to being 

the objective, more formal researcher. This insider-outsider dual lens was a tool that I learnt 

early to use when confronted with the dissonance between perceptions of self and 

community. A case of playing the two roles. 

I put it to Traditional Owner ‘Jack’: 

Some teachers, educators have told me about this ‘Aboriginal science’. 

Could you tell me a little bit about that? 

After a long pause, ‘Jack’ replied: 

Yes, we got science, you can look at um … before wet season you get 

flowers on trees … that’s easy. You know you are going to have ‘red 

apple’. You know you will be having plums of all different kinds. But we’ve 

got science that tells you too, like um … insects.  
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3.5 Ontology, Epistemology, Axiology and the Research Framework 

This section adopts a ‘speaking in voices’ approach to explore the ontological, 

epistemological and axiological frameworks relevant to this study, and within an 

autoethnographic context, by considering each conceptual construct through its contemporary 

perspective. The relevant research literature informs my opinion that exploring for further 

evidence of new knowledge, and working through these conceptual frameworks will both 

identify and define the very nature of that knowledge. TerreBlanche and Durrheim (1999) (as 

cited in Thomas 2010, p. 292) state that  

…the research process has three major dimensions: ontology, 

epistemology and methodology. According to them a research paradigm is 

an all-encompassing system of interrelated practice and thinking that 

define the nature of enquiry along these three dimensions. … Ontological 

and epistemological aspects concern what is commonly referred to as a 

person’s worldview which has significant influence on the perceived 

relative importance of the aspects of reality. 

3.5.1 Autoethnography and Ontological Considerations – Introduction 

Speaking with academic voice 

My discussions conducted with the white community members were, ontologically 

speaking, within the Western domain. Generally, they were framed and shaped by Western 

knowing, situated within scientific or linguistic contexts, and essentially professional and 

objective in nature. By marked contrast, the above discussion with Jack alludes to what the 

research literature labels as Aboriginal ontology, at the heart of which lies the person–land–

ancestral interrelationship (Rumsey, as cited in Kenny, 2013) and this system of belief is 
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referred to, in English, as ‘the dreaming’. Aboriginal ontology ‘encompasses all dimensions 

of life’ (Kenny, 2013, p. 135).  

In a real sense this vignette also presents a powerful acknowledgement of the 

interplay between two ontologies, worldviews, two ways of knowing: the Western and the 

Aboriginal. This two-way mix lies at the core of this current research study. The answer to 

the ontological question, ‘What is being?’ differs depending on the frames of meaning within 

which the question is asked. The scientific answer to this question refuses to admit all 

nonquantifiable data into an acceptable account of reality (Noonan, 2008, p. 578). Hence, the 

problematic status of Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) within the overall matrix of 

scientific knowledge. 

The empirical researcher who does not explicitly pose ontological questions fails to 

ask the most important question of social research: How did the given social reality come to 

be constituted as it appears? The social domain ontologist recognises that unlike the objects 

of natural science, which are not produced by human action and thus constitute a reality that 

truly is given to the mind to investigate, social reality is the result of complex forms of human 

action and interaction. In other words, social reality is dynamic. Noonan (2008, p. 581) 

concludes that ontology is essentially viewed today as a form of questioning that is best 

practised in its totality, embracing both a critical discipline and a positive philosophical 

science, connecting both to the investigation of natural and social phenomena. Positive 

knowledge derived from both social and natural reality cannot do without empirical and 

statistical methods. Ontology (natural or social) serves to remind me that no particular 

conceptual system is ever fully adequate for investigating the complexity of reality. Ontology 

remains relevant as a necessary foundation for the critical understanding of autoethnographic 
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research, where this form of qualitative research involves self-observation and reflexive 

investigation in the context of fieldwork and writing. 

The significance of autoethnography, in terms of examining the space between 

reflection and action in the form of emancipatory practice towards generating positive 

pedagogical change, is that it represents achieving transformational practice and 

subsequently, meeting the demands of ontological authenticity (Austin & Hickey, 2007). The 

freedom of expression within the autoethnographic paradigm is reflected in this study by 

domain ontology, using the visually organised mind-map to represent my personal 

engagement with the central two-way concept as shown in Figure 3.2. Domain ontology, a 

contemporary paradigm derived from classical ontology, similarly attempts to provide 

answers to the metaphysical questions like ‘what exists?’ and ‘what is the nature of reality?’ 

The majority of applications for domain ontology belong to the computer sciences and are 

designed for the mass sharing of knowledge (Gruber, 1995).  

Furthermore, the development of ontologies for various purposes is now a relatively 

commonplace process (Tonkin et al., 2010). Domain ontology’s holistic approach and ability 

to establish interoperability between a model and the data is also acknowledged (Koo et al., 

2012). Hence, domain ontology type may well have application towards exploring the 

researcher’s engagement with the development of two-way science through Community 

involvement. There is no one ‘correct’ way or methodology for developing ontologies nor 

modelling a domain (Noy & McGuinness, 2001, p. 4). A first pass of a domain ontological 

model for my current study is shown in Figure 3.2. 
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Figure 3.2 Part of the Original Mind-map for the Textbook Top-End Community, Intended as an 
Overall Perspective of the Interrelationship between the Culture, Content and Topic Areas of the Book 

 

Figure 3.2 represents a conceptual and content-based mind-map taken from the 

original book, From Country to Classroom, which shows the interrelationships between the 

content topics within a two-way Earth Science unit developed for the book. Figure 3.2 can be 

explained by Noy and McGuinness (2001), who provide a good starting point for developing 

a domain ontology. They explain that an ontology is a formal explicit description of concepts 

in a domain of discourse (classes), properties or roles of each concept describing various 

features and attributes of the concept (slots), and restrictions on slots (facets).  

An ontology together with a set of individual instances of classes constitutes a 

knowledge base. Classes are the focus of most ontologies and describe concepts in the 

domain. The classes shown in Figure 3.3 are the Traditional Knowledge connected topics or 

concepts such as ochres and relate directly to the mind-map shown in Figure 3.2. Subclasses 

for this example are their sources and colours. The slots, not shown, would refer to the 

specific cultural properties for each colour. 
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Figure 3.3 Ontology for the Traditional-Knowledge-Connected Topics or Concepts Such as Ochres 

 

For the purposes of this study, the ontological domain represents the bi-cultural or 

two-way science curriculum development, and the domain ontology shown in Figure 3.4 

explores the interpersonal, face to face, verbal communications conducted as part of the in-

field research. The ‘F-F speak’ classes have not as yet been developed further into their 

subclasses and await the findings from the data analysis. The ontology provides a clear link 

between the specific situation (class) and activity (processes) to the face-to-face verbal 

communications undertaken. I’ve used black for classes and red for instances. Class names 

are capitalised, and slot names are lower case. Direct links represent slots and internal links 

such as ‘instance of (io)’ or a ‘subclass-of’. 
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Figure 3.4 Ontology for the Interpersonal, Face to Face Verbal Communications 

 

3.5.2 Autoethnography and Epistemological Considerations 

According to Maxfield & Babbie (2014, p. 4) ‘Epistemology is the science of 

knowing, and methodology (a sub-field of epistemology) might be called the science of 

finding out’. Many cross-cultural or two-way science teaching materials present comparisons 

between Indigenous knowledge and Western science, which can be organised around the 

following four main themes: general ideas about reality, ideas about how to understand the 

world and what those ideas are based upon, what is valued within each knowledge system, 

and issues of power associated with each knowledge system (Aikenhead & Michell, 2011, pp. 

112–113). These themes correspond roughly to what academic scholars refer to as the 

ontology, epistemology and political status of Indigenous knowledge and Western science. 

Some Aboriginal Elders and Traditional Owners speak about ‘two-eyed’ seeing, a perspective 

that emphasises the strengths of both Indigenous ways of living in nature and of Western 

sciences. These words correlate closely with my own observations. 

Autoethnography as methodology provides me with a powerful, effective method for 

investigating educational programs that bridge between two cultures. As a methodology it 
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provided me the opportunity to self-realise and understand just how I engaged and 

communicated with Communities towards mobilising Aboriginal knowledge. 

Autoethnographic writing has encouraged me to engage in ‘self-talk’ – inquiry about how I 

think about my experiences with external events and reflect on how these clarify and expand 

my own understandings and feelings. Autoethnography provides a powerful, effective 

method for developing self-reflective abilities, potentially becoming a tool for social change 

(Glowacki-Dudka et al., 2005). My autoethnographic study has been no less effective 

because it has led to the self-realisation that my collective Community experiences and 

engagement have been transformational and life changing.  

My cross-cultural curriculum work will hopefully facilitate, in a small way, the 

reconciliation process, ‘bringing us all under the one umbrella’. Autoethnography is a self-

reflective form of writing used across various disciplines, including education. 

‘Autoethnography is a form or method of research that involves self-observation and 

reflexive investigation in the context of ethnographic fieldwork and writing’ (Maréchal, 

2010, p. 43). The analysis process for this study was often associated with startling and 

emotional recall of what I had learnt from the Aboriginal Elders and how my awareness for 

the need for educational change was kindled.  

My research method might also be classified as constructivist, to the extent that it 

elucidates ‘local’ as opposed to ‘universal’ meanings and practices, focuses upon provisional 

rather than ‘essential’ patterns of meaning construction, and considers knowledge to be the 

production of social and personal processes of meaning making. Core techniques associated 

with a constructivist approach include analysis of narrative processes in spoken or written 

‘text’, and discourse analysis (Neimeyer & Levitt, 2001, p. 2651). These two analytic modes 

have significant relevance to my data body. It is argued by Mills et al. (2006) that all 
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variations of grounded theory exist on a methodological spiral and reflect their 

epistemological underpinnings. At one extreme is the active repositioning of the researcher as 

the author of a reconstruction of experience and meaning (p. 2). Epistemologically, 

constructivism emphasises the subjective interrelationship between the researcher and 

participant, and the co-construction of meaning (Hayes & Oppenheim, 1997; Pidgeon & 

Henwood (1997), as cited by Mills et al., 2006, p. 26). 

Accommodating the dual insider-outsider lens, by adopting the appropriate 

perspective as the situation required, did create tension and dissonance, as self interchanged 

between the researcher and extended family member roles. And – as I was to surprisingly 

find twenty years after – it would carry through as an emotive force, a virtual backdrop into 

the analysis stage of this current research. It seems that when one’s self adopts a role-playing 

existence, over a long period, while occupying an immersive, passionate, experiential 

interface between the researcher and community member, the effects on one’s psyche are 

lasting. 

3.5.3 Autoethnography and Axiological Considerations  

In addition to considering the three defining characteristics of a research paradigm 

suggested by Guba and Lincoln (1994) – ontology, epistemology and methodology, Heron 

and Reason (1997, p. 287) argue that an inquiry paradigm also must consider a fourth factor: 

axiology. Johnson et al. (2011, p. 137) suggest that axiology is integral to the conceptual 

framework underlying one’s worldview, where influenced by ‘proximate goals, values and 

morals’. My way of seeing this research study provides a purview of my verbal interactions 

with the Aboriginal community participants. It also reflects my conceptualisation of a 

worldview, a way of seeing the world, through a social justice lens, which espouses a 

particular educational philosophy, that of two-way curriculum development and delivery.  
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My worldview links in with an appropriate and chosen way of analysing events, an 

inquiry paradigm. Inquiry paradigm is defined as ‘the basic belief system or worldview that 

guides the investigator, not only in the choice of method but in ontologically and 

epistemologically fundamental ways’ (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, as cited in Creamer, 2003, 

p. 448). 

Speaking with extended family voice 

The main priority for the work in the communities had been to get the book job done. 

I mean, that’s why I was there. It often worried me though that I had other things to learn 

about, like acquiring the right know-how about getting on the best way with the mob. So, I 

kept notes on how I was going, just so I could look back to the previous trip and try and do 

better next time. So, in a sense I was learning new stuff on two levels: the book-related 

cultural stuff, and the family relationships stuff – knowing how to do things the proper way. 

One was as important as the other. I would often consult with Darcy from the Southern 

Community when the Community social dynamics dictated a need for extra mentoring. Darcy 

referred to this as cultural awareness training. In a formal sense it was part of his government 

work, but for me it was one to one, personal and ongoing.  

3.5.4 Research Framework: Guiding Ideas for the Development of the Research Design  

The research framework for this autoethnographic study is essentially one of an 

exploratory qualitative design. In general, autoethnographic studies, such as my own, are 

more suited to creating theories than testing them (Duncan 2004). At the time of my research, 

there were very few existing theories specific to my field because of the newness of the two-

way delivery of secondary science education, combined with its innovative approach to the 

research and development of the primary sourced cultural content (Aikenhead, 1997; Michie, 

2002; Ninnes, 2000, 2001; Smith & Michie, 2019). 
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Therefore, I did not set out to test an established theory; rather, the autoethnographic 

methodology and methods allowed me to explore my own sense of Self through the informal, 

subtle training and learning in cultural conventions through the hearts and minds teaching by 

my Aboriginal participants. I was then better prepared and positioned to find those 

connections to wider cultural meanings about Community and Country, and better prepared 

to develop theories for improving the practice of two-way science curriculum content design 

that might be tested later. But these theories must focus upon the primacy of People and 

Community bonding and attachment, the essential prerequisites to subsequent research. 

Indeed, my qualitative research as a journey of self-discovery, functioned in self-reflexivity 

and autoethnographic reportage and arguably can be viewed as contributing to the ideology 

of self-contained individualism. My journey uncovered deeper personal connections to 

people and Community way beyond the scope of the original bookwork. The literature refers 

to the alternative forms of discourse arising from autoethnography having much to be 

welcomed (Gergen & Gergen, 2000). 

In this autoethnographic study I have adopted a discourse which utilises various 

lenses of evocativeness, voices, and enablers/restrainers to explore the journey from ‘Country 

to Classroom’. Figure 3.5 presents a model to demonstrate the duality, the quantitative and 

qualitative modes of this study.  
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Figure 3.5 An Elemental Model of the Wholeness, linking Coding with Narrative. 

 

Adapted from “The Coding manual for qualitative researchers”, Saldana, J. (2012). (2nd edition). 

3.5.5 Section Summary 

This section has explored the ontological and epistemological frameworks relevant to 

this study, and I have considered both these concepts through their contemporary 

perspectives. I have presented my discussion of methodology using two voices. I conclude 

this section by reiterating the central thrust, where an evocative and thematically based 

autoethnographic process provides for an entirely appropriate and sensitive means for 

exploring Community-based, interpersonal conversations aimed at co-creating a two-way 

science curriculum.  

3.6 Research Methodology  

This section describes the overarching qualitative methodology utilised in this 

research study. Through the implementation of different voices, the reader is taught the 

characteristics of the combined evocative and analytic autoethnographic style of narrative. 
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3.6.1 Autoethnography as Research Design 

Autoethnography allows for the intersection of art with science (Ellis (2004), as cited 

in Tilley-Lubbs, 2018. I have however approached autoethnography with some timidity. The 

literature provides notes of caution. Winkler (2018, p. 244) concludes his paper with the 

advice, ‘For some readers of this article, my text may only constitute yet another proof that 

researchers are better off when they avoid autoethnography as it may constitute nothing else 

but a minefield’. The angst and cause for concern is rooted in the traditional and historic 

evocative nature of autoethnography, however recent research is evident where an evocative 

autoethnography can be combined with the analytic form of autoethnography (Anderson, 

2006; Tedlock, 2016, p. 358–510).  

For example, Williams & Jauhari bin Zaini, (2016, p. 35) are unequivocal about 

combining the two elements – evocative and analytic – in their research for they argue that 

the two terms have created normative understandings about both forms, ‘These terms have 

been used not merely as descriptions of types of ethnography but normative statements about 

what autoethnography can or should be’. They claim that both the analytical and the 

evocative can in combination present a more holistic account of the story that I am telling. 

You have the qualitative side – the rich and stimulating narrative – integrated with the 

quantitative – more structured and objective based, not in opposition but balanced, 

complementing one another. Tedlock (2016, p. 358) describes this process as ‘braiding 

evocative with analytic autoethnography’. In my case, it was looking back at my membership 

within the Community, using my personal knowledge, memory and data, and combining all 

these veritable threads and yarns of stimuli into a fabric of cultural background to form a rich 

tapestry of new knowledge  
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Recent academic publications have endeavoured to systematise autoethnography as a 

valid and recognisable social science method that is being adopted in a wide range of 

disciplines, including the humanities, health sciences, communications and business 

(Gannon, 2017; Lapadat, 2017). As a fundamental acknowledgement of this development, I 

have for the purposes of this study, adopted autoethnography as a qualitative social science 

methodology. I have engaged this research methodology as a mechanism and tool to explore 

and attempt to answer the research questions. This research provides the reader with an 

autoethnographic reflexive and evocative fractal with imaging of a dynamic research system 

that’s recursive with applications of procedures and processes sustained across the data from 

all three of the Aboriginal communities featured in this study. In my case, re-emphasising 

once again, the only way I could possibly present the full picture of my journey was to 

combine the quantitative with the qualitative; specifically, the frequency counts and 

percentages attached to how many times I spoke to a participant, and what percentage of 

talking was conducted at a certain Community location. This information has no equal in 

truth telling, and when you combine this quantitative side with the situational context – a 

rich, descriptive and evocative narrative – the reader receives a more complete picture of the 

event. 

A review of the literature reveals that autoethnographic methodology emphasises 

critical reflection upon personal experience to provide contributions to knowledge, 

particularly into issues which are difficult, sensitive or normally off-limits (Jones et al., 

2013).; Ellis et al., 2011). The literature also reveals that there is not a single stance in terms 

of orientation of approach (Adams & Manning, 2015) or writing style (Chang, 2013). Instead, 

it can vary from a theory-grounded analytical account to an imaginative and expressive 

dialogue (Harwood & Eaves, 2017, p. 8). Ellis et al. (2011, p. 1) state that ‘Autoethnography 

is an approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and systematically analyse 
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personal experience in order to understand cultural experience’. They go on to say that 

researchers ‘realised that stories were complex, constitutive, meaningful phenomena that 

taught morals and ethics, introduced new ways of thinking and feeling, and helped people 

make sense of themselves and others’ (Ellis et al. 2011, p. 2). Consequently, autoethnography 

is an approach that allows me to acknowledge and accommodate my subjectivity, 

emotionality and my influence on the research, rather than hiding from these matters or 

assuming they don’t exist (Ellis et al., 2011, p. 3). 

My choice for a combined evocative and analytic autoethnography as an over-arching 

methodology was dictated by my decision to be open and honest with the telling of my story. 

In a sense, I am adopting a fair but critically analytical perspective of Self and delivering that 

perspective with an underlying evocative fabric. In essence, I needed to understand what it 

was that I did and how I did it. I needed to understand what was involved for me physically, 

mentally and emotionally when working with and within three different communities. I 

wanted to be able to explain how we talked and where we worked collaboratively and under 

what circumstances. And I needed to do this in order to answer my research question. Thus, 

taking on both an analytical and an evocative autoethnographic approach was the only way I 

could understand all that had happened over the course of ten years of fieldwork.  

My overall aim is to try and paint a mental picture for the reader about my original 

book research, conducted over a lengthy period. I do not believe that any other research 

methodology could come close to meeting these requirements. As a retired secondary maths-

science teacher looking to perform my own Aboriginal-community-based research and 

development experiences, I wanted to be able to rigorously research the connections and 

processes of my personal field research experiences with the intra-community subcultures, 

through sociological self-exploration (Starr (2010), as cited in Le Roux, 2017). I have utilised 
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my own stories, voice and experiences, all detailed and referred to within the diaries and field 

notes, all supplemented by memories stimulated by the data. With these scoping parameters 

in mind, I found autoethnography to be the optimal research methodology to enable both 

recall and analysis of the experiences (Ellis et al., 2011). My ultimate goal is for a moderate 

and balanced treatment of autoethnography that allows for innovation, imagination and the 

representation of a range of voices in qualitative inquiry while also sustaining confidence in 

the quality, rigour and usefulness of academic research (Stahlke Wall, 2016). 

3.6.2 Use of Different Voices in an Autoethnographic Context  

This section revisits the topic of ‘voices’ introduced in Section 3.3 and develops this 

methodological tool in a more autoethnographic context. As shown in my discussion of the 

ontology and epistemological dimension of this thesis, and illuminated in the vignette with 

‘Jack’, I will be employing different voices throughout this thesis as appropriate to the 

context of each section. Here, I discuss in more detail the rationale for taking this approach. 

In this section I will be speaking alternatively in academic voice and in extended family 

member voice. I’m using this as a strategy to project two vastly different self-personas. But, 

as Goulding et al. (2016, p. 11) point out, researchers need ‘…to strive to ensure that there 

[is] an accurate and respectful presentation of local Aboriginal voices’. By academic voice I 

am implying more formal aspects of voice compared to everyday, conversational speech. 

Furthermore, my academic voice is my ‘research’ voice, occurring years after the 

conversation took place. The literature informs me that typically, academic voice avoids 

informal language and utilises an authoritative tone. 

Gray (2017, p. 180) examines the variations in academic voice. In his paper, Gray 

argues that by understanding both the historical tensions and the current issues affecting 

academic voice we enable increased transparency, reflexivity and trustworthiness in research. 
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He continues that ‘[a] more open and reflexive dialogue on academic voice would better 

connect the pursuit of knowledge (and the research process) with how one represents such 

knowledge through their scholarly writing’. The academic tone of an academic paper has a 

voice characterised by writing, which is precise, logical and conforms to standards of formal 

English. Alternatively, speaking in extended family voice projects a softer, more unassuming 

style, utilising common everyday conversational speech, with a tendency for adoption of 

Aboriginal English terms and expressions. Permission to adopt this voice came after about 

two years in each community. I was variously acknowledged by families as cousin, and 

brother. Examples of my extended family member voice will arise in the various vignettes 

interspersed throughout the thesis. 

My approach to my autoethnography mirrors that of ‘community ethnography’, where 

I have used my personal experiences as a researcher working in collaboration with 

community-based participants to illustrate how a community manifests a particular issue 

(Ellis et al., 2011). Further rationale for my choice of methodology is reflected by McMahon 

and Dina Thompson’s (2012) decision to base the research on personal experiences. ‘I have 

employed my own stories, voice, body’s voice and experiences as data. With this in mind, I 

found autoethnography to be the optimal research methodology to allow me to recollect and 

excavate my experiences’ (p. 37). 

In my case, the reader should interpret my experience as that of a secondary maths-

science teacher working within Aboriginal community-based cultural settings. My story is 

written in first person and includes dialogue, emotion and subconscious thoughts. My titles 

include ‘writing with self’, explains the importance of ‘Self’ in relation to my-self, my-

voice/s and the voice of others in the writing of this paper. In the presentation of my story, I 

have also adapted Sparkes’ (2004, p. 158) personal and academic voice framework for 
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analysis by titling sections ‘writing with self’ and ‘writing with academic voice(s)’ to 

demonstrate my stepping in and out of the experience and reflecting on what can be learnt. 

(MacMahon & Dina Thompson, 2011, p. 36). 

3.6.3 The Hows, Whys and the Wherefores 

This section attempts to explain the how’s, the why’s and wherefores behind the 

process of telling my ‘Country to Classroom’ story of the journey in terms of the 

methodology chosen and the methods employed. I will be explaining how and why 

autoethnography was my chosen overarching methodology. Technically, I have applied a 

mixed methodological approach, which I believe provides new insights into challenging 

problems such as the study of human creativity (Pace, 2012, p. 13). As Saldaña (2012, p. 10) 

succinctly puts it, ‘Quantitative analysis calculates the mean. Qualitative analysis calculates 

the meaning’. In the presentation of my story, I have adopted and modified a strategy from 

Sparke’s (as cited in McMahon & Thompson, 2012) ‘personal and academic voice 

framework’ for the analysis by titling sections ‘writing with self’ and ‘writing with academic 

voice’ to demonstrate my stepping in and out of the experience and reflecting on what can be 

learnt. As there is no research from the educational perspective of lived experiences within 

Aboriginal communities and the deeper connections between personal and cultural, I will 

draw on literature relevant to the social sciences and knowledge management.  

Speaking as both researcher and author, I wanted to learn from my experiences 

working alongside of, and collaboratively with, many Aboriginal community members. I 

want to both improve my personal performance in the field, and through my writing, share 

what I have discovered and learnt autoethnographically as best practice. I see these two 

aspects as my autoethnographic self as taking a critical cultural stance that was in keeping 

with Goodall (2013, p. 207) who says ‘[o]ne result of that critical cultural take is a 
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furtherance of that “sunny side of the street” evolution in our ethnographic understanding of 

the relational ethics and institutional constraints that should light and guide our best practises 

by reflexively not just showing what we did in the field, but how and why we did it’. By 

adopting a self-reflexive writing style, I am hoping to couple my personal experiences – as 

reflected in my diary entries and field notes – with careful observation and critical thinking 

about my experiences interacting with the key community participants, and share with the 

reader. I have connected this autobiographical narrative to wider cultural, political, and social 

meanings and understandings (Ellis, 2004). I chose to use ‘narrative’ in preference to ‘story’ 

because I am attempting to present a much bigger perspective, a way of looking at the world; 

in fact, two worldviews (Adams, 2019). 

Increasingly, autoethnography has become the term of choice in describing studies 

and procedures that connect the personal to the cultural. Although reflexive ethnographies 

primarily focus on a culture or subculture, authors use their own experiences in the culture 

reflexively to bend back on self and look more deeply at Self–Other interactions, and by 

‘[telling] a personal tale of what went on in the backstage of doing research’ (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2000, pp. 740–741). Autoethnography is therefore providing me with a means to 

critically examine what went on in the backstage of doing this research by engaging in self-

reflective writing that involves self-observation and reflexive investigation into the context of 

my ethnographic fieldwork, and in writing that connects with my autobiographical and 

personal Self as well as my cultural, social, and political Self (Ellis, 2004; Maréchal, 2010). 

3.6.4 Speaking/Reflecting as an Extended Family Member 

As an extended family member, I became privy to the inner workings of several 

families within each community. I shared in many of their family events, which featured a 

mix of emotional settings, and I found this enabled me to more sensitively view my own 
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work within their community and left me better positioned to convey a more personable, 

more humanistic element in the book content. 

It gave me a sense of legitimacy, a strong sense of connection and an urgency to see 

the job through. It heightened my awareness of the families’ contrasting dualism of 

empowerment and disempowerment. Sharing in their Traditional Knowledge was 

empowering, while at the same time being made aware of their collective disempowerment. 

The interpretation all depends on what frame of reference you apply. The family members 

were the only ones empowered to help me. It was essential for me to immerse myself in their 

community, to increase their awareness of my need for support. I was operating well outside 

the field researcher norms, gradually becoming accepted and recognised as one of their 

family. This research study gives me an opportunity to take what I learnt, as an extended 

family member, even though it wasn’t the primary objective, and present it as new knowledge 

in the hope that it will encourage and provide some guidance for other educators wishing to 

take up the two-way education challenge.  

3.7 Methods of Data Collection  

This section provides an explanation for the methods I used to collect data. The 

implications for both data collection and gathering for an autoethnography embrace issues of 

ethics, and objectivity. This current study also assumes a reflexive stance within the 

autoethnography, in that I have had to reflect upon my own biases, values, privileges and 

assumptions, and have actively sought to write these into the research (Creswell, 2012, 

p. 626). Genuine collaboration between the researcher and other fieldwork participants is 

critical for the collection of ethically sound and trustworthy data (Chereni, 2014, 

p. 1). Methodological literature sufficiently demonstrates that achieving collaboration largely 

depends on how the researcher negotiates the inevitable differences and asymmetries between 
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themselves and other fieldwork participants (Ng (2011), as cited in Chereni, 2014). The 

process of situated knowledge production in cross-language and cross-cultural research is 

influenced by the subjectivity and positionality of researcher, assistants and participants 

(Caretta, 2015, p. 491).  

It is understood now that the observer is inevitably tied to what is observed, and the 

rationale for striving to eliminate ‘observer bias’ is considered untenable (Angrosino & Mays 

de Perez, 2000, pp. 673–702). All social observation involves the observer’s participation in 

the world being studied, and observers now function as collaborative participants in action 

inquiry settings. As relationships unfold, participants validate the cues generated by others in 

the setting and, during the observational process people assume situational identities that may 

not be socially or culturally normative (Fontana & Frey, 2000, p. 634). Autoethnographers 

thus consider ‘relational concerns’ a crucial dimension of inquiry (Ellis, 2007) that must be 

kept uppermost in their minds throughout the research and writing process (Ellis, 2011).  

The autoethnographer values narrative truth, based on what a story of experience 

does, how it is used, understood and responded to (Bochner, 2012). Autoethnographers also 

recognise how what we understand and refer to as ‘truth’ changes as the genre of writing or 

representing experience changes. Moreover, we acknowledge the importance of contingency. 

We know that memory is fallible, that it is impossible to recall or report on events in 

language that exactly represents how those events were lived and felt; and we recognise that 

people who have experienced the ‘same’ event often tell different stories about what 

happened (Tullis et al., as cited in Ellis et al., 2011). Consequently, when terms such as 

reliability, validity and generalisability are applied to autoethnography, the context, meaning 

and utility of these terms are altered (Ellis et al. 2011).  

3.7.1 Gathering Data Sources 
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This section introduces discussion about the different forms of data used in this study. 

The data body consists of detailed field notes recorded during the original fieldwork, notes 

written from memory sometime after the event, work diary notes and entries, and memories 

of past events aided by photos and slides. Additionally, a smaller amount of data was 

collected and gathered more recently from face-to-face communications with some original 

participants.  

3.7.1.1 Data Derived from the Original Study [Internal Sources]  

The internally sourced sets of data consist of work diary notes and entries, more 

detailed field notes recorded during the original fieldwork, notes written from memory 

sometime after the event, and memories of past events aided by photos and slides. 

3.7.1.2 Personal Work Diary Notes 

The data gathering process drew extensively, and at depth, upon diaries covering the 

ten-year period of the original research project, one per year. These entries are in the main 

brief, with one to four lines of text, but a significant number run to 30 lines, occupying an 

entire A4 page. The diary entries tended in the main to be more sparse, objective and cryptic 

than the field notes and these entries were made as immediate to the event or activity as the 

situation allowed.  

3.7.1.3 More Detailed Field Journals 

I kept A4-size fieldwork notebooks to record events in greater detail. I used field 

notes for additional, supplementary records for events only when it seemed necessary. These 

occasions were usually associated with major pivotal stages of the ‘Country to Classroom’ 

development and were often accompanied by strong emotive experiences. The field notes 

were normally written at a later stage, and tend to contain more reflective and reflexive 

commentary, such as personal thoughts, reflections and opinions – details not shown in the 
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earlier diary entries. Consequently, these notes were often more subjective in nature, and 

sometimes with an emotive overlay. During some periods of intense fieldwork, the one A4 

page of daily diary allocation was simply insufficient for the amount of information. 

3.7.1.4 Demonstrating Difference in Detail Between Field Note Account and 

Corresponding Diary Entry 

Field note account 

“Tuesday 3rd October 1995:  Centre Community… 

Warm to hot – slight breeze to calm – no cloud. 

Spoke to Dana, been here two weeks, in office. Met and chatted to Lenny 

in office – he is assistant to the advisor. Chippy is not here – men seem 

vague about him. I spoke to old Henry. Old Henry, Bobby and Wally. 

Henry has agreed to take me to the top of western half tomorrow. Wally 

and Bobby will give me a dreaming story, creation of hill!!? In language – 

Henry will give me English version. Discussed the rates – he said $150 for 

all three. I checked with the store manager later and he said the men 

usually get the council rate of about $10 per hour. I said later to Henry 

that we would work on hourly rate – he seemed happy.  

1040 → 1305: Drive to next community – road generally okay – steady 

80-90 km/hr.; 185 km. Had lunch outside store - ≈ 1400, went across to 

clinic and met Sally, the nurse. Followed her home to a bikky and tea. Has 

only been here two months. She gets 10 days off every three months. Lives 

in a nice, comfy house. Partner Greg is project officer. At 3pm I met 

Morrie, also new, but was at [Centre community] before.  
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I met Bluey Brown, remembers JD – also met Willy Possum – they both 

remember Donna. S and Greg told me that local culture is very strong – 

Greg told me not to go over back fence because it’s sacred land. – Also, a 

tourist drove around in a 4WD and was chased away by men armed with 

spears and boomerangs. Missed Rosie, she is very well liked by local 

people – she makes clothes for the kids and cooks cakes and biscuits for 

them. Morrie gave me four water bottles and one packet of cake to bring 

back for the grader driver, Bobby West – I eventually found him back at 

the [Centre community] – introduced myself and gave him the stuff – took 

a photo.3 

Compare this with the diary entry which was written straight after I got back. 

Diary entry 

Travel to neighbouring community and back. Timings and fuel costs. 

Admittedly, this is an extreme example of the two versions, but I think it gets the 

point across.  

3.7.1.5 Explanation of Text Colour Coding 

I found a useful tool for analysing the text was to colour code the identifiers 

(participant or gerund as appropriate) with a suitable colour that denoted the conversation 

type. My choice of colours was arbitrary. Figure 3.6 indicates the Talk Type colour coding 

scheme adopted for this study. 

Figure 3.6 Talk Type Colour Code 

Colour Code        

Talk Type Social Collaborative Family Project Revealing 
Cross- 
cultural 

Collegial 

                                                 
3 Note: the entries have been edited by using pseudonyms and generalised descriptors for place names to protect 

identity of people and Country. 
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I introduced this idea early in the analysis process, as an efficient visual cue for what 

was at times a very time-consuming task. It was satisfying to find that Saldaña (2012) 

recommends the colour code as a similar concept. 

3.7.2 Gathering and Organising the Data 

3.7.2.1 Data from the Original Study 

For this study my data is comprised, in the main, of documents that were generated 

during my original field research book project. The gathering process of the original data 

body for the purposes of this current study optimised consistency and truthfulness – criteria 

recommended in the literature (Ellis, 2004). These gathered and processed documents give 

credence to my study and help support my findings. The documents are from the internal 

sources, my personal work diary notes, and more detailed field journals, spanning a period of 

ten years. There are no external sources utilised in this study. The two internal sources 

mentioned serve as a means of verifying data by triangulation (Chang, 2008). 

3.7.2.2 Personal Work Diary Notes 

In this section I explain the procedure I adopted for the research data collection. The 

data corpus – or collection of written language that was used for this research – is primary 

sourced from the cultural experts, the Aboriginal Elders and Traditional Owners themselves. 

It was derived from the first-hand accounts of my original fieldwork while working on 

location with the participants within each of the three Aboriginal communities. I should point 

out here that these accounts also include those conversations conducted over the telephone. I 

have not included those interpersonal communications conducted via letters and faxes. 

Emails did not figure, as the period under study was during the 1990s before email was 
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available. The literature on data collection tells me that when conducting primary-source-

based qualitative research, data collection can be purposeful or theoretical, and raw data 

generally consists of text-based data that is gathered from interviews, focus groups, diaries, 

and so forth (Finfgeld-Connett, 2018, p. 8).  

The diary entries were entered in different localities, home, workplace and the 

communities. The vast majority of the time, the diaries recorded several entries per day, 

pertaining to scheduled meeting arrangements, phone calls and faxes, to and from whom, 

messages and memos and, less frequently, cryptic to detailed accounts of discussions with 

participants who were involved at varying levels of the project. The prodigious size of the 

primary data was reflective of the original ‘From Country to Classroom’ fieldwork period. I 

am defining ‘fieldwork’ to include not only the actual time spent in the community with the 

participants, but also the community-directed phone calls, which in the main were made from 

home or from my workplace. Basically, I am looking at all the verbal communications that 

transpired, not just the face to face. The time spent in each community varied, and basically 

reflects the complexity of logistics, time and expenses involved with travel to each one. 

3.7.2.3 Use of Colour-Coded Talking Types as an Analysis Tool 

I decided to incorporate a colour-coding scheme to facilitate for analysing the type of 

discussion/talking used. In the example from 3 October shown above, the names are coded 

blue for social chatting and banter, mauve for collaboration, and orange for discussion 

bridging both Western and Aboriginal world views, or cross cultural in context. Where a 

particular discussion involved two modes of talking, the participant’s name colour was a 

combination. In the above field note passage it will be noted Dana is both blue and mauve 

indicating we engaged in some social chit-chat and also working together, some joint action 
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for a mutually desired outcome. The colour coding assisted with consistency of definition 

across all three communities, and improved accuracy of total count for each entry.  

An example of this is extracted from my diary 25 September 1995. I’ve displayed the 

colour coding adopted for the talking types, which assisted with the analysis process. 

8pm: Leave club, sitting briefly with Pam and father James (introduced to 

him). Mack and his wife and Danny get a lift home – At Moses’ house I 

meet Andy and I say a quick hello – take Danny on to his sister’s house, 

who is a teacher at school. (Has done a course – level three, at Batchelor. 

I asked her if I could see her tomorrow – says yes.) I then spent 30-40 

minutes talking to Danny – he has trouble articulating some of his 

thoughts, but seems very concerned to maintain culture in younger 

generation, and he sees it as his responsibility as Traditional Owner (TO) 

to assist with this. I’m introduced to father, Michael (magpie goose in 

hand), and his youngest brother. Concerns raised that today’s boys are 

not getting the same knowledge as he did – Jack said same thing. 

Discussion moved onto the boys working as rangers in the Mimosa 

eradication program… 

In the above case, I have retained my coloured font tool (which I found extremely 

helpful for the analysis). My conversation with Penny and James merged both Social and 

Family types. We were talking about family as well as some community social talk. Driving 

Mack, his wife and Danny home was routine, and always provided wonderful opportunities 

to get to know them better and allowed them to see another side of me, not just the balanda 

teacher. I coded this session as both Social and Family, again because of the mixed content. 

My Yarning with Danny’s sister was initially a mix of Social and Family, but then became 
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Collaborative where she accepted my request for a meeting at school. Danny was the 

Community Traditional Owner, and this lengthy conversation reflects his worries about 

family and community employment opportunities and loss of culture, hence accordingly, I 

coded this as a mix of ‘Family’ and ‘Revealing’.  

3.7.3 Comparison Between Diary Entry and Field Notes  

3.7.3.1 Introduction 

The process for gathering and preparing the field notes was conducted similarly to the 

diary entries. The field notes invariably were recorded in situ, within the communities. 

Generally, the field notes were recorded at a later stage, after I had had a chance to mull over 

the events and recall additional details. The correlation in content between the diary entries 

and field notes was high, with greater detail in the field notes benefitting from more time to 

reflect on the events. 

The field notes were a necessary measure for recording significant events and 

activities, particularly where I had been involved in information and detail-rich verbal 

communications with one or more of the key participants. I would write down snippets of 

conversation, of what I’d been told and what I’d said. I avoided use of emotive descriptors 

but, did occasionally record what my feelings were at the time, in an attempt to capture the 

moment for posterity. In the main, and on reflection, my writing of actual conversations 

signified a key event. These were associated with moments that were pivotal in the course 

and evolution of the original research project, and at the time were marked by extremes of 

emotion ranging from absolute dejection to sheer elation. By this, I mean reaching a turning 

point, a moment of crisis, and conflict situations that would require resolution.  
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3.7.3.2 Describing the Difference between DDEs and FNs  

As outlined earlier, DDEs refers to the detailed diary entries while FNs are the field 

notes. 

I found repeatedly that the two different entry formats, corresponding to the same 

date, may at first glance seem the same, but a closer reading reveals the greater, more subtle 

detail, perhaps nuances, for the field note entry. The field notes were invariably written at a 

later stage, after I had collected my thoughts more. I had had time to read over the earlier 

diary entry, picking up details that had been missed the first time.  

3.7.3.3 Detailed Diary Entry (DDE)  

An extract of the diary entries follows 

06JUN97: “Top End Community:  08:00, Climbed [the hill] and got some 

good photos of town and billabong. Also, jointing etc. A tourist group 

came up just as I was leaving, the guide lives next door in flat – he saw me 

tonight and said he wanted to talk to me tomorrow – I said that Donny had 

okayed it, but it didn’t seem to matter.  

10:00, Outlier, in front of soak – saw Jacko on way and got okay from 

him, after having spoken to Donny at council. The climb up the outlier was 

uneventful, photos should be okay – surprised that there was such a span – 

would be at least 180° though. Had to get key off Laurie – he was a bit 

surprised to see me when I approached him out in paddock, but he soon 

realised who I was, then became very helpful. Climbed [another hill] this 

afternoon but cloud cover was disappointing – waste of time.  
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Swam as per usual and went to club – [Donny] was up to his old tricks – 

wanted [to borrow] $20 and is becoming quite persistent – eventually 

gave him $10. [Tod] also botted $20 – I’ll include this in his fee for the 

drawings.  

Drove back to flat for tea and then went and picked [Tod] up. He’s a 

frustrated man – quite well-read, educated at [private school] and Darwin 

H.S. – not so sure about the idea of taking his culture down to the 

‘southerners’ – he’s not convinced that Koories are real Aborigines4 – as 

he said they have white ancestors, and he pinched his arm to emphasise 

his black skin.  

Spoke to [Jacko] and [Ray] briefly at club – will see them tomorrow at 9 

o’clock – will go over the sheets with them. 

3.7.3.4 Field Note (FN)  

The corresponding field notes for the same day 

Friday 6 June 1997: [Top End Community] Field Notes (KEY EVENT): 

8am: Climbed ‘The Hill’ and got some good photos of the town and the 

billabong. Also, jointing etc. Found that a tourist group was also at the 

main gallery. They appeared just as I was leaving, I tried to be as 

inconspicuous as possible. Was conscious of their guide. He lives next 

door in the rectory, and he approached me later in the evening buoyed by 

alcohol and expressed concern about me being up there. I was not sure 

                                                 
4 I would prefer to continue to use the term Aborigine as this was the preferred term at the time when I was 

conducting the initial research and recording my diary entries and field notes. Hence all quotes from my diaries 

and field notes retain Aborigine. Indeed, Aunty Irene made it very clear to me on one occasion, telling me that 

that they were Aborigines, and not Koories, who were from NSW. 
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what the implication was, money lost, not sure? Said he’d see me 

tomorrow to talk to me, but never did. I mentioned that I had Donny’s 

permission, but it didn’t matter. 

The climb up the outlier was uneventful. Photos should be okay. Surprised 

once again at the angle of span for the panorama. Had to get the gate key 

off Laurie, while out in the paddocks, he was a bit surprised when I 

approached him, but soon realised who I was and then became very 

helpful. Climbed another hill this afternoon, but cloud cover was 

disappointing – a waste of time. Swim as per usual and went to club. 

Donny was up to his old tricks, wanting $20. He is becoming quite 

persistent. Eventually gave him $10. ‘Tod’ also botted $20 – I’ll include 

this in his fees for the drawing. 

Drove back to the flat for tea and then went and picked Tod up. He is a 

frustrated man – quite well read, educated at a private secondary college 

and Darwin High School. He’s not too sure about taking his culture down 

to the southerners – he’s not convinced that Koories are real Aborigines – 

as he said, they have white ancestors, and to emphasise his point he 

pinched his black skin on the forearm. He referred to an Aboriginal 

colleague from south, and I defended the Koories by saying that they could 

not help the loss of their culture by the whites. They believe they are 

Aboriginal and that’s that. Spoke to Jack and Ray briefly at the club – will 

see them tomorrow at 9am – will go over the draft sheets with them. 
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3.7.3.5 Summary 

As examples, these two extracts perhaps demonstrate the advantages of writing field 

notes, which essentially mirror the happenings for the day. But, and critically for my needs, 

the field notes, often written sometimes several days after the events, were an opportunity to 

dwell on and delve further into the field trip happenings. By their nature, the field notes were 

more reflective and became reflexive exercises, providing for the subtleties and nuances not 

evident in the diary entries. These notes, plus my memory of previous events, were my source 

of feedback, all of which served to guide my behaviour, aligning my ways to better conform 

with the Community mores and conventions, adjusting and re-adjusting towards doing things 

the proper way. 

The in-field encounter with the tour guide had worried me. I hadn’t met him before, 

and he wasn’t part of any of my social networks. This was another lesson for me, things were 

changing in the community with respect to visiting the rock art site. Commercialisation was 

creeping in, and apparently my independence was going to suffer. My encounter with Tod 

was also a surprise, after all, he had been working with me as part of the Traditional Owner 

group for some time. Still, his views about the inter-sharing of Traditional Knowledge 

between communities, although personal, were relevant. In the field notes I give further 

details about my response. I was actually quite indignant, and felt I had a duty to speak up for 

the Southerners. Tod, I think, understood and accepted what I had to say. 

I wanted to learn from these emotionally charged experiences and improve on just 

how I went about conducting myself in future community visits. I always felt that I owed this 

to my participants. The field notes allowed me more time to process events and to provide 

further details about those evocative events that warranted an emotive overlay. An objective 

cryptic account just would not do. 
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3.8 Methods of Data Analysis  

3.8.1 Autoethnographic Analysis of Data from the Original Study 

Transferring the handwritten notes into Microsoft Word format – from analogue into 

digital – was an extremely time-consuming task. In all, after two months and some 49,136 

words later, I was set to commence the data analysis stage of the journey. Once gathered, 

separated and categorised, the data was used to provide the physical details, events, thoughts, 

descriptions and even dialogue to help in the process of ‘emotional recall’. This is a process 

in which the researcher engages in an intense reflection on a specific event or memory (Ellis 

& Bochner, 2002). This emotional reflection is an important aspect of the data analysis. It is 

necessary for selecting which events will be retold in the narrative, and which will be deemed 

unnecessary. It should be noted that out of respect for participant privacy, the names of all 

participants were changed in the narrative.  

Because my goal was to generate new theory about developing cross-cultural science 

curricula from primary source Traditional Knowledge, classic grounded theory and the 

accompanying ‘Process’ or Active coding was the recommended choice (Saldaña, 2012, 

p. 75). Process coding is particularly useful for researching the routines and rituals of human 

life, plus the rhythm as well as changing and repetitive forms of action-interaction plus the 

pauses and interruptions that occur when persons act or interact for the purpose of reaching a 

goal or solving a problem (Corbin & Straus, 2015). 

After the initial transcription of the diary entries and field notes onto the spreadsheet, 

the process of writing the analytic memos took place. This process ensures the analysis 

remains grounded in the data and not in speculation (Saldaña, 2012, p. 195).  ‘Analytic 

memos are used as an analytic strategy to permit the researcher to achieve abstraction while 

remaining true to the data’ (Birks et al., 2008, p. 74). In the second cycle of coding, the active 
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processes or gerund or ‘-ing’ codes were developed to form the categories selected. Each 

category was assigned a column in the spreadsheet and where the presence of that category 

was observed it was recorded. These frequencies were used to provide percentages as a 

means of providing contextually based richer, thicker description of the narrative account. 

3.8.2 Personal Work Diary Notes 

3.8.2.1 Preliminary Discussion 

After working through the early stages of the analysis, I became aware that a key 

aspect of the data was the omnipresence of verbal communications between me and all 

participants within each community. When I referred to the literature, (Johnson & Dempster, 

2016; Okkonen et al., 2018; Wagner, 2005), I found the terms ‘talking’ and ‘enablers and 

restrainers’ appeared to have a strong connection to what I was reading, remembering and 

able to associate with the myriad of past events to do with the community-based fieldwork. 

Indeed, Wagner (2005, p. 99) concluded from her research that the main enabler for 

partnerships within the Community was ‘… the establishment and maintenance of networks’.  

I realised that these two concept sets were highly appropriate to the analytic process. Saldaña 

(2012, p. 276) refers to this strategy of internalising and transporting past recollections and 

memories of powerful experiences to the present as the ‘touch test’, where I was progressing 

from the ‘topic to the concept, from real to abstract, and from the particular to the general’. 

The choice for analysis coding was guided by Saldaña (2012). I made the decision to filter for 

‘actions’ on my, and the other community participants’ part. Coding for action words, words 

ending in ‘-ing’, also referred to as Process coding.  

A fitting choice towards answering my research questions, all related to the hows, 

whys and wherefores behind what went on in the overall process of transferring Aboriginal 

knowledge from its primary source, from ‘Country to the Classroom’. Process coding in turn 
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develops into concept coding, a method that lumps data together (Saldaña 2012, p. 25) and 

can be used as a single coding method design for developing new knowledge. The concepts – 

words that symbolically represent a broader set of meanings and provide for a ‘bigger 

picture’ – which I ultimately decided on were ‘modes of talking’ and ‘enablers and 

restrainers‘. These two concepts represent specific sets of actions or processes that were in 

evidence across all communities and emerged as underlying key agents that mirrored change 

and social dynamics. 

I also found data coding to be at times both a significantly moving and immersive 

experience, and this accords well with what Saldaña has to say (2012, p. 41). There was no 

on/off switch involved, rather a more sustained momentum of evocative energy, nothing 

predetermined or deliberate in nature, just a progressive immersion into the past, reliving 

many experiences and events that were often accompanied by considerable emotive loading. 

These reflexive experiences accompanied the finding that my coding categories first emerged 

as ‘gut’ feelings, almost instinctive or, as Saldaña writes, ‘The best approach to coding is to 

relax and let your mind and intuition work for you’ (2012, p. 219). Each progressive stage of 

the analysis coding was accompanied by a reflective moment followed by a time for reflexive 

thought, seeking accuracy, sensitivity and honesty within Self.  

What I found interesting was observing plenty of evidence of this ‘two-step’ 

procedure in my original notes. Firstly, reflecting on a particular event and then noting a 

reflexive comment, in an attempt to improve on my working routine within the community, 

forever trying to improve on doing things the ‘proper way’. All of this would translate into 

observing for ‘action’ categories and was accompanied by analytic memos. I would then 

ponder reflexively over these, look for ways to develop these categories and memos further, 
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brainstorming for possible themes and behavioural patterns, focusing down on the 

phenomena, the conceptual process under consideration.  

Ellis and Bochner (2000, p. 752) refer to the process as ‘emotional recall’. These 

powerfully rich memories triggered by the text came as a complete surprise, but I soon 

understood that this was all part of the immersion process. As Ellis (1999, p. 675) points out, 

‘If you can revisit the scene emotionally, then you remember other details’. I found that 

writing close to the scene as I did with the diary entries was advantageous as it enabled 

accessing and capturing the emotions, but it also had its drawbacks. It sometimes meant that I 

could not emotionally detach myself sufficiently from the scene to ‘analyse for its cultural 

perspective’. The revisiting of these scenes twenty years later was a culturally immersive 

experience, ‘opening up additional reflexive voice’ (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p. 744).  

3.8.2.2 Explaining the Analysis of Complex Discussion from a Single Diary Entry  

A single entry for one day may have described complex movements between different 

locations, involving one participant. The entry would characteristically describe two or more 

different settings with a different context and purpose for each. Such was the dynamic of 

personal interactions during the community fieldwork. As an example, on 24 July 1997, I 

spent the whole day with Uncle Tom, doing fieldwork at three different locations, each for a 

specific purpose. Location one was on a flight over Country including the drive to and from 

the airfield, location two was at his home and location three was a cultural site. For entries 

such as this I recorded and analysed for three separate sets of discussions, each with a 

specific mix of types of conversation. 

3.8.2.3 Personal Work Diary Notes – Analysis by Stages 

The progression through the stages was not pre-determined, but was often intuitive. 

The analytic pathway did not follow a unidirectional route. Frequently, I’d look back at the 
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previous stages, with an eye on continuity, both in kind and logical progression. The 

preceding stage was essentially the jumping off point for the following. 

Stage one took four full weeks to write the Word documents with comment columns. 

I used this strategy to identify significant events. This was an important first step as it 

allowed me to identify actions, behaviours and concepts using a mix of adjectives, action 

verbs or gerunds and nouns. These were either a word or short sentences that identified with 

and focused upon a specific aspect of the entry. In retrospect, Stage one served as an 

important entry point into the analysis. It sensitised me to the experiences of some twenty to 

thirty years ago. It was an immersion process that was essential for re-engaging and revisiting 

the past, further strengthening my memories of past events, sensitising my interpretations of 

the talking process. I adopted Saldaña’s (2012) recommendation for utilising a colour code 

denoting the different forms of conversation evidenced in a given entry. With practice, colour 

coding the appropriate words became easier.  

Stage two occupied nearly two months. To initiate this stage, I transferred the text 

from the diaries to a two-column table format again using Microsoft Word. By this time, I 

was comfortable with the concept of analytic memos (Saldaña, 2012). As a consequence, I 

used the right-hand column to enter memos pertinent to the text. I also inserted a comment 

column to the right side once again, which I found very useful for further condensing the 

memos. The comments made for each entry were then profiled as categories to be used later 

in the analysis.  

At this stage I introduce Microsoft Excel spreadsheets as an analytic tool, cutting and 

pasting the Word files to Microsoft Excel spreadsheet format. Prior to this research I already 

had a basic working knowledge of the software and was aware of its potential for assisting 

with large amounts of data. My decision to proceed this way again accords well with 
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Saldaña’s (2012) recommendations. It is a recognised method, allowing for greater potential 

for sifting out finer details pertaining to behavioural aspects of the community related work. 

It opens up opportunities to commence counts of categories chosen for analysis.  

Time trends are easily determined as a frequency or prevalence, opening up 

opportunities to link concepts such as talking types to location and participant. I appreciated 

the ability of the spreadsheet format to conveniently and clearly share the workload, to 

expedite the analytic process was welcomed. As an example, I would read and then re-read 

an entry looking for evidence of a particular category and enter a numeral one into the 

appropriate column. For efficiency and accuracy’s sake, I collated all entries pertinent to each 

community, and set up a separate spreadsheet for each. I had used the same work diary for all 

three communities. Constructing a separate spreadsheet for each community provided the 

necessary continuity and facilitated both the immersion process and the analysis.  

Stage three occupied about two months. I had realised the need to limit the research 

to the communities, reducing the data corpus to a more manageable size. My focus from this 

point became entirely on the primary Aboriginal knowledge source conveyed through my 

interactions and communications with the Aboriginal Elders and Traditional Owners. As a 

consequence, all references to the extra-community social support networks were removed 

from the study. 

Stage four was accompanied by a decision to further broaden the category field to 

fifty. I made the decision to confine the research analysis to the communities, with all 

interactions external to the communities to be excluded. The only exception to this was when 

I was communicating with externally located scientists and other experts who were directly 

involved with the community’s fieldwork. My first decision post-’extra-community 

exclusion’ was to broaden the scope and range of the categories from 30 to 56 by exploring 
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for gerunds (action verbs), examples of which kept cropping up in my community-based 

diary entries. I devised a scale by which to gain some measure of my social support 

networking, which evolved over time. Hence, the adoption of ‘initiating’, ‘building’, 

‘maintaining’ and ‘extending’. 

Stage five involved analysing the more detailed diary entries, for which I had 

decided, as a practical and more efficient measure and for convenience, to create specific 

spreadsheets. This provided for greater continuity and smoother transition from one set of 

entries spanning several days over a particular visit, to the next visit – a gap of between one 

and three months. It also enabled me to better embrace the mindset associated with the 

community’s cultural framework. In short, to immerse myself. Stage five provided the 

opportunity to analyse the entries related to the evolving status of my social support network, 

and for the associated gerunds, indicators of specific actions and events that marked and 

defined the field research journey. 

Stage six commenced out of my realising a clear need for a closer focus on, and 

deeper analysis for, the types of interpersonal, social interactions between me and the other 

participants. Saldaña (2012, p. 51) refers to meta memos that tacitly summarise, integrate 

what has been observed and developed to date, and for me evinces a reality check. Social 

interactions that related to meetings, visits to cultural sites, catching up and socialising with 

family, and working collaboratively with, and alongside the key participants within the 

community or out on Country.  

Stage seven was transformative for the analysis. I created an individual spreadsheet 

for each community, breaking down the overall data corpus into more manageable units. I 

then inserted these, by cutting and pasting the same set of analytic memos generated during 

the previous stages, into a column to the right of the entry text column. This initial step was 
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followed by inserting three-colour-coded groups of columns to the right of the memo column, 

each set representative of one community. Light green for the Top End, ochre brown for the 

Centre and light blue for the Southern community. All emblematic. Within each of these 

colour sets were columns for each participant that I’d had significant interaction with. In all, 

totalling 132 people across all three communities – and given the fact that there were also 

5,247 rows for the analytic memos, this meant a spreadsheet that was, well, mind-boggling. A 

lot to be said for Microsoft Excel’s capabilities.  

Stage eight involved analysing further for the types of social interactions with the 

community’s main participants. Firstly, I continued the pattern previously established by 

creating spreadsheets for each community. Basically, this amounted to establishing new 

columns that targeted for the different ways of speaking to and engaging with the 

participants. The verbal communications were analysed for topic and context, leading to the 

categories ‘Social’, ‘Family’, ‘Research’, ‘Emotional’, ‘Cross-cultural’ and ‘Collaborative’. 

I also linked interaction with location, over the ten-year period. This then enabled me to link 

a participant community member’s role in the original project to the mode of communication 

and to the location where the interaction transpired. 

Stage nine was conducted without spreadsheets. This stage was not envisaged until 

late in the analysis phase. I sensed a need for delving further into the more subtle factors 

underlying and accompanying the original research fieldwork within the three communities. 

As stated previously, my intention has been to be open and honest with the reader about the 

total experience underlying the original work. My handwritten diary entries and field notes 

sometimes provide explicitly detailed accounts describing either my own personal feelings or 

those of whoever I was relating to at the time.  
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Acknowledging these powerful moments was an ethical issue, as non-disclosure 

would have been dishonest. Consequently, I decided to hunt around for signs of the emotional 

underlay. There were times that were uplifting and invigorating and were usually associated 

with enabling factors that were distinctly positive, reinforcing and affirming. At the other end 

of the spectrum, however, were the ‘Downers’ – events that transpired that were associated 

with periods of self-doubt, loss of confidence and uncertainty about the project’s future. 

Hence, for the purposes of this study, I routinely wrote down and recorded those episodes 

where I distinctly recalled those dynamic and colourful moments. I used a Microsoft Word 

document to record these memories of evocative, emotionally charged moments and used a 

comments column to translate and analyse each experience for their Enabler or Restrainer 

characteristics.  

3.8.3 Explaining the Analysis of the More Detailed Field Journal Notes  

The data analysis for the field journals evolved over a series of distinct stages, similar 

to the Diary entries, and essentially using same process and sequencing. The experience 

behind the diary analysis proved a good basis for this next stage of the work. The field notes 

were not as extensive as the diaries because they were not recorded on a day-to-day basis, so 

consequently the data body was significantly less, meaning smaller and more manageable 

spreadsheets. Typically, I used field notes for the ‘heavier’ days, where lots happened in a 

short time frame, and when things that happened were sufficiently different for me to learn 

and digest.  

On these busy days there was simply too much to record directly, I just needed 

additional time in a quieter space to ponder and reflect. Applying the coding process was also 

a journey of discovery in itself. Once again, I initially used a comments column in the Word 

documents alongside the text from field notebook entries. I found this to be an effective tool 
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for searching for and then recording recurring behavioural patterns, thereby enabling me to 

start directly linking these behaviours, human actions, to other concepts.  

An example of categories and themes was the one related to the prevalence, frequency 

and way in which I spoke to the participants. Early in the analysis I started to wonder if there 

were any connections between time spent in community, the location, frequency and type of 

interaction with people. Some analysis stages were dead ends leading nowhere, but that is the 

nature of the beast. I realised early on that I had to remain open minded and be prepared to 

patiently tease out and follow all possible leads rather than remain focused on one or two.  

As with the diary entries, I adopted an inductive approach, nothing presumed or 

aimed for. I tended to keep the work on the field notes separate to the diaries – but learning 

from the diary analysis expedited matters. My mindset when writing the diaries was often 

very different to when writing up the field notes. They were separate events, hence I keep 

separate the analysis needed to reflect this as well. 

Stage one was exploratory, again creating Word documents with comments columns. 

As with the diaries, I used this strategy to identify key and repeating concepts, actions and 

behaviours. I broke the body of the text up into manageable portions (Saldaña, 2012). 

Stage two again saw use of a two-column table format, using the right-hand column 

to enter analytic memos pertinent to the text. I also inserted a comment column to the right 

side once again, for further condensing the memos. The comments made for each entry were 

then profiled as categories to be used later in the analysis.  

Stage three involved very little work as the field notes contained very little reference 

to the extra community research involvement.  
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Stage four also involved increasing the category field to fifty, by exploring for 

gerunds as additional categories. 

Stage five involved a deeper analysis of the types of interpersonal, social interactions 

between me and the other participants.  

Stage six was a lengthy task, involving a separate spreadsheet being created for each 

community, simply to break down the overall task into more manageable units. I adopted the 

same three colour-coded groups of columns to the right of the memo column, each set 

representative of one community. Within each of these colour sets were columns for each 

participant that I’d had some interaction with. 

Stage seven involved spreadsheets, analysing further for the nature of my interactions 

with the main participants. This stage took less time than for the diaries because the field 

notes tended to focus more on the Traditional Owner, Elder and ‘facilitator–liaison’ 

participant. The verbal communications were analysed for topic and context, leading to the 

same categories ‘Social’, ‘Family’, ‘Project’, ‘Revealing’, ‘Cross-cultural’ and 

‘Collaborative’. I also linked where the particular conversation took place. 

Stage eight was conducted without spreadsheets. It involved recalling from memory 

the emotionally charged events that accompanied some of the more socially dynamic 

occasions in the community. I used the same categories, ‘enablers’ and ‘restrainers’ for the 

analysis. 

3.9 Thematic Analysis 

3.9.1 Introduction  

The literature describes autoethnography as a form of qualitative research in which an 

author uses self-reflection and writing to describe and systematically analyse personal 
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experience in order to understand cultural experience (Ellis et al., 2011). I am further 

informed that thematic or content analysis is largely used to analyse the raw data when 

conducting primary qualitative research. When conducting theory-generating research, 

however, data analysis must push beyond mere coding and categorising. In these instances, 

data analysis must also involve explicating relationships among concepts to generate process 

frameworks (Finfgeld-Connett , 2018, p. 8). I have attempted to remain consistent with a 

grounded theory approach to my data analysis by adopting a process framework. And, 

initially, my goal of coding was to inductively organise the raw data transparently, to ensure 

the early codes remained close to the data corpus (Finfgeld-Connett , 2018, pp. 34–35). 

My decision to immerse this thematic analytic coding tool within an evocative 

autoethnography is supported by the literature (Anderson, 2010, 2011; Pace, 2012). 

Anderson’s analytic focus is on developing theoretical explanations of broader social 

phenomena, whereas an evocative autoethnography focuses on narrative presentations that 

open up conversations and evoke emotional responses. Hence, one of the valuable attributes 

of an autoethnographic approach is its ability to seamlessly coalesce more than one type of 

methodology. The data obtained from the analytic autoethnography has been explored using 

thematic analysis. I found Braun and Clarke’s (2008, 2016) material to be a valuable 

resource. Thematic analysis will be used to mine the narrative for themes and any artefacts of 

significance.   

The thematic analysis method provides flexibility, is essentially independent of theory 

and epistemology and can be applied across a range of theoretical and epistemological 

approaches. Although often (implicitly) framed as a realist/experiential method and further, 

‘Through its theoretical freedom, thematic analysis provides a flexible and useful research 

tool, which can potentially provide a rich and detailed, yet complex, account of data 
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(Aronson, 1994; Roulston, 2001 as cited in Braun & Clarke, 2008, p 78). It has been my 

intention to provide as rich a thematic description of the entire dataset as possible, so that the 

reader gets a sense of the dominant themes. This is particularly important when investigating 

an underresearched area such as in this case (Braun & Clarke, 2008, p. 83). My approach to 

the analysis will be inductive, meaning that I will be coding the data without trying to fit it 

into an existing coding or theoretical frame. The research process for this study has involved 

a meticulous and time-consuming analysis by Process Coding, through a series of cumulative 

coding cycles that hopefully will lead to new knowledge, a theory ‘grounded’ in the original 

data (Saldaña, 2012).  

My initial decision to adopt Process Coding was based upon my quest for new 

knowledge, knowledge pertaining to and implying broader concepts associated with human 

processes and actions. (Saldaña, 2012, p. 111). And since my goal was to develop new theory 

about actions or processes, I made the choice recommended by Saldaña (2012, p. 75), to opt 

for grounded theory, a methodologically systematic approach that is suited to inductive, 

qualitative inquiry. I should note here that within the coding process was the ongoing use of, 

and interrelationship with, analytic memo writing. ‘Coding is simply a structure on which 

reflection (via memo writing) happens. It is memo writing that is the engine of grounded 

theory, not coding’ (Gordon-Finlayson (2010) as cited in Saldaña, 2012, p. 55). 

The first stage of a thematic analysis involves trawling through the entire data body, 

familiarising oneself with the content. The codes then generated identify the important 

elements of the data, which assist answering the major research question. The next phase 

involved searching for the themes by examining the codes and collated data to identify 

significant broader patterns of meaning or potential themes. The themes are then reviewed, 

refined and eventually given an informative name. The final phase involves the writing up, 
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weaving together the analytic narrative and data extracts, and contextualising the analysis in 

relation to existing literature (Braun & Clarke, 2008).   

Thematic coding does not allow for claims about language use. As Braun and Clarke 

(2008, p. 97) point out,  

‘Unlike narrative or other biographical approaches, you are unable to 

retain a sense of continuity and contradiction through anyone’s individual 

account, and these contradictions and consistencies across individual 

accounts may be revealing. In contrast with discourse and conversation 

analyses, a simple thematic analysis does not allow the researcher to make 

claims about language use, or the fine-grained functionality of talk’.  

Saldaña (2012, p. 27) corroborates these views, ‘Paradigmatic corroboration occurs 

when the quantitative results of a data set do not simply harmonise or complement the 

qualitative analysis but corroborate it. In other words, the quantitative analytic results ‘jive’ 

with or appear to correspond with the qualitative analytic outcomes’. Hence the rationale for 

combining thematic analysis within the overarching autoethnographic methodology, by 

combining their attributes, one complementing the other. 

3.9.2 Theming the Data  

I agree with Saldaña’s (2012, p. 204) opinion that simple ‘cut and paste’ in multiple 

arrangements on a basic text editing page to explore for possible categories and relationships 

is an intriguing way for theming the data. Originally, I used a three-column format for the 

thematic analytic work, using Microsoft Word files. An example is given in Table 3.2 The 

left, wider column of the page contains the diary or field note transcript; the middle column 

contains the themes chosen for the analysis; the right ‘Comments’ column was used for initial 
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notes, keywords and shorter codes. The themes in the centre relate directly to the goal of the 

study. 

Table 3.2 Extract from Theming the Data Analysis 

Diary Entry Theme Comments 

0930 – Interview with ‘Jack’ – In shade of banyan tree 

outside home – wife set sheeting on ground, went very 

well, good response from all.  

Talking research at 

home, with a good 

response. 

Conversation, project, interview, 

positive, outside, good 

responses. 

Note: edited to protect privacy. 

Rather than maintaining the text data as long unbroken passages, I separated the text 

into shorter paragraph-length units with a line break between them. I attempted to break up 

the passages whenever the topic or sub-topic appears to change (as good as you can), because 

in real life ‘social interaction does not occur in neat, isolated units’ (Glesne, as cited in 

Saldaña 2012, p. 19). The necessity for this task only applied to the field notes, which tended 

to be longer and interrupted passages of text. For the diaries, the entries themselves were in 

the main only short paragraphs at the most in length. 

3.10 Ethical Considerations  

One of the main features of autoethnography is its emphasis on the self, and it is this 

specific feature that entails the problematic ethical considerations of the method (Ellis, 2007). 

As a personal narrative is developed, the context and people interacting with the subject start 

to emerge in the reflexive practice (Ellis & Bochner, 2000). It is at this point that the problem 

of obtaining (or not obtaining) consent to be included in the narrative has to be considered 

(Miller & Bell, 2002). 

In a study of this nature, the need to address the vitally important dual issues of 

confidentiality and ethics is compelling (Bainbridge et al., 2013). As they point out, in a 

community research work setting, both perceptions and expectations can differ between Self 
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and Others. I was reminded of this time and again when reading back over my old diaries and 

field notes from the original project. My study was both informed and guided by the NHMRC 

(2018) resource document and the AIATSIS Code of Ethics (2020), both of which provided a 

framework for the work. Understanding just how to translate ethics theory into practice in the 

field of cross-cultural research in the Aboriginal Australian world is impossible without the 

guidance of Aboriginal people and this thesis demonstrates the importance of this aspect 

throughout the study. I also sought guidance through reference to work by authors such as 

White and Fitzgerald (2010) and other scholars.  

I remain very conscious of the nature of my interactions with the participants, and of 

my ethical obligations to them. While I’ve always done my best to ensure that participants 

suffer no harm during data collection, I’m sure it can happen without me realising it. Upon 

reflection, I think that part of my education and mentoring in the preferred ways for me to 

communicate with the Aboriginal people I was working with was that if I did something 

wrong or didn’t do things the proper way, someone would have let me know. No one at any 

stage indicated they felt harmed by my research processes. I have wondered at times if those 

that felt they might be harmed did not ever offer to be involved in what I was doing in the 

first place. 

Furthermore, during the recent gathering and organising phase of this study I have 

taken all measures to protect the participants’ privacy by non-disclosure of names and 

communities. Also, ethics approval was gained from Monash in June 2019, approval number 

13009. Permission for use of the original data for this current study was then obtained from 

either the original participant or next of kin, during community visits conducted June and 

July 2019. The participants were aware of why the data was being collected and what it was 

to be used for, and they remain very supportive of the research. 

http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/publications/synopses/r39syn.htm
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Several of my colleagues, with many years of experience working with Aboriginal 

people in communities, mentored me on working ethically within the community, being 

patient, listening actively and not being intrusive. As Michael Christie (2008) has pointed out, 

when working with Aboriginal people, time-related matters related to quantity achieved, are 

very much secondary to the quality of your work. One of the main features of 

autoethnography is its emphasis on the self and it is this specific feature that entails the 

problematic ethical considerations of the method (Ellis et al., 2011).  

3.11 Conclusion  

In this chapter I have referred to the literature relevant to the overarching 

methodology, autoethnography. I’ve also described the process of data collection and data 

analysis. While the main thrust is essentially an evocative narrative spoken in the first person, 

there is also a quantitative dimension provided by a thematic analysis. I am confident that the 

chapter provides the necessary springboard for tackling the following chapters. I would also 

like to apologise to the reader for the inordinate length of this chapter. Achieving a balance 

between length and adequate coverage proved challenging. 

In the next chapter I will provide a description of the analysis of my findings. I 

commence the chapter by acknowledging the epiphanic beginnings to this study. I follow on 

with a detailed account of the stages in social networking development observed within each 

Community. My focus then turns to the various conversational types and their signifiers. 

These conversations are then explored with respect to their situational context within 

Community and country. The chapter ends with a description of the effects of the enabling 

and inhibiting influences affecting the Community work in the co-creation of Indigenous 

science knowledge from Country to classroom. 
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4. Chapter Four – Analysis of Findings 

4.1 Introduction  

I begin this chapter by confirming the two-pronged approach to this study, being in 

part a qualitative evocative narrative approach that explores the nuances and subtleties 

underpinning the data collection and underscoring the journey, and a parallel, 

complementary, qualitative method that explores for the themes and patterns of behaviour 

that emerged from an analysis of the frequency counts. Both approaches occur in parallel, 

with one complementing the other, and together provide a comprehensive analysis of the 

research journey. In this chapter, I will discuss the findings arising from the two-pronged 

analysis of the data corpus. As detailed in Chapter Three, I have adopted a dual research 

methodology. One, an overarching autoethnography, using an evocative narrative style to 

deliver a retrospective account of my book research journey. Two, a thematic analysis 

method to delve more deeply into the data strands taken from my diaries and field notes. This 

combined approach has provided a source of detailed information related to my interpersonal 

dealings within each of the three communities.  

In brief, the majority of the findings relate to the face-to-face verbal communications 

with the key participants in each of the three communities, with a very small percentage of 

conversations conducted over the phone. In the main, the participants are Aboriginal people 

with direct traditional ties to the Community and surrounding Country. Where white people, 

whether ‘Balanda’ or ‘Gubbah’ (the terms used by the Aboriginal people for ‘white’ people 

in the Top-End and Southern communities respectively), played a significant transforming 

and constructive role in the original research, then they have been included as well. The 

findings further explore the various types of verbal communication that took place, and where 

they took place. Further to this I have also analysed the verbal communication styles at a 
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personal level, since the findings indicate that the breakdown of verbal communication type 

aligns with the role that person played, and the way in which they contributed to the original 

work. Each separate community location identified in this study was a hub of activity specific 

to a part of the book’s development. The conversations conducted were either directly 

connected to the book project or they provided an indirect link, in an ancillary but important 

supportive social role, indirectly connected to the project. 

4.2 The Philosophical Fundamentals  

The findings from this study reflect on my relationships with the participant 

Community members, as co-worker, friend and family member, and what I learnt in the 

process, what they taught me. I like to acknowledge them as team players because they, like 

me, knew that we were all working together to produce a book – their book – as part of a 

shared enterprise. The more educated of these team players also knew what the underlying 

purpose of the ‘game’ was. It was all about sharing their Traditional Knowledge in a 

secondary-level Earth Science text aimed at achieving some degree of balance and equity in 

what is taught to our secondary science students, to provide for them an alternative to the 

‘Western’ perspective traditionally taught in schools. The book was also a reconciliatory 

educational tool, as I was reminded by Jack, Annie and other key Community players who 

referred to the book’s potential for bringing us all under the one ‘umbrella’, Black and white 

together.  

I should, for the reader’s sake, acknowledge the essential role played by the 

Aboriginal participants, and that this research study is fundamentally about my engagement 

within Aboriginal social groups, the families and individuals and the networks that embraced 

them. Without these networks the original book-related work would have never been 

achieved. The network groups were in essence the platforms from which the essential work 
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was conducted over the ten-year period. These networks nourished and nurtured me, and 

provided the essential earth from which the book germinated, flourished and was eventually 

published. My hope is that this study will provide a rhizomic effect where the teaching and 

learning will extend beyond the original Community setting. 

So, strategically speaking, the core dynamics of the original book fieldwork involved 

participants, either individually or as a team, that belonged to distinct social groupings, each 

interrelated to the others as integral parts of the whole community. Each of these groups had 

a particular role to play in terms of meeting my needs for the fieldwork. One major 

component of these interactions were friendship- and companionship-based and were 

represented by the social and family group engagement and conversations, interactions that 

made me feel welcomed and gave me a sense of belonging, where I was made to feel part of 

the family. Another major part of these interactions was connected to the collection and 

recording of the primary-sourced data. This fieldwork involved conversations and discussions 

centred around the preliminary arrangements leading to the cultural site visits, the visits 

themselves, and later, the necessary reviews and feedback of the draft materials. All these 

conversations were more collaborative, and research-based in nature. Around these two major 

conversational components were other less frequent types of talks. 

4.3 An Epiphany  

Throughout this chapter, I will refer to findings related to experiences that can only be 

described as, special experiences that were associated with a sudden realisation of how lucky 

and privileged I was, and often were pivotal moments that turned things around, breathing 

fresh life and invigoration into my journey. The summative effect of these experiences has 

been life changing in terms of shaping my attitude, awareness and perceptions of Aboriginal 

Australia. The first, and most startling of these experiences was that wonderful realisation on 
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my first visit to the Top-End Community when I saw the potential for synthesis of new 

knowledge, bridging two worldviews. With startling clarity, I saw what lay ahead of me, 

accompanied by an urgency and enduring drive to get the job done. This internal drive 

remains with me while undertaking this study. If that original book project was a ‘bug’ then I 

was well and truly bitten. 

Kien (2013, p. 578) explores the nature of Denzin’s notion of an autoethnographic 

epiphany as, ‘…an identifiable moment of lived experience that one can identify as a turning 

point in one’s understanding of oneself and one’s relationship to the world’. In many of my 

‘turning point’ moments I had stalled in my fieldwork and was sometimes desperately 

reaching out for help and guidance, usually because of an impacting restrainer blocking my 

path. These moments were usually accompanied by intense personal anxiety and frustration. 

One memorable epiphany occurred when I was invited to visit Aunty Polly from the Southern 

community at her home. I had been meeting resistance from her family and was hoping this 

visit might smooth the way ahead. 

Extract from Diary, Saturday, 3 June 1995, Southern Community 

1030–1130  Talking to aunty Polly: She initially asked how I was going 

to do the project. How do you combine science with Aboriginal culture? 

She said later she didn’t like the term Koorie. Seemed very interested in 

the map – quite impressed. Spoke of Jimmy – Jimmy has knowledge from 

his Granny – only son. Aunty Polly talked about the Net-Net – small wild 

people still living in the forest. Her father and his brothers had seen the 

small people – dressed in rags, long hair – would run off into bush around 

the Mission. She commented about the demolition of the Anglican church 

at mission in 1950s – a sad loss, effectively to disperse the mission people. 
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Aunty Irene has evidence of who was responsible. As discussion 

progressed, she became more and more supportive of what I’m doing. She 

is critical of whites who profess to know all about Aboriginal culture after 

one or two visits. She will organise with Darcy for me to go out to the lake 

with Jimmy and Tom her husband. Gave recent evidence of Net-Net – 

small hand-prints on dish of scraps left out for dogs, small foot prints 

found outside in the wet grass. 

Our talk, over a cuppa and cake, was a real ‘ice breaker’ and things improved a lot 

afterwards. I believe that Aunty recognised the need for that chat, a first step towards 

acceptance by and attachment to her family. She had been one of the LAECG panel members 

that I first presented my ideas to. And initially, Aunty had been quite sceptical of my 

Community involvement. So, the realisation she was now sharing information about family 

and Traditional Knowledge with me was very special, a strong indication of my growing 

acceptance. In a very real sense Aunty was reaching out to me and extending the hand of 

friendship, helping me to connect better with her Community. I drove away feeling 

absolutely elated.  

One further, enduring powerful epiphany for me has been the personal and at times 

surprising experience negotiating my way through this autoethnography. It has been quite 

simply revelatory because for the first time in my life I have had my expressive boundaries 

extended way beyond the stylised, third-voiced and structured formal report writing style, 

totally bereft of emotion. Being able to enjoy the freedom of written expression has been 

exhilarating. Visualising and describing my field experiences working within the Community 

social fabric has been transformative and life changing, because it has enabled me to 

understand how my Community-based experiences have changed me for the better, and how I 
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have grown. Teasing out and weaving those strands of individual threads of evocation, voice, 

third space, contact zone and enabler/restrainers into the underlying social fabric to create a 

wonderful rich tapestry has been a monumental achievement at a personal level. 

4.4 Negotiating the Initial Community Contact  

4.4.1 The Preliminary Steps  

This section explains to the reader the preliminary events prior to the first Community 

contacts. I feel it is prudent at this point to provide some context to the quite complex 

background processes involved in first initiating and then establishing the first contacts with 

each Community. I will endeavour to demonstrate that the choice of Community was not 

arbitrary, nor was the choice of the main Traditional Knowledge provider. In Chapter One I 

mentioned that my opening introduction to Aboriginal Australia was through my teaching 

position at the multi-cultural Darwin college in 1992. I feel that I should now disclose the 

series of unanticipated events that led to my choice of college, and then the subsequent 

choices of Community.  

My original intention was to teach at an NT government secondary college during my 

family’s yearlong stay in Darwin. For the first three weeks of the school year, I endured relief 

teaching at various government schools. During this time, however, I was contacted 

independently by a private secondary college offering a teaching contract for the year. My 

connection with the private school was through a family friend from back home in Victoria, 

who had previously lived in Darwin and knew, firstly, that I was going up to Darwin for the 

year and, secondly, that a private multi-cultural college in Darwin needed qualified maths-

science teachers. I eventually accepted a position at that college, a decision that ultimately 

formed the basis for the original book-writing project and, subsequently, this current research 

study. I have previously mentioned that teaching the Aboriginal students in my year nine 
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science class generated the concept of a two-way science curriculum. Teaching this class was 

the first step, and the second was my arrival at the Top End Community where I met and 

discussed my ‘home group’ student’s end of term reports with their parents.  

It is fitting that I remind the reader of the preceding Section 4.3, ‘An Epiphany’, 

because that was what this trip was. The Community and its wonderful Country was an 

absolute revelation, instantly generating a solution to that vexed question, just how was I 

going to integrate Western Earth Science within a traditional Aboriginal knowledge context? 

Almost instinctively I knew that the science content had to be immersed within the traditional 

cultural framework. It was all about presenting a unified picture of the local Australian 

landscape, but the Aboriginal worldview had to take precedence, logically because it arose 

there first, and had to be seen as such. So, every section of the book had to commence with 

the Aboriginal cultural perspective.  

I reasoned that as far as possible the traditional Aboriginal cultural knowledge had to 

be drawn directly from the Community. Quite simply, I felt that it was extremely important 

for the eventual recipients, the students, to understand that the Traditional Knowledge they 

were learning about was provided directly for them by each of the respective Aboriginal 

Elders and Traditional Owners. The students needed to see that their science work was 

provided directly for them by the Elders and traditional Owners. In other words, the items of 

Traditional Knowledge were not cold artefacts drawn from a museum or other secondary 

source. Furthermore, the Traditional Knowledge was presented as a framework around which 

the Earth Science content was applied. The essential message behind the book was that it 

represented the Community, people and Country, and this in turn would mean travelling out 

to each Community, forming a sound working relationship with the Traditional Knowledge 

providers, and then collaborating with them to collect the knowledge as needed.  
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As previously said, the choice of the Top-End Community was indirectly determined 

by the private college I was then teaching at, and directly by it being my ‘home group’ 

students’ Community. The college was residential; the students travelled to and from the 

college at the end of each school term. Hence, the choice of the first Community was not ad 

hoc but simply dictated by the internal administrative mechanisms within the college. My 

appointed home group was the luck of the draw, and possibly quite critically so. Any other 

Community might well not have had the same revelatory impact as the Top End one had. The 

choice of the second Community was linked to the church I attended, whose minister had in a 

previous role been a ‘frontier chaplain’ in Central Australia. He suggested the Community for 

me, and also nominated a local Aboriginal as contact person.  

The third choice of Community, in the Australian southern coastal region, also arose 

through my local church involvement.  On the advice of the minister, I contacted a senior 

Aboriginal woman, an ‘Aunty’ who was well known within the Southern Community. There 

was also another Aunty that I contacted, who once again had familial ties to the Southern 

mob. Through my chats with these two senior Elders, I started to form an understanding 

about family networks, their connections to Country and who were the key family members 

to contact. I then contacted the Victorian Aboriginal Education Association Incorporated 

[VAEAI] for further Community contact advice. Initially I was warned that I would find it 

hard going because the Aboriginal communities had become very guarded against Gubbahs 

coming into the Community to conduct research – too much injustice from the past. I did 

however follow their advice and organised a formal meeting with the Southern Communities’ 

Local Aboriginal Education Consultative Group [LAECG]. 
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4.4.2 The Initial Contact  

My initial contact with each Community was facilitated through either a recognised 

and respected formal Aboriginal linked agency or an authorised representative. With the Top 

End Community, it was initially through my professional association with the college, 

following on through the research and development of the books. The reasoning behind my 

contact with the other two Communities was from the first instance, the Earth Science book I 

was developing. Very early in each case, the key Community participants were made aware 

of the intention behind the book and its mutual value for both black and white students. These 

initial Community contacts provided the Community with background knowledge about my 

intentions and aim. My initial contact in the Top End Community was through the local 

primary to secondary community school, where my official presence was as a teacher from 

the Darwin based secondary college.  

My initial contact with the Centre Community was through the Community council 

administrator and his cultural adviser. The point I’m making here is that there was a clearly 

signalled intent behind my initial visit, which was then followed up by a series of prearranged 

visits used to further strengthen the community relationships, develop the social networking, 

and progress the fieldwork. There was never ever an ad hoc visit. Every Community visit was 

pre-arranged and approved either through the representative NT land council or directly with 

the Southern Aboriginal Co-operative. Both councils and the Co-operative, for the purposes 

of this study, shared similar governance duties and responsibilities for their respective 

Community and were the initial points of contact for the commencement of each field trip. A 

routine that was all part of doing things the proper way, being respectful and mindful of 

conforming to the local behavioural norms and mores forming part of the local cultural and 

social landscape.  
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On closing this section, the reader should be reminded that while the connection to the 

original book research and development project may be obvious, and circumstantial, it still 

often causes me to reflect on the set of circumstances behind the origins of the bookwork 

itself. I’m often drawn to look at it in terms of serendipity and providence. I should also point 

out to the reader that the following sections, 4.5 to 4.13, represent the series of findings 

derived from the research methods as described in Chapter Three, specifically sections 3.7 to 

3.10. 

4.5 Community Location as a Work Cell  

4.5.1 Introduction 

My analysis of the data uncovered possible connections between some social 

elements and variables within the Communities. I discovered possible connections between 

the way in which I talked to the participants, my team members, and where in the Community 

I spoke with them. So, a possible link between type of talk and place of talk materialised. 

There was also a certain spectrum of talking types identifiable with each Community 

location. Each location acted in effect as a work cell, each one fulfilling an essential role for 

me and my participants, where each cell was an integral part of the whole project. I have 

borrowed the term work cell from the business and commercial world, where it is seen as a 

logical and/or physical arrangement and denotes a specific task. The reader can imagine each 

Community location as a cell, defined by its location, containing specific participants each 

with a role to play. The Community can be visualised, in effect, as an overall field operation 

base, with each cell contributing as an integral component to the overall book project 

operations.  

An important precursor to developing the narrative about interpersonal conversation 

types is to provide a situational context for the reader; setting the stage within the broader 
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social context for each community, a context related to Community social settings, their 

locations, and the matrix comprising the different social sub-groups that participant 

community members belonged to. The Aboriginal people that I engaged with in a variety of 

shared experiences were members of these sub-groups, all inter-connected as a collective 

social network, which formed a highly effective operational base for the book’s fieldwork. I 

have labelled each sub-group by their location within the Community they were associated 

with. 

4.5.2 The Work Cell Locations 

In the following sections I will show how the social matrix of work cells was 

functionally unique to each Community. This is best illustrated by looking at the sets of 

locations where conversations were conducted. The reader needs to understand here, perhaps, 

that the specific Community locations in this research were entirely happenstance. They just 

happened to be where the majority of the verbal communications took place during the ten-

year period. 

The most complex set of locations was in the Top-End, where I engaged with 19 

Aboriginal people who each played a significant role in one or more aspects of the original 

bookwork. I engaged with these 19 people in one or more of eight significant work cells, 

during the course of the project. I have labelled each of these locations with an identifiable 

descriptor: art-craft centre, council, club, home, linguist, other, school, and site visits. To 

further clarify, I have used ‘various’ as a collective term to refer to places such as the 

Community store, a variety of open-air locations around the community, and a hospital visit. 

The conversations at these locations were individually minimal but collectively significant. I 

have also decided to define the term ‘site visits’ to include the travel to and from as well as 
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being on site. The rationale for this decision was that much valuable conversation took place 

on the way there and back again. 

The Centre Community, where I engaged with 16 Aboriginal people, had six 

locations: the council, home, other, linguist, school, and site visit. The collective term 

‘various’ used here refers to ‘outside in the open’, and the ‘art-craft centre’. Individually they 

represent minimal contact but are collectively significant. The ‘site visits’ also included the 

return trip to the site. The Southern Community, involving 16 Aboriginal people, each with a 

role in the original book project, had six locations as well, and these were the co-operative 

[more recently referred to as ‘the corporation’], home, other, mish, school, and site visit. 

Once again, I have adopted the collective term ‘various’, which for this Community 

embraced several places: church, café, pub, sports event, funeral and hospital visit. The ‘site 

visits’ again include travel. 

All three Communities share the home, school and site visit locations as common 

places of social engagement. The locational similarities between the two traditional 

Communities are also apparent, these being the ‘council’ and the ‘linguist location’. The 

Southern Community’s much longer history of engagement with white Australia has injected 

a unique cultural overlay, which in part reflects the significant places of engagement. The 

Southern Community’s social matrix revealed two distinctive locations that identify with 

southern Australian Aboriginal Communities and their immediate past history, the co-op or 

co-operative (now corporation) and ‘mish’ or Mission. 

When analysing the diary entries and field notes for talking types, I found the type of 

conversation I had with each participant was often linked to the location. I’m probably stating 

the obvious here, but the three Communities were very different to each other, certainly in 

terms of their local culture, language, landscape, climate, and by extension, to the 
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Community-based locations where most conversations were conducted. To provide a more 

sensitive, accurate and reflexive account, I have also included the one-on-one phone 

conversations in the total locational counts. My rationale for this relates to the importance, 

and absolute necessity, of the phone calls to developing and strengthening the necessary 

initial social networks, and in an ongoing role, for the preliminary preparations and 

arrangements required before arrival.  

Many of these phone calls were directly related to preliminary arrangements critical to 

the success of each field trip, matters to do with such things as scheduling activities, briefing 

the key participants and generally facilitating the setting up of the internal and essential 

operational structures behind the fieldwork. Given the necessity for optimal time on task 

when in situ, the pre-field-trip arrangements were essential and integral to the overall 

bookwork. The phone calls, too, were in themselves an accurate reflection of the face-to-face 

conversations held within the communities. 

4.6 The Community, its Social Networks and their Positioning 

I discovered that I’m like everyone else in that I formed my own social networks 

within each community, composed of new friends, their families, and other people that I 

became acquainted with. In terms of the book project’s work cells mentioned above, each 

was identified with its own social sub-network working on a specific task or with a defined 

role, and with varying degrees of interdependency. The Community can consequently be 

visualised as an overarching network of all. The reader should at this point equate the term 

‘social network’ with ‘support network’ because without these people, my wonderful 

participants, the book project work would never have succeeded. The Community 

participants were generous of their time, expertise and sharing of Traditional Knowledge. If 
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there is one solitary finding that should come out of this current study, it is that a researcher 

cannot accomplish this type of work independent of the Community. 

An interesting and consistent feature for each Community network was the bonding 

feature that distinguished my social network. This was the united goal of working in various 

ways towards the completion of the book project. This was the raison d’être understood by 

all. The group of people as a whole were not held together by any pre-established personal 

relationships, and the connections with each participant were built one at a time. These 

participants, wonderful people they all were, comprised different family groups. The specific 

roles each played varied from being a TO or Aboriginal Elder, who were the primary 

Traditional Knowledge providers, to other Community members who through their 

employment at the Community school, literacy centre, council or co-operative became my 

friends and provided me with support and guidance. Every member of my social networks 

gave me invaluable feedback on each draft for the book, hence the book was very much a 

collaborative and shared enterprise.  

Each community had its own unique social network, composed of clusters or cells of 

participants, bound by filial and ceremonial ties. These clusters were often independent of 

each other, but I often saw movement of various participants from one to another due to 

social and workplace needs. These networks were arranged according to familial ties, 

ceremonial connections, and administrative or work commitments. I found that my place and 

level of attachment within each of these clusters developed progressively through a series of 

stages as my accumulated level of time spent in community grew and associated acceptance 

developed. These stages, when viewed reflexively, approximate to the recognised team 

development stages (Tuckman, 1965). Consequently, very early in the analysis I decided to 
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label these stages as initiating, building and maintaining. At times there were significant 

bursts of development and progress, often unanticipated, that I referred to as an extension. 

I would argue that my four stages of Community team development: initiating, 

building, maintaining and extending, conform roughly to Tuckman’s (1965) forming, 

storming, norming and performing. While the time required for reaching each stage varied, 

according to the multiple community factors at play, the actual sequencing of the 

developmental stages remained consistent for all three communities. For the two traditional 

communities, the visits were limited to periods of two to five days, which involved bursts of 

frenetic energy to get the job done in the time available. At various times this created tension 

and strained working with the key participants, who overall were very accepting and 

understanding of my situation.  

4.6.1 Progression in Performance and Productivity of the Community Social Networks   

I feel that it is important to provide some context and detail to the challenges faced 

when conducting the fieldwork while working on the book. Negotiating the social fabric 

around the fieldwork would often prove challenging, however negotiating the physical 

elements were another matter. Working within the time and financial constraints necessarily 

defined and sometimes constrained the goals and schedule achievable for each field trip. This 

always required a considerable effort with pre-field trip planning, but despite every effort to 

mitigate against unexpected happenings and holdups it was sometimes a case of, to 

paraphrase Burns, the best laid plans of mice and men going awry. I should say that while a 

lot of the interpersonal social interactions that took place in the communities were 

unpredictable and spontaneous, my fieldwork experience was much the richer for it. The 

Communities were a social dynamic, visually and viscerally, catalysed by numerous factors 
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to do with personal and family matters, many of which you would find in the broader 

Australian community.  

The traditional Aboriginal Communities are more complex and dynamic due to their 

cultural fabric, with a combination of social, cultural and kinship-related conventions needing 

to be allowed for. Quite often, Community practices such as avoidance behaviours, and 

traditional observances such as ‘Sorry Business’ and Ceremonial commitments such as Secret 

Men’s Business, had at times to be allowed for and worked around. And, then there were the 

weather patterns, which weren’t always predictable, meaning that at the last minute on 

occasion, I had to rearrange transport from road travel to flying in and out.  

In Chapter Four, Section 4.6, I have described how the Community social networks 

developed through a series of stages, and now building further on this, the analysis revealed 

evidence of signifiers that are indicative of those developmental stages. My notes hint that I 

was conscious at the time, but probably only marginally, of how these events were 

progressing and their overall importance to the sequence of outcomes and short-term goals. It 

is now apparent to me that I must have been adopting a consistent, reflexive practice because 

I routinely monitored the behaviour of Self and the Others, and how the Others reacted to 

me. There were moments when my observance of conventions lapsed, where I failed to read 

into social situations when unforeseen dynamic circumstances arose, moments that were 

often accompanied by emotion and anxiety, causing interpersonal communications to become 

strained, making conversations difficult. 

Interpreting the extension events as such proved to be the most challenging because 

the decision to mark an event as an extension was often independent of the general social 

networking level. I judged an event to be an extension when the circumstances were 

extraordinary and well beyond the current level. An example of this was when I took Lenny 
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to Mt Liebig on my return to Alice Springs. Along the way, Lenny showed me a cultural site 

which provided an interesting and valuable addition to the bookwork. This was a wonderful 

surprise for me, totally unexpected and out of the ordinary. 

All events are related to conversations and, for this section of the study, do include 

(non-face-to-face) phone conversations. Also, all other modes of communication, emails, 

faxes, and letters have not been included. Some days out in the Communities were extremely 

busy where it was not unusual for me to record more than five separate events with varying 

social interactions on a given day. And often the activities themselves involved significant 

mental, emotional, and physical demands. I would often have to take a nap during the 

afternoon when working in the Top End Community, especially after spending a strenuous 

day in the tropical weather after just arriving from a mid-winter Melbourne. During those 

years when I was still teaching full time, the fieldwork trips tended to be tiring and nerve 

wracking. Maintaining one set of activities separate and independent of the other, and 

requiring two completely different mindsets, was often quite a task.  

4.6.2 The Network Stages and Their Signifiers 

4.6.2.1 Introduction 

It became apparent to me during the earliest phase of the analysis that my original 

fieldwork journey progressed through a series of development stages of my Community 

social networks that were absolutely critical to the success of the book project. I have termed 

these stages initiating, building, maintaining and extending. I was interested to discover 

during an early phase of the analysis that I was using very similar terms and descriptive 

phrasing to denote each particular network stage, for all three Communities. Consistency of 

phrasing for descriptors within a community was a significant marker, I suspect, for validity 

and reliability. I need to reassure the reader here that these networks were not clear at the 
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time, indeed I never had the time to ponder over them, but with hindsight and by adopting a 

reflexive overview it became clear that each of these groupings of participants that comprised 

the networks, were both identifiable and themselves uniquely composed. Each network group 

had its own special part to play in the overall book project. 

There is no hard and fast rule that defines the timeline framing each stage of the 

network development, nor their precise start and end points. Indeed, within each work cell 

there would be a range of initial contact times for each of my participants. In general, my first 

contact with the majority of work cell members would roughly have been at the same time 

because they were members of the same family circle. But there were several cases where I 

was introduced to a new participant, after having already reached the ‘maintaining’ stage with 

all the others in that work cell. Cases like this were typically associated with recruiting a 

recommended Community member who had additional traditional skills and expertise to 

contribute to the book.   

4.6.2.2 The Initiating Stage  

This stage encompassed all of those activities, events and associated interpersonal 

engagements that occurred right at the start of the fieldwork. Much of this stage was 

necessarily conducted by phone and involved matters related to forward planning, arranging 

trips out to the Community, and sourcing advice on various administrative, cultural and 

logistical matters. 

I begin with an entry from my diary: 

Trip. Centre. Initial community visit. Realisation of scope/parameters. 

Familiarisation of surroundings. 
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This typical extract of an entry from 6 October 1994 may be brief and cryptic, but it’s 

one that is full of meaning and information. This was on the first trip to the Centre 

Community, and the experience was an ‘eye opener’. Everything about this Community and 

its people was totally different to my previous collective experiences in life. 

Analytic Memos: Some common examples of these short phrases that I typically used 

during the analysis to signify the ‘initiation’ stage were: ‘initiating community visit’; 

‘reconnoitring community’; ‘establishing intra-community connections’; ‘meeting with 

CTO1 and linguist’; ‘Initial meeting with senior TO, request support’. 

To explain further, the networking stage signifier used here, ‘meeting with CTO1 and 

linguist’ would, at a later time, come to signify that a ‘maintaining’ stage for the networking 

had been reached. The temporal differences, though, between these two occasions would of 

course have been the unique behavioural overlays, such as the subtle but observable 

mannerisms, changes in body language, projection of personal confidence when working in 

the third space and negotiating the contact zone; the manner in which we interacted, and the 

certainty and confidence that I attached to the encounter. All a matter of accumulated time 

spent, and increased experience and confidence behind Self working with the Others within 

the Community. 

4.6.2.3 The Building Stage  

The building stage spanned the first few Community visits and was characterised by 

finding my way around each Community, getting to know who the participants were and 

where they lived, and how best to approach and engage with them. During the period of these 

early field trips, I was being coached by several mentors, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, all 

of whom were very experienced in Community life. They advised me on how to conduct 

myself and tackle the fieldwork in a way that was respectful to, and cognisant of, the cultural 
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mores and status of my participants. Being able to go about doing things in the proper way 

was paramount. These experts lived both in and out of the Community, and particularly for 

the two traditional Communities, their advice was invaluable. This building phase was also 

important for the Community members too. They had to learn how best to work with me 

because for many of the participants it was a first-time experience working with a ‘white 

fella’ outsider, especially to do with educational matters.  

15 June 1992: Visit school – permit form from Jen Parker, took it to 

council where it was filled in no problems. Rex was very helpful, took us to 

Jack who was in a neck brace – he recounted a story of rock features 

around town, of two animals, one male and one female. They visited the 

escarpment area, the female had a broken leg, unable to climb the 

escarpment, putting large scratch marks in the rock face, fell down and 

her body forms the large rock at the base of falls. Also, Magpie Goose 

rock and Leech Dreaming Rock – a hole in rock is stuffed with grass to 

stop leeches from occurring. Spent some time trying to get Aunty Betty 

ready to talk with Jack in their local language, but she was unwell. Later 

in the afternoon, she was able to assist, but Jack himself was not well. 

Travelled up to the spring area, water supply site for town, very long and 

rough road, good swim holes, some good cross bedding, and one small 

area of ripple patterns. Visited the [cultural] rock, took photos of art 

gallery and town environs. Made possible arrangement for tomorrow, for 

Aunty and Jack to tell story in local tongue. Hopefully, Danny takes us to 

sites to photograph the Dreaming sites. 
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These notes are typical for the early Community visits, in this case the second. I had 

previously met all these people, all of whom would become key contributors. I was still 

finding my way around the Community, connecting my participants to their future roles in 

the project, whether Traditional Owners such as Jack or Aunty who were to be the traditional 

information providers, or non-Traditional Owners like Rex, a man of fairly high community 

status and ceremonially connected to the Traditional Owner group. Rex would become a 

valuable source for reviewing the iterations of the bookwork, and also giving me feedback on 

how I was progressing, and sometimes quite critically so!  

Analytic Memos: Some common examples of these short phrases that are 

representative of the ‘building’ stage were: ‘Literacy Centre, Initial meeting with assistant 

linguist, request support’; ‘Multifaceted day, interviews, informative post interview 

comments’; ‘building Community network, sourcing advice and contacts on art’; ‘building 

Community support network, talking with key Community members. Bonding – Community 

facilitator, TO family. Disclosure of challenging dynamics’; ‘Building Community network, 

home visit, Meeting, Positive response’. 

4.6.2.4 The Maintaining Stage 

The main characteristic for the ‘maintaining’ stage was basically a feeling of smooth 

running, where the fieldwork operations generally ran as anticipated. I was achieving an 

optimal level of progress where satisfactory results were being attained for minimal effort, 

and I had reached a point where there was a greater certainty about the intended outcomes for 

each field trip. This stage was also associated with me being able to work more independently 

in each Community, such as visiting the cultural sites unaccompanied. I had by this stage 

become well known in the communities and was welcomed, attached and accepted by the 

people who were aware of the purpose of my visits. Their initial shyness, curiosity, caution, 
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guardedness and hesitancy were replaced by open trust and friendship, and a strong sense of 

connection. My status and standing had been elevated to that of an extended family member. 

The diaries and field notebooks reflect this stage, with two typical extracts as follows: 

6 June 1997: Top End Field Notes: Spoke to Jack, and Rex briefly at the 

club – will see them tomorrow at 9am – will go over the draft sheets with 

them. 

August 1997: Picked up Uncle T. from Mish,5 drove to albatross colony, 

checked area for flint tools, 1200–1315 in Park’s office, dropped Uncle T. 

back at Mission then to co-op 1500–1700. 

These brief notes are reflective of a ‘maintained’ social networking, and allude to a 

smooth routine, one step after another. My predilection for recording times was reflective in 

part of my past military service. I found timings to be useful for future visit preparations and 

scheduling the fieldwork. The Southern Community work, in particular, encompassed a lot 

more road travelling time, as the associated Country was significantly more diverse and 

spread out than for the two corresponding Communities up north. 

Analytic Memos: Some common examples of the short phrases and expressions that I 

typically used during the analysis to signify the ‘maintaining’ stage were: ‘Home visit, key 

facilitator/liaison person, cultural content development’; ‘Collaborative talking’; ‘arranging 

for meeting’; ‘Phoned key liaison–facilitator, update/progress report’; ‘Home visit with TO 

and wife, social/family talk, bonding’; ‘Site visit, guided, non-TO and family, social/family 

                                                 
5 The ‘mish’ is the local abbreviated term used for the old Mission site. 
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talk’; ‘Visit Art Craft facility, meeting with senior artist working’; ‘Impromptu social 

engagement, social obligation expectation’. 

The above examples provide a variety of analytic memos drawn from all three 

Communities. These reflect the status of both the bookwork and family networking as the 

norm. They reveal my extended family status in the Community and the normal routines 

generally associated with the smooth operation of the book research. 

4.6.2.5 The Extending Stage 

Instances of extended networking tended to occur more frequently towards the end of 

the ten-year period, but they were not sequential, and often unanticipated. There were 

occurrences of this stage throughout the ten-year fieldwork program. In many cases, an 

extended event was also a key moment, a time when something out of the ordinary occurred, 

often unpredicted, and which had a significant impact on the bookwork, either materially or 

in a temporal sense. These extended events were often, in terms of contribution to the book’s 

development, well beyond the norm, standing out in relation to that generally derived during 

the ‘maintaining’ level of networking. And often these events were accompanied by open 

expressions of enthusiasm, positive expressions of approval, and reaffirmation of support, co-

operation and collaboration between Self and the Others. All indicative of strong levels of 

bonding and sharing, working together towards a common goal.  

The two extracts below are examples that are indicative of the ‘extended’ network 

performance – actually, serendipitous situations that occurred occasionally in all three 

Communities: 

7 June 1997: Top-End – 0915–1015: “Met with Jack, Rex, Dan and two 

others, went thru and discussed the prelim drafts. Much animated 
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discussion, a lot of interest and general opinion was very positive. Jack 

mentioned two extra cultural aspects that could be included, so we drove 

out to perch rock and Long Tom rock. Elders, especially Ron, were 

surprised about depth of culture at the Centre Community especially that 

they were bush people so recently. They said that some of their recently 

passed away relatives had the holes through their nose. They were 

particularly taken by the ‘Old Man Dreaming’. 

11 October 1997: Attended the club from 6pm until 7.30pm. Spoke to 

Andy, James and Jason. Asked Jason about his skin group – Nabangardi, 

same as old uncle. Spent some time talking to old Max, Valerie and Marie. 

Valerie is putting me into my family context. I am ‘Nakurrng’ to Marie – 

cousin. That makes Andy my cousin. 

Both extracts are parts of the full entry for that day. The first extract provides details 

of the feedback session, prearranged at the club the previous evening. This was the first 

formal occasion where I’d showcased the bookwork to a wider audience from the 

Community. I described this event as serendipitous because it resulted in two unexpected 

positive outcomes. One of these was the unanimous endorsement of the principle of teaching 

secondary students about the culture from another Country. So, this was not just the bridging 

of white and black cultures, but of different Aboriginal cultures. The second unexpected gain 

was the sharing of new Traditional Knowledge which augmented the bookwork beautifully.  

An epiphany 

What transpired at the social club, as described in the second extract was, for me, 

startling and transformative. It was profound, a very different event both conceptually and 

emotionally. I had, after four years of regular visits, been allotted my place in their family. At 
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the time, it was a very special occasion for me. I knew Andy very well by this stage as he 

worked in the literacy centre. He made a big contribution to the lengthy translation and 

transcription process for Aunty Penny’s Djang6 narrative. 

Analytic Memos: Some common examples of analytic memos typically used during 

the analysis to signify the ‘extending’ stage were: Positive reaction from support group’; 

Sharing new Traditional Knowledge; Disclosure of ill health, uncertain future; Given family 

context; Good reaction to other Community’s cultural content; Extraneous event, 

contingency, assisted ferrying Community members; display of Kormilda Science Project 

drafts, positive consensus; Advice from facilitator–liaison re conflict resolution; Extension 

Community social engagement; and cultural content development. 

While these analytic memos may not be all that revealing, they do reflect situations 

that were outside the ‘box’, and sometimes quite pivotal to the future of the original book 

research. Sometimes, a crisis would arise within the Community, associated with such things 

as interpersonal conflicts or serious ill heath, which had the potential to stall or even end the 

work. But the majority of situations that accompanied an ‘extending’ network event were 

fortunately significantly more positive, not just towards development of a new strand of 

traditional content but also where my status and standing in the community was markedly 

elevated. The essential message here for the reader is that the bookwork was not just about 

developing the cultural content but also about my personal listening and learning, 

strengthening and building my standing and acceptance in the Community. The progressive 

bookwork and family connections were intimately blended together. One was as important as 

the other. 

                                                 
6 Djang is the local term used for a Dreaming account. 
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4.6.2.6 Safeguarding Privacy  

I should point out that the above entries have been edited to protect as far as possible 

the privacy of each individual and retain anonymity for the Aboriginal Country. I’ve done 

this in three ways: by using pseudonyms for each participant; by using generalised 

descriptors for all sites of significance rather than their traditional, cultural name; and by 

adopting a broad geographical descriptor to denote each Community. 

4.6.3 Progression of the Social Network Performances  

Figures 4.1 to 4.11 reveal the levels of performance for the operational cells in the 

three Communities during the years 1992 to 2002 inclusive. In general, the graphs reflect the 

steadily improving interpersonal relationships between Self and the Others formed within the 

Communities; relationships associated with the strengthening of trust and friendship, 

improved levels of awareness and understanding of the intentions behind the fieldwork. 

Figure 4.1 1992 – Pre-project Levels of Performance Attained, Top-End Community 

 
KEY: 1 1992[7] – year [number of talks]; 2 Init – initial, Bldg. – building, Main – maintaining, Extend – extending. 

In 1992, I visited the Top-End Community on two occasions as part of my Darwin 

teaching role. The primary reason was to present and communicate to the parents their 

children’s’ subject reports from the previous school term. My role was the home-group 

teacher, and the Top-End community had been allocated to me at the start of the school year. 

While some parents were sufficiently literate to read the performance reports for themselves, 

most required some help. Anyway, it was nice to meet the mums and dads and to put a human 
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face to the residential college their children were attending. Contact with the key participants 

was initiated during the second visit. We held preliminary discussions, working towards a 

mutual understanding and adoption of an enduring philosophical stance that formed the 

beginnings of the overall guiding concepts. Matters such as the guiding principles for the 

book’s development, issues to do with the primacy of Traditional Knowledge content, 

adoption of a book layout that mirrored the connection between Community, the Traditional 

Knowledge content and the structural, cultural overlay. Having taught a small group of the 

Community’s youth during 1992 was an advantage in establishing Self among the 

Community’s Others. 

Figure 4.2 1993 – The Formative, Planning Year, Community Contact Limited to Phone Calls 

 

 

Nineteen ninety-three was the ‘calm before the storm’ year, with no Community field 

trips. In an effort to anticipate what lay ahead, I used the year to lay the necessary 

groundwork, collecting my thoughts, and trying to conceptualise and rationalise the path 

ahead. To adequately comply with the Victorian Curriculum guidelines for the earth sciences 

and additionally demonstrate the diversity of Aboriginal Australia, I decided that a further 

two Communities would be needed. The actual choice for these two additional Communities 

was partly guided by advice from personal friends of mine, and partly by the need to obtain 

the right balance of geological and geomorphological mix for the book’s content. Acting on 

their advice, I made a series of phone calls to Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Community 

members as a preliminary step. Ascertaining what was required, chasing up appropriate 
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further contacts for the Communities and conceptualising just how to proceed was an 

enormously challenging task. The only social network development this year was limited to 

building a closer working relation with the Top End’s linguist. I was under no illusions, 

though; I knew I was about to step out into the unknown. It would be a case of learning as 

you go. 

Figure 4.3 1994 – The First Year of the Project Fieldwork, with Significant Progress Made 

 

 

Nineteen ninety-four saw a significant increase in the fieldwork, with initial work 

commencing in both the Centre and Southern Communities. The Top-End Community was 

significantly further ahead in the social network development, indicative of the earlier 

fieldwork conducted in 1992. This year saw a spread of social network development levels 

that already included working at an extension level, indicative of the progress towards 

achieving an excellent working rapport between Self and the Others. The Centre Community 

made quick ground in establishing the necessary levels of awareness and understanding once 

the right traditional owner had been identified. His preparedness and eagerness to engage 

with the work was compelling and very heartening. The equivalent rate of progress in the 

Southern Community was comparatively slower, indicative of the need to establish trust and 

understanding of the scope of the work and its significance for the Community. Added to 

these hurdles was the difficulty in identifying the right Traditional Knowledge holders and 

winning their trust and commitment. 
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Figure 4.4 1995 – The Fieldwork Settled into a Reasonably Uniform, Predictable Pattern 

 
 

The overall progress in 1995 was marked by a consistent trend in all three 

Communities: the emergence of social networks operating at an extension level. The higher 

frequencies shown for both traditional Communities indicate the easier, and less complicated 

path towards achieving the fieldwork goals. Gaining the necessary trust, co-operation and 

collaboration was much simpler. This was due in no small part to the well-defined traditional 

ownership structure in both traditional Communities. Nevertheless, by comparison with the 

previous year, progress within the Southern Community had also moved into the higher 

levels of cooperation. Interestingly, the small initiation and building stage components 

indicated the need to continue to explore for further dimensions of the cultural content and 

identifying new participants that would support the work. 

Figure 4.5 1996 – Plateaus in Performance Momentum in all Three Communities 

 
 

The optimal ‘maintaining’ stage reached a significant level in all three Communities, 

with working relations with the non-Aboriginal social groups significantly higher than for the 

Aboriginal groups, reflecting the higher need for technical support in the linguistic and 
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scientific content areas. The Southern Community also demonstrated a stronger contribution 

at the maintenance level that was indicative of a greater level of self-reliance and 

independence for the Aboriginal Community, and a much smaller proportionate level of 

technical support required from the non-Aboriginal sector. 

Figure 4.6 1997 – The Peak Year in Terms of Time on Task and Bookwork Covered 

 
 

The two traditional communities continued with significant amounts of fieldwork at 

both the maintaining and extending levels. Likewise for the Southern Community, but a small 

amount of fieldwork remained at the beginning level. The proportion of non-Aboriginal 

participation remained at higher levels for the two traditional Communities. 

Figure 4.7 1998 – A Productive Year with Elevated Levels of Face-to-face Project Time 

 
 

All three Communities continued at the maintaining and extending levels, with the 

bulk maintaining progress. The two traditional Communities showed a relatively higher 

involvement with the non-Aboriginal participants. The Southern Community demonstrated a 
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higher level of extension level work. A significant amount of time was spent working on 

completing the drafts, away from the Community. The emphasis was placed on Community 

reviews of the drafts and gaining feedback from the key participants.  

Figure 4.8 1999 – Work Time Restrictions Restricted Fieldwork to the Southern Community 

 
 

1999 proved to be a very challenging year with my full-time teaching duties taking 

precedence over the onerous fieldwork demands associated with interstate travel to the two 

traditional Communities. The fieldwork did continue during the year in the Southern 

Community but was necessarily restricted to the weekends and end of school term vacations. 

The work continued with a balance of both maintaining and extending levels of networking 

performance. 

Figure 4.9 2000 – Maintaining Overall Progress and Finalisation of the Top-End Drafts 

 
 

By 2000 there were no longer ‘initial’ or ‘beginning’ levels of performance within the 

social networks. All participants had progressed to at least the ‘maintaining’ level, with most 
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of the work at the ‘maintaining’ level of performance. There was significant performance at 

the ‘extension’ level with the participants, where new ideas and innovative content were 

developed. The necessary fieldwork was completed for the Top-End Community by the 

year’s end, essentially because my earlier start in the Top End enabled much quicker progress 

in the early 1994 and 1995 stages of the project. 

Figure 4.10 2001 – Completion of Final Stages of the Centre Work, and Continuation of Southern 

 
 

The year 2001 saw the development continued in the Centre and Southern 

Communities, with significant work at the maintaining level. The Southern Community was 

the exception though, with new content development through continuing extension level 

work.  

Figure 4.11 2002 Saw Completion of Fieldwork in the Southern Community 

 
 

By 2002, work in the two traditional Communities had been completed. The core 

content for each Community had been recorded, and their embedded Earth Science 

curriculum provided adequate coverage for the state’s science curriculum guidelines. The 
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inherent challenges associated with logistics management, including travel and 

accommodation costs, contributed to the ‘take no longer than necessary’ policy. While the 

relative ease of accessing the Southern Community did contribute to the decision to continue 

the bookwork, the main reason was the underlying complexity and breadth of the content 

being unravelled, researched and developed. Essentially, the main difference was that the 

Southern Community lacked a well-defined Traditional Owner and Dreaming account to 

serve as the central theme around which the rest of the curriculum content could be built. 

4.7 The Different Community Talk Types 

My analysis of the data uncovered what seemed to be a range of different talking 

types, where each talking type had certain characteristics reflecting the situational context 

and conveying intentions to express a certain idea or emotion. It was uncommon for a 

conversation to be composed of a single component talk type. Often, there seemed to be a 

unique composition for a specific location. I perhaps need to explain things a bit more here, 

for the sake of the reader, that there were essentially three key foci for the analysis of each 

diary entry for the talking types. And these were the location and context, the participant 

being conversed with, and the entry’s content description of the exchange. Indeed, each 

participant became identifiable with a particular talk type, such as project driven 

conversations or family-oriented chatting. I would only ever meet up with some participants 

at the one location, such as the club or the co-operative, and these locations provided a certain 

context that guided my analysis. Also, while there is no particular order to these individual 

talk components, I have decided to follow the natural sequencing that seemed to happen 

when looking back on many of these conversations.  

When I started analysing for talk types I began almost intuitively to unpack the first 

set of outcomes and noticed more specific themes that ran consistently through the data: 
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‘Conversations that are social’, ‘Conversations that are about the Project work’, 

‘Conversations that are about Family’, ‘Conversations that are Revealing’, ‘Conversations 

that are Cross-cultural’, and ‘Conversations that are Collegial in nature’. At every 

engagement our conversation commenced with some degree of social talk, to the extent that it 

was essentially a given. These social chats ranged from a very brief cursory 

acknowledgement to longer conversations of just social banter about nothing in particular – 

basically just enjoying each other’s company. The sequencing of components was not 

completely arbitrary and did reflect identifiable patterns such as the connect between social 

talk count and the overall number of talks. They were identical in frequency. It was 

exceedingly rare for a conversation – any conversation in fact – not to commence with some 

element of social talk, no matter how brief, and interestingly, but outside the scope of this 

study, it applied to the non-Aboriginal participants as well.  

What followed next in the overall conversation was quite often the main focus, a 

collaborative-type conversation, where I might have arranged with the Other a particular 

aspect of the Book Project, as for example, visiting a cultural site the next day.  These 

collaborative type talks were always with those participants who were to play some role 

identifiable with actual content development for the book. This helps to explain why the 

majority of locations in the Community indicated a high level of collaborative conversations 

as after all, the main thrust of each field trip was to work on the book. The two locations with 

markedly lower collaborative components, the club and ‘various’, were generally places 

where relaxation and casual talking was the norm.  

The Family type talks were again clearly of higher incidence, occurring more in the 

social club, the home, and at ‘various’ places where I and my participants were more relaxed 

and had the time to talk about family-related stuff. The results do, though, indicate that family 
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talk occurred at every location, often when a family member was either directly referred to, 

where some cultural aspect to do with ceremonial practice was mentioned, or when family 

connections to country would enter the conversation. So, talking Family was a common 

theme to my conversations with the participants, a theme that I would often observe in 

conversations between participants as well.  

The conversations with a Project research component were less common overall, and 

were mainly restricted to the central information providers, the Traditional Owner group or 

senior Elders. These talks would occur when I would routinely ask various participants for 

their feedback on the developing draft iterations. These ‘research’ participants in the main 

were the better educated, with higher English reading and comprehension skills. I was 

fortunate in that four of these people were trained teachers, but not necessarily still teaching. 

The ability for me to have the bookwork reviewed within the Community and receive 

feedback as an ongoing process was invaluable to its development and intimately and 

inextricably linked to the book’s accuracy, authenticity and connectedness to Community and 

Country. After all, the book was to be a representation of their Community and Country, and 

the faithfulness of this was best determined and managed by the participants themselves. 

Understandably, the highest incidence of research type talks was during the site visits, with 

the art-craft centre and school close behind.  

Another talking type I encountered was of what I describe as ‘Revealing’ in nature. 

These components of a conversation were typified by the revealing of personal issues by the 

participant I was speaking to. In every case this conversation was spontaneous, with no 

forewarning. In many cases with the Revealing talks, the participant was clearly getting 

something of their chest. They were sharing a concern with me. Generally, I would remain a 

steadfast, active listener, refraining from offering an opinion. In one instance when I did offer 
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my point of view, essentially stating my neutrality on the issue, I was met with instant disdain 

and criticism. Point learnt. Often, these Revealing talks were delivered with a significant 

emotive content. As with the Family-type talks, the incidence of Revealing talks appeared to 

commence about two years into the bookwork’s Community visits. It may have been a case 

of where my community acceptance, and perceived trust, had reached a critical level.  

Often, these personal disclosures were couched within family type conversations, and 

at the time made me feel that I was being trusted and treated as an extended family member. 

The Revealing talks were less frequent and occurred more at the club, home, and school. 

Interestingly, the majority of these Revealing talks occurred in outdoor settings, when a 

Community member would see me outside somewhere in the Community and would 

approach me with some pressing concern which they wanted to share, such as the death of a 

relative or disclosure of some serious health matter. So, I was being informed because they 

knew that I was a friend and that it may also impact on my work for that trip. These talks 

tended to embrace issues of a negative nature, matters that were causing real concern and 

worry and at times I felt that by acting as a sounding board I was somehow ameliorating their 

concerns. When the talk had a positive context, I would reply by sharing in their enthusiasm 

and delight, expressing emotion. In rare cases, I would express my opinion where I felt that I 

could contribute some useful advice.  

The next talk type, with a more general distribution, is associated with my 

conversations with the participants in the two traditionally based Communities. I refer to 

these as a bridging [Cross-cultural] type of talk, basically because, for these Aboriginal 

people I met with, English was not their preferred spoken language and for many, English 

was not their second or their third – or even fourth – language. In this sense, they were 

conversing with me in a cross-cultural capacity, bridging from their preferred worldview to 
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mine and to a lesser extent I was reciprocating when ‘white fella’ concepts such as payment 

for services rendered needed to be negotiated at certain times. Consequently, the flow of 

conversation with them was somewhat stilted sometimes, and the exchange of ideas and 

discussions about more Westernised concepts was sometimes necessarily limited. It certainly 

was not assisted by my lack of experience communicating with every one of them, but the 

baseline requirements were always achieved – sometimes with a bit of initial confusion, but 

misunderstandings were always worked through. Importantly, the Community members were 

extremely tolerant and understanding, and very giving. 

4.8 Theme – Signifiers of the Talk Types 

Section 4.8 builds upon the general theme of talk types and locations introduced in the 

previous section by extending the theme through incorporating descriptors or signifiers. 

Aside from the locational context aspect mentioned previously, the analysis of the diary 

entries and field notes uncovered common words and expressions that appeared to serve as 

signifiers or indicators for the different types of talk when engaging with the participants.  

4.8.1 Community Conversations have Specific Components  

My analysis in the pursuit for themes involved unpacking the data body into various 

strands, all inextricably tied to my face-to-face verbal communications with each of the 

participant Community members. I have chosen to define conversation as a face-to-face, 

verbal exchange, an interaction between Self and the Other. To clarify matters for this study, 

I have decided to incorporate dialogue as a subset of conversation, because it implies a 

discussion or negotiation so that all parties can reach an understanding. I have also chosen to 

regard each conversation as compromising an amalgam of various types of talking, which I 

have previously referred to as ‘Social’, ‘Collaborative’, ‘Family’, ‘Project’, ‘Cross-cultural’, 

and ‘Revealing’, in no particular order. 



 170  

My coding analysis of the categories and emergent themes indicated seven different 

forms of conversation. Additional to the six referred to in Chapter Three (Social, 

Collaborative, Family, Project, Revealing, and Cross-cultural), a distinctly new form of 

talking also emerged. The analysis also indicated a propensity for a particular form of 

conversation to occur at a specific location in the community. I analysed and conceptually 

unpacked the conversation themes into categories that link into the research question and sub-

questions, which in terms of outcomes can be broadly grouped and described as ‘Community 

conversations have components with a specific form’, ‘Community location is usually 

associated with a predominant conversational component’, ‘Participants’ roles reflects their 

conversational component spectrum’, ‘A Community displayed a unique conversational 

range’ and ‘Conversations linked to “uplifter” and “downer” events were part of the “book” 

project journey’. 

4.8.2 Conversations with a Social Talk Component 

Social conversation is defined as talking about someone who isn’t present (gossiping), 

catching up, particularly after a lengthy absence, talking to someone to find out what they 

have been doing, informally about non-important matters. The Southern Community mob 

also refer to ‘Talkin’ silly’ where you are conversing using informal language that is more 

casual, spontaneous and has a tendency to provoke a reaction. It may also at times be simply 

interacting with each other, and not much else, where you look at your watch just as much as 

you talk to the other person. But when the conversation became animated, and a sense of 

emotion or feelings arose, and you and the Other feel a sense of hope for more, then it 

becomes an engaging talk. Often, depending on the situational context, Family or 

Collaborative talking would then follow on.  
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I also quickly learnt that the nature of social talk was a strong indicator of how 

receptive the Other was, occasionally signalling that another time would be better. 

Sometimes, and usually unbeknown to me, key participants were heavily involved with their 

own domestic and community issues, and it was impossible to engage with them. On 

occasion, they would later apologise, and usually another opportunity to catch up with them 

again presented itself during the visit. Interestingly, I had my mutual friends, the gossipers, 

who would sometimes explain why it happened, providing the underlying issues. 

In general, I found that most conversations, particularly after a prolonged absence, 

started with a short chat with local gossip, news and a general catching up, with the length of 

the social talk roughly proportional to my absence. Catching up on Community news soon 

after arrival was more important in the traditional Communities because any deaths that had 

occurred since my last visit invoked traditional avoidance behaviours preventing the 

deceased’s name, or names similar to it, from being said. So, any other Community member 

with the same name or one that sounded like it, had to take on another name for the next two 

years. When I was sitting down or standing around with groups in all three Communities 

there was always some social chit-chat or banter about trivial stuff, and I found that this 

would often ease Self and the Other into further conversation. There wasn’t necessarily 

engagement or eye contact with the person you were talking to, but the preliminary social 

chat was a lead-in to the next phase of the conversation, if there was one.  

Some Community locations had higher social conversation loadings than others. The 

social club was obviously one of these. So was the co-op in the Southern Community, but 

more so after work when staff would sit around chatting. Home visits were also accompanied 

by a higher percentage of social conversation, consistent across all three Communities. 

Another consistent socially dominant conversational setting was during the return drives from 
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the cultural sites. The Traditional Owner (TO) or Aboriginal Elder was more relaxed than on 

the outgoing trip and no longer focused on the job of delivering the Traditional Knowledge. I 

would often sense that on the drive out they were keying themselves up, preparing for their 

eminent delivery when on site, complete with emotional trappings and all. Another setting 

with consistently higher social conversation loading were those places I’ve previously 

described as ‘various’. These places included just being outside in the open, or attending 

church, cafés, funerals and sporting events. The ‘various’ places occurred far more often in 

the Southern Community where mobility by car was more common. In the two traditional 

Communities the residential area was much smaller, and movement was often on foot. I 

would often find that these social encounters revealed little snippets of additional family and 

personal information, with each snippet providing an additional veritable jig-saw piece to that 

family’s identity. 

4.8.3 Conversations with a Collaborative Component  

The original Community-based book project work was both collaborative and co-

operative in nature. From the very start of what turned out to be a lengthy enterprise, the 

manner in which I worked, with and within the Community, was inherent in the success of 

the books. The mutual understanding between Self and the Others was that the books were a 

joint Community effort. I was, for the purposes of the book, a member of the Community, 

and an extended family member. Whenever one of the participants contributed to the book, 

no matter what role they played, they understood they were contributing to the eventual 

successful outcome: its publication. The Community retains ownership of the Traditional 

Knowledge, and all royalties from the sales go back to the community. Hence, it is quite 

appropriate to refer to the conversations that related to elements of organising for and 

carrying out subsequent phases of the fieldwork as ‘collaborative discussions’. 
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The frequency for collaborative talks was consistently high for the Top End, Centre 

and Southern Communities, being 73%, 71% and 84% respectively, roughly three quarters of 

all the conversations. This reflected the primary focus behind my Community field trips as 

understandably there was a strong focus on the bookwork and the need for getting the job 

done. The frequency of research type talks was 32%, 40% and 17% respectively. The 

disparity here reflects the differences between Communities in terms of the number of 

participants who were directly involved in the delivery and development of the Traditional 

Knowledge content. For the Top-End Community, 14 participants out of a total of 19 were 

involved, four of these being either the Traditional Owners themselves, or close family 

members with special cultural rights. The other 11 participants gave me additional 

Traditional Knowledge that allowed for a more comprehensive interpretation of the cultural 

perspective for their Country.  

I was soon to learn the protocols and conventions to be observed during this process, 

because in the Top End the non-Traditional Owner group could provide knowledge that was 

associated with but not directly linked to the core Djang. The Centre Community had a lower 

number, with eight participants who were directly involved, out of the total 16 people. Two 

of the eight were Traditional Owners, who provided the indisputable primary-sourced cultural 

data for the Tjukurrpa, while the other six provided supplementary Traditional Knowledge 

that, while separate to what the Traditional Owner provided, added rich cultural overlays. The 

research and development of the traditional cultural knowledge content for the two traditional 

Communities required a far more rigorous and extensive effort due to the book presenting the 

local Djang and Tjukurrpa narrative in both the local language and English. This necessarily 

involved a protracted recording, transcription and translation phase, spanning a two-year 

period in both Communities. It was felt that aside from being a valuable pedagogical tool for 

bridging the cultural divide, by providing the respective local Djang and Tjukurrpa accounts 
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in both languages it would deliver the students a deeper, more valid, connection to the 

primary source providers, the Traditional Owners.  

Table 4.1 Participant by Location of Face-to-Face Contact 

Community Top-End Centre Southern 

Participant Jack Rex Hetty Bobby Lenny Darcy Lilly Tom Lisa Mick 

Place of 
Face-to-

Face 
Contact 

Home           
Club/Pub           
Co-op / 
Council           
School           
Various           

Site           

 

Table 4.1 provides a simple overview of the variety of locations where I engaged in 

face-to-face conversation with the individual Aboriginal participants. It will be seen that 

location determined what types of conversation were engaged in. 

In the Southern Community there were four Traditional Knowledge providers, two 

senior men and one senior woman, who were the acknowledged Traditional Knowledge 

custodians and the facilitator–liaison person. This much lower number reflects the sad loss of 

Traditional Knowledge and culture experienced by all southern Aboriginal Communities in 

Australia, and more pertinently, which Community members have the knowledge and are 

prepared to share it. This created the vexed aspect of diffuse ownership and proved to be the 

greatest and starkest difference between the southern community to the other two. A case of 

who knew what and who was prepared to share it. 

4.8.4 Signifiers of the Collaborative Talking Type  

I found a consistent pattern arising from the analysis of the data where keywords 

consistently correlated with collaborative actions. Key among these was the word 

‘arranging’, which occurred a total of 234 times in the diary entries. The Community 

breakdown was 163 (Top End), 63 (Centre) and 362 (Southern). These numbers correlate 
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roughly with the number of community visit days, but also include phone conversations. As I 

have explained previously these phone conversations were an integral and necessary 

component of the bookwork. But I need to note some caution here, because many of the 

entries that I have analysed for talk types are impossible to restrict to a single type. In many 

cases where the intent and main thrust was collaborative in nature, there was an obvious 

implied ‘research’ underlay as well. In these cases, the ‘collaborating’ and ‘researching’ 

interplay cannot be separated. 

A deeper analysis of ‘collaborative’-type talks revealed the following gerund 

signifiers: updating (where I would sit down with the participant(s) and run through the latest 

iteration of the drafts), reviewing and receiving feedback (sometimes followed on from the 

updating, but more focused on attending to accuracy and sensitivity issues with the content), 

accessing local knowledge (generally referring to gaining cultural, or Traditional Knowledge 

from the Traditional Owners or Aboriginal Elders), meeting (which always indicated a get-

together aimed expressly at developing an aspect of the bookwork), interviewing (a meeting 

that specifically involved a semi-structured or open-ended interview), giving help (this 

occurred occasionally where I was asked by the Community to assist with some contingency) 

and asking for help (on occasion I would find it necessary to seek help with a particular 

problem). 

In the main, my collaborating participants were, of necessity, the Traditional Owners 

and Aboriginal Elders, basically because they were the primary Traditional Knowledge 

holders. But there was also a second, outer layer of participants, my ancillary team members, 

who played important collaborative roles; who, through their opinions and advice, provided 

me further guidance in negotiating the maze of cultural mores and protocols, for keeping me 

on the right track, and doing things the proper way. I should perhaps point out here that while 
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all these signifiers identify my collaboration with the individual participants, there were also 

strong elements that indicated high levels of co-operation. The bookwork was in every way a 

joint co-production. And I will indicate further along in this study that these collaborative 

talks were very much a part of my listening and learning, my inescapable cultural awareness 

training. 

4.8.5 Conversations that were Family Oriented 

If talking to participant at club or at home where they were accompanied by or refer to 

a close relative, I have analysed for a Family-type conversation component, especially where 

the diary entry or field notes account indicates a longer session talking to them. An example 

is with Andy, where I indicate that he ‘was present’ at the club and I analysed for ‘Social’ 

speaking but not ‘Family’. But if Andy was with his father or he referred to a relative, then 

yes, it would be ‘Family’ talk; conversations within a family group setting, where Self makes 

comments relating to Others and various members of family, asking questions about who is 

related to whom. Old Bobby, who was in his early twenties when first meeting a white man, 

was intriguing with his stories about living as a bush Aboriginal. In the Southern Community, 

it involved me learning about history of the family that may have included war time 

experiences, dispossession of lands, remembering life as a child growing up on the Mission 

and being part of the stolen generation.   

My memory never served me well, hence I was forever asking for reminders about an 

individual’s family ties. Parents would update me about their children’s whereabouts and 

achievements. These conversations centred around the social venues like the club, co-

operative and at the home. In the Traditional Community, visiting the home meant sitting on 

the ground under the front verandah or under the shelter adjacent to the house. Only rarely 

did I enter an Aboriginal participant’s house, only twice in the Top End Community, and the 
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owner was a teacher. Down in the southern community it was the norm, being invited inside, 

often for a cuppa and biscuit. Generally, when sitting around in a group setting, either at the 

Top End social club or the Southern Co-operative after work, group talk would encompass 

family talking. The context might have been sporting achievement, or individual family 

member achievement, and usually delivered with an obvious sense of pride. My being 

involved in these discussions happened right from the very start in the Top End, probably 

because of my association with some of their children at the Darwin school where I had 

taught.  

Progressively I got to learn more about their family networks, how they are 

connected, who lived where and what they were doing. Sometimes there were oblique 

references to ceremonial matters, but not in any detail. Meeting with the ‘mob’ down South, 

in their homes, was a wonderful way of getting to know about each Aunty and Uncle, and 

their family histories. They would share any news with me, including their concerns. 

Opportunities for ‘family’ talk was more limited in the Centre Community, given the 

difficulty I had in understanding them. But when sitting with them either around the fire 

outside or under their verandah, conversation would include elements of family-related 

business. Another wonderful venue for family talk was in the car when driving to or from the 

cultural sites. Usually more so on the return journey after the work was done. 

4.8.6 Signifiers of the Family Talking Type 

An extract from diary, 12 April 1996, returning from a cultural site visit:  

On return to [the Centre Community], Bobby tells me he doesn’t smoke or 

drink – says it’s silly – seemed disappointed when he asked if I drank. 

He’s very concerned for his kids – keen to get Andrew on the job next time 

but will need to talk down price a bit. 
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Family talks bore a strong association with place; hence I believe that the location was 

in itself a strong signifier of ‘family’ talk.  In the Top-End community these locations were at 

the home, naturally enough, and the social club. The percentages for these two locations were 

70% and 81% respectively. Family talking in these places was almost a given and the 

conversations would embrace topics such as sport, church, art, ceremonial connections to 

others, aspects of their kinship and moiety system, what different members of their family 

were doing and where they were, who was sick and how they were. The Centre and Southern 

Communities demonstrated a similar strong association between the home and family 

talking. Around the home and art-craft centre in the Top End, family discussions also 

embraced kinship aspects, such as displayed in works of art. Family-related discussions 

would also take place during the visits to the cultural sites, especially on the return trip when 

they were more relaxed.  

It was not uncommon for me, while visiting the social club, to sit with the family 

groups that I had got to know well, sometimes settings of up to 10–12 people. Most of these 

people were either directly family related to one another or related through their kinship 

system. There was also considerable inter-connection of different families, through 

ceremonial and extended family ties. It may seem strange for the reader to see how the 

‘family’ groupings associate within a work cell concept. Simply put, my sense of belonging 

and attachment to Community, and being seen as a true insider, was totally reliant upon my 

demonstrated acceptance by the family members. This acceptance and welcoming served as 

oil for the gears, because my connection to the participants and their families provided for the 

freedom and smooth running of the operation. As I have previously mentioned, I had by the 

third year of the book project, been granted the privilege of family membership, either as 

brother-in-law or cousin, in each of the three Communities. My working relationship with 

linguist assistant Andy, was significantly enhanced by my acceptance into his father and 
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mother’s family as demonstrated by them appointing me as cousin to Andy.  In the Southern 

community, I was referred to as ‘Brother-in-law’ by senior Aunty Lilly and I was really 

touched by it. 

In the two traditionally based communities, every cultural site bore its traditional 

relevance to their family through the associated Djang or Tjukurrpa. The corresponding 

percentages for family talk for these visits were 53% and 63% respectively. Down in the 

Southern Community, where sadly much of the Traditional Knowledge has been lost, visits to 

the cultural sites still evoked a considerable component of family talking, a staggering 85%. 

The reason for this higher loading in the Southern community had everything to do with the 

effects and recency of the occupation of their country by white Australians. As the reader 

might expect, the home also had a consistently high association with family talks. The figures 

for the Top End, Centre and Southern communities were: 70%, 73% and 91% respectively. 

The higher value for the Southern community reflects partly on my having spent significantly 

more time in their homes, and also that communication with the Southern community 

participants was considerably easier. 

When I returned to the Top-End Community in 2019, after an absence of twenty 

years, to fulfil the permissions aspects for this study my initial reception was understandably 

cautious and guarded. I was initially viewed as an intruder, but the moment, however, they 

realised who I was brought about a remarkable transformation. I was immediately welcomed 

back, quite emotionally in some cases, and received as a long-lost brother-cousin. Several 

people had lost close relatives in the preceding twenty years, so instead of talking to Jack I 

was now reminiscing with his son and grandson. 
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4.8.7 Conversations with a Project Talk Component  

Talking ‘project’ business usually followed on from sometimes a very brief 

introductory social chat. These conversations mirrored the interplay between Self and the key 

Others, Community members who had a significant part to play in the research for and 

development of the fieldwork. In the two traditional Communities, these Aboriginal people 

tended to be more conversant in English. The Community members in this category formed 

two layers of participation. The first group represented the Traditional Owners or senior 

Elders, who by birth right were the Community’s acknowledged Traditional Knowledge 

custodians. Members of the second group were variously selected according to their 

technical, administrative and liaising or gatekeeping skills. Whereas members of the first 

group were clearly indispensable as the primary knowledge source, the second group were 

also indispensable for the ongoing development of the work. The second group formed as 

time went by through social conversation that revealed special skills they possessed, or by 

their association with recognised agencies within the Community such as the council, co-op, 

literacy centre or by family ties to the Traditional Owner in the Territory Communities or 

senior cultural custodian in the Southern Community. Often the second group would facilitate 

the work by providing feedback on the evolving draft iterations, resolving misunderstandings 

and communication breakdowns with the major Traditional Knowledge providers and 

providing technical and linguistic support. 

This category embraces active discussion around structured interviewing and any 

aspect of activity that involved some degree of involvement with drafts for book 

development. This includes review and feedback sessions, visiting sites of significance 

accompanied by a TO or an Elder, with or without recording audio-visual data. These 

conversations involved any active input into the direct development of the book content. It 

included discussions during any reviewing and feedback sessions on the draft iterations. 
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Obviously, it involved the cultural site visits, and more structured interview style discussions. 

The participants were from both groups. The locations for these conversations were mainly at 

the cultural sites, but also included the homes, council building and outside settings – places 

where it was suitable for laying out the draft documents for review.  

The analysis revealed three sub-categories to ‘Project work’ type talking: reviewing 

draft work, visiting sites and interviewing. In many cases, this type of talking involved 

looking at and reviewing with the Community members the draft iterations of the student trial 

versions. This would involve a structured, focused conversation with me pointing out and 

explaining various aspects of each page. Usually, the content material about the other two 

Communities generated more interest than their own Country. These review sessions were 

intended of course to seek their feedback but, in the process, I’d be trying to gauge their 

interest. The book’s content was designed to be highly illustrated with diagrams and pictures, 

sometimes including photos of the main Traditional Owners and Aboriginal Elders, which on 

some occasions caused considerable mirth and delight.  

The intention was to let them see how their personal efforts were contributing to the 

developing pages, and how their Community and Country was being represented. Visiting 

cultural sites necessarily involves focused discussion on the site and its cultural aspects. 

Often it was an informal question and answer format. The interviews were semi-structured 

with open-ended questions and often included a very informal and free-flowing discussion at 

the end when participants were invited to say anything else. 

4.8.8 Signifiers of the Project Talking Type 

This section builds on the preceding Section 4.8.7 by providing the details derived 

from the analysis that further define and clarify project talking. From the very beginnings of 

the original book project, I realised I was going to need ongoing confirmation and affirmation 
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of what I was documenting against the parameters of accuracy, interest and cultural 

sensitivity. Consequently, it became essential to seek feedback from those participants who 

were directly involved with and responsible for the Traditional Knowledge delivery. These 

conversations about the ‘project’ were conducted on a regular basis, and from a broad 

member base.  

For me, it was a given that for the sake of the potential student readers, reliability, 

validity and sensitivity of the book’s content were of paramount importance. The only way I 

was going to achieve this standard was to collect the Traditional Knowledge from its primary 

source, the Traditional Owners and Aboriginal Elders themselves, and then repeatedly to go 

back and check with them what I was recording in the draft iterations. When analysing for 

research talking, my focus was on those actions or events that played a direct part in the 

book’s content development. I found that terms such as ‘reviewing’, ‘updating’, ‘getting 

feedback’ and of course, ‘visiting sites’, were the key gerund terms signifying my seeking 

approval and confirmation of the drafts. All aspects integral to the research and development 

phase of the book. 

Understandably, the key research participants belonged to the Traditional Owner and 

Aboriginal Elder groups. There was however a second layer of participants who contributed 

to the research type talks because I had decided that I needed to broaden my review and 

feedback audience for the book’s content iterations. I did this not just for their own 

Community’s bookwork but also for the other two Communities as well. There had been 

culturally related ownership concerns raised behind this decision, so I had to check, for 

example, that the Top-End Community was happy for students from outside their Community 

to be reading about their Traditional Knowledge. And, of course, they were. The key 

locations associated with research talk consistent with all three communities was the Site 
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Visit. The respective percentages were 89%, 55% and 99%. The lower figure for the Centre 

Community is a reflection of my communication difficulties with the senior Traditional 

Owner. 

4.8.9 Within the Project-related Conversations was the Occasional ‘Dadirri’ Moment  

As previously mentioned, I decided to categorise conversations conducted while 

working on Country at the respective cultural sites, as Project related, but I found that there 

were significant differences to some of these conversations, sufficient to put them into a sub-

group. The people belonging to this sub-group were the two older senior Traditional Owners, 

one from each Traditional Community. Both had been fully initiated and bore the customary 

scarification. My ‘Project’ talks with these two were mostly one way, more formal in their 

structure, and involved animated recounting of traditional stylised narratives from their oral 

history repertoire, for which they were the custodians. The two Traditional Owners would 

demand my attention when delivering their respective Djang or Tjukurrpa accounts while on 

site.  

The Traditional Owners would sometimes check that I was paying active attention by 

asking in English ‘Are you listening son?’, as Aunty Penny from the Top End would ask, or it 

would be ‘Listen to me’ from old Bobby, the Centre TO. Both Traditional Owners would also 

continually point and gesture when emphasising important tracts from their narrative, 

indicating directions of travel by the ancestral beings. These experiences were an epiphany, 

occasions that were precious to me, moments of elation, humility and awe where I understood 

my position in terms of absolute privilege, because I was in the presence of living history. 

There I was, on Country and being in the company of these wonderful, learned old people, 

and realising that I was the very first and only person to ever record their traditional narrative, 

which otherwise would have been lost to all. 
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4.8.10 Conversations with a ‘Cross-cultural’ Component  

I decided to use the term ‘Cross-cultural’ when referring to all conversations with the 

Aboriginal people in the two traditional Communities. My rule of thumb for ‘Cross-cultural’ 

verbal exchanges was based on the respective dominant ‘mother tongue’ spoken in the home. 

The participants in the Top End Community when conversing with me, would normally 

converse in standard English and, by the above definition, in a cross-cultural sense. The 

Community members my age or younger spoke quite good conversational English.  

A smaller group were higher educated to senior secondary or post-secondary levels 

and would comfortably engage in more cognitively and conceptually demanding topics. This 

was mirrored in their everyday jobs, such as teaching or administrating. When I was present 

among them at social gatherings, they would sometimes lapse into their local language when 

circumstances, such as confidentiality or sensitivity of topic demanded. Bearing in mind that 

English was not their first language. The Centre Community Aboriginal participants also 

spoke reasonably good standard English, but the older participants struggled. The senior 

Traditional Owner that I did most of my work with and his wife both struggled with standard 

English, but we got by. Hence, I defined all of these conversations as Cross-cultural, certainly 

so when we negotiated payment for services rendered. 

The participants in the Southern Koorie Community routinely spoke in standard 

English, as did the Aboriginal people in the southern areas of Australia. Interestingly, I did 

find that when in the privacy of their home, and particularly when talking to their younger 

children, they would lapse into Aboriginal English and would also do so with extended 

family members who are non-Aboriginal; indeed, I became quite comfortable ‘talking 

Koorie’ when mixing socially with the ‘mob’. The younger kids usually talk in Aboriginal 

English as a matter of course. For the purposes of this study, conversing in Aboriginal 
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English is considered ‘cross-cultural’, and I have applied the term more in reference to Self, 

when conversing in the private home setting among the family, however, I have chosen to 

avoid cross-cultural labelling for public settings and for the purposes of this research. 

4.8.11 Conversations with a ‘Revealing’ Component  

On occasion and usually without prior notice, I would find myself engaged in a face-

to-face conversation, and receive quite personal and sometimes sensitive information. 

Sometimes they would catch me on my own, their voice would be lowered, particularly if the 

topic involved someone’s death. Sometimes it was unloading concerns they were facing, 

looking for a sympathetic ear, and I would be an active listener but not comment. 

Occasionally I found the information quite useful by allowing for more strategic use of the 

time I had left in the Community. Often these conversations would be emotionally loaded. 

Sometimes the disclosure being aired was directed at me, perhaps over a perceived grievance 

or insult.  

In some cases, as I was to learn in the Southern Community, the appropriate remedial 

action to defuse the situation was to consult with their close family members, siblings or 

children. More often than not the matter would be resolved after a little while. Nothing would 

be said to me, but it was apparent that the ‘difficult’ Other had been spoken to and our 

relationship would return to a co-operative, collaborative and productive normalcy. So, these 

‘Revealing’-type talks were associated with revealing in both sensitive and emotional 

content. The analysis for the Revealing type talks displayed an interesting consistency 

between Communities, with frequencies of 20%, 19% and 20% respectively, which are 

comparatively lower when compared to the Social and Collaborative talks. Another 

consistency was that the Revealing talks started to occur roughly two years into the 

bookwork, for all three Communities.  



 186  

4.8.12 Signifiers of the ‘Revealing’ Talking Type  

My analysis revealed a further common trait for these Revealing talks, relating to their 

entirely unpredictable nature. I was on some occasions blind-sided by the sudden change in 

topic, completely inconsistent with the previous conversation and indeed the setting. Sixty 

per cent of ‘Revealing’ talks occurred at unlikely locations, with cases occurring where a 

participant would bump into me outside in the open somewhere, or at the store and then 

divulge some sensitive and disturbing news, which they obviously felt they had to share with 

me. Another common factor was the emotive loading, where emotions were clearly 

displayed.  In the Top-End Community, the home, club and school all shared quite high 

counts of Revealing conversations. The majority of these cases were either positive or neutral 

in nature, with sharing personal, good news about themselves or next of kin. I would then 

respond in kind, sharing in their happiness, but in a minority of cases, the more upsetting 

ones, I struggled with how to respond.  

One of my previously introduced participants in the Top-End Community, Rex, and 

his son, Kingsley, were both educated at the same Darwin school where I taught in 1992. In 

fact, Kingsley was still a student while I was teaching there. So, Rex and I had an immediate 

connection, and he felt he could share personal and family news and concerns with me as this 

12 December 1998 extract from my diary shows.  

Went after about 20 min. and saw Rex on way – spent some time talking to 

him. He looks well and is a lot happier and content. He had his new wife 

with him. His son came by and chatted briefly. He’s very happy with his 

new job at DEMED, works in the office. Rex is very proud of him – he was 

paid a compliment about his son recently and he’s tickled pink. He says 
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that new town clerk is okay but they’ll get someone better. Danny is all 

right, but lacks confidence. He and Jack are on council. 

I had not spoken to Rex in over twelve months, and even though my last visit had 

been only four weeks previous, I had had to cut it short due to weather concerns. Rex 

obviously wanted to fill me in on the news and my reception told me that I was known and 

accepted as an insider, and that he was comfortable with me. These talks were also a 

wonderful source of insider knowledge, teaching me about the inner workings of the 

Community. 

4.8.13 A Collegial way of Conversing  

Not long into the bookwork field trips I realised that some participants, a smaller core 

of people, were engaging with me at a higher cognitive level, decidedly more intellectual, and 

importantly, more futuristic in style of conversation, concerning matters such as education 

and governance. These people were all relatively better educated in a Western sense, with 

secondary schooling to at least year ten, and several of them with post-secondary 

qualifications. These participants also indicated a perception of co-ownership, with a 

recognisance of their involvement in the overall project. In a very real sense, these 

participants were behaving collectively – more like colleagues. This is not to say that my 

conversations with the older Traditional Owners were not of an equally high cognitive level. I 

had one very interesting family-oriented conversation with Andy’s dad, when we spoke about 

family matters and he expressed his concerns for his son’s future and the loss of culture 

among the young. My problem was of course not being conversant in their language. 

These conversational experiences were epiphanies, with the sudden realisation that I 

was being elevated to a level where Self was suddenly immersed in higher level 

conversations with the Other, moments that were revelatory in terms of their 
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acknowledgement of my presence, my level of acceptance and status within the Community. 

These members perceived a life and purpose for the bookwork well beyond the Community 

fieldwork and I found that I was responding to these people as colleagues. There was a sense 

of co-creation and shared ownership, that we as a team were co-working towards a common 

goal, and additionally, they were teaching me about aspects to the bookwork that I had not 

encountered before. These talks embraced the normal pattern of conversational flow, with the 

initial social chat, through to whatever collaborative element was appropriate, and then 

perhaps moving collegially onto the key issue at hand, which may have been a project-based 

discussion, a review of the current draft iteration and Self being treated to valuable and 

insightful feedback.  

Consequently, I decided to label these conversations as Collegial. These Collegial 

talks occurred more often in the school or out on visits to sites, while the club, home and 

council venues provided further opportunities to engage with my colleagues. The Community 

value in the bookwork was often realised and raised in discussions that entertained how the 

project might serve the local youth in terms of cultural renewal, maintenance and improved 

understanding of their own local Traditional Knowledge. Occasionally the conversation 

extended to beyond the immediate Community needs, such as providing mutual benefit for 

both black and white students, with a potential role perceived in the empowerment and self-

determination process for Aboriginal people.  

To sum up this section, I would suggest that Collegial Yarning may also be seen as an 

indicator of a professional type of conversation where the participants, Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal, are stakeholders in a joint enterprise, the co-production of an Earth Science 

textbook which embraces both the Aboriginal and Western Science worldviews. The 
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Collegial Yarning process communicates the joint effort that combined the Aboriginal 

knowledge base with the Western Science, both in equal standing.  

4.8.14 Signifiers of the ‘Collegial’ Talking Type 

The analysis of my ‘Collegial’ type conversations with this smaller group of 

participants revealed some consistent and interesting findings. 

Table 4.2 indicates the modes of communication with individual Aboriginal 

participants and the loading of Collegial talks with each one. 

Table 4.2 Participant Modes of Communication Versus Percentage Collegial Talks 
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Top-End 

Jack 21 2 2 1 392 32 823 18 15 0 0 3 4 

Rex 1 0 0 0 20 3 15 156 10 3 0 0 1 

Hetty 3 3 1 1 11 11 100 3 0 0 7 0 1 

Centre Lenny 2 0 0 0 7 3 42 2 0 2 0 2 1 

Southern 

Darcy 65 3 4 6 83 76 92 16 15 26 1 22 19 

Lilly 3 1 2 3 23 10 43 1 0 14 0 6 0 

Tom 7 1 1 3 77 59 77 42 0 4 0 8 19 

Lisa 7 0 1 0 12 7 58 6 0 6 0 2 1 

Mick 5 0 0 1 8 5 63 0 0 6 1 0 1 

Sally 11 0 0 1 7 5 71 0 0 6 1 0 0 
1Value expressed as frequency count. 
2Value expressed as frequency count for all face-to-face conversations with participant. 
3Value expressed as percentage of all talk types. 

 

Without exception, I had engaged with each Collegial participant in more than one 

mode of communication. Aside from our face-to-face conversations, the most common 

alternative being the phone. Hence, the communication styles were more complex and varied 

than for the average participant. Furthermore, the educational standard for these participants 

was generally higher as well, and this was most evident for the Top-End Community, three of 

whom were trained primary teachers. The three Collegial participants in the Top-End 
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represents about 14% of the 22 involved in total, while for the Southern Community, it was 6 

out of 16, or 38%. Everyone in this Collegial group demonstrated an ability to communicate 

their opinions and ideas about the bookwork that transcended the immediate here and now. 

They each recognised broader ramifications for the book, particularly in a reconciliatory 

sense, conceptualising and opining the view that the book provided a vehicle for the merging 

of worldviews, with ‘Bininj [Aboriginal] learning from Balanda’ [white] as the Top Enders 

would say, one learning from the other, working together towards the future. 

4.9 The Community’s Unique Talking Spectrum  

Table 4.3 Total Talk Types with Aboriginal Community Participants 
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Top End 651 21 208 165 135 99 65 187 33 

Centre 55 21 93 78 60 43 31 91 0 

Southern 185 16 279 224 203 117 96 0 177 

All 305 58 580 467 398 259 192 283 210 

1value represents frequency count 

 

The total talks per Community correlates with the number of days spent in each. It 

should be noted that all these conversations were conducted face-to-face. Interestingly, I also 

found that when the phone conversations were included in the overall tally, very little 

difference was noted in the composition of the talk component spectrum. When each 

Communities’ conversations are expressed as a percentage of type against total 

conversations, the results are quite illuminating: 
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Table 4.4 Talking Type as a Percentage of Total Talks for each Community 

 
Conversation type as percentage 

 
Social Collab. Family Project Reveal Cross Colleg. 

Top End 1001 79 65 48 31 90 16 

Centre 100 37 29 21 15 44 0 

Southern 100 80 73 42 34 0 63 

1Value represents percentage of total talks 

 

Both the Top End and Southern Communities reveal reasonably consistent results for 

conversations with each of the Collaborative, Family, Project and Revealing components. 

This was probably reflected in part to the ability in the Top End to sit with the participants 

either individually or in their family groups, talking socially and family.  The higher 

percentage of Family component talks with the Southern Community is consistent with the 

greater percentage of home visits. Bearing in mind, too, that the ‘home visits’ for both 

traditional Communities were rarely conducted indoors but usually on their porch or under 

the shelter adjacent to the home.  

4.9.1 Weightings of Talk Type for All Three Communities  

During later analysis stages, I tallied the totals of each talking type for all three 

communities. These are shown in Table 4.5. 
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Table 4.5 Community Talk Types, Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal participant comparison 

COMMUNITY 
Face-to-Face 

Talks 
Aboriginal Talk Types 

Non-Aboriginal 
Talk Types 

Soc3 Fam Collab. Proj. Rev C-C Colleg. Soc Collab. Proj 

Top-End 
Total Talks 2221 131 131 71 45 195 36 99 96 7 

% Total 100 59 59 32 20 88 16 100 97 7 

Centre 
Total Count 94 42 42 38 21 77 0 98 83 3 

% Total 100 45 45 40 22 82 0 100 85 3 

Southern 
Total Count 431 214 214 75 80 0 225 83 79 16 

% Total 1002 50 50 17 19 0 52 100 95 19 

All 
Total Talks 747 387 387 184 146 272 261 328 306 19 

% Total 100 52 52 25 20 36 35 100 93 6 
1Values representing frequency count for talking type. 
2Values represent percentage of talk type against total talks. 

 

4.9.2 The Aboriginal Participants  

Social talk was a universal aspect of all conversations regardless of the participant’s 

Aboriginality. The non-Aboriginal project talk weighting was significantly higher for the 

Southern Community – 19% of the total talks compared to 7% and 3% for the other two 

Communities. The reason for this was essentially the greater diversity of content for the 

Southern Community book. And this in turn reflected the greater diversity within the 

Southern Country and the need to address the science and technology related requirements 

for the attendant earth sciences. As a rule, for every aspect of Earth Science contained within 

the book’s content, I required consultation and engagement with at least one expert scientist 

and these participants were non-Aboriginal. These conversations were less frequent than with 

the community members and out of necessity were essentially business-like and strongly 

focused on the project work. No time, or very little, for family talk. For the Aboriginal 

participants the Collaborative talks were quite similar in weighting, 73%, 71% and 84%. 

These high values reflect the commonly understood reason for my presence in their 

Community, essentially to get the job done.  
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The two traditional Communities show a higher percentage for the Project talks, 32% 

and 40%, compared to the Southern Community’s 17%, reflecting, I would suggest, the 

greater cultural density of their respective traditional knowledge base. To be fair, the reader 

should bear in mind here the tremendously sad and tragic loss of culture-related knowledge 

from the Southern Communities, mainly during the early intervention days of the 1800s by 

White Australia. This in turn also reflects the smaller number of Aboriginal participants, the 

cultural officers, that are available in the Southern Communities who have the traditional 

knowledge and are prepared to share and contribute to book projects similar to mine.  

A greater consistency can be seen among all three communities for the percentage of 

Revealing talks, 20%, 22% and 19%. There appears to be a somewhat common need for 

people to share their personal concerns. I have previously mentioned that each Community 

took the same time before participants commenced engaging in these types of talk, about two 

years in from the commencement of the visits. I will at a later stage address the connection 

between these Revealing talks and what I term ‘Uplifter’ and ‘Downer’ events, or key 

moments that had a significant impact on Self and Others. I found that family talking shared a 

similar weighting consistency for all three Communities, indeed, it would appear as a given 

that Aboriginal people will, when in the right context and situation, talk about their family in 

some guise or another. The slightly higher value for the Top End, 59%, compared to 45% and 

50% for the other two, possibly reflects the greater time I had talking with participants in 

their Community’s popular venue, the social club. In any event, the fact that family talking 

occurred in about half of all conversations is pretty telling. 

The weightings for Collegial talk, 16% Top End, 3% Centre and 52% for the Southern 

Community probably reflects, in terms of English languages, the differences in average 

educational levels for each Community. My inability to speak in language obviously reduced 



 194  

opportunities to conduct higher level conversations with Aboriginal people, and conversely 

their ability to express themselves in English impacted on their ability to voice the higher-

level concepts and constructs pertinent to Collegial discussions.  

4.9.3 The non-Aboriginal Participants  

As an introduction to this section, I would like to explain one obvious difference 

between the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal sets of participant data, that being the narrower 

range of talk types analysed and shown for the non-Aboriginal participants. This was due in 

the main to always being on task and fully engaged in ‘Project’-related conversations when 

meeting with each of these participants. Usually, there was precious little time to talk about 

other matters because I was visiting them at their workplace. It was always a case of ‘time on 

task’, and I was very conscious of their occupational pressures.  

The non-Aboriginal involvement and input into the project was equally critical to the 

book’s success in areas that complemented and supported the traditional knowledge content, 

particularly the linguistic, translational and science-related content. In the two traditional 

communities, my engagement with the non-Aboriginal Community members, although 

peripheral, was unavoidable, as their involvement was essential to the proper running of the 

community, from the point of view of community administration, operation of essential 

services (power and water), school, art-craft centre, council, literacy or linguistic centre and 

the social club in the top-End community. My conversations with the non-Aboriginal 

participants were in the main more business-like, and very goal or task oriented. 

Conversations extending to their private lives and families were extremely rare. Their roles 
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were voluntary and entailed assisting either with development of the Earth-science-related 

content or the translation/transcriptions for the Dreaming accounts.7 

Both Communities had their own linguist who was indispensable for developing the 

respective traditional dreaming account into English. The Top-End Community had Andy, an 

Aboriginal assistant, who I was more involved with. Governance of the Communities was by 

non-Aboriginal folk, and my interaction with them was determined by the need for permits 

and requesting office workspace and occasionally a 4WD. Every Community arrival 

commenced with a routine council visit, where I would be briefed on recent Community 

happenings, especially ones that may have impacted on my work. Knowing about ‘Sorry 

Business’ was important, as it informed the way in which you approached and spoke to 

people, especially the close family members. This was particularly so in the Centre 

Community, where there was much less contact history with white Australia than for the 

Top-Enders.  

4.10 Community Location Linked to Unique Talk Type Spectrum 

The analysis indicated a tendency for a specific spectrum of talking types to occur at 

each of the key Community locations. These were identified from frequency count analysis of 

locations where significant interpersonal conversations were conducted, as indicated by the 

diary and field notes accounts, during the book project. Generally, each defined location 

featured sufficient talk type frequency counts to warrant identification, but some locations 

were too low in count, and I made the decision to collectively include these places under the 

‘various’ label.  

                                                 
7 I have used ‘account’ as the preferred term instead of the oft-used ‘story’, in deference to Aboriginal views of 

the authenticity and validity attached to their Djang and Tjukurrpa songlines. 
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To further provide the reader with the situational context and dynamics behind the 

Community’s social networking, I have adopted a diagrammatic representation, presented in 

figures 4.12 to 4.14, which provide information on the talking types attached to, and 

movement between, the different locations in each Community. The reader should view the 

size of each circle, denoting a location, as being proportional to the total number of 

conversations conducted there. Furthermore, the arrows indicate the typical point-to-point 

movement between locations, and the arrow weight is proportional to the number of travels 

between any two locations. Hence, as an example for the Top-End community, the travel 

between ‘home’ and ‘social club’, and ‘home’ and ‘site visit’ occurred more frequently than 

others. To simplify matters, I have omitted any reference to my own accommodation, because 

I generally kept away from my ‘quarters’ during the day, when the focus was on visiting 

other locations. 

I should emphasise that each Community’s schemata in no way represents their actual 

ground layout. The diagrams are purely designed to assist with conceptualising the mechanics 

and patterns of movement behind the conversations. The reader can however gain some sense 

of proportionality for the number of conversations linked to each Community location by the 

circle diameter, and the movement between locations by the weight of the arrow. Also, the 

scale for the Southern diagram is half that used for the other two, to allow for the fact that 

significantly more time was spent with the Southern mob. The number of days spent visiting 

the two traditional communities were 63 in the Top End, and 49 for the Centre, totals that are 

not too different and reflect the practical need to combine visits to both traditional 

communities during each Northern Territory trip. These two respective totals however pale 

against the total of 133 visits for the Southern community, reflective of the greater 

complexity associated with many aspects of the Southern Community bookwork. 
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4.10.1 Locations of Social Interaction – the Top-End Community 

Figure 4.12 Top-End Community: Talk Types at, and Movement between Locations. 

 
 

 

 
Table 4.6 Talking Types at Specific Locations in the Top-End community 

Location 

Top-End Community – Talk Type 

Soc. Collab. Family Proj. 
Revea

l 
C-C Colleg. 

Art-Craft 1001 100 67 83 17 100 0 

Club 100 62 81 17 32 100 8 

Council 100 94 54 41 18 100 6 

Home 100 80 70 47 23 100 11 

Linguist 100 100 38 50 0 100 0 

School 100 85 40 70 38 100 33 

Sites 100 89 53 89 16 100 33 

Various2 100 60 100 0 60 100 0 

1Values are expressed as a percentage of total talks with participants at that location. 
2Other locations include being outside in the open, church, store. 
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4.10.2 Locations of Social Interaction – the Centre Community 

Figure 4.13 Centre Community: Talk Types at, and Movement Between Locations 

 

 

 
Table 4.7 Talking Types at Specific Locations in the Centre Community 

Location 
Centre Community – Talk Type 

Soc. Collab. Family Proj. Reveal C-C Colleg. 

Council 1001 92 44 26 25 100 3 

Home 100 68 73 49 35 100 0 

Linguist 100 100 50 100 50 100 0 

School 100 100 0 50 0 100 0 

Sites 100 98 63 55 24 100 0 

Various2 100 100 33 33 33 100 1 
1Values are expressed as a percentage of total talks with participants at that location. 
2These locations include outside in the open, and church. 
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4.10.3 Locations of Social Interaction – the Southern Community  

Figure 4.14 Southern Community: Talk Types at, and Movement Between Locations 

 

 

 
Table 4.8 Talking Types at Specific Locations in the Southern Community 

Location 
Southern Community – Talk Type 

Soc. Collab. Family Proj. Reveal C-C Colleg. 

Co-op 1001 88 76 38 53 0 52 

Home 100 75 91 39 61 0 38 

Keeping Place 100 89 83 89 22 0 67 

Mission 41 14 22 2 3 0 6 

School 100 100 0 0 0 0 100 

Site Visit 100 100 85 99 67 0 80 

Various2 100 71 59 38 35 0 56 
1Values are expressed as a percentage of total talks with participants at that location. 
2Other locations include café, pub, church, funeral. 
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4.11 Community Location and Conversation Component  

Table 4.9 Community Face-to-face Talking Locations 

Location 
Community 

Top End Centre Southern 

Airfield 21 6 1 

Art-craft  8 2 1 

Church 2 3 3 

Club/Pub 24 0 3 

Co-operative 0 0 40 

Council 24 17 0 

Keeping Place 0 0 5 

Government Agency 3 0 19 

Home 35 18 65 

Hospital 1 0 3 

Linguist 11 11 0 

Mission 0 0 18 

School 24 24 16 

Store 6 6 1 

Site (guided) 6 6 51 

Site (un-guided) 30 30 26 

1Frenquency count of visits to location. 

 

My analysis identified the specific Community locations where the majority of 

conversations were conducted. The ‘council’ office was unique to the two traditional 

Communities, while the ‘co-operative’ in the Southern Community, an approximate 

equivalent, plays a broader role within the Aboriginal Community there. The ‘Keeping 

Place’, also unique to the Southern Community, is a centre dedicated to preserving traditional 

culture and artefacts.  

The verbal face-to-face exchanges that took place in each location would necessarily 

have involved more than one type of talking. Usually, you would start with a social chat then 

move on to family talk or a more formal collaborative conversation. What was evident, often, 

was there seemed to be a dominant style of conversation identifiable with each location. I 
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also found that the location would often determine the frequency distribution of the 

components of the conversation. 

Table 4.10 Average Talk Component for a Given Community Location 

Location Community 

So
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Home 

Top End 261 19 19 10 5 19 2 

Centre 19 13 10 9 6 19 0 

Southern 26 18 24 9 15 0 26 

Council/Co-op 

Top End 25 24 13 10 4 24 <1 

Centre 24 22 8 5 5 22 <1 

Southern 24 21 18 9 12 2 13 

Site/Drive 

Top End 23 19 14 19 5 23 6 

Centre 24 24 13 11 5 24 <1 

Southern 19 19 16 19 12 0 16 

Other 

Top End 25 12.5 25 0 12.5 25 0 

Centre 25 25 0 25 0 33 0 

Southern 34 9 27 7 13 4 3 

School 

Top End 23 19 9 15 8 21 6 

Centre 29 29 0 14 0 29 0 

Southern 33.3 33.3 0 0 0 0 33.3 

Linguist  

Top End 26 26 10 13 0 26 0 

Centre 20 20 10 20 10 20 0 

Southern 02 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Club Top End 27 15 21 4 7 25 2 

Art-Craft Top End 24 24 16 20 4 12 0 

Store Top End 25 25 6 6 6 25 7 

Mission Southern 41 14 22 2 3 0 6 

Keeping Place Southern 22 20 19 20 6 0 14 

Conference Southern 29 29 12 0 0 0 29 

Work Southern 23 23 11 15 4 0 23 

1Values are expressed as a percentage of total talks with participants at that location. 
2There was no equivalent location in the Southern Community. 
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4.12 Participant Role and Talking Types 

This section builds upon the information presented in Chapter 4, sections 4.7 and 4.8 

where the reader was introduced to details about the talking types and their signifiers as 

revealed by the analysis. It further develops the themes relates to the range of conversations I 

had with the participants, and where the conversations took place. For example, the analysis 

revealed a pronounced tendency to engage in the ‘Project’ talks when, and where, we were 

collaborating on different aspects of the work. The primary traditional knowledge providers 

were the most prolific ‘Project’ talkers, mainly because I spent more time with them. While 

these sections referred to the Aboriginal participants in general terms the reader will be 

reminded that there was no attempt to focus on specific participant role models apart from 

Chapter 4, Section 4.8.9, which focused on the two senior Traditional Owners in the context 

of the Dadirri moments. The following section, 4.12.1 devotes additional information gleaned 

from the analysis that describes the important work, in the context of talking types and 

Community locations, for the small group of Community participants I have termed the 

liaison–facilitators.  

4.12.1 The Community Liaison–Facilitator  

When I look back on my community experiences, it is apparent that for each 

community there was one Aboriginal person who was central to the overall book project, 

playing a dual role of traditional knowledge provider, and liaison–facilitator. In each 

Community they introduced me to the main traditional knowledge provider and in the two 

traditional Communities facilitated my initial conversations with the Traditional Owner. They 

were able to facilitate, negotiate and occasionally arbitrate access to the various social 

networks that were instrumental in achieving outcomes within the Community fieldwork 

setting. They acted variously as friend, contact and often as a colleague, and they were 

https://www.qualityresearchinternational.com/socialresearch/field.htm
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willing to vouch for my presence in their Community as a researcher and the value of the 

research. Without their influence and support progress would have been much slower.  

The analysis also demonstrated that these liaison–facilitator people, characteristically 

and voluntarily, performed roles that can be described as enabling. Conversely, at times they 

made me realise, usually a lot more promptly, that there were inhibiting influences blocking 

progress. Aside from actively seeking to ‘do things the proper way’, I was always looking to 

establish consistent routines and processes that would facilitate my research and development 

journey. In some cases, these facilitatory processes only became apparent afterwards, when I 

had time to reflect on my progress. Hence, the benefit of writing diary notes and particularly 

field notes.  

The analysis indicated a greater number of conversations were held with the liaison–

facilitator for both the Top End and Southern Communities. These conversations were also 

more likely to have been conducted by phone, and there were also a greater number of points 

of contact within their Community. Table 4.11 reveals the differences in modes of 

communication and talk types between the liaison–facilitator and the average participant. 

Table 4.11 Communications with the Facilitator–Liaison Compared to Average Participant 
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Top-End Liaison 31 1 4 0 39 39 39 37 21 20 19 38  

Top-End Average <1 <1 <1 <1 12 11 9 7 5 4 10 2  

Centre Liaison 0 0 0 0 8 8 7 5 7 3 8 0  

Centre Average 0 0 0 0 4 4 4 3 2 1 4 0  

Southern Liaison 65 6 4 3 82 82 80 49 35 9 0 76  

Southern Average 9 1 <1 <1 17 17 14 13 7 6 0 11  

1Values shown are total frequency counts. 
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4.12.2 Case 1: Jack – the Top-End Liaison–Facilitator  

Jack filled several roles for me during the fieldwork period. He was a Traditional 

Owner with rights as a traditional knowledge provider, he was able to provide the necessary 

interpretations and explanations that bridged the cultural and Western gap for the bookwork. 

He was originally trained as a primary teacher, but had since been elevated to administrative 

and advisory roles for the Community. Finding time to spare for me was often a challenge for 

him. As this extract from the 27 September 1995 indicates: 

Jack is a bit difficult to pin down, but when you do, and he has got the 

time, he is of absolutely fantastic value. You get that earnest and sincere 

input. He is able to comment quite critically from both worldviews, and as 

Patrick [NT Gov. officer] has said, he is one of the few Aboriginals in this 

region that has his feet firmly planted in both worlds. Simply from that 

perspective he is of excellent value in terms of feedback and critical 

analysis on how the work is developing, and I appreciate his output very 

much so. 

An earlier conversation on the same field trip gave me further insight into the positive 

impact of the book project work within the Community, and its links to the local youth. 

25 September 1995 –  

Jack then proceeds to explain how Danny, and he are trying to create a 

new ceremony based on the ‘Goanna Dreaming’ – he sees this as a way to 

maintain the culture among the younger ones – both male and female. He 

said that my work would help with this but in a different way, at school. I 

commented that it would also assist kids down south. I suggested that a 
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video might be an idea – but no! Younger ones would need to come out 

here. I asked Jack about idea of a ranger from Kakadu being a role model 

for the unit – he thinks this idea worthwhile, but a bit early yet, may need 

to wait a year or so, as the Aboriginal rangers have only just been 

appointed – Jack said it would be important for the ranger to come from 

this country. Jack will see me Wednesday morning, he sees the benefit in 

sitting down with me, and looking at the promotional materials – seems 

quite keen, but I know that time will tell!! 

Wednesday 27 September 1995 –  

Meeting with Jack.  Location: Shelter, opposite home.  

During the discussion, Jack reiterated the idea that this schoolwork will 

help retain the kids’ culture and I guess a classic example of that was the 

rock diagrams of the fish and I mentioned that I was going to try and put 

these in the unit, alongside actual photos of the fish, so that the kids could 

see from both worlds how the fish are represented, and with some notes on 

the fish and so on. He understands that I need to keep coming back and 

seek his advice and the others too, to ensure the accuracy and detail of the 

cultural content, and that I am getting everything right, and he agrees with 

that. He’s more than happy to give his time because it was for the kids, but 

he also said it was for the Balanda kids, which I think shows real wisdom 

because both sets of kids will benefit from this cross-cultural stuff. 

Friday 5 July 1996: Clarifying issues about interference from traditional practice. 
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I also asked Jack about possible problems with older people, who’ve 

contributed to the project, passing away and how the cultural taboo rules 

would affect the materials use in future. Jack seems to think that there will 

be no problems here since there are precedents already – he mentions 

name of his senior deceased people when discussing his own 

initiation/ceremonial stages with his own peers etc. 

In brief, Jack was my primary Top-End supporter, and his advice and guidance were 

instrumental to the book project’s success. He had the status, influence and clout to help get 

things done. He has since passed away, and I know his Community miss him. But his son and 

grandson continue the good Community work today.  

4.12.3 Case 2: Lenny – the Centre Liaison–Facilitator  

Lenny had been educated at a secondary school in Alice Springs to year ten, and his 

command of English was testimony to this. He provided me with several initial contacts 

among the local senior men, explained the purpose behind my visits and facilitated the 

eventual development from an appropriate Tjukurrpa for the bookwork. 

4 October 1995 –  

Returned to rock seat area outside council office, close to fuel depot. 

Lenny (assistant coordinator of outstations) was present, and old Billy 

(local traditional landowner) was also there. Lenny has told me he that he 

informed everybody of my curriculum development purpose for trips. He 

describes this in terms of doing schoolwork for the Aboriginal kids – and 

they understand my intention to combine local traditional knowledge and 

culture. 
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10 April 1996 – 

Back at council I met Lenny., who suggested I speak to Bobby – but he 

charges. Bobby came over to his 4WD and Lance spoke to him – he 

suggested $500 for 1–2 days – I explained that this was too much’. 

11 April 1996 –  

Went to Lenny’s – at lunch, gave packet of bubble gum to son – saw Lenny 

later in afternoon at workshop, showed him the photos. 

4 March 1997 –  

[The linguist] suggested I ask Lenny about the guardians (owners) – Billy 

for Dingo Dreaming, also old Mack (custodian). Randy is the one for the 

Perentie Dreaming. Like many of his peers, Lenny was proficient in four 

Aboriginal languages. His knowledge of the inner workings of the 

community and its people provided a valuable source of assistance for me, 

especially during the early days of the fieldwork. 

4.12.4 Case 3: Darcy – the Southern Liaison–Facilitator 

Speaking as Self – as an Extended Family Member/Field Researcher 

I’ve just realised the time. It’s well after school hours, but I’m engrossed with my 

‘second job’, my passion. I grab the phone and dial. A couple of rings later, and we start our 

chat. 

Darcy: How are you going? 

He’d already worked out it was me on the phone. We’d developed a well-rehearsed 

pattern by now, some two years down the track. It’s about the usual evening time for a catch-
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up and a number of days since the last call. I ring Darcy regularly as he has his finger on the 

community pulse, he’s my go-to person to keep in touch and informed about community 

events, happenings and the politics. Darcy’s my key informer and facilitator, community 

liaison person who keeps me in the know. And I need to keep him up to speed with where I 

am at with the work. 

Me: Yeah, pretty good thanks. How’s everyone going? 

By now it’s a well-established routine. First a bit of chit-chat, asking after everyone 

and so on. The social talk continues for a short while and then onto a bit of project stuff, into 

the collaborative conversation, the nitty-gritty. Telling him where I’m up to with the project 

work, and what help I might need from him. And then, out of the blue, Darcy bowls me a 

wobbly.  

Darcy: So…, what are you going to do with all this when the books are 

finished? 

Me: (Pause) … Oh…, what do you mean? 

To me the books were the end, and I mean the living end. That was it, finito, I mean 

my family had had enough of me being absent! So, I wasn’t sure what he was on about, and 

this was a totally different spin from our usual banter, our normal social, collaborative and 

collegial chat. 

Darcy: Well, I reckon you should be telling people, other teachers and the 

like, all about what you have been doing here. Tell them about your 

journey, and how you became accepted by the community and so on. You 

know, to show others, to teach them how to do it. 
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25 Mar 1996 

Phoned Darcy re weekend – He said that I will need to start working 

through other senior people, that Uncle Tom will come good in the finish, 

but I need to talk with Aunty Lilly, Uncle Jack, etc. Darcy will speak with 

Aunty Lily. No point talking to him or Shelly now. Said I should see Aunty 

Lily and get her to direct me to Darcy, i.e., give [him] some authority. 

Darcy also suggested I work through Uncle Tom’s sister (Aunty Annie), 

get her on side. He agrees that it should only be a matter of time. He 

thought that the idea of me spending a day with Uncle Tom at his job was 

a good one. 

Darcy was tertiary educated and had worked for several years in both state and 

commonwealth government jobs. He was regarded as a spokesman for the Community, and 

his advice was sought by Aboriginal agencies, both at state and local level. He was also a free 

thinker, indicating an ability to think outside the circle. He was a member of a small but 

influential group attached to the co-operative who, at my initial meeting with them, saw the 

value in what I was trying to achieve. His advice, guidance and support for my work was key 

to the eventual success of the bookwork. The number of times he smoothed my journey 

through difficult passages of the project was telling, and indicative of his belief in the value 

of my work. His ability to liaise with several key participants in the early days of the original 

research was critical to establishing the essential social support network.  

4.13 Experiencing ‘Uplifter’ and ‘Downer’ Moments 

This section builds upon Chapter Four, Section 4.12.1, where I first introduced the 

concepts of ‘enabler’ and restrainer’, by providing further context to their involvement in the 

story of my journey from Country to classroom. Experiencing ‘uplifter’ and ‘downer’ 
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moments were seemingly, from a reflexive perspective, an integral and inescapable 

component part of the book project’s field trip research journey. The literature identifies these 

moments as enabler and restrainer events (Okkonen et al., 2018). When I analysed for the 

enabling and inhibiting events indicated in the diary entries and field notes, the resultant 

percentages were 80% to 20% respectively, a pretty fair indication that the original research 

journey was a positive experience, with only a few hiccoughs along the way. This fifth strand 

of enquiry arose out of a deeper analysis of events associated with a higher emotional 

loading, in either a positive or negative sense.  These events are mirrored by a higher 

incidence of the ‘Revealing’ talk component. 

4.13.1 A Rationale for Recognising ‘Uplifter’ and ‘Downer’ Moments 

It had become very clear when reading through the diary and field note entries, that 

there were events interspersed through the fieldwork journey that carried a marked emotional 

loading. So consequently, I decided to search the analysis in a different direction and deeper 

dimension, by looking for the tell-tale ‘uplifter and downer’ moments; occasions throughout 

the original project that had either an enabling or conversely, an inhibiting, restraining effect 

on the book’s progress, and specifically for the conversations that arose during such 

occasions. A preliminary analysis, simply by doing a frequency count of significant positive 

and negative experiences, returned total counts of 230 to 59 respectively for all three 

communities. So, it’s fairly obvious that I was not being a martyr in doing the fieldwork 

because, even though it was gruelling at times, the highs definitely outweighed the lows.  

Enabling events involved a range of social events including simply attending a regular 

scheduled Community social event, such as church, the social club, and outdoor musical 

performances or sporting events. Occasionally, I would find myself standing around outside 

in the open with a family group, talking to one or more of them about issues that might have 
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related to school or health matters. These occasions provided wonderful opportunities for 

mutual trust and understanding to develop at a more personal level. These were times when 

the key participants were more relaxed and tended to talk more about family-oriented matters, 

and for them to learn more about me and my family. These occasions also provided ideal 

opportunities to arrange for valuable research-related meetings later in my stay. These social 

occasions also provided opportunities to learn interesting insider glimpses of how the key 

players perceived matters, Personal, Community and Project.  

As each Community got to know me better, their levels of trust obviously increased 

because after a year or so key participants in each of the Communities began to divulge 

personal issues and concerns, their anxieties and aspirations, obviously looking for some 

feedback on, or reinforcement for their views. On one occasion, after church, an unsolicited 

comment from the pastor revealed a perception similar to that of the Top-End senior artist: 

that urbanised Aboriginal people were not seen by the traditional ones as all equal. The term 

‘coconuts’ was used, brown on the outside, but white on the inside. Collectively speaking, 

occasions like this were strong motivators because they provided insight into how my work 

may do some future good in bridging two worldviews, a wonderful stimulus for getting on 

with the job. 

Naturally enough, I encountered situations that proved to be restraining or inhibiting; 

occasions that were often accompanied by negative feelings ranging from frustration, 

disappointment and concern through to absolute despair and anger. For many of these 

occasions there was no prior warning, or at least not to my inexperienced eye, and usually 

they were due to circumstances well beyond my control. One vexing issue common to all 

three Communities related to payment for services rendered. In the Top-End Community this 

occurred once, very early in the fieldwork when the two Traditional Owners  indicated they 
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wanted payment after a significant site visit. I was more surprised than anything else but, 

doing the right thing, I spoke to others to determine what the go was. Apparently, words must 

have been said behind the scenes, because I was never asked again. It was understood too, 

right from the very beginning, that the work I was doing was equally for their children, so 

perhaps the Traditional Owners  were reminded of this. I did however routinely acknowledge 

the help the Traditional Owners  gave me, particularly the more senior ones. I would buy 

them little gifts as a thank you, which were appreciated. Payment for service was, however, 

well established in the Centre Community, so, I was generally able to predict when and 

where, and then allow for it in my budget. 

There were times though when I was caught by surprise, and embarrassingly so. Such 

a time was when old Bobby unexpectedly asked me to take him and his family out to two 

cultural sites, both associated with his ‘birthing’ and song line. This happened towards the 

end of that particular field trip mentioned above, so I immediately felt obliged to tell him I 

had no more money left. He laughed, and chided me. I realised then that I was simply being 

asked for a family favour. I was embarrassed. There was another occasion in the Southern 

Community when the issue of payment for service arose. The request came completely out of 

left field, and I was stunned, and very much confused, as it occurred three years after 

commencing the fieldwork. I mean, I was at the ‘maintaining’ stage of social support 

networking and things were predictable, were they not? While it is not appropriate for this 

study to describe the actual circumstances, suffice it to say that the matter did take some time 

to resolve, and it involved my requesting support and advice from the immediate family. 

Interestingly, resolution involved me acting both as negotiator and arbitrator between the 

aggrieved and the co-operative and secured him some paid training. This was definitely one 

time when I realised that my science teacher cum field researcher status lay well outside the 

now expected arbitrator job profile.  
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Given the protracted timescale for the original field research it is not surprising that in 

the two traditional Communities cultural and ceremonial events would coincide with a visit. 

On several occasions a death occurred either just before I arrived or during my stay. The 

Community would ‘stand down’ and comply with the ‘sorry business’ protocols, and any 

prior arrangements had to be put off until the next trip. Similarly, on two occasions, I arrived 

at the Centre Community to find old Bobby away on ‘Men’s Business’. Apparently, 

communication links with these old men were unreliable. Disruptions also occurred in the 

Southern Community but to a lesser extent. In fact, the inhibiting effect of a death and 

subsequent funeral was balanced by the enabling aspect of being able to meet up with family 

members that I hadn’t seen for some time, and provided an opportunity to meet new family 

members. Attending these family events, as sad as they were, had a strong bonding effect 

with key family members, enhancing my extended family member status.  

I found that the restrainers – factors that restrained my fieldwork progress – 

represented a far higher proportion of the total enabler–restrainer count in the two traditional 

Communities. The Top End community was 78% to 22%, the Centre community was 67% to 

33% while the Southern community was 86% to 14% respectively. These comparative 

figures are not surprising when you take into account the far stronger traditional observances 

in the two traditional communities, plus the vexing issues related to the field trip logistics and 

associated costings. I found that many of the restrainers were logistics related, practical 

matters such as accessing accommodation and transport. Securing adequate accommodation 

was one issue that occasionally presented problems. Having a secure and comfortable place 

to live was essential, and this was not always guaranteed. The frequent, absolute need for 

vehicle access for fieldwork also created problems. Generally, I drove to and from the 

Community, and the 4WD rental fees constituted the major cost for the fieldwork.  
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The need to fly into the Top End Community during the ‘wet’ season would mean 

that I had to arrange to borrow a 4WD, which did happen occasionally. Otherwise, visits to 

cultural sites were out of the question. Although infrequent, I did have to access the Centre 

Community by air too, generally in September when roads were closed due to thunderstorm 

activity. I was never able to access a vehicle there, hence limiting what I could achieve in the 

time available. Language barriers was another limiting factor, although I was able to 

communicate reasonably well with most of the participants. The language barrier was greater 

for the Central Community and conversations with the senior participants were often 

difficult, but as time went by, I became better at understanding them. Further impediments to 

progress came in the form of misunderstandings leading to degrees of interpersonal conflict, 

all arising out of my own inexperience with and ignorance of the cultural mores. 

One essential difference between the Southern community and the traditional-based 

communities is that the Southern Community no longer has a Traditional Owner who 

identifies with a recognised ‘Country’. This was both enabling and restraining. Instead, there 

were several families who shared a collective and understood ownership. This situation 

complicated the task of collecting the traditional knowledge and introduced some interesting 

social and Community dynamics, given that there were petty jealousies and debate over who 

knew what and who had cultural precedence over the others. 

4.13.2 Enabler/Restrainer Cases within the Community 

I found enablers and restrainers to be either physical or non-physical in context. The 

physical related to access, either to the Community itself or access to facilities within it. 

Access to the community was determined by the weather. The non-physical aspects related to 

those face-to-face social interactions that were, what I term, either ‘uplifters’ or ‘downers’, 

and were generally unforeseen. Furthermore, every one of these experiences served as a 
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significant lesson for me to learn. The enabling events were definitely reinforcing and 

indicated I was on the right track with fitting in, observing protocols, following behavioural 

norms and just doing things the proper way. The restrainers, on the other hand, indicated I 

had either not observed protocols, or had not been careful enough with what I had said. But 

then some of the social situations I found myself in were very difficult to read into, 

particularly those with a significant cultural loading.  

Table 4.12 Enabler/Restrainer Categories 

Enabler 
Top 
End 

Centre South Restrainer 
Top 
End 

Centre South 

Site Visits 111 1 6 Protocol breach 3 4 4 

Meetings 36 10 19 Exclusion zone change 0 1 0 

New Contact 7 3 4 Logistical / practical  1 1 0 

Keeping TO in loop 12 2 7 Negative attitude 0 0 2 

Intermediary 5 1 3 Financial 0 3 2 

Positive Verbal Feedback 25 1 19 Family Adverse Connection 1 1 0 

Family-Community Assist 31 1 20 Health impacted work 1 0 4 

Gifting 10 2 3 Community Conflict  0 0 4 

Facilitator-Liaison 2 3 10 Community leadership  1 0 0 

Trad. Knowledge Extension  5 6 4 Misunderstanding 0 0 1 

Improved work relation  3 3 13 Staff turnover 2 0 0 

Sharing concern 5 2 24 Site access problematic 1 0 0 

Family Social interaction  11 12 30 TO/Elder access 1 0 5 

Community facility access 7 7 7 Billeting 3 2 0 

1Frequency count. 

 

Table 4.12 relates directly to my analytical memos (Saldaña, 2012), brief notes about 

my thoughts, and ideas that came to mind during my data gathering, coding, and analysis. 

The category terms chosen reflect the general nature and context of those associated events. 

The enabling and inhibiting situations indicated in Table 4.12 are a representative cross-

sectional sample, covering all three Communities. They have been analysed for on a ‘first 

sweep’ basis, a combination of the situational context aided by my memory. The enabling 

situations were often accompanied by positive feelings that ranged from pure elation to ‘sigh 

of relief’ moments. On the other hand, the inhibiting situations were associated with feelings 
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of despair, frustration and anxiety. Often these situations arose without any prior warning and 

often they were a measure of my naiveté and cultural inexperience. Other occasions simply 

arose from self being already immersed as an insider, where I was caught up in the middle of 

messy factional, inter-family Community disputes.  

Table 4.12 shows that site visits, meetings, keeping Traditional Owners and 

Aboriginal Elders in the loop, receiving positive feedback, and family social interactions 

were all powerful sources of enabling behaviours. The family and Community assistance 

events were often key to resolving a major hurdle that had cropped up. Sometimes this was 

done through my facilitator–liaison’s intervention, or other members of a family who had 

witnessed my difficulties, offering advice on how to get around the problem, and sometimes 

talking to a third party behind the scenes. The examples shown below, with dates given for 

the entry, are not exhaustive, but serve merely to provide the reader with an overall 

perspective.  

4.13.3 Enabler Samples  

Facilitator–liaison – Centre: facilitator–liaison liaised with senior men pointing out 

possible useful cultural providers, worded up the senior men about my work benefitting their 

kids (4 Oct 95). 

Sharing concern – Top End: Receiving indications of trust and acceptance during 

discussion when personal views and sensitive information is shared (17 Apr 96). 

Positive verbal feedback – Southern: Revealing meeting with senior man who 

indicated personal worries about white Gubbahs coming and taking culture for inappropriate 

use (7 Jun 96). 
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Family-social-interaction – Top-End: The social club was a good location for 

catching up with participants, getting to know people on a family personal level. Also, 

opportunity to make meeting arrangements for later in trip. Participants were more relaxed, 

spoke more openly (3 July 1996). 

Family/Community assistance – Southern: Being referred to an extended family 

member to help resolve dilemma was a delight plus the additional affection. A clear 

indication of Community’s perception of value of my work (27 Sep 96). 

Gifting – Top End: Gifting senior people/family members as matter of course, 

meeting my obligations by ‘loaning’ money to other key participants. All part of the 

understood family social protocols and expectations (25–26 Feb 97). 

4.13.4 Restrainer Samples  

Negative Attitude – Southern: Meeting with Aboriginal Elder, receiving negative 

critical response to idea of work. Opposition driven by previous poor experience with 

academic taking cultural knowledge from Community (10 Jun 94). 

Protocols – Centre: Learning avoidance practise after asking an inappropriate 

sensitive question and being ticked off. Received reprimand/admonishment (4 Oct 95). 

Finances – Centre: In the Centre community, payment for service was understood as 

an accepted and necessary part of the sharing of traditional knowledge. Most key participants 

expected payment. In some cases, this posed a problem with personal cashflow situation 

(24 Jun 97). 

Community conflict – Southern: A very difficult spontaneous meeting with heated 

words spoken, but with a breakthrough and possible resolution towards the end of 
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conversation. Self is appointed to an intermediary role between the senior culture man and 

co-operative administration (26 Sep 97).  

4.14 Conclusion  

My findings provide a series of interconnected episodes that are largely reflective of 

my face-to-face conversational interactions with my Aboriginal participants, within the three 

diverse Aboriginal Communities and their associated Country. These conversations formed in 

part my enculturation journey and were a vital component of my learning to live as 

Community insider and extended family member.  

The analysis helped me to identify the team cell locations and members, which were 

grounded in Community operations, each location identifiable with tasks and outcomes key 

to the eventual success of the bookwork. The final stage of the analysis was uncovering and 

defining the essential role played by how I engaged verbally with the Others, how I was 

talking to the individual participants, uncovering the very nature of those conversations 

between Self and the Others, and then to find that each Community location had its own 

range of types of talking. I have referred to these talk types as Social, Family, Collaborative, 

Project, Revealing, Cross-cultural and Collegial. These ways of talking, reflecting different 

ways of knowing, weft and weaved together the social networking fabric embracing my 

interpersonal relationships with my fellow workers. The big surprise among these talk types 

was the presence of the Collegial talking – conversations that surpassed all others in terms of 

conceptual and intellectual content, and which demonstrated aspects of co-ownership. The 

Collegial talks identified an ability to announce the book’s future potential for reconciliation, 

bringing ‘black and white all together under the one umbrella’. 

Finally, entwined with all of these social constructs were the enablers and restrainers 

– identifiable, evocative elements in time that paint a humanistic and emotive shade over the 
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Community landscape. Permeating throughout my findings has been my overwhelming sense 

of privilege, and gratitude to have worked alongside my Aboriginal participants, for the 

opportunities they provided me, time and again, where I was taught so much by these 

wonderful people, my friends. My original book project was about a two-way view of the 

earth sciences, and so, it seems appropriate to lend an Earth perspective to this conclusion. 

The Communities provided the ‘gardens’ to germinate and grow that crazy idea I had about a 

two-way science textbook. The work that I and my Aboriginal friends did together provide 

the nourishment and nurturing that eventually saw the book’s fruition.  

In the next chapter, I discuss these findings, positioning some findings in the broad 

research field and highlighting those aspects that could have been anticipated in my analysis 

but were not found, then finally I present my innovative contributions theoretically to show 

how these analyses have led to new knowledge.  
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5. Chapter Five 

Extract from diary 

Wednesday 27 September 1995 – Meeting with Jack   

Location: Shelter, opposite home, High Camp: 

When I approached the home, Jack’s wife was outside, and I parked, 

stopped the motor, didn’t say anything but his wife Dolly, in her usual 

fairly gruff, blunt sort of way, said, ‘Wait, he’ll be out in a minute’. She 

had obviously been talking to Jack.  

So, I waited for about 10–15 minutes, when Jack appeared, walking fairly 

quietly and fairly slowly. I got out of the car and say ‘Good day’. I get the 

materials out of the back of the car, put them on the bonnet and said that 

these were the materials that I wanted to show him. Jack said, ‘We will go 

across to the shelter’. I drove around to the shelter and he walked across. 

Over there I set up the photographic displays out on the ground, set them 

up for him and Jack sort of just stood there, looking at the materials and 

he remained standing while I flicked through the pages showing all the 

Top-End stuff, and all the Dreaming stuff, and he was getting closer and 

closer. It was obvious he was getting more and more interested in it.  

When I showed him the Ancestral Being rock, with Aunty Penny and 

Danny standing by, he actually got down closer and I was explaining the 

connection between the Earth Science and the local culture, and so on.  

When I actually got on to the pages, actually detailing, first of all the 

Centre Community area, he was even more interested, and I explained 
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how I was going to introduce the modern technology homes, and 

whatever, to introduce a physical science approach, and explained that we 

still had a long way to go with developing the culture there, and that I 

would be doing that next week. Then I got into the culture from the 

Southern Community, and Jack got very interested then, particularly when 

I started explaining in terms of the fish traps and pointing to the pictures 

showing where they were dug and he was obviously, from his comments, 

really quite interested in that. And his whole manner changed, livelier and 

more enthusiastic I guess, and when I pointed out the little figure of 

Darcy, he really got involved with it then, and I could see that there was 

an obvious linking and connecting with the Southern people, which I 

thought was tremendous. 

I put out the promotional materials at this stage and he actually sat down 

cross-legged in the normal way, and he’s got the stuff in his lap and the 

first page I gave him was the one where his story is written down, and its 

transcription of his narrative. I really didn’t know what to make of it for 

quite a while, because for about ten minutes he read through it, and read 

through it, and he’s obviously cogitating, and in the end to sort of break 

the silence, I said, ‘What do you think of it, how is it?’ He said, ‘Oh, it’s 

good’. I then said that, ‘I hadn’t changed it any, and it’s how you said it 

and it’s how the kids would want to read it, and they would understand 

you, and how you say things and how you would express the story’. I asked 

if there was any way in which I could improve it and he said ‘Yes’, there 

was a word, and he pointed to one of the words which needed to be 

corrected and I then apologised for not having a pen, which was a bit 
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ridiculous, but he got up pretty quickly and walked across to his home and 

got a pen. 

He eventually came back over, sat down and mulled over this word that he 

wanted to correct and he spelt the word out to me, and I actually wrote the 

word down. I then turned to the next sheet, which was the sheet with the 

aerial photo, and he really was interested in that. Before that I went over 

the idea of developing the science work with the ochre rocks which is on 

the same sheet as his story, and he could see the connection then between 

geology, minerals, chemistry and culture. 

With the aerial photo, I showed him that and he looked at it, and I’m not 

too sure how it came about but he was looking for the ridge. I was not sure 

about the ridge where the [ancestral beings] went up and over, up across 

the ridge and down the other side, and I’ve got to try and get the name for 

that and … but he put the ridge in another place. He didn’t seem to think it 

was on the road that goes out to the airport, but so anyway I’ve circled 

that. Also, the question arose where the two water holes are, the two water 

holes where the [ancestral being] stopped and met the white crane. That’s 

something else that we’ve got to get to do. He’s going to take me to them. 

I’ll get some diagrams done of those because they would be excellent to 

put in with the story, interspersed with the story because they would be 

excellent for the kids to connect with the story, and parts of the landscape 

as we go through the story. 

We then went quickly through the next two sheets which were detailing 

Aunty Penny and Danny, and he was interested in that, with the rock, and 
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the one around at the [rock art hill], the one showing the fish and 

weathering and the erosion and he could see the connection there with the 

culture, and then he finished up with the sheets on the Southern 

Community area, and looking at the stone homes. He was really quite 

interested in those and he thought it would be good to draw a stone home 

as it was in the old days, and he was very interested in the fish traps, and 

the idea of having a computer-drawn graphic, with a series of diagrams 

showing the lake progressively flooding and activating the fish traps. I 

think it was about at this stage that he mentioned that they have fish traps 

up here and use them at the end of the wet season.  

They are located [in a] valley, where his outstation is. When the flood 

waters are down and when it is knee deep, they get wooden pegs and put 

them at various stages across the river and get branches and leaves and 

they float them down against the pegs and the force of the water compacts 

the leaves, twigs and small branches into a mesh and of a night they hear 

the bream and the barramundi and the perch come down. There is a lot of 

splashing and that’s when they trap the fish. He said he would construct 

this trap for me. He said it takes about an hour and a half, and they would 

then get all the fish out. Of course, they wouldn’t be able to show me the 

fish, but yes it would okay for me to go out and take photos of the trap, and 

he could see the connection between the fish traps up here and those down 

on the Southern region, constructed by the old people long ago. He said 

that the end of the wet season, March–April, would be a good time when, 

when I visit again next Easter. That would be the time to go out and see it, 

as June-July would be too late. 
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He gave me the best ways to get in touch with him, through the Northern 

Land Council, followed by the Community council itself. Just some general 

comments, Jack was really very impressed generally. He said that the 

materials are already very rich (in culture), and understands that the 

materials are only at an interim stage, gathering ideas and suggestions 

from people, but he likes the way it is going. He really was very interested 

in all of the work especially that from the southern part of Australia. He 

finished by saying to give his regards to Darcy and all them mob down 

there in Southern Community. I mentioned that Darcy was the local 

education consultant, and that he wasn’t an Elder yet, but that Aunty Lily 

and Aunty Polly were helping me with the stories.  

Jack is a bit difficult to pin down, but when you do, and he has got the 

time, he is of absolutely fantastic value. You get that earnest and sincere 

input. He is able to comment quite critically from both worldviews, and as 

Peter Carroll has said, he is one of the few Aborigines in this region that 

has his feet firmly planted in both worlds. Simply from that perspective he 

is of excellent value in terms of feedback and critical analysis on how the 

work is developing and I appreciate his output very much so. During the 

discussion, Jack reiterated the idea that this school work will help retain 

the kids’ culture and I guess a classic example of that was the rock 

diagrams of the fish and I mentioned that I was going to try and put these 

in the unit, alongside actual photos of the fish, so that the kids could see 

from both worlds how the fish are represented, and with some notes on the 

fish and so on. He understands that I need to keep coming back and seek 

his advice and the others too, to ensure the accuracy and detail of the 
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cultural content, and that I am getting everything right, and he agrees with 

that. He’s more than happy to give his time because it was for the kids but 

he also said it was for the Balanda kids, which I think shows real wisdom 

because both sets of kids will benefit from this cross-cultural stuff. 

This lengthy extract describes my first in-depth meeting with Jack where we had the 

chance to closely review the evolving drafts of the book. The meeting was an absolute 

revelation, an epiphany, an uplifting moment, accompanied by this sudden realisation that the 

bookwork was now acknowledged as serious stuff. It was for me valuable affirmation that I 

was on the right track and doing good work. Jack’s words and actions were a strong 

endorsement of my efforts, and it was of much comfort to me. He was reinforcing once again 

the importance of this two-way approach to science education, and its importance for both 

‘black’ and ‘white’ people. Jack and I had together taken a major step, one which I remember 

clearly to this day. Our co-created ‘garden’ of knowledge was flourishing, the rhizomes were 

vigorously working their pedagogical magic and Jack, as head-gardener, was happy. And oh 

boy, so was I! 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter progressively provides answers that are integral to the main research 

question, ‘What has been the role of professional conversations in the mobilisation of 

Aboriginal knowledge from Country to Classroom?’ 

I should start by reiterating for the reader that the diary entries and filed notes upon 

which this study is based were never intended for anything other than to provide me with a 

reminder about previous fieldwork trips and associated experiences with the aim of doing 

better next time. ‘Better next time’ translates to getting more work done, making less of a 

fool of myself, and forever improving on ‘doing things the proper way’. 
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Therefore, being able to write a Chapter Five for this study is a bonus and has been a 

case of adopting and applying a best-fit policy in relation to current and relevant academic 

research findings. And in this regard, Chapter Five has proved to be little different to the rest 

of this inductive study. It appears the background for this research study and underlying 

processes appear to guarantee a non-alignment, and mutually exclusive status in relation to 

other research in the education field. Research that is relevant to a combination of developing 

a secondary science curriculum, collecting and recording Indigenous traditional knowledge, 

and observing the accompanying Indigenous Community engagement seems to be an outlier 

in terms of the academic research. Research that covers these three activities being conducted 

simultaneously appears, to the best of my knowledge, to be non-existent.  

This chapter will be an attempt at adopting Yarning as a virtual framework for 

describing and explaining, retrospectively, social interactions and related events, occurring 

twenty to thirty years ago. I am attempting to provide for the reader an image   of, and some 

measure of explanation for, the social dynamics surrounding the Yarning that occurred within 

the Aboriginal Community and on Country. 

5.2 My Findings Confirmed by the Literature  

5.2.1 Contact Zone and Third Space  

Extract from field notes, 27 September 1996: 

Went to the club at about 7.15pm – waited quite a bit before speaking to 

Jack, very careful not to be rude or pushy. Jack has that regal and aloof 

air sometimes and I’m always trying to read his body language. He is 

sitting with Rex this evening. Eventually he’ll pause and make eye contact 

and indicates for me to engage in conversation. Eventually have a good 

chat with both men. … Dolly arrived towards 8.00pm and gives me a kiss, 
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referring to me as brother-in-law. Dolly has obviously been drinking, 

she’s not normally this outgoing, but her sentiments seem genuine enough. 

Jack said it was okay to meet with him tomorrow morning – any time he 

said. This is a marked turn around as he been very protective of his time, 

his family time, over the weekends. My involvement with the project has up 

until now been associated with his work, one of the many different things 

that he advises on, is consulted on or is expected to adjudicate over 

because of his high standing in the community. It does appear that I have 

the stamp of approval, and am now seen as part of the extended family. 

Jack speaks very highly of the project work, and its importance in the 

education of the Community’s kids. Also, it’s important for the ‘white’ kids 

to learn about the culture. Jack confided in me on two matters – he once 

taught Rex at the Community School and also taught Dolly, his second 

wife. 

Speaking academically 

The literature reveals a perceived connect between both the Contact Zone and the 

Third Space to Yarning (Power, 2004; Somerville & Perkins, 2010; Taylor et al., 2014; 

Thorpe et al., 2021). 

Power (2004), positioned as both insider and an outsider, heard and understood the 

voices of her Aboriginal participants. Tjitayi and Osborne (2014, pp. 23–32) write that  

embodying a third space that reflects both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

ways of teaching, learning, knowing and being, we create a pedagogy of 

place where we can teach with ‘place’ in mind. The third space becomes a 

pedagogy of strength where Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal worldviews 
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come together and seek to disrupt the discourse of disadvantage, and the 

assumption that the ‘white way is the right way’. 

Furthermore, Johnston (2013, p. 18) reports on the ‘Third Space’ as a reconciliation 

tool, ‘Interviews with students and Aboriginal participants … confirm its function as a third 

space that contributes to reconciliation’.  

There is very little material in the research literature that reports in any detail 

procedures for initiating community contact in instances where there has been no prior 

contact. Most research, such as the healthcare and early childhood fields, comes on the back 

of a pre-existing, well-established community-based agency. One example given by Rumbold 

and Cunningham (2008, p. 83) aims ‘to review evaluations of changes to services or changes 

in the delivery of antenatal care for Australian Indigenous women and the impact on 

utilisation and quality of care, birth outcomes and maternal views about care’.  

A final aspect to the third space and contact zone, relevant to this study, relates to 

social attachment and acceptance. A relatively early application of Yarning research within a 

Community context was the ‘Yarning Up’ Model operated as a program instituted by 

Victoria’s DHS (Coade & McLung, 2008). The program, which focused on effective 

engagement with troubled Aboriginal youth and their families, provides interesting and 

familiar parallels to the original Community-based fieldwork underlying this study. The 

model highlights the importance of yarning in terms of ‘attachment’, which is viewed by 

Becker-Weidman (2005, p. 7) as ‘a general term that describes the state and quality of an 

individual’s emotional ties to another’. 

The ‘Yarning Up’ model emphasises the difference between a Western context and 

the Aboriginal, where attachment has a more collectivist base. Aboriginal Communities 

represent collectivist cultures where people are more likely to think of themselves in terms of 
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their connection with other people and their community. Agishtein and Brumbaugh (2013, 

p. 398) observed that ‘collectivism was positively related to attachment anxiety’ and refer to 

where ‘…individuals who have successfully integrated into their new culture may feel more 

accepted and thus less anxious’. Similarly, Wang & Mallinckrodt (2006) propose that the 

ability to explore novel environments which is provided by the secure base of an attachment 

figure may enable individuals to acculturate more readily to new societies. In other words, 

people who were more invested in their in-group tended to be more dependent on the Others 

and more fearful of rejection. 

Speaking as self 

The analysis for this study indicated numerous Collaborative and Collegial type 

Yarnings with Darcy and Aunty Lily and several others at the Co-operative in the Southern 

Community, Yarnings that also focused on this tri-elemental Third Space approach, 

suggesting a two-way path to teaching science. Johnston’s (2013) observations reaffirm the 

philosophy and ideals behind my original Community work and mirror the Collegial 

Yarnings held with Jack and Annie from the Top-End Community, both of whom described 

the reconciliatory nature of the work with ‘black’ and ‘white’ all working together under the 

one umbrella’. As Jack from the Top-End explained, the Balanda students need to learn about 

Bininj culture, because ‘They are the ones more likely to become tomorrow’s lawyers and 

politicians’. 

Once I became attached and accepted, the community connectedness provided me 

with the security, confidence and motivation to pursue the bookwork project. I mattered to 

them, and they to me. Of course, the connection to this study was the Yarning which took 

place within these collectivist Community cultures. And two specific conceptual frameworks 

that highlighted aspects of the work – how Self operated and engaged with the Others – were 
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the ‘third space’ and the ‘contact zone’. I had extended family members in all three 

Communities who were looking out for me, offering active support, taking note of my 

movements and expressing ongoing interest in the work I was doing. But the initial, ‘getting-

to-know-you’ period was a worry, in terms of collectivism and adult acceptance. I have 

previously reported on how I realised with relief the increasing acceptance of my working 

cells in each Community, particularly the Top-Enders and Southerners. 

5.2.2 Researcher Embeddedness  

Speaking academically 

In terms of embedded research, Guerin et al. (2018, p. 86) observed that  

The participants are engaged in a stronger social relationship than for the 

previous conversational research, involving more personal involvement to 

the point of an acquaintanceship or friendship. …You as a researcher 

become ‘embedded’ in their life for a short period (weeks or months), the 

researcher and Community can build (together) a broad contextual view of 

their life as well as the specific issues being researched, and to make 

iterative checks with them about what you are documenting and how you 

are thinking about it. … you spend serious amounts of time with them 

compared to current research methods; the talking is informal, non-

interrogative, conversational, chatty, and ‘talking around’ the topics just 

like a normal conversation with a friend in fact. 

Furthermore, in terms of their embedded research, (Vindrola-Padros et al., 2017, 

p. 70) found that ‘the research is therefore produced through a collaborative and participative 

process, and it is jointly “owned”’.  
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Speaking as self 

Reading this passage is like holding a mirror up to my fieldwork. It reflects actual 

‘feet on the ground’ working experience, ‘walking the talk’ in Aboriginal Communities. The 

duration of ‘embeddedness’, in my case, spanned years.  

When reflecting on the precursor to this study – the Community book project – I see 

significant consistency with Guerin et al.’s (2018) definition, particularly when considering 

the collaborative and participatory manner in which I engaged with my Aboriginal 

participants. If I view my Aboriginal team as co-working staff members, then it is reasonable 

to interpret Yarning as a data collection method for this current research context. The 

evidentiary links between my original project work and the Aboriginal Communities’ 

collaborative nature and ownership provide substantial parallels to Vindrola-Padros et al.’s 

(2017) study.  

In conclusion, I am comfortable describing my research as ‘embedded’ Aboriginal 

research, particularly concerning the use of Yarning as a method. 

5.2.3 Yarning as Method and Pedagogy  

Speaking academically 

Yarning as a method figures significantly in the current and emerging literature. Dean 

(2010, p. 6) informs us that ‘Indigenous communities have utilised Yarning as a workable 

method to share, explore and learn for many previous generations and will continue to do so’. 

Within an Aboriginal context, Yarning has many layers (Barlo et al., 2020; Bessarab, 2012; 

Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010; Dean, 2010). 

As a research process, Aboriginal Yarning deformalises the researcher identity and 

demands a state of equity for the human-to-human interaction, where both researcher and 

participant are knowers and learners in the process (Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010). Bessarab & 



 232  

Ng’andu (2010, p. 38) suggest further that rather than interrogating, measuring or extracting 

Indigenous knowledge/experiences, ‘Yarning is a two-way approach that builds on the notion 

of reciprocal knowledge exchange between the researcher and the researched’. 

Stuart and Shay’s (2019, p. 194), highlighting the position of Yarning as a research 

approach, comment that  

As a people that lived sustainably in harsh environments for tens of 

thousands of years, there is much to learn from Indigenous knowledge 

systems and indeed in how the knowing occurs. Modern adaptations of 

Indigenous Knowledges in research methodologies such as Yarning 

(Bessarab, 2008) must not be dismissed or seen as less rigorous than other 

social science methods. 

Nevertheless, while the use of Yarning as a research method is well documented 

(Atkinson, 2021; Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010; Rheault, 2021; Shay, 2019), it is still 

comparatively new, and the literature points to inconsistencies with approaches taken and 

terminology used for Yarning-based research (Carlin et al., 2019). Descriptions of the 

application of Yarning are diverse, indicating the method is an emerging field that requires 

more research (Atkinson et al., 2021; Shay, 2019). 

The use of thematic analysis for this study also accords well with the literature. 

Rheault et al. (2021, p. 12) thematically analysed their data, coding the transcripts line-by-

line then clustering similar codes into emergent conceptual categories, which were then 

structured and grouped to form overarching themes, ‘All the sources of data – field notes, 

transcriptions, and case studies – were interrogated in a qualitative way to identify the 

emerging themes’. Dale et al. (2021) similarly collected their data through ‘… a synthesis of 

Indigenous qualitative methods (research topic and Social Yarning) with Western qualitative 
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and quantitative methods (participant surveys, observations and field notes)’. Their data was 

analysed using thematic analysis. 

The literature also directly connects Aboriginal Yarning to pedagogy. As Leeson et al. 

(2016) state, ‘Yarning constitutes an established approach to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander pedagogy’ (Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010; Martin, 2008 as cited in Leeson et al. 2016, 

p. 8). Power et al. (2018, p. 154) report on the ‘Australian Aboriginal cultural competence 

that allows the inclusion of Aboriginal perspectives and learning techniques…’ through a 

pedagogical framework that ‘…focused on strengthening identity, achieving success, and 

transforming lives’. Recent research by Harrison and Skrebneva (2020, 15) connects 

pedagogy to Country. Their article explores culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP), which 

they claim ‘…has become a driving force for change in North America and New Zealand and 

is gaining some recognition in Indigenous education in Australia’. They recognise that 

‘Teacher understandings of the students’ cultures are widely accepted as being fundamental to 

the achievement of effective schooling outcomes’. Their article recognises the importance to 

being on Country to receive cultural awareness and immersion training. Interestingly 

however, while Harrison and Skrebneva (2020, p. 179) recognise that ‘As a pedagogical 

concept, Country is positioned as an engaging medium for teaching all students about 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’, they do not mention Yarning at all – despite 

referring to an Aboriginal aunty teaching students a sense of belonging to Country 

Speaking as self 

I was initially reluctant to use the term Yarning to represent verbal communication, 

given that I had only used the term once in all of the 60,000 words comprising the data body. 

Plus, I had to put aside my conservative, formal report writing style and focus on a more 

informal, relaxed approach to my writing and thinking. I had to acknowledge that the extent 
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and significance of my conversational engagement with my Aboriginal participants and 

colleagues had become evident during the early stages of my analysis. 

It was indeed a ‘Blind Freddy’8 moment. It became apparent that the use of the term 

‘Talking’ for expressing the whole story, with all its cultural overlays, was inadequate and did 

not do justice to the narrative or situational context.  

Added to this was the growing awareness of just how much my Aboriginal 

participants had taught me. Underlying all the Yarning, there was a lot of teaching and 

learning taking place. Often, I would listen and watch because I learnt a lot through observing 

gestures, facial expressions, and body language like hand signs as I looked for signs of 

approval and acknowledgement, which usually were not stated. In the early stages, I lacked 

confidence, never sure of how to respond, what to say. When we were ‘on the job’ 

developing ideas and content for the book, like when out on Country, I would follow them, 

always seeking a greater understanding and asking questions when appropriate. We would 

exchange ideas about how to best represent their traditional knowledge as cultural content 

during our review and feedback sessions. I was also conscious when communicating and felt 

the need to stress how important it was for their Traditional Knowledge to be taught, 

alongside Western science, to the students. 

It was always a two-way interaction. My diaries and field notes reflect Faulkhead and 

Thorpe’s (2016, p. 5) comment, ‘Yarning implicitly acknowledges the various contributors, 

embraces their contributions. It is by nature co-creative’. 

Table 5.1 shows the number of individual talks conducted with the participants in 

each Community. I have included the conversation data with non-Aboriginal participants, not 

                                                 
8 An informal Australian expression for an imaginary person who has little or no perception. 
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just as a comparison, but to show the varying but necessary non-Aboriginal ancillary support 

required during each field trip. 

Table 5.1 Face-to-face Yarning with Community Participants 

Community Days 
Aboriginal 
Participants 

Non-Aboriginal 
Participants 

Face-to-Face Yarning 

Aboriginal Non-Aboriginal 

Top-End [68]1 23 12 1972 82 

Centre [55] 21 25 87 90 

Southern [172] 38 9 303 69 

1Days in Community  
2Frequency 

 

The frequency and context linked to my conversations with the Aboriginal 

participants strongly suggested Yarning as the preferred term. It has focused the analysis and 

discussion through an Aboriginal lens. Some interesting trends are indicated in the results 

above, such as engagement with non-Aboriginal participants decreasing with increasing 

Westernisation of the Community, while engagement with Aboriginal participants 

correspondingly increased. 

At this latter stage of my study, it has become self-evident that Yarning provides me 

with a culturally appropriate, relational framework to sensitively compare three Community-

based elements: the participant, the Yarning type, and Community location. This contextual 

framework, I find, has enabled me to analyse and discuss this study’s findings of how, where 

and why I talked to my Aboriginal participants – one that seems readymade to convey the 

insider’s social, cultural, Community and Country perspectives. Besides, Yarning provided 

me with the scope, depth and versatility to answer my main research question, ‘What has 

been the role of professional conversations in the mobilisation of Aboriginal knowledge from 

Country to Classroom?’. This socially interactive Community dynamic, as far as I can 

determine, has not been researched before. 
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The emerging academic discussions centred around Yarning as both method and 

methodology provide only a peripheral link to this study, because these conceptual constructs 

in combination, serve no useful purpose in developing my autoethnographic journey. They 

provide no scope for my exploration of all the conversational engagements with my 

Aboriginal participants and colleagues. In the following section, I explore how I was 

pedagogically engaged with and within the Communities. In brief, the Yarnings with my 

Aboriginal participant members involved two-way learning and teaching in almost every 

instance, mostly informal and incidental to the main purpose of the event. Often, these 

lessons I learnt were subtle, and underscored the gentleness, patience and acceptance of my 

Aboriginal friends.  

5.2.4 Yarning – within a Pedagogical Context  

Speaking academically 

While many definitions of ‘story’ can be found in the literature, two of them from the 

Macquarie Dictionary provide definitions that appear relevant to this study. In standard 

English, a ‘story’ is  

A narrative, either true or fictitious, in prose or verse, designed to interest, 

instruct, or amuse the hearer or reader; 

a tale;  

a narration of a series of events, or a series of events that are or may be 

narrated;  

a narration of the events in the life of a person or the existence of a thing, 

or such events as a subject for narration. 
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And, from an Aboriginal English perspective, a ‘story’ is ‘an account of one aspect of 

the Dreaming which touches on fundamental elements which should guide the individual and 

society’. 

Andrews et al. (2010, p. 3) state that ‘there is not a large theoretical foundation or 

empirical evidence about the storytelling technique. As have teachers and instructors for 

thousands of years, we know that storytelling is a very effective instructional method’. 

Placing this in an Australian Aboriginal context, Gannon (2017, p. 8) refers to the 

storytelling imperative through a methodology of Yarning, talking back and forth between 

non-Indigenous and Indigenous participants. He argues for an ‘artful autoethnography’ 

connected to ritual, promoting connectedness and liberation through aesthetic and artistic 

practice, co-construction and processual knowledge-making, all with the Community rather 

than apart from it. 

In the context of NSW’s 8 Ways framework, Power et al. (2018) found that learning 

in a formal context can act as a transformative experience in intercultural settings and as a 

powerful pedagogical tool in the Aboriginal Community. At a more informal and traditional 

instructional level, McNair et al. (2012) report on the role of Elders from a pedagogical 

context within the Community. McNair et al. (2012, p. 20) found that the position of Elders 

in education is critical for sustainability of relationships, culture and land, and the 

Community’s and family’s roles and pedagogy continue in school education when teachers 

and educators have the relationships, trust and respect of the Community and learners. 

Recently Hansen et al. (2020, p. 1) link Aboriginal pedagogy directly to Yarning. Their 

article refers to a cultural awareness training program, co-created by Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal academics, used to embed Indigenous pedagogy through Yarning and oral 
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storying. Their aim was to produce transformative learning outcomes that also met key 

national, local and professional directives. 

Speaking as self 

These references to pedagogy reinforce what I experienced and observed during my 

frequent journeys to Community and Country over a long period of time. The learning I 

received, as part of my cultural immersion, was an ongoing and inherent aspect of each field 

trip. Much of my learning was by association, respectfully observing family members during 

social events. My quest was to fit in, to the extent of acquiring, over time, the Aboriginal 

English vernacular. I was pretty chuffed when one of the Aunties informed me of my success. 

My focus was on blending in, reducing my ‘white’ profile to a minimum.  

I am forever mindful when monitoring my progress, against the literature guidelines 

(Bochner, 2001; Ellis, 2004, p. 126) when judging this autoethnographic study for its 

accuracy and usefulness for the wider community. By adapting the Guattarian concept for 

rhizomatic learning, I am also mindful of my learning process throughout this study whereby 

my data, my memories and reflexive thinking have all grown out of the original Aboriginal 

pedagogically based learning I received in the Aboriginal Communities, those garden beds 

that nurtured and nourished the germ of an idea about two-way Earth Science. As I complete 

this study I contemplate just where and how far the rhizomatic pedagogical processes will 

spread this dual worldview idea. 

Saturday 7 June 1997 – Top-End Field Notes 

9.15-10.15am: Met with Jack, Rex, Danny and two other men (relatives of 

Jack). Went through the material and discussed the preliminary drafts. 

There was much animated discussion in lingo and a lot of interest. And the 

general impression and opinion given was very positive. The Elders were 
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very surprised, especially Rex, about the level of depth of culture at the 

Centre Community, especially that they were Bush Aborigines not that 

long ago. They said that some of their recently passed away relatives still 

had the peg holes through their noses. The ‘Old Man’ dreaming 

particularly took them. Jack mentioned two additional cultural aspects 

that could be included, so we went out to perch rock and Long Tom rock. 

Passed Kevin while driving back, Jack had a short discussion in lingo 

about Kev’s recent trip to Sydney. Jack chuckled after Kevin went on his 

way, and exclaimed that Kev’s language ability was very good, a nice 

change for a Balanda to speak it so well.  

This important get-together was conducted out in the open and highlighted another 

key step in the book’s development journey. It was for me a game-changer, a very powerful 

acknowledgement and endorsement of what I had been struggling with for ages. My worry 

had been the extent to which one Community’s traditional knowledge was accepted by 

another, and that fear was now was resolved. Approval was confirmed. This meeting of 

minds, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, presented a powerful two-way teaching and learning 

event and it was a first. Pure Aboriginal pedagogy in action, the first occasion where these 

influential Community men had seen the book draft work together, and there I was, actually 

learning and teaching along with them as a team, involved through the mutual rhizomatic 

learning that connected all three Communities. One Community nourishing and nurturing the 

culture in another. The pedagogical rhizomes were flourishing with real synthesising and 

synergising effect, a virtual symbiotic event evidenced by the serendipitous entry of yet 

another wonderful piece of traditional knowledge, which further added to the glorious 

common garden of knowledge growing in all three Communities. 
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5.2.5 Yarning, Location and Posting  

A significant volume of research connects Yarning to place (Barlo, 2020; Osmond & 

Phillips, 2019; Somerville & Perkins, 2010), where place is interpreted mainly within a 

situational social context, such as social positioning, cultural suitability and participant safety.  

Hill and Mills (2013, p. 76) emphasise the importance of ‘place’ or location in 

relation to storytelling and yarning. Location could not be ignored when a story was told, 

‘Place rather than time emerged as the crucial element in developing an understanding of 

Indigenous cultural competence’. 

The most common locational link to Yarning is by the generalised ‘Yarning circle’ 

(Barlo, 2021, 2017; Coombes et al., 2018; Dale et al., 2021), but the attached connotation is 

not just to the physicality of location, but also the technique. 

Yarning circles, in the main, are contrived social structures adopted as research 

methods for collecting data from Aboriginal participants, often through formal, structured, 

and semi-formal interviews. (Fleming et al. 2019). A recent development, an ‘on-line’ 

version, using web-conferencing is reported by Anderson et al. (2021). 

Ristevski et al. (2020, p. 126) do obliquely refer to different community locations by 

reporting that ‘The Yarning circles were facilitated by an Aboriginal Elder known and 

respected by the Community, held in different locations in community facilities, were 

conducted over 2 hours, were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim’. Ristevski et al. 

(2020), however, provide no further details about the location. In my research analysis, I 

found that Community and Country locations connect to how we Yarn to our Aboriginal 

research participants. Section 5.5.5 provides some introductory details for this Yarning to 

location connection.  
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The academic literature also refers to researcher positionality (Atkinson et al., 2021; 

Dean, 2010), but the context here is the social framework encompassing Self and Other. 

Furthermore, Atkinson et al. (2021, p. 3) clarify and conditionally accept researcher 

positionality in the context of shaping data interpretation by contrasting it with Yarning 

research’s relationality with family, Country, community and cosmos. So, here we have a 

direct reference to a physical place, locating Yarning within Community and Country.  

The attachment theory lens provides an extra dimension to investigating positioning 

within the community context (Coade & Clung, 2008).  

As developed by Bowlby (1969, 1973, 1980), attachment theory is a way to account 

for ‘…the emotional bonds that form between individuals…’ (Sable, 1992, p. 271). A 

growing body of research focuses on attachment relationships during adulthood, as evidenced 

by Hans (2005, p. 566), and my analysis indicated elements of this theory operating within 

the social support networks in my fieldwork’s ‘maintaining’ stage. I found that both 

‘attachment’ and ‘acceptance’ were synonymous, working as combined threads to the 

‘insider’ social fabric. 

5.2.6 Yarning Types 

Speaking academically 

This study’s findings, in relation to Yarning types, appear to be substantially 

confirmed by the post-Chapter-Two literature research. Six of the Yarning categories 

observed during the analysis approximate to those provided by Bessarab and Ng’andu (2010) 

and Walker et al. (2014). Bessarab and Ng’andu identified four different types of Yarning, 

which they term social, research topic, collaborative and therapeutic. Walker et al. (2014) 

identified a further two types of Yarning: Family and Cross-cultural. Collectively, their 

research has established a defining baseline for identifying and categorising Yarning types 
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This study’s analysis has identified seven categories of Yarning, the first six of which 

approximate to those defined by Bessarab and Ng’andu (2010) and Walker et al. (2014), are 

tagged as: Social, Family, Collaborative, Cross-cultural, Project, and Revealing. The 

additional, seventh yarning type identified in this study is termed as Collegial. In this section, 

a comparison is provided between this study’s Yarning categories against those recorded for 

Yarning in the literature. The definitions for the Yarning types, given in Table 5.2, are 

necessarily abridged. 

Table 5.2 Definitions of Yarn Types  

Definition of Yarning types from the literature1 Definition of Yarning types adopted for this study 

Yarning 
type 

Definition Yarning 
type 

Definition 

Social  This Yarn occurs between the researcher and 
participant before the research or topic Yarn; 
trust is developed, and a relationship built.2 
Social Yarn topics can be diverse and include 
whatever social information the participant 
and researcher share in the moment.2  

Social  Social Yarning was the initiator for any 
conversation but sometimes formed the whole 
Yarn, especially with someone new. Social Yarning 
was used to break the ice, relax and transfer to 
the next stage of Yarning. Furthermore, Social 
Yarning could re-enter as a bridge between other 
Yarning types in more extended conversations, 
just as a bit of ‘time out’. It was used more in 
social spaces and was an excellent way to hear 
gossip and get community news updates. 

Family Family Yarning represents Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples’ connections and 
relationships concerning land, spirituality and 
kinship and is utilised to learn about 
relationality to one another.3 It is often used in 
combination with the Social Yarn. 

Family The Family Yarning was often associated with 
places of relaxation with a family context, typically 
the home and social club, but also during drives to 
and from the cultural sites. Once the Traditional 
Owner or Elder had relaxed and the day’s 
business had been attended to, we would lapse 
into Yarning about recent family happenings, 
including kinship and ceremonial-related stuff. 
Often, I would learn about other family members 
and new contacts for help. 

Collab-
orative  

The Yarn is focused upon research processes.2 
Cases include designing Yarning topics, 
identifying researcher priorities and projects, 
and analysing data.4 2 5 6 When used to analyse 
data, Collaborative yarning can provide 
enhanced opportunities to explore and explain 
concepts, resulting in new understandings 
about the research topic.2  

Collab-
orative  

The Collaborative Yarning involved all 
arrangements in preparation for the Book Project 
work. It included setting up meetings, reviews, 
interviews, field trip visits, gaining access to 
community resources (accommodation, admin 
office space, vehicle), extending the social support 
network by seeking contact details for new 
traditional knowledge contributors. The 
Collaborative Yarning was the essential precursor 
for the smooth running of the bookwork.  
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Cross-
cultural 

Cross-cultural Yarning involves the Aboriginal 
participant or researcher adjusting their 
behaviour or practice to operate within 
Westernised rules and protocols, for example, 
the researcher explaining the Western 
research process in universities.3 

Cross 
cultural 

Cross-cultural Yarning for this study embraced all 
Yarning with the Aboriginal participants in both 
traditional communities because they were all 
conversing in standard English instead of their 
first language. This category was inappropriate for 
the Southern Community. 

Research 
Topic 

Research Topic Yarning is a Yarn with a 
purpose.2 This is used to gather information 
relating to the research question, sometimes in 
the form of stories.2 

Project 
related 

The Project Yarning covered all aspects of the 
bookwork, including reviewing the iterations, 
expanding on ideas for new topic content, visiting 
and exploring cultural sites and conducting semi-
structured interviews. 

Thera-
peutic  

A Yarn that involves the participant sharing 
personal and, at times, emotional parts of their 
story.2 During this step, the researcher’s role 
changes to supporting the participant to make 
sense and meaning of their story.2  

Reveal-
ing 

This Yarning was revealing in nature, both 
emotional and sensitive in content, with personal 
revelations. They were always spontaneous and 
unexpected, occurring in chance encounters out 
in the open, at social gatherings or at home. 
Usually, it was to seek personal advice, share a 
concern, or provide an emotive overlay to their 
Dreaming narrative. 

N/A N/A Collegial Collegial Yarning is more complex, of increased 
modality, with a conceptual base that, in part, 
identified future positive potential for the 
bookwork, including its reconciliatory nature. It 
was refreshing and very enabling to transcending 
the ‘now’ to ‘beyond’, conceptualising its use in 
schools. Phone calls were also not uncommon. 
The participants were all educated to at least year 
ten level, the majority with a post-secondary 
qualification.  

1. Table adapted from Atkinson et al. (2021, p. 2);  
2. Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010;  
3. Walker et al., 2014;  
4. Adams & Faulkhead, 2012;   
5. Gibson et al., 2020;   
6. Reilly & Rees, 2018. 

 

Furthermore, the Yarning type frequency counts per Community for this study 

provide greater detail indicating the comparative extent of conversational engagement for 

each Community at a base level. The link between conversation and Social Yarning type, 

derived from the analysis of the data bank, the diaries and field notes, indicates that the totals 

for the Social type Yarnings roughly equate to the total number of conversations overall. 

Table 5.3 shows the frequency count of each talking type for the relevant Community.  
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Table 5.3 Yarning Type Counts per Community 

Community 

A
b

o
rigin

a
l 

p
articip

a
nts 

Face-to-face Yarning 

Aboriginal non-Aboriginal 

Soc. Collab. Fam Proj Rev C-C Colleg. Soc Collab. Proj 

Top-End [68]1 233 1972 151 101 65 30 174 27 82 82 14 

Centre [55] 21 87 57 31 22 12 73 0 90 76 5 

Southern [172] 38 303 238 154 83 54 21 81 69 64 28 

1Days in Community;  
2Frequency count 
3Frequency count  

 

Table 5.4 provides additional clarification to Community-based Yarnings by 

converting each Yarning type as a percentage of the Social type Yarnings.  

Table 5.4 Percentage Yarning Type per Community 

Community Social Collab. Family Project Revealing Colleg. 

Top-End 1001 75 50 33 15 14 

Centre 100 66 33 25 14 3 

Southern 100 78 50 27 18 27 

1Percentage of all talks 

 

Of interest is the obvious similarity between the Top-End and Southern Communities 

for the Family and Collaborative type talks. Comparing respective Yarning situational 

contexts suggests two main reasons for this. The first was the comparative ease of verbal 

communication between the researcher and the Aboriginal participants. The Top-Ender 

people spoke English at a level that, while variable in standard, was uniformly adequate to 

hold a lucid face-to-face conversation. Hence, when in a family situation, the researcher was 

generally able to follow the conversation and respond accordingly. The older family members 

were more constrained with their talking but still managed to get their point of view across. 

In the Southern Community, conversations were essentially free flowing and unrestricted. 
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The second reason relates to the opportunities to Yarn with families. In both the Top-End and 

Southern Communities, venues such as the social club and home provided solid bases for 

Family Yarnings, venues where everyone was more relaxed and able to turn their minds to 

family matters. The Centre Community was by comparison, more rigid and structured in 

terms of researcher verbal interaction with the participants. Home visits were less frequent, 

and the main venue where the Community would congregate, on social service pay day, was 

the store or ‘Canteena’, as it was called – a busy, noisy and dusty venue that was far from 

ideal for Yarning with anyone.  

The original book research, in both the Top-End and Southern Communities, was 

more complex and multi-faceted, and involved more participants. As a consequence, the 

work involved a higher percentage of Collaborative Yarning. Adjunct to this was, of course, 

the higher level of spoken English. In the Centre, the bookwork essentially involved one 

family, with three other principal contributors from other families. 

Speaking as self 

I realised fairly early in my analysis that for each Community I had my own little 

story to tell, and that for the participants there was a story for each of them also. Interestingly, 

the situational contexts to these stories were just as important, adding richer detailed texture 

to the pedagogical cloth. While it did take me a while to understand old Bobby and Aunty 

Penny, we eventually got through to each other as I became accustomed to their particular 

pronunciations and English word derivations. These two ‘oldies’ were the salt of the earth, 

the primary knowledge providers, and they had no equal. The younger participants in each of 

the traditional communities, fortunately, had much better English language skills so 

interpersonal communication had been far easier. 
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I found that the way I spoke to a participant was often determined by where we were 

at the time, what we were talking about and what we were doing. If the Yarning was 

revealing in nature, then there was an evocative story as well, with emotional overtones, and 

the sudden realisation for me that I was being trusted with the information. There were 

similarities and differences between the three communities as you might expect. On average 

there were 8 yarns held with each participant for the Top-End and Southern communities, 4 

for Centre, but the overall time required in the Southern Community was much greater. The 

Centre Community was the real challenge, however, being so far out of town, hence less time 

and opportunity for socialising. There were no designated social venues, other than the 

church and opportunities to Yarn here were difficult because I didn’t know the language and 

the Others did not know English well enough. Also, being a ‘dry’ Community, there was no 

alcohol – or supposedly not.  

5.2.7 Rationale for Choice of Yarning Descriptors  

In the previous section I have indicated that independently, I found six categories of 

Yarning to describe the verbal interactions while engaging with my Aboriginal participants. 

These agree essentially with those described in the literature (Bessarab and Ng’andu, 2010; 

Dean, 2010; Walker et al., 2014).   

While my names for Yarning types differ from the literature’s, my choices reflect this 

study’s different focus on Yarning contexts and situations and, to a certain extent, are 

reflective of the learning and teaching I experienced. Notable differences are with the terms 

‘Research topic’ and ‘Project related’. At the time of my original community fieldwork, the 

focus was entirely on the ‘project’, hence the choice of name. My choice of ‘Revealing’ was 

similarly guided by the combined spontaneity, emotionality, and candour of this Yarning 

type. Probably, and in all honesty, it was these Revealing Yarns that taught me the most. 
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The term ‘Collegial’ was a natural choice as, after all, these respective participants 

were in every respect, my colleagues. Our Yarnings often involved more abstract themes 

such as the book’s potential and future value and acknowledging joint community ownership. 

They realised their contribution to the project, providing ongoing guidance, feedback and 

mentoring, which often provided the handrails and motivation needed to keep me on track 

during challenging moments of the project journey. In short, these Collegial Yarnings were of 

a professional nature. 

My analysis often dealt with a series of related events within long conversations, 

where the Yarning would seamlessly slip from one type to another as Stuart and Shay (2019) 

observed, ‘Yarning can quickly go from formal conversation to an informal discussion about 

family, history, politics, and other issues. Incorporating Yarning into a research context with 

minimal scholarship on Yarning as a research methodology was very challenging’ (ibid., 

2019, p. 198).  

Extract from Field Notes, 1 March, 1996 – Co-operative, Southern Community: 

Later discussions between Darcy and Uncle Tom focused on [Melbourne 

academic] who is regarded by various local non-Aboriginal sections of 

community as an expert on Aboriginal culture, but he does not have the 

feeling for, nor the perspective or worldview that the [Southern 

Community] people have. Uncle still uses the fish traps himself. He will 

come out to the lake and is very happy to help.  

He agrees with my views on bringing the two cultures together and 

worldviews together, using the community approach, with traditional 

knowledge and culture representing a framework and integrating within 
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this, relevant pieces of science. Uncle has some valuable ideas, is well 

read, and should be a tremendous asset to the development of this project.  

I discussed the idea of co-op ownership in part, and Darcy recognised the 

difficulty with this because of the part contribution of each of the three 

communities. At various stages today I made it very clear that I wanted 

nothing for myself out of this – and that I’d prefer to see any financial 

rewards go to the communities. 

In the above case, while the Yarning sequence embraced several forms such as 

Collaborative and Revealing, it mainly serves to stress the collegial nature of my relationship 

with both Darcy and Uncle Tommy. The Collegial Yarning covered aspects of co-ownership 

with the Community, and importantly, provides an implied but clear understanding that our 

co-creation of new science knowledge, bridging the two worldviews, was not only plausible, 

but entirely workable and achievable. It needed to be addressed sensitively, paying due 

respect to the Community. Conversations such as this typified the professionalism that played 

out, with each one of us representatives of a specific knowledge area, Aboriginal traditional 

knowledge and culture on Darcy and Uncle’s part, and Western science on mine. We were 

co-creating new knowledge, a fusion of the Aboriginal space with the Western science, where 

one knowledge base is understood to be equal in standing to the other.   

5.2.8 Gatekeeper or Facilitator–Liaison? 

This section discusses those Chapter Four’s findings, which appear to be confirmed 

by the literature research, and refer to the gatekeeper, or ‘facilitator–liaison’, the term opted 

for in this study. 

Speaking academically 
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The literature, predictably, contains a significant body of research material referring 

to the concept of gatekeeping (Brown et al., 2020; Caretta, 2014; Rioux, 2018; Shay 2016). 

The Gatekeeper has been written about across a variety of disciplines (Shay, 2016, p. 283). 

Shay (2016, p. 284,) does not understate the importance of Gatekeepers to field research – 

‘The unpredictability of how relationships are operationalised in gatekeeping/researcher 

interactions matters because it impacts how knowledge is produced’. Furthermore, Shay 

(2016, p. 285), citing the dictionary definition, reports that ‘gatekeeping generally in 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities is also not an unfamiliar concept. The 

Merriam-Webster dictionary defines gatekeeping as “a person who controls access”’.  

Le Compte and Preissle (as cited in Kawulich, 2011, p. 59) report that ‘key 

informants, many times, serve as gatekeepers … [and suggest] that the researcher locate 

gatekeepers informally and in person; this is particularly important in indigenous 

communities, where relationships are integral to one’s acquiring cultural knowledge’. 

Rioux et al.’s (2018, p. 5) paper provides further insight into a Gatekeeper’s roles, 

stating ‘gatekeepers have an official or unofficial role at the site’, and refers to their 

‘multitasking’. Caretta (2014) also refers to the multitasking role of gatekeepers in her study 

and widens their roles to providing security for the researcher. 

Using the gatekeeper term within the Australian Aboriginal context, however, is 

problematic. Brown et al. (2020, p. 3) found that ‘The term gatekeeper was positively 

received by some group members, but the majority considered it culturally inappropriate … 

Participants emphasised the need for an alternative term, with several alternative, simpler 

terms suggested (e.g., responder, go-to person, tracker, or an Indigenous language word)’. 

However, the term ‘Gatekeeper’ provides the most appropriate comparative term for this 
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study, where its occurrence in the research literature provides a significant evidence-based 

parallel and similarity to the analysis findings. 

One final matter raised in the research literature refers to the gatekeeper-related 

editing role in both publishing and institutional spheres. Coram and Hallidan (2013, p. 109) 

describe one other gatekeeper-related dimension – they state that ‘…engaging as a public  

intellectual is not as straightforward as it might be due to editorial gatekeeping’, adding 

further that ‘it is our experience that part of the challenge in obtaining recognition for our 

“race work” is educating both the “academy” and the mass media’. In a broader institutional 

context, Halliday (2014, p. 110) observed gatekeeping of voices of the people, ‘But their 

voices could not have spoken authoritatively without the work of court clerks in an archive 

those clerks created and controlled’.  

Speaking as self 

My original choice for this important role was facilitator–liaison, basically reflecting 

the roles they played, which were facilitating my day-to-day fieldwork, and liaising between 

me and the other Aboriginal participants, when and where required. Simple as that! So, I have 

decided to keep my original facilitator-liaison label in deference to Brown et al.’s (2020, p. 3) 

observation.  

Lennie was my facilitator–liaison in the Centre Community. Like all my gatekeepers, 

he was self-appointed, understood what I was trying to achieve for their children, and 

volunteered his guidance and advice. I first met him on my second trip, where I explained my 

role and what my goal was. His help was to be indispensable. 

Extract from field notes 3 October 1996 – Centre Community 

Met and chatted to Lennie in office – he is assistant to the advisor. 
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Extract from field notes 4 October 1995 – Centre Community 

Returned to rock seat area outside council office, close to fuel depot. 

Lennie (assistant coordinator outstations) was present, and old Wally 

[local traditional landowner] was also there. Lennie has told me that he 

informed everybody of my curriculum development purpose for trips. He 

describes this in terms of doing schoolwork for the Aboriginal kids – and 

they understand my intention to combine local traditional knowledge and 

culture. 

I remember feeling chuffed about this, but of course, all the help they offered never 

eventuated, too many intervening factors and imponderables. Moreover, this was only my 

second visit to the Centre Community – the first having been eleven months previous. 

Sadly, and very unexpectedly, I experienced the publisher gatekeeper personally, 

when, in the company of a well-known NSW Koori educator, I met with the CEO of a 

prominent Australia-based publisher. During our discussion, the CEO announced that, of 

course, we would have to look at two editions of my book, one for ‘white’ students and 

another for the ‘black’ students. I looked across the table at my Koori colleague who, bless 

her, just rolled her eyes heavenwards. 

In closing, one final aspect of the gatekeeper pertinent to this study that has recently 

been drawn to my attention,9 is the role the Traditional Owner, or senior culture officer down 

in the Southern Community, plays in protecting and managing access to the traditional 

knowledge and artefacts associated with specific cultural sites. I can see the appropriateness 

for the term gatekeeper in this instance. 

                                                 
9 

In May 2021, during a discussion with Darcy about the merits of gatekeeper this additional role was raised. 

Good point, I thought at the time. 
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5.3 Areas Present in Research Literature but Absent in my Analysis 

To the best of my knowledge, the material contained in Chapter Two, sections 2.4, 

2.10 and 2.11, bore no relevance to the analysis’ findings. These topic areas and underlying 

concepts proved to be outside of the general themes and patterns uncovered. Provided below 

is a rationale for my decision to exclude Citizen Science as a concept from this Study:  

The evidence for Citizen Science (Section 2.4) in my original Community-book-

related research proved elusive and devoid of even the most tenuous links. I initially thought 

that some evidence for Citizen Science, or some variation on this theme, may have emerged 

from my analysis. However, despite my best-informed attempt, I found it impossible to match 

what is characterised and defined as Citizen Science with any tangible aspect of my original 

community-based field research work. The Aboriginal participants were continually and 

collaboratively involved, but not in the structured and systematic sense prescribed for Citizen 

Science. 

Citizen Science is a well-researched scientific technique that uses community 

volunteers and provides a tangible and plausible connection between traditional ecological 

knowledge (TEK) and Western science. (Bhattacharjee, 2005; Dickinson et al. 2010; Couzin, 

2007 as cited in Bonney et al., 2009). A collaboration between scientists and members of the 

public defines Citizen Science in some form, and sometimes this means individuals recruited 

to help on a scientist-led research project. However, it can also mean partnerships across 

various organisations from many different sectors in many other cases. (Hind-Ozan et al., 

2017).  

In an Australian context, Citizen Science is adapting to local needs. Eitzel et al. (2017, 

p. 8) point out that Citizen Science is rapidly diversifying into new domains (e.g., online) and 

disciplines (e.g., biomedical sciences), but notwithstanding the flexibility and variety 
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described above, I would be hard-pressed to accept that my fieldwork in the communities 

constituted Citizen Science, essentially because there was no prescribed, definable core 

scientific goal that was being observed for or researched. Furthermore, the Aboriginal 

participants did not at any stage take observations or record data themselves. Their roles, 

although variable, were to act as knowledge experts, knowledge sharers, guides, mentors, 

reviewers and providers of feedback and, not least, as extended family members. 

Chapter Two also refers to two associated themes: culturally inclusive Western 

science textbooks and pedagogical practices that support teaching and learning in cross-

cultural, two-way science classes, both of which I ultimately deemed to be beyond the 

boundaries of this study. They do, however, provide a solid foundation for further research. 

5.4 New Findings 

This section looks at those findings uncovered in Chapter Four, for which I have not 

been able to locate any existing reference in the research literature and which appear to be 

new knowledge. The material refers to the sequential development of the social support 

network in each Community, a process which necessarily incorporated a new type of Yarning 

with my colleagues; characteristics linking the talk-type spectrum to specific community 

locations; an investigation of my Yarnings with my Aboriginal participants through an 

Enabler/Restrainer lens. 

5.4.1 Collegial Yarning 

This section addresses the finding in Chapter Four, for a collegial way of conversing, 

and the signifiers for conversations that had a ‘Collegial’ talk component. While the 

academic literature lacks any reference to ‘Collegial’ Yarning as a defined conversational 

entity Dean (2010, p. 7), when referring to Yarning’s research flexibility and adaptiveness, 

states that ‘it allows the participants, the intended beneficiaries, to become partners within the 
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research process, not just individual contributors’. The implication here is that local 

expectations and roles can be negotiated in a collegial and holistic manner during Yarning 

sessions for the research purpose. Rynne & Cassematis (2015, p. 107) make oblique 

inferences, commenting, ‘appreciative Inquiry demands a collegial relationship between the 

researcher and the participants’. 

In this study, Collegial Yarning became the predominant aspect of my bicultural 

conversations because the collaborative work was about academic knowledge creation, 

specifically the cross-cultural science curriculum, which is a specific branch of professional 

knowledge. Broadly speaking, I would suggest that Collegial Yarning can be regarded as 

specific type of professional conversation. The Collegial Yarning generated an intellectual 

environment, an opportunity between equals in collaboration for the co-creation of new 

knowledge from both Aboriginal and Western Science knowledge bases, where it is 

understood that both knowledge bases are of equal standing.  

5.4.2 The Participant Community Members 

Speaking as self 

Despite my best attempts, I have been unable to find existing research literature that 

provides information about the researcher’s conversational engagement with the Aboriginal 

participants regarding their social, family or project-related involvement. I have condensed 

this section for the sake of brevity.  

The analysis indicated my involvement with and reliance upon the participant 

members from each Community. It also provided a sensitive indicator of the complexity of 

my community involvement. 
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My analysis also indicated that each participating member involved with the original 

book project could be characterised as a member of one or more defined work cells, serving 

either as a core member or as an ancillary. There were three layers of involvement: first the 

core group, followed by the first layer of the ancillaries, who I had quite a bit of contact with 

and support from, and then the second ancillary group – the outer layer – who also provided 

incidental support but only infrequently, and to a lesser extent. The ancillary participants 

generally had a lesser role and were usually related to one of the Traditional Owners or 

Senior Elders. Nevertheless, importantly, they provided me with the necessary after hours, 

downtime company in a relaxing and social family-oriented environment. 

5.4.3 The Participants 

This section provides a cross-sectional sample of the participants, providing a 

snapshot of some of the critical Aboriginal members in each Community. These wonderful 

people had sorted themselves into basically two groups, which I can term the core and the 

ancillary, a social dynamic that just happened, in each of the three Communities. There was 

nothing formal to the structure, it certainly was not recognised nor spoken about at the time, 

but there it was, something that I can see now. 

I like to think of my Aboriginal participants as the gardeners. I am not sure what my 

role was, maybe the overseer. Anyway, there was no hierarchy, although the core gardeners 

belonged to either the Traditional Owner group or the senior Elder group, and they were the 

head gardeners. They were the keepers of the traditional knowledge, the originators of the 

central theme to the book. Their traditional knowledge belonged to them through inheritance 

and was manifested and disseminated through cultural and traditional conventions. And 

obviously, the garden was the Community and its Country, where the seed first appeared – 

that germ of an idea that literally came out of nowhere. It was the head gardeners who then 
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disseminated the germ or seed, and then tended, nurtured and nourished that germ of an idea 

into a plant that grew rhizomes, which ultimately grew their way between the three 

Communities. The ancillary gardeners also tended to the gardens, assisting with the 

germination and growth of the rhizomes by providing supplementary, additional nurturing. 

What I can see now though was that there was a lot of teaching and learning taking 

place as well, with each of us teaching each other, and with me probably learning a lot more 

than they did, a kind of rhizomatic learning through Aboriginal pedagogy that spread from 

one Community to another.  

5.4.3.1 The Top-End Mob 

The Core Members were Aunty Penny, Jack, Andy and Hetty. The inner Ancillary 

members were Toby, Rex, and James and Andy. There were a further 11 outer ancillary 

members. Table 5.5 provides the number of times I met with Aunty Penny at each work cell 

location.  

Table 5.5 Penny’s Work Cell Status and Yarning Type. 

Top-End Member: Penny Status: Core Group 

Work cell Soc. Collab. Fam Proj. Reveal C-C Colleg. 

Club 31 1 3 0 1 3 0 

Home 6 6 6 3 0 6 0 

Site 3 3 3 3 0 3 0 
1Frequency 

 

Aunty Penny was the senior traditional owner in the Community, and her traditional 

lands encompassed the Community. She lived in the ‘High Camp’; the area traditionally 

selected by the Aboriginal families with ancestral ties to this Country. Families in the High 

Camp were all related to the Traditional Owner through the moiety and kinship system. 
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Aunty’s assistance with the bookwork was pivotal to its success. She was pleased to share her 

traditional knowledge for the book, knowing that the students would get to read about her and 

her Djang. Her delivery of her Djang account was full of expression and sentiment, and she 

was very mindful of me paying attention to her, with occasional Dadirri moments, asking, 

‘Are you listening, Son?’ Given that I was then in my forties, I found it quite touching. 

Aunty saw that I was helping by carrying her culture to the students for them to learn. 

The Yarning on Country was sparse, social and collaborative, as she was fully focused on her 

delivery. Socialising with her in the Club was different, more relaxed, and Yarning about 

family was usual. She was interested in my family, drawing comparisons with hers. She was 

sometimes unwell, was a heavy smoker, and quite aged for a traditional, initiated Aboriginal 

women. I treated Aunty with the utmost respect, was extremely appreciative of her kindness 

and support, and would often buy her little gifts to show my gratitude. I kept a close eye on 

her welfare particularly when we were out on Country, in the bush, given that she was in her 

seventies, and was not as agile as she once was.  

Extract from diary 

11/4/1994   Luggage: 16kg allowance. Jim was bus driver.  Checked with 

Linda (Community school) and was okay for tape recorder. Met with Aunt 

Penny and Andy. The initial request for assistance was okay. Visited the 

club and spoke with Jack for a while. He will try to organise recording 

sessions tomorrow, with Aunty Penny and Andy. Jack said two languages 

were spoken, the latter is the original and spoken now by TOs. I spoke to 

Aunt Penny buying her a can of drink. I walked her home, speaking about 

our families. A misunderstanding occurred soon after leaving the club. 
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One of her nephews remonstrated with me, fearing I was humbugging 

Aunty but she very quickly set him straight. 

This meeting with Aunty Penny was the first real opportunity I had had to talk to her. 

Buying her a drink was being respectful and an acknowledgement of her position and status 

in the Community. She was after all the senior traditional owner. Her nephew’s reaction to 

me was understandable because this trip was only my third to the Community, and everyone 

was still getting to know me. Sadly, Aunty passed away before the book was eventually 

published in 2001. Table 5.6 provides the number of times I met with Jack at each work cell 

location. 

Table 5.6 Jack’s Work Cell Status and Yarning Type 

Top-End Member: Jack Status: Core Group 

Work cell Soc. Collab. Fam Proj. Reveal. C-C Colleg. 

Club 14 14 8 0 6 14 12 

Home 15
1

 15 12 2 6 15 10 

Site 3 3 2 3 2 3 3 

Various2 3 2 2 1 0 3 2 

1Frequency  
2Store, Hospital, and outdoors within the Community. 

 

Jack was, as my facilitator–liaison, an extremely valuable member of the core team. 

His guidance and reassurance were crucial to the development of the book. Jack was one of 

few fully initiated Aboriginal men who had one foot firmly planted in each world, Aboriginal 

and Western. Health issues were an ongoing challenge for him due to diabetes complications, 

and his condition at times impacted on the fieldwork progress. Despite this, plus his onerous 

and time-consuming wider community responsibilities, he would make time to meet with me, 

because he was convinced that our work would benefit both Bininj and Balanda Students. He 

expressed the view that the book would help preserve and maintain culture among the local 
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youth. Our Yarnings would often be collegial in nature. He has sadly passed, but in 2019 I 

was very pleased to meet up with his son and grandson when last visiting the community. 

Extract from field notes – Friday, 27 September 1996: 

Location: Top-End, Social club. 

Jack said it was okay to meet with him tomorrow morning – any time he 

said. This is a marked turn around as he been very protective of his time, 

his family time, over the weekends. My involvement with the project has up 

until now been associated with his work, one of the many different things 

that he advises on, is consulted on or is expected to adjudicate over 

because of his high standing in the community. It does appear that I have 

the stamp of approval and am now seen as part of the extended family. 

Jack speaks very highly of the project work, and its importance in the 

education of the Community kids. Also, it’s important for the white kids to 

learn about Top-End culture. 

Table 5.7 provides the number of times I met with Hetty at each work cell location. 

Table 5.7 Hetty’s Work Cell Status and Yarning Type 

Top-End Member: Hetty Status: Core Group 

Work cell Soc. Collab. Fam. Proj. Reveal C-C Colleg. 

Home 4
1
 4 2 2 2 4 4 

School 9 8 3 4 1 9 8 

Site 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
1Frequency 

 

Extract from diary: 25 February 1997 

1315 – reviewed transcript with Hetty, her interview went very well. Most 

impressed with her articulation and understanding of her job – she 

obviously has principal aspirations – speaks confidently and 
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knowledgeably about educational matters – sees science functions re 

observations in the Aboriginal domain as well. I asked Hetty to help with 

the review and development of work this year and she’s happy to be 

involved. I feel a very valuable asset to project.  

Although not a traditional owner, Hetty’s ability to provide balanced, informed 

reviews of the book draft work was invaluable. She was well educated, a trained senior 

primary teacher with a post graduate diploma in school administration. She was a delight to 

talk to, and I was privileged to have two visits to her house, a departmental home. Her 

guidance and feedback for the book projected both worldviews and provided me with the 

certainty and assurance that the work was on track. She was strong in her traditional 

knowledge and culturally well connected to Community and had a strong grasp on Western 

science, which helped me enormously with getting the right balance between black and white 

perspectives. She also voiced her concerns about the loss of local culture to the younger 

generations, and saw my book, as did Jack, as a means to reverse the trend. Our Yarnings 

were typically at a Collegial level. 

Table 5.8 provides the number of times I met with Rex at each work cell location. 

Table 5.8 Rex’s Work Cell Status and Yarning Type 

Top-End Member: Rex Status: Ancillary Group 

Work cell Soc. Collab. Fam. Proj. Reveal C-C Colleg. 

Club 7
1
 6 5 0 4 7 4 

Council 5 5 5 2 4 5 2 

Home 4 1 2 1 1 4 1 

Site 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 
1Frequency 

 

Extract from field notes – 17 April 1996: 
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Rex was educated at Darwin college for 5 years. He has partly completed 

an Adult Education course in community management at Batchelor 

College. In August of 1994 he was appointed for a five-year term to the 

Kakadu board of management. He said that the Community’s Bininj 

people needed to work towards self-management and not relying on the 

Balanda. He expressed dissatisfaction with the current situation, must 

move towards self-determination, in the long term. He has been upset by 

Balanda infighting over jobs, who does what? This has made him become 

angry and frustrated, and caused him to move away from the community, 

and not be involved. Up until relatively recently, he was the trainee town 

clerk, but I gather he and the town clerk never had a productive 

relationship. 

Rex was one of the first Aboriginal Community members that I met in the Top-End. 

He was helpful in setting up the initial contact with Aunty Penny and Jack. By Aboriginal 

standards, Rex was well educated. I enjoyed some interesting and informative Yarns with 

Rex. He championed Aboriginal rights, he was vocal about the lack of Bininj self-

management and was always keen to update me on his children’s progress. Inclined to be 

forthright, and candid with his comments, Rex would occasionally advise me of my 

perceived transgressions.  

Table 5.9 provides the number of times I met with Toby at each work cell location 
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Table 5.9 Toby’s Work Cell Status and Yarning Type. 

Top-End Member: Toby Status: Ancillary Group 

Work cell Soc. Collab. Fam. Proj. Reveal C-C Colleg. 

Art-Craft 71 6 3 3 0 7 0 

Club 6 6 3 1 3 6 0 

Home 2 2 1 0 0 2 0 

Site 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 
1Frequency 

 

Extract from field notes – 6th June 1997: 

Drove back to the flat for tea and then went and picked Toby up. He is a 

frustrated man – quite well read, educated at Darwin High School. He’s 

not too sure about taking his culture down to the southerners – he’s not 

convinced that Koories are real Aborigines – as he said, they have white 

ancestors, and to emphasise his point he pinched his black skin on the 

forearm. He referred to Darcy, and I defended the Koories by saying that 

they could not help the loss of their culture by the whites. They believe 

they are Aboriginal and that’s that. 

Toby, although what I termed an ancillary member, was a key contributor to the 

traditional knowledge content. Toby was a traditional artist of high status and had sole rights 

and responsibility for doing paintings about the Djang that I was using. He shared his skills 

and knowledge with me to provide valuable and informative supplementary content for the 

book. His frustration with Aboriginal disempowerment was clearly expressed from time to 

time, similar to Rex’s views. He spoke very good English, expressing his ideas and concerns 

forthrightly, and our Yarning in the Club were sometimes laced with candour and conviction. 

I was quite stunned at the revelation of his views about Southern Aboriginal people. I actually 

found myself defending my Southern friends, as after all they had had no say in what 
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happened to them, plus, as I explained to Toby, it is not a question of skin or eye colour, it is 

how you identify yourself, and how the Community identifies you. This discussion typified 

those occasions where the teaching and learning was mutual, definitely both ways. I would 

drive him to and from home occasionally. 

5.4.3.2 The Centre Mob  

The Centre core members consisted of Bobby and Lenny, followed by an ancillary 

group comprising Jenny and Gregory. There were a further 30 outer ancillary members. 

Bobby was the Traditional Owner who shared his Tjukurrpa, or ‘dreaming’ with me. My 

locational contacts with Bobby were more diversified than for my other participants.  

Table 5.10 provides the number of times I met with Bobby at each work cell location 

Table 5.10 Bobby’s Work Cell Status and Yarning Type 

Centre Member: Bobby Status: Core Group 

Work cell Soc. Collab. Fam. Proj. Reveal C-C Colleg. 

Council1 34 2 1 0 1 3 0 

Clinic 2 1 2 0 1 2 0 

Drive2 5 5 5 0 0 5 0 

Home 12 10 10 3 7 12 0 

Linguist 3 3 2 3 2 3 0 

Outstation 9 8 9 0 1 9 0 

Site3 7 7 7 7 5 7 0 

1Council and vicinity 
2Family drive 
3Site & drive to/from 
4Frequency 

 

Extract from diary – 12 April 1996: 

(Paid) $100 to Benny for services rendered. Out at ‘Desert Bore’ by 0815, 

brought Bobby and wife into Centre Community, took Bobby out to his 
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Dreaming site – 4WD track very hard to follow, going in went cross-

country, spinifex, picking flat spot over sand ridges, picked up old tracks 

and followed to the site. – photos, good rock holes, and hollows, ≈ 30 min 

of recording of Bobby’s Dreaming – will be good for unit – rock is a 

granite type – exhibits exfoliation. Evidence of camels, sad one. Back into 

town by ≈ 1100. 4WD (Toyota GLX) handled conditions very well, Benny 

quite impressed. On return we came back via original track, softer sand, 

and we had no problems. On return to Kintore, Bobby tells me he doesn’t 

smoke or drink – says it’s silly – seemed disappointed after he asked if I 

drank. He’s very concerned for his kids – keen to get his brother on the job 

next time, but I will need to talk down price a bit. 

Bobby had a much greater, and more diverse involvement with me than with the 

others. He would rely on me for transport around the Community, for purchasing goods from 

the ‘Canteena’ and conducting hunting trips with his family. He could be quite assertive 

when he wanted. The number of work cells shared with Bobby was subsequently greater than 

for any other participant, because being an extended family member contributed to my 

increased involvement. Our Yarns were heavily influenced by the traditional knowledge 

sharing and cultural conventions, when arranging for and then visiting cultural sites, and 

conducting activities appropriate to the family setting were all part of the work. Bobby knew 

I was doing work for the children, the ‘big kids’ at school, however, his vision and 

understanding of the bookwork was immediate to the here and now. Our yarns on the return 

to Community were often more relaxed and family oriented, and I would learn more about 

him. I used to have a little chuckle to myself whenever I paid Bobby for his service, in cash 

of course. He would immediately turn around and give it all to the nearest family member, his 

wife or grandchildren. 
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Table 5.11 provides the number of times I met with Lenny at each work cell location 

Table 5.11 Lenny’s Work Cell Status and Yarning Type 

Centre Member: Lenny Status: Core Group 

Work cell Soc. Collab. Fam. Proj. Reveal C-C Colleg. 

Council1 24 2 0 0 1 2 1 

Drive2  1 1 1 1 1 1 0 

Home 3 3 3 1 2 3 0 

Site3 2 2 2 1 2 2 0 
1Council & vicinity 
2Drive, family outing 

3Site, incl. drive to/from 
4Frequency 

 

Lenny was an important core member, filling the role of facilitator–liaison. He was 

educated in Alice Springs to year ten and spoke good English. He was a source of help in 

establishing new contacts and developing the social support network. He provided me with 

pertinent cultural advice from time to time, about protocols and conventions, doing things the 

proper way. Lenny was also an unexpected source of traditional knowledge content for the 

book. Hence, our working relationship was expanded to more work cells. 

Table 5.12 provides the number of times I met with Jenny at each work cell location 

Table 5.12 Jenny’s Work Cell Status and Yarning Type 

Centre Member: Jenny Status: Ancillary Group 

Work cell Soc. Collab. Fam Proj. Reveal C-C Colleg. 

Council 22 2 1 0 1 2 0 

Drive1 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 

Home 3 3 3 1 3 3 0 
1Drive, family outing 

2Frequency 

 

Jenny was a wonderful supporter, and her involvement was completely unexpected. 

She was also comparatively well-educated and spoke very good English. She worked in the 

council office as an administrative assistant, had noticed my work, and offered help. She 
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provided new traditional knowledge that has served as valuable supplementary content for the 

book. Her advice and guidance were particularly helpful. Also, I was welcomed into her 

home, which was not the norm. She spoke excellent English and had been schooled to year 

ten in Alice Springs. 

5.4.3.3 The Southern Mob  

The core members were aunties Lily, Irene and Polly, Uncle Tommy and Darcy. The 

inner ancillary members were Mike, Aunty Gracie, and Sally. There were a further 25 outer 

ancillary group members. The essential difference between this Community and the other 

two, was the closeness I formed with some of the families. This was a natural consequence of 

the greater length of time spent in the Community, which reflected the complexity of the 

project work, and the time required to win Community trust and acceptance as a bona fide 

project worker. The closer connections also reinforced the concept of joint ownership, the 

fact that the book belonged to them and, importantly, that all future proceeds would go to the 

Community. The Community’s administrative centre, the Co-operative, set up a trust fund 

which was used to help the Community’s secondary students. The Co-operative was also 

unique situated in this Community, serving the dual purpose of providing essential 

administrative services and a Community social centre. 

Table 5.13 below provides the number of times I met with Darcy at each work cell location. 
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Table 5.13 Darcy’s Work Cell Status and Yarning Type 

Southern Member: Darcy Status: Core Group 

Work cell Soc. Collab. Fam. Proj. Reveal. C-C Colleg. 

Co-operative 211 21 18 7 8 0 17 

Home 13 13 12 6 3 0 11 

Mission 2 2 2 0 0 0 1 

School 3 3 1 0 0 0 3 

Site 15 15 14 15 5 0 14 

Various2 20 19 10 0 7 0 15 

1Frequency
 

2Keeping-place, conferences, family functions and outings, workplace. 

 

Darcy was an invaluable core member, being my facilitator–liaison for the Southern 

Community. The extent and diversity of his contribution to the book’s development were 

unparalleled in all three Communities – the range and number of locations for our Yarning 

tells it all. Yarning to Darcy was often a delight. He was an absolute raconteur. For me, 

however, the most intriguing and initially bewildering thing about Darcy was the fact that he 

was not considered an Elder by the Community. Apparently, he was neither old enough nor 

grey-haired enough. I have maintained regular contact with Darcy and his family, and they 

are now among my closest friends.  

Table 5.14 provides the number of times I met with Uncle Tom at each work cell 

location. 
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Table 5.14 Tom’s Work Cell Status and Yarning Type 

Southern Member: Tom Status: Core Group 

Work cell Soc. Collab. Fam. Proj. Reveal. C-C Colleg. 

Co-operative 61 6 3 1 3 0 4 

Home 26 25 25 9 18 0 21 

Mission 22 22 22 5 13 0 15 

School 2 2 0 2 0 0 2 

Site 20 20 11 12 14 0 19 

Various2 16 12 12 1 10 0 9 

1Frequency 
2Family functions and outings, Hospital 

 

Uncle Tom was the main sharer of traditional knowledge. Uncle had been a university 

lecturer in South Australia, returning to the community to take on the Senior Cultural officer 

position. Our Yarnings encompassed the whole range and were typically collegial in manner. 

Information he shared with me had never been disclosed before hence I was extremely 

privileged and honoured to receive his help. Once again, an influential Community member 

who saw the value in what was being done. I spent several occasions on social outings with 

Uncle and his partner, which served the dual purpose of us getting to know each other better 

and providing opportunities to Yarn about aspects of the project work; how and where we 

were going with it. 

Table 5.15 provides the number of times I met with Aunty lily at each work cell 

location 
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Table 5.15 Lily’s Work cell status and Yarning Type 

Southern Member: Lily Status: Core Group 

Work cell Soc. Collab. Fam. Proj. Reveal. C-C Colleg. 

Co-operative 11 1 1 1 1 0 1 

Home 5 4 5 3 1 0 3 

Mission 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 

Site 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 

Various2 1 1 1 1 0 0 1 

1Frequency  
2Community event, family functions and outings, Keeping place 

 

Aunty Lily was, and is still, a wonderfully strong supporter of my work in the 

Community. She is a highly regarded and well-respected Community member and has a lot 

of influence well beyond the Community. It was through her help that I gained the extended 

leave from the education department in 1997 to tackle the fieldwork full time. Aunty Lily’s 

help was critical to the book’s success. 

Table 5.16 provides the number of times I met with Aunty Grace at each work cell 

location. 

Table 5.16 Grace’s Work Cell Status and Yarning Type 

Southern Member: Grace Status: Ancillary Group 

Work cell Soc. Collab. Fam. Proj. Reveal. C-C Colleg. 

Home 21 2 2 2 2 0 0 

1Frequency 

 

My introduction to Aunty Grace was arranged through Darcy. Aunty was an expert 

traditional weaver, and she happily shared her time and knowledge with me, providing for an 

interesting and highly relevant new section to the book content. A wonderfully kind and 

supportive person. 
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5.4.4 Community Social Networks, Positioning and Development  

5.4.4.1 Introduction 

This study is thoroughly and totally grounded in the fieldwork conducted from 1992 to 

2000, totalling 295 Community fieldwork days. During this time, I was privileged to work 

alongside a total of 86 Aboriginal adults spread across the three Communities. 

As far as I can determine, this section represents new knowledge about the capacity 

for Yarning to assist in the co-creation of new knowledge within the context of Community 

social networking. My analysis uncovered Community social support networks and their 

positioning within the original book project fieldwork. I have also included findings related to 

social network development. 

Speaking academically 

The literature provides research reports of Scientists doing research work with 

Aboriginal people in the field. Brennan et al. (2012, p. 37) combined scientific survey 

methods with Indigenous ecological knowledge [IEK], where ‘small teams of trained 

biologists (6–10 persons) […] worked with local Aboriginal people (10–30 persons)’. The 

status of their Aboriginal participants as team members was not formally acknowledged. 

There is also no mention of team development, possibly related to their research’s ecological 

context and the short survey timeline. 

The lack of research literature on joint Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal research where 

the Aboriginal viewpoint is truly presented, is reported by Barbour and Schlesinger (2012, 

pp. 37–38) who recognise the inequalities in Indigenous and Western ecological research 

collaborations, stating that  
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In Australia, and specifically within the mainstream ecological literature, 

the majority of the writing about ecological projects involving Indigenous 

people, or opinions about how to get cross-cultural collaborations to work 

better … It is also uncommon for non-Indigenous ecologists, to reflect on 

the personal and professional challenges of working within Indigenous 

frameworks, undertaking truly participatory research in situations where 

some of their basic assumptions are likely to be challenged. 

Furthermore, any reference to any notion of team or social network development 

within an Indigenous setting is equally lacking in the research literature. The literature does 

however contain research work related to small team development in a westernised, culturally 

neutral context. Tuckman (1965) researched small team development and coined the 

memorable phrase ‘forming, storming, norming, and performing’ in his paper, Developmental 

Sequence in Small Groups. The phrase describes the path that teams follow on their way to 

high performance. Later, he added a fifth stage, ‘adjourning’ (also known as ‘mourning’), to 

mark the end of a team’s journey. Stein (2016), referencing the performing stage, says, ‘Roles 

on the team may have become more fluid, with members taking on various roles and 

responsibilities as needed. Differences among members are appreciated and used to enhance 

the team’s performance’. This description added qualifying detail to this study’s 

‘maintaining’ stage of the social support networks where the work cells were operating 

relatively smoothly and predictably.   

The literature further indicates that researchers researching Aboriginal Communities 

appear to receive similar introductory advice. Swan (2017, p. 47) notes that ‘while on 

Country, I was advised, and given contact details as to what groups I should yarn with and 

who I should include as participants’. 
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Speaking as self 

The social support networks in each Community evolved through a series of 

developmental stages. There were no clear-cut entry/exit points, more a gradual transition 

phase, with key markers to indicate progress and positioning. I have labelled these stages 

initiating, building, maintaining, and extending.  

I found a sequential development within the social networks for each Community that 

bore very similar trends across all three communities. Each of the work cells described above 

had its social network specific to the tasks involved, which essentially identified its Yarning 

spectrum. Typically, as an example, those work cells indicating higher frequencies of 

Collaborative- and Project-type Yarning were more likely identified with the site visits, 

linguist centre, council and co-operative, school, Mission, and Keeping Place. It was the work 

conducted in these places that drove the book’s developmental work. 

While these network stages might the same sequential framework, their development 

was independent of the others, and evolved naturally over time. Surprisingly, they developed 

in the same sequential pattern. Furthermore, there was no clear demarcation between stages, 

more a gradual transition phase, with key markers to indicate progress. One example of 

upward movement was my acknowledged acceptance by, and attachment with families. I 

found it interesting that my transfiguration within the Community, from outsider-teacher-

researcher to an extended family member occurred in each Community between late 1996 

and early1997, about two and a half years into the fieldwork, with approximately 30, 30 and 

40 days spent in the in the Top End, Centre and Southern Communities, respectively.  

The initiating phase was the critical stepping-off point in each case. I arranged the 

first visit to each Community through recognised channels. Visits were prearranged and 

assisted by approaching the Community with support, guidance and introduction from an 
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Aboriginal agency or its representative who was well known to the Community. Without this 

respectful, preliminary introductory step, initiating work in any Aboriginal Community 

would be problematic.  

Swan’s (2017) comments about social networking advice are an accurate reflection of 

my own work in each Community with respect to the protocols and conventions that would 

often guide me on each field trip, especially during the early stages of social support network 

development. An important, clear indicator for the ‘building’ stage was attaining the all-

important stable working relationship with the individual traditional knowledge provider, the 

Traditional Owner or the Senior Elder. This stage took comparatively less time in the two 

traditional Communities, spanning a twelve-month period and translating into two or three 

trips, totalling five and seven days for the Top-End and Centre, respectively.  

The Southern Community took between twelve months (12 days over four visits) and 

up to four years (60 days over 15 visits) to attain the equivalent level of necessary assistance 

from all individual Elders. Uncle Tom was my main support, but he like several of the Elders 

took a while to establish the necessary trust and build the essential working relationship. 

Uncle Jimmy took the longest, into the fourth year, before contributing and sharing his 

knowledge, and this was only after his two senior sisters spoke to him on my behalf. The 

Southern Community has lost a lot of its culture thanks to white intervention, and they 

safeguard what remains. There is no central core Djang or Tjukurrpa left to base your work 

around – all were lost. Establishing trust and building the necessary working relationships 

took time. The other complexity was that no one Elder held all the knowledge, as each one 

has a portion handed down, and my task was to collect integral data that was pieced together 

into a composite whole. This was the main contributing reason why my total fieldwork days 
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in the Southern Community was 172, a significantly greater number compared to the other 

two – Top-End, 68, and Centre, 55. 

One key indicator of entry to the ‘maintaining’ stage was the acknowledged 

acceptance into families, with group announcement that I’d become either a brother-in-law, 

an uncle, or cousin, at various stages. Transitioning to the extended family member status 

occurred in each Community between 1996 and 1997, after about two and a half years in the 

fieldwork program. Achieving extended family member status took approximately 30 days in 

the Top End, 30 for the Centre, and 40 days for the Southern Community. A strong sense of 

being welcomed and accepted as an acknowledged Community member accompanied the 

‘maintaining’ stage. Things by this time had started to run smoothly; I became more 

confident and was essentially trained up, with fewer protocol ‘whoopsies’ occurring. The 

work became more relaxed, with a general feeling of certainty and predictability (at least as 

far as one can get in an Aboriginal Community). 

5.4.4.2 Conclusion 

My Community-based participants were flexible and fluid with their roles, as was I. 

Switching between being an extended family member at home and then, when appropriate, 

converting to being a fellow collaborating research assistant was simply par for the course. 

The significant change obviously, as the analysis has shown, was how we Yarned and what 

we Yarned about. For me, this fluidity of role was the obvious way to go, certainly none of 

that stand-offish, locked-in, pseudo-professional, objective researcher role stuff. Also, my 

equivalent Community-based ‘teams’ were well known to each other and they, for the 

purposes of this study, would often be categorised in more than one team or work cell. 

Finishing on a ‘naysayers’ note, any comparison with Tuckman’s (1965) model is 

potentially problematic. Obviously, my ‘teams’ were only theoretical constructs, and were 
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not recognised, nor defined in any such way at the time. Comparing my findings with 

Tuckman’s (1965) and Stein’s (2016) work is born out of necessity; there is little else to go 

by. While the evidence from my analysis may point to a similar sequencing trend in ‘team’ 

development, it does not mean the respective stage terms are interchangeable. That is 

certainly another matter and is perhaps one area for future research. 

5.4.5 Community Location as a Working Cell 

This section addresses the theme of Community Yarning Spectrum and the 

weightings for each Yarning type. As far as I have been able to determine, this section 

represents new knowledge. 

Speaking as self 

I have adopted the term ‘working cell’ from the business environment, and I have 

defined it, for my purposes, as an independent group of community members tasked with a 

specific job while located at a specific place. The ‘working cell’ construct provides a logical 

platform for observing and discussing differences between the participant team members in 

either the core or ancillary layers. Each layer provides answers that are integral to the 

research question, ‘What has been the role of collegial conversations in the mobilisation of 

Aboriginal knowledge from Country to Classroom?’ 

Speaking academically 

The literature commonly refers to the Yarning Circle as a point of contact designated 

for prearranged Aboriginal conversations. These events are typically related to health, 

education, or social justice research purposes. The actual location is not specified but is often 

associated loosely with a school or health clinic setting. The prearranged intent to use the 

location for Yarning to generate data is consistent among these cases. This study, however, 

gives locations identified in each Community where significant Aboriginal conversations 
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took place. There was never any mention of, nor indeed conception of a Yarning Circle from 

the analysis. This lack of evidence is indicative of the nature of this study, looking through a 

reflexive lens well after the event and long before the advent of Yarning Circles. The mob 

would get together from time to time for a ‘deadly’ Yarn, often for family stuff or within 

more formal settings at funerals, but labelling these Yarning Circles would be inappropriate 

The Research literature linking Contact Zone and Third Space to Yarning and place or 

location is scant. However, Somerville and Perkins (2010, p. 16) provide some evidence, 

noting that  

Through this engagement, the landscape itself became another subject in 

the research as I recorded my growing responsiveness to place. Place – the 

actual physical location – seemed to provide a third space, a safe place for 

all of us in work that might otherwise have been politically fraught. 

Somerville (cited in Thorpe et al., 2021, p. 60), proposes that 

… for a critical place pedagogy to develop, learning must be embodied, 

local, and relational to place, be communicated in stories and other 

representations and involve a ‘contact zone of contested place stories’ 

(2007, p. 153). This involves reciprocal and dialogic processes between 

people and place and develops in students, deeper, more nuanced 

understandings of the local environment. 

Recent research has explored Yarning in marked contrast to Somerville’s experiences, 

and in more formal settings, State Education authorities are beginning to provide professional 

cultural awareness training for teachers, through the LAECG or state equivalent. Burgess 
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(2019, p. 478) reports on her experience as part of a Connecting to Country (CTC), 

professional teacher learning program,  

The 3-day CTC programme consists of activities such as cultural site 

visits, field trips to local Aboriginal organisations, yarning with Elders, 

community members and families, and listening to Aboriginal students 

talk about their school experiences. 

These CTC Aboriginal pedagogical programs being delivered through Yarning, are 

becoming very much a part of a teacher’s working cell routine, perhaps removed from their 

normal teacher environment, but nevertheless form an intrinsic component of their teaching 

duties.  

Speaking as self 

My goodness, how true these observations ring for my own experiences in 

Community and on Country. Sometimes, my Community and Country field trip experiences, 

while perhaps considered safe in an OHS sense, were at times emotionally or physically 

draining, and on occasions both. And sometimes what I learnt through listening and 

observing was an extension exercise, well outside my usual experiential frame. The 

introduction of CTC programs (Burgess, 2019) are a welcome addition to teacher training 

especially for those teachers in schools within Aboriginal Communities with significant 

Aboriginal student numbers. These formal programs are in marked contrast to my cultural 

awareness training. My enculturation program was incidental to the book project work, when 

I was actively listening and learning as I worked alongside my Aboriginal colleagues. On 

some occasions in the Southern Community, I found my culture awareness ‘training’ quite 

confronting and was left feeling very uncomfortable when being told about particularly 

unpleasant racially motivated incidents from the past which had had traumatic repercussions 
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on the Community. These accounts were always charged with emotion but interestingly, 

hatred was never expressed.  

In the present study, the Yarning locations common to all three communities were the 

cultural sites, the schools, homes, and outdoors. I have also used the collective term ‘Various’ 

when referring to less frequently attended venues. The term ‘home’ for the traditional 

communities meant either under the verandah or immediately adjacent to the house, usually 

under a shade cloth shelter.  

Unique to the Top-End Community was the Social Club, which for my purposes, 

provided a dual role: socialising with my participants and their families and also catching up 

with and planning with the core team players for book project work. Venues were common to 

the two traditional communities, specifically the store, council office, and art-craft centre. 

Locations and social functions within the Southern Community were diverse. Unique to this 

Community were the Co-op, pub or cafe, outdoor sports events, and family-related functions, 

like funerals. I found from the analysis that each location’s work cell had its Yarning 

spectrum, a uniquely associated blend of Yarning types. Table 5.17 shows the Yarning 

frequencies for the primary contact locations in each Community. 

Some of the Yarning frequency results are intuitive where, as the reader might expect, 

increased social Yarning occurred at socially oriented places like the club, home, school, and 

the council or its southern equivalent, the Co-operative. The council in both traditional 

communities was the first contact spot. Aside from sorting out entry permissions procedures, 

I had to get the latest gossip and news, such as deaths in the Community, before moving onto 

anything else. The Mission was a location unique to the Southern Community with strong 

historical and cultural ties. Much of the Yarning that took place here occurred at special 

social get-togethers. The Family Yarning also tended to be intuitive, at home in the Top-End 
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and Southern Communities, the Mission in the Southern Community, and the club in the Top-

End. Once I reached the ‘maintaining’ level within social networking, I was more 

comfortable mixing with the mob.  

The co-operative was uniquely situated in that the frequency and likelihood for 

Social, Family and Collaborative Yarnings were all relatively high, reflective of its dual 

business and community social centre role. The Top-End’s social club also served as a 

multipurpose venue, where aside from the obvious Social and Family-focused Yarning, there 

were also opportunities to arrange for onsite visits and meetings later during the visit.  

Labelling the Social Club, a ‘work cell’ may seem counterintuitive to the reader, but 

the ‘Club’ was the best spot to catch up with the key participants. They were more relaxed 

and were not rushing off anywhere. In retrospect, it was a remarkably effective place for a 

Collaborative Yarn and arranging for project-related business later on during the visit. 

Table 5.17 Community Face-to-face Talking Locations 
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Top-End 12 8 2 24 0 24 0 3 35 1 11 0 24 9 

Centre 6 2 3 0 0 17 0 0 18 0 11 0 2 11 

Southern 1 1 3 3 40 0 5 19 65 3 0 18 16 5 
1Frequency count for location 

 

What was fundamentally evident from my analysis was the underlying reality that I 

was working with real people under real conditions and within real situations, all exacerbated 

by working with them over a protracted time. My Aboriginal participants were often beset by 

their own issues, reflecting personal medical and family concerns. Typical cases were Jack, 

Tom and Bobby.  
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I have also attempted to provide for the reader some measure of understanding of my 

actual movements in and around the Community work cell places, averaged out over the field 

trips. Figures 4.12, 4.13 and 4.14 provide an indication of the movement patterns with each 

Community and Country. An example of a strong and consistent locational corridor was 

between the Home and Cultural Site. A similar strong corridor was between the Home and 

Council or the Co-operative. A strong Top-End-specific corridor was the Home to Club, 

while the Southern Community shows a strong corridor linking the Home, Co-operative and 

Cultural Sites.  

Furthermore, there was a close fit for Yarning spectrums in some cases for 

comparable venues at all three communities. The council, co-operative and schools reveal 

similar Yarning spectrums with higher loadings for Social and Collaborative types. The 

cultural site visits were also similar with Yarning spectrums, indicating consistently high 

social and collaborative loadings, and a strong tendency for both ‘Family’- and ‘Project’-

related Yarnings. The Social and Family Yarning tended to occur more on the drives to and 

from, and more so on the return journey back to the community. On site, it was more down to 

business with the Collaborative- and Project-type Yarnings. 

5.4.6 Community Enablers and Restrainers  

This section addresses the findings from Chapter Four, relating to enablers and 

restrainers, and is confirmed by the Research literature. Todd (2018) researched the third 

space within the Western Australian civil construction industry context. Her research reveals 

the enablers and restrainers to shared understanding between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

people. Some of these enablers (e.g., cultural competence related) have corresponding 

restrainers (such as low cultural awareness). 
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5.4.7 The Facilitator–Liaison as Enabler  

Todd’s (2018) discussion about the uniquely enabling advisors and mentors possibly 

reflects my own insights into the facilitator–liaisons who supported my community work. 

They were enablers, and on occasion also acted as restrainers. Their advice and guidance 

given during the early stages of the social support network development was critical to the 

eventual success of the book project. They smoothed the way while occasionally pulling me 

up with cautionary advice, causing me to think reflexively about my impulsive and overly 

enthusiastic Self. 

5.4.8 Finances as Enablers and Restrainers  

My introduction to payment for service culture was at the Centre Community. It never 

occurred in the other two communities, except for one isolated incident in each Community, 

but these were very much the exception.  

This extract from my work diary, Wednesday 10 April 1996, will give the reader 

some idea of how the interplay and sequencing of enablers and restrainers could occur in the 

Community. 

Back at the council, I met Lenny [Aboriginal admin assistant], who 

suggested I speak to old Bobby – but he charges. Bobby came over to his 

4WD, and Lenny spoke to him – he suggested $500 for 1–2 days – I 

explained that this was too much. 

This extract demonstrates the situational dynamic between enablers and restrainers. 

Lenny’s liaising with Bobby was critical to the book development, but his actions as 

facilitator also introduced the fee-paying element into the fieldwork. The fact that I was going 

to be paying for services rendered had never crossed my mind. After all, it did not happen in 
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the other two communities. The research literature’s contribution to financial enabling in 

Aboriginal Community research is sparse, but Campbell and Christie (2009, p. 13) note the 

importance of acknowledging and paying for Indigenous knowledge contributions as an 

enabler. 

5.4.9 Engaging with Family and Community as an Enabler 

Later that Wednesday afternoon, old Bobby asked me to take him out to collect his 

son and daughter in law. It turned out to be a 300-kilometre round trip, but Bobby was quite 

assertive, and I assumed that this was an expectation and events like this, plus the running 

doing errands, were all part of joining in with the family. 

(13:00hr) Later took Bobby almost to Mt Liebig, stopped on the way to 

check abandoned car – not his son’s – found son Jackson and daughter-in-

law, Amy, on the side of the road, sitting under a tree. Brought them back, 

stopping at a tank (with windmill) on the way, back by 16:05 hrs. 

This Wednesday’s happenings were not atypical for the Southern Community, a fair 

indicator of my level of involvement with the families and Community. I had to be one of the 

mob; otherwise, how could I faithfully represent them in the book? I needed an insider 

perspective to present an honest, accurate and fair picture for the student readers.  

I have borrowed the term ‘knowledge worker’ from the business/commercial world. 

The Cambridge Dictionary informs us that a knowledge worker is ‘an employee whose job 

involves developing and using knowledge rather than producing goods or services’. Okkonen 

et al. (2018, p. 1) refer to enablers and restrainers in their paper related to knowledge work. 

Knowledge work (KW) has risen to a significant role in modern societies, leading to 
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increasing numbers of knowledge workers. Knowledge work (KW) and the traditional 

professions are changing in many ways, opening up new vistas. 

The physical work environment is a crucial enabler. Peterson and Beard (2004) 

discuss that the workspace needs organising for autonomy and interaction. Their (2004) 

research breaks new ground in workspace technology and its effect on team performance; 

they conclude that ‘if the future function of work continues to require the combination of 

collaboration and individual concentration at work, then the new form will have to combine 

private workspace with collaboration workspace (p. 1761)‘. One critical physical goal in each 

Community was acquiring my office workspace, and indeed it was noteworthy: 

Top-End community – 21 January 1997  

Met with Harry [CEO council] (brief), Danny present, spoke re 4WD 

availability, should be okay and office space also. 

Centre community – 29 January 1997 

Visit Council speak to CEO [Council]. May get the use of Police Aide 

office next trip. 

This was most welcome news because, by this stage of my work in the two traditional 

communities, I was well into writing up the book’s drafts, which had to be immediate and 

ongoing. I needed somewhere relatively clean with a desk. My usual accommodation was in 

the ‘Tradies’ compound, very basic with minimal amenities and very, very dusty. Continual 

review by the core working cell members was essential for maintaining cultural sensitivity 

and accuracy. The Top-End visit was during a late ‘Wet’, and I had to fly in, so accessing a 

council 4WD was another enabler, simply because I could physically do more on Country – 

visiting the dry areas at least. 
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The sheer physicality of the fieldwork was sometimes restraining by its very nature 

and sometimes aggravated by the climate. I fully realised this physical aspect of my 

fieldwork once I gained my autonomy of movement on Country. Having acquired the 

Traditional Owner and Elder permissions, this flexibility to make solo visits to various 

culturally or geologically significant sites was critical to the work’s success.  

Another finding of Okkonen et al. (2018) that I can identify with was that routine 

supports professionals’ work, and a lack of a routine causes stress. Even when I’d reached the 

‘maintaining’ stage with social networking, and the fieldwork was running smoothly, there 

was never an actual routine. Flexibility was the key element, and to be honest, this could be 

an advantage, notably for last-minute cancellations of a scheduled event. There was always 

other work to fall back on, which I had to complete sooner or later. While Okkonen et al. 

(2018) and Leidner et al. (2006) direct their research at the corporate and commercial fields, 

elements of their research have a fundamental relevance to my study. 

5.4.10 Enablers and Restrainers in the Context of Yarning  

My findings revealed a positive correlation between Revealing Yarning and the 

context to the interpersonal situations, which were identified as either enabling or inhibiting.  

Speaking academically 

The emerging research literature provides cases of evidence-informed protocol 

frameworks aimed at creating culturally safe and welcoming settings for Aboriginal people, 

and involve Yarning as the communication medium. Kingsley et al.’s (2021) research in the 

health field informs a best-practice framework for developing Community empowerment and 

culturally affirmed gathering places. Kingsley et al. (2021, p. 2) note that ‘The concept of 

“gathering” can refer to many activities in Aboriginal communities which include 
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ceremonies, sharing food, art, music, language, yarning and storytelling that connect to 

Country’.  

The Macquarie dictionary defines knowledge worker, KW, as ‘a person who is 

employed to acquire, develop or transfer knowledge, such as a teacher, academic, 

programmer, researcher’. I accept this definition as an adequate description for both my role 

in this study and for the original book project. When viewed from an enabler and restrainer 

perspective, the literature reveals a key enabler for the KW can be their physical work 

environment, which can aid different KW actions, such as acquiring, analysing, and 

generating information as well as learning, thinking, and collaborating (Bosch-Sijtsema et al., 

2010). Furthermore, the organisational culture is also related to the willingness to share 

knowledge (Leidner et al., 2006). Research has also found that a positive organisational 

culture can generate a collaborative climate in which open communication is typical to the 

whole organisation (Sveiby & Simons, 2002). 

Somerville (2010, p. 338) provides further insight into Yarning’s capacity for deeper, 

more intense and revelatory conversation. Somerville found that ‘…specific local places offer 

a material and metaphysical in-between space for the intersection of multiple and contested 

stories’. Somerville (2010, p. 326) refers to ‘…a place pedagogy’ where ‘deep place learning 

occurs in a contact zone of contestation’, and emphasises through contact zone theorising the 

importance of holding these different stories in ‘productive tension’ (p. 338). Furthermore, 

Somerville (2010, p. 338) through her Yarning research, also identified ‘…different sorts of 

“border-work” that were critical to our negotiations in what we called the ‘discomfort zone’ 

of cultural contact in the research’.  

Table 5.18 gives the Face-to-Face Yarning types associated with those situations 

where revealing experiences occurred while engaging with my Aboriginal participants. The 
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analysis identified those Yarnings that were Revealing and these were associated with either 

enabling (promoting progress) or restraining (impeding progress) consequences. Usually 

there was an emotional loading associated as well with the Revealing-type Yarnings, where 

the enabling moments were either uplifting or positive while the restrainers could be downers 

or negative. Less often, the Revealing Yarn was emotionally neutral. 

Table 5.18 The Face-to-face Community-based Yarnings, Enabler, Restrainer and Contact Zone 
Situations 

 Yarning Types Situation 

Community 

So
c. 

C
o

llab
. 

R
esearch

 

R
eveal. 

Fam
ily 

C
-C

 

C
o

llegial 

R
eveal 

En
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g 

R
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g 

C
o

n
tact Zo

n
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Top-End 1901 123 48 31 106 190 29 25 14 7 47 

Centre  82 52 20 17 36 82 0 16 8 5 30 

South 246 209 104 54 177 0 123 46 28 16 71 

1Frequency 

 

The reader will notice that the Revealing Yarns, happily, were associated with a 

majority of enabling situations.  

Extract from diary – 22 March 1996 

Southern Community: Had a brief talk with Uncle (Tom) after showing 

him latest (draft) prints. He expressed some concerns about my project. 

Uncle has expressed some concern at the pace he is moving at moment, is 

worried at ability to translate cultural matters, traditional knowledge, in a 

meaningful way into the classroom context – His advice to me was to be 

patient. – Quite okay for me to keep coming down, appreciates my desire 

to get to know people, acquaint myself country around the lake – He is 

very concerned that traditional sites are being taken as a thing of the past 
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and be presented as an archaeological artefact stripped of all its culture, 

and be presented as something dead. He believes that something needs to 

be done for the younger generation, and appreciates that not all the 

cultural context can be translated into the classroom. I said that I was 

prepared to back right away if I felt that what I was doing was unwanted 

or if I felt I was intruding etc. 

Speaking as self 

This was still in the early days of my work in the Southern Community, and I had not 

had much time with Uncle Tom at this stage. We were still coming to terms with our working 

relationship, trying to reach a negotiated middle ground, a Third Space and Contact Zone that 

was respectful and sensitive to both our needs. The journey to this point had been challenging 

at times, and I was learning all the way. But then, so was Uncle. The challenge was to find a 

space within what Wildburger (2005) calls an ‘intersubjective, interculturally adequate 

contact zone’. 

The Yarning pedagogical connections that Somerville (2007, 2010) brings to 

‘productive tension’ and ‘discomfort zones’ serve as vivid reminders for my own experiences 

during the fieldwork. My analysis of my Yarnings with the Aboriginal Community members 

uncovered the Revealing type of Yarning that I took part in, and further, which ones 

contained a significant emotional loading, either recalled from memory or written down. 

In each case, my Revealing-type Yarns involved the disclosure of sensitive, personal 

content, and in the majority of cases also included some degree of emotional display. My 

analysis of these situations demonstrated that every Revealing type of Yarning occurred 

within a Contact Zone third space, where the interactive experience was unexpected and 
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outside what I considered to have been routine. These were experiences where I was learning 

something new and was taught a sharp lesson in some cases. 

To explain these findings, I’m adopting Johnson’s (2013, p. 15) interpretation of the 

third space as a way of explaining ‘a meeting point in which difference is negotiated, power 

is challenged, and new concepts are born’. Further, my experience demonstrated that co-

operating and collaborating in a cross-cultural research team means more than being a 

member of a team of Aboriginal and non-Indigenous researchers sharing a common purpose 

and bond.  

5.5 Contributions to Scholarship  

While this research has made a substantial and original contribution to scholarship in 

the shadow of both-ways or two-ways education (Wunungmurra, 1988), and more 

importantly to the science and social sciences as determined by the Australian Curriculum 

(2015), the new findings of this study also focus on the underlying but seemingly essential 

Aboriginal pedagogical processes conducted between Self and the Others. What has not been 

researched before are the behind-the-scenes Yarnings conducted in Community and on 

Country between Researcher (me) and Aboriginal participants. These Yarnings, of different 

types, formed the threads that weft and weaved their way through the Community cultural 

fabric, which were shaped, fashioned and coloured by the interpersonal social dynamics and 

interplays, to form a rich tapestry symbolised by the mobilisation of co-created new 

knowledge. Inherent in these Yarnings was the ancillary but vital learning and listening 

involving Self, which amounted to Self being traditionally taught by the Traditional Owners, 

as part of his cultural awareness training and enculturation that necessarily backgrounded the 

bookwork.  
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The following sub-sections, 5.6.1 to 5.6.6, are shaped around the main research 

questions and the six sub-questions all of which combine to address a theorisation of cross-

cultural knowledge conversations to mobilise Aboriginal Knowledge of Country into the 

Western classroom. 

5.5.1 What Talking Types Took Place to Inform the Mobilisation?  

Based on a qualitative and quantitative analysis of the diary and field notes, it can be 

concluded that Yarning as a face-to-face conversational method provides an appropriate 

medium for communication when working collaboratively and cooperatively with Aboriginal 

co-workers tasked with co-creating new knowledge in the form of a cross-cultural, Earth 

Science textbook. Specific Yarning types identified for the purposes of this study were 

Social, Collaborative, Family, Project, Revealing, Cross-cultural, all of which approximate to 

Yarning types that have already been identified by previous research (Bessarab & Ng’andu, 

2010; Walker et al., 2014). My contribution to this body of research is that my study has 

identified a seventh Yarning type: Collegial Yarning. Collegial Yarning can be defined as a 

more complex form of Yarning, of increased modality, with a conceptual base that, in part, 

identified future positive potential for the bookwork, including its reconciliatory nature. As a 

new form of identified Yarning it shows how Collegial Yarning enabled Self and Other to 

conceptualise the future potential for the research, and it identified those Aboriginal 

participants who were all educated to at least year ten level, the majority with a post-

secondary qualification. It also identifies the importance of different modes of 

communication including phone conversations in the mobilisation of co-created two-way 

science education. Collegial Yarning was associated with conversations embracing abstract 

thought, as evidenced by forming a joint understanding of, and co-working towards co-

ownership and distribution of financial returns to the Community. 
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5.5.2 Who were the Key Players Involved in the Conversations  

The key players turned out to be every one of the Aboriginal people involved in one 

way or another with the original book project. For this study, the Aboriginal people were 

termed either as core or ancillary depending on their level of involvement. The core 

participants, the Traditional Owners and the Southern Community’s senior Elders, were the 

direct primary contributors to the book’s content. They controlled access, as gatekeepers, to 

the traditional knowledge that I was totally dependent upon. Their involvement cannot be 

superseded nor surpassed. The fact that they, as a collective, universally and willingly shared 

their traditional knowledge with me was both awe inspiring and humbling.  

For the ancillary participants, however, even if their involvement didn’t directly relate 

to the research and development work, they still contributed in other equally important and 

supportive aspects, in sometimes more subtle ways. These people were in my ancillary team. 

They served as my mentors, confidantes, bearers of personal and sensitive information and 

snippets of local news, or as an extended family member providing me with the all-important 

collective attachment to Community. They were family members who willingly intervened in 

difficult circumstances, usually unseen, to help me navigate my way around a delicate 

problem. The Community was my collective friend and it backed me and my work. 

5.5.3 How did the Conversations Relate to the Different Ways of Speaking, to Location, 

Relationality and Positionality?  

This study has de-structured and blurred the concept of Yarning Circle. Instead, the 

focus is placed on the impromptu, sometimes spontaneous Yarning gatherings that occur 

during the course of a day, sometimes with prior planning but mostly without. The Yarning 

places for this study are identified by their location in Community or on Country. The 

analysis provided further evidence suggesting a Yarning spectrum’s specificity to a location.  



 291  

The face-to-face Yarning that occurred reflected the Self to Other relationship as 

evidenced by observable differences in the Yarning spectrums within the social, family or 

book work context. Positionality was an observable feature often defined by the location, 

where the participant’s role was nuanced yet understood. The Yarnings with an acquaintance 

tended to be different in composition to those with an extended family member. 

This study has identified a key participant in each community as a facilitator–liaison 

person, one who collectively performed tasks that relate closely with the designated research 

gatekeeper described in the research literature. While the evidence from this study details 

individual differences between these three facilitator–liaisons, there are marked similarities 

between them relating to their Yarning spectrum, role played and tasks undertaken. Yarnings 

with the facilitator–liaison person displayed a wider Yarning spectrum that was consistent 

with their broader role and revealed a consistent pattern across all three Communities. 

5.5.4 What Were the Enablers and Restrainers Influencing the Collaborative Process, and 

how did they Impact the Work?  

The enabler and restrainer concepts have been adopted for this study as a lens to 

observe and analyse for those events initially described as ‘uplifters’ and ‘downers’. These 

concepts emerged in either physical or intangible, social contexts. The physical enablers and 

restrainer related to variables such as weather and environment, which in turn dictated mode 

of Community access. Other physical aspects were access to facilities such as office space, or 

to 4WDs in the community. As the researcher’s identity and status grew in the Community so 

too did the access to facilities. Finances and time release were a constant restrainer placing 

constraints on the time spent on, and scope of, the original bookwork.  

Within the social context, the enablers were often associated with the progressive 

strengthening of the researcher’s acceptance and attachment in the Community. Of interest 
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was the observed anomaly where this also occasionally worked against the Researcher, 

creating an inhibiting effect. Further, the sheer unpredictability of Community dynamics 

related to cultural conventions and mores, life events and ill health matters sometimes forced 

changes, often at short notice, with the planned field trip schedule. This study extends the 

application of these concepts to reflect on those social engagement moments and situations 

that were accompanied by what was identified, and termed in this study, as ‘Revealing’ 

Yarnings. While the literature refers to enablers and restrainers operating in various fields, 

there is no prior evidence in the research literature linking these concepts to a mode of 

talking, let alone Yarning.  

5.5.5 What are the Similarities between Key Aspects of the Fieldwork amongst the three 

Communities?  

No two Communities are the same, and the three Communities featured in this study 

certainly were not. The Countries were very different and so were the Aboriginal People. 

Other localised variables were their cultural overlay and how it impacted on Community life. 

The standard of English spoken varied considerably and dictated the pace and depth of the 

work. Given the diversity of these Communities, what was remarkable was the positive 

response from the people to support the fieldwork. Crucial to this was the clear message that 

the book was for their students as well. Acknowledgement of co-ownership of the book and 

the collaborative nature of the work were similar positive motivators. The similarity between 

all three Communities was knowing that their culture and traditional knowledge was, for the 

first time, being presented in a book alongside Western Earth Science. Their understanding of 

this was crucial to the success of the bookwork, a compelling reason behind the 

Communities’ support and this awareness, in turn, lead to my acceptance and attachment to 

each Community. The manner in which I became collectively accepted, attached to and 

embraced by the Community was simply epiphanic. It would amaze me that after having 
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been absent for up to six months, my return was treated as if it had only been a day. The 

people’s emotional memories were phenomenal. I would simply resume from where I had left 

off last trip.  

For the purposes of this study, I used Tuckman’s (1965) team development 

framework as a mechanism for comparing respective stages of the social support networking 

observed for each Community. While the respective terms used in this study for each stage 

differ from Tuckman’s, what was apparent is that the Community support networks 

demonstrated similar sequencing patterns of team development. Furthermore, the analysis 

also indicated a tendency for each stage of social support network development to reflect a 

typical yarning spectrum. The evidence for the sequential and staged development of each 

Community-based social support network was a significant finding from this study. These 

networks that were invaluable for the bookwork, and they were found to emerge through the 

same sequencing and stages, with identifying markers for stage development that were 

consistent across all three Communities. What was different, however, was the respective 

time frame involved, and evidence was presented to account for this. 

5.5.6 What Were the Lessons Learnt During the Mobilisation 

The main lesson was in being forever vigilant and observant for changes at play in the 

local Community’s social dynamic. After all, I was routinely coming back into a community 

after a prolonged absence, and the Aboriginal people had continued on with their own lives, 

dealing with all the cultural and traditional demands on top of the usual daily, personal and 

family routines. So, my work pace and aspirations had to be sensitive to each participant’s 

disposition, hence it was essential to remain mindful that you were co-working with Others 

who had their own personal lives and issues to contend with. Making an earnest personal 

effort to get reacquainted with the people as soon as you could, on arrival, was paramount.  
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I found that the best means for communicating your passion and commitment to them 

and their Aboriginal Community was through Yarning. I found the Aboriginal people to be 

very perceptive, and they sensed my willingness to learn from them and commit to learning 

and complying with their conventions. Just simply doing things the proper way. Being seen 

as an objective and clinical researcher, distanced from the Community, was not only 

perceived as confounding, but an obstacle to achieving the depth and level of work required. 

5.5.7 Summary and Reflection on the Research  

I was introduced to the academic concept of Yarning belatedly, and admittedly with 

some initial internal resistance. I have however come to understand that the term ‘Yarning’ 

that has emerged since my original book research project embraces the conversational 

encounters that I experienced, and provides a workable descriptor for understanding how I 

learnt from and was taught by my Aboriginal participants, as part of the Aboriginal 

pedagogy. The Yarning concept encapsulates those elements of co-sharing, cultural safety 

and sensitivity of moment, mutual respect and recognition for who you are. I was always 

accepted for who I was, and acknowledged for the work I was doing, in part for their 

children. Collectively they embraced me and took me into their fold. And this didn’t happen 

just once but in three geographically diverse locations. 

I will address the main question in terms of the sub-questions: 

1. The key talking types that took place to inform the mobilisation were a combination of 

the Social, Family, Collaborative, Project, Revealing, Cross-cultural and Collegial. 

These Yarning categories together combined to help weave the Tapestry of New 

Knowledge.  
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2. The key players involved in the interpersonal verbal communications were all of the 

Community members, whether they be Traditional Owner or Elder, each one 

contributing their friendship, stewardship and expertise. 

3. The Yarnings that took place were shaped by and related to the location and space, and 

the space was in turn shaped and determined by the relationality and positionality 

between Self and the Other and reflected the participant’s Community cultural status 

and identity.  

4. The enablers and restrainers that influenced the collaborative process are evidenced in 

the findings, but in summary, they collectively served to guide, moderate and enrich 

my learning experience.  

5. There were as many similarities between key aspects of the fieldwork among the three 

Communities as there were differences. However, they were all level playing fields, 

where fairness, collaboration and co-operation prevailed. These Community fields 

were the gardens of knowledge, and the gardeners were me and my Aboriginal 

associates, my co-workers, all working together in the same direction.  

6. The lessons learnt during the mobilisation can be summarised as Self being continually 

prepared to learn from the Others, being patient and humble, and to bring your heart 

and mind to the work.  
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5.6 The Key Points  

5.6.1 Yarning as Pedagogy  

Speaking as self  

 

Now, the big leap forward. Here is what I have found that I think is unique, and this is 

where I think I am going with it. Essentially, I found that how I Yarned was connected to 

who I actually yarned with, what we were yarning about and where we Yarned. Interacting 

with this contextualised dynamic were the enabling and restraining episodic events. So, what 

I can now propose is that Aboriginal Yarning needs a much more refined theorising of what it 

actually means, particularly from a pedagogical perspective. All this stuff that I found in my 

data that is not in the literature still needs to be theorised because it’s a very under-theorised 

area. What has happened is that I have started to do things that have now become much more 

accepted as an approach, to go on to actually integrating Indigenous knowledge into the 

Western domain. I am arguing for a theory that provides for a much richer contextualised 

version for Yarning. 

5.6.2 The Realisation – an Epiphany  

A collective theory appears to have emerged from this study, one that connects all 

those elements of Yarning that arose from the analysis and represents a summative outcome 

from all the teaching and learning that I received from the Traditional Owners and Elders, my 

Aboriginal friends over the ten years. My experience with all these wonderful Aboriginal 

people has significantly altered my understanding of pedagogy, because I experienced a role 

reversal, instead of me being the teacher, I was unwittingly on the receiving end. On every 

occasion during my field trips, I was learning something new about the participants and their 

community. There was this ever-present aspect of Aboriginal Elders guiding me in a way that 

they wanted to engage with me –culturally appropriate, respectfully – so it gave them agency 



 297  

in their approach to teaching me through their Aboriginal pedagogies. They would emphasise 

the listening and watching, through repetitive behaviour, learning that was contextualised and 

holistic in nature, and I would respond by listening actively, behaving appropriately and 

respectfully. 

5.6.3 Putting Yarning into a Situation Context 

I learnt to associate the locational context to appropriate type of yarning used, and that 

the participants determined the type of yarning used, with me adjusting my expectations to 

my participant. I was immersing myself in their lives, and in the process, becoming culturally 

aware, learning to speak appropriately and to listen properly. Learning how to bridge the 

cultural gap, connecting with the participants so as to get the best understanding of them and 

their traditional knowledge so as to better understand them and, in turn, express their 

traditional knowledge better in the science book for the students.  

Any attempt at theorising the Yarning processes behind the mobilisation will 

obviously need to encompass what I have uncovered in the analysis. This can be achieved, in 

part, by accommodating the different conventions and situational contexts for the Yarnings 

across all three Communities. The basic Community contexts and social dynamics form the 

cultural fabric underlay and provide the conventions for yarning which, by listening and 

learning, I was privileged to be taught while in the Community. In so doing, I witnessed the 

subtle similarities and differences between the Top-End, Centre and the Westernised 

Southern Communities.  

5.6.4 Seeing Country Through Two Lenses 

Yarning together collaboratively, Self and Others co-created new knowledge, 

knowledge that helped me to see Country through two pairs of eyes – Western and 

Aboriginal. Basically, my story is about how I was taught to Yarn such that I could do the 
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work to bridge the misunderstandings between Aboriginal science and Western science, and 

how they could complement each other. It is a very simple case of cause and effect, where if I 

had not learnt to Yarn properly in the first place, connecting with people, the bookwork 

would have been impossible. I simply would not have been able to do the collaborative and 

cooperative work with the Aboriginal people bridging the cultural divide.  

5.6.5 Shifting Attitude and Thinking 

I learnt to identify Yarning types and contexts, became conscious of my shift in 

attitude and way of thinking about Aboriginal Australia, achieving autonomy and belonging. 

I am speaking here about a pedagogy where I recognise the strong emphasis is on listening – 

not just Yarning, but listening – and in the process learning and identifying all the different 

Yarning types and their contexts. So, there were two parts to the Aboriginal pedagogy that I 

witnessed, firstly I had to learn to Yarn properly, through the conventions that were unstated 

but present, by being patient and not pushy, not rushing, being respectful, and choosing the 

appropriate time and place to Yarn about the book related stuff. What I found is that with 

Yarning, teaching and learning as I knew it was replaced by speaking, listening and watching. 

These two sub-categories to Yarning are badly under theorised in the literature. 

5.6.6 Yarning Towards Reconciliation  

I was taught to listen and to speak properly, and in the process, I have been de-

colonised and encultured. Sure, this happening takes time, with many subtleties and nuances 

along the way, but it is a certainty. My argument is for expanding our concept of yarning. I 

see it as a very important but under-utilised process for ‘bringing us all together, all under the 

one umbrella’, as my friend Jack would say. So, what I can now propose is that Yarning 

needs a much more refined theorising for what Yarning actually means, particularly from a 

pedagogical perspective. I see this is an emerging field, and I sense that by doing this work 
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we are creating a further pathway towards decolonisation, towards empowerment for the 

Aboriginal people, and achieving real equality and equity. It is in effect, theorising for 

reconciliation! 

5.7 Conclusion 

Chapter Five has discussed aspects relating the topic ‘Yarning Country into 

Classroom: The role of collegial conversations as yarning in the mobilisation of Aboriginal 

expert knowledge of Country into co-created cross-cultural secondary Science curriculum’. 

Specifically, I have examined the centrality of Collegial Yarning and its importance in the 

process of, and within the context of, a co-created cross-cultural and pedagogical 

mobilisation of Aboriginal knowledge of Country into secondary-level Western science. The 

essential overriding focal task for this study is aimed at theorising cross-cultural knowledge 

conversations to mobilise Indigenous Knowledge of Country into the Western classroom. 

This chapter has re-examined, discussed and consequently provided answers pertinent 

to the main research question, ‘What has been the role of collegial conversations in the 

mobilisation of Aboriginal knowledge from Country to Classroom?’ Chapter Five has also 

traced my journey of personal growth and enculturation that accompanied the Aboriginal 

Yarning I engaged in in each of the three Communities. My awareness and appreciation of 

those subtle teaching and learning processes, associated with the Aboriginal pedagogical 

processes that I experienced during my fieldwork has only arisen through reflexive 

observation of my time spent in Community and on Country. This rhizomatic learning with 

all its nuances and subtleties took place at the hands of my Aboriginal teachers, people who 

in many instances became good friends and eventually ‘adopted’ me as one of their family. It 

has become clear to me now that I had to undergo an enculturation process, learning how to 

behave in the proper way, before I could make substantial progress with the bookwork.  
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I have discussed various elements pertinent to my face-to-face social interactions and 

engagement within each Community. I have described how locational context influenced our 

Yarning styles, and how these compared from one Community to another. I have 

demonstrated and discussed the variations in Yarning with participants, dependent upon their 

role within the team. I have also discussed the way in which enabling and inhibiting events 

impact upon Yarning and what I was subsequently taught. As I progressively learnt the 

cultural conventions and protocols my confidence grew in tandem with Community 

acceptance and attachment. Yarnings with my Aboriginal friends and acquaintances, while 

working in and around the bookwork as knowledge workers, provide a rich picture of a team 

working together as we cultivated the garden of knowledge. Aboriginal pedagogy at work. 

This PhD has allowed me to give greater focus to examining how cross-cultural 

conversations enable co-created curriculum in science education. It is apparent to me that this 

study is first and foremost about what I experienced in Community, and how it shaped my 

behaviour towards socialising and engaging with my Aboriginal counterparts. The evidence 

underlying the effectiveness of my personal inner transition from outsider to insider was the 

culmination and realisation of all our collective endeavours, the end product, the published 

book. 
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Table 5.19 Summary of Chapter Five Confirmed Findings for Yarnings 

Yarning Types 

Author Main findings Addressing gap 
in – 

New findings from study 

Bessarab & 
Ng’andu, 
20101 

Social 
• Occurs between the 

researcher and participant 
before the research or topic 
Yarn.  

• Trust is developed and a 
relationship built.  

• Topics can be diverse  

• Topics include whatever 
social information the 
participant and researcher 
share in the  

• moment. 

Lack of diversity 
for field of study 
(limited to 
health) 

Social 
• These Yarns were the initiator for any 

conversation but sometimes formed the 
whole Yarn, especially with someone 
new.  

• Were used to break the ice, relax, and 
transfer to the next stage of Yarning.  

• This Yarning could re-enter as a bridge 
between other Yarning types in more 
extended conversations,  

• just as a bit of ‘time out’. 

• Used more in social spaces and was an 
excellent way to hear gossip and get 
community news updates. 

Walker et 
al., 20142 

Family 
• Represents Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait  

• Islander peoples’ 
connections and relation- 

• ships concerning land, 
spirituality, and  

• kinship and is utilised to 
learn about relationality to 
one another.2  

• It is often used in 
combination with the Social 
Yarn. 

Limited length of 
study in 
Community 

Family 
• Often associated with places of 

relaxation with a family context, 
typically the home  

• and social club, but also during drives 
to/from the cultural sites.  

• Once the Traditional Owner or  

• Elder had relaxed and the day’s 
business had been attended to, we 
would lapse into Yarning about recent 
family happenings, including kinship 
and ceremonial-related stuff.  

• Often, I would learn about other family 
members and gain new contacts for 
support. 

Bessarab & 
Ng’andu, 
20101; 
Adams & 
Faulkhead3, 
2012; 
Gibson et 
al., 20204; 
Reilly & 
Rees, 
20185 

Collaborative 
• Focused upon research 

processes.1  

• Cases include designing 
Yarning topics, identifying 
researcher priorities and  

• projects, and analysing 
data.3 1 4 5  

• When used to analyse data, 
Collaborative Yarning can 
provide enhanced 
opportunities  

• to explore and explain 
concepts, resulting in new 
understandings about the 

research topic.1  

Restricted status 
positionality and 
relationality of 
researcher/ 
project leader to 
Community 

Collaborative Yarning 
• Involved all arrangements in 

preparation  

• for the book project work.  

• It included setting up meetings, reviews, 
interviews, field trip visits, gaining 
access  

• to community resources 
(accommodation, admin office space, 
vehicle), extending the social support 
network by seeking contact details for 
new traditional knowledge contributors.  

• This Yarning was the essential precursor 
for the smooth running of the project.  
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Walker et 
al., 20142 

Cross-cultural 
• Involves the Aboriginal 

participant or researcher 
adjusting their behaviour or 
to practice operate within 
Westernised rules  

• and protocols;  

• For example, the researcher 
explaining the Western 
research process in 
universities.2 

 Cross-cultural Yarning 
• Embraced all Yarning with the 

Aboriginal participants in both 
traditional communities because they 
were all conversing in standard English 
instead of their first language.  

• This category was inappropriate for the 
Southern Community. 

Bessarab & 
Ng’andu, 
20101 

Research topic 
• Yarning with a purpose.1  

• This is used to gather 
information relating to the 
research question, 
sometimes in the form of 
stories.1 

 

 Project Yarning 
• covered all aspects of the bookwork, 

including reviewing the iterations, 
expanding on ideas for new topic 
content,  

• visiting and exploring cultural sites, and  

• conducting semi-structured interviews. 

Bessarab & 
Ng’andu, 
20101 

Therapeutic 

• Involves the participant 
sharing personal  

• and at times, emotional 
parts of their story.1 

• The researcher’s role during 
this step changes to 
supporting the participant 
to make sense  

• and meaning of their story.1 

 Revealing Yarning 
• Revealing in nature, both emotional and 

sensitive in content, with personal 
revelations.  

• Were always spontaneous and 
unexpected, occurring in chance 
encounters out in the open, at social 
gatherings or at home.  

• Usually, it was to seek personal advice, 
share a concern, or provide an emotive 
overlay to their Dreaming narrative. 

  

Limit of Yarning 
scope to low 
level 
engagement. 
 
Addresses need 
to recognise 
higher level 
Yarning 

Collegial Yarning 
• is more complex, with increased 

modality, 

• identified future positive potential for 
the research recognising its 
reconciliatory nature. 

• was refreshing and very enabling to 
transcending the ‘now’ to ‘beyond’, 

• conceptualised its use in schools.  

• Phone calls were also not uncommon.  

• The participants were all educated to at 
least year ten level, the majority with a 
post-secondary qualification. 

• Leads to co-creation of new knowledge.  
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Yarning Pedagogy 

Author Main findings Addressing gap 
in – 

New findings from study 

Hansen et 
al., 2020 

• Embedding Aboriginal 
pedagogy through Yarning. 

• Formal teaching by 
Aboriginal pedagogy. 

Limited to formal 
learning situations. 
Meeting 
expectations. 
aim and focus of 
activity 
No reference to 
effectiveness. 
Short term 
duration training. 

• Pedagogy was informal and ongoing. 

• Pedagogy was a characteristic of 
majority of meetings especially over a 
cuppa. 

• Pedagogy tended to the stylised and 
emotive in delivery when on Country, 
particularly at cultural site. 

• Pedagogy was incidental to ongoing 
project accompanying all occasions with 
Aboriginal people. 

• Self-awareness of changes in attitudes, 
e.g., recognition of disempowerment. 

• Autoethnographic researching of Self. 

• Awareness of effectiveness of 
pedagogy. 

Harrison & 
Skrebneva, 
2020 

• Recognises as Country as 
pedagogy 

• Being on Country for 
cultural immersion. 

• Actively uses Country as 
teacher. 

• Formal Aboriginal 
pedagogy. 

 

Burgess 
2018, 

• Effectiveness of cultural 
immersion training by 
Aboriginal pedagogy. 

• Pedagogical Yarning with 
Elders 

 
1. Table adapted from Atkinson et al. (2021, p. 2);  
2. Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010;  
3. Walker et al., 2014;  
4. Adams & Faulkhead, 2012;   
5. Gibson et al., 2020;   
6. Reilly & Rees, 2018. 

 

Table 5.19 is a summarised version of Table 5.2. The authors’ (Adams & Faulkhead, 

2012; Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010; Gibson et al., 2020; Reilly & Rees, 2018; Walker et al., 

2014) contributions to research on Yarning have necessarily been limited by their work to 

researching in the broad health field. The Yarning research findings to date have been 

necessarily limited by the parent research field to that of Community health. This study is the 

first to research yarning within an Education setting, with respect to Community, Country 

and cross-cultural pedagogy and curriculum. This study is the first to recognise and research 

Community-based Yarning in Education, specifically the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal co-

creation of cross-cultural curriculum and pedagogy.  

The Yarning categories used in this thesis are in the main parallel those adopted by 

Bessarab and Ng’andu (2010) and Walker et al. (2014), and while noting that my changes to 

terminology are reflective of the specific situational context pertinent to the Community 
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based background bookwork, the reader will see an overall close resemblance between the 

two Yarning category sets. My study has introduced a deepening of understanding of each of 

the six categories, providing for a richer working interpretation of each. These enhanced 

descriptions will provide a broader reference basis for future similar education research in the 

Community. 

My biggest contribution to new knowledge about Yarning theory however connects 

with my Aboriginal colleagues through our Collegial Yarnings. Collegial Yarning by its very 

nature dispels the myth that Yarnings are restricted to low level, social type conversations. It 

recognises that Yarning is a capable vehicle for exchanging conversations at higher levels of 

thought, discussing abstract ideas, formulating futuristic ideas and planning policy. And, 

most importantly for this study, it was the backbone of the Aboriginal pedagogy I was 

privileged to experience.  

Recent pedagogical based education research (Burgess 2018; Hansen et al., 2020; 

Harrison & Skrebneva, 2020) posits Aboriginal pedagogy as means for a formalised delivery 

of cultural awareness training. The general aim of these programs is to empower teachers to 

more effectively teach their students, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal. These formal 

programs are necessarily defined by time and content constraints and are prescribed by some 

form of external authority. This is where these authors have stopped, and this is where I have 

added new knowledge.  

With all my findings together, I see patterns that suggest I am actually developing a 

theory of Yarning as pedagogy and method of cross-cultural educational elements, not just a 

research method. Yarning is the pivotal ingredient to my thesis, which has drilled down on 

Yarning in many situations. My study has convinced me that Yarning pedagogy is an 

Aboriginal thing, on-the-site training, learning as you go. In contrast with Hansen et al. 
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(2020), Harrison and Skrebneva (2020) and Burgess (2018), my study of Aboriginal 

pedagogy and Yarning has been contextualised entirely within the Community and on 

Country. The Aboriginal pedagogical delivery was never formal nor linked to some external 

authorised agency audit. It was always couched in a natural, and generally relaxed setting. 

My experience was one of normal, unstructured, cultural knowledge flow, with me actively 

listening and learning, being taught by my extended Aboriginal family members. It is only in 

the latter stages of this thesis that I have become aware of the intrinsic and deep connect 

between Yarning and Aboriginal pedagogy. My study has revealed that both Yarning and 

Aboriginal pedagogy form a duality, a veritable and inseparable coupling, with one serving 

the other. And I found time and again that there was no escaping Aboriginal pedagogy, 

because being in the company of a Traditional Owner or Elder meant you were leaning all the 

time.  

In closing this chapter, I propose a new theory in education, one that posits Collegial 

Yarning as the shared activity through which recognised Aboriginal knowledge-holders about 

Country can co-create pedagogy and curriculum with teachers of Western science and 

mobilise knowledge from Country to classroom. Further, this theory best serves education by 

embracing all recognised forms of Yarning, which are situationally contextualised by their 

inherent positionality, relationality and locality with respect to Self and Others co-working 

and co-creating in Community and on Country.  
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Figure 5.1 Elements of the Collegial Yarning theory 

 

Figure 5.1 connects the set of key elements associated with the proposed Collegial 

Yarning Theory. I have used the same colour scheme adopted consistently throughout this 

thesis, representing each of the three Communities studied. These Communities are the 

starting point, because co-working in Community and being on Country is essential to the 

success of everything else. The central pivotal educational element is Collegial Yarning, 

which in turn inter-connects with the important elements of Aboriginal pedagogy, co-created 

curriculum development, intercultural understanding, and mobilisation of knowledge. The 

Third Space and the Contact Zones provide the important Yarning spaces that accompany 

many of the Yarns. 
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Chapter Six follows, providing the reader with a synopsis of this thesis, recapping the 

contribution this study has made to academia, noting its limitations and suggesting directions 

for future research. The chapter closes with an epiphanic statement. 
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6. Chapter Six – Conclusions 

Extract from Field Notes, 6 March 1996, Southern Community, Co-operative 

Uncle Tommy is a senior man and together with Uncle Jimmy holds a lot 

of the traditional knowledge, which to date they have been reluctant to 

share with anybody else.  

I had a long discussion with Uncle, and it left me with a solid positive 

impression – Uncle will be able to help out, I’m sure. He has completed a 

graduate diploma in Applied Science at Deakin and has a keen interest in 

Western Science and professes to be more interested in archaeology – he 

states that this study of mine needs to be treated with an Aboriginal 

perspective when sites are visited. He may shortly be supervising two past 

graduate students from Flinders Uni on archaeology field research and 

will be responsible for imparting the proper approach in their research 

outlook. We discussed the need to incorporate Aboriginal culture and 

knowledge into Western science – I briefly mentioned the polarised theory 

and thoughts of Yirrkala (Mike Christie) and Stephen Harris. I said I 

wasn’t sure where the project would fit in, into the range of views between 

these two extreme views, but Uncle agreed with Stephen’s view that as 

long as the communities remain agreeable and supportive then that’s’ all 

that’s necessary. Uncle is dissatisfied with the cold, impersonal and 

clinical approach of Western archaeology – also separating research on 

the fish traps etc. without considering overall Aboriginal perspective – 

also the lake and its surrounds should not be considered just on their own 
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as the Gunditjmara country stretches from Lake to the coast shore along 

the creeks. 

This was my introductory meeting with Uncle Tommy, and I remain indebted to him 

for his help. We formed a team, becoming good mates over the many hours we spent together 

out in the field, on Country. He taught me so much during those next four years, both 

personally and book-project-wise. Our Yarns, often intriguing, were priceless, their content 

ranged between the personal, cultural, the spiritual and Western Science. He was a wonderful 

teacher, passionate about breathing fresh life into his culture, sometimes at odds with the 

Community because of his unyielding beliefs, but always giving and patient with me. 

Occasionally I received a ticking off when my impatience got the better of me. It was a dual 

act, with Uncle the teacher and me the active listener and learner, and importantly, both of us 

recognising the importance of the other’s role. 

6.1 Introduction 

This study has presented a story about my face-to-face Yarnings with my Aboriginal 

co-workers conducted over a ten-year period, from three very diverse Aboriginal 

Communities, and equally the impact it has had on me. Because, within this story lies another 

of a deeper, culturally immersive experience, where my time in Community and on Country 

with the Aboriginal people, through shared and collective experiences, has provided me with 

the guidance, mentoring, enculturation and traditional knowledge necessary for the 

production of a two-way, Earth Science textbook. Consequently, my position shifted from 

one of outsider to insider, as my relationship with Community grew through collective 

acceptance, and attachment to the principal team members, their families, and all of those 

associated with the book’s development work. This research study has also, surprisingly, 
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been a journey of self-discovery. I have come out of this study knowing more about myself 

than when I started seven years ago. 

This research was conducted within the context of an overarching analytic 

autoethnographic methodology and method. An underlying fabric with evocative threads was 

adopted for the autoethnography, providing the base for the cultural and emotive tones of 

expression, and within all this is immersed a maths science component, provided by the 

quantitative thematic analysis, with its statistical and coding content. Reading and re-reading 

my old diaries and field notes and then analysing them for the conversations (or Yarnings, as 

I have now become accustomed, for good reason, to calling them) has furthered my 

understanding of how I have been changed through my work experience in those three 

communities over that ten-year period. For sure, embarking on an inductive research study 

was by definition a journey into the unknown. When you then adopt an autoethnography as 

methodology it only exacerbates stepping out into the unknown, because creating your story 

will necessarily mean revelations about yourself. The autoethnography has provided me a 

wonderful opportunity to share with the reader all the dimensions of the fieldwork, 

encompassing the physicality and emotionality of my time in Community and on Country.  

6.2 My Contribution to Scholarship 

This research has answered the main question ‘What has been the role of collegial 

conversations in the mobilisation of Aboriginal knowledge from Country to Classroom?’ 

through an analytic autoethnographic approach and by viewing my journey from Country to 

Classroom through multiple lenses embracing the concepts related to a Community’s social 

network dynamic. 

The different forms of Aboriginal Yarning serve as the conduit for the mobilisation of 

traditional knowledge from Country to Classroom. The major finding from this study was the 



 311  

extension of Yarning through recognition of a ‘Collegial’ type of Yarning as an additional 

type to the existing six types. This study has further presented evidence for the existence of 

Yarning spectrums that appear to be specific to a given Community. In summary, this study 

has provided evidence, consistently across all three Communities that connects Yarnings with 

positionality and relationality for Self and Others.  

6.3 Limitations of the Research 

An overriding limitation to this study’s findings reflects its restricted cultural scope. It 

could be argued that the three Australian Aboriginal Communities forming the basis for this 

work may necessarily limit the relevance of findings to other Australian Aboriginal 

Communities. As a consequence, I have been careful to define the Communities as Australian 

Aboriginal and not Indigenous. Hence, this study possibly suggests a need for further similar 

research in other Indigenous Communities, within the broader international and national 

contexts.  

Other limitations for this study ostensibly relate to the analytic, quantitative results. 

The fact that no recognised benchmark standard is available for testing the accuracy of 

Yarning type identification suggests an area for future research. Notwithstanding the 

subjectivity of the overarching qualitative methodology used in this study, however, the 

consistency of internal analytic processes used for this study across all three communities 

does provide some measure of reproducibility and validity. This research has been 

undeniably and immediately limited, through both time and place considerations, simply 

through the use of data drawn from diary and field notes that were recorded more than twenty 

years ago. This alone suggests limitations to the interpretation of this study’s findings, and 

hence any application to, and comparison for future research should be treated with caution. 

Obviously, it is quite possible that shifting internal social dynamics in the three Communities, 
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over such a lengthy period, may impact substantially the outcomes of similar future field 

research.  

This study was based on three very different Aboriginal Communities, in vastly 

different parts of Australia, but the question remains, just how representative are they of all 

the Indigenous Communities in Australia? After all, these three Communities were originally 

selected purely on the basis of their potential contribution to a secondary-level Earth Science 

book, and not for a doctoral study. Finally, this researcher readily admits to not being a 

trained ethnographer, merely an experienced secondary maths-science teacher who had 

absolutely no prior Aboriginal fieldwork experience. Consequently, the original diaries and 

field notes were never recorded with an ethnographer’s eye and expertise. Despite this failing 

however, the diaries and field notes provided a staggering amount of data, recorded in 

surprising detail, and were originally designed to better prepare this want-to-be 

autoethnographer for the next field trip. 

6.4 Recommendations and Suggestions for Future Research  

Ongoing discussions with principal participants in the original Community book 

research, and other interested parties, have focused on the areas for further research. 

Anecdotal evidence suggests that the Earth Science book, now published, has sparked interest 

among Aboriginal teachers in training in Victoria, possibly inspiring them to undertake 

similar cross-curricula curriculum development on their Country. Hopefully this study will 

serve to entice other educators to take up the challenge. Any effort to produce cross-cultural 

curriculum materials must involve forming a partnership with the designated Community, 

one that is built on mutual trust and respect, co-operation and collaboration, and where 

Community co-ownership applies.  
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One of my main findings relevant to this partnership was the previously unrecognised, 

parallel preparatory on-the-job, cultural awareness training I received while researching for 

the book, especially in the early stages of my Community fieldwork. As the work progressed, 

I became more aware of and sensitive to the disadvantages faced by Aboriginal people, not 

just in the more remote Community but also the Westernised rural Community. My 

conviction is that the only way this can be turned around, and true reconciliation and equity 

attained, is through effective education. There is an emerging field in education that seeks to 

address this through development of curriculum materials that bridge both worldviews.  

This study hopefully will provide some measure of guidance for similar educational 

research work in Aboriginal Communities. Particularly in relation to the need for the 

researcher to adequately and appropriately prepare for their initial entry into the Community. 

Having the appropriate backing from an individual or agency recognised by the community is 

important, and the merits of the research work are recognised as being worthwhile for the 

Community. What ownership will the Community have, to what extent with the work be co-

produced, what part will the community play? My study has demonstrated the effectiveness 

of analytic autoethnography as a mixed methodology for delivering an accurate and sensitive 

story enriched by its evocative elements and thematic side shows.  

In reference to Section 2.8, I feel it important to emphasise – picking up on the 

question ‘How did Indigenous Knowledges Situate as Science’ – an awareness at the time of 

writing that this area of the analysis and theory could well have been expanded upon. From 

the perspectives of environmental science/natural resource management a, much stronger 

case may well have been made for the significance of Aboriginal scientific knowledge by 

referring to the deep geological, spatial, astronomical and medical knowledges held by the 
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Indigenous peoples of Australia. I will be taking the opportunity in future journal publications 

to explore this expanded view in terms of my data.  

In my long Section 5.4, ‘New Findings’, I make no reference to the body of research 

work enclosed in the (especially early) Australian anthropological literature where I might 

have found interesting parallels to my own Community and Country experiences, but in my 

realm of science education, anthropology was not the focus at that time. There most likely 

would be crossover, but my primary focus was on the education field. I would like to 

investigate this point further in future writing, as this area of research provides an interesting 

aspect to return to for a journal.  

I am aware that in Chapter Four I did not unpack the idea of ‘Yarning’ in relation to 

the various conversation styles that were identified and discussed. At time of writing, I was 

conscious of the need to limit the chapter size and scope, but certainly this idea of Yarning 

provides for an interesting focus for future writing. 

I am further aware that in my analysis of my communication with Aboriginal 

Australians I did not look more closely at the long periods of silence which occurred in 

conversations. I have alluded to one of these silences in my observation of the conversation 

with Jack, page 221, where I commented in part, ‘... and in the end to sort of break the 

silence, I said ...’. Probably these occasions occurred more than I realised, but my personal 

level of expertise at the time prevented me from perceiving them at a deeper level of 

understanding. Researching the significance of the conversational silences may well provide 

an interesting aspect to return to for a journal. 

My findings are viewed almost exclusively from the perspective of the researcher and 

what I learned and experienced to the point where I felt I was the student most of the time. I 

am however well aware that the encounters were two-way. On one occasion for example, 
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Jack announced that he and Danny were initiating their own cultural renewal program for the 

Community’s youth, modelled on what we were doing with the book work. Questions such as 

‘What did his Aboriginal colleagues learn from him?’ and ‘How did yarning with him enrich 

their lives and learnings?’ would provide an interesting aspect to return to for a journal. I 

wasn’t in a position to ask these sorts of questions and stimulate these sorts of reflections, but 

I would like to investigate this point further in my collegial conversations with my colleagues 

and in my future writing. 

6.5 A Final Statement 

I have now reached the point where I want to start to theorise this story, looking for 

some sort of theoretical framework for this autoethnographic journey. I have discussed the 

background to my journey with you: I discussed the contact zone and third space, and how 

they contribute to my story; I discussed my embeddedness in Community, and then Yarning 

as it relates to location, positioning and time-space.  

I have used this autoethnography to paint a word picture of Yarning. When seen 

through the kaleidoscopic lenses of evocativeness, voices, third space, contact zone plus the 

enablers and restrainers, a wholistic picture is presented to the readers who can then share in 

the events and situations portrayed. Hopefully, something to be nourished and to learn by. 

Theoretically, in my opinion, Yarning in an Aboriginal context is a multitool, which has a 

powerful all-embracing capacity for positioning Self among the Others. It determines and 

develops your relationality, transforming your identity from outsider to insider, and smooths 

the path towards achieving the joint goal – in this case, the co-creation of new knowledge. 

Yarning theory is embodied by the completed tapestry, with its various strands, each one 

labelled and coloured by its unique individual threads of concepts and characteristics all 
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interwoven into the underlying fabric of the Community and its people. The Yarnings 

embellish the tapestry.  
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