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You Can Teach That:
Creativity and cultural advocacy

Kirli Saunders

Important notice for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander readers: Pages linked throughout this resource
may contain names, images, and footage of persons who are now deceased. We acknowledge the
significance and sensitivity of this content and advise reader and viewer discretion.

Curriculum overview

Through subject English, students explore Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples’ cultural knowledge, traditions and experiences as they are represented
and communicated through text. Specifically, subject English provides students
with the opportunity to:
* Appreciate and investigate texts created by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
authors andillustrators
* Engage with and respond to literature that explores the histories, cultures and
perspectives for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
* Examine texts thatinclude events, Country/Place, identities and languages, and
* Discuss the representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and
cultures.

In the Victorian Curriculum 7-10 English Version 2.0 explicit references to Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander histories and cultures are foundin the below content descriptions:
Year7

« |dentify and explore ideas, points of view, characters, events and/orissuesinliterary texts, drawn
from different historical, cultural and/or social contexts by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
authors and a wide range of Australian and world authors (VC2E7LEQT)

Year 8

« Explainthe ways thatideas, issues and points of view in literary texts drawn from diverse historical,
culturaland social contexts by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander authors, and a wide range of
Australian and world authors, may represent the values of individuals and groups (VC2E8LEQ])

Year 9

« Analyse therepresentations of people and places inliterary texts, drawn from diverse historical,
cultural and social contexts, by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander authors and a wide range of
Australian and world authors (VC2E9LEOQO]T)

Year10

« Analyserepresentations of individuals, groups and places and evaluate how they reflect their
contextinliterary texts by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander authors and a wide range of
Australian and world authors (VC2E1OLEQO]1)
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https://f10.vcaa.vic.edu.au/learning-areas/english/english/curriculum
https://f10.vcaa.vic.edu.au/learning-areas/english/english/curriculum#VC2E7LE01
https://f10.vcaa.vic.edu.au/learning-areas/english/english/curriculum#VC2E8LE01
https://f10.vcaa.vic.edu.au/learning-areas/english/english/curriculum#VC2E9LE01
https://f10.vcaa.vic.edu.au/learning-areas/english/english/curriculum#VC2E10LE01

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Histories and Cultures
Cross-Curriculum Priority

The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Histories and Cultures cross-curriculum priority provides more
guidance around the responsibilities of educators to help students deepen theirknowledge of the
oldest continuous living cultures and contemporary First Nations communities. The below organising
ideas are from the Victorian Curriculum F-10 English Version 2.0 and are reflected in the You Can Teach
That: Teaching First Nations Perspectives series.

Country/Place

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities of Australia maintain a

deep connection to, and responsibility for, Country and Place and have
holistic values and belief systems that are connected to the land, sea, sky and
waterways. (VC2CCPACPT)

Culture

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander societies are diverse and have distinct
cultural expressions, such as language, customs and beliefs. Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Peoples have the right to maintain, control, protect and
develop their cultural expressions, while also maintaining the right to control,
protect and develop culture as Indigenous Cultural and Intellectual Property.
(VC2CCPACT)

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples’ ways of life reflect unique ways of
being, knowing, thinking and doing. (VC2CCPAC?2)

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people belong to the world’s oldest
continuous cultures. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples demonstrate
resilience in the maintenance, practice andrevitalisation of culture despite

the many historic and enduring impacts of colonisation, and they continue

to celebrate and share the past, present and future manifestations of their
cultures. (VC2CCPAC3)

People

Australia has 2 distinct First Nations Peoples; each encompasses a diversity

of nations across Australia. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples have
occupied the Australian continent and adjacentislands from time immemorial.
(VC2CCPAPY)

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples have sophisticated political,
economic and social organisation systems, which include but are not limited
to family and kinship structures, laws, traditions, customs, land tenure systems
and protocols for strong governance and authority, VC2CCPAP2)

The significant and ongoing contributions of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Peoples and their histories and cultures are acknowledged locally,
nationally and globally. (VC2CCPAP3)

Capabilities

o Critical and Creative Thinking

o Intercultural Capabilities

e Personaland Social Capability
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https://f10.vcaa.vic.edu.au/cross-curriculum-priorities/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-histories-and-cultures/introduction
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https://f10.vcaa.vic.edu.au/capabilities/critical-and-creative-thinking/introduction
https://f10.vcaa.vic.edu.au/capabilities/intercultural-capability/introduction
https://f10.vcaa.vic.edu.au/capabilities/personal-and-social-capability/introduction

Introduction to the resource

Kirli Saunders (OAM) is a proud Gunai woman who rarely stays in herlane. She’s a multi-award-winning
multidisciplinary artist, writer, singer-songwriter and consultant. Saunders creates to connect, to make
change, advocating for the land and her communities. She was awarded an Order of Australia Medal for
her contribution to the arts (2022). Saunders has partnered with global organisationsincluding Google,
Fender, Sydney Opera House, Qantas, Spotify, Mecca and Aesop onvisual art and writing projects. Her
award-winning film collaboration, Cry of the Glossy (Grassland Films) has been screened around the
world. Saunders created drone installation, Buungbaa Ma Ndhu (Fremantle Biennalle and Ngunuggula
Gallery) andvoice to art digital installation, TRACES (Google, Magabala, Sydney Opera House with
Kamsani Bin Salleh). Her books include Eclipse (Allen & Unwin), Bindi (Magababa), Afioat (Hardie Grant)
and The Land Recalls You (Scholastic). Saunders’ solo theatre show, Yandha Djanbay was staged with
Merrigong Theatre. Sheis currently recording her first aloum with Mark Harding, in their project, Cooee.

Inthisinterview for VATE’s You Can Teach That: Teaching First Nations Perspectives, Saunders
discussestherole of art and creativity in storytelling and the ways in which art intersects with
culturaladvocacy.

Key knowledge
» Storytelling
o Embodiedartforms

Engaging with community
« Individual and systemic beliefs and values
« Aboriginaland Torres Strait Islander Cultural and Intellectual Property (ICIP)

Key concepts
o Culturaladvocacy
o Cultural appropriation
» Collective responsibility
» ‘White supremacy culture’ (Tema Okun)
» Reciprocity

o Empathy

TIMESTAMP KEY FOCUS

0:2Tmins Inwhat ways is creativity and artistic expression used by Aboriginal and Torres
StraitIslander peoples?

2:52 mins The intersection of cultural advocacy and creativity

7:02 mins Art as cultural advocacy and art as protest

10:42 mins How does the medium that you choose reflect the content, message, or
purpose of your work?

17:05 mins Isitappropriate to analyse, dissect and evaluate work by Aboriginal and Torres
StraitIslander peoples that mightinclude cultural rituals or symbols?

21:30 mins Empathy and the danger of co-opting culture

26:33 mins Storytelling, text selection and the importance of context

29:05 mins ‘Artis everywhere’ and engaging with community

32:13 mins Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Cultural and Intellectual Property (ICIP)

35:16 mins Areading of ‘Greedy’ from Kirli's poetry collection Eclipse
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https://vimeo.com/758555435/e65e5b9d0c
https://firstlights.com.au/projects/buungbaa-ma-ndhu/
https://www.sydneyoperahouse.com/outlines/traces-first-nations-voice-to-art-experience
https://www.allenandunwin.com/browse/books/9781761471308
https://magabala.com.au/products/bindi?srsltid=AfmBOoqUGWuVFuKHG0oWmpHzCn7-aCh6t0frelV8xsxFT5pgUkZ7GmfC
https://publishing.hardiegrant.com/en-au/books/afloat-by-kirli-saunders/9781760505899
https://shop.scholastic.com.au/Product/100132946/The-Land-Recalls-You
https://www.stagewhispers.com.au/reviews/yandha-djanbay-go-slowly

The following activities, prompts, lessonideas and external links are designed to
interrogate and embed the concepts, ideas, questions, themes and knowledge
presented in the accompanying video. They are designed for English teachers to
gain further understanding of the topic and explore how the topic can be utilised,
dissected, orcemented in the classroom. Materials and activities in this section have
been selected with a view to creating opportunities for bringing the content of this
topic to students and colleagues.

The structure of these activities has beeninspired by the 8 Aboriginal Ways of
Learning pedagogy framework whichis grounded in the research of Dr Karen Martin
and Dr Martin Nakata and created by Department of Education staff, James Cook
University’s School of Indigenous Studies, and the Western New South Wales
Regional Aboriginal Education Team.

NON-LINEAR: Arriving at self-expression

Saunders explains that First Nations cultures, knowledges, languages and stories “belong to apeople”.
She says, “We can’tjust go and take what we want fromit [a story, language, culture] in an extractive or
transactional way”. Saunders first addresses this when she explores the word ‘use’ and the notion of
doing something or employing something for one purpose or another - in thisinstance, itis the ‘use’ of
creativity and artistic expression in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures. Saunders explains that
these things are part of the identities of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and assist people
to “arrive” at self-expression.

Saunders clarifies that in a Western framework, creativity is a means of “expressing cultural knowledge
or story or our experience of the world as First Nations peoples” through dance, song, or other creative
pursuits. At the heart of these expressionsis “cultural celebration, the preservation of ourknowledge
and wisdom systems and making sure they continue for all time”.

Saunders’ workisinherently non-linear. This article from the Australian Museum explains non-linear
storytelling and reminds us that when it comes to First Nations storytelling, “no matter where you start,
eventually you will hear the whole story; and where the story starts depends on the perspective and
context of the storyteller”. Saunders says “I feel like poetryis at the base of almost all of my work”, many
of which take onlarge scale, interactive, multifaceted and embodied dimensions. She discusses some
of these projectsin thisinterview and they are linked below. She says “I really like the spacein poetry,
the ability to take a breath, to pause”. At the conclusion of thisinterview, Saundersreads herpoem
‘Greedy’ and says that the poem could serve as “an example of how all of those parts that we've yarned
about today come together”. Read the poem and consider the commentary that the spacesin the
poem giverise to. Consider the way that ‘Greedy’ serves to express the cultural knowledge, story or
experience of Saunders’ family - the “longline of saltwaterwomen”.

The poemis a critique of colonial invasion of Country, as well as of capitalist overconsumption and
greed. The poem speaks to the importance of tradition and culture, of stories and women’s business
being passed through families, of the environment and living in harmony for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples whilst simultaneously reminding the reader of the lastingimpact of colonisation on
land and sea Country, on families, on culture and tradition, and on the future of Aboriginal and Torres
StraitIslander communities.

Otherworks mentioned by Saundersin thisinterview:
e PoetryinFirst Languages with Red Room Poetry with Saunders’ poetry here

o Saunders’ otherpoetry collections include Eclipse (2025), Returning (2023) and Kindred (2020)

o Saundersalsorecommends the following poems from her collections: ‘Black Cars’, ‘Black is
Beautiful’, "You can’t pray the gay out of me’ and ‘The System’

e Saunders’solo theatre show Yandha Djanbay (Go Slowly)

o Saunders’lightandlanguageinstallation First Lights - Buungbaa-ma-ndhu

o TRACES by Saunders and Kamsani Bin Salleh at the Sydney Opera House
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https://www.8ways.online/about
https://www.8ways.online/about
https://australian.museum/learn/first-nations/burra/non-linear-stories/
https://meanjin.com.au/poetry/greedy/
https://redroompoetry.org/projects/poetry-in-first-languages/
https://redroompoetry.org/
https://redroompoetry.org/poets/kirli-saunders/
https://www.allenandunwin.com/browse/book/Kirli-Saunders-Eclipse-9781761471308
https://magabala.com.au/products/returning
https://magabala.com.au/products/kindred?srsltid=AfmBOorZC3JhgH2vQaB6a9dT8vQFb2otTn91o3_EKJkOuVr_I0Uz-G2Z
https://www.abc.net.au/listen/programs/awaye/kirli-saunders-yandha-djanbay-go-slowly/104938150
https://firstlights.com.au/projects/buungbaa-ma-ndhu/
https://www.sydneyoperahouse.com/outlines/traces-first-nations-voice-to-art-experience

DECONSTRUCT/RECONSTRUCT: “We are all swimming in the waters of white
supremacy culture” (Tema Okun, 2021)

Saunders discusses the work of Tema Okun, a non-First Nations person who works as an anti-racism
educatorand activistin the United States. Okun’s 1999 essay ‘White Supremacy Culture’ outlines
values, behaviours and characteristics of white middle and owning-class organisations that manifest
intheir organisational culture and attitudes. You can read the original essay here as well as an updated
article (2021) here. Okun herself explains that the characteristics she defined are “not meant to describe
allwhite people. They are meant to describe the norms of middle-class and owning class culture, a
culture we are allrequired to navigate regardless of our multiple identities”. Here, white supremacy
culture “is the widespreadideology baked into the beliefs, values, norms, and standards of our groups
(many if not most of them), our communities, our towns, our states, our nation, teaching us both overtly
and covertly that whiteness holds value, whiteness s value” (Okun, 2021, p. 4).

The list of characteristics outlined by Okunis below. More can be viewed in her original essay including
explanations of how these characteristics manifest and potential antidotes, with revisions and
additionsinthe 2021 essay:

e Perfectionism e Powerhoarding

« Senseofurgency o Fearofopenconflict

o Defensiveness e Individualism

¢ Quantity over quality « ‘I'mtheonlyone’

e Worship of the writtenword o Progressisbigger, more
« Onlyonerightway o Objectivity

o Paternalism « Righttocomfort

e  Either/orthinking

Saunders says she loves tolook at Okun’s list of characteristics and consider how she is being
influenced in her thinking or how others may be influenced by certain ‘frames’. How these
characteristics are upheld by community, society and culture atlarge canimpact relationships with
others. Importantly, Okunimplores people to use the list to understand white supremacy culture rather
thanaccuse, shame or blame people for theiractions. Saunders says, “We know that we're stronger
whenwe'rein collaboration andin connection and in the community” echoing Okun’s sentiment and
reflection on the ways in which white supremacy culture can harm everyone.

Alot of the activities that have beenincluded in the You Can Teach That: Teaching First Nations
Perspectivesresources have been grounded in thinking about your own values, views and potential
biases. Doing some of this work is uncomfortable and challenging, and it is a vulnerable process to
recognise and admit that parts of your processes may be reinforcing racism or colonial attitudes and
beliefs. Okun’s list of characteristicsis another way of thinking about the waysin which certain practices
reinforce white (or colonial) attitudes.

Let’s consider the characteristic of urgency. Schools are, by their very nature, places that are ruled by
deadlines, schedules and timelines/tables. The need to reach decisions quickly is often perceived

as anecessity. They areresults driven and action oriented, often in the name of expediency. Schools
are bureaucratic and inherently hierarchical. Okun writes that white supremacy culture engenders “a
culture of urgency in those of us who are working to dismantle it” knowing that the inability to distinguish
actualurgent and important tasks from perceived urgent tasks makes it difficult to slow down and take
the time to make inclusive, democratic and considered decisions that have long-term consequences
foranti-colonial work. Think about:

« Thewaysinwhichyourschoolleadership dictates the timing of the book listing of texts
o Thefrequencyinwhich texts should be ‘replaced’
« Theamount of money that your departmentis allocated to spend on texts

« Whetherpeople who read quickly and their opinions are privileged whenit comes to facilitating
discussions about texts

« Who getstohave the final say about what will be studied and why.

Choose one of the other characteristics outlined by Okun and see if you can apply it to the

organisational culture of your school or department. You could even review some of the characteristics

inlight of the processes your students follow or tasks they undertake. Characteristics like ‘quantity over

quality’ or ‘worship of the written word’ might apply here.
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https://www.whitesupremacyculture.info/uploads/4/3/5/7/43579015/okun_-_white_sup_culture.pdf
https://socialwork.wayne.edu/events/4_-_okun_-_white_supremacy_culture_-_still_here.pdf
https://www.whitesupremacyculture.info/characteristics.html
https://socialwork.wayne.edu/events/4_-_okun_-_white_supremacy_culture_-_still_here.pdf
https://www.vate.org.au/you-can-teach-teaching-first-nations-perspectives
https://www.vate.org.au/you-can-teach-teaching-first-nations-perspectives
https://www.whitesupremacyculture.info/urgency.html

COMMUNITY LINKS: ‘Calling in’ and ‘calling out’

‘Callingin’and ‘calling out’ are tools that are often used by people when confronting racist and
offensive behaviour. This guide prepared by Harvard University is helpfulin demonstrating how to
bring attention to the harm caused by certain words and phrases, behaviour, biases, prejudice,
microaggressions and discrimination.

Activist Loretta J.Ross’ TED talk ‘Don’t call people out - callthemin’ explains what it means to calling
people inwhen confronted with theirinappropriate behaviour. She outlines three approaches that we
cantake when confronting someone who demonstrates offensive behaviour:

o Callingout
o Callingin
o Callingon

Itis worthremembering these approaches when talking with students or colleagues who are at
different stages of their decolonial process. You can also apply these same approaches to yourself if
you find yourself avoiding accountability. In The New York Times, Ross explains “calling out assumes the
worst. Callingininvolves conversation, compassion and context”. In this article, she writes that callingin
isatechnique that allows parties to move forward and explore someone’s ideas and attitudes with love,
and to explore theiruse of harmfullanguage with patience and inquiry rather than shame. Gina Martin,
inarecent newsletter forTeach Us Consent, explains that calling inis “not aboutjustifying, allowing or
accepting harmful behaviour. It's about committing to disrupt itin the most effective way: by creating
space forsomeone to grow pastit”.

At the conclusion of this article, Ross shares some examples of how to start a call-in conversationin
the classroom and ideas for building a classroom call-in environment. | know that some teachers are
concerned about being ‘called out’ by their students for teaching particular texts orissues. Another
way to use this framework is to welcome students and/or colleagues to call-in and admit they do not
know orunderstand something when it comes to First Nations cultures. Saunders says, as others have
inthe Teaching First Nations Perspectives series, that it is okay not to know everything and that being
open, curious, respectful and prepared to do the research to find out the answers to what you don’t
know isimportant. However, Saunders cautions teachers, especially those who blame their own lack of
educationatschoolas areason for not engaging with First Nations texts, “you have ChatGPT and you
have Google and you have podcasts and audiobooks, and youreally have aresponsibility to goinand
teachandlearnand access that knowledge and to be inrelationship with Aboriginal communities”.

For Saunders, before you can even begin to safely and genuinely unpack texts by Aboriginal and Torres
StraitIslander peoples, you must “pick apart your own biases and values” - work that can be done
parallel to teachingrather than avoiding it altogether. Saunders invites you to share your learning about
First Nations storytellers with the students you are teaching so they see how to do this work. Each
resourceinthe You Can Teach That: Teaching First Nations Perspectives series contains information
and questions that you can consider to help unpack your positionality.

“...youreally have aresponsibility to goin [to the classroom]

and teach andlearn and access that knowledge and to be
in relationship with Aboriginal communities”.
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https://edib.harvard.edu/files/dib/files/calling_in_and_calling_out_guide_v4.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xw_720iQDss
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/19/style/loretta-ross-smith-college-cancel-culture.html
https://www.learningforjustice.org/magazine/spring-2019/speaking-up-without-tearing-down
https://ginamartin.online/
https://www.teachusconsent.com/
https://www.learningforjustice.org/magazine/spring-2019/speaking-up-without-tearing-down
https://www.vate.org.au/you-can-teach-teaching-first-nations-perspectives
https://www.commonground.org.au/article/what-is-positionality
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https://www.abc.net.au/listen/programs/vic-statewide-mornings/naidoc-etiquette-indigenous-aboriginal-auntie-uncle-language/13965552
https://aal.org.au/
https://www.darbyjones.au/
https://federation.edu.au/staff/governance/feduni-council/council-members/dr-doris-paton

