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Abstract 

This study makes a comparative examination of two parent based school 

meetings, one, an all White-Australian school council meeting, and the other an 

all Indigenous ASSPA*  meeting. The study is ethnographic and employs video 

analysis as the main method of data collection and study design. It is located in 

Darwin in a secondaiy school educational context, and has a primarily 

sociolinguistic focus. 

It sets out to explore issues relating to the role of meetings in educational decision 

making and raises questions about how appropriate committee type meetings are 

as mechanisms for change whereby Indigenous parents can influence educational 

outcomes for their children. It attempts to demonstrate what happens when 

Indigenous people are expected to work as 'meetings'. It tries also to show what 

works and what fails, and what happens when Indigenous people are squeezed 

into a bureaucratic mould. 

It concludes by questioning the legitimacy of western meetings in the Indigenous 

community as the main way of advancing Indigenous aspirations and resolving 

Indigenous problems, and warns against the silent disempowerment that 

unquestioned participation in White governmental structures, in this case school 

meetings, may bring about. 

*ASSPA - Aboriginal Student Support and Parent Participation 
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Definition of term 

Indigenous 

I have used this term in many places to be inclusive of people in the study who 
were of a mixed Aboriginal and Tones Strait Islander background. People in the 
study who had a mixed Aboriginal and Tones Strait Islander heritage identified 
strongly with both sides of their heritage and it would have been unfair to refer to 
everyone as Aboriginal only. However, the communication dynamics I refer to in 
the literature review section is drawn from Aboriginal specific studies and the 
dominant cultural influence in this study is also Aboriginal. At times I use the 
word Indigenous and at other times I say Aboriginal. I cannot make claims on 
behalf of Tones Strait Islander people regarding their cultural and societal norms, 
so when I make reference to preferred ways of doing things I refer to Aboriginal 
principles and practices. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 



1.1 Introduction 

The idea for this study came to me after I had attended a school meeting of 
Indigenous parents which was chaired by a White-Australian teacher, Ms Cooper'. 
During the meeting I felt inhibited and did not say much, and yet I wanted to 
because it was an important meeting. This particular meeting was one of the first 
of its kind, initiated by the school to establish an Aboriginal Student Support and 
Parent Awareness (ASSPA) committee. I also felt 'stupid' because everyday in 
my job I facilitated classes of people as a lecturer and yet I was having difficulty 
speaking at all that evening. The other parents were just as quiet and yet there 
were some veteran meeting goers amongst us who were heavily involved in 
community matters. As well as this, Ms Cooper was an immediately likeable 
person who was doing her best to make everyone feel welcome and relaxed. Yet 
we sat there like a bunch of "stunned mullets". Later, I tried to identify some of 
the things which made that meeting somewhat inhibiting. 

One of the significant features that stood out for me was that we had no time to 
talk freely and socially with one another as a group, before the business of the 
meeting began. As we arrived at the school we were shown into the meeting room 
and then Ms Cooper facilitated introductions, explained the purpose of the 
meeting and then launched straight into asking our advice on how an allocation of 
money should be spent. For me it did not feel right to put forward any suggestions 
because I had not established myself with the rest of the group. As well as not 
wishing to appear pushy, I was preoccupied with wanting to 'catch up' with 
various people there that night whom I was pleased to see. Also, there were others 
who I did not know, and I was curious about who they were and where they 
'fitted in'. Often a name is insufficient when introductions are made; I like to 
know which families people belong to, and how, and if they connect to other 
people I know. 

'All names used in this study are fictitious. 
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Eventually, I asked Ms Cooper for a whiteboard and asked for permission from 

the group to put some headings on the board for us to brainstorm ideas. I 

obviously spoke and related in a familiar way and from that point others began 

contributing and we had a reasonably productive meeting in the end. 

Afterwards, I thought to myself "Mmm, and they wonder why"? By this I meant 

that the school was making a lot of assumptions about the very nature of meetings 

and that there was a lot more to getting Indigenous parents involved in schools 

through meetings, than just by inviting them to meetings. In regard to that 

particular meeting, the dynamics of Aboriginal group participation and 

interpersonal communication needed to be allowed to happen in order for people 

to make more effective use of that school decision-making forum. In regard to 

school committee type meetings in general, their appropriateness for Indigenous 

parents as a mechanism for achieving decision making needed to be brought into 

question. 

1.2 Statement of Problem 

At the introduction of AS SPA committees in 1990 many Indigenous parents 

became involved with schools and school meetings for the first time. It soon 

became apparent that committee-type meeting procedure and the associated 

financial accountability were unfamiliar territory to a lot of these parents. Funding 

from the Department of Employment, Education and Training (DEET) was made 

available for parents to attend short courses on meeting procedure, minute taking 

and book-keeping. The problem was identified as a simple case of people being 

uninformed about correct meeting procedure and record keeping requirements. It 

was taken for granted that Indigenous people accepted the legitimacy of the 

meeting itself and the western expectations of individuals and groups. 

School committee-type meetings are Western political mechanisms designed to 

facilitate bureaucratic procedures including the allocation of money and resources. 



Such meetings are convened for the purpose of decision making, are governed by 
rules and are made up of small 'representative' groups, who, in the context of the 
meeting have an implicit right to speak on behalf of others and make decisions 
which are binding in nature. Such rights, which are granted to a few on behalf of 

many, are often incompatible with Aboriginal ways of decision making. 

Individual autonomy is highly respected in Aboriginal society and people usually 

resent any attempt by others to make important decisions for them without being 
properly consulted. Individuals do not have the right to speak for others unless 

they have been given that right explicitly. Given that already problematic starting 
point, how might we make sense of what happens in these meetings? In order to 
make meaning of the events of the meetings it is necessary to consider not only 

what happens within the meetings but also to look at where meetings fit in with 
the broader scheme of Australian society. 

In terms of the general expectation that parents can influence the quality of their 
children's education through their involvement in school meetings, it needs to be 

remembered that school meetings are only one aspect of the parent-school 
relationship, and on their own do not represent the sum potential of parental 

involvement. The parent-school relationship is a very tentative one, that is fraught 

with difficulties even for the general population. 

Basically, schools are institutions where children are meant to be taken, left, and 
picked up later. They are not structured in ways that encourage parental 
participation, except in a peripheral sense. The school operates at the same time 
that many parents are at work, requires specially trained workers, is imposing in 
its physical structures and is largely bureaucratic in nature. These factors are a few 

of the aspects of schools that tend to alienate parents from them (Tharp & 
Gallimore 1988:278). 
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The temporal, physical, social and historical context of the school all combine to 

create an environment that is particularly alienating to Indigenous parents. This 

study is concerned primarily with the school-meeting context of Indigenous 

involvement in schools. I have focussed on school-meetings because this is the 

arena in which the official business takes place between schools and parents. It is 

also the arena in which there is currently minimal contact between teachers and 

Indigenous parents, thereby limiting Indigenous input into their children's 

education. 

Indigenous people often associate school meetings with a variety of negative 

experiences. They frequently encounter feelings of discomfort because of past 

racist treatment and they often have difficulty relating to the content and processes 

of school meetings. These feelings inhibit their participation and contribution. 

Consequently they are usually unwilling to attend general school meetings. This 

perception is supported by personal communication with parents and anecdotal 

data gathered in 1990 from interviews of Aboriginal parents for the pilot study 

and my chapter of the book Perspectives on Teaching Aboriginal Children in 

Darwin Primaiy Schools (Ngarritjan-Kessaris 1992). Of the ten parents 

interviewed in the study only one parent regularly attended school-meetings and 

felt comfortable doing so. Ngarritjan-Kessaris reported: 

Parents generally felt that school meetings were irrelevant. They had 
nothing to gain from them. They had experienced racist behaviour at 
meetings on some occasions that they did go, and most of all they felt 
outnumbered at them (Ngarritjan-Kessaris 1992:22). 

Unpublished data from the same study contains the following interview with two 

parents in response to the question of whether they attended school meetings. In 

this interview, parents Natasha and Nina conveyed a strong feeling of discomfort 

regarding participation in school meetings. For example: 

Interviewer: Do you go to parent-meetings? 
Nina: No. 



Interviewer: No? So can you think of some reasons perhaps for why you 
don't go to parent-meetings 
Nina: Too many white faces and not enough darkies ... (laughter). You 
know what I mean, eh? 
Interviewer: Yes. 
Nina: You might be the only black face sitting down there (still 
laughter) ...you feel outnumbered. 
Interviewer: Yeah. Okay. And what about you Natasha? 
Natasha: But I've never ever thought, meeting, eh? Or School Council. 
Never. Cos I'm not that type. 
Interviewer: What type? 
Natasha: No, I mean ... a lot of the mums go there and they go to those 
meetings and that? 
Interviewer: And what type are those mums? 
Natasha: White ladies.(laughter) I feel uncomfortable ...yeah. 
Interviewer: (Is it) Mainly because it's all white people? 
Nina: Yeah. You don't see any coloured mob, you know. 
Nina: You can't be yourself most of the time ... you have to get up to their 
standards. 
Natasha: Yeah. And I'm not that type of person. 
Nina: And then when they look colour (when they notice the colour of 
your skin) sometimes they start coming down a little bit. They come back 
down too low and they talk to you and it makes you feel... [Nina screwed 
up her face and shook her head] (Unpublished data, Ngarritjan-Kessaris, 
1992). 

As well as experiencing uneasiness, other parents specified feelings of 
intimidation. In a personal discussion in 1992, a member of an AS SPA committee 
said he sometimes felt intimidated by the strict meeting procedure at some 
majority White meetings he had attended. He said he preferred a more relaxed 
atmosphere in a meeting. 

A general White-Australian reluctance to communicate with Indigenous people on 
an equal level appears to be a factor in Indigenous discomfort in meetings. For 
example, the chairperson of an ASSPA committee was reflecting on the 
unwillingness of parents to attend school meetings and said this was 
understandable because; 

These Mums more or less only deal with White people over a counter, or 
when they go to K-Mart, catch a bus, or go to the Housing Commission. 
They are not used to sitting around having serious discussions with White 
people. 
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This same person revealed that often when she had invited Indigenous parents to 

the school for a meeting they were put off by the school context. School can be a 

very intimidating place for many Indigenous people, she explained, because it is 

associated with too many White people and not enough Indigenous people. She 

said that the first thing parents usually asked in response to a meeting invitation 

was, "Who's going to be there'?" The above sentiments reflect the fact that, 

historically White people have resisted the idea of treating Indigenous people as 

equals. 

In addition to the issue of being outnumbered, I have also heard parents complain 

about the content of school-meetings. Some believe that meetings are mostly 

concerned with fundraising rather than with addressing parent's concerns. Some 

parents feel that they are unable to influence school matters through meeting 

forums. Further unpublished data from the Ngarritjan-Kessaris interviews reflect 

these sentiments. 

Parents were asked if they attended school meetings, and two parents responded in 

the following way: 

Tina: No. It's normally always just fundraising, not much point. In a 
couple of weeks they come up with something whether I'm there or 
not. 

Denise: I don't go because they go ahead and do what they want to do 
regardless of whether I'm there or not. 

Another parent, Trisha, added that she had nothing to gain by attending school-

meetings. She said, "Why go there when my kid's not doing well at school. I'm 

only one against the others when I did go [to school-meetings] before. When my 

son failed three times I wrote a letter and asked whose fault is it; the child or the 

teacher? And how was it allowed to happen? No-one could give me any answers" 

(Ngarritjan-Kessaris 1992:23). 



Apart from Indigenous parental feedback about school meeting difficulties, I have 
also heard some White educational administrators express dissatisfaction with 
Aboriginal meeting performances. They say that Aboriginal people seem to go 
around in circles in meetings and appear to achieve very little in the way of 
decisions. I have also heard White teachers and parents complaining that they 
could not get Indigenous parents to take an interest in school matters or attend 
school meetings. Furthermore, a 'don't care' attitude was often imputed to 
Aboriginal parents by school administrators as a reason for their limited 
involvement in schools. 

At the same time, Indigenous people say that White people can be very pushy and 
aggressive in meetings. It appears that these perceptions stem from differences in 
such factors as communication styles which have the potential to create barriers in 
cross-cultural situations. These factors may have significant bearings on the 
success rate of school-meetings involving Indigenous parents. However, non-
Indigenous administrators have not seriously investigated the ways in which 
Aboriginal adults may be locked out of decision making processes in schools or 
may be hindered in their attempts to influence their children's education. 

From the experiences outlined above it would seem reasonable to assume that 
White-Australian dominance of school meetings in terms of physical numbers, 
sociolinguistic conduct of meetings, control of agenda, physical location of 
meetings, and the problematic expectation that meetings have implicit collective 
rights, can be alienating and serve as a barrier to effective input by Aboriginal 
people into decision making in the school. Consequently, Aboriginal parents have 
limited involvement in schools and this tends to have a negative effect on their 
children's sense of belonging in school, their feeling of identifying with the school 
and their subsequent performance in school. Much of the research in Aboriginal 
education has focussed on the child in the schooling process. Relatively little 
attention is given to Indigenous adults in the school. The effective participation of 
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Indigenous parents in the education process could be one of the keys to raising the 

rates of successful outcomes for Indigenous children. 

1.3 The Research Community 

The research community for this study comprises Indigenous parents of school 

aged children living in Darwin, in the Northern Territory. Darwin is the land of 

the Larakia people. They are the traditional owners of the area of land that 

stretches beyond the Darwin town boundaries and the Darwin rural areas. Today, 

the Larakia people are a minority group in their own land. They, together with 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people from many different locations and 

backgrounds now form the Indigenous community in Darwin. Many of our 

families have lived here for three of four generations. Our differing geographic 

and clan associations have come as a result of interventionist government policies 

that displaced a significant proportion of Aboriginal people throughout the 

Northern Territory (Cummings 1990). 

'Half-cast& children (children of mixed parentage) from all over the Northern 

Territory (NT) were sent to church missions and reserves which were located 

mostly in the top end of the NT. Many of the Indigenous parents in Darwin likely 

to go to school meetings would have some connection with these missions remote 

from Darwin. The other major iiifluence in the personal histories of some of these 

parents is Kahlin Compound (Austin 1993) and Retta Dixon (Cummings 1990), 

institutions located in Darwin. Kahlin compound was a government owned 

institution which interned Indigenous adults and children. 

Under the Aborigines Act of 1910 (South Australian Government Legislation), 

Protectors' became the legal guardians of every Aboriginal person under the 

delegated powers of the Chief Protector (Austin 1993). Through the powers 

instituted under the Protection policy, 'full-blood' Aborigines were treated as 

treacherous vermin and 'half-caste' children of mixed parentage were forcibly 



removed from their people and institutionalised. The government and the church 
cooperated in these attempts to civilise and christianise Aborigines through the 
mission and reserve systems. Darwin was the administrative centre for the 
protection' system and many adult Aborigines were sent from the various 
missions to Kahlin Compound, a government reserve. Some Aboriginal people 
had nowhere else to go because contact with their families and home communities 
had been forcibly severed and they did not know where they came from or who 
their families were. 

The generally disadvantaged educational background of the Darwin Indigenous 
community can be inferred by the relative lack of tertiary qualified Indigenous 
people compared to the general NT population. According to the 1986 
Commonwealth census only 1% of Indigenous people in the NT have tertiary 
qualifications compared to 11% among the rest of the population (There are no 
equivalent figures in the 1991 census). There is little to suggest that there has been 
a significant change in these figures in the past ten years. In the Northern Territory 
in 1991, the labour force participation rate was 40.9 per cent for Aboriginal people 
compared to a rate of 74.0 per cent for non-Aboriginal people (ABS Catalogue 
No. 2740.0). There is a link between levels of education and an ability to enter and 
compete successfully in the work force, and these more recent labour force 
statistics support the assertion of Indigenous educational disadvantage. 

The current situation of educational disadvantage is a legacy of past 
discriminatory practices. Before 1950 the only form of 'education' provided for 
Aborigines was training for domestic and pastoral duties interspersed with a 
minimum of basic reading, writing and counting. Schooling for Aborigines was 
generally only for 'half-castes' and did not extend past grade three level. School 
was conducted on site at the various missions and reserves and was kept separate 
from the general school system. 

11 
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Aunty Daisy Ruddick, ('Aunty' is a term of respect) a past resident at Kahlin 

Compound in Darwin, recalls the poor quality and the segregated nature of her 

schooling: 

As for the school, oh we had a teacher all right- Mrs King. She'd sit down 
and she'd do knitting or work, and you'd stand up with your book and read. 
If you didn't know a word, well, you'd skip that word and go on to another 
one: she was supposed to be following what you read but she wouldn't she 
was too busy. ... I honestly think I never went up to third grade; I don't 
know, I could have gone to fourth grade. 

She continued, 

Mr Lampe, the headmaster of the public school used to come down every 
year and we'd have our exams. The only time we met up with kids from 
the other schools was at sports. ... May Day was the time we used to go 
and compete in sports with other school kids [white kids] around Darwin 
(I) Ruddick in Austin 1989:19,20). 

Austin (1989) describes schooling in Darwin in the 1920's as substandard and 

summarises White attitudes towards Aboriginal education in the following way: 

In addition to Commonwealth indifference and parsimony, and the 
dominant ideology that 'half-castes' were unintelligent, White residents 
understood that any improvement in the standard of education and training 
might cause employees to demand better working conditions (Austin 
1989:10). 

It was not until well after 1940 that minor improvements in education for 

Aboriginal people started to come about. In 1937, there was the beginning of a 

shift in policy from "Protection" to "Assimilation" and education was seen as the 

main tool for assimilating Aborigines into mainstream Australia (Austin 1993). 

However, because this period was just prior to the Second World War, the policy 

was not implemented until the late 1940's. In 1950, government schools for 

Aboriginal children began to be built and were operated under the auspices of the 

Welfare Branch of the Northern Territory. They were mostly located in remote 

areas for black skinned Aboriginal children. Brown skinned Aboriginal children in 

Darwin and other urban areas were allowed to go to general public schools along 

with White children. 



The school curriculum remained essentially Anglo-oriented until Bilingual 
Education was introduced into four bush schools in 1973 as an initiative of the 
new federal Labour government. The provision of bilingual education for 
Aborigines in remote communities was part of the new policy of "Self-
determination" for Aborigines. It was the first attempt to recognise and 
accommodate cultural differences in learning. However, this recognition was not 
extended to all remote Aboriginal community schools. As well, English speaking 
Aboriginal kids in towns were not included in the bilingual program because they 
were then and still are now, considered by many educational administrators to 
have a similar cultural background and speak the same English as White kids. No 
special provisions were made for town Aboriginal kids. The establishment of the 
Aboriginal Task Force in 1980 (now the Faculty of Aboriginal and Tones Strait 
Islander Studies), within the Darwin Community College (now the Northern 
Territory University), was the first provision for educational needs of Aboriginal 
people in urban areas, in the history of the NT. 

This is the context in which Aboriginal parents in urban centres such as Darwin 
still feel that their interests are not accommodated. This perception is often 
articulated as a general lack of support and is evidenced in Ngarritjan-Kessaris' 
report on Aboriginal perceptions of their children's education in Darwin schools. 
As stated: 

In the view of these ten families, overall the (school) support for the child 
within the classroom and larger school environment was insufficient. 
Academically, socially and emotionally (in terms of identity) children 
experienced difficulties (Ngarritjan-Kessaris 1992:32). 

In the light of Aboriginal parent's perceptions of urban children's needs being 
ignored historically and currently, it is important that Aboriginal adults access 
decision making forums of the schooling system and at least be seen by their 
children to be a part of their education process. 

13 



CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 



2.1 Introduction 

There are five topics reviewed in this chapter: parental involvement in schools; 

Aboriginal sociolinguistics; Aboriginal English; general meeting rules in 

Aboriginal society and general rules for formal meetings in western society. There 

is a need to explore some of the reasons why parents become involved in schools, 

and how by doing so, they establish a particular context for school meetings. A 

brief history of parental involvement in schools is included. It is important as well 

to examine principles of communication in a broad sense amongst Aborigines as 

well as in the context of meeting procedure in both Aboriginal and Anglo-

Australian society. 

Only cultural and linguistic factors have been considered in detail, as it is beyond 

the scope, of this study to examine in depth psychological, historical and 

sociological factors and literature, which exert• a major influence on 

communication processes between Aborigines and White-Australians. However, it 

is necessary to acknowledge these influences at least from a personal perspective 

throughout the study because all Aboriginal events and processes take place in a 

context of varying degrees of ongoing colonisation and they cannot be isolated 

from the micro level circumstances of internal meeting procedure. 

2.2 Parental Involvement In Schools 

The relationship between parent involvement in schools and school meetings is 

important because it is partly through various types of meetings that parents can 

participate in the schooling of their children. School meetings are the formal 

avenues through which parents gain ready access to school matters. 

Parental involvement is a relatively new concept in western schools and received 

little serious attention before the 1970's. In British public schools until the sixties, 

signs instructing "NO PARENTS PAST THIS POINT" were displayed as 
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common practice. Tizard (1981) relates this practice to the fact that until this time 

the dominant ideology relating to educational success was genetic intellectual 

endowment. She goes on to explain that it was the rise of environmental theories 

of intelligence, and egalitarian political beliefs in the mid 1950's, which began the 

encouragement of a closer relationship between the home and school. 

Research has established the benefit of parental involvement in children's 

educational success. For example, Deere (1980) cites the studies of Woods and 

Rich as evidence. Woods (1974) revealed that direct parent involvement in a 

Southampton junior school curriculum resulted in increased academic student 

performance. United States research by Rich (1980) in Washington DC showed 

similar results as a direct outcome of adult knowledge and parenting skills being 

encouraged in the school program (Deere 1980). 

Not only is it widely acknowledged that parents are powerful influences in their 

children's education but there is also evidence that parent-teacher-school 

partnerships aimed at maximising children's learning outcomes, "can have the 

potential to reverse factors of disadvantage such as poverty and lack of language" 

(Australian Parents Council 1994:7). 

Parental involvement in schools can take on a variety of meanings. Tizard (1981) 

describes parent involvement in the school in the following ways: as helps to 

teachers in the classroom; as co-managers and decision makers in school 

administration; as fund-raisers; and as an enthusiastic audience for school concerts 

and open days. 

Whereas 'involvement' can imply fitting in with the school's agenda, Payne 

(1988) talks about parents exerting influence in the school, so that the school 

recognises their agenda; either through formal means such as committees and 

meetings, or through direct contact such as complaining, informal 'chats', and an 

on-site presence. Formal mechanisms, such as advisory, consultative and 



governing committees, and general meetings are designed for the purpose of 

facilitating parental input to school matters, and are often the outcome of a 

deliberate trend of educational systems to decentralise decision making (Payne 

1988). 

Payne asserts that as schools take on more autonomy in their administration, 

parents are demonstrating more influence at the school level because they are 

better informed and have increased opportunities to do so. Such influence can be 

revealed in a number of ways ranging from playing a part in "... establishing and 

monitoring the space for discretion allowed schools to specific attempts to 

influence particular operational matters" (Payne 1988:11). His study investigated 

the influence exerted by parents on elementary (primary) schools and their 

principals in a large Catholic school district in Alberta, Canada, and concluded 

that: 

Parents exercise a much greater influence over school principals' work 
behaviour, and consequently schools, than is generally recognised (Payne 
1988:2). 

This view is supported by the work of Grassi and Morris et al as cited in Payne 

(1988) who found that parents are the most important environmental control on 

principals, and consequently schools; and second only to system control exerted 

by school principals' superordinates and school staff. 

Slamet (1995) in the journal Australian Educator, reports on current attitudes of 

teacher unions to the increased influence of parents, saying that in general, teacher 

unions are supportive of this trend, but that they are wary of unrepresentative 

control by parents and believe clear lines should be drawn between influence and 

control. Slamet also provides a contrary view to the perceived fears of parental 

control by quoting the views of Jeanette Wilson, the spokesperson and past 

president of the Victorian Council of School Organisations. Wilson reflects on 

the Victorian experience where parents and teachers have enjoyed a system for 

19 
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more than twenty years which has incorporated local parent input into a broad 

framework of state specified curriculum. She says: 

In Victoria, the notion of parents as partners in education - alongside 
teachers, principals and students - has been accepted for a long time. The 
notion of partnership doesn't give any one group total control (Slamet 
1995:11). 

Slamet also quotes Ann Davies, a research officer with the Federated Teachers 

Union of Victoria, who says "It was a system that was built not on fear, but on the 

excitement of possibilities" (Slamet 1995:11). Victorian parent and teacher groups 

are united in their opposition to the current reassertion of state control of 

curriculum and decision making. 

In Australia, most states incorporated parental involvement into the administrative 

affairs of the school during the 1970's and 1980's. In the Northern Territory, 

legislation was introduced in 1982, as an amendment to the Education Act, to 

establish school councils as a legal part of school administration. Until this time, 

parent-teacher associations were limited to individual school initiatives and 

responsibilities. Prior to this, parent-teacher associations were concerned mostly 

with fund-raising and had little or no powers in decision making at the school 

level, nor in advising the principal, Secretary or Minister about educational policy 

at the community level. 

The functions and powers of school councils, outlined in the NT Department of 

Education's handbook, Standard Devolution Package, 1991, provides parents with 

financial control of departmental funding (excluding departmental staff salaries), 

general control of the buildings and grounds of the school, and advisory abilities 

to school and departmental executives regarding local community input to, and 

implications of, educational policy. The school council is governed by 

departmental regulations specifying membership, functions and conduct of 

meetings. 



Despite the efforts of education authorities to involve parents in the life of the 
school, there are various factors that work against parental involvement. Becher 
(1986) reports that teachers themselves have displayed unwillingness or 
uncertainty about involving parents in the school because of possible role 
conflicts, parent unprofessionalism, time constraints and the need to balance group 
needs against individual children's needs in response to increased parent's 
requests. However, from the parent's perspective, it seems that the most inhibitive 
aspect of schools is their associated bureaucracy. The research of Corwin and 
Wagener is cited in Becher in corroboration of this view (Becher 1986:98). 

The formality of school meetings is one of the main expressions of this 
bureaucratization of schools. Since this is problematic for mainstream parents, any 
additional limitations imposed through differences in culture and language only 
serve to magnify barriers to access and to further exclude parents outside the 
majority culture. The following section explores some of the cultural and language 
factors that influence the communication and participation processes within 
school meetings. 

2.3 Aboriginal Sociolinguistics 

This section reports on and synthesises studies of Aboriginal sociolinguistic 
studies from various regions of Australia, but the generalisations made do not 
necessarily apply to all Aboriginal people. There is wide variation between 
individuals and groups in many aspects of Aboriginal society. 

Effectiveness of school meetings depends on people talking to each other. 
However, the average person often assumes that all people talk to each other in 
much the same way, and that the language differences of people of different 
cultural backgrounds are just a matter of semantic translation: that is, that words 
from one language translate directly into other languages and that they have exact 
corresponding meanings. This view ignores the fact that people of different 

21 



OX 

cultural backgrounds may have, for example, different courtesy norms, that they 

may have different ways of expressing approval or dissatisfaction, or that they 

may use non-verbal cues in differing ways. Communication involves much more 

than just 'words'. 

The term sociolinguistics refers to the study of the social context of language use 

or where the influences of language and culture intersect. It focuses on how people 

interact and the ways in which meanings are communicated. Christie explains: 

The way people talk and use language is constrained by and reflects their 
social and cultural norms. It helps to create and maintain these norms and 
relationships between members of the sociocultural group (Christie 
1985:18). 

Is it inevitable, then, for sociolinguistic aspects of language to cause difficulties 

when communicating in cross cultural situations? Christie believes that 

sociolinguistic factors are "less obvious, but cause greater problems" (Christie 

1985: 18). 

A number of researchers have written about sociolinguistic aspects of Aboriginal 

languages. Eades (1988) has focussed on the concept of 'privacy through 

indirectness', Harris (1984) and Christie (1985) on 'communication and learning 

styles', von Sturmer (1981) on 'general meeting etiquette', Maim (1990) on 'child-

adult interaction', Enemburu (1989) has explored 'Koori English' and Liberman 

(1982) has examined 'structures of discourse which produce group harmony'. 

2.3.1 Personal autonomy 

Harris (1984) and MaIn (1989) assert that personal autonomy is a very strong 

feature of Aboriginal society. Harris says that considering the hunter-gatherer 

economy of pre-contact society, the ability of an individual to survive on his/her 

own resources was a priority. Children were therefore trained to be relatively 

independent and to be equally respectful of the independence of others. Training 



for independence continues on today amongst Aboriginal people of various 
lifestyles and geographic locations and shows in Aboriginal language use. 

The importance of personal autonomy balanced by group responsibility manifests 
itself in such phenomena as general avoidance of direct criticism in adult 
interaction (von Sturmer 1981, Harris 1984:142), unassertiveness of individuals in 
group discussions (Liberman 1981), and practices of social control as documented 
by MaIm (1990) in regard to child rearing. They include self-reliance, emotional 
and physical resilience, ability to self-regulate behaviour, ability to observe well, 
practical competence, reliance on peers as much as adults, and cautious approach 
to new tasks. 

Similar to the principle of respect for personal autonomy is the principle of respect 
for personal privacy. The underlying purpose is to enhance the prospects of group 
harmony. A common strategy for achieving these principles is a general indirect 
approach in Aboriginal interactions (Eades 1988), including in Aboriginal 
English. 

2.3.2 Indirectness 

Eades noticed that indirectness was commonplace in Aboriginal English 
interactions amongst South East Queensland Aborigines. The seeking and giving 
of personal information, particularly in the form of requests and reasons was 
generally done in an indirect manner. She made the observation that she could 
never recall a 'why-information question' being asked by an Aboriginal person and 
noted that instead, "The right way for Aboriginal people to fmd out reasons for 
something is to find out the facts about what happened and put them together to 
understand the reasons (Eadesl985:26)." She also says: 

Such indirect strategies are of course not restricted to Aboriginal 
conversations. Non-Aboriginal people use such ways of making requests 
and refusals in sensitive situations. What is significant about the 
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Aboriginal use of these strategies is that they are not restricted to sensitive 
situations, but are the usual everyday ways of interaction, in which 
indirectness is the norm (Eades 1988:108). 

Another indirect strategy is the use of wordiness in debate, to mask opposition and 
to avoid open conflict (Harris 1984). Harris gives the example of a prominent 
speaker at Millingimbi who, having an opposing opinion to the previous speaker, 
framed his dissent in the following way: "What our countryman is saying here is 
very good , and I agree with all his ideas ....," and twenty minutes later "....but we 
can't ever weaken our position ." Harris goes on to say: 

The moral of the story is that what is really meant in Aboriginal oratory 
comes in the fmal summary statements of the speech, and that 
circumlocution is a diplomatic device used to soften the confrontation, and 
is not evidence of vague thinking (Harris 1984:147). 

White-Australians are much more direct and to the point in their discussions and 
tend to ask the type of questions which go straight to the heart of the matter, even 
in personal situations. Western Industrial society can be experienced as a socially 
and geographically mobile lifestyle involving large numbers of people who are 
often without a shared personal background. Asking direct questions is one way 
that westerners are able to orientate and stabilise themselves in unfamiliar 
environments (Harris 1984). The more direct approach means that White-
Australians are better able to accommodate direct personal criticisms, open 
disagreements and forceful debating. These Western communication norms are 
often in direct contrast to Aboriginal communication norms in non-conflict 
situations. 

For Aboriginal people an indirect approach is a natural outcome of a society 
which is highly personalised and where traditionally the basis of all societal roles 
was the kinship system which imitates family type relationships. There is a 
general understanding too that relationships cannot be severed because of the 
mutual dependence engendered by a system of reciprocity. Aboriginal language 
use maintains and reflects this premise. Social rules of language use show a high 



degree of continuity between 'old' Aboriginal languages and 'new' Aboriginal 
languages; that is, Kriol and Aboriginal English, as the work of Eades, Malin, 
Harris, Christie and von Sturmer show. 

2.3.3 Practices of social control 

Maim, as part of her ethnography of year one Aboriginal students in Adelaide, 
made comparisons between Aboriginal family interactions and White-Australian 
family interactions and asserted that: 

.in the Aboriginal families, there appeared to be a reluctance to try to 
overtly influence other people in how to act or think, and a considerable 
tolerance of the individuals  tendency for self-regulation in particular 
aspects of daily life (MaIm 1989:170). 

MaIn quantified the types of interaction which occurred between care-givers and 
children and was able to demonstrate that the frequency of overt and direct social 
controlling acts were twice as common in White-Australian families than in 
Aboriginal families. For instance, directives, reprimands, monitoring questions 
and rationalisations numbered 1,323 amongst the White-Australian families 
compared with only 565 amongst the Aboriginal families, over 12 hours of 
recorded observations. 

She noted that in the Aboriginal families social control was achieved through 
more indirect methods such as modelling and some teasing and scaring, rather 
than by directives and rationalising as tended to be the case in the White-
Australian families. As well, White children were not encouraged to be as self 
reliant at an early age, but instead were frequently monitored by their parents and 
encouraged to respond positively to authority figures (MaIm 1990). 

Harris also recorded indirect methods of social control such as "dropping 'subtl& 
hints by 'stories', allegories and drama to soften discipline" (Harris 1984:148). 
Ngarritjan-Kessaris (1992) noted too, that various forms of humour are an 

25 



26 

important type of indirect social control, such as the use of gentle sarcasm to 

rebuke a seeming wrong-doing or to voice objection to a particular course of 

action. As well, using ambiguous language or silence in order to remain non-

committed or say 'No' to a request is another manifestation of indirectness. Harris 

noted that there was no social obligation amongst Yolngu to answer questions and 

Christie, Eades, Malcolm (1982), Malin and von Sturmer also report on the social 

acceptability of silence as one form of answer. 

2.3.4 Time orientation 

Whereas silence sometimes signifies disapproval or uncertainty, this is not always 

the case. Silence is important in terms of Aboriginal time orientation. Eades noted 

that silence could often be Aboriginal timing and waiting (Eades 1985:26). 

Ngarritjan-Kessaris observed that White-Australians often seemed to feel 

uncomfortable with silences in most forms of speech and that they seemed to have 

a shorter "wait" time for questions (Ngarritjan-Kessaris unpublished essay 1992). 

Eades also asserted, "This [silence] is a difficult matter for most non-Aboriginal 

people to recognise and learn because in Western societies silence is so often 

negatively valued in conversations. "She went on to say: 

On the contrary, in Aboriginal societies silence usually indicates a 
participant's desire to think, or simply to enjoy the presence of others in a 
non-verbal way. Because Aboriginal people are so accustomed to using 
silence in conversation with other Aboriginal people, many are 
uncomfortable if they are not given the chance to use silence in their 
conversations or interviews with non-Aboriginal people (Eades 1993:187). 

Aboriginal communication is not considered to be time efficient by Western 

standards. In regard to Aboriginal time orientation Harris wrote that Milingimbi 

Yolngu often demonstrated a 'no real sense of urgency' approach to doing things, 

and that in general they operated on the basis of having 'plenty of time'. He added 

that Aboriginal people are more likely to make future plans in social and religious 

areas, than in economic or governmental areas (Harris 1984:30). This is 



understandable considering that Aboriginal people have been constituting meeting 
groups for social and religious reasons for over 40,000 years and know exactly 
what to do, but have been pushed into economic and governmental groups in the 
last 25 years or so by colonisers who seldom acted upon the decisions anyway. 

2.3.5 Body language 

The inappropriateness of direct and prolonged eye contact when talking to 
Aboriginal people is well documented in the literature. However there are minimal 
references to other types of non-verbal communication. Liberman (1981:39) refers 
to hand signing as an indicator of consensus and/or enthusiasm for an idea during 
group discussions. Enemburu (1989:7) states that Aboriginal people often use 
non-verbal gestures to respond to questions instead of speaking. The pursing of 
lips to indicate direction or intent is a common response. 

Enemburu also makes mention that gestures and hand signs are used far more 
frequently by Aboriginal people than by users of Standard Australian English. In 
addition he describes how Aboriginal people make contact at the beginning of a 
conversation by touching the other person slightly on the arm, and continuing to 
do so intermittently through the course of the interaction. This seems to be 
especially so with women. 

Von Sturmer, writing about Aurukun, provides a detailed description of how to 
physically approach people, reiterating the importance of not 'sneaking up' on 
others. He says it is customary to approach people in "fits and starts", giving 
people ample opportunity to see others coming (von Sturmer 198 1:3). He 
observed that sometimes a visitor might make quick glances at the relevant person 
(if there is a group) and signal for that person to come aside. If the person was 
unable to oblige he/she might respond with a hand gesture, such as an alternating 
horizontal to side hand movement, to indicate a later meeting. Likewise, Coombs, 
Brandl and Snowdon advise non-Aborigines that when approaching Aboriginal 
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homes or groups of people, it is better to stand well back, call out and then wait to 

be responded to. They say: 

Even when an outsider thinks he or she knows people well it is better to 
wait until told where to sit, lest one choose a quite inappropriate place to 
sit (Coombs, Brandi and Snowdon 1983:114). 

Another assertion they make is "European-Australians are not very observant or 

responsive to non-verbal clues, compared to Aborigines" (Coombs, Brandl, 

Snowdon. 1983:110). They maintain that European-Australians are far more 

reliant on words in communication, and that in contrast, Aborigines are less 

responsive to verbal clues, especially English clues. 

2.3.6 Personalform of communication 

The centrality of kinship in Aboriginal society means that people are very person-

oriented in their behaviour and communication. What is meant by this statement is 

that whereas Western cultures have often evolved a professional form of 

communication for handling negotiations, conflict resolutions, arbitrations and 

mediation, it seems such genres are not a characteristic feature of communication 

in Aboriginal society. The term personal contrasts with 'professional' not with 

communal. 

It is worth noting that Walsh (1996) argues that communication in Aboriginal 

society tends to be continuous and communal wheras non-Aboriginal interaction 

is dyadic and contained. Ngarritjan-Kessaris, while making comments about 

Aboriginal students at university, included the point that a personal form of 

communication is generally the main form of communication that Aboriginal 

people are socialised into and that this puts Aboriginal people at a disadvantage 

when faced with Western professional forms of communication (Ngarritjan-

Kessaris 1992 unpublished). 



Aspects of personal communication highlighted by Ngarritjan-Kessaris include 
Eades' and Enemburu's point of using first names or kin names as forms of 
address, or as Ngarritjan-Kessaris (1992) adds, other 'inclusive' titles like 
"countly" (from the same place), "kudgeri" (woman), or "mulliga" (man). 
Engaging in social talk before doing business, and not being rushed for time are 
also more personal approaches. Furthermore, she says: 

The highly personal nature of our language use also places us at a 
disadvantage with understanding and utilising the "impersonal debate 
form" of academic forums (Ngarritjan-Kessaris 1992 unpublished). 

The apparent lack of an impersonal debate form was first documented by Harris 
(1984:142) in his Milingimbi ethnography. He observed that whenever Balanda 
people engaged in vigorous debate they were considered by Yolngu people to be 
engaged in personal hostilities. Sansom (1980) refers to impersonal forms of 
communication which he called 'proclaiming' and 'broadcasting', and involve 
individuals publically airing their grievances; however, they occur in a conflict 
situation not in a relatively friendly state of affairs (Sansom 1980: 89,115-117). 

It is a general expectation amongst Westerners that in work or meeting type 
situations that people will focus on issues, not personalities (Locke 1980). This 
obviously allows Westerners far more latitude in making criticisms, and in 
asserting their own ideas in meetings. In meeting and work type situations, 
western talk is more information oriented and there is a general expectation that 
talk be productive. In similar situations Aboriginal talk tends to be more social, 
informal and used as "cement for social relationships" (Harris 1984:111). 
Ngarritjan-Kessaris believes that the emphasis is more on achieving interaction, 
whereby people 'act on one another', rather than being engaged in transaction and 
negotiation, whereby they 'act on business' external to themselves (Ngarritjan-
Kessaris 1994:118). 
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These observations can be supported by the work of Liberman (1982:35), who 

examined linguistic features of group discussions among Pitjantjatjara Aborigines. 

He was impressed by the overall pleasantness of their interactions. The relatively 

limited community conflict and the high degree of affection he observed in oral 

interaction, led him to describe the phenomena as ucongenial fellowship! among 

speakers. 

From such work as Sansom (1980) it's quite clear that Aboriginal people also use 

language in their attempts to press complaints and negotiate favourable outcomes 

to disputes, although they do this in a way quite different from what mainstream 

English speakers do. Sansom, throughout his work on relationships and 

communication in Darwin fringe camps, reiterates the notion that there is an 

acknowledged 'carefulness' with words. He says, "Prescriptions about form and 

content then enjoin a mannered carefuleness with speech. And careful speaking is 

grounded in the basic conditions of mob order" (Sansom 1980:112). He heads up 

one of his two chapters on speech acts with a quote from Robertson (1928), which 

asserts: 

My own opinion, which is founded on daily contact in youth with tribes on 
the Fitzroy River, is that they were a remarkably polite race. The fact that a 
word or act might cost life kept them constantly on guard and restrained 
their tongues (cited by Sansom 1980:79). 

Liberman refers to 'phatic communication', (a term he borrowed from 

Malinowski) to describe how language is used not just to convey meaning - but 

also to produce fellowship among people (Liberman 1982:36). The mechanisms 

for creating 'phatic communication', as identified by Liberman include the use of 

a) vocal gesture, b) postural gesture, c) phrases of approval, and d) repetition. 

Examples of each are as follows: 

a) Much group discussion is punctuated with a variety of verbal gestures 
indicating approval, such as 'inm-hm' which are able to carry considerable 



emotional communication, variously registered as 'mm hm', 'mmm', 'mm 
hmm',... 

b) Aboriginal people employ hand signing during group discourse to 
emphasise the central topics of discussion. Almost always, hand signs will 
refer to those topics about which the group has reached a consensus, and 
the signing indicates the group's enthusiasm about it's decision. 

c) A recurring feature of Aboriginal discourse is the simultaneous 
utterance of a term of approval by several speakers, giving the impression 
of a single voice. The effect in the case of 'uwa' ['yes'] is as if the group 
itself was speaking, and the sound produced is something like 'wom'pa!': 

So I'll stop here for a spell. 
Uwa! 
Uwa! 
Uwa! 

This gestural phenomenon lends terrific vitality to a gathering and is the 
Aboriginal idea of satisfying discourse. 

d) When several speakers repeat the same utterance or phrase of approval 
many times , they affmn the group's positive mood. ... repetition also 
guarantees that everyone will have access to current topics;.... 

Money, they'll give you for work, for work, money for work. 
He's speaking of money there. 

(3 )He's speaking of money there. 

Liberman's account of Pitjantjatjara social discourse carries a strong theme of 
emotion, rhythm and vitality and impresses upon the reader a sense of joyful 
bonding. He reiterates the phrase 'collective effeverscence', used by Durkheim 
early in the 1900's, and also uses musical terms such as 'chorus' and 'tonal features' 
to describe Aboriginal social discussions. He says such congenial structures of 
talk are poorly equipped to cope with the more individualised and competitive 
nature of Anglo-Australian talk. Aborigines establish congenial relations through 
practices of: 

- not forcing oneself upon others, allowing others space to feel 
comfortable, limiting argument, becoming embarrassed, self-depreciation, 
etc - serve to provide Anglo-Australians with a situation which is easy for 
them to dominate (Liberman 1991:47). 
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Anglo-Australians are much more direct in their dealings, more task oriented, 

employ more turn taking, are less willing to stray from the topic which initiated 

the talk and are less willing to put the group's best interests before their own 

(Liberman 1991). 

2.4 Aboriginal English 

Many Aboriginal people, particularly town people, are considered to speak 

English as their mother tongue. However, the English they speak is usually not the 

same as the English spoken by White-Australians. The linguist Eades (1991) and 

educator/linguist Christie (1985) refer to it as 'Aboriginal English' and recognise it 

as a valid, rule governed variety of English. Comparing Aboriginal English to 

Standard Australian English Christie says " ...in many of its crucial aspects, 

Aboriginal English is more like pre-European Aboriginal languages than like 

standard English (Christie 1986:3 8). He goes on to say: 

I know many urban Aboriginal people who are quite unconscious of the 
way in which their English differs from that of their white Australian 
neighbours. These people can carry on a normal happy conversation with 
their friends, black or white, but are quite bewildered by how difficult they 
fmd the English through which they are expected to learn at school and at 
college (Christie 1986:38). 

Eades (1991) provides a brief historical background to the development of 

Aboriginal English, pointing to its origins back at the beginning of the nineteenth 

century. At that time, many Aboriginal pidgins were spoken as temporary contact 

languages between English speakers and Aboriginal speakers. As white contact 

increased, these pidgin varieties developed in one of two ways: "they became 

creole languages, or they developed into Aboriginal dialects of English" (Eades 

1991:55). 

At Ngukkur, (previously Roper River) in the Northern Territory, their early pidgin 

developed into a creole language (a language with permanent status), becoming 

the first language of children born there. John Harris tells us that "... creolisation 



began to occur shortly after 1908 (Harris J 1993:147)." The five years preceding 
this time saw the people of the Ngukkur region under sustained attack from agents 
of a pastoral company (The Eastern and African Cold Storage Company) who 
were fiercely attempting to 'clear them from the land'. Sandefur (1986) cites 
Bauers'(1964) description of this hunting period as "probably one of the few 
authenticated instances in which Aborigines were systematically hunted" (cited in 
Sandefur 1986:101). The establishment of a mission on the Roper River in 1908 
coincided with the demise of the company which went into liquidation in the same 
year. Harris explains further: 

This near annihilation of the Aboriginal people of the region led to the first 
factor necessary for the genesis of a creole: sudden and drastic social 
change and the accompanying severe disruption of normal language 
transmission. The second requirement for the genesis of a creole is a new 
community. This was made possible by the Anglican mission station 
(Harris J 1993:147). 

The resulting Aboriginal Creole(s) is now known as Kriol and is widely spoken by 
Aboriginal people throughout northern Australia. 

In areas where there was greater contact, historical, social and linguistic factors 
combined to create situations where Aboriginal people had little choice but to use 
English. Aboriginal languages then moved more in the direction of English, which 
nevertheless became an 'Aboriginalised' English which "reflects, maintains, and 
continually creates Aboriginal culture and identity" (Eades 1991:57). There are 
many forms of Aboriginal English which vary from group to group and in 
linguistic terms Eades explains it in this way: 

There are a number of Aboriginal English dialects, or more accurately a 
continuum of Aboriginal English dialects, ranging from close to Standard 
English at one end (the acrolect), to close to Aboriginal Kriol at the other 
(the basilect) (Eades 1991:57). 

Christie (1986) explains that the ways in which meanings are communicated in 
Aboriginal English are distinctive and are common to most Aboriginal people. 
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Consequently, all of the prior discussion on sociolinguistics may apply in a 

general sense to a description of Aboriginal English. 

In addition, Aboriginal English contains many pre-European Aboriginal words, 

which are woven in amongst the English words. There are also many English 

sounding words used by Aboriginal people which have different meanings to their 

English dictionary definitions (Enemburu 1989). Such English words have been 

incorporated into Aboriginal languages and have become Aboriginal words. 

Enemburu provides the following examples of English words having Aboriginal 

meamngs: 

'girl' refers to any female of any age 
'learn' is used to mean 'teach': We bin learnim = We taught (someone) 
'fmish' can mean 'die': Him fmish = he's dead! He died 
(Enemburu 1989:9) 

Also, 
"She's getting game" = She's becoming more confident 
"You for eating" = You eat too much 
"She properly gammon" = She's not telling the truth 
(Enemburu 1989:9) 

Enemburu also gives examples of grammatical differences which exist between 

SAE and Aboriginal English, such as plural markers, and use of quantifiers. 

Aboriginal English does not necessarily mark verbs for plurality as does English, 

for example, 'diesel truck' for 'diesel trucks' (Enemburu 1989:11). Common 

words used by Koori (Aboriginal) speakers to indicate quantity are 'proper' and 

'big mob', continues Enemburu. He says these function in much the same way as 

'very' and 'large' in SAE (Enemburu 1989:11). 

Eades (1991) makes the point that it is only since the 1960's that Aboriginal 

English has received linguistic recognition. However, it is still commonplace for 

Aboriginal English to be considered an uneducated form of English. Eades 

stresses that as long as this situation remains, many Aboriginal people will 

continue to be disadvantaged in their interactions with mainstream institutions as a 



result of miscoramunication. This is not to say that disavantage is simply the 
result of language differences because often the disadvantage comes about simply 
by being identifiable as Aboriginal people. However, addressing the linguistic 
issues associated with disadvantage, does go some of the way towards achieving 
social justice for Indigenous people. 

2.5 The purpose and nature of Aboriginal meetings 

Public meetings have become a common feature in contemporary Aboriginal 
society as we react to government policies, undertake community planning and 
problem solving, and are 'consulted' by government officials in their 'planning' for 
us. A high demand for ongoing action and reaction within Aboriginal community 
groups is necessary because our lives are so affected by government policies; 
more than any other group in Australia. "Aboriginal people have been at the 
mercy of officials since the arrival of the First Fleet" (Bennett 1989:85). 
Debilitating effects of government policies and interfering bureaucracies have 
marred our lives and fanned the spirit of Aboriginal resistance. It is in the context 
of striving for self-protection and self-determination, that Aboriginal 
contemporary meetings often take place. 

There is however, no literature that I am aware of on the subject of 'meeting 
dynamics' in an Aboriginal urban setting. All of the references to literature in this 
section concern bush communities. Even so, there are strong continuities in 
important cultural processes such as group dynamics and interpersonal 
relationships between urban and bush communities and these are documented in 
studies by Eades (1988) and Main (1989). Von Sturmer (1981) appears to be 
alone in his focus on meeting dynamics; his research community being Aurukun, 
a remote Queensland community. At the same time, the subjects of group 
discussion and oratory, and decision making are touched on in the context of 
broader anthropological and sociolinguistic studies by Liberman (1984) and Hiatt 
(1986) and some of this material is relevant to meeting procedure. 
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Hiatt's discussion of Aboriginal Political Life (1986:12) reveals a number of 

observations about attitudes to authority and decision making, which are relevant 

to meeting dynamics. The idea of 'leadership' amongst Aborigines is presented as 

being covert in nature and very different to the western style of overt leadership. 

Hiatt reiterates Chase's assertion that the concept of 'boss' can really only apply 

to the management of land, ceremonies and sites, not to groups of people (Hiatt 

1986:15). It can also be generalised from Hiatt's discussion that meetings took 

place in two separate spheres; the secular and the religious, and there was a 

markedly different process applied in each case. In the religious sphere there was a 

clear hierarchy, and decision making was largely autocratic. In the secular sphere, 

everyone was entitled to give input, and decision making was usually reached by 

consensus. The consensus was voiced by a senior person. 

Von Sturmer (1981) and Harris (1984) also observed decision making processes 

which employed strategies of either consensus or autocracy, depending on the 

nature of the issue. For example, as noted by Harris, decisions regarding family 

members were determined by individuals in the appropriate kin relationship, and 

decisions regarding ceremonial activity were made by the 'owners' of the 

particular ceremonies. However, in meetings which required a group decision, 

Harris noted that a series of alternative proposals were put forward, from which a 

'new' proposal was formed. 

In this way, no personal affront was felt by individuals whose ideas were rejected. 

Von Sturmer, also observed the same strategy of serial declaration of alternative 

proposals in public meetings, and concurred that "disagreement was carefully 

rendered, and direct rebuttals were rare except in cases of provocation or clear 

seniority" (von Sturmer 1981:6). Both researchers agreed that Aboriginal speakers 

generally avoided imposing their own ideas too aggressively, and were equally 

careful to avoid making personal criticisms. 



Aboriginal listeners' behaviour in public speeches, as occur in meetings, are very 
different to Anglo listeners' behaviour. According to Harris (1984), Yolngu (North 

East Amhem Land Aboriginal people), do not always sit still and fix their gaze on 
the speaker, as Balanda (European people) do. Instead Yolngu move around, talk, 
and leave at their own discretion. They generally observe the right of speakers to 
talk and 'listeners' to not necessarily listen (Harris 1984:135). At the same time, 
the independence of the individual is kept in check by the obligation to the group. 
Even so, the sense of group responsibility is motivated more by a desire to 
maintain harmony and enjoy each other's company than it is by dutiful obligation. 

Von Sturmer offers a few points of caution in regards to what not to expect from 
Aboriginal public meetings. He warns, "public meetings should not be used to 
extract information, especially if it affects particular individuals" (von Stunner 
198 1:11). Individual views or opinions are offered voluntarily and it is often 
considered offensive to coerce views out of people. Expectations of public 
justifications are also offensive and people do not speak bluntly to each other 
without there being a strong chance of social damage being done. Public meetings 
usually just ratify a consensus achieved elsewhere rather than the meeting being 
used as the only or main way to establish such an agreement. Negotiations are 
usually carried out between individuals and 'natural social groups' before even 
attempting to establish a consensus. 

This is a less forthright set of expectations regarding public meetings when 

compared to western meetings. In western public meetings it is the right of each 
participant to extract whatever information they require in order to arrive at a 
decision within the meeting. As well, individuals are expected, as a matter of 
course, to justify their actions and provide views and opinions on the business at 
hand. Criticisms and corrections are not necessarily administered gently as they 
usually are in Aboriginal meetings and in western meetings it is clearly expected 
that participants must not take things personally (at least in theory) (Locke 
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1980:11). The structures and general set of procedures which both constrain and 

produce such expectations are outlined in the next section. 

2.6 The purpose and nature of western meeting procedure 

A lot of the material in this section, while probably familiar to many readers, is 

included to emphasise how western meetings can be very formal compared to 

Aboriginal meetings. The literature indicates that personal styles of discourse and 

interaction, which are used in everyday situations, are what is used for Aboriginal 

meetings. This section is also intended to demonstrate how the western meeting is 

a special sub-culture with its own language register and therefore has a potential 

for excluding people even though those procedures may have been initially 

designed to protect the interests of all people. 

In western democratic countries meetings are publicly accountable bodies, which 

connect people and associations to other bureaucratic bodies in a political 

relationship. They operate through discussion and by making decisions about 

issues presented, and about the power to make decisions (Locke 1980:180,181). 

There are elaborate written rules for the conduct of meetings. These rules cover 

every aspect of meeting procedure and are applied in various ways depending on 

the formality of the situation (Locke 1980). In the English speaking western 

world, the underlying structure of meeting procedure is largely modelled on the 

procedure of the House of Commons in the British Westminster system of 

government. All western meetings have an "underlying structure and code of 

behaviour which is based on these general conventions" (Locke 1980:3). 

The generally accepted convention of meeting procedure has as its foundation a 

constitution. This is a statement of the organisations existence and purpose. Locke 

outlines the following main inclusions of a constitution: 

name; objects; functions of officers and conmiittees; arrangements for 
appointing or electing them; provision for membership (and expulsion); 



arrangements for general meetings; how the constitution can be amended; 
how the association can be dissolved; and other major rules for the conduct 
of the association and its meeting (Locke 1980:6). 

From this blue-print for meetings emerges a variety of different meeting groups 
and styles ranging from formal gatherings of political parties and trade union 
bodies, to more casually oriented sporting clubs and playgroup associations. 
Despite widely differing levels of formality, a general acceptance of meeting 
principles would apply at all such meetings. School council meetings are located 
at the more formal end of the spectrum, operating with delegated powers from 
government education authorities. 

2.6.1 Roles and participation 

Participation in a meeting is largely dictated by official roles, consisting of 

chairperson, secretary, treasurer and a designated number of committee members. 
During the meeting, participants follow general rules which, a) provide a 
consistent structure for all meetings, b) remind the participants that it is not a 
personal gathering but a formal situation, and c) breaks the meeting down into 
specific items of business (Locke, 1980). An outline of roles is followed by some 
of the more important speaking rules of western meetings. 

The key role in an active meeting is the chairperson. The main task of the 
chairperson is to keep order in the meeting by such things as following the 
agenda, choosing speakers, taking votes and ruling on points of order. An equally 
important role, but with a lower profile is the position of secretary. The secretary 
is the fworker!  who is responsible not only for the meeting preparation and 
recording of minutes, but also the follow-up, and overall administrative duties. 
The secretary usually works closely with the chairperson in both a support role 

and in a record keeping role. Another executive role is that of treasurer. The 
treasurer has the responsibility for the financial affairs of the group. He/she is 
responsible for maintaining financial records, providing judgements on feasibility 
and controls and keeps records of all aspects of income and expenditure. 
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The majority of meeting participants are made up of non-executive positions. 

Committee members are interested parties who do not hold office but provide 

support for the organisation's existence. In any one meeting they are either for, 

against or neutral, to the business at hand (Locke 1980). The roles and duties of all 

participants are usually clearly defined in writing. This is certainly the case with 

the Northern Territory (NT) school councils, the forum at focus in this study. As 

members of Northern Territory school councils, people are expected to do any or 

all of the following: 

- advise in regard to implementation of educational policy of the school 
within guidelines issued by the minister. 

- employ such people as deemed necessary, ensuring compliance with the 
various awards. 

- conduct activities at the school for the community outside of school 
hours. 

- run or lease the canteen. 

- allow use of the school for recreational purposes, subject to terms and 
conditions determined by the council. 

- administer contracts for minor new works and capital works programs. 

- determine the amount of voluntary levy (school fees) to be asked of 
parents. (NT COGSO 1992:7). 

Members are also instructed as to what they must not do: 

- issue instructions to teachers regarding their professional duties. 
- discuss complaints against teachers (NT COGSO 1992:7). 

The Northern Territory School Council's guidelines also stipulate that all spending 

and receiving of monies must be recorded as must all decisions made in the body 

of the meeting. Written copies of meetings are expected to be made available to all 

members and all correspondence received or sent must be listed in the minutes. 



There are also rules governing School Council sub-committees ( NT COGSO 
1992). 

2.6.2 Meeting procedure. 

The business of the meeting is usually determined before the actual meeting and is 
written down in order of priority. The topics to be discussed and the order of 
business is called the agenda. The agenda is meant to be followed in the order in 
which items are listed. For a meeting to be considered valid, it is usual for a 
specified minimum number of people (a quorum) to be present before the meeting 
can be declared open. Meetings generally commence by the chair declaring the 
meeting open and welcoming the participants. 

The secretary is then asked to receive and announce apologies. Immediately after, 
the minutes of the last meeting are read and either amended or accepted as a true 
record of the last meeting. The rest of the meeting is usually conducted in the 
following order: Business arising out of the minutes, Correspondence, Reports 
(for example, finance), General business, Date of next meeting and Close of 
meeting (Renton, 1979). Discussions are usually conducted through the chair and 
suggestions and propositions are usually made in the form of'motions'. 

Motions are usually written propositions which need initial support in the form of 
a 'seconder' before being assessed by the group as acceptable or not. The 
assessment is made by someone speaking for or against, or proposing a written 
amendment to the motion before it is put to the vote. Each speaker is usually 
allowed to only speak once and the Chair is expected to keep control of how often 
and how long people speak. There are also quite detailed rules which cover 
'formal motions' and these are designed to provide the chair with a degree of 
control. If people speak out of turn they are generally told that they are out of 
order, and their voice is effectively silenced. As Renton informs us, "A detailed 
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knowledge of meeting procedure can be used by delegates as a means to control 

and manipulate the business of the meetings" (Renton 1979:5). 

The importance of formality and correctness of order are implicit in these rules 

which govern western meetings. Formality is evidenced in the language which 

employs terminology such as, motions, seconder, mover, Through the chair', 

amendments, minutes, quorum and so on. Familiarity with this register, and with 

meeting procedure can enhance an individual's participation in western meetings 

and enable them to advance their own aspirations. A further indication of 

formality is that everything is written down. Locke (1980:11) says "The formal 

procedure depersonalises the discussion." In addition, he says: 

"People in committees and meetings are not just acting as themselves or 
in their personal interest. They are there in the 'public interest', in the 
interest of the association or as representatives or delegates of an 
organisation or constituency. Their responsibility is to the association and 
it's objects rather than to their personal interest (Locke 1980:11). 

2.7 Conclusion 

It seems that formality is one of the outcomes of the hierarchical structure which 

underlies the western meeting process. Clearly, the chairperson is vested with 

positional power and is the recognised leader of the group. Such positional status 

does not generally carry the same weight in Aboriginal meetings (as reported in 

the research literature) and participants are unlikely to assert rank except in certain 

situations, such as ceremonial matters. In western meetings control is achieved by 

more direct means such as ruling that people are out of order, or by limiting 

speaking time. Such overt methods of control are used less frequently in 

Aboriginal meetings. Maintenance of good relationships is often primary and 

often takes precedence over the conduct of business. 

Restrictions on how many times people can respond to motions or even how long 

they may speak have clear connotations of time management. This is a reflection 



of western time orientation which is generally lineal and quantified and high in the 
consciousness of many White-Australians (Harris 1990:27). The same urgency to 
complete business and discussions, at the expense of someone's feelings, is less 
common amongst Aborigines. 

Western meeting procedure is consistent with a western world view which has a 
high regard for formality, is accepting of bureaucratic structures and 
bureaucratically appointed authority figures, links time with economics, makes 
clear distinctions between work and play and personal and official occasions, and 
encourages and rewards purposeful and transactional behaviour. Even in relatively 
informal meetings between Westerners, while some procedures are suspended, the 
principles and purposes remain generally the same, especially the emphasis on 
limited time. 

Finally, there are many fundamental differences which become apparent in 
reviewing communication styles and meeting procedures of Aborigines and 
White-Australians (Speaking about both groups in a vely broad sense in order to 
let the discussion go forward). The language and cultural factors of the two groups 
have their source in alternative ways of perceiving and organising their respective 
worlds and unfortunately the school context is the interface of these often 
competing views and needs. Clearly, western dynamics and communication styles 
are the dominant forces in school meetings and Aboriginal parents are 
disadvantaged from the outset in any attempt to influence their children's 
education through school meetings. School meetings in the Anglo-Australian 
education system are usually transactional, information oriented and 'negotiatory' 
in nature, and these forums are far more likely to favour White interests, unless 
Aboriginal ways of doing business are incorporated into the processes and 
structures of school life. 
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3.1 Description of research approach 

When I began planning this study I decided that ethnographic research would best 
suit my needs, because it is people orientated, interactive and "essentially 
concerned with in-depth analysis of people's lifestyles, customs, beliefs and 
values" (Lovat 1992:290). The types of strategies available to me using an 
ethnographic approach included: observation, participant observation, interviews, 
surveys, questionnaires, meetings, and incorporation of historical data and policy 
documents, (Crump 1992:3 16). I considered quantitative research methodologies 
(Wiersma 1991) on their own as less appropriate for working with people because 
of their focus on 'objective facts', and the assumed ability of the researcher to 
accurately 'measure', 'weigh', and 'number' human experiences. I cannot claim to 
'know' absolutely in reference to my findings; all I can do is interpret events and 
behaviour from my own cultural and political views, and educational ideology and 
practices. 

Lovat says that our perception of reality, or of 'knowing' depends on which 
'interest' we have vested in. He cites the work of Habermas, who believes that 
cognitive 'interests' are "the impelling force between different forms of 
knowledge" (Lovat 1992:275). Lovat goes on to say: 

For instance, the interest in technicality is the basis for an 'empirical-
analytic' type of knowledge (1972:135). Similarly, the interest in 
understanding the meanings of things undergirds an 'historical-
hermeneutic' type of knowledge, allowing people to interpret their own 
and others' human experiences (1972:162), (Lovat 1992:275). 

Initially however, even though I had an ethnographic approach in mind, part of the 
study was structured in a way which anticipated a more empirical approach to 
research, incorporating 'control groups' and 'test groups' with an emphasis on 
numbers and proportions. This is discussed in more detail further on. Methods of 
analysis were not restricted to the qualitative type however; quantitative aspects of 
analysis (Wiersma 1991) were also used to interpret meaning from the meeting 
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events, such as counting and comparing the number of silences which occurred in 

the meetings. 

The fmal shape of the study design and the methodologies employed fit largely 

within a qualitative mould of research. That is, the research was personal, small 

scale, and descriptive (Thomas 1993). The study was based on video analysis and 

set out to compare meeting behaviours of Indigenous and White-Australian parent 

meetings in school settings. Even though the data was restricted to two video tapes 

totalling 179 minutes, there was also a form of 'participant observation' which 

happened outside the meetings, which I was able to use to contextualise various 

happenings. For instance, I knew from my later involvement with the ASSPA 

group that they were not happy about the idea of purchasing a bus and so the 

silences that emerged around the discussion of the bus could safely be assumed to 
be silences of caution. This is not to say that they were only silences of caution 
because silence can be multifunctional. 

I also learnt about the ASSPA relationships in terms of how individuals were 
aligned and who were the most influential members. Eve said very little in the 
ASSPA meeting, yet together with Marcie had most seniority in terms of 
influence. They were elected to office at the following annual general meeting and 
were heavily involved in subsequent ASSPA affairs at the school. Meg was 
considered to be more responsive to the interests of the older students than the 

younger ones. Harry was an older student, who, when a rift later developed 

between Meg and the rest of the committee, ceased his attendance at ASSPA 

meetings. 

I had been involved with the Council group as a parent for two years in 1990 and 
1991, and became involved with the ASSPA group during the following two years 
in 1992 and 1993 .It was partly through this involvement with the group that I 
learnt some of the details about individuals such as the secretary's education and 
the parents' employment. Some of the information was already known through 



previous dealings with individuals (on both AS SPA and Council committees) in 
other work related contexts. 

I originally planned to collect data through participant observation, over a twelve 
month period. I tried this for about six to eight weeks but found that I was 
participating more than I was observing. It was very difficult for me as an 
Indigenous person with tertiary qualifications to take on a strictly observer status 
in western educational contexts, amongst other Indigenous people. There were 
clear expectations from my peer group to use my training for the benefit of the 
group. I found it increasingly difficult to take notes during meetings because of 
this expected high level of involvement. 

Consequently, I began audio-taping with a minimum of field notes, in an attempt 
to put the data collection into 'remote control' mode. However, audio-taping alone 
was not altogether adequate to capture and record the non-verbal communication 
that was occurring in the meetings. During our 'after-meeting' discussions, other 
parents and I had noticed that quite often, when a non-Indigenous person entered 
the meeting we would change our posture and sit straighter, or straighten our 
clothes and hair. I also had numerous technical problems with both the audio tape-
recorder and audio cassette tapes and some of the data was ruined. My own 
confidence with the audio-equipment as well as the reliability of the equipment 
itself was a factor. It became obvious that video-taping would be a more 
comprehensive medium for data collection. At the start of 1992 after consultation 
with my supervisors, I reorganised the design of the study to concentrate on video 
analysis. 

Having made the decision to compare meeting styles through analysis of video-
recordings, I planned to analyse three meetings; each with a different membership. 
That is, one meeting was to be all-Indigenous, another was to be totally non-
Indigenous and one was to be a mixed meeting of both Indigenous and non-
Indigenous people. The idea was that I would not only compare the two cultural 
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groups, but make a further comparison with a mixed group of Indigenous and non-

Indigenous people in roughly equal numbers. I wanted to investigate further the 

notion that Indigenous parents feel inhibited in some ways when meeting with 

White-Australians in schools. 

It was more difficult than first anticipated to obtain video recordings of meetings 

which were constituted in the manner in which I desired. Meetings are prone to 

uncertainty in terms of who will actually attend on the day. For instance, in the 

all-Indigenous meeting recorded, I learned during the course of the meeting that 

the White-Australian principal had been invited, but had not turned up. At an 

earlier meeting which was audio-taped and not included in the study, I arrived 

expecting that it would be all-Indigenous, but one of the parents had invited a 

White-Australian member of the clergy to listen to some of the problems that 

parents were experiencing. School parent meetings are open in nature, so 

generally no-one is excluded. 

I found that the non-Indigenous meeting recordings were easier to obtain because 

very few Indigenous parents are members of school councils or become involved 

in general school meetings. School meetings which are exclusively Indigenous, 

are not as common because gatherings of Indigenous parents in schools primarily 

take place in AS SPA meetings, and these often involve some non-Indigenous 

parents and educational staff. Besides, Australian schools are usually places in 

which large numbers of White-Australian adults are located, and they have a 

presence in almost any meeting associated with school matters. 

Video cameras can be particularly invasive, so I wanted to keep the number of 

meetings recorded to a minimum to limit disruption to the parents involved. As it 

was, I was unable to capture the more subtle expressions of body language which 

may have occured in the meetings such as eye-movements, hand-signing, and 

pursing of lips, (common in Aboriginal discusions) because only one video 

camera was used in the ASSPA meeting, and two in the council meeting. I would 



have needed several video cameras with each one focussed specifically on two or 

three people to record facial expressions. However, I believe this would have had 

an inhibitive effect on the participation of the meeting goers. 

I eventually video-recorded five meetings; an all-Indigenous meeting, two all-

White meetings and two meetings of mixed Indigenous and White participants. 

This took place within a three month period in 1992. I had two non-Indigenous 

meetings taped because I wrongly believed that the first meeting I recorded had 

been accidentally erased. I obtained the second tape by recording the same school 

council on a subsequent date. I used the first of the two meetings because I had 

already done some preliminary work on it. 

The two mixed meetings recorded involved parents and staff from a variety of 

different secondary and primary schools, as well as educational administrators. 

The numbers of non-Indigenous people involved in these meetings were low. The 

format of one of the mixed meetings was different to the others. It was a 

consultative meeting, rather than a committee meeting. Neither of these two 

meetings had evenly balanced numbers of Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

participants and the format of the consultative meeting did not allow for a fair 

comparison with the other committee meetings because it did not have a 

chairperson, secretary or a written agenda. 

It was made up of a panel of bureaucrats from the Department of Employment, 

Education and Training (DEET) who sought the opinions of user groups regarding 

the effectiveness of the AS SPA program. I was not keen to try to obtain more 

examples of mixed meetings because some of the Indigenous parents were giving 

clear messages that they did not like the presence of cameras in the meetings. 

Considering these factors, I thought it better to abandon the idea of including a 

comparison of a mixed meeting, and confine my analysis to a direct comparison of 

the all-Indigenous ASSPA and all-White Council meetings. Further consultations 

51 



52 

with my supervisors confirmed that this would be a more appropriate and 

manageable study for a 40 credit point masters level thesis. 

In retrospect, this approach was destined to fail because it was more scientific and 

empirical in design, expecting that the two 'pure' groups could provide the control 

groups against which to 'measure' 'anomalies' of a mixed meeting. People are not 

like elementary and compound chemicals, which when mixed in certain 

proportions will react in predictable ways each and every time. People are highly 

individualised units of being, who as well as having internal baggage from their 

life events in the age, and society andlor societies, they are located in, are also 

subject to daily external happenings, such as winning a raffle or getting a flat tyre. 

Meetings are groupings of such individuals. We are subjective creatures, and as 

such, expectations of overly generalised behaviour must be treated with caution. 

Even so, as reported in the statement of problem, many Indigenous people do 

often feel outnumbered in mixed gatherings of Indigenous and White Australians, 

and the issue is a very real one. However, the determination of 'how many is too 

many' would be very difficult to 'scientifically test' and generalise about, in a one 

off comparison. The multiplicity of individual factors complicates the goal of 

isolating the problem simply in terms of numbers and proportions in this type of 

study which employs a single strategy method of data collection and occupies a 

small time period. A longitudinal ethnographic study incorporating a variety of 

strategies for data collection would provide more appropriate means with which to 

explore these issues. 

My personal location in this research was both as an educator familiar with the 

school committee format and processes, and as an Aboriginal parent, sharing the 

history of dispossession and geographic displacement, and Darwin style 

Aboriginal English of the AS SPA group members. My fmdings were drawn 

entirely from the contents of the two taped meetings. 



3.2 Description of research groups 

The all-Indigenous ASSPA (A) and all-White school council (C) meeting groups 

were loated in secondary school contexts and their host schools were closely 

linked geographically and demographically. The parents in both groups were 

actively involved in their respective schools but many of the parents in group C 

were also teachers. There were no teachers in the ASSPA group and only one 

member was on the school staff. 

However, even though there was bias towards formality in the school council 

meeting because of the strong influence of teachers, the two meeting groups still 

had a clear parallel in that they were constituted by highly motivated individuals 

with an earnest interest in their children's education and who were also active in 

community affairs. The ASSPA meeting took place in April 1992, followed by the 

council meeting in May. Below is a description of each group: 

Group A 
Eight participants, including two male students 
A total of three males, five females. 
Chairperson - male 
Secretary - female 

The chairperson had no children at the school; his secondary aged children 

attended a different school. He had an administrative background, and was a 

member of at least three other committees in Darwin. The secretary was tertiary 

educated and she was a member of the school staff in the administrative area. Of 

the other parents, one was employed full-time and three part-time. The three part-

time workers were employed in educational settings as parent supervisors. One of 

the female participants was attending for that meeting only, and was not a regular 

member. 
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Group C 
Thirteen participants, including two male students 
A total of six males, seven females 
Chairperson - male 
Secretary - female 

The two male students only attended for part of the meeting so for most of the 

time there were four males and seven females in attendance. One of the women 

was a guest speaker and not a regular member. Except for two of the females, all 

of the other participants had a teaching background, five of whom were also 

parents at the school. I am unsure of the employment background of the two non-

teaching females. At least four of the members were on the teaching staff of the 

school, and included the deputy principal. The chairperson had a higher education 

teaching background, and had a child attending the school. 

3.3 Description of settings 

The AASPA meeting (Meeting A) was recorded in April 1992. There was a total 

of eight people in attendance, two of whom were students. The two students 

remained for the duration of the meeting. The meeting took place in an area of the 

school which was used as an Indigenous homework centre. It was a single room 

building, detached from the school and had easy access from the school car park. 

See Figure 1 (below) for a floor-plan of the room and the seating arrangement. 

The school council meeting was recorded in May 1992. There were twelve people 

in attendance, including two students. The students left the meeting after they 

presented their report on student activities. The meeting took place in the school 

library which is a central part of the school. It also had easy access from the 

parking areas. See Figure 2 (below) for a floorplan of this section of the library 

and the seating arrangement for the meeting. 
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Meeting A: Floor-plan and seating arrangement 
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Meeting C: Floor-plan and seating arrangement 
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3.4 Responsibilities in the Aboriginal research context 

There is often a great deal of reciprocity in relationships in Aboriginal society. 

This principle of reciprocity also applies to attitudes towards knowledge. When 

knowledge is given, it is often expected that something just as valuable will be 

given in return. I have seen small drums of tea and damper given to dancers at a 

ceremony, because the performers, through the dance, had shared some of their 

ritual knowledge. I have also heard Jaju (my grandmother according to our skin-

names) complain that she had given a lot of information to various White 

government workers with whom she had worked, and when they left the 

community they took the knowledge with them and gave nothing in return. She 

declared that she wasn't going to 'train' anyone else because of this. My Jaju and I 

come from different places yet I have responsibilities towards her that I should 

fulfil, partly because of the knowledge that she gives me at various times. 

This principle of reciprocity was at work with my Indigenous reference group in 

Darwin. There were clear expectations from the group, and a strong sense of 

obligation on my part, to trade information and skills. I was not at liberty to 'fish' 

for information and then walk away to write it up with no strings attached. The 

usual pay-off to individuals from White researchers is the understanding that the 

research will benefit the community in the long term. However, knowledge is as 

important a commodity as other more tangible items that are sought from one 

person or group to another in Aboriginal societies and it is usually paid for in 

appropriate ways. 

Two examples of trade-offs that were organised between my main reference group 

and I, are as follows. I had been involved with a particular ASSPA group for 

approximately one year and after I had ceased to be a member of the committee I 

wrote and asked if I could video their meetings for this research project. After my 



request was granted, I received a request from one of the committee members to 
be part of a selection panel to interview for a part-time position that the committee 
was offering. The interview itself took half a day and the follow-up work took 
longer and it was time that came out of my study leave. 

Again, after the first meeting of Indigenous parents was recorded, I was asked to 
assist with dealing with difficulties that some parents in this group had with a 
different school that their children attend (some parents are members of three 
different ASSPA committees). As the relationship developed further I was asked 
to take on a committee position with the ASSPA group in one of the schools and 
became heavily involved in its operations. 

Indigenous groups are relatively heavily researched and yet it is questionable as to 
who benefits most from academic research; the researcher or the researched. 
Researchers working with Aboriginal groups should keep in mind that there 
should be two-way traffic in terms of gaining information. It may be desirable for 
the researcher to negotiate with the individuals or group involved as to how a fair 
trade can take place. Sometimes this is done naturally as the research takes its 
course, by 'favours' being done by the researcher. 

In other instances, the group may want a small research project carried out for 
their own purposes, in exchange for cooperating in the researchers' personal 
study. In much the same way that the researcher seeks Indigenous knowledge, 
Indigenous people may want to gain information via the western skills and 
knowledge that the researcher usually has. Whichever way it is done, the 
relationship between the studied and the studier should be balanced in terms of 
who is benefiting. 

In my situation, there was general interest in the research topic by various 
members of the ASSPA groups, and people asked questions about how the study 
was progressing. They also shared their experiences regarding meeting attendance 
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and reiterated problematic scenarios to which they also sought answers. I was 

asked on several occasions for a copy of the report when it was completed and 

was given preferences for how it should be made available; oral presentations to 

AS SPA groups andlor a video to be made summarising the findings and their 

implications for Indigenous meeting forums. I intend to follow this through and 

make appropriate anangements for feedback. 

So, as well as the trading that took place during the data collection phase, there 

will need to be a giving-back of the information to the people it came from. 

Feedback to the members of the council group will not require any special 

arrangements. Members of this group are familiar with the academic format this 

study is presented in. A copy of the finished product will be available from the 

library in the Northern Territory University and accessible to all interested people. 



CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 



4.1 Introduction 

The 'Statement of Problem' focussed on White Australian dominance of meetings 

in terms of physical numbers, sociolinguistic conduct of meetings, control of 

agenda and the conflicting expectations of the rights and purposes of meetings. A 

comparison of the AS SPA and school council meetings enabled an evaluation of 

most of these aspects, although the design of the study did not permit an 

examination of matters concerning physical numbers of people, or other issues 

directly dependent on having a mixed group of Indigenous and White-Australian 

people in the same meeting/s. The remaining suppositions are given support by 

the findings contained in this chapter. 

The findings are presented as a list of themes developed from the analysis of the 

two meeting video tapes. The themes described and discussed include; 'Darwin 

Style Aboriginal English', 'Silence', 'Turn-taking', 'Movement' and 'Meeting-

after-the meeting'. The themes of silence and turn-taking could rightly be included 

under the heading of Darwin Style Aboriginal English, because they are all 

manifestations of language use. However, they are substantial sections and are 

best left as main headings. 

4.2 Darwin style Aboriginal English 

All the participants were urban based Indigenous people who spoke Darwin style 

Aboriginal English as at least one of their languages. Other languages spoken or 

understood could have included a Northern Territory or Tones Strait Island 

vernacular, Kriol, Tones Strait Creole, other regional varieties of Aboriginal 

English or Standard Australian English. 

Many Aboriginal people are aware that they often speak in ways that are different 

to White people, but they do not necessarily consider it to be Aboriginal English. 
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It is generally thought to be 'normal' English which differs from the 'posh' 

English which many White people speak. So in school meeting situations, many 

Aboriginal people tend to feel conscious of the 'normal' and 'posh' language 

differences, and this can inhibit their contribution for fear of embarrassment from 

mistakes. Examples of the language used by the ASSPA group follows below. 

4.2.1 List of expressions 

Following is a list of expressions which are examples of the Darwin Aboriginal 

English (DAB) used in the ASSPA meeting. Under each example is a brief 

explanation, or a translation into Standard Australian English (SAE). 

DAB: Excuse me kudjerri before you go can we close the meeting now? 
kudjerri means 'woman' and is generally used and understood by 
several Top End Aboriginal language groups. 

DAB: Yeah, and the toaster you look, and the fridge (giggle). 
SAE: Yeah, and take note of the toaster, and the fridge (giggle). 

DAB: I wanna go and finish supper (had not been home since around three 
pm, so could not be referring to eating supper). 

SAE: I want to go [home] and finish [cooking] dinner. 

DAB: We just come from homework centre. (Referring to something that 
happened over an hour before.) 

SAE: literal translation = We just came from the homework centre. 
SAE : actual meaning = We came directly from the homework centre [for 

this meeting]. 

DAB: Casey, if we start now for these kids for going away? 
SAE: Casey, we should start [fundraising] now, for the students' 

excursions. 

DAB: If it was kids picked from all schools then it was school based. 
Right? (Referring to types of excursions which fit eligibility criteria 
for funding.) 

SAE: If kids were picked from all the schools, then it was school based. 
Right? 



DAE: Can you approach 'Uncle' and see if it's airight if the kids can sell 
raffle tickets to raise money. 

SAE: Can you approach the headmaster and see if it's airight for the kids 
to sell raffle tickets to raise money. ('Uncle' is used in a 'tongue in 
cheek' fashion to refer to an authority figure; albeit a friendly 
authority figure.) 

DAE: We finish now? 
SAE: Have we finished now? 

DAE: When they going away Harry? 
SAE: When are they going away Harry? 

DAE: We did that down the pistol club you know. 
SAE: We did that down at the pistol club you know. 

DAE: And that's for, - how long you going for? 
SAE: And that's for, - how long are you going away for? 

DAE: You wanna close it? 
SAE: Do you want to close it? 

DAE: But they got Youth Sport and 'Rec' they can go to first. 
SAE: But they have got Youth Sport and 'Rec' they can go to first. 

DAE: Never mind them other mothers. (Referring to the non-involvement 
of some parents in their children's school affairs, especially in 
relation to fund-raising.) 

SAE: It doesn't matter if the other mothers don't want to contribute. 
(We'll help the kids.) 

There is no serious attempt to analyse the expressions linguistically or even to 
claim that these are so distinctively Aboriginal English that they would never be 

found in any other English variety. The point being made is that these expressions 
are not Standard Australian English (SAE), or at least formal English and yet 
parents tend to feel that SAE or more formal English is the 'official' language of 

school meetings. There were also many occasions when Standard Australian 
forms of English words and grammar were used. They were used alternatively 
with non-standard forms of English. This seems to be the nature of Darwin style 
Aboriginal English which uses a mix of standard Australian English and other Top 
End Aboriginal forms of semantics and syntax. 

Me 
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As well as individual Aboriginal words and the distinctive organisation of English 

words in dialogue, the Aboriginal English used in the meeting contained a great 

deal of linguistic 'harmonisers'. The 'hannonisers' which occurred in the ASSPA 

meeting were in the form of completing the sentences of others, repeating the 

words of self and others and saying 'you know' frequently. This demonstrated a 

high degree of agreement, emphasis, or demonstration of understanding. There 

were also examples of this type of language use in the council meeting, although 

the occurance was relatively minimal. 

4.2.2 Finishing off sentences 

Meeting A 

The AS SPA meeting contained several instances where a member interrupted 

another member and finished off their sentence. For example, Ria put forward the 

idea that as an addition to the sport excursion funds provided by AS SPA, the 

students could perhaps consider doing some fundraising themselves. Marcie added 

that the adults might also fund-raise for the students. Ria and Marcie endorsed 

each other's idea for fundraising by joining their words together; Ria adding "for 

the kids" to Marcie's utterance of "Fundraising". See below: 

Ria: Have you guys thought about maybe you guys getting together and 
doing fundraising. 

Marcie: Maybe we could do something like that. 
Ria: Yeah, to start fundraising for the kids. 
Marcie: Fundraising - 
Ria: for the kids. 

The spirit of agreement continued as they made plans to organise a meeting with 

students at the school. There is real unison of ideas and motives because they not 

only share the utterance in a relay fashion, but one repeats the other's words. In 

the example below, Marcie starts the sentence, Ria adds to it and continues the 

theme, then Marcie repeats Ria's phrase and adds a bit more, and finally Ria 



concludes their words. It is an enthusiastic joint effort in the production of a 

verbally expressed idea: 

Marcie: No, if we come here one day and - 

Ria: and talk to the kids - 
Marcie: and talk to the kids, all the kids - 
Ria: from years () and and tell them how we're willing to support 

them. 

In another instance, it is not so much enthusiasm for an idea but a demonstration 

that one person understands the point that another person is trying to make. In the 

following example, Meg is stressing the point that the students have to base 

themselves in one community for their excursion and undertake a research project 

based on that community alone. She feels that the other members believe that the 

students are going on a tour of several places. Casey joins in with her words and 

adds to part of them to reassure her that her point is understood and that it is not 

an issue with the rest of the group: 

Meg: No, what you have to understand is, with this excursion that 
students are required to do in () , because they're gonna have to do 
a big journal on it, it has to be a set place, like you can't - 

Casey: go two places. 
Meg: do the travels, no. It's gotta be concentrated on one area 

The following instances also include repetition. The group had surplus funds and 

they were considering the idea of putting some of it in a fixed term account. Casey 

asked how accessible the money would be, and Ria and Meg offered infonnation 

about the process involved. There was a unanimous sense of agreement to the 

general idea of investing the money and nobody was opposed. People contributed 

to the idea of investment, by joining in with each other's words. In the first 

instance, Marcie repeats the last part of Casey's question as an answer to him, and 

to reassure Casey about any doubts he had: 

Casey: And what you could do is you could run say three accounts and 
with one account just have $500 in it and you can use that one 
whenever you want to, and leave the others run, you see , the only 
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thing I'm not quite sure, is at the end of three months whether you 
gotta fix for another three months or after three months you can 
just say to them - 

Marcie: You can just say to them. 

The following instances combine repetition and finishing off of sentences. In the 

first example Ria and Meg not only repeated the other's phrases, but, at the same 

time, suspended their own phrases and finished them off later. 

Ria: If you want the interest paid into your account - (suspends her 
words) 

Meg: (interjects) Or if you want to leave it there- (adds to Ria's words 
(#1) and these words form the start of a new sentence which is 
also suspended) 

Ria: (interjects) Or if you want to leave it there - (Ria repeats Meg's 
words, and at the same time these words also conclude her 
previous phrase #1) 

Meg: (interjects) -with the interest and just keep rolling it over. (Meg 
finishes off the idea expressed at #2 and #3 while at the same 
time concluding her suspended sentence at #2. 

Casey: But what if it's rolled over for another three months and you can't 
tap into it, or it just goes into, you know - 

Ria: Well I think they ask you at the end of the three months if you want 
the interest paid into your account - 

Meg: or if you want to leave it there. 
Ria: Or if you want to leave it there - 
Meg: with the interest and just keep rolling it over. 

Meeting C 

The first two instances of 'finishing off sentences' in the council meeting occurred 
during the discussion of industrial relations issues. The other happened while the 

group was working out how much response time they had in regard to input to the 
'Secondary Review'. All of the instances were single responses. That is, a 

sentence commenced by one individual was fully completed in one phrase by 
another individual. They involved only two individuals at a time and did not 
combine with repetitive words and/or phrases. They seemed to function as 
markers of agreement. However, the practice of 'sharing phrases and sentences' is 



not a common strategy for indicating agreement in the council meeting, judging 

by the small number of examples: 

Liam: You never know what might - 
Martin: What might come up. 

Martin: But apart from that we haven't had - 
Carol: the relief teachers, but you're paying them yourselves aren't you? 

Martin: Right. Staff have only had - 

Jean: last week. 

4.2.3 Repetition 

Meeting A 

There were five instances of sentences and phrases being repeated in the formal 

part of the AS SPA meeting (75 minutes) and a further four instances in the 

informal meeting which lasted nine minutes. Single individuals repeated their own 

words and groups of two or more people repeated each other's words. These 

repetitions functioned as markers of emphasis and/or agreement. A description of 

each instance of repetition in the formal part of the ASSPA meeting is provided 

below according to it's function. 

Emphasis 

The chairperson and secretary were going through dates of meetings and Meg 

advised Casey that one of the meetings he was referring to as a future date had 

already been held during that day. 

Meg: No - it was today. 
Casey: It was today too. 
Meg: It was today too. 
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Criticisms were being made about the way some schools were antagonistic 

towards ASSPA groups, and Ria asserted that this was not the case with the 

private schools she was associated with. 

Ria: That's state school wise, that's state school wise. 

An application for sporting assistance had been rejected and the group was 

justifying their refusal on the basis that the funding was only for school based 

sports. 

Ria: It's for a school based sporting event. 
Marcie: It's school based. 
Casey: School based. 

On the topic of the budget Casey asked Meg a question which was inaudible on 

the video tape, but never-the-less, she was emphatic in her response. 

Meg: No, no, they're new, they're new. 

Agreement 

Again on the topic of the budget, Casey summed up what he believed was the 

balance of the groups' funds, and Meg confirmed this figure by repeating the last 

part of his sentence. 

Casey: Okay, - The bottom line is there's fifty-nine thousand, five hundred and 
twenty four dollars and fifty five cents, combined with what we'll get for 
next year, plus what we've got on hand. 

Meg: Plus what we've got on hand. 

Meeting C 

There was one instance of repetition in the council meeting, and it functioned as a 

demonstration of understanding. It occurred during a discussion on industrial 



relations after one of the speakers, Carol, had her question answered in a 
conclusive manner. That is: 

Carol: Oh I see, I see. 

4.2.4 'You know' 

The expression 'you know' was said 43 times in the ASSPA meeting compared to 
six times in the Council meeting. Only three Council members said 'you know', 

but five of the nine AS SPA members did. I believe the liberally used expression 
'you know' is another affirming aspect of Aboriginal English, whereby people 
infer shared experiences and expect mutual understanding. 

4.2.5 Discussion 

The completion of other's sentences and repetition of utterances was an overt 
attempt at creating and maintaining good will. Saying 'you know' frequently had 

an affirming effect. By using these discursive strategies the group deliberately 

worked at producing a harmonious environment and congenial relationships. As 

well as traditional reasons which are based on the notion that relationships cannot 

be severed because of the mutual dependence engendered by the system of 

reciprocity, through kinship or ritual processes, there are also contemporary 

reasons for the use of these linguistic 'harmonisers'. 

Since the arrival of Westerners in our country, Indigenous communities have 
faced a crisis of survival and a forced rethinking of many of our ways of doing 
and being because of dispossession and genocide. Despite our many differences, 
there has developed a national identity of Aboriginality in addition to our 
individual clan identities. Our consciousness of this ongoing crisis helps maintain 

a strong sense of community, and the political will to develop greater unison. Our 
languages reflect this tendency to pull together. At the micro level, in western 
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meetings there is greater need for language strategies which produce good will, 

because of the increased tension brought about by the conflict in cultural and 

societal expectations. 

Aboriginal English is not just about words, it is the expression of our thinking, 

and the way we organise our world. It is a demonstration of our survival and of 

our ongoing adaptations to forced changes and shifting circumstances. It is part of 

our identity as a people. To be made to feel inferior for using our mother-tongue 

outside our homes can be discouraging and damaging. It is overdue for wide 

recognition as a legitimate language of school, work, and business. 

The next section describes and discusses another aspect of Aboriginal English, 

silence, which is often not considered a constructive part of language by White-

Australians; rather it is usually considered an indication of vagueness, 

disorganisation and of being uninformed. 

4.3 Silence 

I began the analysis by doing a rough transcription of each of the video recordings 

of the two meetings. I started with the council meeting (C); sometimes copying 

sections literally and other times writing down a brief description of what was 

happening and what was being said, and later doing a full transcription. By the 

end of the council meeting tape I had become accustomed to what seemed a 

reasonably fast paced discussion with an almost predictabley smooth rhythm. 

When I commenced the transcription of the ASSPA (A) tape, the first thing that 

struck me was that there were quite large silent pauses occurring in the meeting 

and I became more surprised at their frequency as the tape progressed. This was in 

stark contrast to the mostly unbroken dialogue of the council (C) meeting. Silence 

had not emerged as an issue at all in the council meeting and I could only recall a 

couple of small pauses. 



I timed one of the first silent periods which I encountered in the ASSPA meeting 

and it was thirty three seconds long. Another was a staggering 90 seconds long. 

Obviously, silence was going to be a theme which needed investigating so I 

systematically identified the occurrence of silence in both meetings and timed 

each one. I defined 'silence' as a quiet period of three seconds or more. This 

seemed to be the minimum time needed for a deliberate pause, rather than just 

taking a breath during or at the end of a sentence. 

There were a total of forty silent periods in meeting A and they ranged in length 

from three seconds to ninety seconds. Together they amounted to seven minutes 

and forty three seconds (463 seconds). The ASSPA meeting ran for seventy five 

minutes and silence accounted for 10.28% of the meeting time. The council 

meeting contained three silent periods of five seconds each, totalling fifteen 

seconds. This meeting ran for 104 minutes and silence took up .24% of it's time. 

In comparison, there was 42.8 times more silence in meeting A than in meeting C. 

(See Table 1 below) 

Table 1 

Comparison of incidence of silence in the meetings 

meeting time 
(mm) 

number of 
silent 
breaks 

range of 
silences 

total of 
silence 

% of 
silence in 
meetings 

Council 104 mins 3 5 secs 15 .24% 
Meeting secs 

ASSPA 75 mins 40 3-90 463 10.8% 
Meeting secs secs 
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In the council meeting silence was short and infrequent and seemed to be an 

exception when it did occur. Of the three pauses one was for a quick reading of 

the previous minutes before they were endorsed, the second was a matter of 

courtesy (waiting until two guest speakers left the meeting) and the third occurred 

while the chair was looking for a piece of information he was uncertain about. 

Silences in the ASSPA meeting was more commonplace and had a number of 

purposes. They seemed to occur for the following sociolinguistic reasons: 

transition from one topic to another, waiting for a specific requestltask to be 

responded to, allowing time for reading, thinking or calculating, personal 

criticism, justification for personal criticism, refusal of a direct request, 

justification for refusal, waiting after movement had occurred, doubt about 

someone's idea, consideration of someone's idea, and rejection of someone's idea. 

There may also be psychological reasons for silence in the ASSPA meeting, 

which speak of the problems which arise when White-Australian assumptions 

about money, meetings, individuals and groups invade Indigenous ways of doing 

things. For example, each ASSPA group has an annual budget and one of its 

functions is to expend and disperse its funds according to a set of guidelines. 

Resource allocation is one of its major roles. Traditionally however, resource 

allocation was linked with custodianship of land and dreaming stories and there 

were fairly clear lines of responsibility for associated entitlements. Resources 

were not appropriated by small representative groups with delegated powers to 

make decisions on behalf of others. This type of conflict regarding meeting rights 

also cause silence. 

The following list of categories includes a description and example of each type of 

silence, and my interpretation of why they occurred. 



4.3.1 Categories 

4.3.1 a Transition from one topic to another 

A transition period was a time when the discussion moved from one idea or topic 

to another. At these times the chair signalled the end of a particular discussion and 

introduced a new topic. 

Meeting A 

The largest number of silences occurred during transition periods in the AS SPA 

meeting. There were fourteen such times during the meeting and eight of them 

were marked by silent periods. Two of these silences had purposes additional to 

that of marking transition periods. They have also been included under the 

category of 'Personal criticism'. Not all the topic changes were marked by silent 

periods, but over half (57%) of them were. Allowing some change-over time 

slowed the pace of the meeting and helped to ensure that people had adequate 

opportunities to ask questions, or contribute to each topic. The following example 

is taken from the start of the meeting. The chair waited five seconds before 

moving from introductions to apologies. The waiting period allowed time for 

further introductions to be made if necessary: 

Casey :Alright, I declare the meeting open at 5.15. We welcome the two 
newcomers. Everybody know them all? 

Meg :Yep,yep 
Marcie :You know the kids? (looking at Fran and Ria) 
Fran :No I don't 
Ria :No, I don't know that one. (looking at Kevin) 
Marcie : Kevin 
silence -JIve seconds 
Casey :You're very quiet (looking at Kevin who smiles and laughs softly). 

Righto, we have apologies from, urn, I've forgotten her name 
now, - Tessa. Her grandfather was very sick so she had to take off 
to Katherine I think. Yeah, that's it. That's the only other apologies 
we have I think, less you have any? 
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Meeting C 

All of the silences occurred during transition periods in the Council meeting, but 

they were not specifically for the purpose of moving from one topic to another. As 

was explained earlier they had over-riding purposes of read-time, wait-time and 

uncertainty. 

4.3.1 b Waiting for specific reguestltask to be fulfilled 

There were times in both meetings when individuals were called on by the chair to 

do something in particular, such as to present a report or obtain information. 

Sometimes there was a silent waiting period while the person prepared their 

response. 

Meeting A 

There were two silent periods in the AS SPA meeting which were quite substantial 

and which had the primary purpose of waiting for someone to respond to a 

specific request. They also had minor functions of allowing for transition and 

reading time. The following example, illustrates this type of wait time: 

There was a 21 second silence after the chair asked Meg to present the 
financial report. During this time, members were looking at the report in 
front of them and reading through it, while waiting for Meg to interpret it. 
The chair spoke first by seeking a point of clarification from Meg in 
relation to the report. 

Casey: Do you want to get on to the financial statement? 
Meg: Yes. 
silence - 21 seconds 
Casey: We haven't got our new year's funding yet have we? 



Meeting C 

There were nine different times in the council meeting when six different 

individuals were asked by name to report on something or to offer an opinion, and 

these requests were responded to with immediate dialogue. There were no breaks 

in the dialogue at these times. 

4.3.1 .c Allowing for reading time 

This is a self explanatory category of silence where members paused from 

speaking to read through documents which were part of record keeping 

requirements of the meetings. 

Meeting A 

Members of the ASSPA group paused three times for the purpose of reading 

meeting documents. For instance, there was a thirty three second silence when the 

chair asked the group to consider the previous minutes: 

Casey : Right, previous minutes. Let's just go through that and I'll have to 
ask somebody to pass that we accept the minutes. It'll have to be 
done by Marcie, Meg or Eve. 

silence - 33 seconds 

AS SPA members received the meeting documents for the first time when they 

arrived for the meeting. 

Meeting C 

In meeting C, council members paused once, for five seconds, when looking at the 

minutes. This allowed for spot checking only, as the minutes could not have been 

read through properly in five seconds. It was assumed that everyone was 

thoroughly acquainted with the previous minutes because they had been sent the 
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meeting documents two weeks beforehand. Reading time had been allowed for 

outside the meeting, so it was not so necessary to make time for reading within the 

meeting: 

Liam: So we'll turn to the minutes of the previous meeting which have 
been circulated. - 

Silence five - seconds 
Liam: Urn I think I'll just call for somebody to confirm them as a true and 

accurate record of the meeting - Martin? 

4.3.l.d Thinking, calculating 

This category relates to when people were working through an agenda item, and 

needed to process ideas, regroup their thoughts, or make quick mental 

calculations. These 'quiet think' times were in regard to general matters and were 

not in response to decision making. 

Meeting A. 

'Quiet think time' was one of the three most common reasons for silence in the 

ASSPA meeting, along with transition time and wait-time after movement. Two 

examples are provided below: 

1) The group was looking at the previous minutes, which had approved the 

purchase of several pieces of equipment for the homework centre. The group went 

through a matching process between a list of intended purchases and the new 

items in the room. 

Marcie: Is that the video and TV? (looking at them) 
Kevin: Yeah, and the toaster you look, and the fridge (giggle). 
silence - five seconds 
Harry: And the computers against there. 



2) The chair was looking at the financial report and was trying to reconcile the 

figures he was presented with. He put forward an amount, then paused to 

recalculate after receiving additional information. 

Casey: Okay. Right, so presently and based on what we've spent, our 
argument is there's $24,120 left; that's after the last report. 

Meg: That was after everything had been accounted for last year. 
Casey: (small comment, can't hear) 
Meg: No, no, they're new, they're new. 
Casey: Okay. 
silence -four seconds 
Casey: The bottom line is there's $59,524.55 combined with what we'll 

get for next year, plus what we've got on hand. 

Meeting C 

This kind of silence did not occur in meeting C. Thinking was done aloud. 

4.3.1 .e Uncertainty about an item 

This category relates to situations where the information presented was vague and 

people were feeling a little puzzled. 

Meeting A 

There were two instances in the AS SPA meeting when silence followed 

momentary confusion. In the example provided, the chair seeks details about a 

matter on which he has incomplete information. There is a silence because the 

members don't have enough information to respond to, and his question prompts 

more questions from them: 

Casey: There is another, I don't know if you've received it in the 
correspondence yet, I think it's a meeting in Alice Springs urn, 
combined ASSPA meeting. And ah, I haven't seen any 
correspondence on that yet. Apparently it's a meeting, not quite 
sure if it's the end of this month or next month. 

silence -five seconds 
Eve: whispering to Marcie 
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Marcie: (can't hear clearly, something about COGSO) 
Ria: Is that the one where they were going to hire a bus? 

Meeting C 

There was also a silence in the council meeting because of uncertainty. In this 

instance, the chairperson had just drawn one discussion to a close, and apparently 

unsure about the details of the next item he was introducing, began looking for the 

information in the papers in front of him. This happened during a transition time: 

Liam: Yes. Anyway, we'd better turn from that, everybody's had a fair 
say. Um, to six three, which was a Minister for Education (?) letter 
regarding devolution, which is the one, I think, that's been the 
(he isn't sure of the contents of the letter and stops to look for it) 

Silence -five seconds 
Martin: (interrupting) Could I suggest that we could put six point three, six 

point four, and three point four all under the (covering heading?), 
and six point eight as well, all these matters of industrialisation; 
cos they're all matters that fit together. 

4.3.1 .f Saying no to a personal request 

This category applies to silences which were associated with a negative response 

to a personal request made by an individual parent. 

Meeting A 

The job of resource allocation can be fraught with potential conflict for people in 

AS SPA groups and this can be an underlying source of tension. Silence in the 

following example signifies this tension, as well as the sensitivity associated with 

saying 'no'. The group had been presented with a funding request which was 

outside AS SPA guidelines and the members had no choice but to refuse the 

application. The group was mindful that their refusal could be offensive, so they 

said 'no' gradually and each verbal negative indicator was abbreviated by silence. 



Silence was used to soften the blow by not being too hasty and direct. After the 

final verdict of "...I think we'd need to say no ...", was delivered, there was a 
follow-up justification which also included silence: 

Meg: Oh well, the other one we've received so far is .... urn, [from] the 
grandmother of Thomas Allen to attend the ( ) Championships, 
representing the Territory to be held in May. 

silence -four seconds 
Meg: And they're requesting assistance. 
silence -six seconds 
Casey: Well regarding that, I'm looking at the assistance originally set up 

was that those kids that were actually involved through the school, 
.or is it through outside, ....I mean, you're gonna have to draw 

the line. 
Ria: Mmm 
Marcie: I think the, .... guidelines say that it's school based. 
Casey: The guidelines for the school, .... but I mean, if you gonna have a 

kid that's going outside the school, and there's no connection with 
the school at all, I think we'd need to say no, and refer them back 
to the guidelines. 

After having said no to the request for assistance, the group went on to justify 
their refusal and silence was used once again to treat the issue sensitively, and to 

demonstrate discomfort about being put in a position where they could offend, and 

where they risked alienating themselves from others by their act of superiority. 

The members would have anticipated possible anger from the student's 
grandmother and this would also cause them unease. The family making the 
request is known to the people on the committee and this decision could possibly 
affect relationships outside the meeting: 

Casey: There's Sport and Recreation, the club that's putting him up, urn, 
the ( ) Association. And I think if you're going to fork out money 
for these types of events, when the kids really want to do 
something there'll be no money because you've used it up for kids 
who aren't representing the school at all. 

Silence -five seconds 
Marcie: Well, it's pretty clear cut in the guidelines. 
Silence - three seconds 
Casey: Mm. So I think the only thing you can do is write back to urn - 
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Ria: (cuts in) Maybe you could suggest they approach Sport and Rec? 
Maybe that could be suggested to them as well. 

Casey: urn. (attempts to finish his sentence) 
Ria: (interrupts again) Yeah. 
Casey: - and just apologise and explain that the guidelines set down by the 

flmding body is that the funding is to be used for those kids that 
are urn, representing the school. 

Ria: It's for a school based sporting event. 
Casey: It's school based. 
Marcie: It's school based. 
Casey: (small comment, can't hear) 
Silence - eight seconds 

Meeting C 

A direct comparison could not be made with the council meeting because the 

situation did not arise where a direct personal request was made. 

4.3.1.g Personal criticism 

"Personal criticism" is a category which was connected to silences occurring when 

individuals interpreted particular comments as fault-finding and critical. 

Meeting A 

In meeting A the chair was dissatisfied with the adequacy of the financial report 

and wanted to ask Meg (secretary/treasurer) to provide a more detailed breakdown 

of income and expenditure in the next report. However, he knew that if he pointed 

out inadequacies in the report, Meg would also feel slighted. The chair did not 

want to upset Meg and so thought carefully about how he would raise the issue. 

The forty second silent period is a major break and is indicative of how sensitive 

the matter is. 

His hesitation is justified because Meg responds defensively and it causes Marcie, 

a senior person in the meeting, to add her support to Casey's request. So, even 



though the criticism was directed at a report, the meaning attached to it is personal 

criticism. At a less conscious level, perhaps there is also resentment about having 

to operate in a White way and make public judgements about peers: 

Casey: The bottom line is there's $59,524.55 combined with what we'll 
get for next year, plus what we've got on hand. 

Meg: Plus what we've got on hand. 
Casey: Okay. 
silence - 40 seconds 
Meg: If it's alright to everyone I suggest to everyone that... (can't 
hear). 
Casey: Do we have any -, do we have any book-keeping or accounting 

where actual money has been spent? 
Meg: It's all kept on the computer down with the registrar. 
Casey: The registrar? 
Meg: Well because we -, we don't have a -, because the majority of the 

things we buy, is bought through the school for tax purposes, so 
the school pays for it and we reimburse the school. 

Casey: No what I'm just suggesting is that when we get a financial 
statement that we show actually, what we've actually spent. 

Meg: Yes that's printed off the machine and I give it to DEET. 
Casey: But for the meeting -. 
Meg: Mm. 
Casey: That's all, -(trailing off, can't hear) 
Marcie: Like when you purchased these. 
Meg: (can't hear beginning), ... if I run it all off it'll be like a booklet. 
Casey: But I mean you can run off a printout; a printout's good enough, I 

mean you don't need a book. This is what we're asking for, but 
it's not showing people what they want to ask for - 

Marcie: - Expenditure. 
Casey: - what money's been spent and whatever. I mean, I don't have a 

problem with it, I know where it's going , but somebody else 
might just want to know. So if you run off a printout for our 
meeting... 

Meg : I'll ask the registrar ...( can't hear rest) 

As was the case when the group said no to a request for financial assistance, there 

is a justification process which takes place after an unpleasant task is carried out. 

In the following example, it appears that people felt a degree of discomfort over 
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asking a peer to be personally accountable and silence became part of the 

resolution process, between Meg and the rest of the group: 

Casey: I mean, I don't have a problem with it, I know where it's going, 
but somebody else might just want to know, so if you run off a printout for 
our meeting -. 
Meg: I'll ask the registrar, (can't hear rest of small comment). 
silence - 13 seconds 

Harry has swung his swivel chair around so that he has his back to 
the meeting.(His allegiance is with Meg) 

Casey: The community - (Marcie talks over Casey) 
Marcie: We could get a parent who might come along and wanna know, 

you know, did we spend any money, and how we spent the 
money. 

Casey: Well in fact the financial statement needs passing and you can't 
pass it on this, cause it.. you know, that's all." 
Marcie: No. 

Meeting C 

This type of silence did not occur in Meeting C 

4.3.1 .h Wait time after movement 

Silence commonly occurred when there was physical movement of people away 

from the meeting table. During these times people waited quietly (for varying 

periods) while an individual left the meeting table either temporarily or 

permanently. 

Meeting A 

Physical movement was relatively frequent in the ASSPA meeting. There were 

four different times when there was silence associated with movement. The wait 



time ranged from three seconds to ninety seconds. There was a total of 124 

seconds of meeting time taken up by this type of waiting. 

Within the first fifteen minutes of the meeting starting, a young girl came to the 
room where the meeting was being held and indicated that she wanted to see Meg. 
( Meg is an Aboriginal Education worker at the school and students regularly 
consult with her.) Meg walked over to the girl and they spoke briefly. Meg then 
returned to her seat. Not long after, the girl returned and came up to Meg at the 
meeting table. They started making arrangements for an appointment time. There 
was an eight second silence as the girl waited for Meg to set a date and time and 
then they confirmed their arrangements as the girl walked towards the door to 
leave the room. After she left there was a 90 second silence. 

One of the participants, Fran, excused herself from the meeting before it 
finished. After she left there was a seven second silence. 

Meg left the table and went to the filing cabinet to look for copies of the 
AS SPA finding guidelines booklet. There were two silent breaks of three 
seconds and twelve seconds while she was searching through the filing cabinet. 

At the start of the discussion on funding assistance for sporting activities, Meg 
went to her desk, adjacent to where she was sitting, and got some papers from the 
drawer. There was a four second silence as she got up and moved away. 

Meeting C 

On one occasion, two young participants (students from the Student 

Representative Council) left the meeting after they had delivered their report. As 

the students left the room, the group was silent for five seconds until the chair 

resumed the meeting. Normally, the student representatives are given the choice of 

leaving the meeting early and they usually do. 

4.3.1 .i Considering an idealproposal 

Another category of silence was the 'I need to think about this one before I 

decide' silence. It was in relation to decision making where people quietly 

considered options before committing themselves to a particular course of action. 
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Meeting A 

This type of silence occurred in the AS SPA group at times when there was not 

spontaneous agreement to a specific idea or proposal. Such proposals caused 

mixed feelings, and people needed more information before they could give an 

opinion. The two main proposals were purchase of a bus and setting a funding 

assistance limit of $100 per student. The example provided below is the proposed 

purchase of a bus: 

Casey: On number two, the bus, when we buy our own bus, I had a look 
around, I approached Fred Finch, there was no bus he's got coming 
up at this stage. I approached a cuppla car yards and there's two 
buses, one which was for $19,500 which was a 22 seater bus, it had 
no air conditioning and it looked pretty rough to me. The other bus 
which I looked at, which looked pretty reasonable, it had no air 
conditioning, it was the old bus from here that was done up again, 

(Can't hear), and they wanted $20,000 flat. But if you're gonna 
be doing any long distance travelling you don't want to be driving a 
bus with no air conditioning in the dry season, - er the wet season, 
because it gets hot. So at this stage we're still looking for a bus, and 
if you're looking at bus, you're gonna be looking at between 
$20,000 to $25,000, .. (can't hear), urn, but the government 
doesn't have any on hand at the moment. But what you can do is 
apply for the other one which is pre-auction prices. You can write 
to Fred Finch and ask him, urn, if you can see the pre-auction prices 
whenever you want, for whatever they think they should get for it 

(can't hear). 
Ria: Mmm. 
silence - six seconds 
Ria: Another thing we could do, I don't know if anyone's ever thought 

of it, is approach the ABTA and put an application in there. 

Meeting C 

In the council meeting there were specific proposals put forward for the groups' 

endorsement as well as some controversial issues which the group had to discuss 

and form a response to. There was a proposal to establish a Northern Territory 

school of music; an offer from the Minister of Education for all school councils to 



join the Confederation of Industry at the Departments' expense; a call for input to 

the review of the ongoing devolution process; an invitation to respond to the first 

draft of the Secondary Review, which would have important implications for the 

school; and a proposal for expenditure on additional library equipment. None of 

the items prompted silent periods in their discussion. The call for input to the 

Secondary Review was dealt with by forming an ad hoc committee and delegating 

the task to it. This removed a lot of the need to discuss the issue in detail at that 

point in time. 

An example is provided below, of how the council responded to a proposal from 

the Minister of Education to join the Confederation of Industry as part of dealing 

with industrial problems associated with non-public service school staff. It is a 

reasonably complex issue and yet there is no silent consideration time. I have left 

out some of the non-essential discussion, categorising it as 'small comments', 

'questions' and 'clarifying information'. However, it seems that the process of 

asking questions and clarifying information, is a way of thinking through issues 

and what I have described as 'non-essential discussion' in fact contains the 

'thinking time' of the school council group. Perhaps this is an example of the 

phrase "I'm only thinking out loud": 

Martin: Six point three, from the Minister, is a clarification one about 
employment of non-public service staff, part-timers, canteen managers, 
etcetera. 

One page of discussion follows (questions and clarifying information), 
then; 

Liam: Well I suppose - 
Sandra: I mean I would- 
Liam: - if we're deemed now to be employers, therefore the Union would 

expect a response on behalf of their members to the claims that 
have been put forward. And therefore - technically, I assume - 

someone from Council, being employers, would have to sit down 
and negotiate with the Union on a Log of claims, and be 
represented in the Industrial Relations Commission. 
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Martin: If we concede the Direct Enterprise Agreement, we bypass the 
Unions. Which is - 

Liam: We'd still have to negotiate it. 
Martin: Yes, but we'd, we're not bound to negotiate with the Unions 

unless we so choose. 
Sandra: Yep. 
Liam: Has anybody any views on what we should do next? 
- (small comments) 
Martin: COGSO have not actually said 'Don't', has it? 
Liam: No. 
- (small comments) 
Liam: My view, simply is to join up with the organisation, ..., and we've 

got nothing to lose by so doing. 
- (small comments) 
Liam: (overtalk, can't catch) So that would be my view, that we ought to 

move in that direction. So, I'd be happy to get the opinion of 
anyone else. Perhaps Martin, your view on it -? 

Martin: ... He's quite right, that it's highly likely that, even if we didn't 
join the Confederation, the Confederation will be in there, and 
they'll be seen as negotiating with the majority of councils, and 
what the Industrial Relations comes out with as the Award, which 
we base on what we currently have, that will set the precedent, 
and we're not going to do any better than what is settled at that 
point in time. (an interruptionlovertalk) 
several more comments clarifying the options 
Liam: So, urn, may I ask for your support? All those in favour of 
joining the Confederation? - Anybody against? 

4.3.1 .j Rejecting someone's idea 

This category of silence describes a situation where an idea is put forward and 

there is hesitation as it is met with non-acceptance by other group members. 

Meeting A 

Rejecting someone's idea was a form of personal criticism in the context of the 

AS SPA meeting. Silence was used as a buffer between momentarily opposing 

members. For example, rejection of Ria's idea of applying for funds outside of 



ASSPA was treated with some hesitation, so that she would not take the matter 

personally: 

Ria: Another thing we could do, I don't know if anyone's ever thought 
of it, is approach the ABTA and put in an application there. 

silence -five seconds 
Marcie: When urn, - we can't do that now -. 
Casey: We gotta be incorporated. 

Meeting C 

A comparative example could not be found in the Council meeting. 

4.3.2 Discussion 

Sociolinguistically, silence was a significant discursive strategy used by 

Indigenous people to convey meaning to one another in the AS SPA meeting. A 

combination of words and silence produced a range of meanings which fell under 

three broad categories of courtesy, caution, and uncertainty. As a matter of 

courtesy, talk was suspended while people waited for others to read, think, move, 

contribute and make decisions. When caution was required for potentially 

sensitive issues such as personal criticism, refusal of requests, and rejection of 

ideas, silence helped express a message of non-aggression. Silence was also 

spontaneously generated at times of uncertainty and this is a meaning which tends 

to be universally understood. 

The sheer number and length of silences however, testify of a situation which is 

problematic beyond mere sociolinguistic differences. For instance, silences of 

uncertainty may also have occurred or been lengthened by the fact that some of 

the members of the meeting were not highly familiar with the content under 

discussion because the agenda and associated materials were not circulated before 

the meeting. Too often, we are unable to apply ourselves single-mindedly to work 

projects and be well prepared in advance because we usually have far too much on 
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our plates. Not only are there work place responsibilities for those of us with jobs, 

but there are added demands placed on us by (a), our Indigenous community 

involvement, (b), White community demands for 'role model' Aborigines and 

Torres Strait Islanders and (c), our higher than average share of difficult 

circumstances in our personal and family lives. 

Other silences are also indicative of resentment about the imposition of 

inappropriate ways of relating to one another, such as authoritative and 

judgemental attitudes, and about the expectation to consider ourselves sufficiently 

representative of our school community Indigenous groups to make important 

decisions on their behalf. There are also silences of dissonance about the 

underlying rights of western meetings to decide matters of resource allocation. 

One of the consequences of making decisions which directly affect others is 

dealing with the anger of the disaffected and also of being branded as someone 

who thinks they are better than others. This further upsets the balance of 'good-

will' in a society which was and still is comparatively egalitarian and where power 

is more evenly distributed amongst all it's members and less concentrated in the 

hands of a few. Unfortunately, the more egalitarian nature of our society is likely 

to change as we take on board western processes and structures. 

A silence of courtesy and uncertainty also occurred in the council meeting. 

However, the minimal use of silence within the school council meeting discounts 

it as an everyday strategy for communicating meaning in public arenas. Anecdotal 

evidence suggests that silence in western communication is more likely to occur in 

more private or intimate situations. The council meeting participants were highly 

dependant on words to communicate meaning. Even so, there was less silence in 

the council meeting, not only because western culture dictates a more wordy style 

of negotiation, but because the meeting was very familiar territory and could be 

likened to a well rehearsed acting out of roles by players who knew their lines 

well. 



Indeed, the decision-making meeting has been played out by Westerners for 

hundreds of years since the formation of the general conventions of the British 

Westminster system of government, and is entrenched in western bureaucracies 

and western thinking. This is in sharp contrast to the 20 to 25 years Indigenous 

people have been forced into having meetings 'western style' with few results in 

terms of delivery of meeting outcomes by government decision makers. 

Linguistically, if the discursive strategies of one group are imposed on another 

group, misunderstandings and failed expectations are inevitable. Silences which 

occurred at transition times and waiting times in the ASSPA meeting could easily 

be misconstrued by non-Indigenous observers. These silences could be perceived 

as confusion or incompetence. Also, the pace of the meeting would probably be 

considered frustratingly slow. Likewise, the fact that no allowances were made for 

quiet read time, think time, or decision time in the White meeting could be 

perceived as obstructive and discourteous by Indigenous observers. 

However, it would not be an equal disadvantage if members of each group were a 

minority in the others' meetings. It is highly likely that silent pauses would be 

interrupted and filled in with words by White participants who are used to more 

direct and forthright verbal methods of doing business. It would be very easy for 

these silent pauses to be hijacked and the direction of the meeting changed to suit 

White-Australian purposes. A lack of silence in White-Australian dominated 

meetings, influences the pace (faster), and the mood (more competitive), and in 

effect, would limit opportunities for participating Indigenous people to express 

ideas, offer opinions, negotiate and make decisions. 

4.4 Turn taking 

Silence was the first difference to emerge from my initial comparison of the two 

video tapes. Turn taking was the other issue that readily stood out between the 

two. The AS SPA meeting contained a lot of overtalk and interjections and it was 
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sometimes difficult to identify who was talking and what was being said. It was a 

slow process transcribing the ASSPA meeting tape because I was frequently 

rewinding the videotape to tease out speakers and their words. Also members 

tended not to speak for long before being joined in with, or taken over. 

Consequently, there were frequent changes of speakers. 

In the council meeting members generally took turns at speaking and did not often 

overlap, interrupt without apologies or all speak at the same time in a chorus like 

fashion, except at times when a joke was made. They tended to be introduced by 

the chair, given uninterrupted speaking time and then their topic was concluded by 

the chair after others had a chance to comment. Two main factors regulated the 

turn-taking in the council meeting; the pre-eminence of both the agenda and the 

chairperson. Neither of these factors dominated to the same degree in the ASSPA 

meeting. 

The ASSPA group did not feel the same obligation to restrict themselves to the 

stated content nor order of business in the agenda. The chair, Casey, allowed the 

discussion to extend beyond agenda items, varied the order of business, and did 

not often regulate speaking times of members. For example, Fran, a visitor, 

interrupted the meeting to advise of her intending early departure. Casey 

immediately asked if she had anything she wanted to say before she left, and Fran 

accepted the offer. The discussion focussed on Fran's item of community youth 

issues for a full ten minutes. Her item was not on the agenda, and neither was 

there any mention of bringing the discussion forward from the appropriate 'New 

Business' section of the agenda, because of her inability to remain that long. 

At other times new topics were generated from agenda item discussions and they 

were dealt with as they arose, not delayed to the 'New Business' section. An 

example of this occurred in the correspondence section. Applications for financial 

assistance were presented and this led to discussions on the need to develop an 

internal policy on funding levels, the need to balance the giving of assistance with 



maintenance of parental responsibilities, and the need for the school to urgently 

address the lack of accurate records regarding Indigenous student enrolments. 

Also, there was only one time in the meeting when Casey indicated that enough 

had been said on a particular subject. 

There were many times when members interrupted Casey while he was speaking 

and he conceded to their lead as they directed the discussion in new directions. He 

was expected to 'officiate' at transition times, and the start and close of the 

meeting, and to seek and declare the member's agreed position on various issues. 

As well, he was expected to obtain agreement by consensus rather than by a 

majority decision. For instance, he checked five times with the members to see if 

they were agreed on a sporting assistance funding level making sure that everyone 

was happy about the decision before declaring the matter settled. 

In the council meeting all the business of the meeting was channelled through 

Liam, the chairperson, and members sought his permission to change the order of 

business from how it appeared in the agenda. He introduced each item of business, 

frequently indicated a topic speaker, decided when enough had been said on each 

item, then concluded item discussions. Once an item was dealt with it was not 

returned to. The chairperson of the council meeting had the right to have a final 

say and restrict speakers, although Liam exercised this right in a very pleasant 

manner. Even though Liam was not the most influential person in the meeting 

regarding the business content (Martin, the Acting-Principal was), he was the 

most important person regarding meeting procedure, and participant behaviour. 

Therefore, his control of the agenda and speakers, and their willing deference, 

meant that for much of the meeting there was general turn taking. 

Not only was there general turn taking but there were many large blocks of 

uninterrupted individual talk. The larger blocks of solo-talk tended to be at the 

start of a new topic, when speakers were asked to put forward a position, present a 

report, provide feedback or present submissions. The larger blocks of solo-talk 

91 



92 

resembled mini-speeches, which were then followed by the comments or 

questions of other members. Depending on the complexity of the topic, or the size 

of the report, this process was sometimes repeated. 

For example, for straight forward topics such as the most appropriate shade cover 

for the canteen area, and the 'Coles Apples for Schools' competition, they were 

commenced by single mini speeches (14 and 18 lines of type) followed by a page 

each of comments, varying from one to six lines of type. The Principals' report 

contained three mini speeches, (23, 18 and 38 lines of type), and only a few short 

comments. See figure 3 (on the following page) for diagrammatic representations 
of the 'blocks' of talk in the council meeting (i, ii, and iii) compared with an 

example of the conversational type dialogue (iv) which was more characteristic of 
the ASSPA meeting. 

Each item it seems was prepared for in advance and presented in similar ways in 

the council meeting. That is, there was a mini speech, or speeches, followed by 

discussion conducted in turns and then settled conclusively. Some topics such as 
the Principal's report attracted few comments because they were for information 

purposes rather than decision making purposes. The nature of the subject matter 
did not seem to influence the amount of advance preparation given to agenda 

items in the council meeting. 



Figure 3 
Examples of patterns of dialogue, as they compare in Meeting C and Meeting A 

School Council ASSPA 
Principal's Report (iv) Identification of student enrolments 

[x  

wwwwwwwvm 

_

(x

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX 

 

Ix  

School Council (iii) School Council 
Extension for canteen Coles apples for schools 
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The pattern of mini-speech followed by discussion appeared once in the AS SPA 

meeting, and it was a topic which required advance preparation. It was in regard to 

the possible purchase of a bus. In this case the proposer was in the minority 

regarding enthusiasm for the purchase. He approached the topic in a persuasive 

manner, hoping to convince the group of the need to purchase such a major item. 

When he introduced the topic, he spoke uninterrupted while he put forward his 

case for buying the bus. He had done research on the need for it, the features 

required and an approximate cost. Most of the other topics could not be prepared 

for in this way. New topics were sometimes introduced without notice, or 

generated from the discussion at hand; this spontaneity disallowed preparation. 

Some items were deliberately 'unprepared for', because to do so may have singled 

out individuals as being biased or pushy. For instance, the main item of business 

for the meeting was the determination of funding assistance levels for sporting 

excursions. This was raised at the start of the meeting, had been carried over 

unresolved from the previous meeting and then left till the end of this meeting. 

From an Aboriginal perspective, carrying items over can also be indicative of a 

sensitive issue. The issue in this case was resource allocation, and as was stated 

earlier, this is an aspect of western bureaucratic life that is difficult for many 

Indigenous people to reconcile. 

4.4.1 Discussion 

AS SPA groups have responsibilities for funding allocation; and on occasions 

when it directly affects individuals, such as in the case of personal assistance, 

members can feel very uncomfortable carrying out these tasks. People tend to 

approach these types of decisions tentatively, and prefer not to be seen as pushing 

a pre-determined position. When it came to the issue of determining funding 

levels per student for sport, members would have deliberately come 'unprepared' 

to the meeting. The preferred strategy was for their ideas to be seen as being 

spontaneously generated from the meeting and the outcome a result of collective 



effort. In this way, no single person could easily be blamed for any unfairness 

which could result from the decision. The responsibility for making these types of 

decisions which affect others is not taken lightly, because many people feel that 

they are exercising a right which is not theirs ordinarily. 

The council meeting was vested with delegatory powers to make such decisions 

by the Department of Education and in exercising their delegated powers took on 

a group identity where they were less conscious of themselves as individuals. The 

council meeting reflected a more impersonal 'persona' whereby all of the topics 

were similarly treated in an impersonal or professional manner. In comparison, the 

ASSPA meeting tended to take issues more personally. Sometimes, things that 

belong in the too hard basket can stay there for a long time because the common 

alternative of upsetting others or making trouble for yourself is not an attractive 

one. 

Another important aspect to the act of 'spontaneous collective decision making' 

was the need for ASSPA members to be seen as fair and reasonable and not 

having a vested interest one way or another. This is because their own children 

attending the school benefited from ASSPA assistance, and if, for example, they 

had an advance position with a generous funding level from the outset, they could 

leave themselves open to accusations of 'feathering their own nest'. This is 

another example of how committee type meetings can be problematic for 

Indigenous people. Committee meeting goers can be considered to be engaged in 

juggling acts where they attempt to serve their Indigenous school communities 

through the influence of the meeting, while at the same time try to work around or 

resist those meeting expectations which may compromise them and undermine 

Indigenous ways of doing things. 

There was an alternative notion of leadership at work in the ASSPA meeting. It 

was a 'serving' type of leadership where the chair was mostly responding to the 

group's wishes throughout the meeting. He had no 'rights' by virtue of his 
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position to regulate the behaviour of meeting participants. The power he exercised 

in the meeting was only as much as was given to him by the members and it was a 

relatively equitable division of power between him and them. The examples cited 

above indicate that the chairperson in the AS SPA meeting was being directed to a 

large degree by the rest of the group, because of his acquiescence to the 

interruptions of others and their sometimes channelling of the discussion in new 

directions. 

So, in regard to the patterns of discourse where one meeting tended to turn taking, 

and serial mini speeches, there are a number of factors which influence these 

outcomes. As already suggested, these include the control exerted by the agenda 

and the chair over the business content, speakers and time, as well as the nature of 

the subject matter and the overriding levels of formality. Formality manifested 

itself not only in the language of the speakers and the adherence to meeting 

procedure, but also in the occurrence of movement in the meetings. The next 

section describes and discusses physical movement of participants in the 

meetings. 

4.5 Movement 

There was a great deal more movement in the ASSPA meeting than in the school 

council meeting. The only movement to or from the school council meeting table 

was when the two students from the Student Representative Council (SRC) left 

the meeting immediately after presenting their report. The student representatives 

and any guest speakers are usually given the option of leaving after they have 

presented their item and the students usually always take up the option. 

There were nine occasions in the AS SPA meeting when people moved around or 

away from the meeting table in the formal part of the meeting. One of the 

movements was announced and the person involved gave an apology for the 

interruption. The other movements were unannounced and no apologies were 



made. These instances of movement in the ASSPA meeting are described as 

follows: 

Within twenty minutes of the start of the meeting a female student came 
to the door and quietly motioned that she wanted to see Meg. Meg walked 
towards the door, spoke briefly to the young girl and returned to her seat 
within ten seconds. The other participants continued with the meeting. 

After a short time the female student reappeared at the door and Meg 
started talking to her from the table. The student then walked over to Meg 
at the table. At this point Kevin, one of the two male students at the 
meeting, stood up without saying anything and poured a glass of water 
from ajug in the fridge behind him. The young girl left while Kevin was at 
the fridge, and Meg said "See you" as she was leaving. Kevin then took the 
glass of water to Meg and gave it to her. No words were exchanged. He 
then returned to his seat. There followed ninety seconds of silence. During 
this time people waited quietly or read through the minutes. The 
chairperson showed no urgency to resume the meeting, because, after 
about 85 secs had passed, he casually and playfully leaned towards Kevin 
who was sitting next to him and clutching his pen in his fist, pretended to 
stab Kevin in the hand. Immediately after, Meg was the first one to break 
the silence saying 'So really, it's only these two.", to which Casey replied, 
"Is anybody interested in going to that." Meg gave no explanation to the 
group about what the interruption was about and neither did she apologise 
for the delay to the meeting. The meeting resumed with no mention of the 
interruption. 

In response to a request for the latest ASSPA guidelines, Meg went to 
the filing cabinet behind her to look for them. She spent a couple of 
minutes searching for them and returned with a few copies and put them 
on the table in front of Casey. 

Half way through the meeting, Fran excused herself and left. She 
apologised for having to leave early. 

During the discussion when Casey, backed up by Marney, was asking 
Meg for a better financial statement from Meg, Harry who was sitting on a 
swivel chair, swung his chair around so that he had his back to the 
meeting. His allegiance was with Meg (established from my subsequent 
involvement with the ASSPA group) and he did not want to be a part of 
the criticisms that he perceived were being made of her. 

At the start of the discussion on sporting excursion funding, Meg went 
over to the desk directly to her right and took some papers out of a drawer 
and brought them back to the table. 
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Towards the end of the meeting Meg moved to the doorway to have a 
cigarette. Casey thought that she was leaving, but she reassured him that 
she was just having a cigarette and was still part of the proceedings. 

Within minutes Casey got up from the table and joined Meg in the open 
doorway for a cigarette. He continued with the meeting business from the 
doorway. 

After Casey and Meg had been at the door for a few minutes Marney 
said "That's all eh? We finish now." Similar comments by other members 
followed, then Casey said "Airighty" and he and Meg returned to their 
seats and Casey declared the meeting closed. 

As evidenced in the above examples the AS SPA meeting was not static 

physically. Five out of the eight participants, including the chairperson Casey and 

the secretary Meg, moved around or away from the meeting table during the 

meeting. Meg and Casey are significant 'movers' because the chair is the one who 

is expected to direct the meeting, and the secretary is expected to keep an accurate 

record of the meeting. Frequently moving away from the meeting table could be 

considered by western standards to be inconsistent with a serious undertaking of 

either role. The secretary Meg, moved out of her seat and away from the table 

several times. At times her movements were directly related to obtaining 

information for the meeting. At other times it was more to do with her own need 

to be comfortable such as signalling that she was ready for the meeting to close. 

Kevin and Harry, the two students, and Fran, the visitor were the other people to 

move away from the meeting table. 

Some of the reasons for the movements and interruptions in the meeting were 

because the room the meeting was held in was a resource centre as well as a 

homework centre. It was a working environment and it was not unusual for 

students to come to the room looking for Meg. Also, Meg normally kept AS SPA 

related documents and materials in the filing cabinet and or desk drawer in this 

room, so it was unnecessary to have all the ASSPA materials on the meeting table 



with her. Four of the nine movements in the meeting were associated with the 

room being Meg's work place. 

4.5.1 Discussion 

The occurrence of movement in the AS SPA meeting showed a greater degree of 

informality and exercise of individual power than that which was evident in the 

council meeting. Formality implies that there are a narrow set of rules of conduct 

which must be strictly adhered to. Informality allows room for personal 

interpretation of appropriate conduct within a broader set of rules. The ASSPA 

group did not demonstrate a feeling of being confined to a set of procedures which 

had priority over other considerations such as their meeting comfort. Movement 

can be seen as an expression of personal rights and ownership of the meeting. 

Personal rights were maintained along with the rights of the group, which 

expected that everyone would stay together for an hour or so, deal with a range of 

issues set down for discussion, and make decisions by consensus. 

There was also perhaps, an element of nonconformity to the expectations of 

western meetings because Meg in particular felt no compulsion to conform to the 

set of behaviours associated with western committee meetings, despite being well 

acquainted with school meeting formats. She was tertiary educated and worked 

within the school's bureaucracy on a daily basis so was familiar with school 

meeting behaviours. It can be considered a creative form of 'passive resistance' 

where Indigenous people refuse to fit a mould that we feel pushed into. Having 

said this, the meeting was relatively Aboriginalised by the all-Indigenous 

membership and it was more likely that, at the conscious level at least, Meg and 

the other 'movers' were behaving in ways that felt natural regarding their personal 

rights. Movement is a positive aspect of the meeting because it is one of the ways 

that Indigenous people take a western institution, the meeting, and put an 

Indigenous mark on it. 
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4.6 'Meeting after the meeting' 

Towards the end of the AS SPA meeting the secretary, Meg, got up from the table 

and walked towards the door. The Chair thought that she was leaving and said, 

"Excuse me Kudjerri, before you go can we close the meeting now before you 

go?" Meg, was only moving to the door so that she could have a cigarette, and 

replied "No, no, I'm just standing at the door." Nevertheless this was an indication 

that the meeting was drawing to an end. The discussion at hand about the student 

committee resumed for a couple of minutes and then Eve reached for her handbag 

and got her cigarettes out. Ria said" I didn't know we were all smokers or I would 

have brought mine along." More comments about smoking followed and then 

Marcie said to Casey (who had joined Meg at the door for a cigarette), "We finish 

now?" A few seconds later she added, "You waima close it?" Casey and Meg 

then returned to their seats and Casey said "We close the meeting at 6.30" Almost 

immediately after, Casey said "Now we can get down to a normal discussion - 

anything else." 

The meeting then continued for another nine minutes and fundraising for student's 

sporting activities continued to be discussed. Meg was asked to check with the 

school principal if students were allowed to raffle meat trays at school. She was 

also asked if a general meeting could be organised but she said that a meeting with 

the entire Indigenous student body was problematic because students had differing 

class times and it was difficult getting everyone together at the same time. Finally 

it was resolved that an information notice would go up rather than attempting to 

organise a meeting. 

The outcome of the meeting was that interested students could work in with 

AS SPA parents to begin ftmdraising to supplement the assistance provided 

through ASSPA for sporting excursions. This decision made after the meeting was 

officially closed was as valid as other decisions made within the official meeting 



(I observed fundraising for student excursions being carried out during my 

subsequent involvement with the ASSPA group). 

The meeting revolved around a single idea which had the support of everyone and 

there was a strong sense of cooperation. As stated earlier, there were also four 

further instances of repetition. The repetition helped create an affirming 

environment and it drew the individuals into a more unified working group. I 

think everyone enjoyed the good feeling created from working in with one another 

and also enjoyed finishing the meeting on a positive note. As well, the mini 

meeting was considerably more informal. People moved, smoked cigarettes, and 

at times spoke individually with other members. There was a total of twelve 

movements in nine minutes and all the movements were associated with relaxing 

and tidying up to leave the meeting and the room. 

4.6.1 Discussion 

Indigenous students usually have a high profile on the sporting field at schools 

and are often chosen in representative teams to travel away from their school base. 

One of the students at this school was selected later in the year as part of a 

Northern Territory side to compete in Japan. Interstate trips usually cost a 

minimum of six hundred dollars per student. The ability of Indigenous parents to 

provide for such trips is in many cases beyond their means and yet sporting 

recognition is sometimes the only success that their children experience at school. 

The ASSPA group knew how much it meant to the individual students as well and 

was very keen to support their aspirations. There were family type relationships 

which existed between most of the ASSPA parents and the students, and many 

students referred to Eve and Marcie as 'Aunty', even though they were not 

directly related (this was also observed in my subsequent involvement with the 

ASSPA group). So apart from the empathy felt for the parent's difficulties to pay 
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for sports related activities the AS SPA parents felt a direct responsibility to the 

students as well. 

The 'meeting-after-the-meeting' is a significant event because it makes a clear 

statement that during the 'official' meeting the group was engaged in a process 

which was not within their conception of a normal meeting. The key statement 

was 'Now we can get down to a_normal discussion', implying that they had just 

been engaged in a process that was not normal in terms of decision making in the 

Indigenous community. It did not feel normal to judge the competency of one 

another in a direct way; it did not feel normal to make decisions on behalf of other 

people; and it did not feel right to allocate funding resources on behalf of a whole 

Indigenous school community. It did not feel right that the group was vested with 

such collective meeting rights. It was not normal to feel tension created from the 

imposition of someone else's value system and expectations. 

It also signified the more fluid time boundaries around the ASSPA meeting. Time 

limits and correct meeting procedure were less important than the desire to resolve 

issues in a way which did not offend. Also, decisions made outside the 'official' 

start and end of meetings were as valid as decisions made inside the 'official' 

meeting. The group was committed to helping the students financially, and 

because of the sense of family-style responsibility it was a binding decision. The 

flip-side of this action is that decisions made in 'official' or other parts of a 

meeting may not automatically receive 'binding' status.2  

2  Only one side of this aspect of the binding status of decisions was shown in the video, but from personal 
experience the opposite may also be true. That is, a decision made in a formal meeting may not be carried 
out because it has a lower priority. Discrepancies between 'deciding' and 'doing' was noted by Harris at 
Millingimbi (1984:128) when he highlighted it as a seriously misunderstood sociolinguistic aspect of 
comimmication which has implications for how western society makes judgements about the credibility 
and honesty of Aboriginal people. It puts Aboriginal people in a bad light and is a factor which 
contributes to the undeserved stereotypes of Aborigines being 'unreliable' and 'unpredictable'. 
Commitments are socially conditional and the conditions can vary in different cultures. The issue of when 
is a verbal commitment a commitment should be considered in terms of Aboriginal morality and ethics 
and more research needs to be done in this important area. This is not a longitudinal study and strictly 
speaking this matter should not be discussed but it is worthy of comment because it undermines our 
professionaF standing in western meeting contexts. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 



5.1 Conclusion 

School committee-type meetings are western political and organisational 

mechanisms designed to facilitate bureaucratic procedures including the allocation 

of money and resources. Such meetings are convened for the purpose of decision 

making, are governed by rules and are made up of small 'representative' groups, 

who, in the context of the meeting have an implicit right to speak on behalf of 

others and make decisions which are binding in nature. 

Such rights, which are granted to a few on behalf of many, are often incompatible 

with Aboriginal ways of decision making. Individual autonomy is highly 

respected in Aboriginal society and people usually resent any attempt by others to 

make important decisions for them without being properly consulted. Individuals 

do not normally have the right to speak for others unless they have been given that 

right explicitly, by the appropriate people. 

Committee-type meetings are a recent phenomena in Aboriginal political and 

organisational life, imposed on us by White government structures, which assume 

that meetings are the best way to democratically effect decision making. Western 

patterns of authority, politics and language are implicit in western meetings and it 

is generally expected that Aboriginal people conform to this mode of operating. It 

could be seen that western-type meetings are one of the continuing colonial 

strategies of disempowerment. We are faced then with the dilemma that on the 

one hand, by participating in western decision making meetings, that we are 

undermining traditional patterns of authority and relationships, and on the other 

hand, if we do not, we risk being shut out from access to critically needed funds 

and resources, or returning to all-White decision making. 

For a large part of the last two hundred years since White colonisation, Indigenous 

people were locked outside of the Australian political system and it's bureaucracy. 

We were subject to the workings of the White government system but not part of 
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it's workings. It really was not until the 1970's with the policy of self-

determination that Indigenous people in this country began to participate in the 

more lower level decision making forums in any significant numbers. 

We now find a smattering of our people even at top levels of government 

structures, but we are still only influencers and managers of a future decided for us 

by a White system of government. We do not outrightly determine that future. It 

may be prudent for us to carefully consider the western processes that we are 

expected to participate in instead of perhaps being flattered that we are being 

allowed and indeed encouraged to become part of western processes and 

structures. 

As Indigenous people we should be careful that we do not blindly replicate the 

colonial systems of authority in our own dealings with one another as have been 

dealt us by keepers of the White structures. Do we want to take on board the 

hierarchical nature of White bureaucratic systems? Perhaps the increased entry of 

Indigenous people into government structures under the banner of self-

determination will be more assimilating than that which was ever accomplished 

under the previous up-front policy of assimilation. Ultimately the politics of 

western bureaucracy may silently bring about systematic disempowerment even as 

they promise a way out. 

Fair-dinkum self-determination involves exercising choice. That is, choices such 

as conducting all of our decision making within traditional political frameworks, 

or incorporating western modes of operation into Aboriginal methods of business, 

or perhaps creating and using something altogether different to effect decision 

making. The status quo is that we have no choice regarding the ways we are 

expected to express our rights to services and resources. This study then, while 

being suspicious of the effectiveness of western meetings as a medium for the 

realisation of Aboriginal aspirations, acknowledges that at least for the time being, 



they are an inevitable part of our lives and if we are going to rely on them to better 

our lot, we should make them work for us as well as they can. 

There were clear differences between the two meetings, and they raise a number 

of issues about Black and White processes. There was a great deal more silence in 

the ASSPA meeting, and silence signified courtesy, caution, and uncertainty. 

These silences are indicative of how potentially troublesome the requirements of 

western meetings are to Indigenous people, and illustrates how much uncertainty 

can be created in them, and the high level of diplomacy needed to get through 

such meetings. 

In a sociolinguistic sense, the silence factor is an important discursive strategy in 

Indigenous decision making meetings and if it is displaced by the greater 

verbosity and forthrightness of western meeting dialogue this can interfere with 

Indigenous decision making processes. An absence of silence in White-Australian 

dominated meetings can create an alienating environment and limit opportunities 

for Indigenous negotiation and influence. In this instance, school systems need to 

consider alternative methods of doing business. The process itself is vital because 

successful outcomes are usually reliant on appropriate processes. 

The issue of language, in particular Aboriginal English, is raised in this study. In 

whose language should we conduct our business? In whose language should our 

kids be educated? This should be a matter of choice, it should not be a given that 

doing business and being educated is synonymous with competency only in 

Standard Australian English. Of course, it can work to our advantage if a high 

level of competency is achieved in Standard Australian English but it should not 

exclude Aboriginal languages. Too often the language of the school is taught at 

the expense of the language of the home. Room should be made in school 

classrooms and school meetings for the valid existence of English and Aboriginal 

languages including Aboriginal English. 
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I know that many Aboriginal people may not want their language taught to the 

general public for fear of loss of privacy, but I think we have more to lose by not 

doing so. To not urgently address the need for wider recognition of Aboriginal 

English will see Aboriginal people continue to bear the brunt of disadvantage 

associated with language misunderstandings and a lack of support for the various 

forms of Indigenous identity. Aboriginal English is acknowledged by academics 

as a language in its own right, but general recognition of Aboriginal English has 

yet to be achieved. Aboriginal English should receive better funding for language 

projects, be available in the curriculum as a medium of learning for Aboriginal 

English speaking students, and perhaps be available in teacher education 

programs. 

The time factor operated differently in the two groups. In the ASSPA meeting it 

was not always appropriate to deal with an issue conclusively at one sitting or in 

one time slot. Different subjects required different timing. A sensitive topic was 

discussed at intervals through the meeting, and was not concluded until the very 

end. All topics in the council meeting were discussed only once and a course of 

action decided at the end of each discussion. All of the business of the council 

meeting was discussed before the chair declared the meeting closed, and the start 

and end of the meeting defined clear time boundaries within which all of the 

business was confined. 

This was not so in the AS SPA meeting. After the chair declared the meeting 

closed, there was a continuation of the discussion and a valid decision was made 

which was recorded in the minutes and later carried out. There was not the same 

pressure to deal with all matters within the confines of the meeting. Timing was 

important in relation to how people and topics were treated. Matters of time 

orientation are another factor which should be taken into account by the dominant 

group, if a serious look at school meetings is taken. 



Turn-taking in the council meeting was revealing of a comparatively high level of 

formality, and a mostly undifferentiated treatment of subject matter. Another 

important aspect of turn taking was the repetitive pattern of mini speeches which 

did not vary significantly with the subject matter. Subject matter did make a 

difference in the ASSPA meeting; topics which implicated the rights of others 

were treated more cautiously. 

The ASSPA meeting discussions were far more conversational in nature where 

participants joined in with and finished off each other's sentences and at times 

took over the lead of the discussions. The chair was more of an executive officer 

who served the committee in an officiating manner responding a great deal to 

participants requests and at times their commandeering of the meeting. The 

authority in this format is more decentralised and people exercised more personal 

rights such as speaking when they wanted to. The ASSPA meeting operated under 

a flatter system of accountability and individual members exercised more personal 

rights. 

However, the members of the council meeting had more delegated rights as a 

small group, making decisions on resource allocation on behalf of the whole 

school community and were able to do so in a definitive and binding manner. This 

concept of delegation is not accepted to anywhere near the same degree in 

Aboriginal society, but rather there are boundaries and limits set by heritage and 

kinship. The restrictions placed on individual rights through delegation, and the 

top heavy power sharing arrangements could also be inhibitive to effective 

Indigenous participation in western meetings. 

This particular clash of Aboriginal and Western processes does not evoke any 

easy solutions from me. What I do recommend is for research money to be made 

available for Indigenous 'think tanks' to occur regularly. There is need for a 

'group' type of research for Indigenous people by Indigenous people, so that we 

can explore alternative approaches to some of the dilemmas posed by living in a 
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society whose organisational and political ethics and structures are often the 

antithesis of Indigenous ways of doing things. What would also go a long way 

towards suggesting ideas for change, is for Indigenous people to have the luxury 

of sitting and thinking, and questioning and brainstorming, and suggesting and 

trialing alternatives. 

Unfortunately, too often our energies are absorbed with the everyday struggle of 

crisis management, keeping our families and organisations afloat. Research is an 

accepted part of Australian society and reflection time is acknowledged as a 

necessity, not a luxury. The same commitment to research needs to be made to 

Indigenous bodies, and realised within their funding allocations. There are many 

dilemmas which face us and it is by analysing our past strategies for survival and 

comparing other world experiences that we might find new strategies which are 

least compromising in the long term. 

While there are clear differences between meeting 'A' and meeting 'C' my 

conclusion is not simply that Whites do it this way and Blacks do it that way, but 

rather that easy assumptions about what and how meetings are achieved need 

careful consideration. We should throw open the whole question of language, 

representation and structures and question the legitimacy of meetings even as we 

do something to improve what happens in meetings. The point of these differences 

is that as stark as they are and despite the way they indicate a major disadvantage 

to Indigenous groups if left unchecked, they are inextricably linked to the 

underlying and overriding issue of the validity and legitimacy of western meetings 

for resolving Indigenous problems. 

In the meantime, perhaps taking some of the findings into account in future 

school meetings may make a difference, but more importantly it is time for 

Indigenous people to question our own bureaucratic structures, our often 

unquestioning adoption of Australian bureaucracratic pactices, and ask ourselves 

how effectively they allow us to serve our communities. 



The problem of 'meetings' is multi dimensional, and paradoxical. We do not want 

to be outside decision making, but if we only take over White seats and roles in 

decision making forums such as meetings without changing the basic nature and 

structure of the forum, perhaps we will only succeed in replicating the colonisers 

power structures and implicating ourselves in an ongoing attempt at 

disempowerment. To find the middle ground between participating in white power 

structures such as meetings, and maintaining our social, cultural and political 

integrity as a distinct nation of people is a major challenge that faces us. 
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