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Abstract	

	

This	thesis	provides	a	perspective	on	children	growing	up	in	the	remote	

Aboriginal	community	of	Papunya.	It	is	in	response	to	the	persistent	

perception	that	Aboriginal	children	are	growing	up	in	deficit.	An	

understanding	of	the	perspectives	of	Aboriginal	families	in	Papunya	

contributes	to	an	increased	awareness	of	diversity	in	how	children	grow	up.	

	

In	Australia	and	particularly	in	the	Northern	Territory,	Indigenous	early	

child	development	is	attracting	considerable	government	investment,	with	

significant	emphasis	on	intervention	programs	to	facilitate	development,	

such	as,	for	example,	the	Stronger	Communities	for	Children	Program	

(Australian	Institute	of	Family	Studies	2015).	In	the	absence	of	evidence	

regarding	the	nature	of,	and	challenges	in	Aboriginal	child	development	and	

parenting	(Robinson	et	al.	2008),	the	evidence	base	for	such	programs	is	

primarily	drawn	from	Western	cultural	contexts	and	assumptions.		

	

This	thesis	is	an	exploration	both	of	family	stories,	thoughts	and	priorities	in	

rearing	children	in	Papunya	and	an	exploration	of	dominant	Australian	

cultural	influence	imposing	upon	that	process.	Working	together	with	

Aboriginal	community	research	consultants,	this	research	aims	to	provide	a	

perspective	of	how	children	grow	up	in	Papunya,	identifying	the	strengths	of	

these	children	and	challenges	associated	with	Western	cultural	influence.		
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This	research	has	been	conducted	with	an	ethnographic	approach	using	

multiple	methods.	The	research	demonstrates	that	Anangu	children	growing	

up	in	Papunya	are	not	growing	up	in	deficit	when	the	context	of	the	living	

and	learning	environment	is	considered.	Families	in	this	research	identified	

that	children	need	to	grow	up	learning	the	Anangu	way	to	enable	them	to	

establish	their	identity	as	Anangu.	This	thesis	argues	that	the	Western	

schooling	is	not	contributing	to	increased	wellbeing	for	Anangu	children;	

instead,	there	needs	to	be	an	increased	focus	on	learning	the	Anangu	way.		
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Notes	on	terminology	and	language	

	

In	this	thesis	the	use	of	the	term	‘Indigenous’	refers	to	Aboriginal	peoples	as	

a	larger	group,	those	who	were	displaced	by	white	Australian	settlement	

and	the	generations	who	today	are	affected	by	post-colonial	government	

policies.	Throughout	this	thesis	I	have	used	the	word	Aboriginal	to	refer	to	a	

specific	group	of	Indigenous	people,	in	this	case	Australian	Indigenous	

people	of	Aboriginal	descent	as	opposed	to	Torres	Strait	Islander	descent.	I	

have	used	the	term	‘Aboriginal’	to	refer	to	Aboriginal	groups	in	Australia	

when	not	specifying	Aboriginal	people	in	Papunya.	When	referring	to	the	

Western	desert	Aboriginal	people	in	Papunya	that	are	the	focus	group	for	

this	thesis,	I	have	mostly	used	the	word	Anangu.	Anangu	means	people	in	

Luritja/Pintupi-Luritja	and	is	often	used	by	people	in	Papunya	to	refer	to	

themselves	and	in	distinguishing	between	themselves	and	non-Aboriginal	

people	in	Papunya.	Often	instead	of	saying	‘white	person’	as	in	English,	

people	in	Papunya	use	‘wapala’	or	‘whitefella’	–	terms	that	have	been	

influenced	by	standard	Australian	English	and	Aboriginal	English	and	

adapted	into	Luritja/Pintupi-Luritja.		

	

A	note	from	the	author	–	Nakamarra	and	Tjakamarra		

	

Whenever	I	meet	Anangu,	in	Papunya	or	in	Alice	Springs,	the	first	part	of	the	

conversation	is	how	we	are	related	to	each	other.	Usually	this	is	through	
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how	my	children	are	related	to	them	according	to	skin	names.	Everyone	we	

know	is	aware	that	my	husband’s	skin	name	is	Tjupurrula	and	so	whenever	

they	see	our	children,	they	immediately	identify	them	as	Nakamarra	and	

Tjakamarra	and	tell	them	how	they	are	related	by	their	skin	names.	‘Hey	

you’re	my	uncle’,	or	‘you’re	my	mummy,	hello	mummy’,	or	similar	greetings	

form	the	basis	of	Anangu	providing	us	with	a	context	of	how	we	are	related	

in	the	context	of	the	wider	Anangu	community.	Our	connection	with	our	

Anangu	family	is	an	important	one;	that	not	only	nurtures	a	friendship	but	

also	is	a	respected	relationship	of	mutual	understanding	of	cultures.	It	is	

also	a	demonstration	of	the	primary	importance	of	relationships	within	the	

lives	of	Anangu.		

	

**************************************	
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Prologue	

	

In	the	afternoon,	the	shadows	of	the	sunset	are	creeping	around	the	hills	and	

wrapping	around	the	trees.	The	shapes	and	shadows	lengthen	as	the	evening	

draws	nearer.	In	these	summer	months	there	is	a	sense	of	relief,	a	weight	lifted	

as	the	heat	begins	to	lessen,	the	warm	haze	provides	a	soft	afternoon	light	and	

relief	from	the	scorching	sun.	There	is	solace	in	the	shadows.	The	red	and	

orange	hues	darken,	creating	a	less	chaotic	space,	becoming	an	almost	sepia	

tone	as	the	day	turns	to	evening.		

	

As	the	day	turns	to	night,	the	activity	changes.	The	weather	determines	the	

level	of	outside	activity	but	in	general,	as	the	sun	begins	to	disappear	on	the	

horizon,	the	community	begins	to	show	more	signs	of	life.	Papunya,	also	

known	as	Warumpi,	is	a	place	filled	with	life.	Papunya	has	its	own	momentum,	

ebbing	and	flowing,	responding	to	the	needs	of	people	who	are	living	life	in	

many	ways	on	the	edge	of	Australian	society,	struggling	to	keep	their	identity	

in	the	face	of	pressure	to	conform	to	the	dominant	society’s	expectations.		

	

Papunya	is	a	place	of	differences	but	of	familiarity.	A	place	of	tension	and	

media	attention,	with	no	limit	to	the	degrading	labels	of	deficit,	dysfunction	

and	disadvantage.	But	the	labels	hide	the	truth.	Look	past	the	buildings	and	

look	into	the	shadows	of	the	afternoon	light.	Hear	the	dogs	barking	but	also	

listen	for	the	children	laughing,	the	conversations	full	of	expression,	full	of	life.	
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This	is	Anangu	country.	This	country	has	been	inhabited	by	Anangu	for	more	

than	40000	years,	with	evidence	of	usage	at	nearby	Puritjarra	rock	shelter	

dating	as	early	as	c.	32,000	B.P.	(Smith,	MA	2006).	Look	closer	and	see	the	

smiles,	the	games	made	from	the	resources	available	at	hand.	Look	for	the	

families	spending	time	together	with	the	children,	learning	in	daily	life.	These	

are	the	children	of	this	story.		
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Chapter	One:	Introduction		

	

Research	questions:	What	is	the	context	in	which	children	grow	up	in	

Papunya?	What	are	the	strengths	of	children	growing	up	in	Papunya?	What	

is	the	Anangu	perspective	of	child	development	and	how	can	Anangu	

children’s	development	be	better	recognised	by	the	Australian	government	

and	Australian	society?	

	

Introduction	–	perspectives	

	

This	chapter	introduces	the	thesis,	including	a	brief	overview	of	the	

methods	and	methodology,	theoretical	approach,	the	context	of	the	research	

and	key	themes,	which	are	discussed	in	more	detail	in	later	chapters.	This	

chapter	also	provides	an	overview	of	the	structure	of	the	thesis.		

	

This	thesis	is	a	story	of	a	meeting	point	of	customs	and	traditions,	of	culture.	

A	story	of	the	Anangu	way	and	the	Western	way,	the	space	between	them,	

their	overlap	and	their	points	of	divergence.	It	is	a	collection	of	stories	that	

include	many	perspectives.	Perspectives	give	us	an	understanding	of	the	

value	of	difference.	There	is	a	normalisation	of	disrespect	that	underpins	the	

everyday	racism	and	colonialist	attitudes	that	is	the	lived	experience	of	

Aboriginal	people	in	Australian	society.		
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Upon	driving	into	Papunya	there	is	a	road	sign	enjoining	the	incomer	to	look	

out	for	people.	Due	in	part	to	the	layout	of	the	community,	at	times	Papunya	

seems	quite	devoid	of	people.	When	the	wind	blows	hot	and	strong,	of	

course	children	and	families	are	not	outside,	they	are	inside.	When	the	sun	

scorches	the	earth	in	the	middle	of	the	day,	common	sense	says	not	to	be	

outside	and	many	families	are	inside	their	homes	at	this	time,	re-emerging	

outside	closer	to	dusk.	If	you	drive	through	Papunya	on	a	hot	day	at	

lunchtime,	your	perspective	might	be	that	Papunya	is	lifeless.	But	if	you	

drive	through	in	the	morning,	or	early	evening,	your	perspective	will	likely	

be	different.	

	

Australia’s	perspective	of	Indigenous	children	is	informed	by	opinion	and	

policy	and	practice	based	on	assumptions	informed	by	the	understandings,	

norms	and	values	embedded	in	dominant	Australian	culture.	This	dominant	

culture	framework	has	shaped	expectations	for	Indigenous	children,	

without	consideration	for	cultural,	environmental	and	social	influences	that	

vary	within	and	between	cultural	groups	and	shape	a	child’s	growth	and	

development.	Yet	members	of	Western,	Educated,	Industrialised,	Rich	and	

Democratic	societies	(WEIRD)	societies,	including	young	children,	are	

among	the	least	representative	populations	one	could	find	for	generalising	

about	humans	(Henrich	et	al.	2010)	The	strengths	of	Indigenous	children	

often	remain	invisible	(Fogarty	et	al.	2018).		
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The	dominant	perspective	of	the	deficit,	disadvantage	and	dysfunction	of	

Aboriginal	communities	often	silences	stories	of	the	strengths	of	Anangu	

children	growing	up.		

	

Most	research	concerning	Aboriginal	Australian	issues	

overwhelmingly	emanates	from	a	deficit	model	of	research,	which	

identifies	the	Aboriginal	problem	and	imposes	a	Western	cultural	

framework	of	meaning	and	interpretation	to	the	findings.	As	a	result,	

this	type	of	research	fails	to	adequately	capture	the	perspective	of	

the	Aboriginal	population	participating	in	the	research.	In	contrast,	a	

strengths-based	model	of	research	focuses	on	the	population’s	own	

resolves	in	life.	It	attends	carefully	to	the	voice	of	the	research	

population	by	promoting	them	as	experts	in	their	own	lives	

(Bainbridge	et	al.	2013).	

	

The	difficulties	faced	by	families	in	remote	Aboriginal	communities,	

including	Papunya,	are	well	documented.	To	combat	the	emphasis	on	stories	

of	deficit,	disadvantage	and	dysfunction,	this	story	has	an	emphasis	on	

strengths.	A	strengths-based	perspective	also	enables	an	emphasis	on	the	

voice	of	the	Anangu	women,	as	women	are	the	main	drivers	in	bringing	up	

children.	As	I	act	as	an	enabler	in	this	process	and	as	the	author,	my	own	

perspective	is	embedded	in	this	research.		
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Researcher	profile	and	identity	

 

When	I	meet	with	the	Anangu	they	do	not	ask	about	my	job,	they	ask	me	

where	I	am	from,	who	I	am.	Our	identity	is	how	we	see	ourselves.	But	

identity	also	brings	with	it	how	others	see	us.	The	Anangu	ask	about	my	

family,	who	they	are	and	where	they	are.	I	identify	as	an	Australian,	together	

with	a	number	of	other	sub-categories.	I	am	of	mixed	heritage,	born	in	

Sydney	to	native	English-speaking	parents	of	European	descent.	My	

mother’s	side	of	the	family	descend	from	the	time	of	early	white	settlement	

in	Australia.	My	grandparents	on	my	father’s	side	arrived	in	Australia	as	

refugees	after	the	Second	World	War.	I	grew	up	in	an	English-speaking	

environment	at	home	but	was	exposed	to	a	number	of	languages	other	than	

English	as	a	child.	During	high	school	and	at	university	I	studied	Asian	

languages	and	after	some	overseas	travel	I	began	a	journey	of	discovery	of	

the	reality	of	Australia.	I	first	arrived	in	Kintore,	a	remote	Aboriginal	

community	530km	west	of	Alice	Springs,	in	late	2006,	where	I	volunteered	

with	the	school	and	youth	program.	Until	I	arrived	in	Kintore,	I	had	little	

understanding	of	the	number	of	Aboriginal	languages	being	spoken	on	a	

daily	basis	in	Australia	and	the	realities	of	living	in	a	remote	Aboriginal	

community.	Kintore	introduced	me	to	what	was	going	on	in	my	own	

backyard,	about	which	I	realised	I	knew	so	little.	Kintore	introduced	me	to	

the	Anangu	way.	
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The	initial	three	months	that	I	intended	to	stay	in	Kintore	turned	into	three	

years.	I	lived	and	worked	in	Kintore	until	late	2009,	in	both	unpaid	and	paid	

positions.	During	that	time,	I	began	a	journey	of	understanding	into	the	

Anangu	way.	In	2010	I	moved	to	Darwin	with	my	partner	and	I	worked	with	

the	Northern	Territory	Department	of	Health	in	health	promotion	across	

communities	in	the	East	Arnhem	region.	My	partner	who	had	worked	in	the	

Western	Desert	region	for	a	number	of	years	prior	to	our	move	to	Darwin	

was	regularly	getting	phone	calls	for	him	to	‘come	home’	to	the	desert.	Our	

daughter	was	born	in	Darwin	in	mid	2011	but	we	then	moved	to	Papunya	in	

late	2011,	where	we	lived	for	two	years,	working	in	the	community	and	

learning	more	about	the	Anangu	way	before	moving	to	Alice	Springs,	where	

I	live	now	with	my	partner	(now	husband)	and	three	children.		

	

I	first	began	this	research	whilst	living	in	Papunya,	in	2012.	I	continued	the	

research	throughout	2013	and	then	from	2014-2019	while	based	in	Alice	

Springs	Throughout	this	thesis	I	present	my	own	reflections	and	

perspectives,	as	a	researcher,	a	participant,	and	a	parent	living	in	Papunya.	

Alongside	Anangu	families	I	was	also	‘growing	up’	-	as	families	in	Papunya	

describe	child-rearing	-	my	own	child(ren)	in	Papunya.		

	

As	a	non-Indigenous	researcher,	I	am	very	aware	of	the	privileged	position	

that	I	hold	in	this	process.	As	both	an	educated	‘white’	woman	and	a	fellow	

mother,	I	hold	a	position	of	trust,	which	has	enabled	me	to	conduct	this	

research.	I	have	long	standing	relationships	with	the	people	of	Papunya.	

These	have	developed	both	during	my	time	living	in	Papunya	and	through	
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living	in	Kintore.	Additionally,	as	my	husband	is	particularly	well	known	in	

the	area	and	is	a	recognised	Pintupi-Luritja	law	man,	my	association	with	

him	has	also	often	created	a	stronger	relationship	with	the	Anangu	people.	

	

Research	motivations		

	

Whilst	I	was	living	in	Papunya,	it	became	very	important	to	me	to	get	out	of	

the	house	every	day.	In	Papunya	the	childcare	centre	was	a	place	in	the	

community	where,	on	a	regular	basis,	many	mothers	came	with	their	

children.	With	my	daughter	beside	me	at	the	childcare	centre	I	found	myself	

starting	to	think	about	aspects	of	my	own	parenting	habits	and	questioning	

my	stand	on	particular	practices.	I	began	to	question	the	role	of	dominant	

Australian	culture	in	the	lives	of	Aboriginal	children	growing	up	in	Papunya	

and	the	influences	of	Aboriginal	culture	on	my	own	parenting	style.	My	

previous	links	with	Charles	Darwin	University	(CDU)	led	me	to	the	

opportunity	to	get	involved	with	a	research	project	with	the	Research	

Centre	for	Health	and	Wellbeing	at	CDU,	and	subsequently,	with	this	

research.		

	

I	was	privileged	to	have	lived	in	Papunya	for	a	year	before	starting	this	

research	project.	Having	my	own	child	beside	me	enabled	me	to	sit	and	

interact	socially	with	women	whilst	our	children	played.	Getting	to	know	

people,	building	rapport	and	establishing	relationships,	before	talking	about	

the	research	project	became	an	invaluable	process.	I	also	benefited	from	
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having	lived	in	Central	Australia	previously,	and	having	some	connections	

from	Kintore	whose	family	members	lived	in	Papunya.	The	relationships	

that	made	this	research	possible	are	a	result	of	the	opportunity	to	build	

rapport	and	establish	friendships	in	the	community	prior	to	the	

commencement	of	the	research.	

	

Perspectives	and	voices	in	this	research	

	

This	thesis	is	written	for	an	academic	audience	and	so	conforms	to	certain	

standards	to	engage	with	that	academic	audience.	I	acknowledge	that	the	

research	space	is	predominantly	a	Western	way	of	being,	knowing	and	

doing.	I	seek	to	share	stories	from	the	Anangu	to	inform	the	Western	

research	space	about	the	Anangu	ways	of	being,	knowing	and	doing,	as	well	

as	to	explore	the	‘in	between	space’	that	this	process	creates.		

	

I	have	included	the	use	of	the	first	person	in	the	main	text	as	a	reminder	of	

the	reality	of	my	role	in	the	research,	as	a	researcher	and	participant.	I	see	

this	as	an	integral	part	of	the	production	of	this	document.	My	personal	

perspective	is	informed	by	my	own	worldview,	life	experiences,	cultural	

upbringing	and	thinking	in	this	space,	as	I	constantly	ask	myself	–	what	do	I	

think?	And	how	is	my	own	background	shaping	my	opinion?		
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Perspectives	and	language	usage	

	

Inherently	caught	up	within	our	perspectives	is	how	we	employ	and	

understand	language(s).	Language	usage	shapes	our	perspectives,	our	

worldview	and	our	understanding	of	each	other	(Simpson	2013).	An	

understanding	of	our	choice	of	language	use	and	of	where	our	perspectives	

intersect	provides	an	opportunity	for	intercultural	learning.		

	

What	is	perspective	and	how	does	language	contribute	to	our	perspective?	

The	Macquarie	dictionary	(chosen	as	I	am	using	Australian	English)	defines	

the	word	‘perspective’	as:		

	

1.		the	art	of	depicting	on	a	flat	surface,	various	objects,	architecture,	

landscape,	etc.,	in	such	a	way	as	to	express	dimensions	and	spatial	

relations.	

2.		the	relation	of	parts	to	one	another	and	to	the	whole,	in	a	mental	

view	or	prospect.	

3.		a	visible	scene,	especially	one	extending	to	a	distance;	a	vista.	

4.		the	appearance	of	objects	with	reference	to	relative	position,	

distance,	etc.	

5.		a	mental	view	or	prospect		

(Macquarie	Dictionary	2018b).	

	

The	definition	that	resonates	with	this	thesis’	outlook	is	that	of	number	five	

above	–	a	mental	view	or	prospect.	At	the	same	time	the	other	definitions	
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also	closely	align	with	aspects	of	this	thesis.	The	Australian	media	often	

depicts	a	particular	(often	negative)	perspective;	for	example,	an	image	of	

Papunya	as	filled	with	rubbish.	Our	initial	perspective	is	so	often	linked	with	

our	visual	understanding,	as	with	number	1	–	expressing	dimensions	and	

spatial	relations	of	a	landscape.	

	

The	Pintupi-Luritja	dictionary	does	not	provide	a	translation	for	perspective.	

I	asked	a	linguist	who	has	worked	in	the	Western	Desert	region	for	a	

number	of	years	about	a	translation	for	perspective	and	he	suggested	from	

the	Pintupi-Luritja	dictionary:	

	

Kulinu	–	heard,	understood,	thought,	believed	and	obeyed	what	has	

been	told	to	you	(Heffernan	&	Heffernan	2000).			

	

The	small	differences	in	even	expressing	our	understanding	of	the	word	

perspective	begins	to	shed	light	on	how	language	and	our	worldview	can	

shape	our	ideas	and	perceptions	of	life	and	each	other.		

	

Language	plays	an	important	role	in	this	thesis.	Throughout	this	thesis	I	

explore	additional	language	terms	in	Pintupi-Luritja	that	provide	a	more	in-

depth	understanding	of	the	Anangu	way	of	life.	At	the	same	time,	I	also	

discuss	how	commonly	used	terms	in	English	are	systematically	

perpetuating	the	viewpoint	of	disadvantage	and	deficit	of	Aboriginal	

children	growing	up	and,	in	essence,	disrespecting	the	Anangu	way	of	life.		
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Key	women	in	the	research	team	

	

The	following	core	group	of	women	have	made	this	research	possible.	Their	

generosity	of	time	and	willingness	to	explore	the	research	process	alongside	

me,	from	beginning	to	end,	has	enabled	this	research	to	progress	from	an	

idea	to	a	thesis	which	puts	the	Anangu	perspectives	at	the	forefront	of	this	

research.		

	

My	relationships	with	the	core	participants,	who	became	my	team	in	this	

research:	

	

Nungarrayi-A:	I	knew	Nungarrayi-A	prior	to	starting	this	research.	When	I	

lived	in	Papunya,	she	was	the	Family	Liaison	Officer	for	FACS	(Family	and	

Children’s	Services),	now	known	as	Department	of	Children’s	and	Families.	

Previously	she	worked	as	a	Senior	Aboriginal	Health	Worker	in	both	

Papunya	and	Mt	Liebig.	Nungarrayi-A	is	also	a	distinguished	painter	and	her	

works	are	sold	through	Papunya	Tjupi	Arts	(also	based	at	Papunya).	

Nungarrayi-A	grew	up	in	Haasts	Bluff.	Her	father	was	a	cook	for	the	cattle	

station.	She	has	five	children	of	her	own	and	is	a	grandmother	and	great-

grandmother.	

	

At	the	time	of	starting	this	research	Nungarrayi-A	was	regarded	as	the	most	

importance	contact	person	for	anything	to	do	with	children,	due	to	her	

employment	in	the	government	welfare	system	but	also	because	she	had	

previously	worked	in	the	clinic	and	the	school.	Nungarrayi-A	was	the	first	
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person	I	was	directed	to	when	presenting	the	project	idea	at	the	Macdonnell	

Shire	services	meeting	at	the	very	beginning	of	this	research.	Nungarrayi-A	

was	initially	keen	to	refer	me	to	a	few	other	women	who	might	have	been	

interested	but	also	became	involved	in	the	project	herself	and	has	been	

someone	I	have	relied	on	ever	since.	If	Nungarrayi-A	was	in	Papunya,	I	could	

always	count	on	her	to	be	happy	to	be	involved	in	some	way	in	helping	make	

the	research	happen.	At	various	times	throughout	this	project,	she	has	

fulfilled	the	roles	of	a	participant,	co-researcher,	interpreter,	a	contact	for	

finding	other	participants	and,	as	well,	a	great	friend.	

	

Nampitjimpa-B:	Nampitjimpa-B	was	the	first	enthusiast	in	this	project.	

After	being	pointed	out	by	Nungarrayi-A	across	the	flat	of	what	constitutes	

the	main	area	of	Papunya	(between	Nungarrayi-A’s	office,	the	child	care	

centre,	youth	shed	and	the	store),	I	tracked	down	Nampitjimpa-B	and	her	

smile	has	been	a	grounding	part	of	this	project	ever	since.	A	highly	

respected	cultural	woman,	she	is	well-known	for	her	art	but	also	her	

knowledge	of	traditional	women’s	law	and	culture.	She	has	been	absent	at	

various	times	during	this	project,	due	to	her	extensive	involvement	with	

various	organisations,	including	(but	not	limited	to),	DesART,	Waltja,	and	

the	Papunya	Tjupi	Art	Centre.	Making	a	time	to	meet	was	always	a	lengthy	

process,	but	whenever	I	was	able	to	meet	with	her	it	was	always	

worthwhile.		

	

Nakamarra-B:	Nakamarra-B	became	part	of	the	project	a	little	after	

Nungarrayi-A	and	Nampitjimpa-B	but	has	provided	an	equally	strong	
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perspective	of	culture	and	growing	up	children	in	Papunya.	Having	

previously	worked	as	a	teacher	at	Papunya	School	and	being	instrumental	in	

developing	a	strong	cultural	program	at	Papunya	School,	Nakamarra-B	

holds	a	high	value	upon	education	for	her	children	and	grandchildren	but	

stresses	the	equal	importance	of	Aboriginal	culture.	She	is	known	for	her	

adept	ability	to	bridge	the	two	worlds	of	Aboriginal	culture	and	Western	

ways.	At	the	time	of	starting	this	research	she	was	managing	the	aged	care	

centre	but	she	has	also	spent	time	working	in	Alice	Springs.	She	is	also	a	

very	busy	woman,	representing	Papunya	on	the	boards	of	various	

organisations.	

	

Nangala-A:	Nangala-A	is	one	of	the	most	senior	women	in	Papunya	–	the	

ulkuman,	and	the	expert,	for	culture	in	Papunya.	She	is	the	nominated	

representative	for	women’s	law,	and	her	enthusiasm	as	an	old	lady	is	

astonishing.	She	lives	at	the	‘pension	house’	–	a	house	in	the	community	

where	many	old	women	live	together.	If	Nangala-A	is	not	at	the	art	centre	or	

engaged	in	hunting,	she	can	be	found	playing	cards	in	the	yard	of	her	home.	

Early	on	in	the	research	Nangala-A	was	key	in	the	realisation	of	the	

importance	of	hearing	the	stories	of	the	old	ladies	as	part	of	this	research	

project.	Nangala-A	was	always	keen	to	find	me	whenever	I	was	available.	

Sometimes	it	was	to	request	money/food/mingkulpa	(bush	tobacco),	but	

her	genuine	interest	in	my	family	and	the	research	was	also	evident.		

	

Napurrula-A:	Napurrula-A	grew	up	in	Papunya	and	is	a	mother	of	four	

children.	She	works	in	the	school,	and	has	done	so	for	many	years.	She	is	
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also	an	artist	and	her	family	are	strong	in	culture.	Napurrula-A’s	youngest	

child	is	a	similar	age	to	my	second	child,	and	they	often	spent	time	together	

playing	as	Napurrula-A	and	I	chatted.	Napurrula-A	has	been	involved	in	this	

project	from	start	to	finish,	and	has	the	vision	for	a	community	resource	that	

will	be	developed	for	Papunya	on	completion	of	the	project.	Napurrula-A	

doesn’t	travel	to	Alice	Springs	very	often,	and	I	always	felt	she	was	highly	

committed	to	the	project.	She	has	been	a	great	friend	as	well	as	an	integral	

part	of	this	research	project.	

	

These	four	women	are	identified	by	their	skin	name,	as	are	the	majority	of	

participants	in	this	research.	This	was	overwhelmingly	the	request	from	the	

majority	of	participants	as	to	how	they	wished	to	be	identified.	As	

mentioned	above,	the	participants	in	this	project	are	not	limited	to	these	

ladies.	However,	the	collective	input	of	these	four	women	was	instrumental,	

from	start	to	finish,	in	shaping	the	project	to	best	suit	the	context	of	

Papunya.	The	mothers	who	I	regularly	chatted	to	at	the	childcare	centre	are	

also	an	important	group	of	women	who	have	helped	to	shape	this	project.	

They	were	the	women	I	consulted	to	gauge	the	appropriateness	of	methods	

and	they	also	helped	me	determine	where	and	how	to	begin.	

	

The	women	who	have	formed	the	core	group	of	participants	were	identified	

by	Nampitjimpa-B,	Nungarrayi-A	and	Nakamarra-B.	As	I	progressed	through	

my	research,	it	became	increasingly	obvious	that	the	people	I	was	engaging	

as	participants	were	more	likely	to	be	family	members	of	the	initial	small	

group	of	people	with	whom	I	had	first	discussed	the	project.	These	women	
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are	considered	the	experts	in	‘growing	up’	children	and	in	Anangu	child	

development.		

	

‘Normal’	child	development	

	

Recent	literature	debates	the	concept	of	‘normal’	child	development,	with	

confrontations	between	ethnographic	evidence	and	concepts	established	

from	theory	and	research	into	child	development	in	Western	countries	

(Levine	2007,	p.	248).	Early	ethnographers	such	as	Mead	(1930)	and	van	

Gennep	(1960[1908])	provided	the	initial	evidence	for	wide	cultural	

variations	in	childhood	environments.	Examination	of	this	early	literature	

leads	to	a	clear	indication	that	there	were	differences	of	opinion	among	

peoples	as	to	what	constituted	normal	child	development	(Levine	2007).	

The	Western	concept	of	child	development	itself	is	continually	being	

revised.	Nissenbaum,	an	historian,	wrote	that	until	the	nineteenth	century	

children	were	not	considered	a	separate	social	group,	as	they	are	in	modern	

Western	societies	(Nissenbaum	2010).	

	

The	literature	on	child	development	has	considered	Aboriginal	ways	of	

parenting	and	some	texts	also	cover	communities	in	the	Papunya	region.	

There	are	a	number	of	studies	focused	on	considering	child	development,	

education,	health	and	living	standards,	though	mostly	through	the	use	of	

Western-based	measurement	systems.	This	research	explores	an	alternative	

way	to	understanding	Aboriginal	child	development.		
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In	Australia,	Kruske	et	al	(2012)	recommended	that	Aboriginal	knowledge	

systems	needed	to	be	better	understood	in	order	to	improve	government	

and	health	services	for	Aboriginal	communities	(Kruske	et	al	2012).	Ryan	

(2011)	echoed	the	argument	that	there	must	be	greater	consideration	of	the	

differences	in	caregiving	behaviours	and	parenting	styles.	Priest	et	al	(2009)	

emphasised	that:	

	

…more	work	is	needed	to	ensure	that	Western	constructs	and	

Western	concepts	of	child	health,	development	and	wellbeing	are	not	

imposed	on	Australian	Indigenous	peoples	and	that	their	voices	and	

perspectives	are	privileged	and	valued	(Priest	et	al.	2009,	p.61).	

	

Valuing	diversity	–	a	theoretical	perspective	

	

This	thesis	proposes	that	measuring	development	by	using	the	same	context	

for	both	children	growing	up	in	an	Aboriginal	community	and	non-

Indigenous	children	in	suburban	settings	in	Australia	has	limited	use.	This	

idea	aligns	with	Bernhard’s	theory	of	‘diversity	as	fundamental	

heterogeneity’	(Bernhard	1995).		

	

‘Diversity	as	fundamental	heterogeneity’	focuses	on	considering	children’s	

development	within	the	cultural,	environmental	and	social	context.	

Bernhard	(1995)	argued	that	the	focus	on	differences	enables	emphasis	to	
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be	placed	on	the	fact	that	there	is	no	clear	line	between	the	individual	and	

his/her	environment	and	so	questioned	the	existence	of	universal,	

decontextualised	human	beings	(Bernhard	1995,	p.	417).		

	

Social	influence	plays	an	important	role	in	human	development.	According	

to	Shonkoff	and	Phillips	(2000,	p.	25),	‘culture	influences	every	aspect	of	

human	development	and	is	reflected	in	childrearing	beliefs	and	practices	

designed	to	promote	healthy	adaptation’.	An	Anangu	perspective	of	child	

development	provides	the	details	of	the	cultural	context	within	which	the	

Anangu	children	are	growing	up.	For	children	in	non-Western	contexts,	

diversity	is	often	masked	by	the	dominance	of	Western	institutions	and	

expectations	of	colonialist	attitudes.		

	

Colonization	with	Western	institutionalization,	educationalization	

and	economization	of	childhood	has	problematised	non-Western	

[Early	Childhood	Care	and	Education]	-	ECCEs,	while	identity	rights	

and	inherent	apprehensions	remain	mostly	unspoken.	Claim	of	

superiority	denies	equity	to	and	excludes	‘other’	ECCEs…..To	

empower	most	of	the	world’s	children	and	enrich	the	field,	we	simply	

need	to	accept	and	respect	differentness	(Nsamenang	2007,	p.	2).	

	

Non-Western	early	childhood	models	are	not	regarded	as	equal	to	Western	

thinking	in	early	childhood	development.	Early	childhood	as	a	field	is	the	

product	of	Western	culture,	which	represents	only	a	minority	of	the	world’s	

early	childhood	experiences	(Nsamenang	1999).		



31	
	

	

Many	researchers,	academics	and	project	workers	may	see	the	

benefits	of	their	particular	research	projects	as	serving	a	greater	

good	'for	mankind',	or	serving	a	specific	emancipatory	goal	for	an	

oppressed	community.	But	belief	in	the	ideal	that	benefiting	mankind	

is	indeed	a	primary	outcome	of	scientific	research	is	as	much	a	

reflection	of	ideology	as	it	is	of	academic	training.	It	becomes	so	

taken	for	granted	that	many	researchers	simply	assume	that	they	as	

individuals	embody	this	ideal	and	are	natural	representatives	of	it	

when	they	work	with	other	communities.	Indigenous	peoples	across	

the	world	have	other	stories	to	tell	which	not	only	question	the	

assumed	nature	of	those	ideals	and	the	practices	that	they	generate,	

but	also	serve	to	tell	an	alternative	story:	the	history	of	Western	

research	through	the	eyes	of	the	colonized	(Smith,	LT	2012,	p.	2).	

	

Western	child	development	theory	is	largely	grounded	in	observing	and	

judging	children	for	how	they	fit	within	a	preparatory	system	designed	for	

them	to	take	their	place	within	the	formal	education	system	and	in	capitalist	

society.		

	

A	strengths-based	approach	

	

In	the	literature	specific	to	Australian	Aboriginal	communities,	there	are	a	

number	of	studies	that	make	an	important	contribution	to	understanding	
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how	a	child	grows	up	in	a	remote	Aboriginal	community	in	Australia,	as	

discussed	throughout	this	thesis.	However,	there	are	few	studies	that	view	

child	development	in	the	context	of	the	child’s	own	culture,	recognising	the	

strengths	and	abilities	of	Aboriginal	children,	which	are	often	invisible	when	

using	a	Western-based	measurement	system.		

	

Because	the	environments	for	children’s	development	are	culturally	

structured,	local	knowledge	is	necessary	to	understand	development	

(Super	et	al.	2011).	

	

Ryan	(2011)	focused	on	the	exploration	of	the	strengths	of	Aboriginal	child-

rearing	practices	and	the	applicability	of	attachment	theory	to	Aboriginal	

contexts.	As	well,	(Yeo	2003,	p.	293)	proposed	“current	assessments	on	the	

bonding	and	attachment	of	Aboriginal	children	have	provided	an	

ethnocentric	view	based	on	Anglo-Celtic	values”.	An	alternate	model	to	the	

Western	concept	of	attachment	is	presented	through	detailed	explanation	of	

the	Aboriginal	construct	of	kanyirninpa	or	‘holding’,	taken	from	the	practices	

of	Aboriginal	people	from	the	Central	and	Western	desert	regions	of	

Australia	(Ryan	2011).	This	example	of	the	need	for	values	to	be	recognised	

in	context	of	culture	is	an	important	consideration	in	the	discussion	of	child	

development	for	Aboriginal	population	groups.		

	

The	findings	from	this	research	are	based	on	exploring,	with	senior	women	

and	grandmothers	in	the	community	and	their	family	members,	stories	of	

growing	up.	The	stories	resulted	from	a	conversational	approach	in	which	I	
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asked	interested	women	to	tell	me	stories	about	children	growing	up.	My	

aim	was	to	avoid	any	leading	questions,	and	subsequently	avoid	any	

inferred	answers.	This	approach	also	aligns	with	a	strengths-based	model	of	

research	that	focuses	on	the	population’s	own	resolves	in	life	(Bainbridge	et	

al.	2013;	Grace	&	Trudgett	2012)	and	privileges	their	interpretations	of	the	

issue	in	discussion.	

	

A	strengths-based	approach	moves	away	from	the	traditional	problem-

based	hypothesis	and	enables	a	different	dialogue	and	set	of	solutions	to	

addressing	an	issue	(Fogarty	et	al.	2018).	A	strengths-based	approach	also	

aligns	with	viewing	child	development	within	the	context	of	the	child’s	own	

environment	(Lowell	et	al.	2018).	This	approach	enabled	emphasis	on	the	

importance	of	an	Anangu	perspective	and	provided	community	researchers	

with	the	opportunity	to	control	and	direct	the	research.		

	

Shaping	of	an	ethnographic	approach	

	

This	thesis	uses	an	ethnographic	approach,	with	emphasis	placed	on	a	

collaborative	process	and	commitment	to	the	co-construction	of	the	

research	process	and	knowledge	shared	through	this	process.	Ethnography	

in	the	child	development	literature	is	based	on	the	premise	that	children	

grow	up	differently	according	to	the	immediate	influences	surrounding	

them.	Without	detailed	knowledge	of	the	socially	and	culturally	organised	

contexts	that	give	them	meaning,	how	a	child	grows	up	is	not	easily	
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understood	(Levine	2007).	Ethnography	utilises	various	data	collection	

methods	and	has	regularly	been	used	as	a	qualitative	research	approach	in	

early	childhood	research.	It	has	been	utilised	across	disciplines,	including	

biology,	linguistics,	and	social	and	psychological	anthropology	(Levine	

2007).		

	

Weisner	(1997)	suggested	that	the	most	important	factors	in	a	child’s	

development	are	not	dimensions	such	as	nutrition,	physical	security	or	good	

medical	care	but	rather	the	most	important	influence	is	the	culture	in	which	

a	child	grows	and	matures.	He	regarded	ethnography	as	the	most	important	

method	in	the	study	of	human	development,	as	it	ensures	that	the	cultural	

place	is	integrated	in	the	understanding	of	child	development	(Jessor	et	al.	

1996;	Weisner	1997).	

	

Ethnographic	accounts	of	family	life	amongst	Aboriginal	Australians	have	

existed	since	the	early	1900s	and	these	early	accounts	usually	detail	the	

nurturing	of	young	children	(Eickelkamp	2011a,	p.	136).	Historically	

however,	ethnographic	accounts	of	childhood	by	Western	researchers	who	

have	observed	the	behaviour	of	children	have	mostly	provided	a	generalised	

parental	point	of	view,	through	a	Western	cultural	lens	(Eickelkamp	2010,	p.	

149;	Malinowski	1963	[1913]).		

	

Using	an	ethnographic	approach	enabled	my	data	collection	process	to	be	

shaped	by	the	participants	themselves.	A	collaborative	approach	aligns	with	

Indigenous	research	methodologies	(Guenther	et	al.	2017).	Methods	for	data	
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collection	included	semi-formal	and	informal	story-telling,	interviews,	

observations	of	children’s	interactions	and	behaviour	and	consultations	

with	key	Aboriginal	women	in	the	community.	At	the	same	time	this	thesis	

incorporates	a	cross-disciplinary	approach,	acknowledging	that	sociology,	

anthropology	and	a	range	of	disciplines	interact	in	the	field	of	ethnography.	

This	thesis	is	influenced	strongly	by	a	sociological	approach,	through	

focusing	on	Anangu	children’s	behaviour	as	it	relates	to	their	learning	

environment.	

 

The	co-construction	of	research/knowledge	requires	a	thick	description	

process	and	reflexivity	to	ensure	the	researcher	addresses	their	own	

viewpoint	in	the	research	process	(SAGE	2008).	I	am	both	a	researcher	as	

well	as	a	participant	in	this	project,	and	my	children	and	husband	have	been	

beside	me	throughout	the	research	process.	The	use	of	ethnography	

positions	the	researcher	within	the	research	process	as	both	an	observer	

and	participant	(Eisenhart	2001).	It	requires	an	acknowledgement	of	the	

influence	of	one’s	own	worldview	and	upbringing	when	making	

observations	and	also	requires	ongoing	reflection.	Reflection	was	a	

significant	part	of	this	research	and	was	particularly	relevant	as	I	navigated	

my	own	decisions	in	parenting	with	the	stories	from	families	about	bringing	

up	Anangu	children	in	mind.	This	led	to	the	decision	to	incorporate	an	auto-

ethnographic	component	to	this	research,	an	account	of	my	own	

experiences	of	growing	up	children	in	Papunya.		
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Limitations	of	the	research	

	

The	participants	in	this	research	are	a	group	of	Anangu	who	are	largely	

related,	gathered	via	a	‘snowball’	sample.	This	thesis	therefore	is	not	

intended	to	represent	the	voices	of	the	wider	Papunya	community	or	of	

surrounding	communities.	All	key	participants	were	female,	and	though	this	

was	not	intentional,	it	was	likely	a	result	of	a	female	researcher	and	because	

the	research	was	focused	on	children	and	their	development.	Men	were	not	

intentionally	excluded	from	the	research.	A	small	number	of	men	

contributed	to	the	research	through	support	for	families	and	bush	trips	and	

through	discussions,	though	their	opinions	are	limited	in	the	research.	

There	were	no	official	interpreters	used	in	this	research,	which	may	have	

limited	some	of	the	stories	told.	The	unavailability	of	official	interpreters	

and	the	participants	and	research	team’s	decisions	to	use	English	and	

interpret	from	Luritja	as	necessary	is	further	discussed	in	chapter	four.	

	

This	research	was	conducted	with	an	ethnographic	approach,	and	therefore	

is	not	without	influence	from	the	perspective	of	the	researcher,	though	this	

has	aimed	to	be	at	least	partially	mitigated	with	the	inclusion	of	auto-

ethnographic	components	and	reflexivity.	Stories	from	families	in	Papunya	

were	collected	over	a	number	of	years	and	have	relied	on	recollection	from	

both	participants	and	the	research	team.	As	a	result,	there	is	a	level	of	bias	

associated	with	how	participants	and	the	research	team	recalled	events	and	

historical	accounts.	The	stories	told	were	those	chosen	by	participants,	and	

cannot	claim	to	provide	a	complete	picture	of	how	children	are	growing	up	
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in	Papunya.	The	majority	of	stories	are	based	on	strengths	of	children	

growing	up	in	Papunya,	as	told	by	the	participants,	and	many	of	the	

challenges	are	not	heard	in	the	stories.		

	

Structure	of	the	thesis	

	

In	this	chapter	I	have	introduced	the	research.	Chapter	two	details	

background	statistical	information	about	the	Papunya	community	and	its	

infrastructure.	In	chapter	three	I	present	the	theories	that	have	influenced	

this	research,	including	a	strengths-based	approach,	narrative	theory,	

diversity	as	fundamental	heterogeneity	and	the	‘whiteness’	theory	that	

frames	the	analysis	of	this	research.	Chapter	four	details	the	methods	and	

methodology	used	in	this	research	and	tells	the	story	of	how	and	why	I	

became	invested	in	the	research,	as	a	participant	as	well	as	a	researcher.	At	

the	start	of	each	of	the	chapters	detailing	stories	from	Papunya	is	an	

ethnographic	account	from	my	own	perspective,	which	situates	the	stories	

in	the	chapter.		

	

Chapters	five	and	six	consist	of	stories	about	children	growing	up	in	

Papunya	the	Anangu	way.	Chapter	five	focuses	on	stories	from	the	old	ladies.	

These	are	stories	from	irriti,	-	from	the	past	-	but	include	opinions	from	the	

old	ladies	about	how	children	should	be	growing	up	in	Papunya	now.	

Chapter	six	presents	stories	about	children	growing	up	the	Anangu	way	in	

present-day	Papunya,	with	stories	mostly	gathered	from	grandmothers	and	
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mothers	about	their	own	children	and	grandchildren.	Using	an	ethnographic	

approach,	with	elements	of	auto-ethnography,	these	chapters	include	stories	

from	and	about	families	in	Papunya.		

	

I	have	intentionally	presented	these	stories	about	the	Anangu	way	as	a	set	of	

perspectives	that	stand	on	their	own,	with	minimal	reference	to	academic	

literature	about	‘Western’	ways	of	bringing	up	children.	This	is	to	highlight	

Anangu	perspectives	and	give	a	voice	to	these	women	and	families,	who	are	

usually	denied	a	voice	in	research.	As	Holcombe	reflected		

	

In	this	settler-colonial	context,	the	question	of	who	speaks	goes	far	

beyond	liberal	concerns	with	equity,	dialogue	or	access	to	the	

academy.	It	also	concerns	mobilising	the	Indigenous	voice	as	an	equal	

or	independent	voice	in	the	IP	(Intellectual	Property)	knowledge	

domain	that	is	currently	the	dominant	paradigm	(Holcombe	2010,	p.	

29).	

	

Throughout	these	chapters	I	have	also	included	descriptions	of	my	own	

children	interacting	with	children	in	Papunya.	This	is	for	the	purpose	of	

positioning	myself	in	this	research	and	including	the	auto-ethnographic	

component	of	the	research.		

	

Chapter	seven	builds	on	the	stories	in	chapters	four	and	five	through	

additional	accounts	of	how	children	are	growing	up	in	Papunya	and	the	

importance	of	the	Anangu	way	of	learning.	Chapter	eight	considers	the	



39	
	

deficit	approach	to	understanding	Aboriginal	children,	underpinned	by	the	

settler	colonial	context.	This	involves	the	language	and	political	agendas	that	

perpetuate	the	inability	of	a	strengths-based	approach	to	be	utilised	and,	

therefore,	the	inherent	need	for	a	‘diversity	as	fundamental	heterogeneity’	

approach.	Chapter	nine	discusses	the	literature	in	relation	to	aspects	of	the	

stories	about	the	Anangu	way.	It	argues	for	recognition	of	the	strengths,	as	

in	the	stories	of	a	child’s	environment	in	which	they	grow	up,	as	already	

identified	in	the	stories	in	chapters	five,	six,	and	seven.		

	

Chapter	ten	considers	the	importance	of	the	Anangu	way.	Firstly,	within	a	

two-way	approach	and	then	in	relation	to	wellbeing	for	Aboriginal	people	

and	what	this	means	for	the	future.	I	argue	that	whilst	there	are	many	

references	to	the	importance	of	a	two-way	approach,	there	has	been	little	

consideration	of	implementing	a	two-way	approach	effectively.	There	has	

been	an	overall	failure	to	consider	Anangu	children’s	development	in	the	

context	of	their	own	physical,	cultural,	linguistic	and	social	environments.	

Applying	a	‘diversity	as	fundamental-heterogeneity’	approach,	alongside	

valuing	the	Anangu	way	as	a	perspective	equal	to	the	dominant	culture	

methods	of	raising	children,	is	the	only	way	forward	to	genuinely	giving	

Anangu	children	a	chance	to	grow	to	be	respected	both	in	the	whitefella	way	

and	the	Anangu	way.	

	

Following	the	discussion	chapters	is	a	concluding	chapter	that	is	focused	on	

reaffirming	that	Aboriginal	children	are	growing	up	with	strengths	that	are	

not	recognised	by	viewing	child	development	solely	within	a	Western	
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values-based	framework.	A	move	away	from	a	deficit	approach	to	a	

strengths-based	perspective	is	required	to	enable	Aboriginal	children	to	

grow	up	respected	and	valued.		
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Chapter	Two:	About	Papunya	–	The	physical,	historical,	

social	and	environmental	context	

	

The	location	and	establishment	of	Papunya	community		

	

This	section	outlines	the	history	of	Papunya	and	details	information	about	

services,	government	presence	and	daily	life	in	the	community.	Selected	

information	in	this	chapter	has	been	gained	from	living	in	the	community	

and	through	daily	observations.		

	

Papunya,	also	known	as	Warumpi,	is	a	remote	Aboriginal	community	

approximately	240km	west	of	Alice	Springs.	Papunya	has	a	fluctuating	

population	of	around	350-400	people.	Beside	the	Papunya	store,	in	the	

centre	of	the	community,	is	a	memorial	detailing	Papunya’s	beginnings.	It	

describes	the	history	of	the	community	as	follows:	

	

In	the	1950s	there	were	still	Pintupi	families	living	their	traditional	

desert	lifestyle	scarcely	affected	at	all	by	the	arrival	of	white	people	in	

Australia.	

	

In	1957	the	Northern	Territory	Welfare	Branch	had	a	mission	to	find	

out	how	many	Aboriginal	people	were	still	living	out	in	the	desert	and	

whether	any	government	help	was	needed.	Two	years	earlier	a	party	of	
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men	had	wandered	in	from	the	desert	

into	a	cattle	station	north	west	of	Alice	

Springs,	sparking	this	interest.		

	

At	this	time,	as	part	of	a	general	

expansion	of	government	settlements,	a	

new	one	was	being	built	at	Papunya	to	

replace	the	Haasts	Bluff	settlement,	

begun	as	a	ration	depot	in	1941,	where	

the	bore	water	had	been	found	to	be	

unsafe	for	drinking.		

	

Over	the	next	seven	years	patrol	officers	

continued	to	visit	the	desert	to	the	west,	contacting	more	family	groups	

as	road	access	was	improved	in	1960…Several	families	made	the	long	

journey	on	foot	after	meeting	these	patrols	and	in	1964	more	were	

brought	east	by	truck.	By	1966	these	newcomers	had	added	more	than	

100	people	to	Papunya’s	fast	growing	population	which	reached	about	

1000	by	the	early	1970s.		

	

Papunya	is	accessible	by	travelling	for	approximately	140km	of	sealed	road,	

and	a	further	100km	of	dirt	road.	Travelling	a	further	250km	west	on	dirt	

road	is	the	remote	Aboriginal	community	of	Kintore,	30km	from	the	

Western	Australian	border.		

	

Figure	1:	Information	sign	at	
Papunya	
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Figure	2:	Map	of	the	Western	Desert	region	

	

(Osiris	2012).	

	

The	surrounding	communities	of	Kintore,	Haasts	Bluff	and	Mt	Liebig	share	

family	links	with	Papunya,	as	well	as	language	and	cultural	connections.	
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Figure	3:	Map	of	Australian	Aboriginal	languages	
	

	

(Horton	2000).	

	

The	archaeological	history	of	the	area	has	documented	the	transient	nature	

and	movements	of	the	local	Indigenous	population	for	thousands	of	years.	

Puritjarra	rock	shelter,	west	of	Papunya,	is	the	most	comprehensively	

documented	archaeological	site	in	Central	Australia.	Human	occupation	of	

Puritjarra	is	thought	to	have	first	occurred	prior	to	32,000	years	BP	and	

possibly	as	early	as	45,000	years	BP,	as	evidenced	by	a	small	number	of	

flaked	stone	artefacts	and	pieces	of	fine	red	ochre.	The	documentation	of	

this	area	includes	evidence	of	the	nomadic	lifestyle	of	the	people,	through	

the	discovery	of	ochre	and	other	resources	present	at	Puritjarra	(Parks	and	

Wildlife	Comission	NT	2008).	
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After	the	establishment	of	Papunya	in	1956,	families	continued	to	come	in	

from	the	desert.	By	1959	there	were	over	700	Anangu	living	in	Papunya	

(Papunya	School	2001).	The	Papunya	School	Book	(Papunya	School	

2001)provides	an	historical	account	of	the	establishment	of	Papunya	

community.	Papunya	was	designed	to	incorporate	different	language/clan	

groups,	with	the	layout	of	the	community	consisting	of	an	inner	circle	

surrounded	by	four	outer	semi-circles.	In	1963	government	trucks	were	

sent	out	into	the	desert	to	bring	in	the	rest	of	the	Pintupi	people	(Papunya	

School	2001).	

	

By	1970	there	were	about	1400	people	living	in	Papunya.	People	were	fed	

with	rations	and	made	to	live	like	white	people	under	the	Australian	

government’s	Assimilation	Policy	(Papunya	School	2001).	There	was	a	farm,	

a	school,	a	church,	town	hall	and	a	kitchen,	where	the	Anangu	lined	up	three	

times	a	day	with	their	pannikins	to	get	their	food	(Papunya	School	2001).	In	

1981	a	group	of	Pintupi	families	made	the	decision	to	leave	Papunya	and	

return	to	their	own	country,	moving	first	to	Yayayi	(70km	west	of	Papunya)	

and	then	eventually	establishing	the	community	of	Kintore	(Papunya	School	

2001).	Whilst	some	original	inhabitants	of	Papunya	have	moved	back	to	

their	country,	Papunya	remains	a	community	with	a	mix	of	clan	groups.	The	

main	clan	group	of	people	in	Papunya	are	Pintupi-Luritja;	however,	other	

clan	groups	represented	include	Luritja,	Anmatjerre,	Arrernte,	Pintupi,	

Walpiri	and	Warumungu.		
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Governance	and	Infrastructure		

	

The	MacDonnell	Regional	Council	operates	as	a	regional	authority	in	

Papunya,	providing	local	government	services	to	13	remote	communities	in	

the	western	desert	region.	The	MacDonnell	Regional	Council	operates	the	

Childcare	Centre,	the	Aged	Care	service	and	a	Night	Patrol	service.	The	

community	also	has	a	Family	and	Children’s	Service	office,	a	Central	Land	

Council	office,	Centrelink	office,	a	Community	Development	Program	(CDP)	

office	and	a	Northern	Territory	government	funded	health	centre.	The	

health	centre	is	staffed	by	a	visiting	doctor	and	2-3	nurses.	The	facility	

caters	for	minor	incidents	and	first	aid,	as	well	as	management	of	chronic	

conditions.	The	clinic	works	alongside	the	Royal	Flying	Doctor	Service	for	

emergencies	and	high-risk	patients,	who	are	transported	to	Alice	Springs	by	

light	airplane.		

	

In	Papunya	there	is	also	a	Lutheran	church	that	provides	services	to	the	

community.	The	Papunya	Community	Store	serves	as	Papunya’s	social	hub	

and	is	a	locally	owned	and	operated	community	store,	and	an	Aboriginal	

corporation.	The	Papunya	Tjupi	art	centre	operates	also	as	an	Aboriginal	

owned	corporation.	Many	other	services	visit	the	community	on	a	regular	

basis.	Papunya	is	a	designated	a	Territory	Growth	Town	and	is	a	‘dry’	

community,	with	a	prohibition	on	alcohol	being	brought	into	the	

community.	Papunya	community	voted	for	the	community	to	become	dry	

(free	from	alcohol)	in	1980	(Papunya	School	2001,	p.	38).	
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In	2006	the	Australian	Government	characterised	individual	property	rights	

as	necessary	for	economic	development,	and	utilising	the	assertion	that	

communal	title	inhibited	such	development,	justified	amendments	to	the	

Aboriginal	Land	Rights	(Northern	Territory)	Act	1976.	With	the	changes	to	

the	Act,	ninety-nine	year	leases	of	whole	remote	Aboriginal	townships	to	a	

government	entity	were	established	(Central	Land	Council	2013).		

	 	

Schooling	and	education	

	

Schooling	in	Papunya	started	in	1960.	The	Papunya	School	book	(Papunya	

School	2001),	tells	the	story	about	how	the	school	required	children	to	have	

a	shower	and	change	into	school	uniforms	when	they	came	to	school	and	

how	they	were	not	allowed	to	speak	their	own	language	at	school.	It	details	

that	the	community	were	not	consulted	about	how	they	wanted	the	children	

to	learn,	and	the	education	system	did	not	recognise	that	Anangu	elders	and	

families	had	been	teaching	children	Tjukurrpa	(Papunya	School	2001).		

	

The	school	in	Papunya	now	is	a	Northern	Territory	Government	funded	

school	that	mainly	caters	for	primary	school	students,	although	some	classes	

are	provided	for	secondary	students.	The	school	system	in	Papunya	has	

changed	considerably	since	1960,	but	bilingual	education	is	currently	not	

practiced.	Additionally,	there	is	still	inadequate	recognition	of	the	learning	

that	children	do	before	the	begin	school,	which	is	heard	in	the	stories	from	
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Papunya	in	chapters	five	through	to	seven,	and	discussed	in	chapters	eight,	

nine	and	ten.	

	

Part	of	the	education	system	also	includes	the	pre-school,	childcare	centre,	

and	the	Families	as	First	Teachers	(FaFT)	program	(Northern	Territory	

Government	2019).	The	childcare	centre	and	FaFT	program	identify	with	

the	Early	Years	Learning	Framework	(EYLF)	(Early	Childhood	Australia	

n.d.),	which	is	focused	on	play-based	learning.	It	is	a	guide	for	early	

childhood	educators	who	work	with	children	from	birth	to	five	years	and	is	

designed	to	be	used	in	partnership	with	families	to	develop	learning	

programs	responsive	to	children’s	ideas,	interests,	strengths	and	abilities,	as	

well	as	to	recognise	that	children	learn	through	their	play	(Australian	

Government	Department	of	Education	Employment	and	Workplace	

Relations).		

	

Population	

	

The	2016	census	documents	Papunya	with	a	total	population	of	404,	of	

which	349	identified	as	Indigenous	(Australian	Bureau	of	Statistics	2016).	

Papunya’s	population	consists	of	a	large	number	of	young	people,	with	26%	

under	15	years	of	age,	and	61%	of	the	population	under	35	years	old	

(Australian	Bureau	of	Statistics	2016).	The	2016	census	data	states	that	

78.7%	of	Papunya	residents	identified	as	Lutheran	(Australian	Bureau	of	

Statistics	2016).	Papunya	has	a	high	number	of	people	living	in	each	
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household.	The	average	number	of	people	per	house	was	6.4,	compared	

with	the	Australian	national	average	of	3.2	(Australian	Bureau	of	Statistics	

2016)	

	

Papunya	has	a	young	population	base.	The	median	age	of	people	in	Papunya	

at	the	2016	census	was	29	years.	Children	aged	0	-	14	years	made	up	26%	of	

the	population	and	people	aged	65	years	and	over	made	up	3.5%	of	the	

population	(Australian	Bureau	of	Statistics	2016).	In	Papunya	a	family	group	

of	women	and	children	often	live	together.	This	is	corroborated	by	the	2016	

census,	as	55.3%	of	Indigenous	people	in	Papunya	were	female,	and	44.7%	

of	adults	were	male	(Australian	Bureau	of	Statistics	2016).	

	

The	2016	census	data	states	that	in	Papunya	68%	of	the	population	aged	15	

years	and	over	worked	full-time	or	part-time	(Australian	Bureau	of	Statistics	

2016).	This	figure	does	not	include	a	breakdown	of	employment	for	

Indigenous	people.	Employment	in	Papunya	is	mostly	concentrated	in	

government	agencies	that	operate	in	Papunya.	Non-Indigenous	people	who	

come	to	the	community	(from	elsewhere)	staff	the	majority	of	these	

positions,	as	in	other	surrounding	communities	(Addo	1995).	In	the	2016	

Census,	42.8%	of	people	in	Papunya	stated	their	highest	level	of	education	

completed	as	year	nine	or	below,	and	only	9.3%	completed	year	twelve;		

20.3%	did	not	state	their	highest	year	of	school	completed	(Australian	

Bureau	of	Statistics	2016).	
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Language	and	culture	in	Papunya	

	
Traditional	culture	and	language	remain	strong	in	Papunya.	The	main	

language	spoken	at	Papunya	is	the	Aboriginal	language	of	Luritja.		The	2016	

Census	data	stated	that	in	Papunya	11.5%	of	people	only	spoke	English	at	

home.	The	only	other	responses	for	language	spoken	at	home	were	Luritja	

46.9%,	Warlpiri	2.8%	and	Arrernte,	0.8%	(Australian	Bureau	of	Statistics	

2016).	People	in	Papunya	also	speak	languages	including	Pintupi,	Kukatja,	

Anmatyerre	and	Arrente	from	surrounding	regions.	

	

Luritja	is	a	spoken	language,	and	although,	like	other	Western	desert	

languages	in	the	region,	it	has	been	written/romanised,	it	is	primarily	used	

in	a	verbal	context.	It	appears	on	signs	and	on	some	documents,	and	single	

words	often	are	used	in	names,	such	as	Papunya	store.	But	not	everyone	in	

Papunya	can	read	Luritja	fluently,	nor	is	it	used	in	its	written	form	on	a	daily	

basis.	Most	written	language	documents	and	information	is	in	English,	other	

than	the	bible	which	has	been	translated	into	Luritja.	Myers	(1986)	

documented	the	language	and	culture	at	Yayayi,	approx.	41km	west	of	

Papunya,	in	his	book	Pintupi	Country,	Pintupi	Self.	The	book	provides	a	

detailed	account	of	life	at	Yayayi,	which	was	established	as	an	outpost	for	

the	Pintupi	before	returning	to	Kintore.	Whilst	not	directly	representative	of	

life	in	present-day	Papunya,	this	book	provides	a	useful	historical	and	

anthropological	account	of	life	at	Papunya	and	Yayayi	in	the	late	1970s	and	

early	1980s.	
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Papunya	in	the	spotlight	

	

In	the	1970s,	one	of	the	white	school	teachers,	Geoffrey	Bardon,	encouraged	

children	to	paint	in	their	traditional	way	and	to	paint	murals	to	decorate	the	

school	walls.	Men	in	Papunya	then	offered	to	paint	the	murals	after	they	saw	

what	was	happening	in	children’s	art	classes,	and	subsequently	began	

painting	their	stories	onto	canvas	and	boards.	Thus	began	the	Papunya	art	

movement	(Bardon	&	Bardon	2004).	In	addition	to	Papunya	being	heralded	

as	the	birth	of	Aboriginal	art,	Papunya’s	Warumpi	Band	is	also	renowned	as	

the	first	Aboriginal	band	to	record	a	rock	and	roll	song	in	an	Aboriginal	

language.	At	the	same	time	the	dysfunction	of	Papunya,	as	supposedly	

portrayed	in	the	book	‘King	Brown	Country’	(Skelton	2010)	is	well-known,	

making	reference	to	how	Papunya	was	known	as	the	sniffing	capital	of	

Australia,	which	epitomised	the	deficit	label	regularly	applied	to	Papunya.	

	

The	deficit	label	that	is	regularly	applied	to	Papunya	begins	the	next	part	of	

this	thesis.	The	following	chapter	details	the	methods	and	methodology	used	

to	gather	the	stories	about	children	growing	up	in	Papunya.	These	stories	-	

as	told	in	chapters	five,	six,	and	seven	-	form	the	basis	for	understanding	the	

strengths	of	children	who	are	growing	up	in	Papunya.		

	

Chapter	three	employs	Bernhard’s	theory	of	‘diversity	as	fundamental	

heterogeneity’	as	a	theoretical	underpinning.	This	is	used	to	explain	how	the	

Anangu	children	need	to	be	considered	in	their	own	environment	when	

determining	their	skills,	strengths,	and	development.	This	theoretical	
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approach	forms	the	basis	for	discussion	of	the	Anangu	way	and	Aboriginal	

child	development	in	relation	to	relevant	research	and	in	current	policy,	as	

detailed	in	chapters	eight,	nine	and	ten.	Within	this	process	I	analyse	how	

the	deficit	model	has	permeated	to	create	a	sense	of	hopelessness	within	the	

dominant	Australian	cultural	context	with	regard	to	Aboriginal	society.		
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Chapter	Three:	Theoretical	approach	

	

Introduction	

	

In	this	chapter	I	detail	the	theoretical	approach	that	has	been	applied	in	the	

research	and	has,	in	turn,	shaped	the	remainder	of	this	thesis.	This	chapter	

discusses	theories	related	to	child	development	and	the	limitations	of	using	

a	Western	framework	of	child	development	in	assessing	Aboriginal	children	

growing	up	in	remote	Australian	desert	communities.		

	

Ways	of	knowing,	being	and	doing	are	inextricably	linked	to	one’s	own	

experience,	values	and	cultural	upbringing.	Research	methodologies	

embody	philosophies	or	worldviews	created	in	specific	socio-cultural,	

political,	and	historical	contexts	(cf.	Gerlach	2018).	

	

As	researchers,	our	ways	of	knowing	and	being	are	inseparable	from	

our	ways	of	doing,	and	all	ways	of	doing	make	epistemological	claims.	

We	should,	therefore,	seek	answers	to	our	research	questions	in	a	

strategic	process	of	knowledge	construction	(Bainbridge	et	al.	2013,	

p.	275).	
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The	Anangu	way	of	knowing,	being	and	doing	is	equally	as	important	as	the	

Western	way	of	knowing,	being	and	doing.	But	in	the	field	of	child	

development,	the	Anangu	way	of	knowing,	being	and	doing	has	minimal	

recognition.	

	

A	Western	psychological	perspective	of	child	development	

	

In	Australia,	there	is	a	growing	body	of	research	that	identifies	the	need	for	

policies	and	interventions	to	be	responsive	to	distinctive	remote	Aboriginal	

cultures	and	contexts	and	to	acknowledge	the	relationship	between	health,	

wellbeing,	and	culture	(Fleer	2004;	Lowell	et	al.	2018).	Nevertheless,	the	

field	of	child	development	remains	firmly	situated	within	a	Western	cultural	

framework.		

	

The	basis	of	the	Western	understanding	of	child	development	has	been	from	

a	psychological	approach,	with	Piaget	and	Vygotsky	largely	considered	the	

most	influential	early	childhood	practitioners.	Piaget	is	regarded	as	

important	in	introducing	the	concept	of	locating	the	child	at	the	centre	of	its	

own	development.	Piaget’s	constructivist	approach	determined	that	

children	were	active	in	constructing	their	development	and	their	

understanding	of	the	environment	in	which	that	development	was	

embedded	(Halpenny	&	Pettersen	2013).	Rather	than	focusing	on	outcomes	

of	learning	alone,	Piaget	was	concerned	with	how	children	think	and	learn	
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and	how	the	young	child’s	thinking	processes	differ	from	the	older	child’s	

thinking	processes	(Mooney,	CG	2000).	

	

Piaget’s	approach	differed	from	the	passive	and	deterministic	theories	of	

child	development,	such	as	behaviourism,	that	had	preceded	his	work.	

Behaviourism	was	a	dominant	theory	in	the	early	1900s.	Boas	(1912)	

formulated	a	perspective	that	suggested	that	difference	may	be	adaptive	

variation	rather	than	deficiency	or	defect	and	that	the	child’s	‘mental	

makeup’	must	also	be	affected	by	the	social	and	geographical	environment	

(Boas	1912).		

	

For	the	behaviourists,	reinforcement	of	behaviour	was	a	way	of	shaping	

children.	The	principles	of	praising	and	rewarding	children	with	treats	for	

good	behaviour	and	punishing	children	for	bad	behaviours	that	we	

recognise	today,	and	which	dominated	child-rearing	practices	for	most	of	

the	20th	century,	are	largely	developed	from	the	behaviourist	perspective.	A	

criticism	of	behaviourism	was	over	its	implicit	notion	that	children	were	

uninvolved	with	their	development	(Halpenny	&	Pettersen	2013).	The	

psychoanalytic	perspective	developed	by	Sigmund	Freud	assisted	further	

understanding	of	a	child’s	emotional	development,	but	was	also	criticised	

for	its	lack	of	recognition	of	a	child’s	active	role	in	their	learning	and	

development	(Halpenny	&	Pettersen	2013).	

	

The	role	of	the	child	in	their	own	development	was	recognised	by	both	

Piaget	and	Vygotksy.	In	the	1930s,	Vygotsky	(1978)	emphasised	the	
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significance	of	the	developing	child’s	social	experience,	with	the	resulting	

wide	cultural	variation	in	ideal	and	achieved	developmental	milestones.	

Development	from	this	perspective	was	conceptualised	as	‘emerging	socially	

contextualised	abilities’	(Stairs	&	Bernhard	2002,	p.	316).	Vygotsky	

emphasised	the	role	of	adults	and	older	peers’	assistance	in	children’s	

learning.	Vygotsky	was	a	social	constructivist	and,	with	his	theory	of	

cognitive	development,	he	also	highlighted	the	important	role	of	adults	and	

older	peers	can	play	in	helping	children	learn	(Vygotsky	1978).	

	

How	Vygotsky	and	Piaget	saw	child	development	has	shaped	our	

contemporary	Western	understanding	of	child	development.	In	the	field	of	

child	development	presently,	Piaget’s	influence	is	strong	and	he	has	many	

followers.	His	concepts	of	how	a	child	actively	constructs	their	learning	are	

embodied	in	play-based	learning	formats	that	dominate	the	early	childhood	

space	in	Australia	today.	As	noted	by	(Halpenny	&	Pettersen	2013),	

Vygotsky’s	emphasis	on	the	adult	as	a	key	role	in	children’s	learning	is	

evident	in	the	Western	education	system.	The	adult	teacher	is	still	often	

engaged	in	the	presentation	of	material	to	be	learned	and	maintains	their	

position	of	importance	in	a	child’s	learning	by	reinforcing	the	correct	

answers	or	outcomes	that	the	learner	gives	back	to	the	teacher	(Halpenny	&	

Pettersen	2013).	This	approach	reinforces	progress	along	a	pre-determined	

path	and	‘serves	as	an	instrument	of	authorisation	and	validation	for	

intervention	into	the	process	of	the	child’s	knowledge	construction’	(Millei	

2012,	p.	92).		
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Vygotsky	and	Piaget’s	theories	of	child	development	have	shaped	the	

contemporary	Western	understanding	of	child	development,	but	equally	

Western	culture	has	influenced	how	child	development	is	understood	and	

measured.	As	documented	in	the	figure	below,	the	Western	cultural	

understanding	of	childhood	has	changed	considerably	since	the	Middle	

Ages.	At	the	same	time	there	are	many	applications	of	current	concepts	of	

childhood	that	resonate	with	an	earlier	time,	as	detailed	in	the	Figure	4	

below.		

	

Figure	4:	Concepts	of	Childhood	
	

Period	of	time		
Concept	of	

children	
Description	

Application	of	

concepts	

Up	to	and	

including	the	

Middle	Ages	

Little	

adults	

Same	weaknesses	and	

faults	as	adults	
No	longer	applied	

17th	Century	

(Calvinists)	

Little	

demons	

Potential	for	sin	and	

corruption,	need	for	

discipline	and	

guidance,	potential	to	

be	good	

Some	child-welfare	

services	

18th	Century	

(Romanticists)	

	

Noble	

savages	

	

Natural,	free,	need	for	

development	without	

restraint,	child-centred	

environment,	child	is	

Elements	found	in	

some	pre-school	

centres	which	focus	

on	self-directed	play.	
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essentially	good	

	

19th	Century	

(Victorians)	

Innocent	

beings	

Time	for	fantasy	and	

play,	childhood	as	

potential	for	happiness	

(and	development),	

child	innocent	as	well	

as	good	

Elements	found	in	

some	child-centred	

environments	and	

products	

(kindergartens,	books	

with	moral	overtones,	

e.g.,	Fables).	

20th	Century	

(Child	

psychologists	

and	

educationalists)	

Developing	

beings	

Childhood	experiences	

crucial	to	stability	and	

maturity	in	later	life,	

childhood	important	

for	itself,	children	

good,	innocent	and	

have	unlimited	

potential	

Child-centred	

institutions	such	as	

kindergartens,	pre-

schools.	

	

(Jamrozik	1996,	p.	16).	

	

The	above	table	shows	the	influence	from	various	concepts	of	childhood	

within	a	Western	understanding	of	child	development,	in	the	context	of	

family	life	and	the	role	of	education.	Yet	there	is	an	underlying	acceptance	

that	all	children	develop	along	a	similar	trajectory.	This	was	highlighted	in	

the	child	development	field	by	the	focus	on	the	universal	child	(Gesell	1928),	
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which	coincided	with	children	being	considered	as	innocent	beings.	Largely	

the	idea	of	the	universal	child	also	implicitly	assumes	the	child	is	middle	or	

upper	class,	as	working-class	children	would	be	expected	to	be	working.	The	

universal	child	implied	that	children	all	begin	life	from	the	same	starting	

point	and	learn	along	the	same	trajectory.		The	concept	of	the	‘universal	

child’	ignores	the	understanding	that	culture	and	environment	are	

influential	in	child	development.		

	

Despite	the	understanding	employed	from	the	20th	century,	that	children	are	

developing	beings,	the	current	mainstream	Australian	understanding	of	

children	does	not	always	consider	that	a	child	develops	differently	

according	to	the	context	in	which	they	are	learning.	(Hamilton	1981)	

discussed	the	nature	of	Indigenous	children	growing	up	in	Maningrida,	

making	an	important	contribution	to	the	understanding	of	cross-cultural	

child	development	through	documenting	children’s	behaviours	and	their	

culture.	Since	Hamilton	documented	Indigenous	children’s	lives	in	

Maningrida,	Gesell’s	(1928)	idea	of	the	universal	child	with	universal	

development	processes,	free	from	gender,	ethnic,	class	or	cultural	impacts,	

has	been	challenged	through	recognition	that	children	in	various	

environments	have	different	demands	placed	on	them	and	‘maturity’	

requires	the	development	of	different	skills	(Walsh	1991).	Furthermore	the	

‘universal’	child	has	been	increasingly	recognised	as	applying	to	North	

American	and	Western	European	(primarily)	white	upper-middle-class	

children	(Bernhard	1995;	Coll	et	al.	1996;	Kâğıtçıbaşı	1996;	Rogoff	2003).	
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Recognition	of	cultural	and	environmental	influences	

	

Since	Hamilton’s	(1981)	work,	contributions	to	the	understanding	of	how	

culture	and	environment	shape	child	development	have	been	further	

explored	in	the	literature.	The	understanding	of	child	development	as	

inextricably	linked	to	the	child’s	culture	and	environment	began	to	gather	

momentum	in	the	1970s	and	1980s.	Gaussen	and	Stratton	(1985,	p.	131)	

argued	that	“infant	competence	is	not	solely	a	quality	inherent	within	the	

individual,	but	is	a	function	of	a	particular	individual	within	a	particular	

environment”.		

	

Super	et	al.	(2011)	highlighted	the	contribution	made	to	the	study	of	child	

development	from	a	non-Western	cultural	context	by	drawing	on	research	

conducted	in	African	countries,	including	the	Ivory	Coast,	Cameroon	and	

with	people	living	in	the	Kalahari	Desert.	In	these	projects,	Western	

researchers	were	forced	to	confront	their	own	ideas	around	optimal	child	

development.	In	the	rural	communities	where	the	studies	were	carried	out,	

children’s	lives	were	unfamiliar,	and	yet	the	children	in	the	communities	

were	found	to	be	generally	thriving	(Super	et	al.	2011).		

	

Gallois	et	al.	(2015)	found	that	Baka	children	in	Cameroon	developed	skills	

related	to	subsistence	living.	In	that	study,	it	was	found	that	during	

childhood	boys	hunted	more	frequently	than	girls	and	used	a	variety	of	

techniques,	such	as	bow	and	arrows,	slingshots,	spear	and	snares.	Girls	

hunted	less	frequently,	and	using	their	hands	or	a	machete,	but	they	spent	
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more	time	fishing.	These	culturally	relevant	practices	pose	a	problem	for	the	

Western	viewpoint	of	child	development.	From	within	the	Western	

framework	of	child	development		the	notion	that	young	children	can	handle	

a	machete,	as	an	example,	or	other	‘dangerous’	objects	has	led	to	the	

judgement	of	hunter-gatherer	parents	being	‘indulgent’	(Lew-Levy	et	al.	

2017).		

	

The	Western	viewpoint	of	child	development	viewpoint	fails	to	recognise	

any	strengths	outside	of	a	Western	cultural	framework.	Research	

concerning	African	parents’	thinking	about	their	children	and,	accordingly,	

their	parenting	styles,	has	impacted	positively	on	understanding	children’s	

motor	development,	cognitive	growth,	attachment	processes	and	social	

development	(Super	et	al.	2011,	p.	120).	Another	example	is	research	

conducted	in	sub-Saharan	Africa	that	found	the	deliberate	teaching	and	

practice	of	sitting	and	walking	and	documented	families’	understanding	of	

the	capabilities	of	young	children	(Super	&	Harkness	1986,	2002).	Studies	in	

North	America	confirmed	what	the	African-American	mothers	already	knew	

from	experience,	that	is,	the	link	between	even	small	amounts	of	practice	

and	early,	robust	motor	development	(Super	et	al.	2011;	Zelazo	et	al.	1993).		

	

(Suizzo	2007)	identified	that	the	family	environment	(and	so	therefore	the	

child’s	learning	environment)	varies	according	to	parents’	socio-economic	

status,	and	their	cultural	models	of	parenting.	Young	children	are	also	

heavily	influenced	by	the	culture-specific	language	environment	of	their	

social	surroundings	in	the	ways	they	use	speech,	gestures	and	facial	
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expressions,	to	get	what	they	want,	behave	appropriately	and	express	

themselves	(Levine	&	New	2008).	Ecocultural	and	ecological	theories	of	

human	development	propose	that	children	develop	by	growing	up	and	

interacting	within	the	various	environments	in	which	they	live,	with	the	

most	influential	factor	being	families	and	parents	and	the	immediate	social	

environment	(Suizzo	2007;	Super	&	Harkness	1986;	Weisner	1997,	2002).		

	

As	the	evidence	from	previous	research	above	demonstrates,	the	influence	

of	culture	and	environment	on	a	child’s	development	is	clear.	Levine	et	al.	

(1994)	made	the	distinction	that	the	child	development	field	has	been	

primarily	concerned	with	viewing	population-specific	characteristics	as	an	

extension	of	individual	differences	but	argue	that	fundamental	adaptive	

processes	such	as	subsistence,	reproduction,	communication	and	social	

regulation	are	highly	variable.	Too	often:		

	

Child	development	theories	have	leaped	from	species-wide	

determinants	to	person-specific	behaviours	without	sufficient	

attention	to	the	intervening	contexts	created	by	social	and	cultural	

systems,	and	investigators	have	studied	individual	differences	

without	examining	their	ecological	relationships	(Levine	et	al.	1994,	

p.	58).	

	

Despite	this	clear	recognition	of	the	influence	of	culture	and	environment	in	

child	development,	the	field	of	child	development	from	a	Western	

perspective	fails	to	value	learning	styles	and	content	that	differs	from	a	
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Western	cultural	framework	and	the	Western	schooling	environment.	For	

example,	Copple	&	Bredekamp	(1987)	published	an	influential	book	in	

1987,	which	would	go	on	to	have	three	more	editions	–	the	most	recent	in	

2009	–	in	which	they	stated	that	there	are	universal,	predictable	sequences	

of	growth	and	change	in	children	up	to	the	age	of	nine	years,	and	that	these	

changes	occur	across	all	areas	of	development,	physical,	emotional,	social,	

and	cognitive	(Copple	&	Bredekamp	2009).	This	understanding	of	child	

development	relies	on	a	Western	construct	of	child	development	and	

neglects	to	consider	the	unique	environment	in	which	each	child	grows	up.		

	

A	significant	proportion	of	research	in	(Western)	child	development	has	

been	devoted	to	the	age	at	which	a	child	should	be	capable	of	certain	skills,	

regardless	of	their	environment	(Rogoff	2003).	This	not	only	embeds	

assumptions	about	when	a	child	should	reach	physical	milestones	such	as	

sitting,	walking	and	using	sharp	implements,	for	example,	but	also	skills	

involving	their	ability	to	take	on	responsibilities	for	the	care	of	others	and	

social	interaction	(Rogoff	2003).	By	living	and	working	in	the	dominant	

culture	and	using	study	examples	from	the	dominant	culture,	many	people	

are	simply	blind	to	other	ways	of	life.		

	

Limited	experience	and	knowledge	outside	the	dominant	culture	has	

led	many	well-meaning	researchers,	policy	makers,	and	local	and	

international	government	agents	to	assume	that	practices	within	

their	own	highly	schooled	community	define	norms	for	all	children’s	

development,	learning	and	social	interaction.	This	makes	it	easy	to	
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misinterpret	the	ways	of	people	from	many	other	backgrounds	

according	to	a	deficit	model—to	assume	that	the	others	have	

something	wrong	with	them	(Rogoff	et	al.	2017,	p.	877).	

	

We	are	prisoners	of	the	education	we	receive.	Rogoff	(2003)	argued	that	it	is	

time	to	go	beyond	abstract	recognition	of	cultural	diversity	and	begin	to	

articulate	patterns	in	the	variations	and	similarities	of	cultural	practices	

(Rogoff	2003,	p.7).	Aboriginal	and	Indigenous	groups	have	been	extensively	

over-researched	in	order	to	inform	and	manage/control	the	‘other’,	that	

being,	the	distinctive	cultural	group	that	is	the	object	of	the	research	(Smith,	

LT	2012).	Abstract	recognition	of	cultural	diversity	conforms	to	the	

expectation	that	cultural	groups	outside	of	the	dominant	culture	need	to	be	

managed	and	controlled.	In	Papunya	this	is	obvious	as	children	and	families	

are	expected	to	conform	to	the	dominant	Australian	culture’s	expectations	

of	proper	lifestyle	and	values.		

	

Smith	argued	that	researchers	must	recognise	the	“roles	that	knowledge,	

knowledge	production,	knowledge	hierarchies	and	knowledge	institutions	

play	in	decolonisation	and	social	transformation”	(Smith,	LT	2012,	p.	xii).	

The	burden	carried	by	distinctive	cultural	groups	is	clear	when	looking	at	

the	deficit	label	that	is	automatically	attached	to	Aboriginal	children	and	

their	development.	
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Consequences	of	the	application	of	Western	cultural	expectations	

	

The	consequences	of	viewing	child	development	and	parenting	from	a	

Western	cultural	perspective	in	the	Canadian	context	have	been	described	

by	Ball	&	Lewis	(2005):	

	

Too	often,	language	differences,	and	the	cultural	nature	of	raising	

children	in	Indigenous	communities	have	been	seen	by	outsiders	as	

evidence	of	deficits	and	dysfunction,	rather	than	of	‘differences’	that	

contribute	to	the	identities,	cultural	continuity	and	sense	of	

belonging	of	Indigenous	children	and	families	(Ball	&	Lewis	2005,	p.	

1).	

	

This	deficit	approach,	rather	than	a	differences	approach	to	child	

development,	is	applied	regularly	to	children	that	do	not	fit	into	the	Western	

expectations	of	child	development.	A	deficit	model	implies	not	only	that	is	

somebody	still	has	something	to	learn,	but	it	also	it	assumes	that	they	

should	already	have	learned	it	and	that	remediation	is	needed	as	a	result	

(Rogoff	et	al.	2017).	Stairs	and	Bernhard	(2002)	suggested	that	

development	in	a	given	culture	includes	skills	valued	in	that	culture	and	

concepts	such	as	‘optimal	development’	and	‘success	in	childrearing’	take	

their	meaning	from	the	values	of	the	specific	culture	(Bernhard,	2002).	

Stairs	and	colleagues	argued	that	evaluation	of	progress	only	makes	sense	

within	the	context	of	local	values	and	practices	(Stairs	&	Bernhard	2002),	

drawing	particular	attention	to	the	impact	of	privileging	Euro-North	
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American	child	development	views	over	(Canadian)	Aboriginal	visions	and	

values.		

	

Values	and	practices	determine	how	a	child	learns	and	develops	according	

to	their	environment.	The	environment	includes	not	only	the	physical	

surroundings	but	also	the	languages	people	speak,	their	culture	and	

worldview	as	well	as	daily	routine	(Rogoff	2003).	Hunter-gatherer	cultures	

for	example	place	high	importance	on	skills	related	to	physical	competence	

and	individual	learning	and	independence	(Lew-Levy	et	al.	2017).		

	

	

	

Although	some	child	development	measurement	tools	have	been	validated	

for	use	with	groups	of	various	ethnicities	and	socioeconomic	status	(Glascoe	

2000),	cross-cultural	experts	have	cautioned	against	using	assessment	tools	

created	in	and	for	one	socio-cultural	context,	to	measure	the	progress	of	

children	in	a	completely	different	social,	cultural	and/or	linguistic	

environment	(Bernhard	1995;	Priest,	K	et	al.	2008).	Several	studies	that	use	

Western-based	child	development	measurement	tools,	such	as	the	Gudaga	

(D’Aprano	et	al.	2014)study	that	assessed	urban	Aboriginal	infants	at	12	

months	of	age	using	the	Griffiths	Mental	Development	Scales	(GMDS),	found	

that	Aboriginal	children	develop	slower	than	Australian	children	from	the	

dominant	cultural	group	(McDonald	et	al.	2012).	This	paper	actually	

acknowledged,	however,	that	the	research	group	was	not	satisfied	that	
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existing	measures	were	culturally	appropriate	and,	moreover,	were	actually	

‘overly	intrusive	and	judgmental’	(McDonald	et	al.	2012,	p.119).		

	

Stairs	and	Bernhard	(2002)	contended	that	various	approaches	to	testing	

fail	to	respond	appropriately	to	the	reality	of	(Canadian)	Aboriginal	

children’s	lives.	Limitations	include:	testing	in	English,	when	children	do	not	

speak	English	as	a	first	language;	assessment	based	on	cultural	knowledge	

that	is	not	relevant	to	the	child;	and	exclusion	of	knowledge	and	skills	that	

are	relevant.	Stairs	et	al	(2002,	p.318)	acknowledged	that	it	is	both	

problematic	to	use	English	as	a	testing	language,	but	also	to	translate	

English	tests	into	Aboriginal	languages,	(in	a	Canadian	context),	which	often	

results	in	methods	that	are	inappropriate	and	incomprehensible,	as	

language	is	contextualised	in	culture.	Similarly	McTurk	(2008)	suggested	

that	it	is	unlikely	that	assessment	in	Australian	Standard	English	provides	

an	accurate	indication	of	school	readiness	or	academic	achievement	on	an	

equal	basis	for	non-Indigenous	and	Indigenous	students,	or	even	across	the	

Indigenous	population	(McTurk	2008,	p.11).		

	

D'Aprano	et	al.	(2011),	discussed	the	viability	of	the	Brigance	development	

screening	tool.	Their	paper	sought	to	determine	the	appropriateness	of	the	

Brigance	development	screening	tool	to	identify	Aboriginal	children	at	risk	

of	developmental	disability,	through	screening	(by	a	paediatrician)	of	124	

children	between	three	and	seven	years	old,	across	three	remote	

communities	in	the	Northern	Territory	(D'Aprano	et	al.	2011).	The	paper	

admitted	that	the	tool	had	limitations	in	its	effectiveness,	as	the	test	was	
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conducted	in	English,	and	many	concepts	that	were	included	as	parts	of	the	

questions	were	culturally	irrelevant.	Nevertheless,	the	paper	still	included	

the	test	results	and	speaks	of	developmental	delays,	as	though	the	test	was	

relevant	to	the	population	of	those	remote	communities	in	the	Northern	

Territory	which	participated	(Lowell	et	al.	2012).	One	tool	that	was	

appropriately	adapted	for	remote	Australian	Aboriginal	children	was	the	

Ages	and	Stages	Questionnaires,	3rd	edition	(ASQ-3).	Systematic	and	

thorough	adaptation	of	the	tool	was	necessary,	as	many	items	were	

determined	to	be	culturally	inappropriate	or	irrelevant	(D’Aprano	et	al.	

2014).	

	

Ryan	(2011)	argued	in	the	context	of	child	protection,	that:		

	

when	considering	the	care	and	protection	needs	of	an	Aboriginal	

child,	child	protection	practitioners	need	to	assess	the	attachment	

relationship	between	Aboriginal	infants,	children,	and	their	

caregivers	according	to	the	cultural	parameters	and	values	of	their	

clients,	in	order	to	be	in	a	position	to	reflect	on	the	suitability	of	the	

assessment	method	(Ryan	2011,	p.	188).	

	

Ryan	(2011)	further	provided	examples	of	how	behaviours	of	Aboriginal	

children	and	their	caregivers	could	be	misconstrued,	including:		

	

- Eliciting	distress	from	an	infant	in	order	to	assess	a	caregiver’s	

response	may	not	facilitate	assessment	of	the	Aboriginal	caregiver’s	
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sensitivity	if	the	cultural	norm	is	to	minimise	infant	distress	before	it	

occurs,	rather	than	respond	to	it	afterwards;		

- An	infant	or	young	child	seeking	out	multiple	caregivers	for	care	and	

even	breast-	feeding,	or	seeking	out	peers,	may	be	misconstrued	as	

indiscriminate	attachment	(Ryan	2011,	p.	188).	

	

The	context	of	a	child’s	environment	is	important	and	cannot	be	ignored.		

	

There	is	significant	literature	linked	to	the	understanding	that	children	

develop	differently	according	to	their	environment;	yet	Aboriginal	children	

in	Australia	remain	condemned	to	a	deficit	label.	A	child’s	skills	are	

determined	by	the	nature	of	their	daily	routine	and	cultural	practice,	by	

their	immediate	environment	and	the	role	in	which	adults	and	others	play	

within	that	environmental	context	(Rogoff	2003).	Tests	of	development	

applied	cross	culturally,	particularly	to	Aboriginal	populations	in	different	

parts	of	the	world,	have	been	criticised	in	terms	of	both	content	and	process	

for	their	failure	to	consider	local	values,	goals,	domains,	languages,	learning	

styles,	and	learning-teaching	paradigms	(O'Loughlin	1992;	Rogoff	2003;	

Stairs	&	Bernhard	2002).	Recognition	of	the	variety	of	possible	

environments	for	development	provides	a	necessary	reconsideration	of	

development	theories	and	child	development	measurement	tools	that	

assumes	a	middle-class	Western	way	of	life	(Harkness	1992;	Suizzo	2007).	

Wigglesworth	et	al.	(2011)	found	that	the	NAPLAN	(National	Assessment	

Program	–	Literacy	and	Numeracy)	test,	a	standardised	academic	test	

conducted	across	all	primary	schools	in	Australia	that	aims	to	measure	
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student’s	reading,	writing,	language	and	numeracy	skills	(Australian	

Curriculum	Assessment	and	Reporting	Authority	2016),	is	both	linguistically	

and	culturally	unsuitable	for	Indigenous	children,	especially	for	those	living	

in	remote	communities.	This	suggests	that	the	tests	need	to	“reflect	ideas	

and	information	related	to	children’s	real	and	imagined	worlds”	

(Wigglesworth	et	al.	2011,	p.	340),	regardless	of	their	living	situation.		

	

The	perpetuation	of	a	Western	viewpoint	of	child	development,	when	it	is	

recognised	that	children	develop	according	to	their	environmental	context,	

poses	a	question	of	why	that	is	the	case?	

	

A	question	of	control?	 	

	

The	dominant	culture	determines	rights	and	wrongs,	weaknesses	and	

strengths.	Any	deviation	from	the	dominant	cultural	context	is	immediately	

considered	from	the	deficit	and	dysfunction	perspective.	The	emphasis	on	

the	superiority	of	the	dominant	culture,	in	this	context	a	dominant	

Australian	cultural	context,	resembles	Foucault’s	notion	of	‘governmentality’	

(Foucault	1972).		

	

Foucault’s	theory	of	knowledge	and	power	asserts	that	power	and	

knowledge	shapes	how	problems	and	behaviours	are	understood	and	how	

people	are	categorised.	Power	and	knowledge	subsequently	determines	

suitable	ways	to	steer	or	govern	conduct.	By	producing	discourses,	power	
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shapes	identities,	regulates	bodies	individuals	and	desires	(Foucault	1972;	

Millei	2012).	The	actions	of	adults	can	serve	merely	to	impose	a	means	of	

control	as	part	of	a	web	of	governmentality	(Foucault	1972).	

	

The	Australian	education	system	has	a	history	of	enforcing	control	over	

society.	In	the	early	settlement	days	of	Australia	children	were	seen	as	little	

adults,	often	seen	as	an	asset	to	the	household	through	their	ability	to	work.	

In	the	early	1890s	Australia	was	affected	greatly	by	a	severe	economic	

depression	in	all	colonies	except	Western	Australia.	Children	stayed	away	

from	school	and	were	being	abandoned	at	children’s	hospitals.	There	was	a	

marked	increase	in	the	number	of	admissions	to	orphanages	and	

government-provided	care	(Mellor	1990).	By	the	end	of	the	1890s	the	

economy	had	recovered	but	that	depression	had	an	impact	on	old	values	

and	traditions.	It	forced	a	reappraisal	of	the	role	of	government	and	private	

organisations	of	children’s	and	other	services.	Women	were	increasingly	

active	in	taking	a	role	in	the	provision	of	children’s	services	and	in	political	

life.	In	the	late	nineteenth	century	in	Australia,	healthy,	educated	young	

children	became	an	important	asset,	and	the	provision	of	services	for	such	

children	became	a	matter	of	national	interest	(Mellor	1990).	Children	were	

no	longer	seen	as	little	adults;	rather	they	were	seen	as	innocent	beings,	to	

be	shaped	to	take	their	place	in	society.	

	

The	establishment	of	kindergartens	was	a	form	of	social	reform.	Upper	and	

middle-class	women	began	taking	a	role	in	teaching	the	children	of	families	

who	lived	in	the	unsanitary,	overcrowded	and	poverty-stricken	suburbs	of	
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major	cities,	about	middle-class	values	such	as	cleanliness,	courtesy,	

industriousness	and	thrift	(Brennan	1994).		

	

Foucault	argued	that:	
	

Education	may	well	be,	as	of	right,	the	instrument	whereby	every	

individual,	in	a	society	like	our	own,	can	gain	access	to	any	kind	of	

discourse.	But	we	will	know	that	in	its	distribution,	in	what	it	permits	

and	in	what	it	prevents,	it	follows	the	well-trodden	battle-lines	of	

social	conflict.	Every	education	system	is	a	political	means	of	

maintaining	or	of	modifying	the	appropriation	of	discourse,	with	the	

knowledge	and	the	powers	it	carries	with	it	(Foucault	1972,	p.	227).		

	

The	role	of	the	state,	through	education,	in	the	upbringing	of	a	child	has	an	

ulterior	motive	in	determining	what	a	child	learns	and	how	a	child	is	

expected	to	behave,	to	maintain	the	majority	discourse.	The	role	of	the	state	

in	Aboriginal	children’s	and	family’s	lives	is	increasingly	visible	today	and	

holds	significant	control	over	individual’s	lives.	This	results	in	programs	and	

policies	that	expect	Aboriginal	people	to	conform	to	dominant	Australian	

cultural	values	through	the	labelling	in	numerous	ways	of	Aboriginal	culture	

as	a	deficit	culture.		
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Deficit	culture		

	

On	many	levels	Aboriginal	culture	itself	is	considered	in	deficit,	with	heavy	

emphasis	on	requiring	Aboriginal	people	to	change	and	assimilate,	which	

serves	as	a	form	of	control	over	Aboriginal	people.	An	example	throughout	

government	policy	is	the	continued	emphasis	and	measurement	of	

wellbeing	in	relation	to	the	Western	physical	construct	of	a	house.	The	

concept	of	living	in	a	house	has	always	been	a	tool	of	assimilation.	As	

Musharbash	(2009)	explained,	after	the	Second	World	War,	during	the	so-

called	era	of	assimilation,	‘transitional	housing’	was	introduced	in	Central	

Australian	Aboriginal	settlements.	The	idea	was	based	on	moving	Aboriginal	

families	through	a	series	of	domestic	structures	with	increasing	complexity	

as	a	‘medium	of	uplift’	(Musharbash	2009,	p.	37).		

	

Houses	are	built	of	heavy	materials	and	are	permanent.	They	are	fixed	in	

place	and	in	turn	fix	people	in	place,	fostering	stability	rather	than	mobility.	

The	values	of	mobility,	immediacy,	and	intimacy	find	their	opposites	in	the	

values	symbolised	by	the	house	structure	and	permanency	(Musharbash	

2009).	Musharbash	(2009)	claimed	that:		

	

The	government	project	of	sedentisation,	of	institutionalising	in	

settlements	people	who	previously	roamed	freely	through	their	

country,	aimed	to	negate	and	overcome	this	inherent	clash	of	values,	

using	the	house	as	a	‘civilising	tool’	(Musharbash	2009,	p.	37).		
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The	impetus	for	Aboriginal	people	to	change	goes	beyond	the	expectations	

of	maintaining	a	house.	There	is	an	expectation	to	adopt	social	norms	

around	family	structure	and	values	that	mirror	mainstream	Australian	

society.		

	

Professor	Maggie	Walter	from	the	University	of	Tasmania	talked	about	the	

idea	that	statistics	are	inescapably	‘human	artefacts’,	with	“configurations	

and	meanings…drawn	from	the	dominant	social	norms	and	the	values…of	

the	hierarchy	of	the	society	in	which	they	are	created”	(Walter	2016,	p.	79).	

She	suggested	that	if	you	Google	the	search	term,	‘Indigenous	statistics’,	

results	fall	under	what	Professor	Walter	(Walter	2016)	calls	the	‘five	Ds’—

data	on	disparity,	deprivation,	disadvantage,	dysfunction	and	difference	

(Parkinson	2017).	Child	development	expectations	in	the	dominant	

Australian	cultural	context	emphasise	the	shaping	of	children	to	become	

adult	members	of	a	capitalist	society.		

	

There	is	a	normalisation	of	disrespect	that	underpins	the	everyday	racism	

and	colonialist	attitudes	that	is	the	lived	experience	of	Aboriginal	people	in	

Australian	society.	This	is	shown	in	the	broad	acceptability	of	the	

denigration	of	Indigenous	culture.	As	Eickelkamp	(2011a)	suggested:	

	

To	portray	Aboriginal	lives	in	terms	of	a	‘failed’	civility	feeds	into	

Australia’s	self-idealisation	as	a	moral	community,	while	it	may	tell	

us	little	about	the	life	of	Aboriginal	people	(Eickelkamp	2011a).	
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The	labelled	deficits	and	inadequacies	of	Indigenous	culture	“provide	an	

infinitely	variable	circular	rationale	for	Indigenous	disadvantage”	(Walter	

2016,	p.	84).	The	continued	subtle,	or	not	so	subtle,	referencing	to	

weaknesses	within	the	Aboriginal	population	might	also	be	attributed	to	the	

domination	of	‘whiteness’.		

	

Whiteness	theory	

	

The	deficit	model	that	is	a	product	of	a	Western	cultural	framework	is	

compounded	by	Australian	society’s	focus	on	‘whiteness’.	Whiteness	theory	

is	relevant	in	this	thesis	as	a	key	part	of	the	research	to	acknowledge	the	

marginalised	position	of	the	people	of	Papunya	and	their	fight	to	be	heard.	

Whiteness	theory	is	a	social	construction	concerned	with	how	people	are	

positioned	according	to	a	dominant	(white)	viewpoint.	As	Salter	(2013,	pp.	

3-4)	explained:		

	

Those	who	are	considered	white	are	positioned	as	normative	(i.e.,	

“normal”),	rather	than	raced.	To	be	white	is	to	be	effectively	non-

named	and	non-defined.		

	

Whiteness	is	largely	defined	in	relation	to	others,	white	people	normalise	

through	their	positioning	of	being	white	by	distinguishing	what	that	they	do,	

not	do,	and	what	they	do	differently	to	another	identified	group	–	e.g.	black	

people,	or	Aboriginal	people	(Salter	2013).	Whiteness	theory	proposes	that,	
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as	white	people	are	the	dominant	group,	there	is	an	assumed	superiority	

over	other	population	groups.	It	is	through	this	framework	that	perspectives	

of	others	are	constructed	and	permeated	into	wider	society	(Salter	2013).		

	

There	is	an	invisibility	of	whiteness	as	the	dominant	(white)	cultural	group	

are	“rendered	blind	to	the	ways	in	which	culturally	sanctioned	social	and	

psychological	practices	can	work	in	an	exclusionary	and	often	colonizing	

manner”	(Sonn	2004,	p.	5).	McLaughlin	(2012)	discussed	whiteness	as	a	

taken-for-granted	social	and	cultural	identity.	It	is	a	privileged	position	in	

which	members	of	the	group	are	not	expected	to	question	their	cultural	

identity,	as	their	culture	is	the	norm	for	the	dominant	group.	Grenfell	(1998)	

related	this	idea	to	the	early	childhood	field,	emphasising	that	a	dominant	

ideology	becomes	a	form	of	cultural	capital	that	early	childhood	

professionals	take	for	granted.	Eickelkamp	(2010)	argued	that	the	wellbeing	

of	children	has	become	the	focus	in	public	and	academic	debates	about	the	

future	of	Aboriginal	communities,	with	ideological	assumptions	about	

desirable	outcomes,	and	notions	of	normal	child	development	and	social	

integration.		

	

Myers	stated	that	it	is	easy	for	the	Western	research	model	to	act	(whether	

purposefully	or	not)	as	a	dominant	model	and	regard	difference	as	deficit	

(Myers	1986).	Whiteness	also	(perhaps	unintentionally)	dominates	the	field	

of	child	development	(Robinson	et	al.	2008).	The	Australian	government’s	

mandate	to	improve	the	lives	of	Aboriginal	Australians	has	underlying	tones	
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on	the	emphasis	of	whiteness	and	expectations	for	Aboriginal	Australians	to	

conform	to	dominant	Australian	cultural	Australian	social	norms.		

	

Whiteness	and	governmentality	are	evident	in	our	modern	Australian	

discourse,	as	there	is	continual	reference	to	the	dysfunction	of	remote	

Aboriginal	communities	and	the	disadvantages	faced	by	Aboriginal	children.	

As	Taylor,	J	(2008)	explained,	when	gaps	between	Indigenous	and	non-

Indigenous	populations	are	the	focus,	the	significance	of	Aboriginal	

worldviews	and	values	are	minimised.	The	proliferation	of	whiteness	leads	

to	an	‘othering’	process	(in	the	Foucauldian	sense	of	creating	a	need	for	the	

state	to	act).	The	dominant	white	perspective	is	considered	the	norm	and	

everything	else	is	an	‘other’	way.		

	

The	need	for	recognition	of	difference:	Diversity	as	fundamental	

heterogeneity	

	

Bronfenbrenner’s	ecological	model	of	child	development,	as	below	is	useful	

to	consider	how	a	child’s	social,	physical	and	cultural	environment	

influences	their	daily	life.	Emerson	(2015)	acknowledged	the	social	and	

environmental	factors	that	impact	on	a	child	and	their	family,	influencing	

daily	decisions	and	shaping	a	child’s	development.	Whilst	all	circles	interact	

with	each	other,	Bronfenbrenner’s	model	clearly	shows	the	immediate	

influences	on	the	child	but	also	the	outlying	influences	that	remain	

important	to	consider.	This	model	is	further	discussed	in	chapter	nine.	
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Figure	5:	Bronfenbrenner's	ecological	model	of	child	development	

	

Bronfenbrenner’s	model	aligns	with	Bernhard’s	theory	of	diversity	as	

fundamental	heterogeneity,	which	provides	a	theoretical	underpinning	in	

understanding	how	a	child	develops	outside	of	the	Western	cultural	context.	

It	emphasises	the	need	to	consider	the	child’s	environment	and	to	measure	

development	in	a	comprehensive	way.	Bernhard	(1995,	p.426)	argued	that	

development	is	“multidimensional,	there	is	no	one	specific	goal	and	it	does	

not	follow	a	unidirectional	course”.	Different	cultural	groups	are	likely	to	

expect	children	to	engage	in	activities	at	vastly	different	times	in	childhood,	

and,	furthermore,	consider	that	expectations	of	development	from	other	

groups	as	surprising	or	even	dangerous	(Rogoff,	2003,	p.4).	How	a	child	is	

developing	needs	to	be	considered	within	the	child’s	own	environment	and	

cultural	context.		
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Judith	Bernhard	(1995)	referred	to	three	phases	through	which	the	study	of	

child	development	has	passed,	and	identified	a	fourth	phase	which	has	

begun	to	shape	contemporary	developmental	theory	in	the	field	of	child	

development.	Bernhard	set	out	these	four	‘phases’	as:	diversity	as	deficit;	

diversity	as	disadvantage	or	deprivation;	diversity	as	non-core	difference;	

and	diversity	as	fundamental	heterogeneity	(Bernhard	1995,	p.418).	The	

phases	are	differentiated	by	their	assumption	about	the	nature	and	cause	of	

developmental	diversity	among	populations.	The	influence	of	culture	in	

understanding	child	development	has	been	recognised	for	some	time.	

Nonetheless	the	way	diversity	in	child	development	is	conceptualised	has	

changed.	Regardless	of	whether	diversity	was	considered	as	deficit,	

disadvantage	or	deprivation,	or	as	non-core	difference,	there	was	an	

indication	and	assumption	that	if	a	child	was	not	meeting	certain	pre-

determined	standards	that	they	were	in	deficit	in	some	way.	

	

Diversity	as	deficit	assumes	the	universality	of	Western	cultural	norms	and	

values.	The	methods	used	by	researchers	to	measure	child	development	

included	instruments	developed	for	white,	middle-class,	American	and	

British	children.	The	practices	of	other	cultures	are	“seen	as	a	deviation	or	a	

less	developed	form	of	the	ideal”	(Bernhard	1995,	p.419).	In	measuring	

intellectual	competence,	Bernard	(1995)	found	that	researchers	such	as	

(Mercer	&	Lewis	1979),	as	cited	by	Bernhard	(1995,	p.	423),	have	still	tried	

to	retain	constructs	of	the	universal	standard	but	just	added	adjustments	for	

cultural	influences	or	deprivation.	Within	the	theory	of	diversity	as	

disadvantage	or	deprivation	“humans	are	assumed	to	have	equal	basic	
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capacities	and	it	is	recognised	that	most	differences	are	not	innate”	

(Bernard	1995,	p.420).	Deprivation	is	categorised	as	a	major	difference	from	

important	social	norms	and	is	seen	as	a	result	of	a	lack	of	an	optimal	

environment	for	growth	(Bernhard	1995,	p.420).	Diversity	as	non-core	

difference	can	be	identified	as	the	move	toward	a	non-racist,	non-biased,	

anthropological	approach	that	moves	away	from	the	dominant	

psychological	approach.	There	remains	a	framework	that	constitutes	a	belief	

in	core	human	patterns	of	development,	but	there	is	recognition	that	

differences	exist	and	there	is	genuine	respect	for	diversity.	The	risk	with	this	

approach	is	that,	despite	the	findings	of	numerous	differences,	similarities	

and	universal	patterns	are	mainly	emphasised	(Bernhard	1995).		

	

Bernhard	(1995)	proposed	that	the	first	three	phases	mostly	correspond	to	

different	perspectives	within	historical	periods	in	mainstream	psychological	

thinking	in	curriculum	and	educational	psychology.	These	theories	reflect	

the	different	approaches	to	human	nature	and	human	life	within	(Western)	

society	(Bernhard	1995,	p.418).	Bernhard	(1995)	noted	that	the	recurring	

debate	in	psychology	and	anthropology	about	the	concept	of	‘universality’	

has	been	ongoing	for	more	than	a	century,	and	has	not	been	a	sequential	

progression	of	theory.		

	

‘Diversity	as	fundamental	heterogeneity’	goes	beyond	the	other	three	

phases	to	recognise	the	need	for	basic	differences	between	humans	and,	

more	importantly,	between	humans	in	diverse	socio-cultural	groups	to	be	

considered	as	the	focus,	rather	than	as	a	subordinate	part	of	a	wider	set	of	
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assumptions	about	human	development.	Differences	that	need	to	be	

considered	are	both	biological,	e.g.,	sleeping	and	eating	patterns,	and	social,	

such	as	language.	Bernhard	(1995,	p.424)	argued	that	the	focus	on	

differences	enables	emphasis	to	be	placed	on	the	fact	that	there	is	no	clear	

line	between	the	individual	and	his/her	environment	and	questioned	the	

existence	of	universal,	decontextualised	human	beings	(Bernhard	1995,	

p.417).		

	

In	Australian	government	policy	and	practice,	as	Aboriginal	children	

continue	to	be	regarded	as	growing	up	in	an	environment	that	labels	their	

development	in	terms	of	deficit,	disadvantage	and/or	deprivation	(cf.	

Australian	Government	Department	of	the	Prime	Minister	and	Cabinet	2017;	

Silburn	et	al.	2009;	Silburn	et	al.	2011;	Silburn	et	al.	2006).The	tendency	to	

rely	on	an	interpretation	of	diversity	as	disadvantage	or	deprivation	is	

evident	in	research	and	government	policy	for	children	growing	up	in	

remote	communities	in	Central	Australia.	There	are	numerous	publications	

stating	the	need	for	investment	in	the	early	years	of	childhood	and	

significant	evidence	to	suggest	why	this	is	important.	What	is	missing	in	the	

majority	of	these	publications	is	the	acknowledgement	of	difference.	The	

Northern	Territory	government’s	publication,	The	First	5	Years:	Starting	

Early	(Silburn	et	al.	2011),	for	example,	amongst	other	recommendations,	

focused	on	programs	directed	at	individual	parents	and	children	and	how	to	

improve	early	education	programs,	childcare	and	capability	and	the	

confidence	of	parents	(Silburn	et	al.	2011).	The	report	seemingly	ignored	
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the	teaching	systems	and	skills	learned	from	families	that	are	outside	of	the	

expected	Western	norms	of	learning	and	development.	

	

Summary	of	the	theoretical	approach	

	

This	chapter	has	argued	the	need	for	a	‘diversity	as	fundamental	

heterogeneity’	approach	to	be	utilised	in	understanding	Aboriginal	

children’s	development.	Child	development	in	the	dominant	Australian	

policy	context	is	driven	by	the	governing	context	of	whiteness,	colonialism	

and	governmentality	paradigms.	It	is	a	Western	socially-constructed	field	

that	does	not	necessarily	accommodate	non-Western	family	values	or	

practices	in	promoting	or	measuring	child	development.			



83	
	

Chapter	Four:	Methodology	&	Methods	

	

Introduction	

	
This	chapter	details	the	methodology	and	methods	used	in	this	thesis.	It	

includes	the	story	of	how	my	methods	were	shaped	by	trial	and	error	in	the	

initial	stages	of	the	research	and	developed	largely	in	conjunction	with	key	

participants	in	the	research	in	Papunya.	The	main	methods	employed	were	

based	on	an	ethnographic	and	constructivist	grounded	theory	approach,	

allowing	for	different	aspects	of	ethnography	to	be	included.		

	

Study	design:	Ethnographic	methods		

	

The	starting	point	for	this	research	was	that	the	theory	of	‘diversity		

as	fundamental	heterogeneity’	must	underpin	the	research.	As	Eickelkamp	

(2011a)	observed,	children’s	suffering—in	the	form	of	neglect,	malnutrition	

and	abuse—is	currently	the	focal	lens	through	which	Australia	perceives	

Aboriginal	society.	Eickelkamp	argued	for	“comprehensive	ethnographic	

studies	of	young	people’s	lives	now”	(Eickelkamp	2010,	p.	158),	to	

acknowledge	the	strengths	of	children’s	lives	to	be	appreciated.	

	

Aboriginal	society	is	often	portrayed	in	terms	of	a	‘failed’	civility,	but	that	

actually	tells	us	little	about	the	life	of	Aboriginal	people.	Civil	society	(as	

conceptualised	by	the	dominant	Australian	culture)	remains	an	external	
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rather	than	a	lived	reality.	Also	for	many	Aboriginal	people,	especially	in	

remote	communities,	making	statistical	associations	between	social	

indicators	such	as	living	standards,	education	levels	and	health,	without	the	

understanding	of	the	broader	context,	is	of	limited	use	(Eickelkamp	2011a).	

	

I	was	also	committed	to	ensuring	significant	direction	from	the	local	

Aboriginal	community	and	participation	in	the	research	from	a	range	of	

members	of	the	local	community.	In	an	review	of	studies	regarding	the	

health,	development	and	wellbeing	status	of	Indigenous	children	in	

Australia,	Priest,	N	et	al.	(2009)	found	that	the	majority	of	papers	did	not	

consult	Aboriginal	people	themselves,	with	“Indigenous	involvement	in	the	

research	process…not	apparent	in	71.4	per	cent	of	studies”	(Priest,	N	et	al.	

2009,	p.	55).		

	

Research	projects	conducted	on	Indigenous	communities	have	largely	been	

developed	within	a	dominant	Western	research	paradigm	that	values	the	

researcher	as	knowledge	holder	and	the	community	members	as	passive	

subjects.	The	consequences	of	such	research	have	been	marginalizing	for	

Indigenous	people	globally,	leading	to	calls	for	the	decolonization	of	

research	through	the	development	of	Indigenous	research	paradigms	

(Koster	et	al.	2012,	p.	195).		
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This	research	project	employed	an	ethnographic	approach	to	collect	and	

analyse	data.	Ethnography	is	the	art	and	science	of	describing	a	group	or	

culture.	It	provides	an	understanding	of	and	description	of	a	social	and	

cultural	scene,	particularly	from	the	insider’s	perspective	(Fetterman	2008,	

p.	289).	The	focus	for	ethnography	in	the	context	of	early	childhood	research	

is	the	power	of	the	cultural	place	and	projects	of	parents	and	families.	

Ethnography	enables	an	eco-cultural	understanding	of	child	development.	

Weisner	(1997)	suggested	that,	to	think	of	development	as	marked	

primarily	by	age,	maturational	change,	or	differential	levels	of	stimulation,	is	

to	underestimate	the	importance	of	researching	with	an	ethnographic	

approach.	An	ethnographic	approach	enables	child	development	to	be	

considered	in	context	through	increasing	our	understanding	of	the	child’s	

socio-cultural	environment.	

	

An	ethnographic	approach	enables	flexibility	in	the	research,	allowing	for	

changes	to	be	made	to	data	collection	and	analysis	methods	and	ongoing	

revision	of	data.	Weisner	(1997)	outlined	the	transformation	of	his	

ethnographic	approach	to	documenting	child	development	in	Abaluyia	in	

Western	Kenya.	He	described	the	incongruity	of	the	topics	he	brought	with	

him	to	the	field.	Weisner	(1997)	found	that	Abaluyia	parents'	goals	led	to	

different	cultural	criteria	for	recognising	competence,	and	that	social	and	

task	competence	were	highly	valued,	more	so	than	individual	cognitive	

ability	or	verbal	expressiveness.	He	stressed	the	importance	of	the	

ethnographic	approach	in	this	context	and	highlighted	that	the	benefit	of	

ethnography	is	the	strength	“of	this	insistence	on	being	there	in	the	local	
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culture,	embedded	in	relationships	in	a	human	community,	and	therefore	

forced	to	make	explicit	the	usually	implicit	prior	schemas	guiding	our	work”	

(Weisner	1997,	p.181).		

	

Ethnographic	accounts	of	family	life	amongst	Aboriginal	Australians	have	

been	documented	since	the	early	1900s.	Some	of	these	early	accounts	detail	

the	nurturing	of	young	children	(Eickelkamp	2011a,	p.	136).	Historical	

accounts	of	child	development	have	been	criticised	for	neglecting	to	include	

the	role	of	culture,	and	some	ethnographic	accounts	have	also	been	

criticised	for	their	reliance	on	making	comparisons	to	the	Western	cultural	

context/viewpoint	of	the	researcher	(Harkness	1980,	p.	8).	As	I	explored	

relevant	literature	however,	I	found	further	critical	literature	on	the	use	of	

ethnography.	Observation	techniques	could	be	critically	reviewed	and,	

inadvertently,	potentially	be	seen	through	the	eyes	of	the	(Western)	

researcher	(Eisenhart	2001).	As	Holcombe	(2010)	emphasised:	

	

The	‘expertise’	of	the	researcher	as	knowledge	transcriber	is	

transformative;	knowledge	becomes	arranged	into	factual	data,	

losing	its	contingent	and	partial	nature.	It	gains	a	different	potency	

that	tends	to	favour	the	transcriber	(Holcombe	2010,	p.	23).	

	

These	findings	forced	me	to	question	my	decision	to	use	an	ethnographic	

approach.	and	adopt	aspects	of	a	constructivist	grounded	theory	approach,	

allowing	the	research,	in	many	ways,	to	shape	itself,	but	also	acknowledging	

my	roles	as	researcher	and	mother.		
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A	social	constructionist	approach	to	grounded	theory	encourages	

researchers	to	make	measured	assessments	of	their	methods	and	of	

themselves	as	researchers	(Charmaz	2008,	p.	408).	

	

A	constructivist	grounded	theory	approach	recognises	the	mutual	creation	

of	knowledge,	the	relationship	between	the	knower	and	the	known	in	the	

co-construction	of	meaning	as	well	as	the	subjective	position	of	the	

researcher	and	associated	biases	(Bainbridge	et	al.	2013).	

	
A	constructivist	grounded	theory	approach		
	

Can	help	legitimise	the	experience	of	Aboriginal	people	as	a	source	of	

knowledge…	[and]	acknowledges	the	influence	of	contextual	social	

processes	and	structures,	the	diversity	of	experience,	and	the	

relational	aspects	of	the	research	enterprise	(Bainbridge	et	al.	2013).	

	

A	constructivist	grounded	theory	approach	is	congruent	with	a	strengths-

based	approach	and	Aboriginal	epistemologies	and	methodologies	and	

assists	in	recovery	and	empowerment	(Bainbridge	et	al.	2013;	Saleebey	

1996).	Employing	these	approaches,	along	with	an	understanding	of	

‘diversity	as	fundamental	heterogeneity’,	forms	the	basis	of	understanding	

the	Anangu	children’s	development	in	context.		

	

The	influence	of	grounded	theory	gave	me	the	opportunity	to	move	away	

from	the	expectation	that	I	needed	to	commit	to	one	particular	approach.		
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Researchers	following	these	[grounded	theory]	methods	

acknowledge	people	who	are	living	with	and	experiencing	the	

situations	under	study	as	active	participants	in	shaping	and	

managing	their	lives,	and	build	a	theoretical	base	from	data	gathered	

about	their	experiences.	In	grounded	theory,	the	importance	of	

cultural	influences	can	either	be	framed	within	the	research	question	

or	allowed	to	emerge	as	a	significant	dimension,	construct,	or	

property	during	analysis	(Bainbridge	et	al.	2013,	p.	276).		

	

At	the	same	time	I	used	ethnography	as	an	ideal	method	for	documenting	

not	just	a	child’s	participation	in	a	culture,	but	also	the	child’s	evolving	

membership	in	their	culture	(Barron	2009;	Corsaro	&	Molinari	2000).	Jessor	

et	al.	(1996)	emphasised	the	importance	of	reflexivity	in	discussing		‘true	

ethnography’,	which	confronts	us	with	alternative	worlds	of	value	and	

meaning,	drawing	us	to	a	picture	of	moral	communities	where	people	have	

different	ideas	about	the	desirable	states	of	functioning	for	human	beings	

(Jessor	et	al.	1996,	p.	18).		

	

Early	on	in	the	research	I	was	questioned	by	academics	as	to	what	my	

approach	was,	how	I	was	going	to	do	the	research	and	what	methods	I	

planned	to	use.	What	I	continually	came	back	to	was	that	I	wanted	the	

research	to	shape	itself.	I	didn’t	want	to	determine	exactly	how	it	would	

happen	–	as	that	idea	seemed	at	odds	with	a	grounded	theory	approach	that	
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enabled	the	organic	process	of	adapting	to	the	local	context	and	letting	the	

project	be	shaped	by	participants.		

Prioritisation	of	community	ownership	and	direction	of	the	research		

	

I	collected	data	as	life	was	happening,	being	present	in	the	moment	and	

taking	opportunities	as	they	came.	This,	I	learnt	a	long	time	ago	from	

working	in	remote	Indigenous	communities,	was	a	better	way	to	work	with	

people.	I	needed	to	be	flexible	within	the	environment,	and	to	work	within	

the	Anangu	lifestyle,	rather	than	apply	my	expectations	of	routine	or	

structure.	It	is	the	nature	of	ethnography	that	the	process	is	organic,	

adapting	constantly	to	the	environment	and	shaped	as	the	project	unfolds.	

Participants	directed	the	process,	which	included	using	a	range	of	methods	-	

interviews,	observations,	photos	and	video.	Additionally,	as	participants	in	

turn	asked	me	questions	about	my	own	children	and	parenting	style,	auto-

ethnography	also	became	a	method	of	collecting	data	and	an	opportunity	for	

reflexivity.	Interpretations	must	be	considered	in	light	of	one’s	own	their	

experience	and	preconceptions	(Corsaro	&	Molinari	2000;	Geertz	1973).		

	

Decolonising	research	and	Indigenous	epistemologies	

	

I	regularly	questioned	my	methodology	and	the	means	used	to	communicate	

perspectives	from	the	Anangu	in	Papunya.	I	did	not	want	to	complete	this	

research	‘on’	people	in	Papunya;	I	wanted	to	utilise	a	collaborative	research	

approach	that	incorporated	Indigenous	epistemologies	and	ontology	and	
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recognised	the	Anangu	way	of	knowing,	being	and	doing.	It	has	been	argued	

that	only	Indigenous	people	should	be	engaging	in	research	on	or	about	

other	Indigenous	people.	This	is	in	part	a	reaction	to	colonisation	and	

imperialist	views	of	the	world	and	the	subsequent	struggles	for	self-

determination	among	Indigenous	peoples	(Smith,	LT	2012).		

	

The	perspective	that	only	Indigenous	people	can	conduct	research	about	

Indigenous	people	is	also	a	reaction	to	being	researched	‘on’,	as	emphasised	

by	Guenther	et	al.	(2017):	

	

The	term	‘Indigenist’	research	is	a	way	of	recognizing	the	importance	

of	indigenous	ways	of	knowing,	being	and	doing	–	epistemologies,	

ontologies,	axiologies	and	methodologies	–	as	an	alternative	

paradigm	separate	from	Western	paradigms	(Guenther	et	al.	2017,	p.	

4).	

	

I	regularly	questioned	whether	it	was	appropriate	for	me	to	be	conducting	

research	about	children	growing	up	in	Papunya.	I	am	not	Indigenous	and	

whilst	the	research	was	of	interest	to	the	Anangu	in	Papunya,	it	was	still	

initiated	by	me	under	a	PhD	program.	At	the	same	time,	I	realised	that	there	

were	important	stories	about	Anangu	children	growing	up	in	Papunya	that	

were	not	being	heard.	I	recognised	that	I	was	in	a	position	where	I	could	use	

a	research	platform	to	share	the	perspectives	and	stories	of	these	children	

growing	up	in	Papunya,	enabling	the	strengths	of	these	children	to	be	seen	

and	that	this	research	could	influence	perspectives,	policy	and	practice.		
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Relationality	can	provide	the	epistemological	scaffolding	necessary	

to	enact	critically	oriented	and	decolonizing	research	that	aims	to	

advance	social	change	(Gerlach	2018,	p.	6).	

	

Priest,	N	et	al.	(2009)	also	emphasised	that	more	work	is	required	to	ensure	

that	Western	cultural	constructs	and	concepts	of	child	health,	development	

and	wellbeing	are	not	imposed	on	Australian	Aboriginal	people,	and	that	

their	voices’	and	perspectives	are	privileged	and	valued	(Priest	et	al.	2009,	

p.61).		

	

Decolonising	research	also	includes	an	aspect	of	acknowledging	the	

limitations	of	the	knowledge	system	within	which	research	is	placed,	as	

stated	by	Holcombe	(2010):	

	

It	is	pertinent	to	recall	that	Indigenous	people	tend	to	invest	

considerable	trust	in	the	relationships	we	develop	with	them.	It	

seems	to	me	that	to	repay	this	trust	we	need	to	critically	engage	with	

the	possibilities	and	limitations	of	the	knowledge	system	that	this	

collaboration	compels	us	all	into	(Holcombe	2010,	p.	29).		

	

Equally	important	is	the	acknowledgement	that	intellectual	property	in	

research	contexts:			
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In	this	settler-colonial	context,	the	question	of	who	speaks	goes	far	

beyond	liberal	concerns	with	equity,	dialogue	or	access	to	the	

academy.	It	also	concerns	mobilising	the	Indigenous	voice	as	an	equal	

or	independent	voice	in	the	IP	knowledge	domain	that	is	currently	

the	dominant	paradigm	(Holcombe	2010,	p.	29).	

	

I	struggled	with	how	best	to	present	this	thesis	in	a	way	that	decolonised	the	

research,	to	honour	the	perspectives	of	the	Anangu	whilst	conforming	to	

expectations	of	the	academy.	

	

Decolonizing	research	advocates	building	a	coalition	of	knowledge,	

relevance,	practical	application,	and	vision	for	Aboriginal	people.	

However,	it	requires	more	than	a	simple	shift	in	the	

conceptualization	of	the	research	process.	With	the	development	of	a	

new	paradigm	comes	a	need	for	different	ways	of	perceiving	reality,	

thinking	about	what	is	possible	and	new	ways	of	doing	(Bainbridge	et	

al.	2013,	p.	276).		

	

As	I	contemplated	the	methods,	methodology,	analysis	and	the	presentation	

of	this	research,	I	reflected	my	own	ways	of	being,	knowing	and	doing.	

Whilst	I	cannot	remove	the	Western	cultural	context	entirely,	to	emphasise	

the	need	to	move	away	from	a	reliance	on	a	comparison	with	a	Western	

cultural	context,	I	have	specifically	and	deliberately	chosen	to	highlight	the	

voices	of	women	and	families	in	the	presentation	of	stories	from	families.	

Additionally,	I	have	included	stories	of	reflection	from	my	own	perspective	
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to	explicitly	acknowledge	that	I	come	from	a	different	cultural	background	

to	the	people	in	Papunya,	as	well	as	to	demonstrate	the	context	and	

framework	for	reflexivity.	

	

Reflexivity	

	

Clifford	and	Marcus	(1986)	suggested	that	ethnography	plays	a	part	in	how	

a	culture	is	perceived	and	identified.	A	culture	is	always	changing;	however,	

through	documentation	of	a	culture,	a	culture	also	changes.	Even	though	

culture	is	regarded	as	spatial	and	territorial,	it	can	also	be	seen	as	a	

continuum,	and	it	only	fits	and,	equally,	is	only	'seen'	in	certain	contexts:	

	

What	one	sees	in	a	coherent	ethnographic	account,	the	imagined	

construct	of	the	other,	is	connected	in	a	continuous	double	structure	

with	what	one	understands	(Clifford	&	Marcus	1986,	p.	101).	

	

Weisner	(1997),	in	his	ethnographic	study	of	child	development	amongst	

Abaluyia	communities	highlighted	the	strength	of	reflexivity.	He	proposed	

that	ethnographic	methods	enabled	strengthening	of	the	research	through	

ongoing	revision	of	information	to	ensure	authenticity	(Weisner	1997,	pp.	

184-185).	Reflexivity	as	part	of	an	ethnographic	approach	is,	therefore,	a	

highly	useful	aspect	of	ethnography	in	providing	authentic	research.	It	is	

also	not	limited	to	capturing	a	snapshot	of	a	culture	at	a	predetermined	time	

and	in	a	defined	setting	(Gerlach	2018).	Reflexivity	was	a	continual	process	
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throughout	this	research.	I	kept	weekly	notes	throughout	this	PhD,	

reflecting	on	my	interactions	with	people	in	Papunya	and	my	own	thought	

processes	about	children’s	growth	and	development.	

	

Auto-ethnography	

	

After	the	initial	stages	of	data	collection	and	review	of	what	data	I	had,	I	

realised	there	were	some	parts	the	data	that	deserved	further	attention.	I	

have	included	my	own	experiences	throughout	this	thesis	from	the	

perspective	of	my	multiple	roles	as	mother,	researcher,	co-participant	and	

resident	of	Papunya	with	stories	of	how	I	interacted	with	people	in	the	

community	to	collect	and	analyse	the	data.		

	

Auto-ethnography	has	been	identified	as	a	conventional	qualitative	

approach	that	fits	well	with	Indigenous	paradigms	and	methodologies	

(Wilson,	S	2008).	An	auto-ethnographic	component	provides	an	additional	

layer	of	context	for	this	research.	Auto-ethnography	has	the	potential	to	

broaden	the	discussion	about	what	is	meaningful	and	useful	research	

(Humphreys	2005;	Smithers	Graeme	2014).	Ellis,	C	and	Bochner	(2000)	

defined	the	term	auto-ethnography	as:		

	

Autobiographical	genre	of	writing	and	research	that	displays	

multiple	layers	of	consciousness,	connecting	the	personal	to	the	

cultural.	Back	and	forth	autoethnographers	gaze,	first	through	an	
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ethnographic	wide-lens,	focusing	outward	on	social	and	cultural	

aspects	of	the	personal	experience;	then	they	look	inward,	exposing	a	

vulnerable	self	that	is	moved	by	and	may	move	through,	refract	and	

resist	cultural	interpretations	(Ellis,	C	&	Bochner	2000,	p.	739).	

	

Together	with	Anangu	children,	my	own	children	have	also	grown	up	during	

this	research	project	and	I	also	felt	I	could	not	ignore	their	place	in	the	

community	or	ignore	their	daily	activities,	interactions	and	influence	on	the	

research	process.	As	Korpela	et	al.	(2016,	p.	17)	recognised:	

	

Conducting	accompanied	fieldwork	challenges	ethnographers	to	

reflect	critically	on	who	they	are	and	what	kinds	of	decisions	they	

make—as	researchers,	and	as	parents	and	spouses.	

	

Without	including	my	own	stories	there	is	a	lived	experience	of	life	in	

Papunya	and	dimensions	of	how	the	research	was	conducted	that	are	

concealed.	The	ability	to	include	information	of	lived	experiences	from	

multiple	perspectives	also	assists	in	decolonising	the	research	process.		

	

Autoethnography	is	one	of	the	approaches	that	acknowledges	and	

accommodates	subjectivity,	emotionality,	and	the	researcher's	

influence	on	research,	rather	than	hiding	from	these	matters	or	

assuming	they	don't	exist	(Ellis,	C	et	al.	2011,	p.	3)	
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The	position	of	power	that	a	researcher	holds	can	be	minimalised	with	

effective	reflexivity	and	contextualisation.	The	use	of	ethnographic	accounts,	

referred	to	by	Humphreys	(2005)	as	‘auto-ethnographic	vignettes’	can	be	

used	as	a	‘means	of	enhancing	the	representational	richness	and	reflexivity	

of	qualitative	research	(Humphreys	2005,	p.	840).	

	

Methods	

	

The	original	proposal	for	this	project	was	intended	to	follow	a	design	that	

has	been	used	in	remote	Top	End	Aboriginal	communities	of	Australia.	This	

project	was	originally	designed	to	employ	a	qualitative	research	approach,	

aligned	with	elements	of	video	ethnography	using	culturally	responsive	

methods,	which	have	been	developed	through	previous	research	with	

remote	communities	(Lowell	&	Devlin	1998;	Lowell	et	al.	2018).	The	

proposal	for	the	method	included	regular	filming	of	children	in	the	0-3	years	

age	group,	every	three	months	in	the	family/home	environment.	It	was	

intended	that	participants	would	be	gained	through	community	research	

consultants,	who	would	source	interested	community	members.	Aboriginal	

community	researchers	and	family	members	of	the	children	would	do	a	

review	of	the	footage,	and	then	analysis	was	to	be	completed	by	the	

community	research	consultant	and	interested	family	members,	alongside	

the	researcher.	An	iterative	process	of	collecting,	analysing,	verifying	and	

expanding	data	was	to	be	used	(Lowell	et	al.	2018).	
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It	became	obvious	early	on	in	the	introduction	of	the	project	that	the	

proposed	process	was	not	going	to	smoothly	transfer	to	Papunya.	On	many	

occasions,	upon	suggesting	to	people	that	they	might	be	interested	in	filming	

family	interactions,	I	got	a	passive	response.	I	did	not	want	to	initiate	

research	with	people	if	either	they	weren’t	interested	or	weren’t	

comfortable	with	the	idea.	I	knew	I	had	to	step	out	of	the	proposed	structure	

and	take	a	few	steps	back	to	refocus	on	the	importance	of	strong	

relationships	for	good	information	gathering.	I	also	wasn’t	finding	it	easy	to	

find	a	community	researcher	who	had	the	time	and	research	background	to	

be	able	to	facilitate	conversations	with	participants.	As	a	group	of	people,	

from	my	observations	the	Papunya	community	aren’t	a	group	who	generally	

show	a	great	deal	of	enthusiasm	toward	projects	with	which	they	are	

unfamiliar.	Papunya	is	a	political	place	that	has	been	dragged	through	many	

policy	changes	and	broken	promises.	The	Anangu	in	Papunya	are	sceptical,	

especially	when	projects	potentially	impact	on	their	personal	lives.		

	

Having	lived	in	the	community	for	over	a	year	and	having	never	been	

invited	inside	someone’s	house	for	a	visit,	it	also	made	sense	that	

people	would	not	be	forthcoming	in	inviting	a	video	camera	into	their	

home	environment	(Journal	notes	May	2013).	

	

After	coming	to	the	realisation	that	asking	people	to	be	involved	through	

filming	family	interactions	was	not	progressing	well,	I	considered	photos	as	

a	medium	for	generating	discussion.	But	people	still	didn’t	seem	to	be	

interested	in	much	I	had	to	say.	Having	talked	to	a	few	different	women	in	
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the	community	with	primary	school	age	children,	whom	I	already	knew,	I	

got	a	little	bit	of	feedback	as	to	why	mothers	with	young	children	were	

perhaps	not	very	forthcoming	in	becoming	involved:	

	

One	lady	said	to	me	they	are	lazy…	another	said	to	me	that	they	are	

shy.	Another	mother	also	didn’t	come	back	excited	wanting	to	be	

involved	either,	I	do	believe	that	they	are	shy.	I	also	believe	that	

people	don’t	want	whitefellas	near	their	homes	unless	they	have	to	be	

(e.g.,	they	are	fixing	something).	I	have	never	been	invited	into	

someone’s	home…	or	even	to	meet	them	outside	of	their	home	

(Journal	notes	June	2013).	

	

	

Nungarrayi-A,	who	became	involved	with	the	research	at	the	beginning	gave	

me	some	good	ideas	about	how	to	present	what	the	research	was	about.	We	

put	together	a	rough	sketch	describing	what	would	happen	in	every	part	of	

the	research	project.	After	initially	being	involved	and	very	enthusiastic,	she	

told	me	that	I	should	look	for	someone	else,	as	she	had	a	number	of	other	

commitments	and	could	not	guarantee	her	time	(later	in	the	project	she	was	

able	to	help	again).	I	struggled	with	the	idea	that	if	there	was	no	one	who	

was	going	to	fill	the	role	of	community	researcher,	did	my	research	proposal	

need	an	overhaul?	

	

I	also	questioned	the	viability	of	this	research,	since	I	was	not	able	to	secure	

a	reliable	interpreter.	I	had	been	advised	on	many	occasions	that	I	was	to	
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ensure	that	an	interpreter	was	part	of	the	research	process.	Unfortunately,	

qualified	interpreters	are	not	readily	available	in	Papunya.	Even	though	I	

was	told	I	needed	an	interpreter,	the	key	ladies	involved	in	the	project	acted	

as	interpreters	in	many	ways	and	never	brought	up	the	idea	of	needing	an	

official	interpreter.		

	

My	journey	to	arriving	at	a	model	that	was	appropriate	to	research	child	

rearing	and	child	development	in	Papunya	was	a	winding	one,	resulting	in	

an	ethnographic	approach	that	focused	on	collection	of	diverse	data,	

including	interviews,	observations,	photo,	video,	auto-ethnography	and	

document	analysis,	and	responding	to	the	best	opportunities	for	data	

collection	as	they	arose.		

	

Project	Governance	

	

This	project	was	reviewed	in	Papunya	by	elected	members	of	the	Local	

Board	meeting	of	MacDonnell	Shire	Council,	in	Papunya,	in	September	2012.	

The	Board	members	present	at	the	meeting	were	responsible	for	approving	

the	project	to	go	ahead,	including	for	ethics	approval.	During	the	Board	

meeting	the	project	was	approved	in	principle.	It	was	suggested	that	the	

project	be	discussed	in	detail	with	a	designated	senior	woman,	Nungarrayi-

A,	who	was	unable	to	attend	the	meeting	that	day.	When	I	spoke	with	

Nungarrayi-A,	she	was	happy	and	enthusiastic	for	the	project	to	go	ahead,	

and	suggested	another	senior	woman	in	the	community,	known	for	her	
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cultural	expertise,	to	be	involved.	Nampitjimpa-B	is	well	known	in	the	

community	as	highly	involved	with	women’s	cultural	knowledge.		

	

As	mentioned	in	the	introduction	in	chapter	one,	the	four	women	that	have	

been	the	most	important	members	of	my	research	team	are	Nungarrayi-A,	

Nampitjimpa-B,	Nakamarra-B	and	Napurrula-A.	These	women	have	

consistently	worked	on	the	project	and	have	acted	as	research	consultants	

as	well	as	cultural	advisors	and	interpreters.	Their	ongoing	involvement	and	

work	throughout	the	research	provided	the	opportunity	for	regular	revision	

and	triangulation	of	the	data.	These	four	women	also	were	instrumental	in	

ensuring	informed	consent	was	given	by	all	participants.	A	written	consent	

form	and	information	sheet	was	developed	in	English,	which	was	explained	

in	Luritja	to	participants	by	one	of	these	four	women	to	participants.	

Participants	used	their	preferred	language	for	interviews	and	discussions.	

Whilst	generally	interviews	and	discussions	were	conducted	in	English,	

participants	freely	and	frequently	also	used	Luritja	to	explain	concepts	and	

opinions.	A	combination	of	interpreting	from	the	research	team	and	some	

English	terms	provided	optimal	communication.	Some	participants	also	

preferred	to	only	speak	in	Luritja,	and	these	interviews	were	transcribed	

and	interpreted	by	the	research	team	of	four	women.	English	and	Aboriginal	

English	were	used	by	many	participants	as	their	preferred	language.	I	

acknowledge	that	Aboriginal	English,	whilst	not	standard	Australian	English,	

is	increasingly	recognised	as	a	dialect	of	English.		
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Australian	Aboriginal	English	is	a	dialect	of	English	with	its	own	

phonology,	grammatical	rules,	and	lexicon,	which	is	just	as	efficient	a	

medium	of	communication	as	any	other	(indeed	better,	when	it	

comes	to	expressing	many	of	the	core	concepts	of	Aboriginal	culture)	

(Butcher	2008,	p.	640).	

	

The	collaborative	approach	of	this	project	engaged	participants	throughout	

the	research,	including	in	the	design,	interpretation	of	the	data	and	how	to	

disseminate	findings.	This	process	also	included	discussions	about	a	

community	publication	(likely	a	book)	that	will	be	a	condensed	version	of	

the	research,	developed	by	the	research	team	and	myself.	Once	finalised	a	

number	of	copies	of	the	book	will	be	printed	and	provided	to	families	and	

the	community.		

	

People/Participants		

	

Upon	starting	to	talk	to	community	members	in	Papunya	about	children	

growing	up,	having	my	own	child	with	me	enabled	me	to	talk	about	

children’s	development	with	a	separate	focus	on	children	in	Papunya.	I	was	

able	to	provide	obvious	examples	of	how	my	child	was	being	exposed	to	a	

different	cultural	context,	such	as	comparing	how	my	child	knew	about	

English	and	other	Western	concepts	with	children	in	Papunya,	who	grew	up	

learning	Luritja	and	English,	as	well	as	other	local	languages.	These	
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opportunities	to	get	to	know	people	within	the	community	environment	

were	crucial	to	the	research	process.		

	

From	the	outset	of	the	project,	it	was	my	intention	to	have	a	community	

researcher	with	me	at	all	times.	Appropriate	community	members,	mostly	

senior	women,	who	expressed	their	interest	in	being	research	consultants,	

had	important	roles	in	the	community,	with	a	number	of	other	

commitments,	some	including	full-time	employment	obligations.		The	four	

key	women	who	became	my	research	consultants	were	highly	regarded	in	

the	community	for	their	expertise	in	child	development	and	culture.	At	the	

beginning	of	the	project,	I	did	not	have	an	understanding	as	to	how	busy	

these	senior	women	were	every	day	and	how	often	they	were	away	from	

community.	They	were	very	much	in	demand,	from	community	members	

and	outsiders	alike.	It	was	for	this	reason	that	community	research	

consultants	were	not	able	to	be	available	at	all	times	when	I	was	speaking	

about	the	project	to	potential	participants,	and	also	further	into	the	project,	

as	I	observed	children	in	various	settings	in	the	community.	Nevertheless,	

they	were	by	far	the	biggest	contributors	to	data	for	the	project,	and	joined	

in	many	conversations	as	they	were	available.	Also,	many	of	the	subsequent	

participants	that	were	part	of	the	research,	due	to	the	‘snowball’	sample,	

were	family	members	of	these	four	key	women.		

	

It	was	decided	early	on	in	the	project,	that	participants	needed	to	be	

recognised	for	their	time	that	they	gave	to	the	project.	After	discussing	this	

issue	with	Nungarrayi-A	and	Nampitjimpa-B,	we	came	to	the	conclusion	that	
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for	participants	who	gave	their	time,	a	shop	voucher	for	Papunya	store	for	a	

small	amount	would	be	given	instead	of	food.	This	reduced	the	number	of	

requests	for	odd	food	items,	and	also	limited	the	waste	of	food,	as	our	

purchases	were	not	always	what	participants	wanted.		

	

The	project	initially	focused	on	engaging	young	mothers	as	the	primary	

participants.	I	soon	found,	that	young	mothers	were	not	the	people	most	

interested	in	being	involved.	The	most	senior	women	in	Papunya,	the	old	

ladies,	were	far	more	interested	and	engaged	with	the	idea	of	the	research.	

The	old	ladies	were	always	enthusiastic	about	telling	their	stories	of	

growing	up.	They	sat	for	hours	telling	stories	about	how	they	were	young	

girls	out	bush	and	intermittently	broke	into	song.	The	project	gradually	

gathered	momentum	and	resulted	in	participants	from	three	age	groups	in	

the	community	–	the	ulkuman	(old	ladies),	the	minmya	(ladies)	and	the	

kungkas	(young	mothers).	

	

Data	collection	

	

Data	collection	methods	included	informal	interviews,	group	

discussions/interviews,	observations	and	reflections	compiled	in	journal	

notes,	collection	of	stories,	photos	and	video,	and	document	and	policy	

analysis.	The	events/locations	that	coincided	with	the	above	activities	(aside	

from	document	and	policy	analysis)	included:	bush	trips,	sports	weekends,	

mornings	at	the	childcare	centre,	interactions	with	families	at	the	
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community	store,	interactions	outside	of	people’s	houses	and	across	the	

community,	discussions	held	at	the	art	centre,	ad	hoc	conversations	at	my	

accommodation	or	in	the	car,	as	well	as	opportune	conversations	at	my	

home	in	Alice	Springs.	These	interactions	and	data	collection	points	are	

difficult	to	quantify,	as	I	lived	in	Papunya	for	two	years,	from	2011	to	2013,	

and	started	the	research	in	2012.	I	do	not	have	a	specific	number	of	

interviews	for	example,	that	follows	a	format	that	allows	for	easy	

quantification.	My	‘immersion’	experience	of	living	in	Papunya	with	my	

family,	contributed	in	various	ways	to	this	research.	After	moving	to	Alice	

Springs,	I	continued	this	research	with	regular	visits	back	to	Papunya	every	

few	months	for	usually	five	days	at	a	time	over	the	period	of	six	years	from	

2013	to	2019.	The	data	collection	period	was	concentrated	into	a	few	years	

between	2012	and	2014.	However,	the	process	of	checking	information,	

discussions	about	the	themes	of	the	research,	follow-up	interviews	and	

some	data	collection	continued	through	to	2019.	

	

The	following	journal	entries	capture	some	of	the	initial	processes	I	

navigated	during	the	collection	of	data:	

	

Whilst	I	was	living	in	Papunya,	I	found	that	by	always	being	in	

community,	I	was	almost	too	available,	and	participants	could	easily	

suggest	that	they	talk	to	me	another	day,	as	they	were	busy	that	day.	

Once	I	moved	to	Alice	Springs,	on	visits	back	to	Papunya	I	only	had	a	

specified	amount	of	time	available	and	this	meant	that	I	could	be	a	

little	more	urgent	regarding	times	for	meeting	with	participants,	as	I	
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had	a	limited	time.	At	the	same	time,	through	moving	to	Alice	

Springs,	it	became	a	guessing	game	as	to	who	would	be	available	

once	I	travelled	to	Papunya.	My	preparations	for	each	research	trip	

included	a	list	of	‘hopeful’	participants,	who	I	hoped	might	be	

available	for	discussions,	and	also	a	regular	list	of	phone	calls	to	be	

made	to	try	and	work	out	if	community	research	consultants	would	

be	in	community	at	the	time	of	my	trip.		

	

	
Notes	from	18	January	2013	–	Explaining	the	project:	
	

I	spent	two	days	with	Nampitjimpa-B;	we	talked	about	the	video	

camera,	how	to	explain	the	project,	and	how	to	approach	families.	We	

made	a	list	of	possible	participants.	The	second	day	we	went	and	

talked	to	two	family	groups.	The	first	was	an	older	lady	in	the	

community,	her	two	daughters	and	their	respective	three	children.	

We	left	them	with	the	information	forms	and	said	we	would	come	

back	and	talk	again.	We	filmed	Nampitjimpa-B	talking	about	the	

project.	We	tried	another	grandmother’s	house,	but	no	one	was	

home.		

	

We	then	went	back	to	Nampitjimpa-B’s	house	and	had	a	chat	to	two	

of	her	daughters	and	another	young	mum.	There	were	kids	running	

around	everywhere,	I	am	not	sure	how	much	people	listened,	let	

alone	understood	(the	whole	project),	and	in	the	middle	of	talking	

there	was	a	massive	dust	storm!	Oh,	what	a	perfect	example	of	how	
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not	to	explain	a	research	project!	Anyway	Nampitjimpa-B	seemed	to	

think	they	would	still	be	interested,	and	so	we	are	planning	to	go	

back	to	speak	to	them	again.		

	

After	some	of	these	initial	discussions	with	Nampitjimpa-B	and	the	lack	of	

enthusiasm	for	using	video,	Nampitjimpa-B	and	I	worked	out	a	series	of	

pictures	that	would	help	describe	the	research	project.	I	proposed	to	

provide	Nampitjimpa-B	with	some	paints	and	canvas	so	that	she	could	make	

a	flowchart	of	sorts	to	help	describe	what	the	project	was	about.	Due	to	

Nampitjimpa-B’s	other	commitments	these	pictures	to	explain	the	project	

did	not	get	finished	officially	to	explain	the	project;	however,	the	discussion	

was	useful	in	the	end	to	clarify	how	to	better	explain	the	project.		

	

Some	discussions	with	Nungarrayi-A	and	Nampitjimpa-B	led	to	the	

consideration	of	capturing	children’s	activities	using	still	photos	rather	than	

a	video	camera.	From	observing	activities	in	the	community	in	general,	

people	seemed	comfortable	with	photos,	and	comfortable	taking	photos	on	

iPads,	still	cameras	and	smart	phones.	Initially,	when	I	offered	the	still	

camera	to	potential	participants	to	take	home,	no	volunteers	agreed	to	do	

so.	It	was	only	later	in	the	project	that	some	families	agreed	to	photos	being	

taken	and	then	also	willingly	took	some	of	the	photos	themselves.	
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Data	collection	–	Photos	and	Video	

	

I	took	photos	as	well	at	the	childcare	centre,	with	the	approval	of	the	

childcare	coordinator	and	caregivers	present,	and	it	formed	a	basis	of	

talking	about	the	project	and	exploring	other	methods	of	data	collection.	I	

was	very	aware	that	I	could	not	rely	solely	on	data	collected	at	the	childcare	

centre,	although	this	was	an	important	starting	point.	Many	of	the	photos	

and	video	taken	at	the	childcare	centre	were	of	children	interacting	in	their	

own	language,	with	other	family	members.		

	

At	the	childcare	centre	there	were	obvious	differences	in	interactions	and	

activities	between	when	there	were	only	Aboriginal	staff	working	and	when	

there	were	non-Aboriginal	staff	present	and	compared	with	their	home	

environment	and	other	locations	in	the	community.	Overall,	the	data	

collected	in	the	childcare	centre	provided	good	examples	of	children’s	

behaviour	in	a	specific	setting	and	the	opportunity	to	talk	further	about	the	

project.		

	

Other	opportunities	for	data	collection	outside	of	the	childcare	centre	arose	

as	the	project	continued.	Bush	trips	were	an	important	part	of	capturing	

children’s	activities,	through	photos	in	an	environment	with	limited	other	

interaction	apart	from	family	members.	A	number	of	bush	trips	were	

conducted	across	the	data	collection	period.	These	included,	hunting	for	

witchetty	grubs,	hunting	for	honey	ants,	and	camping	out	overnight,	which	

also	comprised	time	devoted	to	hunting	for	other	local	bush	foods.		
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Often	on	bush	trips	it	was	preferred	that	I	took	the	photos/video.	Sometimes	

this	was	because	people	didn’t	feel	confident	with	the	camera.	At	other	

times	it	was	more	that	I	was	part	of	the	group,	my	presence	with	a	camera	

was	not	an	intrusion	at	all,	and	the	adults	were	busy	digging	for	honey	ants	

or	collecting	other	bush	foods.	It	was	not	until	the	final	year	of	this	research	

that	there	was	an	opportunity	to	send	a	camera	out	with	a	family	to	take	

photos	as	they	saw	appropriate.	The	result	was	possibly	the	original	hope	

for	this	project	-	a	selection	of	photos	of	family	members	at	home,	across	the	

community	and	on	a	bush	trip.	The	photos	told	the	story	of	daily	life	and	of	

activities	of	children	with	their	family.	They	were	complemented	by	stories	

as	told	to	me	by	the	mother	of	the	family	who	was	one	of	the	key	

participants	in	the	research	from	the	outset.	My	personal	understanding	is	

that	the	relationship	created	over	the	years	of	this	research	helped	

immensely.	Without	that	relationship	the	family	would	not	have	agreed	to	

the	photos	being	taken	and	used	for	this	research	project.		

	

Data	collection	-	Observations	

	

Data	collected	through	observations	was	often	alongside	videos	and	photos.	

I	interacted	with	a	number	of	different	families	on	a	daily	basis.	These	

interactions	also	became	opportunities	for	observation.	I	observed	both	my	

child’s	behaviour	with	other	children,	and	other	children’s	behaviour	with	

their	families.	Regular	interactions	occurred	at	the	art	centre,	the	



109	
	

community	store,	the	communal	area	outside	the	store,	the	childcare	centre,	

and	the	community	playground.	Again,	these	provided	discussion	points	to	

bring	up	with	family	members.		

	

Data	collection	–	Story	Wangka	(Storytelling)	

	

Storytelling	became	an	important	part	of	the	project	in	talking	with	the	

older	women.	It	became	a	way	for	them	to	own	the	direction	of	the	project.	

As	we	sat	with	different	women	in	the	community,	when	people	spoke	in	

Luritja,	Nungarrayi-A	and	Nampitjimpa-B	asked	further	questions	in	Luritja	

and	included	some	English	to	orient	the	conversation	so	that	I	was	also	

aware	what	everyone	was	talking	about.	The	old	ladies	told	stories	whilst	

they	were	in	their	yard	at	the	‘pension’	house	–	a	community	house	where	

many	of	the	old	ladies	live	-	and	also	on	bush	trips.	Bush	trips	were	

particularly	useful,	as	the	setting	provided	an	appropriate	ambience	for	

story-telling,	especially	as	the	women	were	able	to	associate	stories	with	

their	country	and	tjukurrpa.		

	

The	first	time	I	spoke	with	the	old	ladies,	we	didn’t	use	photos	or	video.	

They	did	not	wish	to	be	filmed	but	were	happy	with	audio	recording.	I	didn’t	

ask	specific	questions	about	how	the	old	ladies	grew	up,	or	what	they	saw	as	

important	for	their	own	children.	I	felt	that	by	asking	these	direct	questions,	

I	was	predetermining	what	the	old	ladies	might	talk	about.	I	did	not	want	to	

suggest	that	stories	should	include	differences	between	the	dominant	
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Australian	cultural	context	and	aspects	of	the	Anangu	way	of	growing	up	

children.	It	made	it	a	longer	process,	but	I	decided	instead	to	ask	

participants	to	talk	more	generally	about	their	story	of	growing	up,	where	

they	were	born	and	the	details	of	their	family.	I	then	left	the	discussion	open	

as	to	where	it	would	go.	Admittedly	there	was	lots	of	repetition,	but	these	

open-ended	discussions,	especially	as	they	were	in	Luritja,	gave	me	different	

perspectives	of	how	the	old	ladies	valued	their	own	childhoods,	and	how	

their	knowledge	and	experiences	were	being	passed	on	to	their	children	and	

grandchildren.	After	these	initial	discussions,	I	was	able	to	sit	down	with	

Nungarrayi-A	and	Nampitjimpa-B	and	ask	more	direct	questions	once	they	

had	translated	the	Luritja	into	English.	Nungarrayi-A	and	Nampitjimpa-B	

added	depth	to	the	discussions	through	then	providing	their	own	thoughts	

regarding	what	the	old	ladies	had	related	about	their	childhoods.	

Nungarrayi-A	and	Nampitjimpa-B	also	provided	thoughts	on	what	questions	

we	needed	to	ask	the	old	ladies	to	clarify	the	translation,	and	equally	what	

they	wanted	to	know	more	about,	in	terms	of	the	particular	language	used,	

songs	and	stories	about	children	growing	up.	

	

Narrative	theory,	the	process	of	storytelling	as	a	data	collection	method,	

became	an	important	part	of	this	research.	‘Narrative	is	somebody	telling	

somebody	else,	on	some	occasion,	and	for	some	purposes,	that	something	

happened	to	someone	or	something’	(Herman	et	al.	2012,	p.	11).	Klapproth	

(2004)	determined	that	stories	from	the	oral	tradition	provide	a	window	on	

the	culture-specific	ways	in	which	people	make	sense	of	their	experiences.	
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With	story-telling	as	an	oral	tradition	holding	an	important	place	in	Anangu	

culture,	it	was	a	productive	way	of	collecting	data.	

	

Data	collection	–	Interviews	

	

Informal	interviews	were	also	conducted	with	participants	who	had	already	

been	involved	in	other	data	collection	in	some	way.	Informal	interview	

opportunities	arose	on	bush	trips,	outside	people’s	homes,	at	‘sorry’	camp,	

at	sports	weekends	and	at	the	accommodation	where	I	stayed	whilst	visiting	

Papunya.	During	informal	interviews	I	had	further	discussions	with	

Nungarrayi-A,	Nampitjimpa-B,	Nakamarra-B	and	Napurrula-A	about	their	

own	families	and	experiences.	Audio	from	interviews	was	recorded	using	a	

voice	recorder.	These	interviews	were	used	both	for	data	collection	and	

collaborative	discussion	of	interpretations	of	the	data.		

	

Data	collection	–	Document	analysis	

	

In	gathering	information	for	this	project,	a	number	of	policies	and	

procedural	documents	were	analysed	to	inform	background	information	

and	collate	details	about	the	deficit	position	of	Aboriginal	people,	as	

portrayed	by	Australian	media	and	in	government	policies	and	procedures.	I	

collected	written	data	from	policies	relating	to	early	childhood	

development,	and,	including	(but	not	limited	to)	the	Early	Years	Learning	
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Framework	and	the	Closing	the	Gap	initiative,	and	for	the	operation	of	early	

childhood	education	centres,	including	the	Families	as	First	Teachers	

program.	Mostly	this	information	was	collected	through	ongoing	literature	

searching,	using	terms	including	(but	not	limited	to):	Indigenous,	Aboriginal,	

Anangu,	child	development,	culture,	identity,	learning,	Australia,	early	

childhood	and	Central	Australia.	I	also	gathered	printed	materials	available	

in	the	childcare	centre	and	as	part	of	the	Families	as	First	Teachers	program	

and	by	accessing	online	media.	Databases	that	I	searched	included	(but	were	

not	limited	to)	EbscoHost,	Academic	Search	Premier,	Expanded	Academic,	

AIATSIS	–	Indigenous	Studies	Bibliography.	

	

Data	Collection	–	Consultation	with	key	informants	

	

Another	source	of	data	was	from	four	key	informants	who	were	linked	to	

Papunya	community	but	not	residents	of	the	area;	two	were	working	in	the	

community	as	consultants,	another	two	were	government	staff	that	had	

worked	in	Papunya	(who	did	not	wish	to	be	identified).	These	informants	

provided	insights	that	led	to	further	exploration	of	data	collection	methods.	

Sarah	Holcombe	assisted	greatly	in	the	development	of	appropriate	

methodology,	due	to	her	extensive	experience	in	the	area	and	through	her	

publications	about	ethnography,	anthropology,	governance,	interpretation	

and	translation	(Holcombe	2004,	2005,	2010,	2015).	
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Data	Review	and	Analysis	

	

Initially	I	planned	to	review	interviews	after	transcription	with	families	at	

the	childcare	centre,	as	this	facility	had	available	technology	and	space.	

However,	the	childcare	centre	was	not	an	appropriate	environment	for	any	

review	of	data	collected,	mainly	because	caregivers	and	staff	at	the	childcare	

centre	were	busy	with	children	and	unable	to	take	time	out	of	their	

schedule.	I	ended	up	reviewing	transcribed	interviews	with	Nungarrayi-A,	

Nampitjimpa-B	and	Nakamarra-B	as	the	opportunity	arose.		

	

An	inductive	process	was	employed	to	understand	the	concepts	that	were	

being	presented	in	the	stories	from	the	Anangu.	As	used	by	(Lowell	et	al.	

2018)	categories	of	analysis	were	derived	from	the	data	reflect	participants’	

perspectives	and	to	‘avoid	filtering	of	the	data	through	a	set	of	restricted	and	

predetermined	codes’	(Lowell	et	al.	2018,	p.	4).		

	

Exploration	of	the	data	

	

This	thesis	incorporated	a	thick	description	process	(SAGE	2008),	which	

enables	multiplicities	of	complex	conceptual	structures	to	be	sorted	to	

determine	the	structures	of	significance.	In	this	study	these	complexities	

were	explored	by	an	initial	analysis	of	the	data.	Using	NVivo	(What	is	Nvivo?		

n.d.),	a	software	program	that	assists	in	sorting,	classifying	and	categorising	

qualitative	and	mixed-methods	data,	I	considered	different	options	for	
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grouping	the	data	according	to	themes.	I	focused	on	exploring	the	data	

through	a	number	of	levels	with	the	use	of	word	repetition	searches,	

grouping	stories	according	to	themes	and	then	separately	according	to	the	

perspective	from	which	they	were	told.	For	example,	if	the	stories	were	

from	senior	women	in	the	community	or	younger	generations,	who/when	

the	stories	were	about	-	if	they	were	about	the	past,	the	current	generation	

of	children	or	about	wishes	for	the	future,	and	also	whether	they	discussed	

the	cultural	grounding	of	children’s	upbringing	or	the	influence	from	

dominant	Australian	cultural	expectations.	It	was	through	this	iterative	

process,	that	a	thick	description	analysis	was	developed.		

	

What	resulted	was	a	set	of	themes	that	encapsulated,	as	I	understood,	the	

most	important	factors	in	raising	children	the	Anangu	way.	These	became	

the	discussion	points	of	the	research	through	a	process	of	collaborative	

confirmation	of	the	emerging	themes.	Aspects	of	the	Anangu	way	places	

emphasis	on	the	importance	of	family,	the	influence	of	culture	and	language,	

the	need	for	recognition	of	learning	the	Anangu	way,	and	the	recognition	of	

skills,	prioritised	according	to	the	Anangu	way,	such	as	self-reliance,	hunting	

and	independence	and	use	of	physical	resources	such	as	fire.	After	grouping	

the	data	in	this	way,	the	stories	from	the	Anangu	were	interpreted	and	

discussed	through	ongoing	analysis	and	revision	in	collaboration	with	the	

team	of	community	researchers,	as	described	above,	in	chapter	one.		

	

During	analysis,	a	number	of	senior	women	and	participants	were	consulted	

to	reach	consensus	on	categories	of	analysis.	At	the	same	time	a	reflexive	
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approach	to	observations	was	utilised,	so	as	to	enable	further	discussion	

with	participants	about	observations	made.	My	own	auto-ethnographic	

inclusions	also	formed	part	of	this	process,	as	I	continually	questioned	my	

position	in	the	research	and	my	interpretations	and	observations.		

	

Ethical	considerations		

	

Consideration	of	ethics	and	legal	requirements	was	extensive,	and	an	ethics	

submission	for	this	project	was	submitted	in	2012.	This	project	received	

ethics	approval	from	the	Charles	Darwin	University	Human	Research	Ethics	

Committee,	in	November	2012.	Participants	were	made	fully	aware	of	the	

voluntary	nature	of	their	participation.	Community	researchers	were	

consulted	about	locally	relevant	processes	to	ensure	that	consent	was	

entirely	voluntary.	Participants	were	given	the	choice	of	how	they	wanted	to	

be	identified	in	the	reporting/research	publication	process,	or	if	they	

wanted	to	remain	anonymous.	Skin	names	have	been	used	to	identify	

different	voices	in	the	research,	obviating	the	need	for	individual	personal	

names	to	be	included,	other	than	those	people	who	specifically	wished	to	be	

identified	by	their	personal	name.		

	

As	detailed	in	the	stories	above	about	how	I	collected	the	data,	I	made	the	

commitment	to	conduct	the	research	and	follow	the	path	as	it	evolved,	

rather	than	prescribing	a	direction.	One	ongoing	issue	was	the	availability	of	

participants,	which	required	a	flexible	approach	and	resulted	in	many	
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changes	to	how	data	was	collected.	Another	issue	was	an	expectation	of	

ongoing	income	from	a	small	number	of	participants.	I	did	not	have	

sufficient	funds	to	provide	such	income,	so	this	may	have	deterred	some	

participants	from	being	involved	in	the	research.		

	 	

This	chapter	has	detailed	the	methods	and	methodology	used	in	this	thesis.	

method	of	collecting	stories	was	not	a	straightforward	process	and	needed	

to	be	revised	to	suit	the	wishes	of	the	Anangu	participants.	It	was	a	reflective	

process	that	was	reshaped	to	suit	the	context	and	environment	of	Papunya.		

	

The	following	four	chapters	present	the	stories	of	children	growing	up	in	

Papunya.	Intentionally	I	have	not	included	analysis	throughout	these	

chapters,	to	privilege	Anangu	voices	and	present	the	stories	together	

without	regular	contextualisation	of	the	dominant	Australian	cultural	

discourse.	The	stories	are	discussed	with	regard	to	relevant	literature	and	

the	dominant	Australian	cultural	context	in	chapters	eight,	nine	and	ten.
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Preface	to	the	stories	of	the	Anangu	way	

	

The	physical	environment	of	children	growing	up	in	Aboriginal	communities	

has	been	the	focus	of	the	media	and	many	researchers.	Poor	housing	

conditions,	dysfunction,	hopelessness	and	destruction	have	been	regularly	

portrayed	in	Papunya.	As,	for	example,	in	Skelton’s	book	about	Papunya,	

King	Brown	Country	(Skelton	2010).	It	is	this	physical	environment	that	is	

regularly	reported	in	newspapers,	with	pictures	of	destroyed	housing	and	

third	world	living	conditions.	Throughout	the	duration	of	writing	this	thesis	

there	were	numerous	media	articles	embodying	the	deficit	and	

disadvantage	label.	

	

An	article	in	the	Centralian	Advocate	(Garrick	2014)	began	as	such:	

	

BROKEN	windows,	leaky	taps	-	officials	are	calling	for	help	to	fix	the	

"shambles"	that	is	the	housing	situation	in	the	remote	community	of	

Papunya.	

	

Many	houses	around	Papunya	have	similar	signs	of	disrepair	-	

broken	equipment	and	trash	line	their	yards.	Grimy	perspex	boards	

can	be	seen	propped	up	in	window	frames	to	replace	missing	glass.	

Graffiti	covers	the	exterior	of	many	homes.	
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An	article	in	The	Australian	(Aikman	2014)	placed	the	blame	back	on	

individuals	and	families:	

	

Living	in	isolated	towns	that	are	wracked	by	social	dysfunction	and	

unemployment,	youngsters	struggle	to	appreciate	the	benefits	of	a	

good	education;	not	infrequently,	they	reach	their	teenage	years	

unable	to	add	or	spell.	

	

Whether	the	media	coverage	blames	government	policy	or	individuals	for	

the	poor	environment	in	which	Aboriginal	people	live,	the	end	result	

generally	comes	back	to	an	image	of	deficit	and	disadvantage.	An	image	is	a	

powerful	influence.	It	is	evident	in	Papunya	that	housing	is	in	poor	

condition,	that	there	is	overcrowding,	and	(upon	first	glance)	there	is	

rubbish	strewn	around	the	community.	In	general,	the	manicured	yards	and	

green	grass	that	as	a	capitalist	society	we	expect	to	see	to	verify	high	living	

standards,	for	the	most	part	do	not	exist.	Certainly,	there	is	a	need	for	an	

increased	spotlight	on	the	horrendous	conditions	in	which	people	are	

expected	to	live	in	Papunya.	But	a	focus	on	these	conditions	neglects	to	

provide	recognition	of	the	strengths	of	children	growing	up	in	Papunya,	

growing	up	the	Anangu	way.		

	

The	following	chapter	begins	the	stories	of	children	growing	up	the	Anangu	

way.	The	stories	included	are	focused	on	accounts	from	the	old	ladies	of	how	

they	grew	up	in	the	bush	and	of	their	way	of	life	before	the	establishment	of	

Papunya.	The	stories	from	the	old	ladies	about	their	experiences	of	
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childhood	are	important,	as	they	are	an	antecedent	to	stories	of	children	

growing	up	in	Papunya	today.	
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Chapter	Five:	Stories	from	‘irriti’	and	the	old	ladies	–	

growing	up	children	

	

Ethnographic	account	–	bush	trip	(Journal	notes,	April	2014)	

	

On	one	bush	trip	the	old	ladies	were	keen	to	take	me	to	a	particular	place	

outside	of	Papunya.	It	was	the	location	of	part	of	a	tjukurrpa	story.	The	story	

was	about	two	women	–	the	‘kungka	kutjara’	story.	The	two	ladies	were	

travelling	and	the	spot	we	visited	was	one	of	the	places	they	stopped	on	their	

journey.		This	story	links	Papunya	through	a	songline	that	extends	from	Alice	

Springs	through	to	west	of	Kintore.	On	the	bush	trip	with	the	old	ladies,	they	

sang	to	me	part	of	this	story.	The	physical	location	was	an	unmarked	spot	in	

the	bush,	with	some	trees.	The	two	bigger	trees	at	the	spot	where	we	stopped	

represented	the	two	women.	There	was	a	derelict	car	nearby	but	this	was	the	

only	marker	of	the	area	other	than	the	trees	and	bushes	as	identified	by	the	

ladies.	The	ladies’	spiritual	connection	with	the	land	was	evident	through	their	

passion	as	they	sang.	The	old	ladies	told	the	story	of	two	ladies	-	kungka	

kutjara	as	we	drove	to	the	spot,	and	they	continued	to	tell	me	the	significance	

of	the	area	as	we	got	out	and	walked	around.		
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Introduction	-	Stories	from	the	old	ladies	

	

The	stories	of	growing	up	in	Papunya	start	with	the	old	ladies.	To	look	to	the	

future,	we	must	look	to	the	past	and	the	influences	that	shape	a	child’s	life	in	

contemporary	Papunya.	This	chapter	tells	the	stories	of	irriti	-	before/a	long	

time	ago	–	and	situates	these	stories	into	the	contemporary	context	of	

Papunya	and	has	relevance	for	children	growing	up	today.	The	main	focus	of	

this	chapter	is	the	stories	from	the	old	ladies	–	ulkuman.	The	old	ladies,	who	

are	great	grandmothers	and	grandmothers	themselves,	are	the	cultural	

grounding	and	strength	of	the	Anangu	way	in	Papunya.		

	

When	I	asked	the	old	ladies	to	tell	me	stories	about	children	growing	up,	I	

refrained	from	placing	frameworks	around	what	I	considered	to	be	

important.	They	told	me	many	stories	about	how	they	grew	up	and	through	

this	process	also	provided	their	opinions	about	how	children	are	growing	up	

today.	These	stories	do	not	represent	every	individual’s	lifestyle	in	Papunya;	

they	are	a	small	representation	of	the	perspectives	of	a	group	of	families	in	

Papunya.		

	

The	old	ladies	tell	the	stories	of	their	ngurra-	country	and	tjukurrpa-law	as	a	

part	of	their	identity.	Tjukurrpa	is	made	up	of	a	number	of	stories,	songs	and	

teachings,	comprising	of	many	forms	and	concepts,	with	certain	tjukurrpa	

stories	linked	to	different	physical	locations.	This	connection	with	country	

and	land	has	significant	importance	for	the	Anangu.	It	is	not	only	a	physical	
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connection	with	country	but	also	a	spiritual	connection	with	ancestors	and	

an	important	aspect	of	one’s	identity.	

	

Aspects	of	the	‘Anangu	way’		

	

Throughout	this	research,	the	‘Anangu	way’	was	the	key	term	used	by	

participants	in	talking	about	growing	up	their	children	throughout	this	

research.	Anangu	means	people	in	Pintupi-Luritja.	The	Anangu	way	is	about	

the	way	of	life	and	how	the	Anangu	see	the	world.	The	Anangu	way	is	about	

way	of	life	now,	but	also	about	a	way	of	life	that	has	been	practiced	for	

thousands	of	years.	When	people	talk	about	the	Anangu	way,	they	refer	to	

the	cultural	practices,	knowledge	of	the	land	and	expectations	of	the	people	

of	Papunya	and	the	communities	in	the	surrounding	region.	The	Anangu	way	

is	passed	on	by	older	generations	and	influences	the	way	children	are	

growing	up	in	Papunya	now.	

	

The	term	‘Anangu	way’	is	used	in	everyday	conversation	in	Papunya	to	refer	

to	a	person/people’s	position	as	the	Anangu,	as	opposed	to	

‘walpala/whitefella’	-	white	people	-	in	the	community.	It	is	used	also	to	

identify	Pintupi-Luritja	cultural	ways	and	to	distinguish	between	Pintupi-

Luritja	culture	and	other	cultures,	in	particular	the	dominant	Australian	

culture.	The	word	Anangu	is	used	across	related	Aboriginal	languages	in	the	

Central	Australian	region.		
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The	current	older	generation	of	women	(and	men)	hold	the	stories	of	living	

on	the	land,	before	the	arrival	of	‘whitefellas’	and	the	radical	change	in	their	

way	of	life	that	ensued	for	the	Anangu..	When	I	approached	key	women	in	

Papunya	about	the	topic	of	growing	up	children,	they	directed	me	to	the	old	

ladies.	The	old	ladies	are	recognised	as	the	experts	in	culture	and	their	

traditional	role	in	teaching	children	is	an	important	part	of	a	child’s	growth.	

The	stories	from	the	old	ladies	paint	the	picture	of	aspects	of	the	Anangu	

way	in	the	old	days	–	irriti	-	and	how	the	Anangu	way	values	maintain	their	

central	position	and	importance	in	way	of	life	today.	

	

Life	for	the	old	ladies	

	

Whenever	I	visited	the	old	ladies	at	their	home,	they	were	always	outside	in	

the	yard	of	the	‘pension’	house	(the	house	allocated	to	older	women	in	the	

community,	that	is	partially	maintained	by	the	aged	care	service).	They	

would	be	sitting,	either	by	a	fire,	having	something	to	eat,	or	in	conversation	

and/or	playing	cards.	The	old	ladies’	way	of	life	is	dominated	by	time	spent	

outside,	especially	by	the	fire.	

	

The	old	ladies	had	a	couple	of	billys	boiling	on	the	fire,	and	then	

started	making	damper.	One	lady	used	a	metal	oven	grate	to	bake	the	

damper	on	top	of	the	fire.	Nampitjimpa-B	arrived	after	I	sat	down	

with	the	ladies	and	Nangala-A	came	over	too	(Journal	notes	July	

2013).		
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The	old	ladies	rarely	sleep	inside,	preferring	to	sleep	outside	under	the	

stars.	Generally,	they	only	use	the	inside	of	the	house	in	inclement	weather.	

On	various	visits	to	the	pension	house	beds	were	arranged	outside,	

sometimes	a	bed	was	just	a	frame	with	a	swag	and	a	pile	of	blankets,	

sometimes	just	a	mattress	on	the	ground	with	blankets.	The	old	ladies’	

belongings	consisted	of	what	they	could	carry	–	Nangala-A	had	a	small	

handbag	that	she	carried	around.	I	have	seen	her	place	tobacco	back	into	

that	bag;	money	and	a	Basics1	card	come	out	of	it,	but	not	much	else.		

	

‘Anangu	way	we	used	to	live’	–	bush	way		

	

Anangu	way	[we]	used	to	live,	in	the	settlement	in	Haasts	Bluff,	bush	

way.	We	used	to	get	out	from	Haasts	Bluff	going	to	the	bush,	going	for	

campout	(Old	ladies).	

	

The	old	ladies	were	born	in	the	bush	and	grew	up	bush	way/	Anangu	way.	

Growing	up	in	the	‘bush	way’	entailed	living	completely	on	and	with	the	

land.	The	old	ladies	talked	about	growing	up	‘bush	way’,	both	prior	to	the	

settlement	in	Haasts	Bluff,	but	also	in	the	early	days	of	Haasts	Bluff	and	

Papunya.		

	

																																																								
1	A	Basics	card	is	a	government	issued	card	that	enables	people	receiving	Centrelink	
payments	to	pay	for	items	from	their	Centrelink	funds.	It	is	accepted	by	many	stores	but	is	
limited	to	paying	for	basic	items	considered	necessary	for	everyday	life,	it	cannot	be	used	
for	purchasing	alcohol	or	cigarettes.		
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Nampitjimpa-A:	Long	time	when	there	was	no	school	at	Haasts	Bluff	

In	our	ways	we	used	to	learn	out	bush,	learning	how	to	find	tracks	for	

kangaroo,	emu,	goanna	

Nakamarra-A:	they	used	to	go	hunting,	go	picnic	somewhere,	‘cause	

there	was	no	school	in	those	days	

	

Nangala-A:	–	no	school,	didn’t	go	to	school…	We	didn’t	learn	with	

whitefellas,	I	learn	with	my	mothers	and	grandparents/aunties,	

sometimes	I	went	by	myself	looking	for	food,	hunting	

	

Haasts	Bluff	was	set	up	as	a	mission	settlement	in	the	1930s,	to	bring	the	

Anangu	in	from	the	desert,	and	now	functions	as	a	remote	Aboriginal	

community	similar	to	Papunya.	Whilst	they	were	living	in	Haasts	Bluff	

settlement,	in	many	ways	the	old	ladies	were	still	living	the	bush	way/	

Anangu	way.	

	

The	old	ladies	talked	about	how	when	they	grew	up,	they	didn’t	have	a	shop	

and	were	given	rations.	The	rations	provided	a	reliable	(though	limited)	

food	source.	Notwithstanding	the	rations,	going	hunting	and	bush	foods	

remained	important	parts	of	daily	life,	and	supplemented	the	allocated	

rations.	

	

…	rations	from	Hermannsburg,	no	shop	in	Haasts	Bluff,	they	had	

shelter,	no	houses,	made	shade	from	the	tree.	(Nangala-A	July	2013)	
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There	were	no	roads	and	people	in	Papunya	built	windbreaks	to	use	as	

shelter.	

	

No	road,	just	camels	(Nampitjimpa-B	says	of	the	1950s	or	1960s)	

Pastor	(inkata)	used	to	bring	rations	

All	government	came	this	year	(at	that	time)	to	Papunya	

They	start	working	as	a	stockman,	and	after	that	build	all	the	houses,	

and	now	start	work	(Nampitjimpa-B	says	Nangala-A	used	to	be	a	

health	worker)	(Old	ladies).	

	

The	old	ladies	also	talked	about	how	they	spent	much	of	their	childhood	

walking.		

	

[As]	kids	[we	were]	walking,	no	shoes…	

Used	to	walk	from	there	to	Narwietooma	to	get	oranges	

Go	to	lake	to	get	salt,	[to	get]	yalka	-	bush	onion	-	(Old	ladies).	

	

The	Anangu	way	dominated	the	old	ladies’	way	of	life	as	children	and	still	

has	a	strong	influence	in	their	lives	today.	

	

Learning	aspects	of	the	‘Anangu	way’	

	

We	didn’t	learn	whitefella	way,	we	learnt	our	way,	Anangu	way	of	

teaching	young	people	(Nangala-A)	
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The	following	dialogue	is	an	excerpt	from	a	conversation	between	

Nakamarra-A	and	Nampitjimpa-A;	it	was	part	of	a	story	about	how	

Nakamarra-A	and	Nampitjimpa-A	grew	up.	The	ladies	were	talking	outside	

their	house	one	day	in	a	group,	telling	stories	about	how	they	grew	up	and	

learned	about	life.	The	original	story	was	recorded	in	Luritja	and	translated	

into	English	by	key	women	involved	in	the	project.		

	

Nakamarra-A:	what	they	used	to	look	for	[is]	sugarbag,	chop	it	with	

axe	

And	mothers	used	to	leave	us	behind	while	they	go	hunting,	for	maku	

-	witchetty	grub,	for	goanna	

And	old	men	used	to	use	kulata	-	spear	-	for	hunting	

No	school	in	our	days,	used	to	go	hunting	with	a	spear	to	hunt	

kangaroo	

Nampitjimpa-A:	old	man	used	to	bring	meat	for	us	and	feed	us	

Nakamarra-A:	our	parents	and	grandparents	used	to	feed	us	food	–	

kuka	-	meat		

	

The	stories	from	the	old	ladies	were	told	in	such	a	way	that	they	

intentionally	included	ways	for	me	to	understand.	They	were	a	deliberate	

mix	of	Luritja	and	English,	with	Nampitjimpa-B	adding	in	additional	

information	and	interpretation	as	directed	by	the	old	ladies.	These	stories	

were	filled	with	how	family	was	connected	to	country.	
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	Ngurra	and	Tjukurrpa		

	

An	important	part	of	the	Anangu	way	is	living	on	ngurra	-	country	and	

understanding/living	by	tjukurrpa-law.	Ngurra	is	traditionally	one’s	

birthplace,	it	is	the	place	of	early	day	waterholes	where	people	spent	

periods	of	time	with	reliable	access	to	water,	until	the	water	dried	up	and	

they	moved	on.	

	

When	non-Anangu	drive	around	the	community	and	start	to	pick	up	some	

words	in	Luritja	they	often	use	the	word	‘ngurra’.	It	is	so	easily	translated	to	

mean	house	or	home.	The	word	ngurra	has	been	adapted	to	fit	the	

contemporary	context.	For	white	people	to	understand,	Anangu	in	Papunya	

often	refer	ngurra	as	meaning	‘home’.	To	talk	about	ngurra	is	not	only	about	

the	physical	aspects	of	a	house.	As	ngurra	includes	how	people	are	

spiritually	linked	to	land,	the	layering	of	what	is	means	to	be	Anangu	begins	

to	take	shape	as	spirituality	cannot	be	separated	from	the	physical	aspects	

of	life.	

	

Tjukurrpa	is	closely	linked	to	ngurra.	Tjukurrpa	is	about	law,	but	also	has	

other	additional	meanings.	As	described	throughout	these	stories,	tjukurrpa	

is	relevant	in	daily	life	in	many	ways.	As	a	native-English	speaker,	an	

explanation	of	tjukurrpa	and	it	various	meaning	can	be	gleaned	from	the	

description	below,	provided	by	Tjupurrula,	who	is	a	recognised	Aboriginal	

law	man	and	identifies	as	such.	With	his	understanding	of	men’s	law/lore	

and	ceremony	he	described	tjukurrpa	as	follows:	
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Tjukurrpa	is	a	map	

A	map	of	the	country	for	physical	locations	

A	story	of	how	the	land	was	created	

A	historical	representation	of	the	past	

A	guide	for	understanding	food	and	water	sources,	flora	and	fauna		

A	teaching	about	morals		

A	teaching	about	how	to	interact	with	and	care	for	land	and	country	

A	method	of	identifying	with	family	members	and	the	tribal	group	

Tjukurrpa	is	a	set	of	beliefs	and	way	of	living	life,	a	religion.		

	

A	tjukurrpa	story	also	depicts	totemic	animals,	but	there	is	a	human	

form	of	a	story	as	well	–	about	men’s/women’s	activities.	Each	story	

has	a	moral	component;	for	example,	the	willy	wagtail	story	is	about	

women	protecting	children.	The	song/story	is	also	an	oral/unwritten	

deed	of	land	title	and	tribal	area	boundaries	-	both	fluid	to	some	

extent.2		

	

Linked	with	the	stories	about	ngurra	and	tjukurrpa	is	the	location	story	for	

Papunya,	about	tjupi,	provided	by	two	of	the	key	women	involved	in	this	

research,	Nangala-A	and	Nampitjimpa-B.	

	

																																																								
2	This	explanation	of	tjukurrpa	is	not	intended	to	act	as	a	sole	explanation	of	tjukurrpa,	but	
rather	add	to	the	stories	which	are	presented	by	families	in	Papunya	about	tjukurrpa,	
throughout	this	thesis.	
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Honey	ant	–	tjupi		

	 	
Honey	ant	–	tjupi	-	dreaming	story	(interpreted	into	English)	
	

(Singing	in	Pintupi-Luritja)	

(At	the)	football	oval	at	Papunya	is	where	tjupi	mob	stayed.	

The	trees	across	the	road,	near	police	station	place,	trees	that	go	

across	–	those	are	the	honey	ants,	lots	of	honey	ants	there,	they	got	

dreaming	

They	got	up	and	travelled	north	to	where	the	old	houses	are	–	old	

shop	houses	near	the	power	station	(across	the	road)	

They	spread	everywhere	from	there	(from	the	trees)	

(They	put	the	houses	over	there	-	because	that’s	honey	ant	dreaming)	

They	are	all	black	people	
Have	a	look,	they	are	the	black	ones,	we	don’t	know	them	(black	

honey	ants)	

Go	and	see	them,	they	are	all	there	at	the	old	houses	

All	the	traditional	owners	got	up	and	saw	them	and	said	who	are	

those	people	(from	original	spot,	these	ones	are	orange,	brown,	half	

caste	–	the	ones	the	near	police	station)	

The	ones	near	the	old	houses	were	strangers/strange	people	

They	told	them,	we	don’t	know	them,	go	and	see	them,	we	don’t	

know	(who	they	are)	

The	black	ones	went	to	the	tank	near	the	football	oval,	they	sat	down	

where	the	softball	oval	is,	they	danced	there,	they	put	nulla	nulla	–	

stick	-	there	and	danced	(culture	dance)	
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That’s	a	big	place,	there’s	a	lot	of	footprints,	with	all	the	honey	ants,	

that’s	why	they’re	covered	up	with	sand	(for	cleaning)	

That’s	the	old	man	sitting	there,	all	the	time	with	lots	of	kids	

They	pulled	out	the	nulla	nulla	and	put	it	somewhere,	so	they	can	

sleep	there	

They	stood	up,	and	when	they	got	up,	they	saw	Papunya	puli	-hill,	

they	covered	themselves	and	they	saw	Papunya	getting	closer	

They	slept	without	fire,	and	they	got	up	and	saw	Papunya	

They	got	up	and	they	are	travelling	now	to	Papunya	hill	-kakarada-

east	

They	all	sat	down			

They	were	all	looking	for	food	and	saw	minchin	-	red	flower-	and	they	

all	ate	it	

They	drank	the	juice	from	the	flower,	sweet	one,	drinking	it	like	

water	

	

This	story/song	is	well	known	by	the	people	of	Papunya.	It	is	sung	by	those	

who	are	the	custodians	of	the	country	and	tjukurrpa	in	the	Papunya	area.	It	

takes	on	many	important	forms	as	it	provides	a	history	of	the	land,	physical	

attributes	of	the	land	and	a	connection	to	the	land	that	brings	people	

together.	This	story	does	not	have	an	immediate	obvious	meaning	when	told	

in	English.	The	dreaming	song/story	for	honey	ant	is	a	story	that	follows	a	

songline,	with	tjupi	being	depicted	in	other	areas	and	for	other	tribes	

(including	Arrernte).	This	story	is	linked	to	other	stories,	and	also	has	

additional	meaning	attached	to	the	physical	location	of	the	story.	It	is	only	a	
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small	part	of	tjukurrpa,	but	is	included	in	this	thesis	as	it	contributes	to	the	

understanding	of	storytelling	and	the	importance	of	tjukurrpa.		

	

The	honey	ant	story	is	tjukurrpa	for	Papunya	and	a	set	of	expectations	

around	how	one	is	obligated	to	others	and	should	live	their	life.	The	tjupi	

story	is	about	two	tribes	coming	together	peacefully.	The	song/story	

provides	a	way	of	communicating	with	other	tribes/other	language	groups	

as	well	as	a	moral	component	that	gives	a	historical	reference	to	a	story	that	

includes	lessons	about	living	according	to	tjukurrpa.	

	

	

Figure	6:	Honey	ants	collected	after	one	bush	trip	
	

The	honey	ant	is	also	a	local	bush	food.	The	honey	ant	is	dug	up	from	the	

roots	of	trees	after	rain,	as	this	is	when	the	dirt	is	easier	to	dig	through.	
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Honey	ants	are	deliciously	sweet	and	are	eaten	by	holding	the	ant’s	body	

and	sucking	the	honey	out	of	the	sac.	

	

Tjukurrpa	for	the	honey	ant	is	a	small	representation	of	the	importance	of	

tjukurrpa	stories.	Whilst	the	honey	ant	is	the	main	story	for	the	Papunya	

area,	understanding	tjukurrpa	means	that	people	know	the	stories	from	

surrounding	areas	and	country	as	related	to	their	family	lineage.	The	old	

ladies	allocate	different	ladies	to	sing	this	story	and	neighbouring	stories.		

	

Skin	names	are	closely	linked	to	tjukurrpa.	Along	with	tjukurrpa,	skin	names	

also	plays	an	important	role	in	one’s	identity	and	is	often	the	first	reference	

point	to	connect	with	someone.	

	

Kinship	and	skin	names	

	

The	old	ladies	often	talked	about	how	their	skin	name	relationships	linked	

them	to	other	people	in	Papunya.	Nangala-A	explained	that	she	was	an	aunt	

for	Nampitjimpa-A	and	Nampitjimpa-B	from	her	father’s	side,	as	Tjangala	

and	Nangala	are	siblings.	This	is	not	a	blood	relationship,	rather	it	is	a	skin	

name	relationship.		

	

Skin	names	determine	the	relationship	between	individuals	within	the	

culture’s	kinship	system	(Heffernan	&	Heffernan	2000,	pp.	160-161).	The	
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Pintupi-Luritja	system,	used	in	Papunya,	has	eight	divisions,	each	of	which	

have	a	male	and	female	version.	The	eight	groups	are	as	follows:	

	

Male	 	 	 	 	 Female		

Tjungarrayi	 	 	 	 Nungarrayi	

Tjangala	 	 	 	 Nangala	

Tjapanangka	 	 	 	 Napanangka	

Tjupurrula	 	 	 	 Napurrula	

Tjapaltjarri	 	 	 	 Napaltjarri	

Tjampitjinpa	 	 	 	 Nampitjinpa	

Tjapangati	 	 	 	 Napangati	

Tjakamarra	 	 	 	 Nakamarra	

(Heffernan	&	Heffernan	2000,	pp.	160-161).	

	

Skin	names	determine	an	appropriate	partner	for	marriage	and	traditionally	

it	was	offensive	to	marry	someone	with	the	‘wrong	skin’,	which	also	acts	to	

prevent	incestuous	relationships.	The	following	lists	shows	the	correct	and	

preferred	skin	names	for	marriage:		

	

Male	skin	name	 Correct	partner	 2nd	choice	 3rd	choice	

Tjungarrayi	 	 Nangala	 	 Napurrula	 Napanangka	

Tjangala	 	 Nungarrayi	 	 Napanangka	 Napurrula	

Tjapanangka	 	 Napurrula	 	 Nangala	 Nungarrayi	

Tjupurrula	 	 Napanangka	 	 Nungarrayi	 Nangala	
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Tjapaltjarri	 	 Nakamarra	 	 Nampitjinpa	 Napangati	

Tjampitjinpa	 	 Napangati	 	 Napaltjarri	 Nakamarra	

Tjapangati	 	 Nampitjinpa	 	 Nakamarra	 Napaltjarri	

Tjakamarra	 	 Napaltjarri	 	 Napangati	 Nampitjinpa	

(Heffernan	&	Heffernan	2000,	pp.	160-161).	

	

The	skin	names	are	divided	into	two	groups,	which	may	be	considered	

generation	groups,	as	they	are	categorised	according	to	the	alternating	male	

generation	cycle	(Heffernan	&	Heffernan	2000).	The	father’s	skin	name,	as	

previously	mentioned,	also	determines	the	child’s	skin	name,	which	is	taken	

from	the	alternate	group,	as	follows:	

	

Father			 	 Children	

Tjungarrayi		 !	 Tjapaltjarri	and	Napaltjarri	

Tjangala		 !	 Tjampintjinpa	and	Nampitjinpa	

Tjapanangka		!	 Tjapangati	and	Napangati	

Tjupurrula		 !	 Tjakamarra	and	Nakamarra	

	

Tjapaltjarri	 !	 Tjunggarayi	and	Nungarrayi	

Tjampitjinpa		!	 Tjangala	and	Nangala	

Tjapangati	 !	 Tjapanangka	and	Napanangka	

Tjakamarra	 !	 Tjupurrula	and	Napurrula	

(Heffernan	&	Heffernan	2000,	pp.	160-161).	
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This	traditional	kinship	system	remains	strong	in	Papunya.	As	with	any	

system	however,	as	Heffernan	&	Heffernan	(2005,	p.157)	noted,	there	are	

always	exceptions	to	what	are	often	thought	of	as	rules.	Kinship	systems	

reflect	real	relationships	and	a	chart	can	only	be	a	representation.	The	

significance	of	the	kinship	system	and	skins	names	is	not	that	they	exist	but	

rather	that	the	Anangu	way	alongside	tjukurrpa,	inherently	relies	on	skin	

names	and	the	kinship	system	as	a	guide	to	daily	life	and	relationships.	

When	talking	with	the	old	ladies	about	their	childhood	and	children	now,	

they	talk	about	their	family	and	how	people	are	related.	They	talk	about	how	

families	take	care	of	each	other	according	to	their	skin	names	and	the	care	

they	extend	to	the	wider	family	group	according	to	skin	names.		

	

Stories	of	family		

	

The	importance	of	skin	names	was	evident	in	the	stories	from	the	old	ladies.	

As	the	old	ladies	told	stories	of	their	families,	they	used	skin	names	to	

identify	family	members	and	often	left	out	the	given	names	(English	names)	

of	some	of	the	grandchildren.	The	stories	of	their	family	were	told	through	

talking	about	each	individual	family	member.	They	told	stories	about	where	

each	family	member	lived	and	how	they	were	linked	to	other	people	in	

Papunya.		

	

Nangala-A	sat	down	one	day	to	talk	about	her	family	and	as	she	did,	she	

drew	lines	in	the	sand	to	represent	each	family	member.	She	explained	
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where	her	children	were	born,	referring	to	them	using	skin	names,	but	also	

identifying	them	by	their	English	name	to	distinguish	individuals	and	how	

many	children	they	had.	She	couldn’t	remember	some	of	their	English	

names,	but	also	referred	to	some	family	members	as	Kumanjayi	(respectful	

term	used	instead	of	personal	name	that	honours	the	person	who	has	died	

by	not	saying	their	name)	as	they	had	passed	away.		

	

Nangala-A	talked	about	how	she	had	five	children	to	one	man.	Her	first	

daughter	was	born	in	Haasts	Bluff,	the	others	were	born	in	Papunya.	All	her	

daughters	were	now	in	Papunya,	although	one	had	passed	away.	One	

daughter	had	three	children,	and	seven	grandchildren;	another	daughter	

had	four	children,	another	daughter	who	had	passed	away	had	three	

children	and	nine	grandchildren.	Finally,	she	told	the	group	that	her	other	

daughter	had	‘too	many’.	After	counting	the	lines	in	the	sand	and	some	

discussion,	Nangala-A	counted	that	she	had	five	children	of	her	own,	14	

grandchildren,	and	over	20	great	grandchildren.		

	

Nampitjimpa-B	talked	about	her	family	and	how	her	parents	had	passed	

away.	She	also	talked	about	how	she	had	‘grown	up’	her	niece,	a	daughter	

from	Nampitjimpa-B’s	young	sister.	She	had	four	children	in	addition	to	her	

niece	who	also	calls	Nampitjimpa-B	‘mum’.	As	her	family	mostly	lived	in	

Laramba	she	related	back	to	me	how	her	family	members	in	Laramba	were	

linked	to	people	I	knew	in	Papunya.	
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As	each	woman	in	the	group	told	a	story,	they	also	related	how	their	family	

was	linked	to	the	next	person	in	the	group.	Nampitjimpa-B’s	mother	was	

travelling	with	Nampitjimpa-A	when	she	(Nampitjimpa-B’s	mother)	lost	her	

young	sister	and	so	they	moved	to	Narwietooma.	Nampitjimpa-B’s	father	

worked	as	a	stockman,	then	her	family	moved	to	Laramba.	Nampitjimpa-B	is	

the	third	child,	born	in	Laramba.	She	moved	to	Papunya	when	little	(two	or	

three	years	old).	She	used	to	stay	with	all	her	cousins.	

	

One	story	from	Nampitjimpa-A	was	about	how	she	stayed	for	a	long	time	at	

Honkhonk	(old	Derwent	station).	Nampitjimpa-B	is	Eastern	Arrernte	tribe,	

and	was	speaking	Eastern	Arrernte.	

	

Nampitjimpa-A	is	Nampitjimpa-B’s	sister.	Nampitjimpa-B’s	mother	

grew	up	Nampitjimpa-A,	on	the	other	side	of	M’bungara,	(next	to	the)	

creek	

	
Nampitjimpa-B’s	father	and	mother	brought	her	(Nampitjimpa-A)	up		

	
Nampitjimpa-A	got	married	at	Bullocky	(near	Derwent	station),	her	

first	husband	was	a	stockman	

Then	later	she	remarried	(second	husband)	

	

The	attributes	of	one’s	family	go	beyond	the	nuclear	structure	of	parents	

and	children.	When	the	old	ladies	tell	their	stories	of	growing	up,	a	large	

group	of	people	make	up	the	family	unit.	With	people	in	Papunya	becoming	

parents	at	a	young	age,	five	generations	of	family	is	fairly	common	in	
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Papunya.	Stories	about	families	are	dominated	by	how	each	person	is	

related	to	one	another	and	insights	of	how	family	values	were	passed	on	are	

filtered	through	the	stories	of	relationships	and	the	land.		

		

Connected	to	country	and	family	

	

The	old	ladies	in	particular	also	talked	about	how	important	it	was	for	a	

child	to	be	linked	to	their	country	from	birth:	

\	in	which	children	were	born.	When		asked	the	old	ladies	about	where	they	

were	born,	they	told	me	stories	of	not	just	the	location	of	their	birthplace,	

but	how	they	are	connected	to	country.		

	

The	old	ladies	in	Papunya	were	born	in	the	bush,	at	places	identified	today	

by	their	proximity	to	known	locations	in	the	area.	Nampitjimpa-A	was	born	

near	Glen	Helen	–	the	current	location	of	a	hotel	and	tourist	resort	attached	

to	Glen	Helen	Gorge.	Nangala-A	was	born	at	Haasts	Bluff	(referring	to	place	

near	Haasts	Bluff).	The	old	ladies	were	born	bush	way,	Anangu	way	(Old	

ladies).	

	

In	the	old	days,	babies	were	born	bush	way;	a	hole	was	dug	in	the	dirt	

and	women	in	the	family	group	supported	the	birthing	mother.		
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The	baby	that	was	born,	baby	used	to	be	on	manta	-	ground/sand,	on	

the	ground	used	to	rub	the	kids	with	warm	dirt,	cut	the	cord	with	

stick	and	tie	it	up	(Nampitjimpa-B).	

		 	

Part	of	being	born	on	country	included	a	smoking	ceremony.	The	smoking	

ceremony	was	used	to	connect	children	to	country,	to	ngurra:	

	

Babies	have	a	smoking	ceremony	when	are	a	newborn,	(it)	makes	the	

baby	and	mother	strong,	and	makes	good	mimi	-breastmilk		

The	grandmother	puts	the	mother	and	child	in	the	smoke	(Nangala-

A).	

	

Nangala-A	told	the	story	of	being	born	‘Anangu	way’	in	the	community.	She	

described	how	women	used	to	have	kids	in	the	bush,	when	there	was	no	

hospital	in	Papunya.	Nangala-A	also	talked	about	the	time	when	women	had	

their	children	with	the	assistance	of	the	clinic	in	Papunya	in	the	1960s	and	

1970s.	Working	as	a	health	worker,	Nangala-A	used	her	knowledge	in	

traditional	birthing	skills	to	help	women	birth	their	babies.	The	birthing	

mother	went	to	the	clinic	in	Papunya	to	have	their	baby	then	went	home	and	

grandmothers	took	the	mother	and	baby	to	do	the	smoking	ceremony.		

	

Nangala-A	talked	about	her	own	family:	
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I	went	through	with	all	of	my	kids	doing	smoking	ceremony,	my	

daughters	did	too,	and	some	of	the	mothers	and	children	they	had	a	

smoke	ceremony	when	they	were	in	Papunya	(Nangala-A).	

	

By	contrast,	children	in	Papunya	are	now	mostly	born	in	Alice	Springs	

Hospital.	The	health	centre	in	Papunya	has	not	been	equipped	for	babies	to	

be	born	in	Papunya	since	the	1960s.	Expectant	mothers	from	Papunya	travel	

to	Alice	Springs	at	36	weeks	to	‘sit-down’,	to	wait	for	the	baby	to	be	born.	

The	only	babies	that	are	born	in	Papunya	are	those	that	come	unexpectedly	

quickly	with	not	enough	time	to	get	mothers	to	Alice	Springs.	Depending	on	

the	health	of	the	baby	and	mother,	transport	options	and	follow-up	care,	

some	babies	do	not	arrive	back	home	in	the	community	for	a	number	of	

weeks	or	longer	after	birth.		

	

The	change	in	how	children	are	born	is	a	concern	for	the	old	ladies	and	

grandmothers	in	Papunya	(Old	ladies).	The	old	ladies	are	concerned	that	not	

all	children	are	given	a	smoking	ceremony	now	and	that	they	are	born	away	

from	country.	

	

Some	kids	they	grow	up	and	have	children	and	some	have	smoke	

ceremony.	Today	now,	some	babies	born	in	hospital,	some	mothers	

don’t	have	smoke	ceremony	(Nangala-A).	

	

Grandmothers	in	particular	are	worried	that	children	are	missing	out	of	on	

being	linked	to	their	country,	to	the	ngurra.	A	spiritual	link	with	the	land	is	
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conveyed	in	many	of	the	conversations	with	the	old	ladies,	as	is	the	

importance	of	learning	from	grandmothers.		

	

Grandmothers	taught	us	

	
The	old	ladies	in	Papunya	placed	high	importance	on	how	their	

grandmothers	taught	them	about	the	land	when	they	were	growing	up.	

	

[We]	used	to	learn	with	[our]	grandmother,	grandmother	used	to	

take	the	kids	and	teach	them…	

Learning	bush	way	(Nangala-A)	

	

They	explained	that	the	way	they	learnt	was	from	watching	and	learning	

with	their	grandmothers,	through	participating	in	daily	life.	

	

Used	to	walk	around	no	book,	no	pencil,	no	crow	bar,	use	wana	–	

digging	stick	-	for	digging	up	

Grandmothers	used	to	take	us	out	bush	from	Haasts	Bluff	

That’s	our	Anangu	way	(Nangala-A).	

	

The	old	ladies	and	grandmothers	in	Papunya	talked	about	how	their	

grandmothers	taught	them	as	children	about	dancing	ceremony,	and	culture	

(Talking	with	old	ladies	and	Nampitjimpa-B	assisting	with	interpreting):	
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Nangala-A:	The	old	ladies	used	to	dance	when	they	were	young,	the	

grandmothers	used	to	teach	them	how	to	dance,	at	five	mile,	[at]	

Alalpi	(near	Haasts	Bluff)	

Nampitjimpa-B:	Long	time	they	used	to	teach	the	young	ones	for	the	

culture	

Nangala-A:	Used	to	do	body	painting	with	oil	(fat)	and	put	body	

paintings	

Doing	it	culture	way	

Grandmothers	taught	us.	

	

Wilinyi	–	going	out	hunting	

	

As	children,	the	old	ladies	learnt	about	hunting	-	wilinyi	-	through	daily	life	

and,	through	explaining	their	childhood,	they	highlighted	the	importance	of	

children	today	learning	about	hunting.	They	talk	about	how	they	learned	

from	their	grandparents:	

	

Long	time	when	(we)	were	little	

Growing	up	out	bush	

Learning	bush	way		

Grandmothers	used	to	take	us	bush,	going	out	hunting,	feeding	us	

good	food	like	witchetty	grubs,	goanna	and	looking	for	honey	ants	

	

Grandparents	used	to	feed	us	
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Wangunu	–	local	damper	-	keeps	people	healthy		

Bush	sultana	and	grind	it	too	and	eat	–	akatjerre	-	bush	sultana	

Grind	mulga	seeds	into	damper	

	

Used	to	feed	little	kids	that	rabbit	meat,	and	young	ones	used	to	catch	

rabbits	themselves	and	feed	themselves,	and	our	grandmothers	were	

teaching	us	how	to	catch	rabbit,	cook	in	fire	and	eat	(as	teenagers)	

(Old	ladies).	

	

Learning	aspects	of	the	Anangu	way,	children	are	connected	to	their	country.	

The	old	ladies	told	stories	of	how	their	grandparents	taught	them	to	use	

tools	from	the	land:		

	

They	used	to	use	really	sharp	stones,	white	ones,	like	knife	for	using	

for	cutting	food,	anything	for	cutting	

Whitefella	way	we	using	crow	bar,	axe	

Kantikanti	–	sharpened	stick	for	cutting	bones	

We	call	them	kantikanti	for	cutting	tree,	kangaroo		

	

Used	kiti	–	black	one	like	bitumen,	but	from	spinifex,	used	to	hit	them	

with	stick	and	black	stuff	comes	out,	then	put	it	in	the	fire,	makes	it	

soft	and	then	we	use	it	for	making	a	bowl,	a	coolamon	(holding	dish),	

like	an	axe.	
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Used	to	cook	it	in	the	fire	until	smooth	like	damper,	and	then	put	it	

around	the	stick	so	it	got	stronger	and	harder	to	use	for	anything		

It’s	called	black	tyre	from	the	bush	(like	what’s	in	bitumen)	(Old	

ladies).		

	

The	change	in	lifestyle	from	the	time	when	the	old	ladies	were	growing	up	to	

children	growing	up	in	Papunya	today	is	significant.	Living	in	the	Haasts	

Bluff	settlement,	there	was	no	school	when	some	of	the	old	ladies	were	

growing	up.	The	old	ladies	explained	that	it	was	through	the	daily	activities	

of	hunting,	gathering	bush	foods,	dancing	and	ceremony	that	they	learned	

about	culture,	food,	survival	and	life.	

	

Keep	the	fire	going	

	

The	old	ladies	now	live	in	a	defined	place,	in	a	house	in	Papunya.	But	the	old	

bush	way	of	living	has	not	completely	changed,	rather	it	has	adapted	to	the	

current	context.	Nangala-A	communicated	the	importance	of	having	a	fire:	

	

Even	when	it’s	cold	time	we	used	to	keep	warm,	make	fire,	leave	that	

stick	there	to	keep	it	going	

Sometimes	[we]	used	to	go	out	to	bush	and	they	used	to	have	stick	

with	waru-	fire	(no	matches),	kept	the	fire	going	–	special	watia	-	fire	

stick	

Used	to	go	with	that	fire	and	make	lights.	
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The	old	ladies	are	able	to	navigate	bush	tracks	to	locate	old	outstations,	

law/dreaming	sites,	bush	food	areas	and	also	to	point	out	the	locations	of	

significant	events	related	to	family	members.	When	talking	about	country,	

Nungarrayi-A	and	Nampitjimpa-B	always	said	that	we	needed	to	take	the	old	

ladies	to	find	the	mentioned	spot	in	the	tjukurrpa	story	–	as	they	know	the	

area	better	than	anyone	else	(Talking	with	Nampitjimpa-B).	The	old	ladies,	

through	their	actions,	demonstrated	that	they	see	their	country	as	their	

home	and	have	an	association	with	the	land	that	goes	beyond	those	physical	

attributes	that	provide	a	home.		

	

Teaching	young	children	now	

	

Just	like	they	were	taught	by	their	grandmothers,	the	old	ladies	of	Papunya	

stated	that	they	have	a	strong	wish	to	teach	their	grandchildren	about	

culture	and	their	way	of	life.	Nangala-A	expressed	her	desire	for	young	

people	to	learn	the	traditional	ways	of	hunting.	

	

We	try	for	this	mob	Anangu	way	got	to	learn	

Hunting	for	traditional	way	

Like	long	time	they	used	to	take	us	around	

No	car	just	walking.	
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The	old	ladies	in	their	stories	asserted	that	the	upkeep	of	culture	and	care	

for	country	requires	close	connection	and	interaction	with	the	land.	The	old	

ladies	noted	that	they	are	concerned	about	Anangu	way	being	lost.	

	

We	are	trying	hard	for	our	kids	to	learn	our	culture	

Some	kids	don’t	want	to	learn	Anangu	way		

Go	to	school	and	learn	writing	with	a	pencil	

We	are	getting	old	–	who’s	going	to	teach	our	culture?	

	

In	interactions	with	the	grandmothers	in	Papunya	they	claimed	that	there	

are	not	as	many	opportunities	for	young	people	as	previously	to	learn	the	

Anangu	way.	Many	ladies	in	Papunya	spoke	about	how	not	all	families	are	

strong	in	culture	when	compared	to	the	old	days.		

	

Some	of	old	women	pass	away	with	lots	of	knowledge	with	them,	

some	grandmothers	got	everything,	and	didn’t	pass	on	to	their	

grandchildren….our	culture	is	passing	away	(Nangala-A).	

	

Even	some	of	the	younger	grandmothers	who	were	part	of	this	project	

admitted	to	not	knowing	all	the	tjukurrpa	songs	and	stories	that	the	old	

ladies	know.	Nungarrayi-A	noted	that	she	did	not	know	all	the	dreaming	

stories	and	was	keen	to	learn	them.		
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The	old	ladies	reflected	on	the	importance	of	learning	whitefella	ways	when	

they	were	young	and	how	they	were	seen	as	knowing	Anangu	way	but	still	

had	lots	to	learn	about	the	whitefella	way:	

	

Trying	to	learn	this	mob,	Papunya	mob	got	to	learn	children	to	know	

white	man’s	way	

Kutjara	together	–	two	ways	

They	got	to	learn	

Maybe	ninti	–	clever	-	for	Anangu	way,	but	need	to	learn	more	

Whitefella	way,	kids	and	oldies	not	understanding	well	about	

whitefella	way,	still	on	Anangu	way	of	learning.		

	

They	emphasised	that	their	parents	and	grandparents	needed	the	children	

to	learn	the	whitefella	way	so	that	they	could	help	the	older	generations.		

	

By	contrast	the	focus	of	the	old	ladies	now	is	the	importance	of	Anangu	way	

and	ensuring	it	is	not	lost.	The	old	ladies	stressed	that	now	there	needs	to	be	

more	emphasis	on	still	learning	both	ways	while	maintaining	the	

importance	of	learning	the	Anangu	way.	

	

Learn	whitefella	way,	learn	both	ways	

All	old	women	trying	to	teach	culture	and	learning	for	young	ones.	

	

The	stories	from	the	old	ladies	are	a	link	to	the	past.	Their	lives	as	children	

were	extremely	different	to	the	lives	of	children	growing	up	in	Papunya	
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today.	Yet	they	are	the	formidable	influence,	the	keepers	of	knowledge	and	

the	matriarchs	of	large	families.	They	hold	the	knowledge	for	the	Anangu	

way	today	and	aspects	of	the	Anangu	way	still	form	the	foundations	for	

family	values	in	Papunya	now.		

	

Summary	of	strengths	from	‘irriti’	

	

This	chapter	has	detailed	the	stories	from	the	old	ladies	about	growing	up	

the	Anangu	way.	Stories	about	hunting,	living	bush	way,	skin	names,	family,	

tjukurrpa	and	a	strong	connection	with	the	land.	These	stories	are	an	

important	part	of	the	story	of	how	children	in	Papunya	are	growing	up	now	

under	the	watchful	guidance	of	grandmothers.	Tjukurrpa	is	extremely	

important	for	children	growing	up	in	Papunya	today	and	children	learn	

tjukurrpa	from	the	older	generations,	who	lived	the	bush	way/Anangu	way	

when	they	were	growing	up.		

	

The	grandmothers	in	Papunya	regard	the	strength	of	culture	as	important	in	

growing	up	children.	They	intend	for	the	children	to	know	where	they	

belong,	to	country	and	to	family.	The	following	chapter	continues	the	story	

of	aspects	of	the	Anangu	way	and	how	it	is	shaping	children	in	Papunya	

presently.	Stories	of	daily	life	for	children	in	Papunya	provide	a	perspective	

on	how	a	child	is	growing	up	within	the	cultural,	environment	and	spiritual	

context	of	the	Anangu	way	in	contemporary	Papunya.		
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Chapter	Six:	Pipirri	wima	kuwarri	–	Little	children	now	

Ethnographic	account	-	nights	by	the	fire	

	

The	early	evening	became	a	good	time	to	catch	up	with	Nungarrayi-A.	

Her	days	were	busy,	filled	with	work	obligations	and	board	meetings	of	

the	various	organisations	in	which	she	was	involved,	and	so	to	find	time	

for	her	to	sit	down	and	chat	during	the	day	was	difficult.	In	the	

afternoon	and	getting	close	to	sunset	became	a	time	that	we	regularly	

agreed	on	to	meet	at	her	place.	Most	times	when	I	got	there,	I	would	

find	her	outside	with	a	fire	going,	usually	with	something	cooking,	or	at	

the	least	a	billy	on	the	boil.	We	would	sit	down	by	the	fire	and	often	

spent	the	evening	there.	Many	nights	she	cooked	on	the	fire,	using	a	

grate	for	grilling	meat,	and	cooking	potatoes,	sweet	potatoes	and	other	

vegetables	in	the	coals.	Sometimes	she	would	also	have	a	kangaroo	tail	

cooking	in	the	coals.	Often	the	meal	was	also	accompanied	by	mangarri	

–	bread.	

	

Her	house	is	on	the	edge	of	the	community,	near	to	the	road	out	to	the	

airstrip.	It	is	near	other	family	members’	houses	and	also	nearby	to	the	

oval.	Since	I	have	known	Nungarrayi-A,	she	has	always	had	her	bedding	

outside	and	has	slept	outside.	In	the	case	of	bad	weather,	she	says	she	

goes	inside	but	the	setup	of	her	bed	and	a	handful	of	belongings	are	

permanently	on	the	southern	side	of	the	house,	beside	some	gum	trees.	
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On	one	of	these	evenings,	as	the	youngest	of	Nungarrayi-A’s	two	

granddaughters	got	tired,	Nungarrayi-A	encouraged	her	to	grab	a	

blanket	from	the	area	where	they	had	their	beds	set	up	outside	and	she	

lay	down	with	Nungarrayi-A.	Whilst	Nungarrayi-A	continued	to	chat	

with	me	her	granddaughter	fell	asleep.	A	blanket	was	provided	for	my	

own	daughter,	who	also	fell	asleep	on	my	lap.		

	

There	was	a	steady	stream	of	other	family	members	that	came	and	

stayed	for	various	amounts	of	time	as	we	sat	and	chatted	by	the	fire	

that	evening.	Some	stayed	to	eat,	others	just	came	and	joined	family	

members	for	a	short	time,	joining	in	the	conversation	(Journal	notes	

August	2014).		

	

Another	night	I	joined	Nungarrayi-A’s	family	again	at	Nungarrayi-A’s	

niece’s	house.	There	were	a	core	group	of	seven	adult	family	members	

and	some	visiting	family	from	Mt	Liebig	who	were	there	for	the	few	

hours	that	we	had	dinner	and	chatted	together	by	the	fire	(Journal	

notes	September	2014).	

	

On	both	occasions,	children	were	playing	into	the	evening	and	were	

looked	out	for	by	the	adults	in	the	group,	though	mostly	the	kids	played	

by	themselves.	They	were	running	around	with	things	they	found	

around	the	yard	to	play	with,	including	the	insert	of	a	ten-litre	box	of	

water,	and	some	plastic	containers,	sticks	etc.	The	children	kept	
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themselves	busy.	There	was	food	and	lollies	shared	amongst	all	the	

children.	An	adult	was	always	close	by	or	with	children,	especially	when	

they	ventured	outside	the	gate	of	the	house/yard.	Different	adults	took	

responsibility	at	different	times.	My	daughter	enjoyed	the	evening,	

joining	in	the	games	with	the	children	(Journal	notes	August-

September	2014).		

	

Introduction		

	

This	chapter	continues	the	stories	of	the	Anangu	way,	building	on	the	stories	

from	irriti	and	the	old	ladies.	Generally,	the	parents	who	contributed	to	this	

research	are	related	to	the	key	grandmothers	and	old	ladies	who	began	

telling	the	stories	of	children	growing	up	the	Anangu	way.	The	family	

members	of	each	generation	have	been	involved	in	different	ways.	As	

grandmothers	play	an	important	role	in	children	growing	up,	this	chapter	

includes	stories	from	grandmothers	in	care	roles	as	well	as	stories	from	

their	children,	who	form	part	of	the	current	generation	of	parents	in	

Papunya.		

	

The	stories	in	this	chapter	emphasise	the	importance	of	the	Anangu	way	and	

that	the	most	important	aspect	of	the	Anangu	way	is	family.	These	stories	

from	mothers	and	grandmothers	talk	about	how	children	are	living	closely	

with	family,	about	what	they	do	during	their	day,	the	time	spent	with	family	

and	how	grandmothers	and	the	whole	family	group	takes	care	of	children,	
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not	just	their	parents.	The	stories	include	many	accounts	of	the	use	of	fire	

and	how	children	spend	their	time	outside.	These	stories	build	on	the	

stories	from	irriti	and	provide	a	picture	of	the	continuing	importance	of	a	

child’s	sense	of	identity	through	their	closeness	and	links	to	family	and	their	

connection	to	country.		

	

Aspects	of	the	Anangu	way	for	children	in	present-day	Papunya	

	

All	the	families	I	spoke	with	agreed	wholeheartedly	that	the	Anangu	way	

must	be	a	priority	in	growing	up	children	in	present-day	Papunya.	

Nampitjimpa-B	and	Nungarrayi-A	emphasised	that	the	Anangu	way	must	be	

first,	whitefella	way	second.	Nangala-B	and	Napurrula-A,	both	mothers	with	

young	children,	also	agreed	that	the	Anangu	way	is	of	utmost	importance	

but	can	also	see	the	Anangu	way	as	part	of	a	two-ways	approach	that	

ensures	children	are	growing	up	understanding	the	whitefella	way	as	well	as	

the	Anangu	way.		

	

Aspects	of	the	Anangu	way	influences	how	children	live	in	the	daily	

environment	and	how	they	learn	about	who	they	are.	The	Anangu	way	is	

underpinned	by	tjukurrpa	with	an	emphasis	on	family	in	everyday	life.	

	

Yes,	it	is	important	for	Anangu	ways	and	Anangu,	so	they	can	learn	

Also	they	go	around	to	another	family,	start	talking,	start	learning,	



154	
	

learning	the	language,	see	what	Anangu	do,	and	then	they	see	it	and	

then	they	learn,	by	watching	and	looking	(Nungarrayi-A).		

	

Nungarrayi-A	talked	about	how	family	is	involved	in	children’s	learning.	

Family	members,	who	they	live	and	interact	with	every	day,	facilitate	

children’s	learning.	A	child’s	learning	is	through	watching	and	looking	and	

doing.	Their	learning	environment	is	daily	life	and	all	that	happens.	

	

Living	closely	with	family	

	

Central	to	the	Anangu	way	is	living	closely	with	family.	Nungarrayi-A’s	house	

was	always	busy	with	family.	At	the	time	of	writing	this	thesis,	Nungarrayi-A	

lived	with	two	of	her	grandchildren.	During	this	thesis	the	number	of	people	

living	in	Nungarrayi-A’s	house	changed	frequently.	The	house	itself	was	

mostly	used	for	storage.	Nungarrayi-A	advised	me	that,	for	some	time	

during	2014	that	it	had	been	uninhabitable	due	to	a	delay	in	housing	repairs.	

At	the	beginning	of	this	research	Nungarrayi-A	and	her	two	granddaughters	

were	the	main	occupants	of	the	house.	Sometimes	Nungarrayi-A’s	aunt	also	

stayed	there,	and	later	in	the	timeframe	of	this	thesis,	Nungarrayi-A’s	son	

(the	granddaughters’	father)	came	back	(from	jail)	to	also	stay	at	

Nungarrayi-A’s	house.		

	

Nungarrayi-A’s	brother	Jungarrayi-A,	and	his	wife	and	child	also	

intermittently	stayed	at	the	house.	Another	time	I	visited	Jungarrayi-A	was	
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living	in	a	different	house.	Then	later	again	Nungarrayi-A	had	moved	out	of	

her	house	to	allow	for	some	renovations	and	Jungarrayi-A	had	moved	to	a	

different	house	again	to	allow	for	other	family	members	to	stay	in	his	house,	

as	it	was	bigger.	All	the	houses	mentioned	are	within	a	few	hundred	metres	

of	each	other.	Nungarrayi-A’s	family	makeup	provides	an	example	of	five	

generations	living	in	close	proximity	in	the	same	community.	Nungarrayi-A’s	

aunt,	Nampitjimpa-C,	represents	the	oldest	generation	of	Nungarrayi-A’s	

family	and	lives	in	Papunya.		

	

In	addition	to	a	fluidity	of	family	members	residing	and	visiting	each	house,	

as	described	in	the	account	at	the	beginning	of	this	chapter	(through	the	

example	of	Nungarrayi-A’s	house),	the	houses	of	family	members	in	

Papunya	are	also	usually	close	together.	For	the	Anangu	in	present-day	

Papunya,	close	proximity	to	family	is	important	across	the	day	in	every	

aspect	of	daily	life,	including	sleeping.	

	

We	sleep	with	our	kids	close	to	us	

	

Many	of	the	women	made	a	point	of	telling	me	how	important	it	was	for	

them	to	be	able	to	sleep	beside	their	children.	Family	members	spoke	about	

deliberately	sharing	a	sleeping	space	with	their	younger	children.	Nangala-C	

explained	that:	
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Nangala-C:	Anangu	way	we	sleep	family,	husband,	wife	and	the	kids,	

one	place,	in	one	room,	so	the	kids	are	safe	with	mum	and	dad,	when	

they’re	12,	13,	14	they	sleep	(separate),	but	when	they’re	11,	12,	

their	mother	and	father	looking	after	them,	always	looking	after	and	

feeding	[them].	

	

Another	family	told	me	how	Nakamarra-C	stays	with	her	mother	and	aunty.	

Her	mother	sleeps	beside	her	but	Nakamarra-C	also	spends	lots	of	time	with	

her	aunty.	Her	aunty	talks	fondly	of	how	Nakamarra-C	likes	sleeping	beside	

her	and	talks	about	how	she	likes	singing	nursery	rhymes	in	English.	

Families	choose	to	sleep	next	to	their	children	for	safety.		

	

Nungarrayi-A:	but	Anangu	way	it’s	safe,	keep	them	safe	

Jeanette:	I	think	I’m	thinking	Anangu	way,	she’s	sleeping	with	me	(my	

own	daughter)	

Nungarrayi-A:	that’s	palya-good,	yuwa,	we	sleep	with	all	our	kids	

close	to	us.	

	

I	shared	with	the	women	that	I	was	influenced	by	their	idea	of	sleeping	

beside	my	children.	They	were	happy	to	hear	that	I	did	not	subscribe	to	the	

idea	that	I	should	separate	my	children	from	me.	Family	members	said	that	

children	might	get	sick	or	something	might	happen	to	them	if	they’re	in	

another	room.		
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Nangala-C:	whitefella	way	mother	and	father	sleep	in	one	bedroom	

and	kids	sleep	in	other	room,	something	might	happen,	because	

there’s	window	and	everything,	people	going,	walking	around….	It’s	

Anangu	way,	keep	them	close.	

	

Reflecting	on	these	conversations	I	asked	Nungarrayi-A	where	her	youngest	

granddaughter	slept:	

	

Jeanette:	When	does	Nangali	(Nangala-granddaughter)	go	to	sleep,	

when	she’s	tired?	

Nungarrayi-A:	When	she	feels	tired?	

Jeanette:	Does	she	sleep	in	the	same	bed	with	you	or	wiya	-	no?	

Nungarrayi-A:	Yuwa	-	yes,	one	mattress.	

	

Nangala-C	told	stories	about	her	evenings	with	her	son	when	he	was	young.	

She	told	me	how	she	slept	beside	her	son	when	he	was	little,	and	how	they	

often	sleep	outside	under	the	stars	now.	

	

Sleeping	outside	

	
Nangala-C	explained	to	me	in	conversation	about	sleeping	outside,	that:		
	

Anangu	way	[is	a]	big	fire,	adults	sleep	next	to	the	fire,	kids	sleep	next	

to	mum	and	grandma.	
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Many	families	claimed	that	at	least	some	of	the	year	they	slept	outside.	

Napurrula-A	said	it	was	too	cold	to	sleep	outside	in	winter,	but	her	son	likes	

to	sleep	outside,	he	told	her	‘mum	we	got	to	sleep	outside’.	

	

Most	of	the	time	Nungarrayi-A’s	and	the	children’s	bedding	was	set	up	

outside	the	house	in	the	yard.	Wire	frames	with	swags	and	blankets	were	

lined	up	permanently	next	to	a	fire	spot.	I	asked	one	day	if	Nungarrayi-A	was	

worried	about	the	bulls	at	night	(since	her	house	was	on	the	edge	of	the	

community).	To	me	their	calls	at	night	were	of	concern,	she	told	me	she	was	

not	worried,	she	considered	them	her	friends.	

	

Nangala-C	casually	explained	her	thoughts	to	me	about	sleeping	outside:		

	

Nangala-C:	Yuwa,	we	don’t	worry	about	the	house,	if	the	house	is	full,	

we	can	sleep	outside,	everywhere,	anywhere.	

	 	

Waru	kampanyi	-	Outside,	by	the	fire		

	

The	Anangu	lifestyle	that	promotes	living	outside,	by	the	campfire	is	not	

solely	due	to	a	reliance	on	fire	for	food	or	a	relic	of	the	old	way	of	living.		

In	addition	to	the	proximity	of	family	housing	facilitating	close	family,	the	

social	aspect	of	family	is	facilitated	by	the	campfire.	The	fire	is	a	social	area,	

where	family	members	come	together	and	share	a	meal,	but	also	much	

more.	Whenever	I	visited	people	at	night,	babies	and	young	children	were	
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with	the	family,	usually	outside	around	the	fire.	Young	babies	slept	in	the	

arms	of	a	family	member	or	just	next	to	them	in	a	pram,	breastfed	on	

demand	(compiled	journal	notes).		

	

Many	nights	when	I	visited	Nungarrayi-A’s	house,	her	family	were	eating	

outside	together	outside,	cooking	on	the	fire.	Nungarrayi-A	also	told	me	that	

she	mostly	cooked	outside:		

	

Jeanette:	do	you	sit	down	by	the	fire	every	night?	Or	most	nights?	

Nungarrayi-A:	most	nights,	or	when	we	have	kangaroo	tail,	we	sit	

down	by	fire….	nice	to	sit	outside	and	cook	and	have	a	yarn.	

	

Just	as	the	old	ladies	talk	of	stories	around	the	fire,	this	was	a	regular	event	

in	collecting	stories	and	a	regular	topic	that	families	spoke	of	when	talking	

about	their	children.	The	environment	in	which	children	are	growing	up	in	

Papunya	is	one	that	includes	a	fire	and	is	closely	tied	to	being	with	family.	

	

In	Alice	Springs,	when	I	visited	Nakamarra-B,	who	normally	lived	in	

Papunya,	I	went	to	a	house	she	was	renting	in	the	suburb	of	Larapinta.	We	

sat	in	the	backyard	and	chatted	about	the	differences	between	living	in	town	

and	living	in	community.	Nakamarra-B	said	to	me	that,	whilst	she	was	living	

in	Alice	Springs,	she	did	not	enjoy	living	there.	She	made	the	decision	to	live	

in	Alice	Springs	due	to	a	job	opportunity	and	to	provide	her	granddaughter	

the	chance	to	go	to	school	in	town.	She	felt	though	that	she	was	too	far	away	

from	her	family	in	Papunya	and	expressed	sadness	at	the	inability	to	be	able	
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to	have	a	fire	going	in	the	yard.	Back	at	her	outstation	at	Papunya	her	front	

porch	always	had	the	remnants	of	a	fire,	if	there	wasn’t	one	burning	at	the	

time.	

	

Many	people	in	Papunya	regard	firewood	and	having	a	regular	fire	as	an	

essential	part	of	daily	life.	Not	all	families	have	a	regular	fire	in	Papunya	but	

the	majority	of	participants	involved	with	this	research	did	regularly	have	a	

fire	in	the	yard,	either	of	their	home	or	that	of	an	immediate	family	member.	

There	is	no	firewood	within	walking	distance	of	the	houses	of	Papunya	

settlement,	so	collection	either	relies	on	one’s	own	transport	or	the	

kindness/obligations	of	others	to	get	firewood.	In	Papunya	the	old	ladies	

were	often	equipped	with	firewood	by	the	aged	care	centre,	or	a	whitefella	

employee	who	had	a	kind	heart.	When	I	spoke	to	some	of	the	grandmothers	

at	various	times,	they	lamented	that	they	had	no	firewood	and	without	

firewood	they	could	not	cook	or	keep	warm	or	conduct	any	number	of	

related	activities.		

	

Families	in	present-day	Papunya	also	regard	being	outside	as	an	important	

part	of	daily	life.	An	example	of	the	importance	of	the	outside	environment	

was	conveyed	to	me	through	a	story	about	soothing	children.	I	am	regularly	

reminded	of	a	conversation	in	Papunya,	with	a	mother	of	similar	age	to	me,	

about	soothing	children	around	sunset.	I	mentioned	to	Nangala-C	that	my	

own	child	was	often	unsettled	around	sunset	and	how	in	English	we	often	

refer	to	this	time	as	the	‘witching	hour’	for	young	children.		
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Nangala-C	advised	that:	

	

When	little	babies	are	crying,	even	like	Nakamarra,	when	the	sun	is	

going	down,	sunset,	you	show	them	that	sun,	the	baby…	nikitty	-

naked	-	one…	and	that	baby	won’t	cry	anymore.	

	

Nangala-C	told	me	how	she	held	her	son	up	to	the	setting	sun	each	evening	

to	settle	him,	and	suggested	I	also	do	this	with	my	own	child,	as	she	had	

observed	that	my	daughter	was	‘crying	too	much’.	In	my	journal	notes	I	

wrote:	

	

In	Alice	Springs	now	I	often	am	reminded	to	take	my	two-year-old	

outside	at	sunset	and	in	the	early	evening.	We	talk	about	the	stars	

and	the	moon	and	observe	the	setting	sun.	By	comparison	to	the	

amount	of	time	spent	outside	across	the	day	and	night	by	Anangu	

children,	I	find	myself	sheltering	my	children	from	the	outside	at	

night.	An	expectation	of	mosquitoes,	snakes	in	summer	and	other	

such	creatures	in	the	dark	made	us	less	likely	as	a	family	to	spend	

time	outside.	It	is	ingrained	into	us	that	the	dark	is	dangerous.	

(Journal	notes	September	2013).		

	

The	notion	of	sleeping	outside	(if	not	camping)	and	living	by	the	fire	would	

likely	be	considered	nonsensical	to	most	Australians.	To	families	in	

Papunya,	it	is	normal	and	preferable	if	the	weather	suits.		
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Fire	for	ceremony	

	

Families	use	fire	for	cooking	food	and	warmth,	as	well	as	a	social	space;	but	

fire	is	also	used	for	ceremonial	purposes.	The	old	ladies’	stories	always	

included	references	to	fire	and	they	explained	that	smoking	ceremonies	(as	

detailed	above)	are	important	for	babies,	children	and	adults	alike	and	are	

used	at	different	times.		

	

The	fire	holds	its	place	in	ceremony	as	described	by	Nangala-C:	

	

Nangala-C	They	been	put	[my	son]	in	the	smoke,	and	then	cut	the	

hair	with	the	stick,	you	know	little	long	one	and	put	it	in	the	fire	and	

burn	the	hair	

Jeanette:	that	was	here	or	Haasts	Bluff?	

Nangala-C:	Haasts	Bluff,	that’s	why	[my	son	is]	strong,	not	getting	

sores,	healthy,	never	been	to	hospital.	

	

Some	younger	women	talked	proudly	of	the	smoking	process	but	had	not	

smoked	their	own	children:	

	

Girls,	young	girls	[go	for	the	ceremony].	Old	people	too.	They	go	to	

bush	and	….	[bring]	all	the	trees	for	smoke.	And	they	put	baby	in	that	

smoke	and	mother,	all	of	them,	and	that	helps	to	make	healthy,	

strong	milk.	You	know,	titty?	The	baby	can	drink	and	the	baby	can	get	
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really	strong	and	healthy	one.	Strong	one.	And	after	that,	everyone	

can	go	into	that	smoke	(Nakamarra-C’s	aunty).		

	

Napurrula-A	said	that	she	hadn’t	smoked	her	daughter,	as	the	grandmother	

usually	does	it	and	neither	of	the	grandmothers	were	living	in	Papunya.	

	

Napurrula-A:	Yuwa	smoke	wiya-no,	I	didn’t	smoke	her,	because	my	

mother,	she	passed	away	about	2010	

Jeanette:	Oh,	because	grandmother	usually	does	it,	what	about	your	

husband’s	side?	Or	always	mother’s	side?	

Napurrula-A:	Wiya-no,	[my	husband’s	mum	is]	staying	in	town.	

	

In	many	ways	the	grandmothers	of	Papunya	are	important	in	raising	

children.	In	other	circumstances	grandmothers	are	providing	the	only	link	

to	cultural	knowledge	and	are	also	raising	their	own	grandchildren.	The	

absence	of	a	grandmother	can	result	in	a	loss	of	cultural	knowledge	sharing.	

	

Grandmothers’	looking	after,	growing	up	kids		

	

As	in	the	previous	chapter	the	grandmothers	are	considered	cultural	experts	

and	have	an	important	role	in	growing	up	children.		

	

Grandmothers	are	important	in	growing	up	children	today	

(Nungarrayi-A).		
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There	are	many	influences	present	from	irriti	for	children	living	in	present-

day	Papunya.	For	learning	cultural	knowledge,	grandmothers	are	essential.		

	

On	various	bush	trips	the	grandmothers	took	the	role	of	teaching	

young	people	about	culture	and	tjukurrpa,	and	about	hunting	and	

ngurra-country.		As	the	ladies	dug	up	the	dirt	in	search	of	tjupi,	young	

children	looked	on	(Journal	notes	April	2014).	

	

On	one	bush	trip/camp	out	Nungarrayi-A	had	four	grandchildren	that	came	

with	her.	As	in	the	stories	from	the	old	ladies,	grandmothers	are	involved	in	

ceremonies	for	children	as	well	taking	a	role	in	the	care	of	children.	

	

Yuwa.	Like	my	story	I	grew	up	and	I	know	that	when	I	was	like	one	

and	two	and	three,	I	was	with	my	parents.	I	think	I	was	with	my	mum	

and	dad	from	zero	to	five,	then	I	knew,	when	I	was	little,	I	knew	that	

my	mum	and	dad	left	me	in	town	with	my	grandmother	[for	school]	

(Nangala-B).	

	

Nungarrayi-A	told	me	many	stories	of	growing	up	her	grandchildren.	In	

present-day	Papunya	grandmothers	are	also	primary	carers	in	many	

circumstances,	both	formally	and	informally.	Nungarrayi-A	cared	for	her	

two	granddaughters	in	her	home	throughout	the	period	of	this	thesis	and	

had	done	so	for	many	years.	Her	two	granddaughters	have	often	stayed	with	

their	cousins	but	always	came	home	to	Nungarrayi-A’s	house.	The	children’s	
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mother	lived	in	another	community	before	passing	away	and	their	father	

was	in	jail	during	part	of	this	thesis	and,	upon	release,	in	another	

community.		

	

In	the	intentional	or	unintentional	absence	of	parents,	grandmothers	care	

for	children	when	they	are	young.		

	

Nungarrayi-A:	Grandmothers	looking	after,	growing	up	(kids),	when	

they’re	old	enough	they	come	back	

Jeanette:	oh,	back	to	their	parents	

Nungarrayi-A:	back	to	their	father	and	mother	

Jeanette:	how	old	is	old	enough?	

Nungarrayi-A:	when	they	are	6	or	8	or	7,	9,10,	to	12,	and	then	their	

choice	when	they’re	old	enough,	if	they	live	with	grandmother	

(Nungarrayi-A).	

	

The	traditional	grandmother’s	role	in	teaching	children	continues	in	

present-day	Papunya,	though	the	context	has	changed	as	people	live	in	a	

community	with	houses	and	the	influences	of	whitefella	ways	of	living.	
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Shared	care	

	

Alongside	the	role	of	grandmothers,	the	extended	family	takes	responsibility	

on	a	group	basis	for	family	wellbeing	and	care	of	children.	Extended	family	

members	have	an	important	a	role	in	rearing	children.		

	

Lots	of	family	take	care	of	the	baby	(Nakamarra-B).	

	

After	a	child	is	born,	they	are	cared	for	primarily	by	their	mother	but	also	

passed	around	between	family	members.	They	are	rarely	left	alone	and	are	

included	in	all	parts	of	family	life.	Mothers,	sisters,	aunties	and	

grandmothers	provide	the	majority	of	the	care	for	young	children.		

	

The	following	observations	were	noted	after	one	bush	trip	looking	for	honey	

ants.	The	care	of	children	goes	beyond	the	immediate	family	unit	and	

extends	to	a	wider	family	group:	

	

Mums	were	looking	out	for	each	other’s	kids….	Not	because	the	

child’s	mother	wasn’t	but	it	just	seemed	like	there	was	a	shared	

responsibility.	Kids	wandered	between	the	two	digging	spots	and	

were	told	off	when	they	were	too	noisy	(don’t	whinge,	we	will	get	

less	tjupi)	and	when	they	were	getting	in	the	way.		

	

Nampitjimpa-B	talked	about	her	family	and	how	her	parents	had	passed	

away,	but	also	how	she	had	grown	up	her	niece,	a	daughter	from	



167	
	

Nampitjimpa-B’s	young	sister.	She	has	four	children	in	addition	to	her	niece	

who	also	calls	Nampitjimpa-B	‘Mum’.	

	

Nakamarra-B	talked	about	how,	to	look	after	her	grandchildren,	she	would	

trust	members	of	her	family	but	not	just	anyone.	In	practicing	multiple-

mothering,	mothers	hand	around	their	kids,	firstly	to	other	family	members	

and	then	to	others,	who	are	second	choice.	Nangala-C	and	Nangala-B	also	

made	it	clear	that	children	are	not	left	with	just	anyone.	They	are	left	with	

specific	family	members	who	are	trusted	to	take	care	of	children.	

	

Family	is	ok,	but	not	with	other	people	you	know,	they	sleep	at	

different	houses,	they	learn	other	things,	bad	things,	but	family	is	all	

right	

	

If	families	go	into	town,	children	are	accommodated	with	family	members	at	

another	house:		

	

If	mum	leave	the	kids	behind	if	they’re	going	to	town,	maybe	families,	

they	leave	their	kids	with	family,	that	means	kanyini,	kanyila-	caring	

for,	I’m	going	into	town,	look	after,	nyuntu	kanyini	(you	care	for	

them)	I’m	going	to	town	(Napurrula-A).	

	

Whilst	I	was	living	in	Papunya	the	childcare	coordinator	was	surprised	how	

many	different	adults	came	to	the	childcare	centre	with	any	particular	child	

on	different	days.	For	her	this	was	a	challenge	in	developing	relationships	
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with	the	parents,	as	often	a	different	person	was	dropping	off	and	picking	up	

the	child.	

	

My	daughter	made	a	friend	at	the	childcare	centre	who	was	slightly	

older	than	her,	but	had	the	same	skin	name,	Nakamarra.	We	often	

spent	time	with	Nakamarra-C	and	her	family,	both	while	we	were	

living	in	Papunya	and	also	on	subsequent	trips	back	to	Papunya.	

Nakamarra-C’s	mother	worked	at	the	childcare	centre	but	

Nakamarra-C	was	also	often	with	other	family	members,	especially	

her	aunt.	Nakamarra-C	went	to	childcare	with	her	mother	in	the	

mornings	but	most	days,	for	the	rest	of	the	afternoon,	she	either	

played	outside	or	walked	around	the	community,	to	and	from	the	

shop,	with	her	mother	or	aunty	(Journal	notes	December	2013).	

	

In	the	stories	from	families	in	Papunya	it	was	evident	that	the	mothers	and	

grandmothers	were	talking	about	care	for	their	children	and	grandchildren	

as	primarily	their	responsibility.	In	many	cases	the	father	is	away	from	the	

community,	residing	elsewhere,	or	simply	no	longer	in	a	relationship	with	

the	mother	of	their	children.	I	asked	Nungarrayi-A	one	day	where	were	the	

fathers?	
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Nungarrayi-A	said:	

	

Nungarrayi-A:	fathers	they	um,	some	fathers	are	alcoholic,	they	live	

in	town,	but	other	fathers,	they’re	in	jail,	and	some	others	live	out	

here.		

	

Nangala-C	told	me	how	her	sister	lives	at	the	next	house	with	her	daughter	

and	how	many	families	have	lost	their	husbands	and	fathers.		

	

Husband	wiya	(no	husband),	pass	away,	my	three	sisters	lost	their	

husband,	only	staying	with	their	kids,	and	sometimes	they	come	here	

and	stay	with	me.	

	

A	shared	commitment	to	growing	up	children	is	helped	by	a	fluidity	of	

family	members	between	houses	and	generations	living	together.	

Nungarrayi-A’s	house	is	one	example	of	the	movement	between	houses	by	

family	members.	Nungarrayi-A’s	house	is	at	the	end	of	the	community.	She	

spends	her	time	however	between	her	house,	and	her	daughters’	houses	and	

brother’s	house.	They	all	are	in	the	same	section	of	the	community,	on	the	

east	side	of	Papunya.		

	

As	Nangala-C	noted,	living	close	to	many	family	members	means	there	are	

additional	adults	to	care	for	children	and	more	people	watching	out	for	

them.	Children	are	included	in	all	family	activities	and	are	surrounded	by	
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family	into	the	night.	They	are	not	separated	for	any	reason	from	family	in	

daily	activity.	

	

When	they	are	old	enough,	they	go	

	

Older	children	go	exploring	(from	about	age	four)	with	other	children	and	

play	in	the	community	at	various	locations.	They	go	to	other	houses,	the	

community	playground	and	the	community	store	with	older	children	and	

extended	family.		

	

They	usually	go	along	with	the	older	kids	to	school;	they	go	together	

and	go	back	home	together.		And	when	they're	really	getting	older,	

about	seven	or	eight	or	nine,	they	say	they	go	and	stay	with	their	

friend….	Yes,	if	the	kids	go	to	another	house	and	maybe	spend	the	

night	with	her	friend.		Cause	that	kid	is	safe	there	and	in	the	morning,	

they	go	to	school	together	and	grandmother	asks	where	did	you	

sleep?		And	the	child	said	oh	I	sleep	over	there	[at	my	friend’s]	house.	

	

To	clarify	this	story,	I	talked	more	with	Nungarrayi-A:	

	

Jeanette:		 	 So,	grandmother	didn't	know?	

Nungarrayi-A:		 Yes.	And	then	they	[grandmother]	said	oh	that's	

good,	that's	ok,	as	long	as	you’re	sleeping	with	

your	friend.	
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Jeanette:	 That's	like	your	older	granddaughter’s	age	

[around	eight	years	old]?	

Nungarrayi-A:	 Yes.	

Jeanette:	 	 But	not	younger?	

Nungarrayi-A:	 Younger	one	[around	six	years	old]	stays	with	

me.		When	I	go	into	the	workshop	[training	in	

Alice	Springs]	I	leave	her	with	her	little	cousins,	

with	their	cousins,	with	them	girls.	

Nungarrayi-A:		 Sometimes	kids	are	you	know	when	they	are	old	

enough,	they	go	and	play	with	friends.		Or	if	they	

want	to	go	to	another	house	or	friend's	house,	

yeah,	they	go	there.			

Jeanette:	 	 Kids	are	mostly	safe	in	Papunya	by	themselves?	

Nungarrayi-A:	 Yes.	

Jeanette:	 	 When	do	they	go	by	themselves,	how	big?	

Nungarrayi-A:	 When	they	are	four,	yeah	four	

(conversation	with	Nungarrayi-A).	

	

One	day	at	the	childcare	centre,	when	my	daughter	wanted	me	to	come	with	

her	to	the	play	area,	two	mothers	said:	

	

‘kungka	tina’	-	big	girl	-	you	can	go.	

	

The	two	mothers	thought	she	could	go	and	play	with	the	kids	by	herself	and	

expected	that	she	was	big	enough	to	do	so.	Mothers	and	carers	at	the	
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childcare	centre,	as	well	as	in	other	environments,	don’t	follow	children	

around,	children	play	and	mothers/carers	sit	and	talk	to	each	other.	The	

adults	intervene	when	necessary	and	ensure	that	children	are	not	putting	

themselves	in	danger.	Children	are	encouraged	to	take	care	of	themselves	

and	to	be	independent	and	self-reliant	in	various	ways.		

	

Nangala-C	also	talked	about	children’s	independence:	

	

They	go	for	walk,	yuwa,	and	they	come	back,	and	they	play	in	the	

cubby	house	in	the	bush,	(over	other	side	of	fence),	they	make	little	

fire,	sit	down,	yuwa.	

	

In	addition	to	grandmothers,	mothers	and	aunts,	at	people’s	homes	as	well	

as	on	bush	trips,	older	children	automatically	took	responsibility	for	the	

safety	of	younger	children.	Young	children	were	with	older	children	walking	

around	the	community	on	warm	mornings	from	sunrise.	They	were	also	

often	playing	in	public	areas	and	around	homes	with	older	children.	Outside	

of	school	times	older	children	were	found	at	the	shop	or	in	the	community	

playground.		

	

The	2016	Census	states	that	women	aged	15	and	over	in	Papunya	provide	

63%	of	unpaid	childcare	for	either	their	own	children	or	someone	else’s	

children	(Australian	Bureau	of	Statistics	2016).	According	to	that	Census,	on	

average	six	or	more	people	live	in	one	house	and	other	family	members	are	

always	close	by.	What	is	not	captured	by	the	Census	is	the	care	provided	by	
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older	children	for	younger	family	members.	As	children	get	older,	they	too	

assist	in	caring	for	younger	siblings	and	family	members.	The	role	of	family	

members	and	the	care	of	children	remain	culturally	influenced	by	the	

Anangu	way.		

	

Living	in	the	community	enables	children	to	interact	with	a	number	of	

different	family	members	and	facilitates	a	shared	care	situation.	Living	in	

Papunya	means	living	close	to	family	and	learning	from	family.	Family	life	

across	the	community	in	the	outside	environment	is	part	of	everyday	life	in	

Papunya.	It	was	evident	that	young	children	spent	lots	of	time	with	family	

outside,	whether	in	the	yard	of	the	house,	or	in	the	broader	community.		

	

Nangala-C:	its	better	in	the	bush,	kids	can	walk	around	everywhere,	

no	cars,	I	got	lots	of	kids	here,	I	always	tell	my	family,	whoever	is	

driving	the	car,	make	sure	check	for	the	kids,	yuwa,	that’s	what	

they’re	doing	now,	every	day.	

	

Young	people	in	the	community	who	are	not	Anangu,	such	as	youth	workers	

and	childcare	workers	who	are	living	far	from	their	family,	are	considered	

kuunyi	–	poor	thing.	The	Anangu	feel	sad	for	them	because	they	are	far	away	

from	their	family.		
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Family	and	living	on	community/country	makes	kids	strong	

	

Whilst	some	families	intentionally	sent	their	children	to	town	(Alice	

Springs)	for	schooling,	most	families	stated	they	preferred	to	live	on	

community.	As	Nakamarra-B	observed,	it	was	hard	to	live	in	town,	away	

from	family.		Napurrula-A	affirmed	that	family	was	an	important	part	of	

raising	children	and	living	on	one’s	country:	

	

Family.	And	living	on	your	country.	

Yuwa	living	on	community,	not	in	town.	

	

In	translating	some	of	the	stories	of	the	old	ladies,	Nampitjimpa-B	affirmed	

her	own	connection	with	land,	stating	strongly	she	doesn’t	fit	in	in	Alice	

Springs,	as	it	is	not	her	country.	Living	on	country	facilitates	living	according	

to	the	Anangu	way.	By	living	on	country	children	also	have	the	opportunity	

to	learn	aspects	of	the	Anangu	way,	which	includes	learning	about	hunting	

and	bush	foods	on	country.	

	

Learning	aspects	of	the	Anangu	way	-	Hunting	and	bush	foods	

	

Parents	and	grandparents	expect	children	to	have	good	knowledge	of	

hunting	and	bush	foods.	The	honey	ant	–	tjupi,	is	local	‘bush	tucker’.	As	part	

of	this	research	project,	a	number	of	bush	trips	conducted	included	hunting	
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for	honey	ants.	They	are	sweet	in	taste,	much	like	honey,	and	are	enjoyed	by	

young	and	old	alike.	Mostly	they	are	dug	out	of	the	ground	and	consumed	at	

the	same	time,	or	later	that	day	when	shared	with	family	members	who	

were	not	present	at	the	time	of	hunting.	

	

Across	a	number	of	bush	trips,	I	started	to	learn	how	bush	trips	were	usually	

conducted	by	people	in	Papunya.	The	grandmothers/older	women	in	

particular	were	always	enthusiastic	to	go	hunting.	Sometimes	the	next	

generation	didn’t	share	the	same	enthusiasm.	

	

Nangala-B:	“Mum,	you	always	go	hunting	and	come	back	without	

anything.”	Nakamarra-B:	Well,	we’re	doing	the	hard	work.	We	can’t	

bring	you	some.	If	we	got	six	or	seven,	we	might.	

	

Teenagers	were	less	likely	to	come,	but	when	they	did,	they	often	were	

highly	motivated	to	look	for	bush	foods.	A	bush	trip	began	with	travel	out	to	

a	spot	out	bush	identified	by	the	old	ladies.	Once	there	everyone	dispersed	

quickly	and	found	their	chosen	spot	for	digging	for	maku	–	witchetty	grubs,	

or	tjupi	–	honey	ants,	(maku	or	tjupi	are	available	at	certain	times	of	the	year	

according	to	the	weather)	or	they	went	looking	for	other	bush	foods.		
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Figure	7:	Digging	for	maku	-	witchetty	grubs	
	

The	young	children	were	instructed	to	help	where	possible,	and	the	women	

guided	the	children	in	how	to	find	the	bush	foods,	showing	them	(and	me	

and	my	own	children)	how	to	recognise	signs	of	where	a	maku	had	been,	or	

how	to	find	a	tree	that	might	be	good	for	digging	for	tjupi.	The	kids	then	

helped	as	asked	or	played	nearby.	Meanwhile	one	of	the	women	usually	had	

started	a	fire	for	cooking	kangaroo	tail	or	potatoes	-	or	other	food	we	had	

brought	with	us.	Whilst	not	directly	involved	in	the	entire	process	of	digging	

for	honey	ants,	children	on	bush	trips	knew	how	to	hunt	for	their	own	honey	

ants.	They	were	watching	the	women	closely	as	they	carefully	pulled	out	

honey	ants	that	were	later	divided	amongst	the	group.	Most	of	the	children	

walked	around	barefoot.	Once	it	started	to	approach	dark	everyone	

collected	their	bush	foods	and	we	returned	to	community.	
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On	one	bush	trip	looking	for	honey	ants,	as	we	got	to	the	designated	digging	

spot,	the	women	immediately	busied	themselves	with	carving	out	a	hole	for	

sitting	and	digging	with	a	crowbar	for	honey	ants.	As	they	found	each	patch	

of	honey	ants,	they	carefully	extracted	them	one	by	one	from	the	dirt,	and	

put	them	in	any	kind	of	container	they	could	find.	The	women	were	busy	

with	getting	tjupi,	and	the	kids	kept	themselves	entertained.	Kids	took	

clothes	off	to	minimise	prickles	collecting	on	them.		

	

At	first,	I	was	confused	about	why	my	own	child	was	getting	so	many	

prickles	on	her	and	was	clearly	the	one	complaining	about	it.	What	I	

did	not	realise	at	the	time	was	the	reason	for	children	taking	the	

majority	of	their	clothing	off	was	to	minimise	the	prickles!	My	fully	

clothed	child	was	collecting	more	prickles	than	any	other	child	

(Journal	notes	August	2013).	

	

An	integral	part	of	each	bush	trip	was	to	light	a	fire.	Sometimes	this	was	a	

fire	that	was	intentionally	made	for	cooking	kangaroo	tail,	sometimes	it	was	

just	for	boiling	a	billy	for	tea.	At	other	times	each	individual	had	a	small	fire	

for	lightly	cooking	witchetty	grubs.	Learning	about	fire	is	part	of	learning	

about	the	Anangu	way.	As	mentioned	previously	in	this	chapter,	Anangu	

children	are	comfortable	around	a	fire.	

	

Jeanette:	 does	[your	granddaughter]	know	how	to	cook	

kangaroo	tail?	

Nungarrayi-A:	 Yeah.	
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Jeanette:		 	 And	how	old	is	[she]?		Four	or	five?	

Nungarrayi-A:	 She	is	right	around	five	or	nearly	six….	

When	I	ask	her	bring	fire,	she'll	put	in	the	fire,	put	it	for	me			

(Excerpt	from	conversation	with	Nungarrayi-A).	

	

Nungarrayi-A’s	youngest	granddaughter	is	skilled	at	making	fire	and	

cooking	for	herself.	She	knows	the	steps	and	method	for	cooking	kangaroo	

tail.	Nungarrayi-A’s	granddaughter	(when	aged	four)	walked	barefoot	most	

of	the	day	and	was	also	skilled	at	finding	bush	foods.	On	various	bush	trips	

she	went	off	with	the	older	children	and	they	came	back	with	their	own	

collection	of	witchetty	grubs.	Adults	are	proud	of	children	who	are	adept	at	

collecting	bush	foods	and	who	are	skilled	in	their	use	and	management	of	

fire.	
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Figure	8:	Digging	for	tjupi	-	honey	ants	
	
	
Similar	to	the	childhood	of	the	old	ladies	and	grandmothers,	children	in	

Papunya	are	able	to	collect	bush	foods	on	their	own	and	are	encouraged	to	

do	so.	Whilst	children	in	Papunya	today	no	longer	need	to	know	how	to	live	

with	the	land	in	order	to	survive,	children	who	have	good	knowledge	of	

bush	foods	are	considered	to	be	ninti	–	clever,	and	family	members	are	

proud	of	their	skills.		
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In	conversation	with	Nangala-C	I	commented	that	my	own	children	were	not	

accustomed	to	making	fires	as	Anangu	children	are.		

	

Nangala-C:	Anangu	kids	they	know,	that	fire	is	too	dangerous	

Jeanette:	yuwa	they	already	know	how	to	make	fire,	I	was	saying	to	

Tjakamarra,	watch	out,	telling	Nakamarra	to	look	out	for	him,	

because	he	doesn’t	know,	he	might	stand	on	it,	it’s	his	first	time	next	

to	a	fire	(without	parents)	by	himself,	he	hasn’t	grown	up	with	it	like	

kids	have	here.	

	

The	use	of	fire	and	the	consumption	of	traditional	bush	foods	feature	

strongly	in	the	lives	of	children	in	Papunya	today.	Just	as	the	old	ladies	

talked	about	their	childhoods,	hunting	features	as	an	important	family	

activity	in	present-day	Papunya.	Many	people	regard	hunting	as	an	

important	activity	despite	the	availability	of	food	at	the	community	store.	If	

the	necessary	resources	are	available	–	for	many	this	means	access	to	a	car	–	

hunting	is	a	high	priority.	Nakamarra-B	expressed	that	people	say,	“We’re	

going	hunting.	We’re	sick	of	eating	whitefella	food.”	

	

In	addition	to	skills	in	hunting	and	fire,	Anangu	children	are	adept	at	

understanding	and	using	cardinal	directions	(North,	South,	East,	West).	As	

children	they	learn	from	adults	and	older	children	to	describe	spatial	

awareness	using	north,	south,	east	and	west.	When	driving	around	the	

community	or	advising	of	a	location,	cardinal	directions	are	used	more	
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frequently	than	using	left	and	right.	On	more	than	one	occasion	I	was	

directed	around	the	community	and	to	outstations	with	cardinal	directions	

by	Nakamarra-D,	aged	six	years	at	the	time.	This	skill	is	further	discussed	in	

chapter	ten.	

	

Children	who	are	growing	up	in	Papunya	know	how	to	hunt	by	the	time	they	

start	school.	They	are	included	in	hunting	trips	from	birth	and	watch	and	

learn	as	they	grow	up.	Children	sit	beside	parents/family	members	and	they	

learn	through	observation	and	then	re-enact	what	they	have	seen.	A	bush	

trip	encompassed	many	of	values	expressed	within	the	Anangu	way,	with	

children	demonstrating	their	skills	in	the	collection	of	bush	foods,	making	

fire,	their	spatial	awareness,	their	independence	and	older	children’s	ability	

to	care	for	younger	children.		

	

Food	choices	

	

Children’s	self-reliance	with	food	on	bush	trips	extends	to	the	home	

environment.	Children	in	Papunya	now	often	make	their	own	choices	about	

what	to	eat.	I	clarified	this	observation	with	Nungarrayi-A	one	day:	

	

Nungarrayi-A:		 Yeah,	they	like	to	just	get	their	own	food	and	

even	when	I	go	shopping	my	grandkids	always	

run	down,	they	want	this.		I	said	I	don't	want	to	
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buy	sweet	things	for	you,	I	want	to	say	that	to	

them.		

Jeanette:		 Do	you	think	sometimes	mums	just	get	

everything	that	kids	want	because	kids	want	it?	

Nungarrayi-A:	 Yes,	kids	want	it….	Yeah,	they	like	to	just	get	

their	own	food	and	even	when	I	go	shopping	my	

grandkids	always	run	down,	they	want	this.		

	

This	can	be	perceived	negatively	as	parents	allowing	children	to	choose	

their	own	food.	Often	at	the	childcare	centre	I	experienced	comments	from	

non-Anangu	staff	about	how	children	should	not	be	allowed	to	choose	their	

own	food.	Parents	and	caregivers	however	extended	a	child’s	ability	to	be	

self-reliant	in	relation	to	food,	allowing	children	to	decide	how	much	to	eat,	

as	well	as	to	get	what	they	wanted	at	the	community	store.	The	

grandmothers	are	aware	however	that	the	availability	of	ready-made	food	at	

the	community	store	has	impacted	negatively	on	appropriately	healthy	food	

choices,	for	children	and	adults	alike	(cf.	Simpson	&	Wigglesworth	2008).	As	

I	sat	with	the	old	ladies	talking	about	their	childhood	one	morning,	

Nampitjimpa-B	ate	her	breakfast	-	a	pasty	and	a	coke	zero	from	the	shop	and	

commented	that	‘we	all	diabetic	now,	from	shop	food’.		
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Excerpt	from	conversation	about	food:	

	

Nungarrayi-A:		 I	didn't	have	any	breakfast	this	morning,	I	just	

went	to	the	store	and	bought	breakfast	for	my	

little	granddaughter	and	she	go	to	school	then.	

Jeanette:		 	 Yeah,	what	did	she	have?	

Nungarrayi-A:	 Bacon	and	eggs	and	spaghetti	and	bread.		And	

then	orange	juice,	but	I	normally	cook	porridge	

and	sometimes	I	cook	spaghetti,	warm	up	

spaghetti	or	baked	beans,	just	make	toast	with	

those.	

	

There	are	other	contributing	factors	as	well	though	to	poor	food	choices.	As	

mentioned	earlier	in	this	chapter,	many	families	use	fire	for	cooking	food.	

Not	every	house	has	a	functioning	kitchen.	The	absence	of	firewood	

contributes	to	poor	food	choices	as	families	who	do	not	have	access	to	

firewood	rely	more	heavily	on	food	from	the	community	store.	The	family	

home	usually	is	also	visited	and	lived	in	by	a	large	group	of	people	and	it	is	

difficult	for	food	stocks	to	be	kept,	as	family	members	are	expected	to	share	

what	food	they	have.		

	

Living	in	Papunya	it	was	hard	not	to	be	influenced	by	what	everyone	else	

was	doing	and	the	context	of	the	situation.	I	found	myself	also	adopting	

some	lifestyle	habits	that	reflected	the	immediate	environment	of	Papunya.	
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This	trip	I	also	found	myself	adopting	some	habits	around	letting	kids	

eat	what	they	want.	Every	time	we	went	to	the	shop,	we	walked	out	

with	something	Nakamarra	wanted.	Ice	cream,	lollies,	chocolate	milk	

(Journal	notes	September	2013).		

	

Summary	of	stories	about	little	children	now	

	

This	chapter	has	aimed	to	build	on	the	stories	from	the	old	ladies	in	the	

previous	chapter	by	providing	accounts	of	how	children	are	growing	up	in	

Papunya	today.	As	in	the	stories	from	the	old	ladies,	the	Anangu	way	is	an	

important	part	of	growing	up	for	children	in	Papunya.	Hunting	and	learning	

about	bush	foods,	competence	in	establishing	and	maintaining	fire,	as	well	

as	the	facilitation	of	self-reliance,	are	part	of	the	Anangu	way.	Families	share	

the	care	of	children	and	many	families	live	closely	outside,	by	the	fire.	

Families	include	children	in	all	activities	and	regard	living	closely	with	

family,	on	country,	as	highly	important.	The	following	two	chapters	continue	

with	stories	of	children	growing	up	in	Papunya.	The	stories	include	how	the	

aspects	of	the	Anangu	way	are	being	challenged	by	the	whitefella	way.	
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Chapter	Seven:	The	Anangu	way	alongside	the	‘whitefella’	

way	–	holding	on	to	the	Anangu	way	

	

Ethnographic	account	-	Sports	weekend	at	Ulumbaru	–	July	2017		

	

As	the	sun	began	to	set	the	shadows	lengthened.	I	had	arrived	at	Ulumbaru	

outstation	in	the	dark	the	evening	before	with	my	family.	It	was	an	exercise	in	

patience	to	set	up	the	camper	trailer,	find	the	minimal	lights	we	had	brought	

with	us,	get	a	fire	going,	get	the	kids	fed	and	bathed	(sort	of)	and	try	and	get	

ourselves	organised,	all	in	the	dark.	When	we	arrived	and	the	camp	dogs	

started	going	for	the	car,	I	was	immediately	hesitant	to	stay.	In	Kintore	I	

became	fearful	of	camp	dogs	after	they	chased	me	on	numerous	occasions.	My	

heart	now	jumps	into	my	chest	if	the	camp	dogs	look	like	they	might	go	after	

me.	But	their	interest	was	short-lived	as	we	soon	became	part	of	their	

environment.		

	

It	transpired	that	the	dates	we	had	picked	for	our	trip	were	the	dates	for	

Papunya	sports	weekend.	Unknowingly,	when	we	planned	the	trip	(months	

before),	we	had	picked	the	busiest	weekend	of	the	entire	year	to	visit.	A	great	

opportunity	to	catch	up	with	a	number	of	friends	from	various	communities	

but	probably	not	the	most	useful	time	for	allowing	for	long	conversations,	as	
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people	were	busy	with	family.	Busy	with	family	is	probably	the	best	way	I	can	

describe	the	activities	across	the	weekend.	Family	is	of	utmost	importance.		

	

	

Figure	9:	Sports	weekend	at	Papunya	
	

We	were	still	ironing	out	the	creases,	so	to	speak,	from	the	night	before,	the	

following	evening.	At	least	on	that	second	day	we	had	the	fire	going	and	some	

food	planned	for	the	evening	around	sunset.	It	was	already	late	though;	the	

day	had	got	away	from	us,	as	it	seems	to	happen	‘out	bush’.	It	had	been	the	

first	day	of	sports	weekend	and	we	had	spent	the	day	meandering	between	

places,	saying	hello	to	people	and	generally	settling	into	the	change	of	pace	

compared	to	the	flurry	of	activity	of	Alice	Springs.	We	needed	to	slow	down	a	

bit	and	forget	about	looking	for	what	time	it	was	and	accordingly	what	should	

be	happening.	Things	happened	when	it	was	the	right	time,	not	at	a	specific	

time.	
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This	trip	gave	first-hand	examples	of	how	children	spend	their	days.	This	was	

the	reason	we	stayed	at	Ulumbaru.	Not	only	was	it	more	conducive	to	finding	

people	and	getting	a	chance	to	chat	with	them	but	it	was	also	more	useful	to	

be	able	to	fit	into	the	Anangu	lifestyle.	It	was	a	more	enjoyable	experience	as	

well.	Had	we	been	camping	elsewhere	or	staying	in	a	‘whitefella’	house,	we	

would	have	missed	out	on	seeing	and	experiencing	so	much	of	what	enriches	

children’s	lives	in	Papunya.	

	

An	outstation	consisting	of	three	houses,	Ulumbaru	is	nine	kilometres	from	

Papunya.	The	outstation	is	situated	next	to	the	run-off	from	the	Ulumbaru	

spring,	which	is	fed	from	the	rocky	area	up	in	the	hills.	The	outstation	itself	

looks	like	much	of	the	rest	of	Papunya,	with	the	difference	that	there	is	a	water	

tank	that	sits	next	to	the	outstation.	Surrounding	the	three	dwellings	is	a	fence	

that	is	broken	in	places	but	marks	the	outstation	living	area.	The	wild	horses	

come	to	the	overflow	of	the	water	tank	that	is	constantly	running	–	a	water	

issue	that	a	number	of	years	ago	was	communicated	to	the	local	shire	but	has	

not	yet	been	fixed.	Sometimes	the	bulls	come	in	the	night	too.	Mostly	they	do	

not	enter	the	area	inside	the	fence.	The	camp	dogs	tend	to	bark	at	them	

whenever	they	are	near	the	water	and	neither	horses	nor	bulls	came	any	

closer	whilst	we	were	staying	there.	Ulumbaru	is	where	Nangala-C	and	her	

husband	live,	with	their	children	and	other	family	members.	
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Figure	10:	Children	at	Ulumbaru	
	
	
My	two	children	enjoyed	their	time	at	Ulumbaru	so	much	they	didn’t	want	to	

leave.	They	made	a	good	connection	with	Nakamarra-D,	who	was	seven	years	

old	[at	the	time].	Nakamarra-D	speaks	good	English,	as	she	has	spent	a	

significant	time	living	in	Alice	Springs	due	to	a	medical	condition.	

	

Introduction	

	

In	the	stories	in	chapters	five	and	six,	aspects	of	the	Anangu	way	were	the	

focus,	with	an	important	emphasis	on	family.	The	following	stories	in	this	

chapter	are	about	how	the	Anangu	way	co-exists	with	the	Western	way	of	

being,	knowing	and	doing.		
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This	chapter	is	about	belonging.	This	chapter	refers	back	to	the	old	ladies’	

stories	about	their	own	childhoods	and	the	importance	of	learning	about	

tjukurrpa	and	the	challenge	of	balancing	Anangu	ways	of	learning	with	

Western	ways	of	learning.	The	difficulty	in	prioritising	and	holding	on	to	the	

Anangu	way	is	considered	in	regard	to	the	influences	of	whitefella	way.		

	

Tjukurrpa	–	“your	country	and	where	you	belong”	

	

Tjukurrpa	remains	strong	as	the	foundation	for	the	Anangu	way.	As	

Nungarrayi-A	explained	to	me	one	day	about	tjukurrpa,	she	told	me	the	

importance	of	how	tjukurrpa	helps	a	child	to	belong	and	for	their	identity:	

	

The	songs	are	passed	through	each	generation…to	find	your	country	

and	where	you	belong.	This	is	your	country	and	this	is	your	song.	And	

you’re	just	passing	to	another.	When	my	grandmother	passed	down	

the	story	to	her	daughter	and	her	daughters	passing	to	her	

daughters,	like	grandmother,	mothers.	That	grandmother’s	

granddaughter,	when	she	grows	up,	she	will	have	a	baby,	she’s	going	

to	pass	it	through	her	children	(Nungarrayi-A).	

	

Tjukurrpa	and	connection	to	land	remain	a	central	part	of	how	a	child	grows	

up	and	is	considered	by	the	old	ladies	and	the	parents	of	the	current	

generation	to	be	an	important	part	of	who	you	are.	The	tjukurrpa	is	more	

than	a	cultural	aspect	of	life.	Tjukurrpa	is	a	guide	for	how	to	live	life	the	
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Anangu	way.	Children	in	present-day	Papunya	are	learning	about	tjukurrpa	

in	many	ways.	Children	hear	the	tjukurrpa	stories	through	spoken	word	and	

through	song.	They	may	hear	stories	about	their	tjukurrpa	by	the	campfire	

at	night	as	they	eat	with	their	family.	They	may	watch	the	stories	as	they	are	

played	out	through	ceremony	and	dance.	Children	visit	locations	of	

petroglyphs	and	cave	paintings,	with	associated	tjukurrpa	stories	

represented	from	thousands	of	years	ago.		

	

As	previously	mentioned	in	chapter	five,	the	honey	ant,	tjupi,	is	tjukurrpa	for	

Papunya.	The	tjukurrpa	stories	and	songs	are	linked	to	bush	foods	and	are	of	

significant	importance.	They	are	retold	and	sung	by	each	generation	as	they	

pass	it	on	to	the	next	generation.	Children	watch	older	family	members	tell	

the	tjukurrpa	stories	through	sand	drawings	using	sticks	or	wire.	‘Storywire’	

–	using	wire	to	draw	in	the	sand	to	tell	stories	-	is	a	part	of	children’s	daily	

activities	and	children	of	all	ages	are	often	sitting	in	the	dirt,	‘story	wangka’	-	

telling	stories.	They	use	a	piece	of	stick,	or	preferably	wire,	to	draw	their	

stories	in	the	sand.	This	practice	has	also	been	documented	in	desert	

communities	such	as	Ernabella	(Eickelkamp	2011a;	Tjitayi	&	Lewis	2011).	

	

Napurrula-A	talked	about	how	on	bush	trips	she	teaches	her	children	on	

bush	trips	about	tjupi.	

	

Sometimes	I	tell	my	kids,	this	is	honey	ant	dreaming,	they	travel	from	

west,	to	Papunya,	honey	ant,	but	we	been	grow	up	here.		
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On	one	overnight	bush	trip,	as	the	old	ladies	went	hunting	for	tjupi,	they	

took	young	children	with	them	and	instructed	them	to	dig	at	various	times	

and	help	them	look	for	tjupi.	They	gave	them	instructions	as	to	what	to	look	

for	and	how	to	dig	to	find	the	honey	ants.	On	the	same	bush	trip	with	

grandmothers	and	young	women,	I	sat	with	the	women	as	they	sang	late	

into	the	night.	They	were	vibrantly	telling	stories	that	they	had	been	taught	

as	children.	Some	of	the	next	generation	were	keenly	also	listening	in,	

admitting	that	they	themselves	did	not	know	all	the	songs	and	stories	that	

the	old	ladies	were	singing.	

	

The	old	ladies	sang	late	into	the	night	and	drew	in	the	sand	the	

stories	related	to	the	songs	they	were	singing	to	anyone	who	was	

listening.	Young	children	were	listening	in,	as	were	the	adults	

(Journal	notes	April	2014).	

	

When	visiting	Papunya,	it	is	impossible	not	to	recognise	the	importance	of	

tjupi.	The	Tjupi	is	painted	across	Papunya	in	various	ways.	The	tjupi	can	be	

seen	represented	across	the	community	of	Papunya,	from	paintings	at	the	

community	store,	school	and	on	various	other	buildings	in	the	community.		
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Figure	11:	Honey	ant	mural	at	the	Papunya	Community	Store	
	

	

Figure	12:	Honey	ant	symbols	at	the	Papunya	Community	Store	
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Figure	13:	Honey	ant	painting	at	the	Papunya	Town	Hall	
	

The	tjukurrpa	stories	are	interspersed	into	daily	life.	The	knowledge	learned	

as	a	result	of	the	tjukurrpa	provides	children	not	only	with	a	strong	sense	of	

who	they	are,	but	also	a	set	of	skills	related	to	hunting	and	identifying	land,	

as	well	as	an	understanding	of	the	world.	Tjukurrpa	stories	form	the	

foundation	of	the	Anangu	way	of	being,	knowing	and	doing.	

	

Grandmothers’	teaching	about	tjukurrpa	–	‘holding’	history	

	

As	mentioned	in	chapter	five,	part	of	the	responsibility	of	learning	about	

tjukurrpa,	remains	with	grandmothers.	As	the	ladies	told	stories	of	their	

children	and	grandchildren,	they	talked	about	how	grandmothers	often	go	
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out	with	young	children	on	bush	trips	now,	with	parents	staying	behind	in	

community	due	to	work	or	other	commitments.		

	

During	our	stay	at	Ulumbaru	outstation,	there	was	one	grandmother	

who	was	staying	for	the	sports	weekend	at	Haasts	Bluff.	One	

afternoon	she	was	walking	around	the	perimeter	of	the	outstation,	

collecting	leaves.	She	came	back	to	begin	to	strip	the	leaves	and	

pound	them	in	readiness	for	boiling	to	make	a	skin	salve	for	a	young	

baby	who	had	sores	on	her	skin.	Family	members	proudly	told	me	

how	the	same	leaves	had	been	used	by	an	old	woman	in	Kintore	to	

heal	a	non-Aboriginal	child’s	skin	issues	for	which	no	medical	

treatment	had	been	able	to	help	(Journal	notes	July	2017).	

	

The	grandmothers	of	Papunya,	as	in	other	communities,	are	the	holders	of	

knowledge	of	the	land,	which	they	have	learned	through	tjukurrpa	from	

their	own	grandmothers.	There	is	decreasing	knowledge	of	tjukurrpa	in	

each	younger	generation.		

	

Nungarrayi-A	talked	about	the	way	that	children	learnt	tjukurrpa	from	their	

grandparents:		

	

Grandfathers	and	grandmothers	too…they	both	teach	young	girls,	I	

mean	girls	and	the	boys,	like	they	sit	around	the	fire	and	they	tell	

stories	to	the	children.	[Where	your]	dreaming-tjukurrpa	is	and	your	

country…	maybe	west	or	north	or	south	or	east	or	somewhere.	



195	
	

	

Tjukurrpa	is	traditionally	passed	on	by	grandmothers	and	mothers	to	

daughters	and	by	grandfathers	and	fathers	to	sons.	However,	many	women	

also	have	knowledge	of	their	father’s	dreaming.	In	present-day	Papunya	

many	people	represent	a	version	of	their	tjukurrpa	on	canvas	and	children	

grow	up	watching	grandparents	and	other	family	members	paint	their	

tjukurrpa	on	canvas	at	the	art	centre.	When	Nungarrayi-A	talked	about	her	

father	and	his	tjukurrpa,	which	links	her	to	his	country,	she	explained	that	

she	now	paints	part	of	the	story	of	her	father’s	country	on	canvas.	Another	

mother	in	Papunya	(Nangala-B)	told	the	story	of	how	she	learnt	by	watching	

her	grandmother	paint	on	canvas	and	through	sharing	stories.	The	Anangu	

pass	on	cultural	knowledge	only	when	it	is	regarded	as	appropriate.	For	

example,	as	children	mature	into	adults,	there	is	a	significant	level	of	secrecy	

associated	with	some	learning,	especially	with	tjukurrpa	knowledge.	

	

Tjukurrpa	provides	knowledge	of	resources	available	from	the	land	and	a	

guide	for	taking	care	of	one’s	country,	as	required	from	a	responsible	

custodian	of	the	land.	For	children	in	present-day	Papunya	the	importance	

of	taking	care	of	country	was	expressed	by	Nungarrayi-A:	

	

Holding	history…	and	[it’s]	to	find	your	country	and	where	you	

belong	(Nungarrayi-A).	

	

She	explained	about	the	responsibilities	for	looking	after	your	country:	
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Jeanette:	 So,	if	it’s	your	country	you	have	to	look	after	that	

country?	

Nungarrayi-A:		 Yes.	And	that’s	how,	every	day,	they	learn	from	their	

parents,	travelling	around,	walking	long	distances,	

looking	for	food	and	water	and	going	hunting	for	meats	

like	for	kangaroo,	bush	turkey.			

	

Nungarrayi-A	further	explained	that	tjukurrpa	is	linked	to	different	family	

members	and	it	depends	on	where	people	were	born	and	where	they	grew	

up.		

	

Some	of	our	tjukurrpa	is	a	long	way,	important	one,	but	we	don’t	

have	tjukurrpa	here,	but	our	kids	got	tjukurrpa	here.	

	

The	tjukurrpa	that	belongs	to	children	in	present-day	Papunya	is	tjupi,	

because	they	have	grown	up	in	Papunya.	But	they	also	learn	about	their	

parents’	and	grandparents’	tjukurrpa.		

	

Nampitjimpa-B	and	Nungarrayi-A:	family	got	different	kind	of	

tjukurrpa,	but	if	they	grown	up	here,	it’s	tjupi.	

Nungarrayi-A:	But	their	parents	got	different	tjukurrpa,	and	they	

learn	from	parents	and	they	learn	from	grandmother	about	

tjukurrpa,	parents	have	another	tjukurrpa,	and	kids	have	another	

tjukurrpa,	it’s	different.	
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As	Nungarrayi-A	explained,	tjukurrpa	is	about	preserving	history	and	

knowing	where	you	belong.	A	child	is	born	into	tjukurrpa,	and	their	

tjukurrpa	determines	many	aspects	of	their	life.	Tjukurrpa	is	part	of	a	child’s	

identity.	Children	need	to	know	their	tjukurrpa.	Tjukurrpa	tells	you	where	

you	belong.	

	

Mobility	and	connecting	with	family		

	

The	opportunity	for	family	to	come	together	is	an	integral	part	of	living	the	

Anangu	way.	In	the	past	when	the	old	ladies	were	children,	families	moved	

around	in	the	bush	in	a	nomadic	lifestyle.	One	of	the	main	reasons	families	

travel	in	present-day	Papunya	is	to	connect	with	family.			

	

Jeanette:	number	one	for	Anangu	way	is	family?	

Nungarrayi-A	and	Nampitjimpa-B:	yuwa	family,	family,	getting	

together.	

	

Across	daily	activities	the	importance	of	family	in	children’s	lives	was	clear.	

At	various	times	children	also	regularly	travel	to	connect	with	and	be	close	

to	family.	Nungarrayi-A	talked	about	how	her	own	grandchildren	regularly	

went	to	stay	with	family	in	other	communities.		
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Sometimes	they	stay	with	their	aunty,	sometimes	go	to	Kintore…	

mother’s	side	family…	when	they	go	to	Tjukurla	they	go	there	–	

mother’s	side,	they	come	and	pick	them	up.	

	

….family	come	and	if	they	want	(two	granddaughters)	to	go,	I	say	

yuwa,	your	turn.	Sometimes	they	go	to	Alice	Springs	to	see	their	

grandmother	(at	Yeperenye	hostel)	so	they	know	which	family.	They	

know	their	family	other	side	-	other	side	Haasts	Bluff	(Nungarrayi-A).	

	

Families	in	other	communities	often	care	for	children	from	their	family	in	a	

neighbouring	community.	Each	time	we	travelled	back	to	Papunya	my	

daughter	wanted	to	find	her	friend	Nakamarra-C.	On	one	visit	we	enquired	

as	to	her	whereabouts.	Her	mother	was	in	town	and	we	were	told	that	

Nakamarra-C	had	gone	to	another	community	to	stay	with	family	there	for	a	

few	weeks.	It	wasn’t	the	only	occasion	that	we	didn’t	find	Nakamarra-C	in	

Papunya.		

	

As	children	travel	with	family	to	other	communities,	families	also	come	to	

visit	Papunya.	On	both	occasions	when	I	attended	the	sports	weekend	in	

Papunya,	families,	including	children,	came	from	surrounding	communities	

to	attend	the	weekend.	Nungarrayi-A	and	Nampitjimpa-B	at	the	time	of	

Papunya	sports	weekend	in	2017	explained:	

	

Nungarrayi-A:	everyone	comes	for	when	the	sports	weekend	is	on,		

Jeanette:	come	to	see	family?	
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Nungarrayi-A:	they	come	to	meet	up	with	family,	yuwa,	friends,	even	

if	they	miss	out	on	funeral,	they	come	and	respect,	have	respect	for	

family,	come	and	say	hello,	sorry,	and	sports	weekend	brings	lots	of	

visitors	and	family.	

	

Nungarrayi-A	and	Nampitjimpa-B	considered	sports	weekend	a	variation	on	

the	ways	that	people	used	to	travel	to	see	family.	Just	as	when	Anangu	talk	

about	irriti	-	when	people	were	living	bush	way	-	they	used	to	travel	around	

to	see	family,	they	still	do	now.	Sports	weekend	is	not	only	about	coming	

together	to	play	football	and	softball.	Sports	weekend	is	considered	a	time	

for	family	to	get	together	and	share	time	together.	

	

Nungarrayi-A:	come	to	family’s	house	stay,	stay	with	family	and	go	to	

sports	weekend,	that’s	Anangu	ways,	to	share	with	family,	share	food,	

share	stories.	

	

Sports	weekend,	as	Nungarrayi-A	explained,	is	also	a	time	to	show	respect	to	

family	members	if	someone	has	passed	and	family	members	were	not	able	

to	attend	the	funeral.	

	

…now	it’s	the	sports	weekend	they	come,	they	go	everywhere,	go	to	

other	community	where	the	sports	weekend,	families	still	meet	up,	

they	go	to	another	community	to	go	and	visit	their	family,	you	sing	

out,	oh	I	missed	the	funeral,	and	then	they	go	and	see	them/meet	

them	and	spend	some	time	with	family	there.	
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Sorry	camp	is	where	family	members	of	the	deceased	gather	for	varying	

amounts	of	time	from	after	the	death	until	a	funeral	is	held,	observing	a	

period	of	exclusion	from	the	main	community.	The	closest	family	members,	

including	those	from	other	communities,	come	to	camp	out	in	a	designated	

spot	at	the	edge	of	the	community.	Family	members	camp	out	in	makeshift	

shelters	(humpies)	with	their	blankets	and	food	provisions	and	secure	

firewood	for	warmth	and	for	cooking	food.	Whole	families	and	sometimes	

the	majority	of	the	community	can	often	be	found	at	sorry	camp,	with	young	

and	old	alike	sleeping	out	for	days	or	weeks	depending	on	the	importance	of	

the	person	and	the	weather	conditions.			

	

At	the	Papunya	sports	weekend	in	2017,	Nampitjimpa-B	and	Nungarrayi-A	

were	staying	at	sorry	camp.	With	them	were	the	adults	and	children	closest	

to	the	deceased	family	member.	The	children	staying	at	sorry	camp	joined	in	

the	activities	of	the	adults,	hunting,	cooking	food	on	the	fire	and	being	part	

of	ceremonial	songs	and	traditions	associated	with	a	family	member’s	death	

and	mourning.	Their	involvement	is	part	of	their	enculturation	and	

education	in	the	Anangu	way.			

	

Nangala-C	also	confirmed	her	commitment	to	travel	for	sorry	business:	

	

Sorry	business,	we	get	together	and	stay	as	a	family,	yuwa,	Anangu	

way	we	make	fire	outside,	yuwa.	
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There	are	also	a	number	of	other	reasons	why	families	travel,	which	are	

connected	to	a	commitment	to	family.	I	asked	Nungarrayi-A	and	

Nampitjimpa-B	about	when	they	choose	to	leave	community.	In	the	most	

cases	they	considered	that	for	family	they	would	travel.	

	

Nungarrayi-A:	yuwa	for	funeral	we	go	

Nampitjimpa-B:	when	its	gospel	we	go,	see	families	

Nungarrayi-A:	when	they	have	an	Easter	convention	we	go,	meet	up	

with	family	again,	friends,	same	like	sports	carnival.	

	

The	reasons	for	travel	often	are	connected	to	family.	The	ability	to	be	

mobile,	by	picking	up	some	blankets,	sometimes	a	swag	or	a	mattress,	some	

clothes	and	food,	is	part	of	living	the	Anangu	way.		

	

Keeping	family	together	

	 	

The	Anangu	strive	to	keep	their	families	together.	A	number	of	mothers	I	

spoke	with	expressed	their	concern	about	parents	leaving	their	children	

when	travelling	to	Alice	Springs.	They	also	recognise	the	problems	

associated	with	parents	going	to	Alice	Springs	to	drink	alcohol.	

	

Jeanette:	now	you	think	there’s	too	many	people	going	to	Alice	

Springs?	

Nangala-C:	yeah,	just	leaving	their	kids.	
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Jeanette:	in	Papunya?	

Nangala-C:	not	only	in	Papunya	

Jeanette:	yeah,	but	not	taking	their	kids	with	them	

Nangala-C:	Some	you	know	like,	just	drinking	in	Alice	Springs,	yuwa	

Jeanette:	because	they’re	just	thinking	about	drinking?	

Nangala-C:	yuwa,	drinking,	grog,	they	think	that	grog’s	all	right,	make	

them	paralyse,	doesn’t	want	to	look	after	their	kids,	welfare	take	

them,	then	family.	

	

Nangala-C	regarded	helping	family	members	who	are	struggling	to	care	for	

their	children	as	very	important:	

	

Like	young	ones,	families,	when	they’re	a	baby	and	they	don’t	know	

how	to	look	after,	sometimes	we	look	after	them,	you	know	families,	

help	wash	the	baby,	make	sure	mother	have	shower	and	look	after	

your	baby.	

	

Nangala-C	also	advised	that	she	saw	it	as	important	to	look	after	children	

within	her	immediate	family,	so	that	they	would	be	able	to	stay	with	family,	

on	country:	

	

Anangu	way	I	got	to	look	after	them	here,	if	whitefella	take	them,	

yuwa	big	worry,	for	family….	
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There	is	concern	from	families	that	the	Anangu	are	perceived	by	non-	

Anangu,	especially	teachers	and	‘welfare’	staff	–	government	employees	in	

the	area	of	Family	and	Children’s	Services	-	as	needing	to	prove	themselves	

as	parents.	They	care	for	others’	children	so	they	are	not	taken	away	by	

welfare	authorities,	as	families	are	constantly	worrying	that	their	children	

are	going	to	be	taken	away	by	child	welfare	authorities.		

	

Nangala-C:	yuwa	if	my	brother’s	grandkids	been	taken	away	by	

welfare	or	whitefella,	then	my	brother	get	worried,	it	makes	all	the	

family	worried,	yuwa,	crying,	not	going	to	sleep,	that’s	why	I	take	all	

the	kids	to	Ulumbaru.	

	

The	importance	of	family	and	commitment	to	care	for	children	within	the	

family	unit	is	shown	through	strengths	of	such	families	in	Papunya,	who	are	

taking	children	into	their	own	homes.	Nangala-C	has	one	child	of	her	own,	

but	another	four	children	of	various	ages	in	her	care	at	Ulumbaru.	Despite	

them	not	being	her	biological	children,	they	are	integrated	into	her	home	as	

though	they	were.		

	

Belonging	-	Skin	names,	kinship	and	where	one	fits	

	

The	way	that	families	are	linked	together	and	integrated	into	a	social	

network	is	strengthened	by	skin	names	and	the	kinship	system.	

Relationships	with	family	members	play	an	important	role	for	children	
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growing	up	in	Papunya.	Skin	names,	as	detailed	in	chapter	five	above,	

determine	a	child’s	place	in	the	family	prior	to	the	child	being	born	and	

enables	children	to	establish	their	identity	from	birth,	as	discussed	by	

Heffernan	and	Heffernan	(2000).	It	outlines	a	set	of	expectations	around	

behaviour	that	guide	children	in	their	journey	growing	up	as	Anangu.	The	

continuing	use	of	skin	names	today	highlights	the	importance	of	them	in	the	

Anangu	way	of	life.	

	

Children	from	an	early	age	know	their	skin	name	and	the	skin	names	of	their	

parents,	grandparents,	aunts,	uncles,	siblings	and	cousins.	They	also	know	

their	appropriate	match	for	a	partner	from	an	early	age,	as	adults	tease	

children	about	‘right	skin’	matches	from	birth.		

	

	`As	I	stood	talking	in	the	shop	to	Napaltjarri-A’s	mum,	she	pointed	

out	that	my	(not	yet)	born	son	was	right	skin	for	her	daughter	

(Napaltjarri-A),	aged	three	at	the	time	and	teased	her	daughter	about	

how	there	was	a	little	Tjakamarra	who	would	be	born	soon.			

	

From	early	on	when	I	first	started	taking	my	daughter	to	the	childcare	

centre	in	Papunya,	one	of	the	mum’s	identified	that	my	daughter,	

Nakamarra,	was	right	skin	for	her	son,	Tjapaltjarri.	It	became	a	regular	part	

of	conversation	each	time	we	arrived	at	the	childcare	centre,	as	my	daughter	

was	‘love	matched’	with	her	son,	and	they	two	of	them	were	teased	about	

how	their	miita	-	right	skin	partner	-	had	arrived.		
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Years	later,	on	another	visit	to	Papunya,	my	son	(aged	two	at	the	time)	

needed	to	go	to	the	toilet,	needing	to	do	a	‘bush	wee’.	He	proceeded	to	do	so	

on	the	dirt	but	close	to	where	I	was	sitting	with	a	mother	and	her	own	two-

year-old	daughter.	Her	daughter,	Napaltjarri-B,	was	the	right	skin	for	my	

son,	Tjakamarra.	The	mother	teased	her	daughter	about	making	sure	she	

looked	away,	because	she	shouldn’t	be	seeing	him	whilst	going	to	the	toilet	

due	to	their	right	skin	match	status.	Skin	names	form	an	important	part	of	

communication	with	family	members	and	the	wider	community.		

	

The	context	for	the	use	of	skin	names	however	is	changing.	In	some	families	

there	has	been	a	breakdown	in	the	use	of	skin	names.	One	mother	

commented	about	the	use	of	skin	names	with	her	children.	

	

Nangala-C:	We	call	their	names,	or	we	call	them	skin	name,	yuwa,	

sometimes	they	grow	up	and	they	ask,	what’s	my	skin	name	

Jeanette:	because	they	don’t	know	or?	

Nangala-C:	yuwa	sometimes	they	don’t	know,	like	I	told	Nakamarra-D	

you’re	Nakamarra	

And	Nakamarra-D	saying	wiya	–	no	-	I’m	not	Nakamarra,	I’m	

[personal	name].	

	

Not	all	families	use	their	child’s	skin	name	as	the	name	they	talk	to/about	

their	child,	and	sometimes,	the	child	will	have	two	skin	names,	due	to	their	

parents	entering	into	a	‘wrong	skin’	marriage.	When	children	are	born	of	

parents	who	do	not	have	the	right	skin	name	for	each	other	(wrong	skin),	
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they	are	often	given	two	skin	names.	With	more	young	people	choosing	a	

partner	without	the	guidance	of	their	parents,	there	are	now	more	‘wrong	

skin’	marriages.	Nungarrayi-A	confirmed	in	conversation	one	day	that	

partners	with	wrong	skin	marriages	would	have	traditionally	been	shunned	

from	the	tribe	or	forced	to	separate.	

	

Traditionally	the	kinship	system	also	would	not	have	permitted	

communication	between	certain	family	members.	For	example	men	are	not	

supposed	to	talk	to	their	mother-in-law,	as	this	relationship	is	considered	

umari	-	avoidance	relationship	(Heffernan	&	Heffernan	2000).	Children	

learn	which	family	members	are	‘poison	cousins	-	umari’	–	people	who	they	

do	not	generally	communicate	with.	This	is	however	changing	as	more	and	

more	people	are	expected	to	communicate	under	Western	societal	norms	

and	also	the	expectation	of	families	to	live	together	(observed	and	

confirmed	by	Nungarrayi-A).	

	

Cultural	clash	–	Payback	with	kids	

	

The	intersection	between	cultures	was	apparent	one	afternoon	as	we	

returned	from	a	bush	trip:		

	

My	own	daughter	and	her	friend,	Nakamarra-C	started	fighting.	My	

daughter	started	crying,	and	came	to	me,	upset.	The	women	present	

were	telling	her	it	was	ok	Anangu	way	to	hit	back.	My	daughter	did	
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not	have	a	concept	of	that	process	and	though	I	motioned	for	her	to	

hit	the	other	child	(in	a	manner	that	was	not	painful	but	

demonstrative	of	payback),	she	continued	to	cry	as	this	did	not	

resolve	the	issue	for	her.	Nakamarra-C	wasn’t	concerned.	Then	one	of	

the	mothers	got	Nakamarra-C	and	told	her	no	and	delivered	the	

appropriate	payback.	Then	Nakamarra-C	cried.	Then	whitefella	way	

they	got	Nakamarra	to	say	sorry,	(all	very	funny	to	adults,	no	one	was	

worried)	and	then	finally	my	daughter	calmed	down	after	

Nakamarra-C	hugged	her.	But	Nakamarra-C	was	ready	to	hit	back	

again	when	my	daughter	tried	to	return	the	hug.	Cultural	differences	

in	live	action/plain	view!	(Journal	notes	February	2014).	

	

I	asked	Nungarrayi-A	after	that	event	how	adults	would	usually	deal	with	

the	same	situation.	She	explained	that	it	was	a	system	whereby	the	

acknowledgement	that	one	child	had	done	the	wrong	thing	was	rectified	by	

the	child	who	had	done	wrong	offering	out	their	hands	for	the	victim	to	give	

them	a	hit	on	the	hand	in	payback.	This	was	a	way	of	resolving	the	problem	

and	was	the	equivalent	to	saying	sorry.	It	is	not	a	hard	smack,	just	an	

obligatory	acceptance	that	if	one	child	hit,	they	would	be	hit	back.	Nowadays	

children	are	also	being	expected	to	say	sorry	by	some,	as	this	fits	with	

expectations	according	to	the	whitefella	way.		

	

Nungarrayi-A:	Yeah,	sometimes	the	way	kids	play	around,	play	and	

touching	or	hitting,	like	hitting	and	that	other	child	cry	and	

grandmother	or	aunty	or	mum	kind	of	say	hey	what	happened?		And	
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the	little	one	shows	oh	that	one	been	hit	me.		And	mum	says	you've	

got	to	go	and	your	grandma	say	tells	the	kid	come	back,	give	your	

hands….	

	

Nungarrayi-A:	Just	to	show	that	it's	ok	yeah.		And	say	sorry….	Yeah,	

sometimes	they	not	frightened,	try	to	hit	her	or	he,	and	he	cries	if	he	

still	not	crying	and	mum	said	you've	got	to	come.		You’ve	got	to	come.	

Ask	that	other	child	to	come	and	give	your	hand	and	then	hit	with	the	

hand	like	that.	

Jeanette:	So	not	a	hard	one.	

Nungarrayi-A:	The	child	they	got	to	hit	them	like	that,	the	child	got	to	

hit	her	and	that	mother	and	grandmother	say	oh	you're	going	to	say	

sorry	each	other.		Sorry.	

Jeanette:	 But	everybody	said	sorry,	is	that	because	whitefellas	

say	sorry	or?	

Nungarrayi-A:	 Yeah,	and	sometimes	Anangu	say	you	can't	hit	

her.		Cause	you	two	are	friends,	you	need	to	play	around.	I	say	that	to	

my	grandchildren	and	say	oh	you've	got	to	be	friends,	not	fighting.		If	

that	one	cries,	you	got	to	go	back	and	give	your	hand,	he	or	she	hit	

you	on	the	hand	and	say	sorry.			

	

Nungarrayi	further	explained	that	if	the	fight	between	children	wasn’t	

resolved	it	ended	up	getting	bigger	and	progressing	to	parents	getting	

involved.	She	commented	that	she	preferred	to	get	the	children	to	sort	it	out	
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through	a	child	offering	their	hand	for	payback	and	saying	sorry	before	it	

escalated.	

	

Nungarrayi-A:	That's	what	Anangu	do.	Some	Anangu	kids	will	keep	

fight	and	then	other	kids	fight,	they	fight	each	other	you	know.		And	

then	parents	get	involved	and	parents	start	fighting.		But	in	my	

family,	I	always	say	no.		Stop	fighting,	come	and	say	sorry	to	her	or	

him.		I	tell	that	my	other	granddaughter	or	grandson,	come	here	and	

give	your	hand.			

Jeanette:	 And	then	it's	finished?	

Nungarrayi-A:	 Yeah,	finished	and	you	can	play	around	then.	

	

The	interaction	between	my	daughter	and	her	friend	and	then	the	

conversation	between	Nungarrayi-A	and	myself	highlight	the	ways	that	

children	and	parents	are	negotiating	living	in	two	worlds.	The	Anangu	have	

accommodated	the	whitefella	way	into	their	system	of	growing	up	children.	

At	the	same	time	people	in	Papunya	are	committed	to	keeping	the	Anangu	

way	strong.		

	

Threats	to	the	Anangu	way		

	

One	day	as	I	sat	with	Nungarrayi-A	outside	her	house,	Nungarrayi-A	talked	

about	children’s	knowledge	of	tjukurrpa:	
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Jeanette:	So,	do	you	think	young	kids	don’t	know	that	story	because	

people	don’t	go	hunting	as	much?	

Nungarrayi-A:	Yeah,	some	kids.	Some	kids	do	know	and	some	other	

don’t	know.	

Jeanette:	 Why	don’t	they	know?	

Nungarrayi-A:	 Maybe	their	parents	might	never	learn	from	

their	grandmother	or	parents	-	that’s	how	they	pass	their	history	and	

culture	and	caring	for	their	country.	

Jeanette:	 So,	do	you	think	young	kids	have	less	chance	to	learn	

that	stuff	or	if	their	parents	don’t	know,	then	their	grandparents	still	

teach	them	or...?	

Nungarrayi-A:	 Yeah,	grandparents	teach	them.	If	their	parents	

learn	from	their	parents	and	grandparents,	they	can	tell	the	story.	Or	

they	can	take	their	kids	out	for	hunting	and	just	to	visit	the	country,	

look	around.	In	country	there	are	other	family	that	connect	to	them.	

	

Some	parents	in	Papunya	are	less	optimistic	that	the	Anangu	way	has	any	

influence:	

	

Nangala-C:	Everything	now	is	whitefella	way	now,	not	Anangu	way

	 Jeanette:	do	you	think?	Everything?	

Nangala-C:	yuwa.	 	

Jeanette:	like	what?	

Nangala-C:	some	kids	not	going	for	you	know	Aboriginal	things,	bush,	

dancing	and	all	that,	hunting,	wiya	now	
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Jeanette:	why?	Why	aren’t	they	going	for	Anangu	way?	

Nangala-C:	tv,	playstation,	mobile	phones.	

	

Nangala-C	commented	that	there	are	many	expectations	from	the	whitefella	

way	that	do	not	the	match	the	Anangu	way.	

	

Nangala-C:	And	whitefellas	want	kids,	the	baby,	to	wear	clothes	all	

the	time	(pointing	at	one	toddler	in	front	of	her	with	no	clothes	on),	

yuwa,	but	Anangu	way,	you	know,	her	grandmother	and	her	

grandfather	and	her	family	used	to	walk	around	naked,	yuwa.	

	

Nangala-C	is	worried	about	how	kids	are	not	learning	the	tjukurrpa.	She	is	

concerned	that	it’s	‘all	whitefella	way	now’.	Nangala-B	also	agreed	that	kids	

aren’t	learning	like	when	she	was	growing	up.	

	

‘Young	people	have	to	learn	how	to	go	hunting’	

	

The	current	generation	of	parents	are	concerned	that	children	are	not	

learning	enough	about	aspects	of	the	Anangu	way.	They	worry	that	people	

are	losing	touch	with	the	land	and	losing	strength	in	health,	as	they	are	no	

longer	living	on	country.	They	commented	that	there	is	too	much	emphasis	

now	on	living	in	a	house,	on	sports,	on	school.		
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Now	people,	young	people	have	to	learn	how	to	go	hunting,	learn	

their	culture…We	also	teach	kids	their	culture	and	country,	and	

where	the	family	connected	to	them	(Nangala-A).	

	

It	is	this	way	of	living	with	the	land,	the	Anangu	way	that	the	old	ladies	and	

grandmothers	want	to	ensure	that	children	today	learn.	However,	there	are	

barriers	to	children	learning	about	the	Anangu	way,	as	community	life	and	

expectations	of	work	and	school	do	not	necessarily	align	with	the	Anangu	

way.	Access	to	resources	such	as	a	car	are	also,	in	many	ways,	required	for	

bush	trips	and	other	opportunities	for	children	to	learn	the	Anangu	way.	

Napurrula-A	commented	that	she	doesn’t	go	out	bush	much	because	she	is	

busy	with	her	work	and	she	doesn’t	have	regular	access	to	a	car.	Families	in	

Papunya	hold	Anangu	values	but	also	recognise	that	there	must	be	a	balance	

between	the	Anangu	way	and	the	whitefella	way.	

	

The	Anangu	way	first	

	

When	balancing	the	expectations	of	the	whitefella	way	with	the	Anangu	way	

values,	however,	families	insist	that	the	Anangu	way	must	come	first.	The	

old	ladies	stressed	that	now	there	needs	to	be	emphasis	on	learning	both	

ways,	while	maintaining	the	importance	of	learning	the	Anangu	way:	

	

Learn	whitefella	way,	learn	both	ways	

All	old	women	trying	to	teach	culture	and	learning	for	young	ones.	
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Nakamarra-B	stated	that	she	believes	that	children	need	to	learn	Western	

ways,	but	first	they	need	to	learn	the	Anangu	way:	

	

Teach	our	ones	Anangu	way	first.			

	

It	is	recognised	that	young	children	need	to	learn	the	Anangu	way	so	they	

can	become	strong	in	who	they	are.	This	needs	to	be	prioritised	as	young	

children;	as	Nakamarra-B	says:	

	

I’m	saying	Anangu	way	is	very	important,	teaching	in	stages	where	

Napaltjarri-A	is	at.	Because	when	she	learns,	[then	when	she	is]	six,	

seven,	she’ll	be	now	acting	differently….	You	can	learn	whitefella,	I’m	

not	saying	we’ve	got	to	stop	learning	that,	but	to	make	it	balanced	so	

everybody	can	see,	“Oh,	that’s	Anangu	way.”	So,	it’s	learning	from	

both	cultures,	western	and	Anangu….	

	

And	sometimes	you	got	to	be	careful,	like	for	us	we	got	to	be	careful	

of	teaching	too	much	whitefella	way,	and	start	off	with	Anangu.	That’s	

why	sometimes	when	I	struggle,	I	more	ask	Nangala-A,	she’s	the	

expert.		
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Nakamarra-B	is	concerned	about	kids	not	respecting	adults:	

	

…	some	of	the	things	are	missing,	that’s	why	they’re	[kids	are]	getting	

dominant	at	[a]	young	age,	because	they	don’t	have	that	respect.	

Because	respect	and	playing	in	their	role	is	more	important	than	

learning	[the]	whitefella	[way].	Like	when	little	kids	throw	things	at	

grandpa	or	grandma,	you	got	to,	“Stop,”	that’s	not	Anangu	way.	“Stop.	

Wiya,	don’t	throw	things	at	your	grandpa,	he’s	respectful	and	you	got	

to	respect	him.”	

	

The	Anangu	way	is	living	with	the	land,	and	connection	to	the	ngurra	and	

land	is	still	part	of	daily	life.	Grandmothers	and	mothers	in	present-day	

Papunya	worry	that	there	is	not	enough	influence	from	their	Anangu	

culture,	and	that	children	have	to	make	an	effort	to	specifically	learn	their	

culture,	whereas	when	they	were	growing	up	culture	was	part	of	everyday	

life	and	therefore	did	not	need	to	be	specifically	learned.		

	

School	in	Papunya	now	

	

Papunya	School,	which	caters	for	children	from	pre-school	through	to	high	

school,	does	not	have	a	high	attendance	rate.	Average	attendance	in	2014	

was	around	55	percent	across	all	age	groups	(Papunya	school	annual	

performance	report	to	the	school	community		2014).	By	comparison	to	when	

the	Papunya	School	Book	was	written,	the	current	schooling	system	in	
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Papunya	closely	follows	the	Australian	curriculum	and	makes	limited	

reference	to	children	learning	both-ways.	The	Papunya	School	Annual	

Operational	Plan	2012,	based	on	the	Strategic	Improvement	Plan	2012-

2015,	doesn’t	make	any	mention	of	two-way	learning	(2012).	

	

There	is	acknowledgement	by	women	in	Papunya	community	that	the	

current	generation	of	youth	have	lower	education	levels	than	their	parents,	

who	attended	school	in	Papunya	under	a	bilingual	education	system,	and	

many	of	whom	also	attended	Yirara	College	or	another	high	school	in	Alice	

Springs	or	elsewhere.	Nakamarra-B	talked	about	how,	since	she	left	her	

position	as	cultural	advisor,	there	has	been	no-one	employed	to	take	her	

place	and	so	not	many	cultural	activities	are	happening	at	school.	

	

Nakamarra-B	also	talked	about	how	difficult	it	is	for	children	once	they	do	

start	school.		

	 	

…it’s	making	it	so	really,	really	hard	for	these	students	to	learn	

because	they	got	to	have	that	culture,	their	own	culture….How	can	

you	make	it	separate?	

	

Whilst	there	are	some	efforts	towards	including	culture	in	the	childcare	

centre	and	in	the	curriculum	at	Papunya	School,	it	is	not	consistent.	On	some	

occasions	during	the	timeframe	of	this	thesis,	the	childcare	centre	was	

proactive	in	engaging	elders	in	the	community.	The	childcare	centre	

arranged	one	morning	for	the	old	ladies	to	come	to	the	childcare	centre	and	
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teach	the	children	how	to	paint,	on	canvas,	a	dreaming	story	related	to	

Papunya.	Whilst	they	guided	the	children	in	painting	the	story,	they	sang	the	

tjukurrpa	song.	The	finished	canvas	was	proudly	displayed	in	the	childcare	

centre.	The	grandmothers’	role	in	teaching	children	about	tjukurrpa	was	

extended	to	teaching	in	the	childcare	centre	at	this	time	(July	2013),	

however	in	my	experience	this	was	not	a	regular	event.	

	

	
	
Figure	14:	The	tjukurrpa	painting	as	taught	by	the	old	ladies	at	the	
childcare	centre	
	

Papunya	Childcare	Centre	

	

The	childcare	centre	in	Papunya	was	set	up	to	provide	a	space	for	children	

and	their	families	to	interact	in	a	childcare	setting,	but	with	the	ability	to	

both	own	the	space	and	have	some	say	as	to	how	the	centre	was	run.	At	the	

same	time,	as	a	government	funded	service,	there	is	a	strong	emphasis	on	
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the	Early	Years	Learning	Framework	(EYLF)	and	for	the	service	to	be	run	

according	to	appropriate	legislation	for	childcare	centres.	The	centre	

operated	five	days	a	week	and	on	average	around	10-15	children	came	to	

the	centre	each	day,	these	ranging	from	newborns	to	pre-school	age	

children,	who	attended	the	childcare	centre	after	their	pre-school	class	had	

finished.	60	different	children	attended	childcare	in	the	0-5	years	age	group	

in	period	May-December	2013.		

	

On	the	days	that	the	non-Aboriginal	team	leader	was	working	at	the	

childcare	centre,	I	found	that	there	were	more	organised	activities,	such	as	

painting,	drawing,	craft	and	cooking.	The	days	that	the	non-Aboriginal	team	

leader	was	not	present	and	the	service	was	run	by	local	staff,	the	organised	

activities	were	not	prioritised,	and	children	mostly	played	outside.	The	

differences	between	how	the	centre	operated	according	to	the	staff	present	

were	an	example	of	the	different	priorities	at	play.	Across	media	and	also	in	

research	it	is	described	that	Aboriginal	parents	place	less	emphasis	on	

disciplining	their	children	(Hamilton	1970)	and	pay	less	direct	attention	to	

their	children	(Farmer	&	Fasoli	2010).	This	automatically	creates	a	negative	

stereotype	and	I	wanted	to	ask	the	women’s	thoughts	on	this	stereotype.	I	

spoke	with	one	of	the	mothers	of	a	three-year-old	child	at	the	childcare	

centre,	who	agreed	that	children	play	with	each	other	more	than	with	

adults.	She	explained	to	me	that	this	isn’t	because	parents	don’t	care;	rather	

they	consider	kids	to	be	able	to	play	on	their	own.	I	was	definitely	more	

interactive	with	my	own	child	than	other	parents	at	the	childcare	centre,	

though	I	think	there	were	a	number	of	reasons	for	this.	My	child	was	quite	
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young	at	the	time	and	needed	help	with	bikes	and	climbing	frames	etc.	She	

was	the	only	child	who	did	not	speak	Luritja,	and	I	felt	obligated	to	assist	her	

to	join	in	the	kids’	activities.	It	was	my	choice	to	come	to	childcare	and	

interact	according	to	how	I	felt	best	for	my	child	at	the	centre.	By	

comparison	the	Anangu	families	are	expected	to	start	engaging	with	the	

Australian	public	education	system	almost	from	their	child’s	birth	and	

conform	to	dominant	Australian	cultural	norms.	

	

Engagement	with	the	Australian	public	education	system	

	

Whilst	young	children	do	not	attend	school,	the	expectations	for	families	to	

start	engaging	with	the	school	system	starts	from	when	children	are	born.	

The	Families	as	First	Teachers	program	is	aimed	at	children	0-3	years	old	

and	is	designed	to	be	an	introduction	to	school.	It	follows	the	Early	Years	

Learning	Framework	(EYLF)	alongside	the	childcare	centre	but	is	directly	

linked	to	the	school.	Between	the	childcare	centre	and	the	Families	as	First	

Teachers	program,	there	is	an	expectation	from	the	school	and	clinic	that	

families	take	their	children	to	these	services	regularly,	as	staff	from	the	

school	and	clinic	were	always	cross-promoting	the	services.	This	

expectation	had	a	varied	response	in	Papunya	community.	From	the	time	

that	I	spent	involved	with	the	childcare	centre	and	the	Families	as	First	

Teachers	program,	it	seemed	as	though	people	were	more	inclined	to	

engage	with	the	program	if	they	felt	comfortable	in	the	space	and	saw	the	

facilitator	as	someone	that	they	could	build	a	relationship	with.	Another	
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consideration	was	the	presence	of	the	Anangu	teachers.	For	older	children	

at	the	primary	school,	Nangala-B	believed	that	the	reason	kids	did	not	listen	

at	school	is	because	there	were	no	Anangu	teachers	there.		

	

For	individual	personal	reasons,	families	often	also	chose	to	engage	or	not	

engage	with	the	childcare	centre.	Nangala-C	explained	that	she	did	not	take	

her	child	to	the	childcare	centre	partly	because	the	centre	was	only	open	in	

the	morning,	which	didn’t	allow	for	her	to	work	past	lunchtime.	She	chose	

not	to	work,	as	her	preference	was	to	take	care	of	her	children	at	home.	She	

also	explained	that	she	did	not	approve	of	the	rule	that	only	one	family	

member	could	regularly	go	with	the	child	to	the	childcare	centre.	

	

Nangala-C:	like	father	or	grandmother,	grandfather	to	come	and	stay	

with	their	kids	at	child	care,	only	one	got	to	go	and	stay	

Jeanette:	only	one?	They	only	let	one?	

Nangala-C:	Mm,	that’s	why	we	don’t	got	to	child	care,	stay	home.	

Jeanette:	same	one	all	the	time	they	want?	

Nangala-C:	yuwa.		

	

The	emphasis	on	children	and	families	conforming	to	dominant	Australian	

cultural	expectations	resulted	in	families	making	the	decision	not	to	engage	

with	early	childhood	education	and	schooling.		

	



220	
	

Families	as	First	Teachers	(FaFT)	program	

	

Whilst	living	in	Papunya,	for	about	ten	weeks	I	temporarily	facilitated	the	

FaFT	program.	This	was	a	useful	way	to	engage	with	different	people	in	the	

community	and	I	began	to	appreciate	the	reality	of	the	difficulties	with	the	

expectations	of	young	children	and	their	families	engaging	and	essentially	

conforming	to	the	Australian	public	education	system	before	starting	their	

formal	schooling.		

	

In	my	previous	experience	with	FaFT	(in	East	Arnhem	land)	I	had	seen	

positive	instances	families	interacting	with	educators,	as	the	program	

operated	from	a	different	area	in	the	community	each	day	–	moving	around	

so	as	to	engage	with	different	families	near	their	houses.	In	Papunya	this	

had	happened	on	a	small	scale	whilst	I	was	living	there,	but	before	I	was	

involved	with	the	program,	the	school	had	decided	not	to	continue	offering	a	

mobile	service	and	revised	the	program	to	be	run	only	from	the	school	

building.	Unfortunately,	there	were	no	toilets	or	hot	water	in	the	building,	

which	meant	that	many	people	often	only	spent	a	short	amount	of	time	

engaged	with	the	program.	The	program	was	fairly	flexible	in	terms	of	what	

happened	in	the	centre	each	day,	as	long	as	it	fitted	under	the	Early	Years	

Learning	Framework	(EYLF).	Nevertheless,	the	program	was	essentially	

designed	to	prepare	young	children	for	the	school	environment.	In	a	journal	

entry	in	March	2013,	I	noted	the	emphasis	on	the	Western	way	of	learning	

and	the	expectations	of	what	a	child	‘should’	know:	
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What	does	it	matter	what	particular	words	she	[my	daughter]	learns?	

She	is	learning	language	regardless.	And	would	I	emphasise	colours	

had	some	whitefella	not	said	to	me	–	does	she	know	her	colours	yet?	

No,	she	doesn’t,	but	she	does	know	her	name	and	that	she	is	also	

called	Nakamarra.	And	she	knows	bye	as	well	as	Dadai-bye	(in	

Luritja),	although	she	doesn’t	say	Dadai	yet.	She	also	knows	what	that	

eggs	come	from	chickens	–	because	she	has	seen	this	in	real	life.	I	can	

appreciate	that	she	is	learning	according	to	the	context.	

	

Despite	recommendations	in	the	EYLF,	about	children	learning	according	to	

their	environment	and	accommodating	a	child’s	culture,	for	example,	

“Educators	honour	the	histories,	cultures,	languages,	traditions,	child	

rearing	practices	and	lifestyle	choices	of	families”	(Department	of	Education	

2009),	I	found	both	the	childcare	centre	and	the	FaFT	program	very	skewed	

to	Western	ways	of	learning.	This	is	in	opposition	to	what	families	in	

Papunya	have	emphasised	as	important	since	the	beginning	of	schooling	in	

Papunya,	as	reiterated	in	the	Papunya	School	Book,	that	children	need	to	

learn	both	the	Anangu	way	and	the	whitefella	way.	

	

Napurrula-A	commented	that	along	with	other	mothers,	she	wants	

kids	to	learn	both	ways,	Anangu	way	and	whitefella	way.	

	

The	two-ways	learning	approach	is	linked	to	the	desire	for	bilingual	

schooling,	which	was	expressed	regularly	by	families	in	Papunya.	Nangala-B	



222	
	

commented	that	she	sees	FaFT	as	important	but	her	daughter	also	needs	to	

learn	both	ways.	

	

Nangala-B:	Yuwa,	I	want	her	to	go	to	FaFT	because	I	think	FaFT	is	

more	important	for	her	age	to	learn	counting…	

Jeanette:	For	English?	

Nangala-B:	English,	counting	and	painting,	because	I	want	her	to	

learn	English	and	counting	and	numbers	and	alphabetical	order.	

Jeanette:	But	you’re	still	worried	about	culture?	

Nangala-B:	Yuwa,	I	want	her	to	be	[learning	about	culture]…	But	I’ll	

make	sure	she	learns	both	ways.		

	

For	all	families	learning	the	Anangu	way	is	seen	as	highly	important	for	

children,	but	families	also	see	it	necessary	to	learn	both	ways.		

	

Multilingualism	

	

The	families	of	Papunya	did	not	regularly	make	specific	reference	to	the	

importance	of	children	learning	Luritja.	It	is	an	expectation	that	children	will	

learn	their	own	language	and	it	is	very	much	a	part	of	everyday	life.	Once	

families	started	talking	about	school	and	their	interaction	with	school-based	

early	learning	programs,	the	importance	of	Luritja	became	undeniable.	

From	talking	with	senior	women	in	Papunya,	it	is	evident	that	older	people	

in	particular	speak	a	number	of	different	languages	in	addition	to	Luritja,	
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depending	on	where	their	family	members	grew	up.	The	three	main	women	

involved	in	this	study	all	speak	a	variety	of	languages.	Nungarrayi-A	

speaks/understands	five	local	Aboriginal	languages.	She	explained	she	

speaks:	

	

Anmatjere,	Warlpiri,	Luritja,	also	speak	Pitjantjatjarra,	it’s	similar	to	

Luritja,	and	Arrernte	is	similar	to	Anmatjere	

	

Nampitjimpa-B	speaks	Luritja	and	Arrernte.		As	older	family	members	speak	

a	number	of	languages,	their	children	and	grandchildren	are	automatically	

exposed	to	these	languages.	Children	are	learning	these	languages	from	

their	parents	and	grandparents.		

	

Nungarrayi-A	further	explained	that	by	her	sometimes	speaking	in	

Anmatjere	and	Warlpiri,	her	grandchildren	are	also	starting	to	learn	these	

languages.	

		

Nungarrayi-A:	My	language	Luritja	my	father's	Anmatjere,	he	comes	

from	Napperby.			

Jeanette:	So,	you	understand	that?	

Nungarrayi-A:	Yeah,	I'm	speaking	Anmatjere	and	then	they	[kids]	say	

what	are	you	speaking,	I	said	yeah,	I'm	[speaking	language]	that	way,	

Anmatjere.		And	in	Warlpiri	I	speak,	they	said	what?	

Jeanette:	Do	they	know	a	little	bit	now?	
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Nungarrayi-A:	Yeah,	they	know	a	little	bit	what	I'm	talking	yeah.		I	

said	that's	your	great,	great	grandfather's	language.	

	

In	the	majority	of	families	included	in	this	research,	one	or	more	family	

members	living	closely	with	the	children	spoke	another	Aboriginal	language	

in	addition	to	Luritja.	Children	learn	Luritja	and	other	languages	through	

communication,	dreaming	songs	and	stories.	In	daily	conversation,	on	bush	

trips,	at	community	events,	in	the	store,	and	at	school	(between	children),	

people	speak	Luritja.	An	asset	to	learning	to	communicate	is	the	inclusion	of	

children	in	all	spoken	interaction.	

	

Children	are	also	encouraged	to	learn	more	language	through	the	use	of	

baby	language	-	the	changing	of	language	for	kids	to	learn	words.	This	was	

observed	sitting	with	Nungarrayi-A’s	family,	and	through	other	families,	and	

confirmed	by	Nungarrayi-A	–	‘It	helps	kids	learn’.	This	practice	has	also	been	

observed	in	Walpiri	as	used	in	Lajamanu	(O’Shannessy	2011)	and	

Yuendumu	(Laughren	1984)	as	well	as	in	the	Ngaanyatjarra	Lands	in	

Western	Australia	(Kral	&	Ellis	2011).	

	

The	times	when	I	couldn’t	make	out	a	single	word	of	what	was	being	said	

were	the	occasions,	I	realised	that	someone	had	started	mixing	another	

language	into	the	conversation.	This	happened	with	my	daughter’s	friend,	

Nakamarra-C,	on	a	number	of	occasions.	I	soon	realised	that	Nakamarra-C	

was	mixing	in	words	from	Arrernte.	Her	aunt	told	me	that	she	also	enjoys	
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singing	songs	in	English	such	as	Happy	birthday	to	you,	and	Twinkle	

Twinkle	Little	Star.	

	

Luritja	is	one	of	the	ten	most	widely	spoken	Aboriginal	languages	in	

Australia	(Welcome	to	Country	2017).	Luritja	is	a	language	that	is	being	

passed	on	to	the	next	generation	and	must	be	respected	and	viewed	as	a	

strength	within	a	child’s	upbringing	in	Papunya.	There	are	a	number	of	key	

concepts/language	terms	in	Luritja	that	were	used	in	the	original	interviews	

that	were	conducted	in	Luritja	for	this	project.	Some	of	these	terms	do	not	

translate	into	English	in	a	single	word.	Words/terms	that	are	included	

below	are	representative	of	the	importance	of	these	concepts	in	growing	up	

children,	as	they	were	regularly	used	in	conversation	about	children,	

especially	by	the	old	ladies.	Some	of	these	words	are	as	follows:	

	

Kanyintjaku/	Kanyilpei	–	looking	after	all	the	kids,	showing	them	

culture,	boys	and	girls	to	keep	their	culture	strong,	nurturing	

Nintirrintjaku:	teaching	[children]	and	learning		

	

These	concepts	emphasised	the	importance	of	nurturing	and	teaching	

children.	When	talking	about	the	activities	of	children	families	often	

referred	to	tasks	of	the	child	according	to	a	part	of	the	day,	rather	than	a	

specific	time.	Some	of	these	temporal	words	used	were:	

	

Ali/yali	–	morning;	from	sunrise	to	9am;	sunrise;	light	before	sunrise;	

from	English	‘early’			
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Mungarrtji	–	afternoon;	from	approx.	3pm	to	sunset		

Kuwarri	–	now;	today;	at	this	season;	a	short	time	ago	

Kuwarripa	–	later;	soon;	presently;	a	while	ago;	can	refer	to	the	

present,	a	short	period	of	time	back	or	to	the	immediate	future	

Yila	–	close;	near;	used	by	some	in	a	temporal	context,	i.e.	The	time	

for	the	event	has	almost	come	

Wanma	–	long	distance;	far;	long	way;	a	long	distance	in	comparison	

to	a	shorter	one		

Irriti	–	long	ago;	long	time	back;	used	as	a	past	time	reference	in	

narratives	

Kala	–	finished;	task	completed;	that’s	enough;	ready	now.	

	

These	time	words	provide	examples	of	how	the	Anangu	refer	to	time.	

	

It	is	pointed	out	by	Motluk	(2002)	that	a	third	of	the	world's	languages	

describe	location	in	‘absolute’	terms.	Speakers	of	many	Pacific	island	

languages,	for	example,	would	say	‘north	of	the	tree’	or	‘seaward	from	the	

tree’	rather	than	‘beside	the	tree’,	as	we	might	in	English.	Luritja	is	similar	in	

that	mostly	people	use	north,	south,	east,	west	as	indicators	of	place,	rather	

than	left	or	right,	as	mentioned	in	the	stories	in	earlier	chapters.	Children	

grow	up	learning	to	distinguish	locations	according	to	cardinal	directions.		

	

An	understanding	of	the	word	‘palya’	demonstrates	the	importance	of	

considering	the	role	of	language	and	how	it	interplays	with	daily	activity	for	

children’s	lives.	
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Palya	–	good;	pleasant;	acceptable;	well;	healthy;	a	description	of	

anything	that	is	pleasing,	correct	or	operational	

	

Palya	can	also	be	used	as	a	greeting.	Nyuntu	palya?	Are	you	

good/how	are	you?	The	answer	is	often	yuwa,	palya	–	Yes,	I	am	good.	

	

Often,	I	found	palya	was	used	to	confirm	agreement,	although	it	usually	

didn’t	mean	that	the	person	was	agreeing	wholeheartedly,	rather	they	were	

accepting	that	we	could	continue	the	conversation.	Palya	often	gets	

translated	as	good	or	ok	but	can	have	a	variety	of	meanings	according	to	the	

context	in	which	it	is	said.		

	

Waltja	–	relatives	or	a	family	group.	Unlike	the	expectation	of	family	

referring	to	a	nuclear	family	unit,	waltja	can	refer	to	both	blood	

related	family	as	well	as	family	as	determined	by	the	Pintupi-Luritja	

law	system.3	

	

The	complexity	of	the	Luritja	language	is	apparent	once	one	starts	learning	

how	to	say	more	than	one-word	answers.	Whilst	Luritja	is	an	oral	language,	

it	is	a	complex	language.	The	way	that	the	language	is	constructed	and	used	

gives	context	for	the	Anangu	way,	with	use	of	tense	markers,	and	

appropriate	verb	conjugations	depending	on	the	use	and	context	of	the	

																																																								
3	Walytja	is	discussed	further	in	chapter	eight	
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word	(Heffernan	&	Heffernan	2000).	An	additional	aspect	of	Luritja	is	the	

use	of	hand	signals	in	communication.		

	

Mara	wangkanyi	–	hand	sign	communication	

	

Alongside	verbal	communication,	children	also	learn	to	communicate	with	

their	hands.	Verbal	and	non-verbal	communication	skills	are	equally	

important.	From	talking	with	Nungarrayi-A,	there	are	a	number	of	signs	that	

are	used	for	non-verbal	communication	and	it	is	also	obvious	that	children	

and	adults	alike	are	adept	at	communicating	across	a	distance,	by	only	

relying	on	the	use	of	non-verbal	communication	techniques.	The	most	

obvious	way	that	language	is	represented	is	through	symbols	that	

correspond	to	activities	associated	with	daily	life.	Animals	that	are	used	for	

food	each	have	a	hand	symbol,	but	also	a	drawing	that	identifies	them	

visually.	People	in	Papunya	regularly	communicate	across	an	expanse	of	flat	

ground	up	to	100	metres	(approx.)	in	Papunya	community	about	the	

location	of	a	family	member,	where	someone	is	going	or	what	they	are	

doing.		

	

One	mother	explained	a	number	of	hand	signals	that	relate	to	hand	signs,	

ranging	from	location	and	time	signs	such	as	‘where’,	‘far	away’,	‘finished’,	to	

many	animal	signs	including	snake,	kangaroo,	emu	and	goanna,	amongst	

others.	Many	of	the	hand	signs	used	in	Papunya	are	also	detailed	in	a	

publication	by	Waltja	Tjutangku	Palyapayi	Aboriginal	Corporation,	titled	
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‘Pipirri	Wiimaku	“for	the	little	kids”’	(Waltja	Tjutangku	Palyapayi	Aboriginal	

Corporation	2001).	These	hand	signs	are	taught	alongside	Luritja	and	

children	often	use	hand	sign	communication	before	they	have	a	vocabulary	

in	Luritja.	Communication	using	hand	signs	is	prevalent	across	many	

Aboriginal	communities	(Power	2013).	In	addition	to	their	learning	of	

Luritja,	hand	signals	and	other	local	Aboriginal	languages	children	are	also	

learning	English.	

	

Opinions	on	the	use	of	English	

	

Nakamarra-B	spoke	about	how	different	it	was	for	her	growing	up	and	not	

being	allowed	to	speak	her	own	language	at	school:		

	

Nakamarra-B:	We	never	used	to	speak	language	in	the	school.	When	

we	go	through	the	yard	with	the	fence,	go	through	gate	and	then…	

Jeanette:	Really?	You	had	to	talk	English	outside	in	the	playground	as	

well?	Playground?	

Nakamarra-B:	Playground	you	could	speak	language	a	little	bit	but,	in	

the	classroom,	you	only	speak	in	English	because	the	teachers	always	

said,	“What	did	you	say?	What	are	you	saying?”	And	we	used	to	say,	

“That’s	our	language,	why	aren’t	I	allowed	to…”	

	

Nakamarra-B	commented	that	her	family	had	a	high	regard	for	school	and	

Nakamarra-B	spent	some	of	her	primary	school	days	in	Alice	Springs.	It	was	
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necessary	for	children	to	learn	whitefella	ways	and	parents	needed	their	

children	to	do	so	for	the	wellbeing	of	their	family.	By	comparison	families	

are	now	worried	that	English	is	currently	the	only	language	being	taught	at	

Papunya	School	and	according	to	many	parents,	there	is	limited,	if	any,	time	

being	spent	on	learning	Luritja	or	the	Anangu	way.	

	

Nungarrayi-A	explained	that	when	she	went	to	school	she	was	only	taught	in	

English.	She	commented	that	she	would	like	to	see	both	languages	being	

taught	in	the	school	now.	

	

Nungarrayi-A:		yeah	better,	like	we	have	both	ways	to	learn,	not	me,	I	

didn’t	learn	both	ways,	I	just	learnt	English,	but	when	our	kids	went	

for	school,	they	learnt	both	ways,	English	and	Luritja.		

Jeanette:	but	now	it’s	changed	again,	back	to	English	

Nungarrayi-A:	yeah,	back	to	English,	but	we	would	like	to	see	our	

language	back	in	the	school	

	

Nungarrayi-A	explained	that	she	speaks	in	Luritja	at	home,	but	also	her	

grandchildren	understand	English.		

	

Nungarrayi-A:	Yeah,	English	they	understand.		I	sometimes	tell	them	

come	get	water	for	me,	yeah	English.	Yes,	and	Nangala	says	yes	

nanna,	I’ll	get	water	for	you.	
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As	children	grow	up	being	exposed	to	a	number	of	different	languages,	

including	English,	their	English	vocabulary	and	understanding	gradually	

improves,	without	any	formal	schooling.	Some	families	claimed	that	they	

generally	don’t	speak	much	English	at	home	(Nungarrayi-A)	but	feel	it	is	

important	for	their	children	to	have	an	understanding	of	English.	They	

explain	that	through	watching	television	and	movies,	as	well	as	interacting	

in	English	in	various	settings	across	the	community,	children	have	begun	to	

learn	English	by	the	time	they	start	primary	school.	From	exchanges	with	

non-Aboriginal	people	living	in	Papunya,	at	the	store,	the	health	centre,	the	

childcare	centre	and	the	school	and	through	other	services,	children	are	

exposed	to	English.	Many	children	also	improve	their	English	through	going	

to	church	and	learning	to	sing	gospel	songs.		

	

Nakamarra-B	and	her	daughter	see	it	as	important	for	Nakamarra-B’s	

granddaughter	to	learn	English	at	school,	as	she	is	learning	and	speaking	

Luritja	at	home.	Nakamarra-B’s	daughter,	Nangala-B,	commented	that	

children	learn	English	from	their	parents	and	family	before	they	go	to	

school.	She	also	recognises	the	value	of	learning	English,	but	doesn’t	see	it	as	

the	most	important	aspect	of	a	child’s	learning.	

	

Nangala-B:	Well,	when	they’re	baby,	they	grow	up.	When	they	turn	

one,	they	start	to	understand.	They	understand	from	parents,	then	

they	start	with	first	language	in	Luritja,	then	go	to	school	and	learn	

English.	

Jeanette:	So,	they	only	really	(formally)	learn	English	at	school?	
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Nangala-B:	Yeah,	but	out	of	school	they	can	learn	by	parents	teaching	

them	how	to	talk	[in]	English.	

Jeanette:	So,	some	parents	teach	their	kids	but	it’s	not	the	most	

important,	no?	

Nangala-B:	 Not	the	most	important.	Painting,	our	kids	learn	

through	stories.	

	

Nangala-B	in	the	above	dialogue	highlighted	the	different	mode	of	learning	

(compared	to	Western	education)	for	Anangu	children.	Anangu	children	

learn	by	doing	and	listening,	through	what	is	often	regarded	as	informal	

learning	and	through	stories.		

	

Informal	learning	is	nondidactic,	is	embedded	in	meaningful	activity,	

builds	on	the	learner’s	initiative	or	interest	or	choice	(rather	than	

resulting	from	external	demands	or	requirements),	and	does	not	

involve	assessment	external	to	the	activity	(Rogoff	et	al.	2016,	p.	

356).		

	

As	parents	choose	to	prioritise	the	Anangu	way	in	every	aspect	of	their	life,	

they	also	choose	to	prioritise	the	Anangu	ways	of	learning.	This	will	be	

discussed	further	in	the	following	chapter.	
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Summary	–	holding	onto	the	Anangu	way	

	

This	chapter	has	built	upon	the	stories	in	previous	chapters	about	the	

importance	of	the	Anangu	way	of	life,	family	and	tjukurrpa.	This	chapter	has	

also	highlighted	some	of	the	challenges	in	balancing	the	expectations	of	the	

whitefella	way	and	the	values	of	the	Anangu	way	and	detailed	families’	

concerns	for	appropriate	schooling	and	bilingual	education.	The	difficulty	

for	families	is	that	school	and	early	childhood	education	do	not	reflect	the	

Anangu	way	values	and	accordingly	often	fail	to	recognise	that	the	Anangu	

children	are	learning	from	families	outside	of	the	Australian	public	

schooling	system.	In	the	next	chapter	I	begin	a	comparison	with	current	

literature	and	refer	to	current	education	reports	and	policies.		
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Chapter	Eight:	Moving	away	from	the	deficit	perspective	–	

applying	a	‘diversity	as	fundamental	heterogeneity’	

approach	

	

Introduction	

	

The	methods	chapter	identified	a	‘diversity	as	fundamental	heterogeneity’	

approach	as	a	way	forward	for	considering	child	development	in	context.	

This	chapter	discusses	the	current	language	that	is	perpetuating	the	deficit	

model	of	Aboriginal	child	development	and	hindering	a	‘diversity	as	

fundamental	heterogeneity’	approach	from	being	applied.	

	

Through	the	stories	as	told	in	chapters	five,	six,	and	seven,	an	Anangu	

perspective	of	the	daily	lives	of	Anangu	children	is	presented.	The	stories	

were	intentionally	presented	with	minimal	reference	to	relevant	literature.	

The	following	section	considers	how	Aboriginal	early	child	development	is	

discussed	in	the	relevant	literature	and	policy,	before	contextualising	the	

disjunction	between	expectations	of	the	Australian	public	education	system	

and	the	Anangu	way	of	learning.	
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Aspects	of	the	Anangu	way	and	the	literature	

	

The	values	of	commitment	to	family,	tjukurrpa	and	understanding	

relationships	to	others	and	the	land,	as	expressed	by	the	Anangu,	are	similar	

to	what	has	been	shared	previously	in	current	literature	that	has	focused	on	

Central	Australian	Aboriginal	communities.	Priest,	K	et	al.	(2008,	p.	126)	

described	four	main	areas	identified	by	Central	Australian	women	that	are	

regarded	as	important	in	growing	up	their	children:	

	

1.	Tjukurpa	(in	Luritja	and	Pitjantjatjara)	Jukurrpa	(in	Warlpiri):	The	

Dreaming,	the	Law		

2.	Waltja	(in	Luritja)	Walytja	(in	Pitjantjatjara)	Walartja	(in	

Warlpiri):	Family,	extended	family,	all	family	

3.	Ngura	(in	Luritja	and	Pitjantjatjara)	Ngurrara	(in	Warlpiri):	The	

home,	the	land,	the	country,	this	place	

4.	Kanyini	(in	Luritja	and	Pitjantjatjara)	Mardarni	(in	Warlpiri):	

Holding	everything,	keeping	everything	together,	Jukurrpa,	Ngurrara	

and	Walartja	

	

These	four	principles	describe	the	child’s	relationships	and	responsibilities	

“between	everything	–	people,	animals,	land,	family,	tjukurpa,	waltja,	ngura	

and	kanyini”	(Priest	et	al.	2008,	p.126).These	principles	are	echoed	in	the	

stories	from	families	in	previous	chapters.	Children	are	conceived	and	grow	

up	with	an	understanding	that	they	are	part	of	this	system	and	responsible	

for	upholding	these	principles.	This	explanation	complements	the	stories	
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from	the	Anangu	in	this	project.	The	Anangu	way	is	not	about	a	set	of	

cultural	practices	that	are	a	cultural	add-on;	rather	they	form	part	of	daily	

life	and	are	influential	in	shaping	daily	life.		

	

Priest,	K	et	al.	(2008,	p.	129)	also	emphasise	that	by	learning	about	tjukurpa,	

waltja,	ngura	and	kanyini:		

	

…children	learn	the	importance	of	relationships	and	the	

responsibilities	they	have	to	everything	in	their	environment.	They	

are	taught	to	help	and	encourage	one	another,	to	keep	each	other	

safe	and	to	work	together	(Priest	et	al	2008,	p.129).	

	

Eickelkamp	(2011)	showed	that	the	Anangu	in	the	APY	lands	placed	a	high	

value	on	relatedness.	Myers	classic	study	of	the	Pintupi	(Myers	1986)	also	

identified	that	the	Pintupi	see	society	as	made	up	by	walytja/waltja,	

meaning	“a	group	of	closely	cooperating	kin,	each	no	better	than	the	rest,	

with	all	sharing	some	kind	of	identification,	and	mutual	concern”	(Myers	

1986,	111).	The	Pintupi	are	closely	linked	via	family	ties	to	people	in	

Papunya,	and	in	both	Pintupi	and	Luritja	languages,	the	word	walytja/waltja	

is	used.	Eickelkamp	(2011,p.135)	proposed	that	society,	as	based	on	

walytja/waltja,	is	not	an	association	of	abstract	individuals	but	rather	-	as	

Myers	described	-	a	group	with	whom	one	‘is	familiar,	those	who	have	fed	

and	cared	for	one,	and	those	with	whom	one	camps	frequently’	(Myers	

1986,	109–10).	
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Other	important	aspects	of	child	rearing	that	appear	in	current	literature	

include	the	discussion	of	the	importance	of	nurturing.	‘Kanyirninpa’	or	

‘holding’	is	referred	to	as	the	way	that	Aboriginal	people	from	communities	

in	the	Central	Australian	region	have	nurtured	their	infants,	children	and	

young	people	for	thousands	of	years.	It	remains	influential	in	raising	

children	in	Aboriginal	communities	in	both	urban	and	remote	regions	(Ryan	

2011).	Priest	et	al.	(2008,	p.126)	described	this	concept,	using	the	word	

kanyini	(in	Luritja	and	Pitjantjatjara)	mardarni	(in	Warlpiri)	as	“Holding	

everything,	keeping	everything	together”.		

	

The	process	of	nurturing	–	kanyintjaku,	was	also	referred	to	by	families	

within	my	research.	When	the	old	ladies	were	chatting,	they	often	referred	

to	kanyini	or	kanyintjaku,	as	described	in	chapters	three	and	five.	In	current	

literature	the	nurturing	process	of	kanyintjaku	has	been	identified	as	

practices	such	as	the	minimisation	of	crying	(Ryan	2011).	Priest,	K	et	al.	

(2008)	commented	that	if	babies	cry,	they	are	immediately	picked	up	and	

held,	as	it	is	considered	cruel	to	do	otherwise.	I	also	witnessed	this	response	

to	children	in	Papunya.	As	discussed	above	throughout	chapters	four,	five	

and	six,	this	is	an	essential	part	of	growing	up	the	Anangu	way.	

	

There	is	evidence	in	the	literature	of	the	importance	of	family	for	Aboriginal	

people	and	the	inclusion	of	children	into	all	aspects	of	daily	life,	just	as	in	the	

stories	in	this	research.	Priest	et	al.	(2008)	proposed	that	when	Aboriginal	

people	look	at	babies	and	young	children,	they	see	small	adults	who	have	a	

set	place	in	the	family	and	the	community,	along	with	all	the	responsibilities	
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of	law	and	culture	(Priest,	K	et	al.	2008;	Waltja	Tjutangku	Palyapayi	

Aboriginal	Corporation	2001).	Expectations	of	how	a	child	should	behave	

were	detailed	by	Priest	et	al.	(2008).	An	important	feature	of	child	rearing	is	

the	emphasis	placed	on	the	child’s	ability	to	learn	compassion	for	others	and	

to	share,	as	unselfishness	and	compassion	are	seen	as	highly	desirable	

behaviours.	Parents	demonstrate	this	by	never	denying	a	child	what	they	

want	(Priest	et	al	2008,	p.129).	At	the	same	time	generosity	is	also	

important,	which	extends	to	a	child’s	play	things,	with	no	concept	of	‘mine’,	

as	children	are	encouraged	to	give	away	objects	if	another	child	desires	

them	(Priest,	K	et	al.	2008;	Waltja	Tjutangku	Palyapayi	Aboriginal	

Corporation	2001).		

	

Priest	et	al	(2008)	documented	the	importance	for	the	Anangu	and	the	Yapa	

for	their	children	to	develop	correct	relationships	with	the	surrounding	

environment,	and	states	that	both	“the	physical	and	non-physical	

environment	must	be	strong	for	individual	children	and	families	to	be	

strong”	(Priest	et	al.	2008,	p.126).	The	encouragement	for	children	to	be	

self-reliant,	as	identified	by	the	Anangu	families	in	this	research,	is	also	

acknowledged	in	current	literature.		

	

Priest	et	al.	(2008)	explained	that:		

	

Young	children	are	gradually	introduced	to	their	specific	obligations	

and	responsibilities	associated	with	Jukurrpa…	and	as	part	of	these	

teachings	young	children	have	almost	complete	freedom	to	choose	
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and	demand	whatever	they	desire…	[and]	children	sleep,	eat	and	play	

whenever	and	wherever	they	choose.		

	

There	is	evidence	in	current	literature	of	the	recognition	of	the	influence	of	

culture	in	child	development	and	how	children	learn	differently,	according	

to	their	environment.	Earlier	research	documenting	Aboriginal	child	

development	also	recognised	the	influence	of	culture,	but	a	significant	

proportion	of	that	literature	focused	heavily	on	differences	as	observed	by	

Western	researchers.		

	

Early	research	from	a	Western	viewpoint	in	Central	Australia	

	 	

Early	research	that	documents	Aboriginal	child	rearing	and	child	

development	more	specifically	in	the	Central	Australian	region	dates	back	

Roheim’s	work	in	the	1930s,	who	wrote	about	mainly	Arrernte	and	

Pitjantjatjara	people	as	‘	the	children	of	the	desert’,	equating	Aboriginal	

people	with	children	(Morton	2011).	Anthropologist	couple	Ronald	and	

Catherine	Berndt	working	at	Ooldea	in	the	1940s	(Berndt	&	Berndt	1942)	

and	with	separate	studies	of	Warlpiri	people	completed	by	anthropologist,	

Megitt,	in	1968,	and	studies	of	Yankunytjatjara	and	Pitjantjatjara	people	by	

Wallace	(Wallace	&	Wallace	1968).	Some	important	accounts	of	children’s	

life	specific	to	the	Western	desert	region	can	be	found	in	early	video	

recordings	and	photography	from	publications	about	the	Western	desert	art	

movement.		
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Research	prior	to	the	1980s	in	remote	Aboriginal	communities	in	Australia	

was	largely	conducted	in	reference	to	culture,	education	and	health	and	

have	been	anthropology-based.	In	the	1980s	Berndt	&	Berndt	described	

childhood	and	child	rearing	across	Aboriginal	population	groups.	They	

acknowledged	that	an	Aboriginal	baby	is	not	isolated	from	the	rest	of	the	

community	(Berndt	&	Berndt	1988),	and	detailed	the	practice	of	multiple-

mothering,	whereby	another	female	is	likely	to	be	a	substitute	for	a	child’s	

mother,	and	who	will	also	carry	and	perhaps	feed	the	child.		

	

The	Berndts	commented	on	the	breastfeeding	practices	of	Aboriginal	people	

living	in	a	traditional	bush	setting,	where	children	were	not	completely	

weaned	until	about	five	or	six	years	old.	They	explained	that	rather	than	

being	a	source	of	food,	the	continuation	of	breastfeeding	promotes	a	

continuation	of	the	close	physical-emotional	bond	between	mother	and	

child	(Berndt,	1988).	Berndt	&	Berndt	(1988,	p.163)	reported	that	learning	

is	quite	informal;	children	learn	about	their	world	as	a	participant	in	the	life	

of	the	community,	becoming	familiar	with	the	natural	environment	and	

their	social	environment	at	the	same	time.	Young	children	grew	up	learning	

from	their	mother	about	collecting	food.	As	the	boys	got	older,	they	started	

spending	more	time	with	adult	males,	learning	about	hunting,	whereas	the	

girls	continued	to	go	out	with	the	women.	Gradually	they	understood	more	

about	the	world	around	them	as	they	actively	participated	in	life	(Berndt	&	

Berndt	1988).	
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Berndt	&	Berndt	(1988,	p.161-162)	described	how	children	grow	up	

understanding	the	kinship	system,	learning	it	first	as	a	way	to	understand	

how	the	child	is	related	to	others,	and	as	the	child	grows	up,	repeatedly	

being	told	who	people	are	and	how	they	are	related	to	the	child,	what	they	

should	be	called,	and	what	hand	signal	is	appropriate	to	use	for	

communication	with	that	person.	As	described	in	chapter	seven,	the	skin	

name/kinship	system	used	in	Papunya	similarly	engages	children	in	

learning	who	they	are	in	relation	to	others	and	teaching	them	obligations	

within	their	own	family	unit.	

	

Myers’	account	of	Pintupi	life,	published	in	1986,	is	an	ethnographic	study	of	

the	Pintupi	people	of	the	Western	desert,	and	details	life	at	Yayayi	(a	

breakaway	outstation	movement	west	of	Papunya)	and	surrounding	

communities	over	field	visits	from	1973	through	to	1984.	Myers	made	

reference	to	the	kinship	system	as	both	a	method	of	understanding	

relatedness	and	one’s	social	value	and	purpose	within	the	community,	and	

as	a	system	that	exhibits	shared	identity.	But	it	was	also	a	method	by	which	

children	were	socialised	into	adulthood.	The	maturity	of	a	child	depends	on	

the	ability	of	the	child	to	“recognize	one’s	relatedness	to	others,	and	to	

subdue	one’s	will	in	order	to	sustain	one’s	relatedness	to	others”	(Myers	

1986,	p.	107).	Myers	(1986)	is	credited	with	identifying	the	importance	of	

‘autonomy	and	relatedness’,	referring	to	how	children	grow	up	with	

emphasis	on	autonomy,	but	also	the	importance	of	relationships	and	

obligations	to	others	according	to	that	relationship	(Eickelkamp	2010).	
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Early	ethnographic	research	documented	a	number	of	important	aspects	of	

children’s	life	in	Central	Australia	that	are	also	told	in	the	stories	from	the	

old	ladies	and	families	in	this	research.		

	

Whilst	the	research	detailed	similar	aspects	of	life	for	children	in	Papunya,	a	

reliance	on	observations	from	the	Western	researcher	has	been	an	aspect	of	

ethnography	regularly	criticised	in	the	literature	detailing	child	

development	in	Aboriginal	Australia.	Priest	et	al	(2009),	argued	for	more	

significant	involvement	from	Aboriginal	people	to	reduce	Western	bias.	In	a	

critical	and	systematic	analysis	of	descriptive	studies	regarding	the	health,	

development	and	wellbeing	statues	of	Indigenous	children	in	Australia,	

studies	from	1958	to	2005	were	analysed	and	in	this	review,	Priest	et	al	

(2009)	found	that	the	majority	of	papers	did	not	consult	Aboriginal	people	

themselves,	with	“Indigenous	involvement	in	the	research	process	…not	

apparent	in	71.4%	of	studies”	(Priest	et	al	2009,	p.55).		

	

Indigenous	research	methodologies	emphasise	the	vital	importance	of	

active	community	involvement	in	all	stages	of	research	processes	to	ensure	

that	research	is	consistent	with	Indigenous	knowledge	and	values	(Priest,	N	

et	al.	2009,	p.	56).	In	this	research	,	by	comparison	to	observations	of	the	

Western	researcher,	the	stories	of	the	strengths	of	children	are	the	ones	that	

the	Anangu	wanted	to	tell.	Historically	children	in	Western	countries	have	

been	the	subjects	of	child	development	research	and	children	outside	of	this	

group	(including	Aboriginal	children)	are	researched	for	the	purpose	of	

finding	out	how	they	are	different	to	the	norm.		
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A	question	of	language:	perpetuation	of	deficit	assumptions	through	

language	use	and	cultural	subjugation	

	

The	colonialist	context	of	Australia	and	the	use	of	dominant	Australian	

cultural	value-laden	language	terms	in	English	perpetuates	the	deficit	and	

disadvantage	label	of	Aboriginal	people,	and	of	children	growing	up	outside	

of	a	dominant	Australian	cultural	framework.	The	term	‘Aboriginal’	is	a	

starting	point.	As	explained	by	Gorringe	(2017),	‘Aboriginality’,	is	a	term	

deeply	connected	to	European	identity,	introduced	to	Australia	only	a	

couple	of	hundred	years	ago	and	is	frequently	used	in	a	deficit	manner	as	a	

comparison	against	the	‘norm’	of	European	identity	(Gorringe	2017).		

	

The	language	used	to	describe	Aboriginal	people	in	the	media	and	

throughout	many	research	papers	almost	always	includes	words	that	

automatically	place	Aboriginal	people,	their	living	environment,	families,	

way	of	life	and	culture	in	a	negative	light,	with	words	such	as	‘disadvantage’,	

‘deficit’	and	references	to	addressing	poor	health	and	education	standards.	

As	highlighted	by	Holcombe	(2010),	knowledge	has	become	the	most	

significant	form	of	global	capitalism.	Within	the	dominant	Western	research	

paradigm,	the	value	of	Indigenous	knowledge	and	research	is	also	often	

positioned	as	an	‘other’	rather	than	an	equal	in	the	quest	and	creation	of	

knowledge	(Koster	et	al.	2012;	McGregor	et	al.	2010).	The	Growing	Up	Our	

Way:	Practices	Matrix	(SNAICC	2011)	acknowledged	that	there	is	no	single	

way	in	which	Aboriginal	and	Torres	Strait	Islander	people	raise	their	

children,	and	that	the	child	rearing	practices	of	any	one	culture	are	no	more	
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valuable	than	those	of	another	(SNIACC	2011).	This	acknowledgement,	

though,	is	not	evident	in	policy	and	practice	with	regard	to	respect	for	

different	ways	of	child	rearing.	 	

	

Recently	there	has	been	significant	attention	from	the	Australian	

government	on	the	early	years	in	child	development.	This	in	order	to	‘Close	

the	Gap’	between	Aboriginal	and	non-Aboriginal	Australians.	The	scene	is	

set	from	the	outset:	that	Aboriginal	people,	their	way	of	life	and	their	

culture,	though	important,	is	not	equal	to	non-Aboriginal	people.	In	the	

words	of	the	2017	Closing	the	Gap	report:	

	

Australian	governments	remain	committed	to	closing	the	gap	in	the	

developmental	outcomes	of	Aboriginal	and	Torres	Strait	Islander	

children	by	increasing	their	participation	in	quality	early	childhood	

education	(Australian	Government	Department	of	the	Prime	Minister	

and	Cabinet	2017,	p.	26).	

	

The	above	statement	infers	that	Aboriginal	children	are	outwardly	suffering	

from	a	lack	of	development	and	further	participation	in	early	childhood	

education	will	fix	this	problem.		
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The	notion	of	‘Closing	the	Gap’		

	

The	notion	of	‘closing	the	gap’	is	problematic	and	symptomatic	of	ongoing	

discrimination	that	perpetuates	disadvantage.	It	is	useful	to	consider	the	

definition	of	the	word	‘gap’.	

	

Definition	of	‘gap’	
	
	
The	first	three	entries	in	the	(Macquarie	Dictionary	2018a)	are:	

	

1.		a	break	or	opening,	as	in	a	fence,	wall,	or	the	like;	breach.	

2.		a	vacant	space	or	interval.	

3.		a	wide	divergence.	

	

There	is	no	indication	that	the	term	‘gap’	should	mean	that	there	is	a	deficit.	

Rather	a	gap	is	a	space	between,	an	interval	or	a	break	or	opening,	or	a	

divergence.	Yet	the	Closing	the	Gap	(CTG)	campaign	and	the	subsequent	

policies	that	intend	to	‘close	the	gap’	are	all	designed	to	ensure	that	the	

Aboriginal	population	rise	(sic)	to	the	standard	of	the	non-Aboriginal	

Australian	population.	Whether	this	is	in	regard	to	children’s	attendance	at	

school,	life	expectancy,	wellbeing	or	employment,	Aboriginal	people	are	

expected	to	rise	to	the	level	of	non-Aboriginal	people.	Whilst	it	is	important	

to	expect	that	all	Australians	have	equal	access	to	quality	health	care,	

education,	and	employment,	Aboriginal	people’s	lifestyle	choices	and	values	

cannot	be	identified	as	the	reason	for	poor	health	and	education	statistics.	
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Just	as	Altman	(2017)	suggested	in	regard	to	the	Northern	Territory	

Intervention,	Aboriginal	people	are	labelled	as	the	ones	to	change.	

	

The	term	‘closing	the	gap’	also	contributes	to	the	constructed	minority	

position	in	which	Aboriginal	children	grow	up.	Altman	and	Fogarty	critiqued	

the	‘Closing	the	Gap’	policy,	which,	he	claimed:		

	

At	one	level	the	goal	of	current	policy	is	little	different	from	the	broad	

assimilationist	aims	of	the	past	50	years,	except	that	the	more	polite	

term	‘normalisation’	is	increasingly	used	(Altman	&	Fogarty	2010,	p.	

109).	

	

The	logic	underpinning	the	CTG	framework	is	not	much	different	from	the	

formal	definition	of	the	assimilation	policy	made	in	1961	that	expected	all	

Aborigines	and	part-Aborigines	to	attain	the	same	manner	of	living	as	other	

Australians	and	to	live	as	members	of	a	single	Australian	community	

(Altman	2009).	As	discussed	in	chapter	four,	this	echoes	Foucault’s	

‘governmentality’.		

	

Murphy	(2012)	questioned	which	gaps	the	government	is	actually	seeking	

to	close:	

	 	

Could	it	be	the	gap	between	English-only	education	on	the	one	hand,	

and	a	linguistically	diverse,	whole-of-community	approach	to	raising	
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children	that	teaches	school-aged	kids	to	be	fluent	in	a	handful	of	

languages?	

	

Or	is	it	the	gap	between	a	suburban	nuclear	family	in	a	home	owned	

by	a	bank,	and	a	culturally	rich	life	on	a	vast	natural	estate,	

collectively	owned	and	“in	the	family”	for	centuries?		

(Murphy	2012,	p.	4).	

	

It	is	hypocritical	to	suggest	that	Aboriginal	people	be	part	of	the	solution	

when	policy	implicitly	suggests	“being	Aboriginal”	is	part	of	the	problem	

(Murphy	2012).	The	suggestion	that	dominant	Australian	cultural	norms	are	

superior	and	need	to	be	adopted	by	Indigenous	Australians	has	led	to	a	

sense	of	injustice	and	hopelessness.	Altman	(2017)	recognised	that	whilst	

Indigenous	Australians	are	proud	that	they	possess	different	cultural	values	

from	non-Indigenous	Australians,	they	are	aware	that	“such	difference	and	

diversity	means	that	universalistic	policies	devised	in	Canberra	will	

inevitably	be	poorly	designed	for	their	circumstances”	(Altman	2017).	

	

The	structural	disadvantage	is	evident	in	Papunya.	Whilst	the	statistics	

speak	for	themselves,	they	also	fail	to	tell	the	complete	story.	Some	

examples	include	the	story	of	a	leaking	water	tank	beside	an	outstation	that	

continues	leaking	water	for	years	in	spite	of	numerous	repair	requests	to	

the	local	shire	council;	the	wild	horses	come	up	to	drink	throughout	the	day	

and	night	and	the	run-off	produces	stagnant	dirty	water.	The	story	of	a	

broken	toilet	that	results	in	over	20	adults	and	children	using	one	bathroom	
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that	has	the	toilet	and	shower	in	the	same	room	is	another	example.	The	

media	coverage	often	highlights	poor	living	conditions	but	does	not	always	

include	the	necessary	background	information.	The	blame	for	overcrowding	

is	placed	on	families,	but	the	real	situation	recognises	that	the	overcrowding	

problem	is	not	about	the	number	of	people	but	rather	about	the	lack	of	well-

maintained	housing	to	suit	a	non-nuclear	family	group.	Research	has	found	

that	housing	functionality	is	in	great	need	of	assessment	and	that	desired	

health	benefits	from	improved	housing	will	not	be	achieved	unless	there	is	a	

focus	on	health	hardware	and	on	how	to	prescribe	the	functionality	of	

housing	(Pholeros	et	al.	2013).		

	

The	individual	or	family	continues	to	be	blamed	for	the	problems	faced	by	

Aboriginal	Australians.	The	Northern	Territory	Intervention	was	a	move	

away	from	small	community-based	programs	to	greater	emphasis	on	

inclusion	in	the	larger	economy	(Austin-Broos	2011).	However,	as	Austin-

Broos	(2011,	p.	17)	remarked,	“the	focus	was	on	individual	dependency	and	

not	on	structural	disadvantage”.		

	

The	Northern	Territory	Intervention	

	

The	media	frenzy	that	occurred	when	the	2007	Northern	Territory	

Emergency	Response	(NTER),	often	referred	to	as	‘the	Intervention’	was	

implemented	was	far-reaching	in	perpetuating	the	deficit	model	in	viewing	

Aboriginal	communities.	Overnight	the	news	media	exploded,	with	stories	of	



249	
	

paedophile	rings	that	were	ravaging	children	in	remote	communities	and	a	

national	emergency	response,	which	required	military	vehicles	to	converge	

on	remote	Aboriginal	communities	en	masse	to	“protect	Aboriginal	children	

in	the	Northern	Territory	from	sexual	abuse	and	family	violence”	(Altman	

2017).	

	

When	proclaimed	on	21	June	2007,	the	national	emergency	was	said	to	be	a	

response	to	child	sex	abuse,	specifically	the	Little	Children	are	Sacred	report	

by	Pat	Anderson	and	Rex	Wild	(Wild	&	Anderson	2007).	Not	long	after,	on	

29	August	2017,	according	to	the	Prime	Minister	the	NTER	was	actually	

about	“mainstreaming	or	normalising	remote	living	Indigenous	Australians”	

(Altman	2007).	The	terms	normalisation	and	mainstreaming	are	used	

interchangeably.	Altman	(2007)	suggested	that	this	normalisation	and	

mainstreaming	process	might	be	interpreted	in	different	ways.	One	way	of	

interpreting	the	terms	would	be	to	expect	that	Indigenous	Australians	

should	have	access	to	the	same	programs	and	services	available	to	other	

Australians.	Alternatively	Altman	(2007)	suggested	that	the	Prime	Minister	

is	more	comfortable	with	the	normalisation	process	as	referring	to	the	

expectation	that	Indigenous	Australians	should	conform	to	the	economic	

and	social	norms	of	mainstream	Australia.	The	ongoing	expectation	for	

Aboriginal	people	to	rise	(sic)	to	the	challenge	of	conforming	to	expectations	

from	the	dominant	Australian	cultural	context	continues.	Yet	the	

expectation	that	Aboriginal	Australians	should	have	access	to	the	same	

services	and	programs	available	to	other	Australians	seems	always	to	be	

absent.		
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The	Northern	Territory	Intervention	added	a	subsequent	label	of	deficit	for	

remote	Aboriginal	communities,	including	Papunya.	The	legislation	of	the	

NTER,	including	12	broad	measures	covering	from	the	abolition	of	the	

Community	Development	Employment	Projects	(CDEP)	program	through	to	

controlling	tenancy	arrangements	that	restrict	modes	of	living,	plus	the	

appointment	of	Government	Business	Managers	with	legal	rights	to	attend	

the	meeting	of	any	democratically-elected	organisation,	overrode	the	Racial	

Discrimination	Act	and	violated	human	rights	(Altman	2007).	Altman	

(2017)	argued	that	there	is	growing	evidence	that	the	Intervention	has	

resulted	in	further	impoverishment	for	Indigenous	people	living	in	remote	

communities	in	the	NT.	

	

The	initial	activity	under	the	NTER	was	a	series	of	child	health	checks	in	

August	2007.	According	to	a	report	by	the	Central	Land	Council	(CLC)	

(Central	Land	Council	2008),	it	was	stated	that	in	Papunya,	that	after	some	

initial	concern,	the	community	accepted	the	health	checks.	Nevertheless,	the	

health	centre	questioned	the	double-up	of	resources,	since	the	health	centre	

had	already	recently	conducted	child	health	checks	before	the	NTER	health	

checks.		In	December	2007,	income	management	was	put	in	place.	People	in	

Papunya	were	almost	universally	opposed	to	income	management,	opposed	

the	removal	of	the	CDEP	program	and	opposed	the	Work	for	the	Dole	

program	(now	CDP).	In	Papunya	income	management	actually	increased	the	

number	of	welfare	participants.	People	in	Papunya	also	disagreed	with	the	

government	leases	being	placed	over	the	community.	At	the	same	time,	
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school	enrolment	and	attendance	decreased	dramatically	in	the	period	of	

May	2007	–	May	2008,	when	the	NTER	was	supposed	to	increase	both	

school	enrolment	and	attendance	(Central	Land	Council	2008).	

	

A	constant	reference	to	how	Aboriginal	people	are	not	‘good	enough’	has	

resulted	in	evident	hesitancy	to	embrace	the	next	white	policy	that	will	

‘help’	Aboriginal	people	to	overcome	disadvantage	and	reduce	disparity	

between	Aboriginal	people	and	the	‘white’	population.	It	could	be	argued	

that	by	sending	mothers,	from	36	weeks	of	their	pregnancy,	to	Alice	Springs	

to	await	to	birth	their	child,	that	Aboriginal	mothers	and	babies	are	deprived	

of	the	family	support	and	the	links	to	country	traditionally	needed	for	the	

early	days	of	a	child’s	life.	The	disadvantage	starts	from	birth.	The	constant	

need	for	Aboriginal	people	to	meet	the	standards	of	the	white	population	

and,	at	the	same	time,	the	lack	of	access	to	quality	services	required	to	meet	

that	standard	go	hand-in-hand	(Geia	et	al.	2011).	The	result	is	a	double	

burden	on	the	Anangu	families	living	in	Papunya	and	surrounding	

communities;	to	live	with	inadequate	services	but	at	the	same	time	to	fight	

against	the	expectations	that	they	conform	to	dominant	Australian	cultural	

values.			

	

Values	–	a	dominant	Australian	culture	example	

	

The	dominant	culture	Australian	child	is	surrounded	by	the	immediate	

nuclear	family	and	the	values	that	are	expressed	within	the	family	unit.	For	
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families	who	identify	with	the	dominant	culture,	these	values	are	often	

associated	with	enabling	children	to	receive	a	‘good’	education,	with	

aspirations	for	the	child	to	be	engaged	in	meaningful	employment	as	an	

adult.	Similarly,	the	values	expressed	through	the	school	system	and	extra-

curricular	activities	all	have	the	same	focus	of	creating	an	adult	to	function	

in	a	capitalist	society,	with	life-worth	being	grounded	in	paid	employment.		

	

Values	for	Anangu	families	

	

As	Altman	(2009)	proposed,	the	expectations	that	Anangu	adopt	dominant	

Australian	cultural	values	it	is	not	dissimilar	to	the	assimilationist	policy	of	

the	1960s.	The	opportunity	for	Anangu	families	to	control	their	lives,	to	live	

according	to	the	Anangu	way,	is	absent.	The	enculturation	within	schools	is	

linked	to	dominant	Australian	cultural	expectations	for	Aboriginal	people	to	

assimilate.	The	school	environment	intentionally	incorporates	a	Western	

cultural	framework	and	expects	students	to	conform	to	these	values:		

	

From	the	early	acquisition	of	language	to	the	later	induction	into	

occupational	and	social	roles,	we	learn	by	observing	and	enacting	

social	roles	in	everyday	social	contexts.	Learning	is	situated	in	

communities	of	practice	and	schools	are	very	limited	as	such	

communities…We	should	not	assume	that	schools	are	fundamentally	

about	learning	the	reified	knowledge	of	their	explicit	curricula	
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statements.	Enculturation	is	found	in	the	implicit,	or	hidden,	

curriculum	(Singleton	1999,	p.	457).	

	

Just	as	Nangala-C	commented	in	chapter	seven,	it	is	quite	normal	for	young	

children	in	Papunya	to	play	in	their	home	and	yard	with	no	clothing	on,	

though	this	is	looked	down	upon	and	seen	as	neglect	by	non-Anangu.		

	

…and	whitefellas	want	kids,	the	baby,	to	wear	clothes	all	the	time	

(pointing	at	one	toddler	in	front	of	her	with	no	clothes	on),	yuwa,	but	

Anangu	way,	you	know,	her	grandmother	and	her	grandfather	and	

her	family	used	to	walk	around	naked,	yuwa	(Nangala-C).	

	

The	physical	example	of	a	child	wearing	no	clothes	is	an	example	of	how	the	

Anangu	parents	are	undermined	by	dominant	Australian	cultural	and	social	

norms.	It	is	how	historically	culture	has	influenced	parenting	and	it	doesn’t	

fit	within	the	Anangu	way	to	ensure	every	child	is	clothed	according	to	

whitefella	systems.		

	

Enculturation	and	assimilationist	tendencies	can	be	found	in	many	aspects	

of	the	Australian	education	system,	as	well	as	through	the	way	in	which	the	

Australian	government	organisations	and	their	stakeholders	operate	in	

Papunya.		
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The	value	of	education	is	linked	to	one’s	personal	values.	To	clarify	how	

education	is	discussed	in	this	chapter,	the	following	definition	is	useful.	

	

Education:	
	

noun	1.		the	act	or	process	of	educating;	the	imparting	or	acquisition	

of	knowledge,	skill,	etc.;	systematic	instruction	or	training.	

2.		the	result	produced	by	instruction,	training,	or	study.	

3.		the	field	of	study	which	deals	with	learners	and	learning,	

curriculum,	the	science	or	art	of	teaching,	and	related	topics	

(Macquarie	Dictionary	2018b).	

	

Often	education	is	regarded	as	synonymous	with	schooling,	whereas	for	the	

Anangu,	education	encompasses	a	meaning	closer	to	the	first	definition,	to	

be	centred	within	the	notion	of	‘the	imparting	or	acquisition	of	knowledge’.	

The	imparting	or	acquisition	of	knowledge	enables	the	Anangu	way	of	

learning	to	be	included	when	discussing	education.	The	overwhelming	

expectation	however	remains	that	(Western)	schooling	is	synonymous	with	

education,	which	has	a	historical	underpinning	in	shaping	society.	It	is	

useful	to	consider	the	origins	of	schooling	in	Australia	to	demonstrate	the	

inability	for	education	to	improve	health,	life	and	wellbeing	for	Anangu	

children.		
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History	of	schooling	in	Australia	

	

Schooling	in	the	NSW	colony	in	the	early	1800s	was	an	option	for	privileged	

members	of	society.	Not	all	wealthy	families	sent	their	children	to	school,	as	

a	home	education	delivered	by	mothers	or	governesses	was	likely	(Campbell	

&	Proctor	2014).	Many	children	from	poorer	and	isolated	families	spent	a	

limited	time	in	school.	The	option	to	give	children	an	education	depended	on	

whether	or	not	a	family	could	afford	it	and	saw	value	in	it.	Childhood	in	the	

colony	was	experienced	differently	according	to	social	class	and	gender,	as	

well	as	race	(Brennan	1994;	Campbell	&	Proctor	2014).	Campbell	and	

Proctor	(2014)	noted	that	the	differences	between	Aboriginal	and	European	

society,	including	approaches	to	children	and	their	education	were	

significant.	For	Aboriginal	people	education	that	was	linked	to	managing	the	

land	and	understanding	the	geographies	of	association	and	spirit	was	

essential	for	life.	Campbell	and	Proctor	reflected	that	the	schooling	brought	

by	the	British	to	late	eighteenth-century	Australia	must	have	been	seen	as	

powerfully	irrelevant	to	the	conditions	of	Indigenous	daily	life	(Campbell	&	

Proctor	2014).	Campbell	and	Proctor	speculated	that	it	is	“likely	that	most	

Aboriginal	education	was	for	immediate	use	in	daily	life.	There	was	less	of	

the	disjunction	between	the	‘learn	this	now’	and	‘it	might	be	useful	later	on’.	

There	was	likely	a	stronger	element	of	cooperative	learning”	(Campbell	&	

Proctor	2014,	p.	4).	From	the	outset	of	the	implementation	of	Western	

education,	there	was	little	consideration	of	its	relevance	and	usefulness	for	

Aboriginal	children’s	style	of	learning.			
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Between	1860	and	1900	there	was	a	demographic	shift	in	Australia,	as	

families	became	smaller.	Together	with	the	withdrawal	of	child	labour	from	

family	enterprises,	children	became	more	of	a	burden	on,	rather	than	a	

benefit	to,	the	household	economy	(Campbell	&	Proctor	2014).	An	

intolerance	of	child	labour	had	developed	and	with	anticipated	growth	in	

national	productivity	and	prosperity	as	a	result	of	a	better-educated	

population,	there	was	increased	pressure	towards	making	schooling	

compulsory.	In	the	late	nineteenth	century	the	education	of	young	children	

became	an	important	asset	and	a	matter	of	national	interest	(Mellor	1990).	

This	was	later	recognised	under	human	capital	theory,	which	claimed	that	

an	educated	population	was	a	productive	population	(Olaniyan	&	

Okemakinde	2008).	Not	all	families	agreed	with	the	new	secular	public	

schooling	system	that	was	being	enforced	by	government	under	compulsory	

schooling;	but	the	patriarchal	institution	of	schooling	endured	as	new	means	

of	governing	young	women	and	the	“dangerously	mobile	labouring	classes”	

(Campbell	&	Proctor	2014,	p.	64).	Schooling	was	seen	as	necessary	due	to	

the	breakdown	of	older	forms	of	patriarchal	authority	–	monarchic,	

aristocratic,	church,	community	and	familial	(Campbell	&	Proctor	2014;	

Mellor	1990).		

	

Between	1870	and	1930	the	ideology	of	domesticated	mothers	and	children	

expanded	across	social	classes,	in	a	process	analysed	by	Viviana	Zelizer	

(1985),	who	emphasised	the	changing	definitions	of	children.	An	earlier	

view	of	the	useful	wage-earning	child	was	replaced	by	a	view	of	the	child	as	

"economically	worthless,	but	emotionally	priceless"	(Zelizer	1985,	p.	21).	
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The	field	of	child	development	also	emerged	in	this	period,	providing	expert	

(Western)	definitions	of	the	nature	and	needs	of	children	with	the	

expectation	that	mothers	deliberately	develop	children	(Thorne	1987).		

	

The	value	of	motherhood	

	

The	historical	underpinnings	concerning	the	nature	and	needs	of	children	

are	securely	embedded	in	contemporary	child	development	theories.	The	

work	of	Bowlby	(Bowlby	1982)	is	used	to	provide	a	scientific	rationalisation	

for	the	need	for	mothers	to	stay	at	home	to	care	for	very	young	children.	

Bowlby’s	argument	of	attachment	theory	states	that	a	mother	is	the	best	

option	for	care,	and	this	is	engrained	in	evolution	(Bowlby	1982).		

	

Attachment	theory	addresses	the	prolonged	period	of	helplessness	in	

human	infants	and	infants'	biologically	based	need	to	elicit	their	

mothers'	(or	other	caregivers')	protection	and	care	(Rothbaum	et	al.	

2000).	

	

This	incorporates	an	underlying	expectation	that	the	mother	creates	an	

attachment	with	the	child,	a	bond	that	enables	the	child	to	feel	safe	and	

secure,	and	to	know	that	the	mother	is	a	reliable	adult	figure	in	their	lives.	

The	Australian	historical	and	social	context	that	places	mothers	at	the	heart	

of	the	home,	caring	for	children,	is	entrenched	in	maternalistic	thinking,	

influenced	by	Bowlby,	that	undervalues	mothers’	economic	contribution.	
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Kolar	(2000,	p.	40)	found	in	an	overview	of	Australian	parenting	practices	

that	“the	parent	role	was	generally	‘undervalued’	in	the	broader	

community”.		

	

Mothers	are	expected	to	take	primary	responsibility	for	bringing	up	

children;	yet	being	a	mother	in	the	Western	cultural	framework	is	seemingly	

only	valued	if	a	mother	is	also	contributing	to	the	economy,	which	requires	

children	to	be	cared	for	by	others.	This	is	a	relatively	new	(post-1970s)	

phenomenon.	The	expectations	associated	with	women	working	and	the	

flexibility	and	juggling	of	time	required	of	women	working	part-time	has	led	

to	an	increased	general	need	for	childcare.		

	

In	the	Child	Family	Community	Australia	(CFCA)	paper,	Lohoar	et	al.	(2014)	

recognised	the	need	for	understanding	across	cultures,	cautioning	that,	

when	comparing	cultures,	there	is	not	necessarily	compatibility	regarding	

concepts	such	as	adequate	parental	monitoring.	It	is	only	within	the	last	40	

years	that	the	‘helicopter’	style	of	parenting,	whereby	the	parent	hovers	

closely	to	the	child,	attempting	to	help	with	every	task	and	is	extra	cautious	

to	ensure	their	child’s	safety,	that	exists	in	contemporary	dominant	

Australian	culture	(and	other	Western	countries)	has	become	a	feature	of	

children’s	lives.	The	days	of	‘benign	neglect’,	when	children	only	came	home	

when	it	was	dark,	for	‘tea’	ended	in	the	1980s,	and	now	the	majority	of	

parents	in	Australia	fulfil	the	role	of	helicopter	parents,	constantly	

monitoring	their	children	(Beck	2019).	
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The	Protestant	work	ethic	(Weber	1930)	to	be	hard-working	is	ingrained	in	

capitalist,	and	hence,	Australian,	values.	As	Ciulla	(2000,	p.	8)	argued:		

	

The	idea	that	humans	need	to	work	is	so	embedded	in	modern	

Western	economic	and	moral	assumptions	that	it	is	difficult	to	

understand	cultures	where	people	don’t	share	this	need.	

	

Whilst	dominant	Australian	cultural	values	include	the	Protestant	work	

ethic	of	hard	work,	it	has	not	always	been	the	expectation	that	mothers	are	

engaged	in	the	workforce	as	much	as	they	are	now.	Whilst	taking	on	the	

‘men’s’	roles	during	war	periods,	they	were	still	traditionally	thought	to	

have	their	place	in	the	home	(Australian	Government	2015).	In	the	1950s	

women	worked	until	they	were	married	and	then	left	the	workforce,	as	they	

were	expected	to	return	to	the	home	and	the	traditional	roles	of	wives	and	

mothers	reinforced	and	encouraged	(Australian	Government	2015).	Human	

capital	theory	states	that	women	have	a	lower	commitment	to	the	labour	

market	than	men,	and	expect	women	to	have	less	engagement	in	labour	

force.	The	rise	of	consumerism	to	prevent	recession,	such	as	followed	World	

War	One,	has	risen	exponentially	and	Australians	are	now	ruled	by	

consumerism.	Elliot	(2004)	suggested	that	in	Australia	“the	economy	would	

be	crippled	without	women's	workforce	participation”.		

	

Contemporary	parents	are	faced	with	a	complex	and	challenging	set	of	

responsibilities,	that	are	vastly	different	from	those	experienced	by	their	

own	mothers	and	fathers.	Fleetwood	(2007,	p.	387)	commented	that:		
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The	(slight)	changes	in	social	attitudes	and	recent	government	

attempts	to	‘help’	women	back	into	work	(driven	as	much	by	labour	

market	shortages	as	a	conversion	to	feminism)	have	encouraged	

millions	of	women	to	enter	mainly	part-time	paid	work	….	[and	has]	

created	a	‘double	burden’	for	working	women.		

	

We	live	under	the	shadow	of	the	idea	that	time	is	money	(Ciulla	2000).	

Current	Western	models	of	parenting	have	a	causal	link	with	a	viable	

economic	society	and	enabling	women	to	re-join	the	workforce	after	having	

a	baby.	At	the	same	time	mothers	who	use	institutional	childcare	for	

children	under	school	age	are	still	judged	in	terms	of	their	perceived	

worthiness	as	mothers	based	on	the	fact	that	the	children	are	in	others’	care	

(Ailwood	2007).	

	

Relatively	recent	changes	to	workforce	composition	and	participation	mean	

that	most	women	will	work	outside	the	home	for	most	of	their	adult	life-	

and	for	much	of	their	child	rearing	years.	Mothers	who	choose	to	stay	at	

home	longer	than	the	initial	paid	maternity	leave	period	are	often	labelled	

as	a	financial	drain	on	the	economy	(Heath	2017).	The	rise	of	consumerism	

and	subsequently	the	expectation	that	families	own	a	home	that	is	of	a	

certain	standard,	creating	a	strain	for	single-income	families,	is	also	a	

contributing	factor.	The	value	of	work,	that	time	is	money	and	how	we	use	

time	has	contributed	to	the	undervaluing	of	motherhood.	Whilst	early	

childhood	education	has	evolved	from	a	need	for	childcare	and	the	
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expectation	that	mothers	will	return	to	work,	it	is	also	now	deemed	as	vital	

for	children	to	take	their	place	the	formal	education	system	and	in	capitalist	

society.	

	

As	Campbell	and	Proctor	(2014,	p.	252)	argued,	an	emphasis	on	school	

readiness	masks	the	pressure	placed	on	mothers	to	be	back	in	the	workforce	

as	soon	as	possible	after	having	a	child:	

	

The	provision	of	early	childhood	education	has	been	intimately	

connected	with	debates	about	participation	in	the	paid	workforce	of	

mothers	of	young	children	at	least	since	the	1970s,	but	currently	the	

rationale	for	the	expansion	of	access	is	usually	framed	in	human	

capital	terms,	with	an	emphasis	on	‘school	readiness’	(Campbell	&	

Proctor	2014,	p.	252).	

	

The	high	profiling	of	the	importance	of	education	can	also	result	in	a	failure	

to	recognise	issues	and	limitations.	The	emphasis	on	the	need	for	(Western)	

early	education	for	all	children	perversely	allows	for	the	perpetuation	of	

inconsistencies	in	early	childhood	education	and	the	problems	within	the	

sector,	such	as	(but	not	limited	to)	staff	shortages	and	low	wages	to	be	

ignored.	Campbell	and	Proctor	(2014)	argued	that	since	the	1980s	state	and	

national	government	policies	have	encouraged	young	people	to	remain	at	

school	beyond	the	age	of	compulsion,	and	that	in	the	twenty-first	century,	

there	is	no	such	thing	as	too	much	education.	The	focus	on	education	as	a	

pathway	to	economic	success,	puts	schooling,	including	early	childhood	
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education,	on	a	pedestal	as	a	panacea	that	seemingly	solves	all	problems.	

These	values	are	grounded	in	a	Western	capitalist	cultural	viewpoint	of	the	

world.	These	dominant	Australian	cultural	values	are	not	even	shared	by	all	

Australians.	Distinctive	cultural	groups	in	Australia	such	as	the	Anangu	

place	a	different	value	on	family	and	work.		

	

Motherhood	for	Anangu	–	values	at	odds	with	the	dominant	Australian	

cultural	context	

	

Dominant	Australian	cultural	perspectives	of	parenting	and	education	are	

quite	different	on	many	levels	to	the	values	within	the	Anangu	way.	Cultural	

practices,	such	as	children	developing	their	own	sense	of	self-reliance	at	an	

early	age,	that	are	outside	of	the	expectations	of	the	public	education	system	

and	dominant	Australian	cultural	values,	are	often	undermined	and	

undervalued	(Grace	&	Trudgett	2012).		

	

There	is	increased	intervention	and	pressure	from	the	state	for	Anangu	

children	to	meet	the	education	and	health	standards	of	other	Australian	

children	and	to	also	conform	to	the	idea	that	paid	employment	(and	

therefore	childcare)	is	a	necessary	part	of	life.		

	

The	‘bad	mother’	discourse	is	particularly	significant	to	Aboriginal	

mothers.	As	women,	they	are	bound	by	dominant	motherhood	

ideologies	which	dictate	that	being	deemed	a	‘bad	mother’	excludes	
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one	from	the	‘cult	of	domesticity’	that	defines	femininity	and	means	

one	has	failed	as	a	woman	(Ussher	et	al.	2016).		

	

For	many	distinctive	cultural	groups,	including	Aboriginal	Australians,	the	

extended	family	has	a	responsibility	to	care	for	children	and	the	parents	are	

well	supported	(Kolar	2000).	Motherhood	is	seen	as	intrinsically	an	

important	role	to	play.	It	was	evident	to	me	that	as	an	individual	that	I	had	a	

heightened	level	of	respect	once	I	became	a	mother.	At	the	core	of	Anangu	

values	is	family,	despite	the	influence	of	dominant	Australian	cultural	

values,	that	prioritise	work	and	formal	education.	The	Anangu,	as	with	other	

Aboriginal	groups,	prioritise	family	commitments	where	possible	over	work	

commitments	and	school	commitments	(Burbank	2006;	McRae-Williams	&	

Gerritsen	2010).	A	job	does	not	define	a	person	(McRae-Williams	&	

Gerritsen	2010).	

	

Nangala-C	was	adamant	that	it	was	not	useful	for	her	to	work.	She	used	to	

work	at	the	childcare	centre	and	had	done	so	for	a	number	of	years.	Upon	

subsequent	visits	to	Papunya	though	Nangala-C	was	busy	taking	care	of	

children	from	within	her	extended	family	that	had	been	allocated	into	her	

care	through	the	government	welfare	system.	The	funds	she	received	from	

welfare	payments	were	sufficient	for	her	to	maintain	a	reasonable	lifestyle	

caring	for	her	family.	She	believed	that	she	was	better	placed	to	spend	time	

with	the	children	and	at	home.	Additionally,	the	childcare	centre	had	

changed	to	being	only	open	in	the	morning,	making	it	unrealistic	for	her	to	

work	anyway.	
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Increased	intervention	and	pressure	from	the	state	and	expectations	from	

dominant	Australian	culture	for	children	to	achieve	a	prescribed	level	of	

education	and	attend	certain	activities	leads	to	a	great	deal	of	anxiety	in	

parenting.	Anangu	families	are	not	exempt	from	this	pressure	and	anxiety,	

especially	with	increased	post-Intervention	attention	on	Anangu	children.		

	

As	Aboriginal	women,	to	be	positioned	as	a	‘bad	mother’	creates	a	

double	bind	of	the	intersecting	marginalisations	embedded	within	

the	social	categories	of	gender	and	race.	There	can	be	severe	

implications	in	being	positioned	as	an	Aboriginal	woman	who	is	a	

‘bad	mother’,	the	punishment	being	the	possibility	of	having	one’s	

children	removed.	The	reality	of	this	consequence	is	evident	within	

the	mother’s	accounts	as	well	as	throughout	modern	Australian	

history	(Ussher	et	al.	2016).	

	

Motherhood	is	valued	in	Australian	society	and	yet	simultaneously	

undervalued.	A	mother	has	a	difficult	position	to	balance	in	society,	to	be	

respected	as	a	mother	as	well	as	an	(economic)	contributor	to	society.	This	

double	burden	is	further	exacerbated	for	Aboriginal	women.	As	stated	by	

Cripps	(2012,	p.	31)	“Indigenous	mothers’	rights	have	been	fundamentally	

stripped	from	them	on	the	basis	of	their	failure	to	conform	to	a	dominant	

‘mother’	and/or	‘citizen’	stereotype”.	If	a	mother	does	choose	to	work,	the	

care	her	child	receives	does	not	always	align	with	her	values,	nor	is	it	likely	
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to	meet	the	standard	of	care	according	to	the	dominant	Australian	cultural	

context.	In	every	way,	the	Anangu	mother	is	destined	to	lose.		 	

	

Quality	education	for	the	Anangu?	

	

Austin-Broos	(2011)	argued	that	excellent	primary	education	is	a	right	of	

citizenship	in	the	modern	state,	and	a	right	that	should	be	accessible	in	rural	

and	urban	Australia.	Austin-Broos	(2011)	further	argued	that	the	high	cost	

of	education	is	not	an	unreasonable	demand	on	the	state:		

	

To	advocate	for	the	development	of	excellent	mainstream	primary	

education	that	can	be	delivered	in	remote	communities	is	to	

acknowledge	this	education	as	both	a	need	in	the	integration	process	

and	a	right	of	Aboriginal	citizenship….	[and]	cultural	difference	seen	

as	pathology	is	the	cause	of	remote	Aboriginal	inequality	being	a	

problem	(Austin-Broos	2011,	p.	166).		

	

Primary	education	is	thus	a	right	for	children	in	Papunya	as	well.	Yet	the	

quality	of	education	also	plays	a	role.	It	is	argued	in	the	literature	that	it	is	

the	quality	of	care	that	is	most	significant	in	determining	a	child’s	

development	(Shirvanian	&	Michael	2017).	Quality	education	is	also	

highlighted	by	the	United	Nations	Declaration	on	the	Rights	of	Indigenous	

Peoples		as	stated	in	Article	14:	
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1.	Indigenous	peoples	have	the	right	to	establish	and	control	their	

educational	systems	and	institutions	providing	education	in	their	

own	languages,	in	a	manner	appropriate	to	their	cultural	methods	of	

teaching	and	learning.	

	

2.	Indigenous	individuals,	particularly	children,	have	the	right	to	all	

levels	and	forms	of	education	of	the	State	without	discrimination.	

	

3.	States	shall,	in	conjunction	with	indigenous	peoples,	take	effective	

measures,	in	order	for	indigenous	individuals,	particularly	children,	

including	those	living	outside	their	communities,	to	have	access,	

when	possible,	to	an	education	in	their	own	culture	and	provided	in	

their	own	language	(United	Nations	2007).		

	

The	United	Nations	Declaration	on	the	Rights	of	Indigenous	Peoples	

specifically	states	that	indigenous	children	should	have	access	to	an	

education	in	their	own	culture	and	provided	in	their	own	language.	There	is	

a	significant	lack	of	evidence	showing	that	Western-based	English-speaking	

early	childhood	education	caters	effectively	for	children	of	non-English	

speaking	backgrounds.		
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Bilingual	education		

	

In	1974,	the	Commonwealth	government,	then	responsible	for	education	in	

the	Northern	Territory	(NT),	established	a	bilingual	education	program.	The	

program	started	with	24	schools	in	the	bilingual	program	in	the	NT.	But	it	

has	been	contested	since	its	inception	(Disbray	2016).	Aboriginal	people	

saw	that	the	program	was	a	way	of	taking	control	in	their	children’s	

education	and	also	ensuring	the	transmission	of	their	language	and	

ancestral	knowledge.	However,	because	the	program	cost	more	than	the	

English-only	program,	many	government	officials	questioned	whether	

additional	resources	were	justified	and,	in	particular,	whether	there	should	

be	support	for	maintaining	Aboriginal	languages.	It	was	suggested	by	the	

media	and	the	Australian	government	that	students	in	bilingual	programs	

could	not	learn	English	as	well	as	students	in	English-only	programs	

(Simpson	2013).	By	contrast	the	‘English-only’	classroom:		

	 	

Engenders	particular	behaviour	patterns,	precludes	the	successful	

participation	of	Aboriginal	students	and	provides	them	with	little	

opportunity	to	display	their	communicative	ability	(Moses	&	

Wigglesworth	2008,	p.	129).	

	

No	evidence	has	ever	been	produced	to	show	better	English	language	

outcomes	for	English-only	schools	than	schools	with	bilingual	programs	

(Disbray	2016).	In	2009	the	Compulsory	Teaching	in	English	for	the	First	

Four	hours	of	Each	School	Day	policy	was	introduced	by	the	Northern	
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Territory	government,	undermining	schools	that	still	had	a	bilingual	

curriculum	(Devlin	et	al.	2017;	Disbray	2016).		

	

Mastery	in	a	first	language	supports	second	language	learning	and	success	

in	literacy	and	academic	achievement	in	both	languages	(Coombs	2006;	

Disbray	2017).	Increasingly,	research	in	Australia	and	internationally	has	

made	strong	links	between	recognition	and	use	of	first	language	and	cultural	

knowledge,	and	student	identity,	wellbeing	and	education	outcomes	

(Disbray	2017).	Disbray	(2016)	commented	that	there	is	a	competing	deficit	

discourse	of	remote	Indigenous	educational	failure	that	focuses	exclusively	

on	English	literacy	to	measure	school	achievement.		

	

If	the	agents	of	the	state	are	mostly	monolingual,	they	are	less	likely	

to	understand	that	it	is	quite	natural	to	be	bilingual,	and	they	are	

more	likely	to	attribute	social	problems	to	failure	to	master	the	

dominant	language	(Simpson	2013,	p.	391).	

		

It	is	recognised	that	children	growing	up	bilingual	or	multilingual	are	at	an	

advantage	compared	with	monolingual	children.	Learning	to	shift	attention	

between	languages	leads	to	several	cognitive	advantages	including	

improved	executive	functioning	of	the	brain	–	the	ability	to	shift	attention,	

switch	between	tasks	and	solve	problems	more	easily	(Costa	&	Sebastián-

Gallés	2014;	Ramirez	2016).	A	bilingual	person	must	not	only	be	aware	of	

each	language	but	also	switch	between	languages	and	inhibit	the	language	

not	being	used	in	the	conversation	(O’Shannessy	2008).	A	bilingual	child	
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must	learn	to	distinguish	between	languages	and	understand	when	

someone	is	‘code-switching’,	whereby	speakers	are	“competent	in	two	or	

more	languages	(or	dialects)	and	have	the	ability	to	alternate	between	the	

languages	or	dialects”	(Simpson	&	Wiggesworth	2008).	It	is	also	recognised	

that	small,	even	apparently	insignificant	differences	between	languages	do	

affect	the	way	speakers	perceive	the	world.	“It's	said	that	to	have	a	second	

language	is	to	have	a	second	soul”	(Motluk	2002).	

	

Despite	this	research	showing	that	bilingual	education	is	beneficial	and	

necessary	for	Aboriginal	children,	the	Australian’s	government’s	solution	to	

the	low	education	levels	of	Aboriginal	children	in	the	Northern	Territory	is	

to	increase	education,	and	introduce	Western	schooling	through	programs	

such	as	FaFT,	to	children	from	birth.	

	

Low	average	student	performance	levels	in	the	Territory,	particularly	

among	Indigenous	students,	have	their	origins	in	the	years	before	

school	...	The	implication	for	schools,	I	believe,	is	that	they	must	

become	increasingly	involved	in	the	learning	and	development	of	

children	in	the	years	prior	to	school	(that	is,	from	birth)	(Masters	

2011,	pp.	iv-v).	

	

It	is	argued	child	development	professionals	and	policy	makers	that	children	

from	lower	income	families	benefit	most	(Elliot	2006b;	Grace	&	Trudgett	

2012;	Wilson,	B	2014),	however	this	statement	is	questionable	when	quality	

education	options	are	not	always	available,	or	do	not	align	with	local	
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cultural	values	to	best	serve	children	outside	of	a	dominant	Australian	

cultural	context.		

	

Australian	quality	standards	of	early	childhood	education	

	

Evidence	from	research	in	key	areas	of	education	suggested	that	Australia’s	

early	childhood	education	system	is	not	yet	providing	enough	children	with	

educational	experiences	of	sufficient	quality,	particularly	for	children	

experiencing	disadvantage	(Torii	et	al.	2017).	Since	the	1970s	in	Australia,	

education	for	infants	and	young	children	has	been	mostly	accessed	by	the	

very	poor	or	the	very	rich.	Research	has	shown	that	access	is	far	from	

universal,	with	the	sector	dominated	by	private	sector	provision,	with	

limited	regulation	when	compared	with	primary	and	secondary	education	

(Campbell	&	Proctor	2014).	There	are	great	differences	between	service	

providers	and	between	the	qualifications	of	child	care	workers	as	well	as	

serious	shortages	in	staff	(Elliot	2006b).		

	

The	publicly	available	national	register	that	rates	childcare	centres	in	

Australia	enables	parents	to	check	the	quality	of	their	centre.	As	suggested	

by	Fenech	(2013),	this	assumes	that	all	parents	will	have	access	to	centres	

that	are	rated	as	operating	to	at	least	the	National	Quality	Standard.	The	

reality,	however,	is	that,	according	to	the	national	register	(as	at	May	2018),	

less	than	half	(10)	of	the	27	childcare	services	in	the	Alice	Springs	region	are	

meeting	or	exceeding	the	national	quality	standards	in	childcare.	The	
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remaining	services	are	either	not	yet	assessed	(6)	or	working	towards	the	

standards	(11)(Australian	Children’s	Education	&	Care	Quality	Authority	

(ACECQA)	2018b).		

	

Services	are	assessed	and	rated	against	seven	quality	areas	of	the	National	

Quality	Standard:		

Quality	Assessment	1:	 Educational	program	and	practice		

Your	child	is	supported	to	participate	in	play	and	learning	

Quality	Assessment	2:	 Children’s	health	and	safety		

Your	child	is	protected	from	illness	and	hazards	

Quality	Assessment	3:	 Physical	environment		

Your	child	plays	in	a	safe	and	well	maintained	environment	

Quality	Assessment	4:	 Staffing	arrangements		

There	are	enough	qualified	staff	to	give	your	child	the	attention	they	

need	

Quality	Assessment	5:	 Relationships	with	children		

Your	child	is	made	to	feel	supported	and	welcomed	

Quality	Assessment	6:	 Collaborative	partnerships	with	families	

and	communities	

Local	community	involvement	and	respect	for	the	beliefs	and	values	of	

families	

Quality	Assessment	7:	 Governance	and	leadership	

Your	child	is	cared	for	in	a	positive	and	well	managed	environment	

(Australian	Children’s	Education	&	Care	Quality	Authority	(ACECQA)	

2018a)	
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The	Starting	Blocks	website	(Australian	Children’s	Education	&	Care	Quality	

Authority	(ACECQA)	2018b)	that	provides	this	information	does	not	include	

results	for	Papunya	childcare	centre.	The	2014	Annual	Report	for	Papunya	

School	detailed	the	high	turnover	in	teaching	staff	across	the	year	(Papunya	

school	annual	performance	report	to	the	school	community		2014).	Biddle	

(2010)	stated	that	education	institutions	in	remote	parts	of	Australia	are	

often	lacking	in	basic	services,	adequately	trained	teachers	or	student	

amenities.	From	my	own	observations	during	time	spent	living	in	Papunya,	

there	was	a	high	annual	turnover	in	staff	at	the	childcare	centre.	The	

Families	as	First	Teachers	program	also	had	a	number	of	different	

coordinators	over	a	two-year	period.	Many	services	in	the	Alice	Springs	

region	are	still	working	towards	the	national	quality	standards.	They	have	

the	benefits	of	increased	reliability	of	staffing	and	lack	the	constraints	of	the	

realities	of	a	remote	community.	So	how	likely	is	it	that	early	childhood	

education	centres	in	remote	communities	are	meeting	national	quality	

standards?		

	

The	stark	reality	of	remote	communities,	including	Papunya,	is	that	quality	

childcare	and	quality	education	is	limited.	The	quality	of	education	is	highly	

dependent	on	the	policies	in	place	at	the	time	and	the	level	of	experience	of	

those	in	teaching	positions	(Guenther	et	al.	2015).	It	is	questionable	as	to	

whether	or	not	there	is	any	chance	in	the	near	future	that	children	will	have	

access	to	quality	childcare	in	Papunya,	given	the	low	number	of	services	in	

Central	Australia	that	currently	even	meet	National	Quality	standards.		
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Rogoff	et	al.	(2016)	emphasised	that	there	are	other	sophisticated	ways	of	

organising	learning	that	are	central	to	the	ways	of	life	of	other	communities.	

The	determination	of	quality	of	education	is	also	a	value-laden	process.	

Western	schooling	is	only	one	way	of	learning.	The	values	of	the	Australian	

(Western)	education	system,	including	in	early	childhood	education,	do	not	

align	with	the	Anangu	values.		

	

Learning	by	doing	is	a	method	of	informal	learning,	in	which	children	learn	

through	participation	in	daily	activities.	Informal	learning,	as	mentioned	in	

the	previous	chapter,	aligns	closely	with	the	Anangu	way	of	learning,	which	

emphasises	children’s	involvement	in	activities	across	daily	life,	learning	as	

participants.	Rogoff	(2016)	uses	the	term	‘Learning	by	Observing	and	

Pitching	In’	(LOPI)	and	makes	the	distinction	that	it	is	quite	different	from	

the	Assembly-Line	Instruction	method	of	learning	in	Western	education.		

	

The	two	paradigms	differ	in	their	theories	of	learning,	social	

organization	of	the	community	and	of	social	interaction,	means	of	

learning,	the	basis	of	motivation,	goals	of	learning,	forms	of	

communication,	and	ways	that	learning	is	assessed….	[And	have]	

differing	cultural	values	regarding	the	importance	of	relationships	

versus	task	completion,	assumptions	about	the	nature	of	time,	and	

relations	between	humans	and	the	natural	world	(Rogoff	2016,	p.	

186).	
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The	stories	from	families	in	Papunya	talked	about	how	children	learn	from	

their	grandmothers,	from	their	families	and	by	engaging	in	culture.		

	

The	fallback	position:	A	focus	on	diversity	as	deficit,	disadvantage	

and/or	deprivation	

	

There	is	a	great	need	to	move	away	from	the	fallback	tendency	to	position	

Aboriginal	children	as	disadvantaged	and	so	to	see	Western	schooling	as	the	

solution.	As	Altman	and	Fogarty	(2010)	recognised,	the	formal	educational	

outcomes	in	remote	Aboriginal	communities	are	consistently	poor,	yet	the	

discourse	in	public	debate	has	increasingly	ignored	the	critiques	of	

standardised	measurement	tools	and	the	complexities	of	remote	

educational	delivery	including	the	imposition	of	a	Western	education	

system.		

	

The	concept	of	a	child’s	culture	being	recognised,	supported	and	promoted	

as	a	valid	way	of	growing	up,	is	not	new.	Yet	Australian	government	policy	

only	gives	cursory	reference	to	the	recognition	of	culture	and	the	

importance	of	culture	in	a	child’s	learning	and	development.	Across	various	

policy	documents	focused	on	improving	the	lives	of	Aboriginal	children,	

there	are	multiple	references	to	the	importance	of	culture	but	limited	

application	of	valuing	culture.	The	Early	Years	Learning	Framework	

(EYLF)(Early	Childhood	Australia	n.d.)	is	one	policy	document	that	places	

emphasis	on	cultural	competence	but	does	not	acknowledge	the	Western	
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cultural	framework	within	which	child	development	is	embedded.	It	also	

fails	to	include	the	expectation	that	children	learn	in	their	own	language.	

	

In	the	Western	Australian	Aboriginal	Child	Health	Survey	(WAACHS)	

(Silburn	et	al.	2006),	chapter	four	considered	family	functioning.	Its	starting	

point	was	stated	as	an	appropriate	environment	for	children	growing	up.		

The	report	makes	some	credible	statements	around	what	influences	child	

development	but	aspects	of	Aboriginal	cultures	that	do	not	fit	in	to	a	

Western	cultural	model	are	absent.	There	is	limited	discussion	about	

Aboriginal	culture,	other	than	reference	to	cultural	ceremonies	or	

attendance	at	funerals	or	festivals	and	involvement	with	Aboriginal	

organisations.		

	

The	WAACHS	specifies	that	children	enter	school	with	a	range	of	knowledge	

and	skills	acquired	at	home	and	through	experiences	in	other	settings.	It	

stated	that:	

	

For	some	Aboriginal	children,	the	transition	into	school	education	

presents	a	number	of	special	challenges	including	English	as	a	second	

(or	even	third)	language	to	the	one	usually	spoke	in	the	home.	For	

others,	the	knowledge	and	skills	they	have	acquired	through	‘bush’	

learning	or	storytelling	within	the	family	may	not	be	recognised	or	

adequately	valued	in	the	classroom	setting.	This	is	as	much	a	matter	

of	the	school’s	readiness	for	Aboriginal	children	as	it	is	a	matter	of	
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children’s	readiness	for	learning	at	school	(Silburn	et	al.	2006,	p.	

507).	

	

The	‘bush’	learning	that	is	referenced	in	the	WAACHS	(Silburn	et	al.	2006)	

seemingly	points	to	a	need	for	change	at	the	school	level	to	recognition	of	a	

child’s	skills.	Yet	the	document	continues	on	while	making	no	reference	to	

any	changes	in	how	to	assess	children’s	levels	of	skills.	All	recommendations	

are	directed	at	improving	a	child’s	readiness	for	school	and	making	

investments	in	the	early	years	education	sector	to	improve	attendance	in	

early	childhood	programs.		

	

There	is	also	minimal	acknowledgement	of	the	different	wider/social	

environment	in	which	children	are	growing	up	in	and	the	protective	factors	

of	this	environment.	The	WAACHS	regularly	discussed	Aboriginal	children	

overcoming	disadvantage	but	framed	this	disadvantage	as	a	consequence	of	

individuals’	inability	to	care	for	their	children.	The	risk	factors	flowchart	and	

resilience	flowchart	(Silburn	et	al.	2006)	in	the	WAACHS	gave	minimal	

acknowledgment	to	protective	and	support	factors	that	are	linked	to	culture.		

	

The	WAACHS	stated	that	the	“nature	of	the	relationship	between	a	child	and	

his	or	her	primary	carer	and	the	style	and	quality	of	the	carer’s	parenting	

are	important	influences	on	the	development	and	wellbeing	of	children”	

(Silburn	SR,	2006,	p133).	In	the	WAACHS	the	labels	of	poor,	fair,	good	and	

very	good	quality	of	parenting	were	used.	The	WAACHS	places	emphasis	on	

‘good’	and	‘bad’	parenting	and	ignores	the	concept	of	differences	in	
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parenting	methods.	The	WAACHS	(Silburn	et	al.	2006)	found	that	poor	

quality	of	parenting	was	deemed	a	risk	factor	for	children’s	development,	

with	the	classification	of	poor	quality	of	parenting	made	up	of	three	areas:	

“how	often	carers	praise	their	children,	how	often	they	hit	or	smack	their	

children	and	how	often	they	laugh	together	with	their	children”	(Silburn	et	

al.	2006,	p.	133).		

	

In	the	preface	to	Volume	Two	of	WAACHS	(Silburn	et	al.	2006),	there	is	a	

statement	of	the	strength	of	Aboriginal	parenting:	

	

There	is	a	special	need	for	Aboriginal	and	Torres	Strait	Islander	

parents	to	recognise	their	vast	collective	and	personal	parenting	

resources,	inherited	from	family	and	community	across	the	

generations.		These	resources	are	all-inclusive	and	non-

discriminating	in	their	practice,	and	these	are	particular	strengths	

upon	which	to	build	(Silburn	et	al.	2006,	p.	xxiv).		

	

Despite	acknowledgement	of	differences	in	parenting,	for	the	remainder	of	

the	volume	references	to	parenting	are	based	on	the	adequacy	or	the	quality	

of	parenting	as	related	to	the	parameters	noted	above,	using	labels	of	poor,	

fair,	good	and	very	good	quality	of	parenting.	There	is	minimal	

acknowledgement	of	what	parenting	practices	may	constitute	‘good’	or	‘bad’	

parenting	in	an	Aboriginal	cultural	context.		
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The	report	focused	on	a	need	for	quality	childcare	made	no	attempt	to	

acknowledge	existing	childcare	(formal	or	informal)	practices.	The	report	

also	identified	poor	family	functioning	as	an	issue	faced	by	children	–	due	to	

children’s	poor	diet	and	family	financial	strain	(Silburn	et	al.	2006).	

However,	there	is	limited	explanation	of	the	wider	context	as	to	why	

children’s	diet	is	poor.	As	well	the	method	of	assessing	family	financial	

strain	is	embedded	in	subjective	terms	according	to	a	Western	cultural	

framework.		

	

As	Lehrer	(2012)	stated,	before	labelling	Aboriginal	families	and	their	

communities	as	deficient,	factors	such	as	poverty	and	ongoing	racism	must	

also	be	acknowledged	as	affecting	Aboriginal	children’s	development.		

The	tendency	to	place	blame	on	the	individual	has	permeated	its	way	into	

government	documents	that	are	intended	to	help	Aboriginal	people	to	

improve	children’s	education	levels.	These	documents	still	fail	to	recognise	

that	there	are	strengths	behind	the	story	of	‘poor	education	levels’	

presented	via	a	dominant	Australian	cultural	framework	and	pervasive	

colonialist	attitudes.	It	is	not	the	deficit	of	children	that	should	be	the	focus,	

rather	what	needs	more	attention	is	the	profound	lack	of	understanding	by	

policy,	practice	and	the	dominant	Australian	cultural	context	of	Aboriginal	

cultures	and	views	on	early	childhood	(Taylor,	AJ	2011).	

	

The	Australian	Early	Development	Census	(AEDC,	previously	the	Australian	

Early	Development	Index)	was	tested	for	relevance	in	the	Indigenous	

population,	and	found	to	be	a	culturally	equivalent	community-level	
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measure	of	overall	early	child	development	(Silburn	et	al.	2009).	Yet	there	

are	many	references	to	the	use	of	English,	though	it	is	understood	that	

dominant	Australian	(English	language-based)	cultural	concepts	don’t	

necessarily	translate	well	from	English	into	other	languages	(McTurk	2008;	

Stairs	&	Bernhard	2002).	As	with	other	measurement	systems,	the	context	is	

a	dominant	Australian	cultural	base	and	the	system	itself	starts	from	a	

Western	cultural	viewpoint.	It	is	clear	from	the	AEDC	criteria	(Australian	

Early	Development	Census	2019)	that	children	are	measured	against,	that	

there	has	been	limited	consideration	of	how	a	child	develops	according	to	

the	child’s	own	culture	and	surrounding	environment.	

	

The	AEDC	findings	from	2018	(Australian	Early	Development	Census	

2018a)	included	information	regarding	children	in	the	wider	Tanami	area,	

which	includes	Papunya	community.	The	AEDC	found	that	for	the	Tanami	

region	80	percent	of	children	were	developmentally	vulnerable	in	at	least	

one	domain	in	2018.	

	

	

Figure	15:	AEDC	data	for	the	Tanami	region	
	

The	five	areas	early	childhood	development	that	were	measured	are:	

	

•	physical	health	and	wellbeing	

•	social	competence	

Physical health 
and wellbeing ⱡ

Social 
competence

Emotional 
maturity

Language and 
cognitive skills 
(school-based)

Communication 
skills and general 

knowledge

Vulnerable on one or 
more domains of the 

AEDC

Vulnerable on two or 
more domains of the 

AEDC

Australia 308,953 9.6 9.8 8.4 6.6 8.2 21.7 11 N/A
Northern Territory 3,438 17.6 17.8 14.9 19.6 16.7 35.8 23.4 N/A
Tanami community 82 21.1 31 19.7 45.1 39.4 60.6 45.1 N/A

Local Community
Tanami cluster 63 25 40.4 23.1 50 51.9 69.2 57.7 547

Tanami community Number of 
children

Percentage of children developmentally vulnerable (%)

SEIFA score ‡^
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•	emotional	maturity	

•	language	and	cognitive	skills	(school-based)		

•	communication	skills	and	general	knowledge	(Australian	Early	

Development	Census	2019).	

	

Whilst	the	AEDC	questionnaire	was	designed	to	be	completed	by	a	teacher,	

alongside	an	Aboriginal	teaching	assistant	who	would	be	familiar	with	the	

child’s	first	language,	the	concepts	within	the	above	areas	are	clearly	

derived	from	a	dominant	Australian	cultural	context.	Once	broken	down	

these	include	very	specific	expectations	within	each	area.	For	example,	in	

the	area	of	emotional	maturity,	a	child	is	considered	to	be	developmentally	

on	track	if	they	are	deemed	to:	

	

Almost	never	show	aggressive,	anxious,	or	impulsive	behaviour.	

Children	will	have	good	concentration	and	will	often	help	other	

children	(Australian	Early	Development	Census	2019).		

	

In	the	area	of	communication	skills	and	general	knowledge,	children	are	

considered	to	be	developmentally	at	risk	if	they:	

	

Have	mastered	some	but	not	all	of	the	following	communication	

skills:	listening,	understanding	and	speaking	effectively	in	English,	

being	able	to	articulate	clearly,	being	able	to	tell	a	story	and	to	take	

part	in	imaginative	play.	Children	may	not	know	some	basic	general	

knowledge	about	the	word	such	as	knowing	that	leaves	fall	in	
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autumn,	apple	is	fruit,	and	dogs	bark	(Australian	Early	Development	

Census	2019).		

	

The	AEDC	does	clarify	that	this	question	should	not	rely	on	English	

proficiency:	

	

Knowledge	of	the	world	can	include	knowledge	of	the	purpose	of	

objects/animals	(e.g.,	animals	can	be	pets	or	food),	knowledge	of	

when	events	occur	and	knowledge	of	what	objects	do	(e.g.,	boats	float	

in	water).	

Questions	may	be	answered	through	various	means,	including	

demonstration	of	knowledge	and	understanding	through	pointing,	

telling	stories,	drawings,	play-acting	or	modelling	how	things	work	

or	what	things	are.	This	question	should	not	rely	on	English	

proficiency.	

For	Aboriginal	and	Torres	Strait	Islander	children:	

Consider	Aboriginal	and	Torres	Strait	Islander	specific	knowledge	

such	as	changes	associated	with	the	seasons	(Australian	Early	

Development	Census	2018b,	p.	24).	

	

Even	after	adjusting	for	proficiency	in	English,	it	is	clear	that	the	notion	of	

basic	general	knowledge	is	deeply	embedded	within	a	dominant	Australian	

cultural	context	and	the	English	language.	Indeed,	leaves	in	Papunya	do	not	

fall	in	autumn,	nor	is	autumn	a	marker	of	a	season	in	Luritja	at	all.	Whilst	the	

notes	in	the	guide	to	completing	the	questions	clarify	that	this	general	
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knowledge	should	not	rely	on	English	proficiency,	and	suggests	other	

markers	of	knowledge	about	the	world	(E.g.,	Boats	float	in	water),	what	

constitutes	‘knowledge	of	the	world’	is	very	dependent	on	what	worldview	a	

child	has	grown	up	in	and	how	one’s	language	describes	the	world.	

Australia’s	central	deserts,	in	which	Papunya	is	located,	also	do	not	feature	

many	boats,	floating	or	otherwise.	To	move	towards	a	better	understanding	

of	child	development	in	context	there	needs	to	be	a	shift	away	from	the	

over-reliance	on	a	dominant	Australian	cultural	view	of	child	development.		

	
	

Influences	of	environment	and	culture	in	daily	life	

	

A	more	comprehensive	view	of	child	development	that	does	not	place	

dominant	Australian	culture	at	the	epicentre	is	required.	An	understanding	

of	the	Anangu	way,	to	comprehend	how	Anangu	children	are	growing	up	in	

Papunya,	is	necessary	to	measure	their	development.		

	

A	circle	in	the	Anangu	way	can	represent	a	meeting	place,	be	it	a	water	hole,	

a	fire	spot	or	event.	A	circle	is	always	about	people	being	surrounded	by	

their	language,	law,	culture,	ceremony	and	family.	The	cyclical	nature	of	life	

according	to	the	Anangu	way	is	represented	in	many	paintings	and	sand	

drawings.	A	circle	can	also	represent	how	a	child	is	held,	through	the	

concept	of	kanyininpa/kanyini,	within	the	Anangu	way.	At	the	inner	most	

circle,	as	detailed	in	the	previous	chapter	by	example	of	Bronfenbrenner’s	

model,	the	child	is	influenced	by	their	immediate	family	values	that	are	
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ingrained	in	the	Anangu	way.	These	values	are	focused	on	family	and	

connection	with	country,	that	are	grounded	in	the	past	through	influence	

from	older	generations	of	families	that	grew	up	in	the	Anangu	way/bush	

way.		

	

As	the	circle	gets	wider,	extended	family	values	begin	to	have	influence	over	

the	child,	with	family	influencing	the	child	through	the	sharing	of	other	

languages	and	expectations	of	travel	to	meet	with	family.	At	the	outside	of	

the	figurative	circle,	the	influences	of	the	wider	environment	are	at	play.	The	

values	at	this	level	have	some	overlap	with	dominant	Australian	cultural	

values,	as	they	incorporate	skills	in	art,	football	and	the	expectation	for	

children	to	understand	English.	This	circular	model	is	an	example	of	the	

intended	influence	of	the	Anangu	way.	The	expectation	from	dominant	

Australian	culture	that	the	Anangu	conform	to	dominant	Australian	cultural	

values	results	in	the	Anangu	way	being	attacked	at	each	of	these	inner	

circles.	By	contrast	an	understanding	of	the	Anangu	way	and	the	removal	of	

the	pressure	to	conform	at	each	of	these	levels	would	enable	the	strengths	of	

the	Anangu	children	to	be	seen.	An	understanding	of	the	Anangu	way	in	

daily	life	demonstrates	how	children	are	learning	and	the	strengths	of	the	

Anangu	way	of	learning.	

	

Applying	Bronfenbrenner’s	model,	as	mentioned	in	chapter	three,	it	is	

evident	that	there	has	been	significant	interest	in	the	disadvantages	faced	by	

Aboriginal	children	in	Australia;	but	this	is	mostly	skewed	to	the	

microsystem	level.	In	considering	family	influence,	significant	attention	is	
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paid	to	parenting	skills,	as	outlined	in	the	Western	Australian	Aboriginal	

Child	Health	Survey	(Silburn	et	al.	2006).	Parenting	skills	are	here	seen	as	a	

deficit	for	Aboriginal	children	in	many	ways,	but	within	the	Anangu	way	

family	members,	siblings	and	peers	are	highly	important	and	are	a	positive	

influence	on	children’s	learning	and	development	at	the	microsystem	level.		

	

Parenting	has	always	been	about	the	socialisation,	care	and	development	of	

children	as	future	adults.	Elliot	(2006a)	recognised	that	parent	and	family	

characteristics	can	be	stronger	determinants	than	early	childhood	programs	

themselves.	Yet	the	nature	of	parenting	is	that	there	is	little	recognition	of	

when	it	is	done	well,	and	parents	are	often	blamed	for	a	child’s	behaviour	

when	things	go	wrong.	Parenting	does	not	occur	in	a	social	vacuum	and	is	

influenced	by	the	wider	social,	economic	and	political	context	(Kolar	2000).		

At	the	exosystem	and	macrosystem	levels	of	Bronfenbrenner’s	model,	less	

attention	has	been	given	to	the	impact	of	the	wider	expectations	of	

mainstream	society	on	Aboriginal	children	and	their	families.	The	pressures	

of	dominant	Australian	cultural	values	and	the	expectations	of	‘whiteness’	

are	not	often	acknowledged	in	the	measurement	of	child	development,	as	

discussed	earlier	in	this	chapter.	

	

There	are	a	number	of	challenges	associated	with	the	influences	from	

school,	mass	media,	neighbourhoods	and	the	parents’	work	environment.	At	

the	local	level	in	Papunya	this	includes	the	overt	way	that	public	institutions	

dominate	private	life.	School	and	clinic	staff	are	regularly	pursuing	

individuals,	entering	people’s	homes	and	driving	around	the	community	to	
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chase	people	up	to	attend	appointments,	all	under	the	guise	of	improved	

health	and	education.	For	children	in	Papunya	further	considerations	that	

need	to	be	included	are:	the	lack	of	both	healthy	and	affordable	food	at	the	

community	store,	the	quality	and	consistency	of	teaching	staff	and	

applicability	of	curriculum,	as	well	as	its	mismatch	with	the	

surroundings/environment	of	school.	Other	factors	include:	the	impact	of	

imposed	welfare	on	family	health	and	mental	wellbeing,	overcrowded	

housing,	plus	the	lack	of	support	for	those	who	do	want	to	make	a	difference	

in	their	family	life	whilst	still	maintaining	their	Anangu	values	not	to	

mention	the	ongoing	weight	of	colonialism.		

	

Summary	-	Moving	away	from	the	mainstream	perspective	by	applying	a	

diversity	as	fundamental	heterogeneity	approach	

	

This	chapter	has	focused	on	the	labels	of	disadvantage	and	deficit	for	

Aboriginal	children	and	families	in	Papunya.	Through	language	and	

mainstream	Australian	expectations	embedded	in	a	Western	cultural	

context,	Anangu	families	are	pressured	to	conform	to	dominant	Australian	

cultural	values	throughout	their	daily	lives.	They	must	fight	for	recognition	

of	their	own	values	within	the	Anangu	way.	The	findings	of	this	thesis	have	

intended	to	tell	the	stories	of	Anangu	children	growing	up	in	Papunya,	with	

an	emphasis	on	their	strengths.	In	the	current	literature	this	story,	of	daily	

life	and	how	children	are	growing	up,	beyond	the	deficit	label,	has	been	

largely	absent.		
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The	following	chapter	considers	the	strengths	of	the	Anangu	way	and	how	

Anangu	children	are	growing	up	from	the	perspective	of	Anangu	families	

and	their	values.	I	argue	that	strengths,	as	recognised	by	the	Anangu	way	

worldview,	can	equally	be	respected	by	non-Anangu.
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Chapter	Nine:	Aspects	of	the	Anangu	way	in	context	

Introduction	

	

The	previous	chapter	focused	on	the	influence	of	the	deficit	focus	on	Anangu	

children	and	how	a	deficit	focus	does	not	enable	the	strengths	of	the	Anangu	

children	to	be	recognised.	This	chapter	reviews	the	values	and	worldview	of	

the	Anangu	way,	as	expressed	through	daily	life	and	demonstrated	from	the	

stories	gathered	from	families	and	how	children	are	growing	up	in	Papunya.	

In	the	context	of	the	Anangu	way,	thus	chapter	also	discusses	strengths	of	

children	growing	up	in	Papunya	and	their	identity	as	Anangu.	

	

Indigenous	education	researcher	Martin	Nakata	(2007)	observed:		

	

Indigenous	epistemological	basis	of	knowledge	construction	and	the	

ways	of	“doing”	knowledge	are	not	completely	unfamiliar.	These	are	

embedded,	not	in	detailed	knowledge	of	the	land	and	place	for	all	of	

us	perhaps,	not	perhaps	in	environmental	or	ecological	knowledge,	

but	in	ways	of	story-telling,	of	memory-making,	in	narrative,	art	and	

performance;	in	cultural	and	social	practices,	of	relating	to	kin,	of	

socialising	children;	in	ways	of	thinking,	of	transmitting	knowledge,	

even	in	creolised	languages;	and	in	that	all	encompassing	popular,	
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though	loosely	used	term,	“worldview”,	and	so	on	(Nakata	2007,	p.	

10).	

	

From	birth	to	adulthood,	aspects	of	the	Anangu	way	are	not	just	a	cultural	

add-on;	it	is	a	way	of	life.	The	Anangu	way	includes	an	understanding	of	

tjukurrpa,	and	it	is	a	way	of	life	grounded	in	knowing	how	to	survive	in	the	

unique	landscape	of	the	Central	Australian	desert,	as	well	as	the	importance	

of	relationships	with	others	and	the	land.	The	relationship	with	the	land	

incorporates	the	understanding	that	certain	people	have	a	relationship	with	

different	parts	of	country.	The	Anangu	way	is	a	way	of	life	that	has	historical	

links	from	more	than	40000	years	ago	but	is	also	a	living	set	of	values,	

constantly	changing	and	adapting	(cf.	Austin-Broos	2001).	A	knowledge	of	

country	and	the	tjukurrpa	is	not	only	a	set	of	beliefs	but	a	way	of	life,	and	

influences	the	Anangu	way	of	life	accordingly.	This	context	of	how	children	

are	growing	up,	however,	is	not	well	recognised	or	understood	in	the	

context	of	dominant	culture	Australian	society.	
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Building	a	picture	of	daily	life,	values	and	perspectives	in	context	

	

There	is	considerable	literature	documenting	parenting	practices	(Byers	et	

al.	2012;	D'Aprano	et	al.	2011;	Kruske	et	al.	2012;	Lohoar	et	al.	2014;	Malin	

et	al.	1996;	Priest,	K	et	al.	2008;	Ryan	2011;	SNAICC	2011)	but	little	written	

on	the	activities	of	daily	life	in	remote	communities	such	as	Papunya.	An	

understanding	of	daily	life	provides	the	context	of	how	children	are	growing	

up	in	Papunya,	enabling	strengths	to	be	seen.	Families’	houses	are	close	to	

each	other	and	the	entire	community	generally	knows	one	another.	The	

common	area	of	the	community	store	is	visited	by	most	community	

members	at	least	once	per	day	and	acts	as	a	social	hub	at	which	to	share	

stories	and	news	from	near	and	far.	There	is	a	high	proportion	of	time	spent	

outside	by	children	and	adults	alike,	and	the	community	environment	lends	

itself	to	children	being	quite	free	in	their	movement	across	the	day	but	with	

the	understanding	that,	through	communal	knowledge	sharing,	the	location	

of	each	child	is	known.	The	interactions	of	daily	life,	as	told	through	the	

stories	from	women	and	families	in	this	research,	share	the	importance	of	

not	only	these	relationships,	but	also	the	wider	context	of	Papunya	and	the	

Anangu	way.	

	

Cultural	practices	do	not	exist	in	a	vacuum.	How	the	Anangu	way	practices	

are	used	in	daily	life	creates	meaningful	cultural	practices	and	in	turn	

shapes	daily	life.	Musharbash	(2009)	showed	how	a	performative	kinship	

relation	had	been	activated	or	not	in	relation	to	the	use	of	skin	names	in	

Yuendumu	and	how,	just	because	a	performative	relationship	exists,	did	not	
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mean	that	the	relationship	was	cemented	in	practice.	Christie	(2007,	p.	87)	

refers	to	‘Indigenous	knowledges’	as	what	makes	possible	the	“routine	

practices	of	everyday	life”.	He	identified	the	characteristics	of	Indigenous	

knowledge	as	performative,	something	you	do	rather	than	have	and	that	

language	is	also	integral	to	these	practices.	How	a	relationship	exists	can	

only	be	understood	by	looking	at	how	that	relationship	is	active	in	daily	life;	

and	how	children	are	developing	can	only	be	understood	by	looking	at	their	

daily	activities	and	context	of	their	development.		

	

Strengths	in	context:	Shared	care	of	children	in	a	close	family	

environment	

	

The	nuclear	family	structure	that	dominates	Australian	society	does	not	

prioritise	family	interaction	across	generations	so	easily	or	willingly	and	so	

does	not	fit	easily	into	the	Anangu	way.	Within	the	context	of	the	Anangu	

way,	family	commitments	will	take	priority,	and	this	may	mean	that	whole	

families	will	be	away	for	days	or	weeks	at	a	time	and	that	children	may	

spend	extended	periods	of	time	with	family	members	in	another	

community.	Co-sleeping	and	a	lack	of	exclusion	of	children	from	most	events	

also	have	featured	in	previous	literature	(Byers	et	al.	2012;	Kruske	et	al.	

2012;	Priest,	K	et	al.	2008).	Research	by	Kruske	et	al	(2012)	details	the	

disbelief	expressed	by	Aboriginal	families	at	the	idea	of	infants	being	

separated	from	parents	when	sleeping.	Burbank	(2006)	also	found	that	in	
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Numbulwar,	bedtime	is	not	a	typical	practice,	with	children	going	to	bed	

when	adults	did,	or	just	falling	asleep	where	they	were.		

	

As	mentioned	in	the	stories	from	families,	families	live	close	together	and	

children	often	are	between	family	houses	across	the	day.	In	the	evening	

many	family	members	will	gather	around	a	fire	at	one	family	house	and	

share	both	an	evening	meal	and	conversations	into	the	night.	This	family	

structure,	that	involves	multiple	generations	and	multiple	caregivers,	

enables	children	to	develop	relationships	with	older	children	and	adults	

alike,	within	the	safety	of	the	extended	family	unit.	Some	of	the	women	in	

Papunya	pointed	out	how	ridiculous	it	is	that	there	is	an	expectation	of	a	

primary	caregiver.	Nangala-C	mentioned	(cf.	chapter	seven	above)	how	her	

experience	with	taking	her	own	child	to	the	childcare	centre	and	the	

expectation	that	only	one	(and	the	same	one	each	day)	caregiver	could	stay	

with	each	child.	The	childcare	centre	is	used	when	it	suits	families,	but	not	

as	a	regular	or	reliable	option	for	care	of	children.		

	

Strengths	in	context:	Independence	and	Self-reliance	

	

Children	may	often	be	seen	wandering	around	the	community	on	their	own	

or	with	other	children	in	Papunya.	However,	as	described	by	the	women	in	

the	stories	from	Papunya,	this	is	not	due	to	a	lack	of	care	on	behalf	of	family	

members	but	rather	this	is	a	purposely	taught	behaviour	that	belongs	to	

values	associated	with	encouraging	self-reliance	and	independence	in	
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children.	A	set	of	values	that	incorporate	self-reliance	for	children	also	

complements	the	family/community	environment	of	Papunya,	in	which	the	

Anangu	all	know	each	other	and	have	the	expectation	that	there	is	a	shared	

responsibility	for	children	between	family	members.	

	

A	focus	on	self-reliance	is	often	seen	by	many	non-Anangu	as	a	lack	of	

discipline	(cf.	Simpson	&	Wigglesworth	2008),	assuming	that	Anangu	let	

their	children	run	wild	and	do	not	look	after	them.	Discipline	is	also	a	

culturally-specific	concept.	Rather	than	a	lack	of	discipline	the	sense	of	self-

reliance	is	fostered	in	children,	providing	them	with	resources	to	grow	and	

develop.	This	is	evident	in	Papunya	and	has	been	found	in	other	population	

groups	in	Aboriginal	Australia	(Byers	et	al.	2012;	Eickelkamp	2011b;	Kruske	

et	al.	2012;	Robinson	2008;	Ryan	2011).	One	study	comparing	Aboriginal	

and	non-Aboriginal	families’	parenting	styles,	conducted	by	Malin	et	al.	

(1996),	effectively	highlighted	differences	in	child	rearing	through	using	two	

different	stories	of	a	family	picnic.	The	study	found	that	the	Aboriginal	

children	were	encouraged	to	be	independent,	self-regulating	and	self-

reliant,	and	the	authors	noted	that	these	are	characteristics	that	have	been	

observed	in	other	Aboriginal	families	elsewhere	in	Australia	(Malin,	

Campbell	&	Agius	1996).	The	study	discussed	the	encouragement	for	

children	to	learn	to	be	competent,	from	when	they	were	very	young,	at	

looking	after	their	younger	kin.	The	study	also	highlighted	the	indirect	

parenting	methods	of	the	Aboriginal	family	such	as	selective	attention	and	

non-intervention	(Malin,	Campbell	&	Agius	1996).		
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Stories	from	grandmothers	about	practices	whereby	children	were	

encouraged	to	go	hunting	with	other	young	people,	without	the	presence	of	

adults,	grandmothers	and	mothers,	highlights	the	importance	placed	on	

children	developing	a	sense	of	self-reliance	and	knowledge	of	the	land	and	

country.	The	old	ladies	(in	chapter	five)	talk	about	how	they	themselves	

grew	up	learning	about	hunting	and	going	out	on	their	own.	

	

Used	to	feed	little	kids	that	rabbit	meat,	and	young	ones	used	to	catch	

rabbits	themselves	and	feed	themselves,	and	grandmothers	teaching	

us	how	to	catch	rabbit,	cook	in	fire	and	eat	(as	teenagers).	

	

The	stories	from	the	old	ladies	are	echoed	in	contemporary	Papunya	in	the	

adult’s	trust	of	children	to	be	playing	and	walking	around	the	community	on	

their	own.	Spending	time	in	the	outside	environment	reflects	the	Anangu	

way	and	how	children	learnt	about	life	as	experienced	by	the	grandmothers’	

generation,	who	grew	up	in	the	bush.	It	is	interesting	that	now	dominant	

Australian	culture	is	emphasising	the	importance	of	children	spending	time	

outside,	in	particular,	in	response	children’s	increasing	screen	time	(Hesketh	

et	al.	2012).	Another	important	aspect	of	daily	life	is	fire.		

	

‘Playing’	with	fire	–	strength	or	deficit?	

	

For	the	children	growing	up	in	the	dominant	Australian	cultural	context,	

daily	play	that	involves	fire,	would	be	considered	outrageous.	The	majority	
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of	children	growing	up	in	Australia	are	taught	to	fear	fire	and	considered	not	

to	be	sufficiently	mature	to	handle	fire.	In	Papunya	children	play	with	fire	on	

a	regular	basis,	by	making	their	own	cubby	houses	with	a	small	fire	that	they	

tend	to,	pretending	to	cook	food	and	other	activities.	This	is	not	considered	

outrageous	at	all.	For	families	in	Papunya,	it	is	a	part	of	daily	life	to	have	a	

fire	that	is	used	for	cooking,	warmth	and	social	interaction.	As	Anangu	

children	learn	by	imitating	what	they	see,	and	because	their	lives	are	

grounded	in	values	related	to	survival	and	living	with	the	land,	it	is	logical	

that	playing	with	fire	is	also	part	of	daily	play.	

	

Within	the	Anangu	way,	children	who	are	not	comfortable	and	adept	at	

managing	fire	may	be	seen	as	growing	up	in	deficit.	As	Nangala-C	explained,	

children	know	about	fire,	they	understand	that	it	is	dangerous.	Nevertheless,	

as	it	is	part	of	their	day	it	is	also	part	of	their	play:	

	

Nangala-C:	they	go	for	walk,	yuwa	–	yes,	and	they	come	back,	and	

they	play	in	the	cubby	house	in	the	bush,	(over	other	side	of	fence),	

they	make	little	fire,	sit	down,	yuwa.	

	

Nangala-C	was	not	concerned	when	I	told	her	the	story	about	how	my	

children	were	making	a	fire	with	other	children	without	visible	adult	

supervision.	It	was	my	children	who	lacked	these	fire	skills,	having	not	been	

exposed	to	them	on	a	daily	basis,	as	had	the	Anangu	children	growing	up	in	

Papunya.	To	consider	the	bigger	picture	in	context,	a	fire	in	a	confined	space	

such	as	a	suburban	housing	area	in	Alice	Springs	is	indeed	very	different	to	a	
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fire	in	an	outstation	area.	The	latter	fire	is	lit	with	the	understanding	that	

there	is	minimal	burnable	material	in	the	immediate	vicinity.	At	no	time	did	

children	in	Papunya	set	fire	to	their	own	houses	or	to	their	belongings.	Their	

play	with	fire	was	well	away	from	buildings	and	involved	a	cleared	space	of	

dirt,	with	some	heaped	dry	grass	or	an	area	that	was	dry	grass	with	nothing	

else	around	it.	They	had	learnt	the	safety	measures	required	for	fire	in	the	

area.	It	was	accepted	that	children	played	with	fire	and	was	also	expected	

that	children	imitate	the	skills	of	older	generations	as	part	of	their	learning.	

	

	

	

Figure	16:	'Playing'	with	fire	
	

Playing	with	fire	is	a	skill	that	is	learned	by	other	Aboriginal	population	

groups	in	Australia.	Musharbash	(2009)	talked	about	the	prevalence	of	fires,	

referencing	them	as	she	wrote	about	everyday	life	in	Yuendumu	and	how	
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people	in	Yuendumu,	including	children,	interacted	with	fire	on	a	daily	basis.	

For	Yolŋu	families,	children	learn	how	to	light	a	fire	at	an	early	age,	as	this	is	

part	of	Yolŋu	life	(see	second	video	on	Growing	up	Yolŋu	website)	(Growing	

up	Yolngu	2019).	It	was	found	by	Harris	that	by	18	months,	Wik	parents	do	

not	interfere	with	children’s	activities,	even	when	they	are	playing	with	

sharp	knives	or	near	fires	(Lew-Levy	et	al.	2017).	Fire	is	a	part	of	daily	life.	

Stories	by	the	fire	were	a	regular	feature	of	both	the	stories	in	this	thesis	but	

also	were	part	of	the	experience	of	gathering	the	stories.	Children	when	

sleeping	and	cooking	outside	with	their	families	were	always	close	to	a	fire.		

	

Life	by	the	fire,	however,	is	very	little	documented	in	much	of	the	literature	

about	contemporary	Anangu	children	growing	up,	as	neither	are	the	daily	

activities	of	children	themselves.	I	do	not	refer	to	the	specifics	of	a	cultural	

context	but	rather	the	normal	daily	routine	interactions	and	activities	of	a	

child	across	an	average	day,	which	forms	the	basis	for	the	cultural	context.	

These	interactions	and	activities	provide	an	understanding	of	the	

environment	of	children	growing	up	in	Papunya	that	is	not	captured	in	

measurements	and	representations	of	how	children	are	faring	in	education	

and	health	compared	with	children	growing	up	in	the	dominant	Australian	

cultural	context.	

	

Deficit	or	strength	–	a	question	of	language	and	perspective	

	
How	individuals	interact	in	Papunya	are	directed	by	the	kinship	system,	and	

Aboriginal	languages,	including	Luritja,	have	a	rich	vocabulary	for	
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describing	relationships,	which	cannot	be	easily	matched	in	English.	In	

addition,	Aboriginal	society’s	network	of	relationships	is	far	more	complex	

when	compared	with	the	dominant	Australian	cultural	structure	of	the	

nuclear	family.	Cooke	(1991,	p.	5)	argued	that	mathematics	can	be	viewed	

as:		

	

A	society’s	system	for	encoding,	organising	and	interpreting	the	

patterns	and	relationships	emerging	from	the	human	experience	of	

physical	and	social	phenomena.	

	

Non-Anangu	often	fail	to	recognise	both	that	children	have	a	specialised	

level	of	knowledge	that	is	contextual	to	their	living	environment	but	also	

that	there	are	social	dynamics	at	play	in	the	classroom	and	in	the	wider	

community.		

	

English	in	particular,	as	with	other	majority	languages,	is	prioritised	as	more	

important	than	fluency	in	a	child’s	first	language	and	this	extends	to	the	

Australian	public	education	model	imposed	upon	Aboriginal	children.	

National	policy	and	public	rhetoric	acknowledge	the	importance	of	

Australian	Aboriginal	languages	for	Indigenous	Australians	(Australian	

Government	2009;	Commonwealth	of	Australia	2012).	Yet	the	achievement	

of	English	literacy	levels	is	considered	more	important	than	Indigenous	

language	teaching	and	learning	in	Indigenous	education	policy	(Disbray	

2016).		

	



298	
	

Language	policies	are	“mechanisms	for	creating	and	sustaining	systems	of	

inequality	that	benefit	wealthy	and	powerful	individuals,	groups,	

institutions,	and	nation-states”	(Tollefson	2012,	p.	27).	Policymakers	justify	

policies	that	restrict	educational	access,	privileging	particular	

ethnolinguistic	groups	by	assigning	value	to	certain	language	practices,	

languages,	and	their	speakers	(Disbray	2016;	Tollefson	2012).	Lowell	and	

Devlin	(1998)	argued	that,	to	enable	Aboriginal	children	to	achieve	to	their	

potential,	these	children	must	be	provided	with	sufficient	support	to	learn	a	

new	language	before	they	are	expected	to	learn	other	concepts	through	that	

new	language.		

	

General	(Western)	understandings	of	child	language	input	and	language	

development	cannot	be	expected	to	transfer	to	children	in	linguistically	

diverse	non-Western	settings	(Vaughan	et	al.	2015).		

	

Valuing	students’	first	language	and	facilitating	first	language	literacy	

and	numeracy,	inevitably	enhances	learning	capacity	and	language	

maintenance,	but	it	also	enhances	learning	and	capacity	in	English	

(Gale	2017,	p.	53).			

	

Aboriginal	Australians	on	the	East	coast	are	pressing	for	the	opportunity	to	

learn	their	own	language(s)(Mooney,	M	2017),	whilst	in	Central	Australia	

the	recognition	of	both	the	importance	of	Aboriginal	languages	and	

recognition	of	native	speakers	passing	their	knowledge	on	to	the	next	

generation	is	seemingly	invisible	in	policy	terms.	Luritja,	is	one	of	only	a	
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handful	of	Aboriginal	languages	that	is	being	passed	on	to	the	next	

generation.	In	the	Western	Desert	children	are	growing	up	speaking	

traditional	languages,	including	Luritja	(Simpson	&	Wigglesworth	2008).	

Luritja	is	considered	a	living	Aboriginal	language,	and	in	the	top	ten	most	

widely	spoken	Aboriginal	languages	in	Australia	(Welcome	to	Country	

2017),	yet	given	little	care	and	attention.		

	

The	few	Indigenous	languages	that	are	still	spoken	by	children	are	at	

risk	from	the	monolingual	mindset	of	Australia,	from	the	imperatives	

of	demography	and	traditional	practices	of	child	raising,	and	from	

government	policies	(Simpson	2008).	

	

It	is	paradoxical	that	multilingualism	is	seen	as	an	important	skill	and	is	a	

priority	for	public	school	education	across	Australia,	in	the	form	of	

secondary	students	learning	a	second	language,	yet	in	an	NT	remote	

community	context,	where	children	are	growing	up	learning	more	than	one	

language,	multilingualism	is	seen	as	a	hindrance.	This	is	despite	the	

understanding	that	children	benefit	from	a	solid	grounding	in	their	first	

language	before	learning	another.		Skills	in	multilingualism	that	require	

code	switching	and	understanding	different	worldviews,	are	important	

strengths	that	must	be	recognised	(Disbray	2017).	The	children	in	this	

research	and	similarly	in	other	central	and	Western	desert	communities,	

also	have	advanced	communication	skills	that	encompass	multiple	

languages	as	well	as	hand	signal	communication.	
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Across	the	central	and	western	Australian	desert	linguistic	versatility	

is	a	valued	identity	marker.	Indigenous	children	are	socialized	into	

multilingual,	multidialectal,	and	multimodal	modes	of	interaction	

from	an	early	age	(Ellis,	EJ	et	al.	2017,	p.	165).	

	

Speaking	Luritja	and	having	a	grounding	in	the	intrinsically	linked	world	of	

the	Anangu	way/culture	and	Luritja	language	also	gives	children	skills	in	

understanding	the	world	that	are	not	necessarily	recognised	within	the	

dominant	Australian	cultural	context	(Disbray	2017).	

	

Perspective	and	recognition	of	strengths		

	

It	has	been	argued	that	it	is	the	Western	world	that	is,	in	fact,	a	minority	

group,	in	prioritising	children’s	needs	beyond	survival	skills	related	to	

gathering	food	and	understanding	the	surrounding	environment.	The	

neontocracy	described	as	a	world	that	revolves	around	the	needs	of	children	

far	beyond	the	basics	(Bhattacharya	2017)	is	really	the	ideal	for	the	WEIRD	

world	of	Western,	educated,	industrialised	rich	and	democratic	societies	

(Bhattacharya	2017).		

	

The	WEIRD	parenting	style	is	in	many	ways	the	opposite	of	how	the	Anangu	

‘grow	up’	their	children.	The	WEIRD	parenting	style	shields	children	from	

harm,	and	it	is	suggested	that	it	may	in	fact	be	undermining	a	child’s	natural	

inclination	to	learn	adult	survival	skills,	both	social	and	practical	
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(Bhattacharya	2017).	Children	from	outside	the	WEIRD	world	are	learning	

according	to	their	environment	in	a	form	of	informal	learning.	Informal	

learning	is	regarded	as	learning	outside	of	a	formal	schooling	environment.		

	

The	organization	of	informal	learning	has	some	shared	features	

across	many	settings:	It	is	non-didactic;	is	embedded	in	meaningful	

activity;	builds	on	the	learner’s	initiative,	interest,	or	choice	(rather	

than	resulting	from	external	demands	or	requirements);	and	does	

not	involve	assessment	external	to	the	activity	(Rogoff	et	al.	2016,	p.	

358).	

	

Informal	learning	is	an	important	aspect	of	the	Anangu	way.	The	Anangu	

way	regards	skills	that	are	important	in	the	Anangu	way	of	life,	as	self-

reliance,	competency	in	the	management	of	fire,	understanding	of	skin	

names	and	obligation	relationships	for	children	in	their	development.	The	

Anangu	way	of	learning,	is	not	an	activity	whereby	children	sit	down	and	

learn	as	in	the	format	of	Western	education.	An	Anangu	child’s	emotional	

maturity	cannot	be	measured	by	this	culturally	specific	version	of	how	

children	interact	in	a	Western	schooling	environment.	In	2018	(Australian	

Early	Development	Census	2018a)	the	AEDC	stated	that	23.1	percent	of	

children	were	developmentally	vulnerable	in	the	area	of	emotional	maturity	

(Australian	Early	Development	Census	2018a).		

	

There	must	be	consideration	of	emotional	maturity	as	determined	by	the	

Anangu	regarding	children	in	their	interactions	between	each	other	in	
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Luritja,	outside	of	the	school	environment.	The	Anangu	do	not	regard	their	

children	as	emotionally	immature.	Anangu	parents	will	not	allow	children	to	

get	extremely	physical	and	there	are	ramifications	for	bad	behaviour.	Giving	

children	the	opportunity	to	resolve	problems	themselves,	means	that	they	

accordingly	develop	appropriate	social	skills.		

	

Strengths	including	problem	solving	and	self-reliance	have	been	recognised	

in	research	conducted	by	the	Australian	Institute	of	Family	Studies.	Lohoar	

et	al.	(2014,	p.	1)	suggested	that	“provided	the	necessary	social	conditions	

are	in	place,	culture	can	be	a	protective	force	for	children,	families	and	

communities”.	Lohoar	found	that	the	strengths	of	Aboriginal	cultural	

traditions,	as	they	apply	to	family	life	and	raising	children,	revolve	around	

four	interrelated	themes,	including:	

	

Theme	1:	A	collective	community	focus	on	child	rearing	helps	

children	

Theme	2:	Children	need	the	freedom	to	explore	and	experience	the	

world	

Theme	3:	Elderly	family	members	are	important	to	family	

functioning	

Theme	4:	Spirituality	helps	families	cope	with	challenges	(Lohoar	et	

al.	2014,	p.	1)	

	

Yet	whilst	the	recognition	of	strengths	is	clear,	there	is	minimal	application	

of	these	strengths	as	a	measure	to	engage	with	in	understanding	child	
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development	for	Aboriginal	children.	Measurement	systems	such	as	the	

AEDC,	that	claim	to	have	cultural	transferability	but	do	not,	because	of	a	

reliance	on	Western	frameworks	and	values,	fail	to	recognise	strengths	

outside	of	a	Western	cultural	framework.		

	

The	solution	to	a	perceived	‘deficit	in	social	skills’	required	for	school	is	not	

to	introduce	practices	that	encourage	school	readiness	at	an	earlier	age,	as	

suggested	by	the	NT	government	through	its	emphasis	on	early	childhood	

education	programs	(Masters	2011).	Justifying	the	relevance	of	the	AEDC	as	

a	measurement	tool	(as	quoted	below),	while	admitting	that	school	

readiness	is	a	westernised	construct,	does	not	improve	the	tool’s	

appropriateness	for	use	with	children	outside	of	the	dominant	Australian	

cultural	context.	

	

While	AEDC	assesses	“school	readiness”,	which	is	largely	a	

westernized	construct,	the	AEDC	is	nevertheless	of	relevance	for	all	

children	in	a	high	income	country	like	Australia	because	of	its	

meaning	for	future	education	success,	and	subsequent	access	to	

employment,	income	and	health	enhancing	resources	(Guthridge	et	

al.	2016,	p.	132).	

	

Rather,	as	families	in	this	research	reiterated	on	many	occasions,	the	

solution	is	to	give	control	back	to	the	families,	to	enable	children	to	learn	the	

Anangu	way	and	to	be	confident	in	their	identity	and	their	strengths	before	

they	are	expected	to	learn	another	cultural	context.	Children	need	
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grounding	in	their	own	cultural	upbringing	first,	before	they	can	be	

expected	to	be	proficient	in	a	different	cultural	learning	environment.	To	

bridge	both	worlds	one	must	first	be	confident	in	one’s	own	identity	and	

grounded	in	culture	and	family	values.	Aboriginal	Australians	have	the	

option	to	live	in	two	worlds,	or	between	them,	and	an	education	system	

must	support	this	possibility	(Altman	&	Fogarty	2010).		

	

Best	interests	–	a	question	of	perspective	

	

Whether	the	skills	of	the	Anangu	children	are	seen	as	a	strength	or	a	deficit	

is	a	question	of	perspective.	Equally	the	values	that	exist	within	a	cultural	

framework	determine	the	best	interests	of	a	child.	Long	and	Sephton	(2011)	

conducted	a	study	in	Victoria	into	the	best	interests	of	the	child,	from	a	child	

and	family	welfare	perspective.	This	paper	effectively	represented	the	views	

of	an	Aboriginal	welfare	practitioner	through	discussion	of	comparisons	

between	cultural	practices,	exploring	“participants’	own	description	of	the	

best	interests	of	the	child;	[and]	the	comparison	of	mainstream	and	

Aboriginal	perspectives	on	what	is	good	for	children”	(Long	&	Sephton	

2011,	p.	102).	

	

The	paper	specifically	explored	the	United	Nations’	Declaration	of	the	Rights	

of	the	Child	appropriateness	in	an	Indigenous	context.	This	paper	proposed	

that	the	individualist	underpinnings	of	the	principle	may	be	a	concern	when	

considering	the	position	of	Aboriginal	children	within	such	a	collective	
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environment	as	the	family	unit,	as	referred	to	in	many	studies	of	the	

Aboriginal	child	(Long	&	Sephton	2011).	Long	and	Sephton	found	

participants’	responses	demonstrated	an	uncompromising	focus	on	the	

child,	and	a	regard	for	the	child	firmly	at	the	centre	of	community	values.	

Aboriginal	welfare	practitioners	who	had	experience	working	in	urban	

practices	often	felt	that	the	behaviours	they	considered	normal	were	

negatively	perceived	by	non-Aboriginal	staff	members	(Long	&	Sephton	

2011).	

	

Similarly,	from	the	perspective	of	the	Anangu,	it	is	in	the	best	interests	of	the	

child	to	learn	the	Anangu	way	first.	Just	as	Fasoli	et	al.	(2019)	found	many	

Yolŋu	community	members	were	concerned	that	early	childhood	programs	

introduced	to	their	community	were	promoting	Western	values,	the	Anangu	

in	Papunya	expressed	their	concern	that	children	were	learning	the	Western	

way	at	the	expense	of	the	Anangu	way.	The	overriding	assumption	that	all	

cultures	will	value	the	individualistic	underpinnings	of	a	Western	cultural	

context	is	grounded	in	the	origin	of	these	concepts	as	part	of	Western	

culture.		

	

Kanyininpa/kanyini		–	holding	and	nurturing	

	

Fundamental	to	children	growing	up	the	Anangu	way,	is	the	concept	of	

kanyininpa/kanyini	–	having/holding,	nurturing.		As	detailed	in	the	stories	in	

chapter	six,	and	discussed	in	relevant	literature	in	chapter	eight	(cf.	Myers	
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1986,	2011;	Priest,	K	et	al.	2008;	Priest,	N	et	al.	2009;	Waltja	Tjutangku	

Palyapayi	Aboriginal	Corporation	2001),	kanyininpa/kanyini	is	of	great	

importance	for	Anangu	children,	as	they	are	held	and	nurtured	the	Anangu	

way.	The	concept	of	kanyininpa/kanyini	encompasses	the	promotion	of	self-

reliance	as	a	way	of	nurturing	children,	giving	them	opportunities	to	

develop	their	sense	of	self	and	providing	opportunities	for	learning.	

Kanyininpa/kanyini	also	incorporates	the	expectation	that	individuals	hold	

and	care	for	country.	Through	holding	and	caring	for	country	children	learn	

a	deep	knowledge	of	the	land/country,	as	well	as	the	understanding	of	

sacred	songs	and	stories,	dances	and	ceremonies	about	the	land,	tjukurrpa	

stories,	plus	stories	of	past	events	from	family	members.	The	individual	who	

holds	that	country	is	the	owner	and	the	custodian	of	the	knowledge	

associated	with	that	country	(Myers	1986).	As	children	learn	aspects	of	the	

Anangu	way,	they	learn	about	caring	for	country	as	well.	

	

Aspects	of	the	Anangu	way	and	identity		

	

Kanyini	also	incorporates	the	importance	of	looking	after	someone	else	in	

the	wider	family	unit	and	is	important	in	the	formation	of	a	child’s	identity.	

	

To	look	after	someone	involves	a	combination	of	restraint	or	control	

in	the	interests	of	that	person’s	well-being,	and	it	expresses	as	well	as	

basis	for	intergenerational	legitimate	authority….	The	relationship	of	

looking	after	also	involves	an	investment	of	identity	in	the	nurtured	
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person,	a	contribution.	Such	“holding”-	which	connotes	a	kind	of	

nurturance,	protection,	or	management	-	confers	a	significant	

transmission…	of	identity	to	those	who	are	held’	(Myers	2011,	p.	86).	

	

Myers	(2011)	further	explained	that:	

	

Being	looked	after	–	as	materialised	in	receiving	nurturance	in	the	

form	of	food,	care,	and	later	esoteric	knowledge	and	rights	–	was	a	

critical	component	in	one’s	establishment	of,	or	attachment	to,	a	

meaningful	social	(and	psychological)	identity.	This	analysis	suggests	

that	lack	of	‘holding’	(of	nurturance)	could	impede	the	development	

of	an	adult	identity.		

	

Language	plays	a	critical	role	in	the	construction	of	social	identity	(Ochs	

1993).	As	found	in	the	Ngaanyatjarra	lands,	children	“acquire	the	lexical	and	

gestural	vocabularies	that	denote	kinship	relations	and	the	rules	that	govern	

social	organisation”	(Kral	&	Ellis	2011,	p.	157).	The	practice	of	drawing	in	

the	sand	to	tell	stories	–	story	wangka	–	as	detailed	in	chapter	seven	is	a	

form	of	verbalising	stories,	through	“drawing	cognitive	links	and	matching	

these	with	symbols	drawn	in	the	sand	–	all	pre-literacy	skills”	(Kral	&	Ellis	

2011,	p.	158)	.		

	

Holcombe	(2015)	suggested	that	Anangu	are	maintaining	some	autonomy	in	

a	form	of	diglossia	due	to	the	introduction	of	English	discourse	into	local	

discourse.		
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Code	switching,	word	borrowing	(such	as	using	Aboriginal	English),	

and	acceptance	of	literacy	in	the	standard	or	dominant	language	

rather	than	the	vernacular,	may	suggest	resistance	to	assimilation	in	

an	attempt	to	maintain	cultural	integrity	(Holcombe	2015,	p.	430).	

	

Families	acknowledge	that	there	are	challenges	associated	with	growing	up	

children	in	Papunya	within	a	mix	of	cultural	influences.	But	they	do	not	

accept	that	their	children	are	growing	up	in	deficit	because	they	do	not	meet	

the	standards	imposed	on	them	by	dominant	Australian	culture.		

	

Summary	of	the	Anangu	way	in	context	

	

Using	an	Anangu	way	framework,	a	child	who	is	developmentally	on	track	is	

a	child	who	is	progressing	in	knowing	their	relationships	with	family	

members	and	the	land,	a	child	who	has	adequate	skills	for	their	age	in	

hunting	and	knowledge	of	the	land	and	who	is	able	to	communicate	

appropriately	with	their	family	and	the	wider	community.	By	the	age	of	five	

years	old	children	are	expected	to	be	playing	with	other	children	and	not	

requiring	the	constant	reassurance	of	an	adult.	Children	are	given	

responsibility	with	money	for	purchasing	their	own	food	at	their	will,	both	

at	the	community	store	and	at	community	events.	For	some	families	

learning	English	is	important.	Notwithstanding	that,	it	is	by	no	means	a	
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deficit	should	children	not	have	a	certain	level	of	English	by	a	pre-

determined	age.		

	

The	expectations	of	Western	institutions,	dominant	Australian	culture-

based	measurement	systems	and	contemporary	Australian	values	that	

demand	that	the	Anangu	engage	with	work	and	school,	without	

incorporating	the	Anangu	parts	of	one’s	identity,	is	resulting	in	children	

growing	up	confused,	with	families	unsure	of	how	they	can	retain	control	

over	their	children’s	upbringing.	Families	in	Papunya	strongly	advocate	a	

two-ways	approach	to	learning,	including	bilingual	education,	even	though	

there	is	currently	little	government	enthusiasm	for	such	an	approach.	As	

Disbray	(2016)	noted,	an	essential	part	of	two-ways	learning	is	bilingual	

education:		

	

In	this	‘both-ways’	conceptualisation,	the	first	or	home	language	is	

positioned	as	essential	rather	than	optional	for	learning	in	and	

through	a	second,	additional	language.	It	also	creates	space	to	

recognise	the	role	of	Aboriginal	teachers	in	their	children’s	

education.	Links	between	social	and	emotional	wellbeing,	effective	

learning,	and	promoting	Aboriginal	identity	through	language	in	

schools	and	in	other	programmes	have	all	been	observed	in	previous	

research	(Disbray	2016,	p.	325).		

	

This	chapter	has	focused	on	aspects	of	the	Anangu	way	and	its	importance	in	

growing	up	children	and	forming	their	identity.	The	following	chapter	
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discusses	the	importance	of	separating	the	areas	of	education	and	wellbeing	

for	Anangu	children.	I	argue	that	formal	(Western)	education	does	not	

equate	to	wellbeing	for	children	growing	up	in	Papunya.	The	expectations	of	

the	Australian	public	education	system	and	the	notion	that	education	is	the	

key	solution	to	all	problems	is	failing	Anangu	children	growing	up	in	

Papunya.		
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Chapter	Ten:	Formal	Western	Education	does	not	equate	

to	wellbeing	for	Anangu	children	

Introduction	

	

The	previous	chapter	identified	the	importance	of	children’s	development	

being	considered	in	context,	with	specific	regard	to	the	Anangu	way	values	

and	the	importance	of	the	Anangu	way	for	identity	as	Anangu.	The	Anangu	

way	values	must	form	the	basis	for	how	Anangu	children	are	measured	in	

their	development.	Australian	dominant	cultural	values	reinforce	Western	

child	development	measures,	as	they	sit	within	the	same	worldview	and	do	

not	comprehend	the	strengths	of	or	support	the	wellbeing	of	Anangu	

children.	This	chapter	considers	perceptions	of	formal	education	and	

wellbeing	and	how	the	current	Western	education	model	does	not	

contribute	to	wellbeing	for	Anangu	children	and	their	families.		

	

A	question	of	wellbeing…	

	

Aboriginal	people	in	many	parts	of	the	Australia	continue	to	live	in	ways	

that	differ	profoundly	from	the	idealised	autonomous	modern	individual,	as	

noted	by	Eickelkamp:	

	

The	nature	of	subjectivity	for	Aboriginal	people	remains	firmly	

anchored	in	the	cosmos:	the	matrix	of	social	relationships	and	the	
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Dreaming….	[and	the]	explicit	sociocosmological	embedding	of	the	

person	defines	the	life	trajectory	of	individuals	and	is	a	condition	for	

wellbeing	(Eickelkamp	2011a,	p.	145).	

	

Wellbeing	is	a	subjective	concept	and	measuring	it	is	difficult	to	navigate.		

Often	wellbeing	is	measured	by	GDP	per	capita	or	other	economic	indicators	

(Coombs	2006).	Carey	(2013)	concluded	that	a	definition	for	Indigenous	

wellbeing	is	not	agreed	upon	across	the	literature,	notwithstanding	that	it	is	

a	current	priority	for	the	Australian	government:	

	

Any	measure	of	wellbeing	is	representative	of	a	particular	

understanding	or	definition	of	the	wellbeing	construct.	When	

measures	are	developed	to	inform	Government	policy	or	to	evaluate	

the	effectiveness	of	psychotherapy,	it	is	likely	that	this	will	be	at	the	

expense	of	Indigenous	priorities	and	processes	and	so	a	significant	

challenge	remains	the	balancing	of	Government	imperatives	with	

Indigenous	values	(Carey	2013,	p.	190).	

	

Carey	(2013,	p.	190)	also	noted	that	a	paradigm	of	control	concept	could	

assist	in	clarifying	when	factors	such	as	employment,	housing	and	education	

will	help	to	enhance	wellbeing:	

	

Employment,	for	example,	will	promote	wellbeing	when	it	increases	

the	degrees	of	freedom	a	person	has	in	their	life	and	improves	their	

ability	to	control	the	things	which	matter	to	them.	If	someone’s	
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employment	interferes	with	their	ability	to	control	their	life,	

however,	through	perhaps	degrading	or	stressful	conditions,	then	

wellbeing	will	not	be	improved.	Similarly,	housing	will	enhance	

wellbeing	if	it	improves	a	person’s	ability	to	control	important	

aspects	of	their	life.	If,	however,	the	person	experiences	an	influx	of	

large	numbers	of	relatives	and	they	are	then	held	accountable	for	

damage	to	the	property,	wellbeing	might	move	in	the	opposite	

direction	from	what	is	desired	(Carey	2013,	p.	190).	

	

The	ability	to	increase	one’s	wellbeing	is	directly	connected	to	the	level	of	

control	people	have	over	lives	in	both	policy	and	practice.	Improved	

wellbeing	for	Anangu	children	is	directly	linked	to	their	connections	to	

cultural	knowledge	and	practice,	which	enables	them	to	develop	their	

identity	and	control	their	lives	as	Anangu	(Colquhoun	&	Dockery	2012).	

	

As	Mooney	noted:	

	

Acknowledgement	and	inclusion	of	your	language	and	culture	at	a	

school	is	going	to	make	you	feel	better	about	going	there:	and	getting	

to	show	and	use	at	school	the	knowledge	you	have	from	your	culture	

is	going	to	make	you	feel	better	about	yourself	(Mooney,	M	2017,	p.	

262).	

	

There	has	been	minimal	recognition	of	the	Anangu	style	of	learning	by	the	

Australian	public	education	system	even	though	it	is	an	essential	part	of	
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wellbeing	and	the	development	of	one’s	Anangu	identity.	The	Australian	

education	system	is	preparing	children	to	become	adults	in	a	capitalist	

society,	which	is	at	odds	with	the	role	that	the	Anangu	way	expects	children	

and	adults	to	participate	in	life,	with	its	emphasis	on	extended	family,	skills	

in	caring	for	country	and	knowledge	of	traditional	values,	relationships	and	

tjukurrpa.		

	

As	heard	through	the	stories	in	earlier	chapters,	Anangu	families	are	feeling	

powerless	in	their	children’s	education.	Anangu	children	don’t	have	a	sense	

of	the	future	as	either	Anangu	or	whitefella	(Burton	&	Osborne	2014).	The	

capacity	for	non-Anangu	school	staff	to	inspire	the	deeper	aspects	of	self,	

such	as	identity	formation,	imagination	and	aspiration	are	limited	by	their	

own	paradigms	and	experiences	for	understanding	these	concepts.		

	

Ultimately,	if	Anangu	young	people	are	going	to	see	their	way	

through	the	complex	challenges	of	social	turbulence,	cultural	chaos	

and	economic	marginalization,	they	need	to	look	ahead	and	see	the	

footprints	of	those	going	before	(Burton	&	Osborne	2014,	p.	40).	

	

Burton	and	Osborne	(2014,	p.	40)	described	the	experience	from	Anangu	in	

Ernabella	thus:		

	

The	whitefellas	talk	with	the	children,	but	they	can’t	understand.	And	

so,	they	break	it	into	their	own	terms	and	talk	about	work,	money	

and	other	things,	and	they	don’t	show	them	a	picture	of	themselves	
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and	neither	do	the	parents….	education	in	Anangu	schools	can	simply	

redistribute	disadvantage	if	we	deny	students	the	opportunity	for	

exploration	of	identity,	creativity	and	developing	the	skills	of	high	

order	thinking	(Burton	&	Osborne	2014,	p.	40).		

	

The	request	for	control	by	the	Anangu	is	clear	through	the	reiteration	of	the	

importance	of	Anangu	way	first.	As	mentioned	above,	the	Anangu	have	a	

high	regard	for	education	and	see	value	in	two-way	education.	Nonetheless,	

they	are	concerned	that	schooling	is	prioritised	at	the	expense	of	learning	

aspects	of	the	Anangu	way.		

	

The	disparity	between	the	wellbeing	of	Indigenous	and	non-

Indigenous	Australians	will	be	reduced	significantly	when	the	control	

that	is	exercised	by	non-Indigenous	Australians	is	experienced	by	the	

majority	of	Indigenous	Australians	(Carey	2013).	

	

Indigenous	wellbeing	will	not	be	improved	only	through	an	increase	in	

employment	rates	for	Indigenous	Australians,	a	reduction	in	overcrowded	

housing,	or	through	improved	school	attendance.	

	

Pressure	to	conform	

	

Musharbash	(2009)	used	the	analogy	of	the	purpose	of	a	house	to	

demonstrate	the	difference	in	thinking	between	the	lifestyle	of	Warlpiri	
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Aboriginal	people	living	in	Yuendumu	and	the	Western	lifestyle	and	the	

expectation	for	Yapa	(and	all	Aboriginal	people)	to	conform:		

	

To	view	the	Warlpiri	longing	for	houses	as	expressing	a	desire	to	live	

a	Western	lifestyle,	a	life	revolving	around	the	values	of	privacy,	

stability	and	future-orientation,	(values	that	conflict	with	Yapa	ways	

of	being	in	and	thinking	about	the	world),	would	be	to	interpret	these	

wishes	from	within	the	Western	series	of	building–	dwelling–	

thinking.	Instead,	we	need	to	remember	that	at	Yuendumu	houses	

are	physical	manifestations	of	the	intersection	of	two	opposing	series	

of	building–	dwelling–	thinking;	and	as	such	houses	symbolise	

contradictory	and	incongruent	expectations	and	desires….	Wishing	

for	a	house	expresses	a	desire	for	acceptance	by	the	large	and	

powerful	encompassing	society,	as	represented	in	the	first	instance	

by	the	state.	This	is	not,	I	believe,	a	wish	to	be	what	is	considered	

normal	(live	within	the	Western	series	of	building–	dwelling–	

thinking)	but	a	desire	to	be	considered	normal	(Musharbash	2009,	p.	

156).	

	

Like	the	Yapa,	the	Anangu	in	Papunya	are	continually	dealing	with	the	

tensions	between	two	different	ways	of	building-dwelling-thinking,	

constantly	absorbing	and	accommodating	the	contradictions	posed	by	the	

intersection	of	two	different	sets	of	thinking.	These	are	“contradictions	

inherent	in	being	fourth	world	people	in	a	first	world	nation	state”	

(Musharbash	2009,	p.	155).	Mobility,	immediacy	and	intimacy	are	
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cornerstones	of	Yapa	thinking	and	these	are	at	odds	with	the	values	

underpinning	Western	society	–	stability,	privacy	and	future-orientation	

(aka	deferred	gratification).	With	the	intersection	of	cultures	Western	

values	are	also	present	but	have	not	overtaken	those	ingrained	in	Yapa	

thinking	(Musharbash	2009).		

	

Another	seasoned	anthropologist’s	view	on	the	Pintupi	produced	similar	

observations	about	the	Pintupi	people’s	concept	of	time	and	space.	Myers	

similarly	commented	that	for	the	Pintupi	ngurra	does	not	simply	refer	to	an	

objective,	physical	space.	Place	names	“acquire	their	identity	through	the	

activities	of	mythological	personages	in	The	Dreaming”	(Myers	1986,	p.55).	

Ngurra	can	mean	camp	or	country;	the	world	is	socialised	by	the	Pintupi	and	

a	camp	can	be	made	almost	anywhere	within	a	few	minutes.	But	ngurra	can	

also	refer	to	an	enduring	named	place,	in	which	ngurra	is	translated	to	mean	

country.	It	is	not	the	location	or	physical	attributes	that	determine	a	ngurra,	

ngurra	always	relates	demarcated	places	to	activity	that	gives	them	

meaning.	One’s	ngurra	is	where	one	belongs	and	where	one	returns	(Myer	

1986).			

	

Musharbash	(2009)	used	Heidegger’s	building-dwelling-thinking	idea	

(Heidegger	1993	[1951])	to	reflect	the	idea	that	a	physical	building	doesn’t	

translate	to	changing	thinking.	The	state	expects	Aboriginal	people	to	

change	their	way	of	thinking	by	insisting	they	engage	in	school	and	work,	

plus	live	in	a	house.	The	existence	of	these	Western	value-laden	buildings	

does	not	change	the	Anangu	values.	As	discussed	in	chapter	seven	above,	the	
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Anangu	in	Papunya	make	personal	choices	to	travel	for	family	and/or	

cultural	commitments.	As	Nungarrayi-A	discussed,	if	there	is	a	funeral	the	

Anangu	attend	regardless	of	other	commitments.	School	and	work	

commitments	are	important	but	family	comes	first.	A	worldview	that	

incorporates	ideas	of	non-permanency	and	relates	space	to	activity	and	

people	is	vastly	different	from	the	values	underpinning	dominant	Australian	

society	–	stability,	privacy	and	future-orientation.		

	

The	complications	of	the	environment	-	outside	living	vs	closed	doors	

	

The	physical	environment	in	which	Western	institutions	operate	in	Papunya	

is	at	odds	with	the	Anangu	way	of	living.	Education	programs	such	as	FaFT	

are	being	targeted	at	families	with	children	aged	0-4	years	to	promote	

wellbeing	and	education.	Essentially,	however,	the	given	reason	for	these	

programs	is	to	prepare	children	for	school	(Wilson,	B	2014).	Whilst	FaFT	

aims	to	support	families,	in	essence	it	is	still	a	Western-based	early	

childhood	program.		

	

The	current	rhetoric	surrounding	the	development	of	mainstream	

children’s	services	restricts	us	from	privileging	children	as	a	unique	

social	group	and	childhood	as	an	important	time	in	life	(Fasoli	&	

Moss	2007,	p.	272).	
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The	programs	are	focused	on	the	Anangu	changing	their	values	to	adhere	to	

dominant	Australian	cultural	expectations	of	education	and	lifestyle,	

echoing	the	dominant	Australian	cultural	values	of	stability,	privacy	and	

future-orientation.	The	program	is	conducted	behind	closed	doors	within	

the	school	buildings,	and	is	focused	on	school	readiness.	It	has	minimal	

input	from	Anangu,	as	it	is	required	to	follow	national	early	childhood	

education	standards	and	does	not	match	the	social	setting	of	the	community.		

By	the	nature	of	the	community,	personal	life	is	often	on	display	in	public,	

reflective	of	values	focused	on	mobility,	immediacy	and	intimacy	

(Musharbash	2009).	Families	spend	much	of	their	day	outside	and	everyone	

is	linked	within	a	familial	relationship	of	some	kind,	making	it	community	

business	when	there	is	something	happening.	This	open	living	environment	

is	at	odds	with	the	closed	doors	within	which	Western	institutions	operate	

in	the	community.		

	

The	community	store,	whilst	being	a	hub	of	the	community,	rarely	has	

regular	local	staff	and	it	appears	as	a	fortress	on	the	outside,	even	when	it	is	

a	hub	of	activity	on	the	inside.	In	addition,	notwithstanding	that	the	council	

office	has	an	open-door	policy	during	office	hours,	none	of	these	

organisations	have	an	area	whereby	the	values	of	immediacy,	mobility	and	

intimacy	can	be	expressed	in	a	physical	way.	There	is	no	community	hall	

that	provides	a	space	that	has	an	open-door	policy	and	there	is	no	

equivalent	that	enables	families	to	engage	with	other	families	in	an	all-ages	

inclusive	way	that	reflects	how	families	operate	in	their	home	environment	

(cf.	Musharbash	2009).	Life	in	the	community	of	Papunya	does	not	mimic	
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life	in	suburban	Australia.	The	realities	of	how	daily	life	plays	out	-	with	a	

focus	on	mobility,	immediacy	and	intimacy	-	are	in	many	ways	quite	

opposite	to	the	values	of	privacy,	stability	and	future-orientation	focused	on	

deferred	gratification,	as	defined	by	Weber	as	core	to	the	Protestant	work	

ethic	(Weber	1930).		

	

Privileging	the	Anangu	way	as	part	of	education	–	giving	control	to	

Anangu	in	early	childhood	education	

	

Creating	an	open	environment	which	facilitates	control	over	education	for	

the	Anangu	families	is	important	to	realise	the	true	meaning	of	education.	

The	Australian	public	education	system,	with	a	focus	on	dominant	

Australian	cultural	values	and	early	education,	is	failing	Aboriginal	children	

in	the	NT.	

	

There	is	now	a	large	body	of	research	concerning	the	significance	of	

the	early	years	of	learning.	Children	who	fail	in	the	early	years	to	lay	

a	foundation	of	basic	skills	are	unlikely	ever	to	recover.	Indigenous	

students	in	remote	locations	in	the	NT	constitute	a	test	tube	

demonstration	of	that	body	of	research.	These	children,	who	have	

been	the	focus	of	improvement	efforts	for	a	decade	and	more,	are	still	

left	irretrievably	behind	almost	as	soon	as	they	start	school	(Wilson,	

B	2014,	p.	13).	
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The	public	education	system	is	failing	Aboriginal	children,	yet	the	rhetoric	

continues	that	the	answer	is	engagement	in	early	education.	Guenther	et	al.	

(2015,	p.	204)	found	that	in	remote	communities,	parental	involvement	and	

community	engagement	are	the	most	important	indicators	of	successful	

formal	education.	Education	is	valued	by	the	Anangu	in	Papunya.	Local	

communities	value	place-based	learning	with	local	control	(Disbray	2016;	

Fleetwood	2007).	This	view	is	reflected	in	Papunya	in	families’	wishes	to	

have	the	Anangu	way	recognised	as	a	priority.	Families	stated	the	

importance	of	children	growing	up	attending	school	and	learning	their	own	

language	as	well	as	English.	A	bilingual	education	program	that	adheres	to	a	

two-way	approach	to	education,	as	described	by	the	women	in	the	early	

chapters	of	this	thesis,	would	give	a	level	of	control	back	to	families.		

	

Two-way	learning	and	a	strengths-based	approach	

	

One	aspect	of	education	that	may	be	useful	in	the	pathway	towards	a	more	

equal	two-way	learning	system	is		a	mobile	playgroup	program	that	differs	

from	FaFT.	Playgroup	attendance	is	likely	to	have	an	impact	on	child	

development	through	several	pathways,	both	in	learning	and	psychosocial	

outcomes	(Williams	et	al.	2015).	Aboriginal	parents	attending	playgroup	

with	their	children	reported	increased	social	support,	improved	parenting	

skills	and	self-confidence,	increased	knowledge	of	relevant	community	

services,	and	a	greater	awareness	of	their	child’s	needs	(Commerford	&	

Robinson	2016;	Gregory	et	al.	2016).		
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Bringing	the	school	environment	out	into	the	community	in	Papunya	and	

allowing	the	community	to	engage	with	the	school	in	a	more	public	way,	

similarly	to	how	community	life	plays	out	on	a	daily	basis,	may	allow	a	more	

cohesive	relationship	to	develop	between	the	community	and	the	school.	

Creating	an	open	environment,	such	as	with	an	Anangu-directed	playgroup	

and	other	initiatives,	may	assist	in	improving	quality	as	it	enables	better	

involvement	from	families	(Fasoli	&	Moss	2007)	and	provides	an	

opportunity	for	families	to	build	on	the	strengths	that	they	have.	

	

A	focus	on	a	strengths-based	approach	is	useful	in	engaging	families	to	

determine	the	best	methods	of	formal	schooling	for	children:			

	

Programs	that	adopt	a	strengths-based	approach	emphasise	parental	

skill	and	proficiency,	rather	than	focusing	on	shortfalls.	In	so	doing,	

programs	with	this	approach	aim	to	further	enhance	parenting	

strengths	and	their	application	to	all	parenting/care-giving	contexts	

(Holzer	2006).	

	

A	strengths-based	approach	with	emphasis	on	maximising	families’	choices	

is	key	to	a	family-centred	(childcare)	practice.	Valuing	children’s	cultural	

knowledge	also	helps	“validate	their	identity	as	competent	and	engaged	

learners”	(Maher	&	Bellen	2015)	.	The	ability	for	non-Indigenous	teachers	to	

create	rapport	with	students	and	understand	their	cultural	upbringing	has	a	
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significant	impact	on	the	academic	results	of	students,	as	well	as	a	positive	

impact	on	student	wellbeing	(Krakouer	2015;	Perso	2012).	

	

Wellbeing	for	Anangu	children	

	

The	primary	feature	of	wellbeing	can	be	in	seen	in	terms	of	how	a	person	

can	function	(Sen	1985).	The	disparity	between	the	wellbeing	of	Indigenous	

and	non-Indigenous	Australians	will	be	reduced	significantly	when	the	

majority	of	Indigenous	Australians	can	access	the	same	element	of	control	

that	is	available	to	non-Indigenous	Australians.	This	includes	Aboriginal	

children’s	education.	This	does	not	mean	that	Indigenous	Australians	will	

necessarily	live	the	lives	that	are	preferred	by	non-Indigenous	Australians.	

Indigenous	Australian’s	wellbeing	will	be	influenced	by	the	ability	to	live	the	

life	directed	by	their	own	choices,	rather	than	the	design	of	the	government	

(Carey	2013).		

	

For	Anangu	families,	wellbeing	is	not	defined	by	control	through	

engagement	in	paid	employment;	instead	it	is	defined	by	control	in	one’s	life	

to	prioritise	family	and	Anangu	values	and	learning.	In	contemporary	

Papunya,	as	well	as	in	surrounding	communities,	the	Anangu	way	is	being	

challenged	both	by	the	expectations	of	living	‘whitefella	way’	and	the	loss	of	

skills	that	were	easily	passed	on	through	the	Anangu	way	in	the	recent	past.	

As	mentioned	by	Nakamarra-B,	the	options	to	discipline	and	teach	the	

Anangu	way	to	one’s	children	are	too	few.	The	Anangu	way	is	being	
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relegated	to	a	weekend	activity	only,	with	primary	emphasis	placed	on	work	

and	school	(by	Australian	dominant	culture	society/government	

expectations)	as	the	only	perceived	profitable	path	for	the	Anangu.		

As	participants	in	this	research	so	frequently	reiterated,	the	Anangu	way	

needs	to	be	first.		
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Conclusion	

	

This	thesis	has	contextualised	Anangu	children’s	learning	and	development	

in	Papunya	through	a	strengths-based	approach.	To	gain	an	understanding	

of	a	child’s	development,	the	child’s	growth	and	development	must	be	

considered	in	context,	considering	environmental	and	social	dimensions	as	

well	as	the	cultural	worldview	of	the	children’s	family	itself.	There	is	a	

normalisation	of	disrespect	that	underpins	the	everyday	racism	and	

colonialist	attitudes	that	is	the	lived	experience	of	Aboriginal	people	in	

Australian	society	Australia’s	perspective	of	Indigenous	children	is	informed	

by	opinion,	policy	and	practice	based	on	assumptions	informed	by	the	

understandings,	norms	and	values	embedded	in	the	dominant	Australian	

culture.		

	

Throughout	this	thesis	the	values	of	the	Anangu	way	have	been	discussed,	

providing	a	picture	of	how	children	are	growing	up	in	Papunya	beyond	the	

deficit	label	so	regularly	applied	to	Aboriginal	children.	The	concept	of	

‘normal’	child	development,	that	assumes	a	universal	child,	is	not	an	

appropriate	in	measuring	or	understanding	Anangu	child	development.	An	

emphasis	on	learning	skills	relevant	to	the	dominant	Australian	cultural	

context,	without	recognition	of	any	other	skills,	leaves	Anangu	children	and	

adults	confused	as	to	where	they	stand	in	the	world	and	who	they	are.		
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Understanding	child	development	in	context	for	children	in	Papunya	

	

The	Anangu	way	values	are	grounded	in	cultural	traditions	from	life	in	the	

bush,	from	many	generations	of	families	living	on	country,	living	with	the	

land.	These	values,	despite	pressure	from	the	dominant	Australian	cultural	

context	to	conform,	are	at	the	heart	of	Anangu	identity	and	form	the	

foundations	of	children’s	learning	within	the	Anangu	way	in	present-day	

Papunya.	Through	an	understanding	of	daily	life,	alongside	the	context	of	

Anangu	values,	lifestyle,	and	the	social	and	physical	environment	of	

Papunya,	a	more	holistic	picture	of	children’s	development	in	Papunya	is	

formed.		

	

Anangu	children	learn	through	life	and	are	expected	to	develop	certain	skills	

as	related	to	their	understanding	of	tjukurrpa	and	through	learning	aspects	

of	the	Anangu	way.	People	in	Papunya	are	committed	to	their	children	

learning	aspects	of	the	Anangu	way	but	they	face	challenges	in	making	that	

happen.	The	sense	of	belonging,	of	one’s	identity,	is	deeply	ingrained	into	

the	Anangu	way	and,	in	the	face	of	cultural	change,	it	is	the	Anangu	way	that	

must	be	prioritised.	A	two-way	approach	to	education	is	needed,	with	a	

greater	emphasis	on	the	Anangu	way,	rather	than	prioritisation	of	the	

Western	way.		
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Rethinking	education	

	

If	the	purpose	of	education	is	largely	about	preparing	people	for	work	and	

further	education,	as	reflected	in	dominant	Australian	cultural	values,	then	it	

is	only	achieving	limited	success	for	Anangu	children	and	families.	

Alternatively,	if	the	Australian	public	education	system	is	about	providing	

locally	relevant	choices	and	opportunities	for	engagement	in	a	range	of	

meaningful	livelihood	opportunities,	as	locally	determined	and	valued	by	

individuals	and	communities	themselves,	then	it	would	be	useful	to	

reconsider	the	application	of	the	current	curriculum,	national	standards	and	

testing	methods:	

	

There	is	something	of	a	disconnect	between	education,	training	and	

employment	opportunities	perhaps	there	needs	to	be	a	rethink	about	

the	purpose	of	education	in	remote	communities	(Guenther	2013).		

	

Formal	Western	schooling,	through	placing	expectations	on	Anangu	families	

to	adopt	dominant	Australian	cultural	values	in	bringing	up	their	children	

from	birth,	is	failing	Anangu	children	in	Papunya.	It	is	not	only	failing	them	

in	the	sense	of	poor	literacy	results,	or	because	of	the	deficit	label	given	to	

Anangu	children.	It	is	failing	them	because	it	does	not	value	the	individual	

child	and	respect	who	they	are	and,	as	well,	where	they	have	come	from	to	

be	at	school	each	day.	It	does	not	get	to	know	the	individual	child	and	it	does	

not	draw	on	their	strengths	or	align	with	the	Anangu	way	values.		
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Implications	for	policy	and	practice	

	 		 	

The	deficit	perspective	of	Anangu	children’s	development	persists	through	

poor	recognition	of	Anangu	children’s	real	skills	and	learning	outside	of	a	

Western	cultural	framework.	This	thesis	has	explored	and	defied	the	deficit	

view	of	Anangu	children’s	development	held	by	Australian	society	and	has	

proposed	an	alternative	perspective.	Anangu	children	are	not	growing	up	in	

deficit;	they	are	growing	up	within	a	different	set	of	values	and	learning	

different	skills	from	those	of	children	in	the	dominant	Australian	culture.	It	

is	only	once	Anangu	children’s	learning	is	understood	in	the	context	of	their	

own	environment	that	their	development	can	be	measured	accordingly,	

which	in	turn,	has	the	potential	to	improve	wellbeing	for	Anangu	children	

and	their	families..		
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Appendix:	Epilogue	

	

Throughout	this	thesis	I	regularly	reflected	on	my	how	parenting	habits,	my	

background	and	cultural	biases	influenced	my	perceptions	of	how	children	

were	growing	up	in	Papunya.	My	experiences	working	with	the	Anangu	and	

completing	this	PhD	have	driven	my	own	learning	in	this	space.	An	

‘education’	is	not	about	what	you	learn,	it	needs	to	be	about	development	of	

a	passion	for	learning	and	finding	out	what	drives	that	passion,	about	

diversity	and	recognition	of	a	range	of	learning	styles	and	experiences.	As	I	

sit	at	my	desk	in	the	final	stages	of	this	thesis	there	is	rain	coming.	The	light	

changes	as	the	cloud	comes	over.	The	change	in	colour	and	brightness	can	

be	felt	as	well	as	seen.	This	is	the	nature	of	central	Australia.	Rather	than	a	

feeling	of	a	dark	cloud	coming	over	when	anticipating	a	storm,	it	feels	

welcoming,	soft.	It	gives	a	break	to	the	sharp	rays	of	sunlight	and	an	

appreciation	of	the	change	in	light	and	colour.	I	hope	that	one	day	the	dark	

cloud	of	deficit	for	Aboriginal	children	can	be	lifted,	that	we	can	appreciate	

the	value	of	diversity	and	hues	of	different	aspects	of	each	of	our	cultures,	

valuing	each	other.	
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