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HISTORY OF YIRRKALA COMMUNITY SCHOOL

important aspects of the curriculum and the community's and our
lives and concerns being put under focus:
Focus One - Yo Io u Curriculum- Continuation of studies of Formal
Yo Io u Knowledee, This is a continuation of previous activities that
have been funded by the Schools Commission as part of the
research and study of Galtha Rom41 in this area. This is an
exploration of the connections between Non-Aboriginal
mathematical knowledge and Aboriginal systems of knowledge.
Focus Two - CurrjcuJum Development for Homeland Centre
Schools - This activity seeks to develop a form of curriculum and
staff development that we have labelled an Integrated "Workshop
driven Curriculum"42 It is envisaged that this activity would
enable exploration of appropriate curriculum forms through a
focus on strategies for the teaching of non-Aboriginal knowledge
by Yo I fJ u teachers.43. This will enable Yirrkala communities to
have access to ideas and knowledge that previously has remained
restricted through Balanda control of process and the related
trivialisation of content.
Focus Three - Developin� strate�ies to support Virrkala students
This activity seeks to
participation in Secondary Education.
utilise the learnings from our experience with workshops as a
means to explore ways that the content and processes that form
part of a formal High School Secondary Education program can be
supported for students from Yirrkala.

Thirdly, we must continue to assert our rights to control the
development of education at Yirrkala. An important part of this
will be continuing to demand that the important research that we
are engaged in should be recognised as having important
education significance. As part of this ongoing development work
our community is developing a detailed request for financial
support from the Australian Research Council to provide funding
to obtain the necessary resources. The story we have been part of
so far demonstrates that we are entitled to this level of
recognition.

41 See Draft Introduction to the 1989 Report on the Project "Towards a Garma
Curriculum in Yolngu Schools" prepared by the Yirrkala Community School Action
Group. pp1 -25. (Included in accompanying documentation.}
42See Watson, H., & White, L.,(1990) TOWARDS A "WORKSHOP DRIVEN"
CURRICULUM: INTEGRATION OF CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT AND STAFF
DEVELOPMENT : THE WAY FORWARD FOR YIRRKALA HOMELAND EDUCATION, Yirrkala
Community School, Yirrkala, N.T.
43See Ngurruwutthun et al (1990)
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The History of the Yirrkala Community School I:
Yo 11) u 2 thinking about education in the Laynha and
Yirrkala area3.

•

by Raymattja Marika-Munuf)giritj, Banbapuy Maymuru, Multhara
Munuf)gurr, Badaf)thun Munyarryun, Gandalal �urruwutthun, and
Yalmay YunupifJu4.
* Yirrkala Community School is sustammg and developing a
community based approach in delineating education programs
which meet the articulated needs of the communities in the area.
* Community centred and research orientated workshops are the
core feature of Yirrkala Community School's Program. Workshops
'drive' the curriculum and staff development program.
* The Yirrkala Community School's program and mode of delivery
of educational services provides a model for extension of such
education to other groups and communities.

*

The developments that have occurred at Yirrkala have happened
because the community through the operation of the School
Council gained control of the decision-making processes in the
School.
* This paper elaborates the history which lies under the present
situation we have at the Yirrkala Community School.

1 Paper presented at the AIATSIS 1990 Conference "Remote Aboriginal Community
Futures", Townsville, Old., 14th July, 1990.
2 "Vol1Ju" is a term we, the people in the Laynha Region of the N.T., call ourselves in
our local languages.
3 See attached map for geographical location of communities this paper mentions.
4 The writers of this paper represent the Yirrkala Community School Action Group.
The writers are all involved in education at Yirrkala. Raymattja is currently
undertaking studies in the Melbourne University Graduate Diploma of Adult Education
and Training course. Banbapuy, Multhara, Badal)thun, Gandalal and Valmay are
students in the Stage Three program of the Batchelor College Associate Diploma of
Teaching ( Aboriginal Schools).
Ac�nowledgement is given to the assistance given in the preparation of this paper by:
Juh Cathcart, Ray Hayes, Kathy McMahon, Leon White, Mandawuy Vunupil)U and
Helen Watson.
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Part 1 - Yo I rJ u Gain Control of Education at Yirrkala.
Very good reasons exist for why the Action Group wants this story
to be told and published. One of the main reasons that this history
of the recent developments of education at Yirrkala must be
publicised is so that this story is shared with other communities
about the way that Yirrkala Community School has come under
Yo I rJ u control. This paper will tell of the development of the Action
Group, that was the main vehicle that steered the recent
developments in curriculum and education at Yirrkala, and some of
the issues and concerns that have been faced in the process. This is
a story of increased awareness of the importance of Yo I rJ u views of
history and of the problems that occur through the acceptance of a
Balanda 5 view of history when discussing the development of
education at Yirrkala.
The recent history of education at Yirrkala (ie last forty years of
education in the region) is really the story of the interaction of two
views of what history is. The Balanda view of history and the Yo I rJ u
view of history. Both Balanda and Yo I rJ u have been making the
future according to the ways that they understand the past. For
most of those forty years Balanda and Yo I rJ u have held to quite
different ways of understanding both the past and the future. It is
only recently that this has become starkly obvious. It only became
obvious when Yo I rJ u gained control of the school administration.
The view of history that we have is really the view that we have of
the future. It is also the ways we understand how we are making
the future now, and the ways we understand our history and how it
made what we are now.
When the Action Group first started in 1984, as we were still
struggling to be recognised as decision makers within the school, the
principal had all the power to make all the decisions. The Action
Group was made up of all of the Yo I rJ u staff in the school. It didn't
matter what position you had, whether you were the gardener or
the cleaner or a teacher. In 1984 the School operated in an
unsatisfactory way with no Yo I rJ u or Balanda staff able to over-ride
the non-Aboriginal Principal's decisions. Some Yo I rJ u were even
asked to report back to the Principal on matters discussed by the
Action Group. In fact the Principal .�anted to know everything. We

5 Balancia" is the word Yoll)U use to refer to non-Aboriginal Australians. It derives
from the word "Hollander" which we Yo 1 rJ u borrowed from our Macassan trading
partners probably early last century.
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encouraged each other to have our say. Changes slowly happened 6
and from a small locally recognised group, we have come to be
recognised by the N.T. Education Department as a strong decision
making body.

•

The Yirrkala Community School Council started to operate at about
this time in 1984. This was the first time that decisions about the
school were made by Yo I rJ u at Yirrkala together with
representatives of all of the clans living in Homeland centres in our
Laynha Region. The School Council was made up of our community
leaders, our mala7 leaders, our Dilaks. They and the community
were pushing us to work to improve education as much as we
possibly could. They didn't want to see us continue for ever
working under or for balanda but to see us achieve our yo I rJ u goals
of:
• Self-Determination, • Self-Reliance, • Self-Sufficiency.
They saw that it is important for ya I rJ u in our community to see us
run our own affairs, by seeing our Yo I rJ u Schools become
ABORIGINALIZED. They believed that us Yo I rJ u can identify our
own capabilities and responsibilities in doing this and runnmg our
own affairs.
Dramatic changes have occurred since 1984. In 1986 an Interim
School Council was formally established with the N.T. Minister's
agreement. The Yirrkala Community School is known as "The
Nambara Council". The N.T. Minister for Education gazetted formal
acceptance of the Nambarra Council Constitution on 14th August,
1988 in the Northern Territory Government Gazette. The
Nambara Council is made up of representatives of all Homeland
Centre and Clan groups in the Laynha Region. This Council is
responsible for making all educational decisions for the Yirrkala
Community School which includes the Homeland Centre Schools in
the Laynha Region.
There was a great strug.gle to not only get Yo If) u control of the
processes and activities within the school, but also over ownership
of the 'school' and its relationship with many areas of the
Education Department. And we are still struggling to keep this
control. (e.g. the staffing section of the Department on selection of
6 This process of change and gaining control is documented in
Wearne, G. (1986) Towards 'Bothways' Schooling; An Exploration of the Role of Non
Aboriginal Educato rs in Aboriginal Schools in the Context of Self Determination and
Management, Unpublished research paper.
7 "Mala"' is a term we use to describe a group of YolrJu, a clan group is a mala'.
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new staff and senior staff.) Despite support at the highest levels
of the Department there has always appeared to be others who
don't seem to want to support this School's plans for development.
The main struggle has been conducted by the Action Group, with
support from community leaders. The Action Group from its
earliest days made a commitment not "just to talk" but that it was
there to "act" that's why they named it the Yirrkala Community
School Action Group. The Action Group is made up of all of the
Yo 11) u members of the school staff, this includes administrative,
clerical, ancillary, linguistic and teaching staff.
As the work of the Action Group got going the hierarchical
structure of the school had to start changing. The Action Group
identified problem areas and looked for ways to start exerting
control. As a sub-committee of the School Council the Action
Group was the mechanism through which the School Council
achieved control over evervdav matters: the power, opportunities
and ability to control our school because we are now able to make
all decisions, plan, evaluate, raise important issues and make
recommendations for our school - the way we want it to be.
Together we have been struggling for our ultimate goal of
improving the education for the Yo I fJ u students of the schools and
communities in the Laynha Region.
However, we still have to ensure that we continue to improve the
way that we work. We must also show that we are responsible to
our community and develop closer links with our communities
and the families of the students in the schools of our region. An
example of a way that we do this is that at the end of every
workshop, or other appropriate times, we hold a session which is
open to all interested members of the community for the students
to demonstrate their learning. As some of us wrote in 1988:
Our community also sees it as important that it is only yolngu
leaders who are in charge of everything in our community.
By
making sure that we report to our community leaders what we
are doing, especially ... we show them that we are working under
their control. 8

8 Yalmay Yunupingu, Wurrthalminy Maymuru, Badangdhun Munyarryun, Dhumudal
Bromot, Stage 2 RATE contributions to the Development of Education at Yirrkala,
presented at UNESCO Conference, Batchelor College, August 1988.
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Part 2 - The Ba1anda view of History

•

In the past, Balanda that Ya 1 rJ u at Yirrkala have known, have
viewed history as progress along one track. For us Ya I rJ u this has
meant in practice that it is the track that Balanda in positions of
power have told people to travel down and used every means at
their disposal to try to force them to do so. Balanda came to this
land thinking that they leave history behind them. That history
recedes and disappears over the horizon of memory, and leaves
them to make the future in whatever way they like. Balanda who
came to Yirrkala thought that they did not have to pay any
attention to Ya 1 rJ u background and ideas about history, and Ya 1 rJ u
ideas of their future. The Balanda controlled education at Yirrkala
and therefore played an important part in setting its goals in
practice - implementation of the policy of assimilation. This can
be seen in the following extracts from some Balanda writing about
Yirrkala and about education at Yirrkala:
In 1 9 35 Reverend's Webb and Chaseling selected the site for the
mission station they named Yirrkala, they certainly chose a most
beautiful spot.
With the establishment of the mission, people
from throughout North East Arnhem Land came to Yirrkala,
returning frequently to their own traditional lands 9 .
There was continuous talk of the possibility of mining the
deposits, by the late 1960's, Yolngu people began to appreciate the
threat to their ownership of their traditional lands, and began to
move back to demonstrate their possession of the land. The
historic 1 9 70 Land Claim established the rights of the various
Yolngu clans around Yirrkala to their traditional lands 10.
Synod was the annual business and planning meeting of the
m1ss10n. In the early years it was held each November at a
different mission station. This gave everyone a chance of seeing
each other every few years. Missionaries who lived lonely lives
thoroughly enjoyed this great time of fellowship.
Problems of
the past were discussed and plans for the future were made. The
first was held at Yirrkala in 19 36.1 1
In the Yirrkala area bauxite was discovered and it turned out to
be the richest deposit of the metal in Australia. In 1 9 6 9 Nabalco
started mining, this changed the whole life of the Yirrkala
people. 12
9 Thornell, H., (1986) A Bridge over Time, St Edmundsberry Press, Suffolk,
England.
10 Shepherdson, E., (1981) Half a Century in Arnhemland•. Pan Print, Torrens
Park, S.A.

11ibid
12ibid
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The whole purpose of teaching the Aborigines agriculture and
other white man's skills was to prepare them for the transition
from their ancient primitive and traditional way of life into the
European style of living I 3.
The missions recognised that, if the Aborigines were to survive
as a people, they must make that transition, no matter how
difficult it would be. The time had come when they could no
longer simply follow the old ways.
All kinds of farming were foreign to them, and that produced
another problem, another facet of the white man's way that was
difficult for them to understand or accept. I 4
In the early days of the m1ss10n there was no school building,
and classes were held under the trees if the weather was fine or
under the missions house when it was raining. Teachers were
usually the wives of missionaries, and the missionaries provided
the only education available 15.

The Yirrkala School of these earlier times worked in a way that
denied the existence of a Yo I rJ u education process in the
community. Mandawuy Yunupingu, in a recent article, describes
this in this way:
Before the Balanda arrived:
we had only Yo I l)U education.
taught by elders.
old men had power to teach . .. from the sacred language
they knew.
After the Balanda arrived:
power in education taken away from Yo I I) u.
the missionaries built schools and the English
language was introduced.
the missionaries didn't realise that when they
stopped us speaking Yo I I) u language in the school,
they were stopping our way of thinking.
school was a Balanda idea and we had to use
English for everything ...
the school curriculum was completely Balanda ... maybe
this had the effect of rubbishing Yo I I) u language and
ideas. The Yo I I) u way was irrelevant to the school. This
helped the Balanda maintain power. I 6

13ibid
14ibid
15 Thornell, H., (1986) p 167
16 Yunupingu, M. (1989) Lanouaoe and Power: The YoJou rise to Power at Yirrkala
School, Ngoonjook, Batchelor Journal of Aboriginal Education, September.
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•

As Mandawuy has pointed out the curriculum taught in the
classrooms was all in English. This happened until the Bilingual
program was introduced in 1974. Yirrkala Community School is
now a fully accredited Bilingual school. In 1973 the community
and mala leaders decided that Yirrkala should have a Bilingual
progam to maintain and not lose our language. But that was not
the only reason. There are other reasons e.g. using our first
language in the classroom as our first language is more effective to
help the children learn than using our second language, English.
The Bilingual program caused some good changes because it
started people talking in the school and in the community about
the two cultures as well as the two languages.
However, despite Yo If) u staff being involved in some little ways,
Balanda used to make all the important decisions and have all the
important discussions about the way how curriculum should be
taught in the school. Balanda used to make the plans and do
timetables, weekly plans or monthly plans without a proper form
of consultation with the Yo 11) u teachers or community and parents.
It was all done according to Balanda ideas and showed their
aspects of how to run a Western Curriculum. At this time, there
were Yo If) u staff employed, as Teaching Assistants, but their role
was working in the classrooms but under the influence and
direction of Balanda teachers. It was expected for the Yo 11) u
teachers to teach the curriculum in the classroom without an
awareness that Yo 11) u had their own fervent aspirations about
curriculum for their communities' children's education. The Yo 11) u
teachers working in the classroom were being used as "offsiders"
just to help Balanda teachers in organising Yo 11) u curriculum.
During that time there was not enough negotiation between Yo I f) u
and Balanda teachers to make decisions about how to make plans
for what should be taught. Yo If) u always found problems in
communication with Balanda. Mandawuy Yunupingu highlighted
these and other aspects . of this period:
- The Vo 1 Q u teachers started doing proper teaching.
- some Vo 1 Q u content introduced - crafts, hunting, dancing, etc.
- now the Vo 1 Q u had some power inside the classroom
But outside the classroom, the curriculum, the staff meetings and
all school decisions were still under the control of Balanda.
Why? Because the Balanda still set the agenda for meetings, and
the meetings were held in English. The Vo 1 Q u were often too shy
or too frightened to say what they really felt.
So - it was still really a balanda school 1 7.

1 ?j bid
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Part 3 - Yo Io u Understandings of History
The past, present and future of Vo I rJ u Community life at Yirrkala is
not a linear story. There is an aspect of our life that reflects bala
lili; ebb and flow; reciprocity, give and receive. This c a n
be seen in the ways that Vo I rJ u thinking about education has
flowed in the period from 1974. Basically our view of history is
not a movement away from the present towards a distant future.
History stavs in the place where it has been made. It stays and
becomes the foundation of the present and the future. The way
that there is this movement to and fro without losing sight of
longterm goals can be seen in the way that thinking and action to
develop Homeland Centre education has· gone. The main
Homeland movement around Yirrkala took place between 197273 although there had been Homeland communities like Gurrmuru
and Garrthalala in regular use from before the Second World War.
The Dilaks' knowledge guided the development of the Homelands
because our Dilaks didn't like living in the settlement at Yirrkala
as it was. They saw the effect it was having on Vo I rJ u culture.
They saw that living at Yirrkala was a distorting and socially
damaging process 18 , that's why our Dilaks had the motives to
move out and to move back to their land, their foundation. Even
though we moved out to our own tribal land in our own
Homelands, we didn't move back to a nomadic lifestyle but we
took with us our new knowledge of settlement systems, needs for
services and facilities.
After settling in our own homelands, with support from the
Federal Department of Aboriginal Affairs ( D.A.A.) funding, we
managed to build sheds out of corrugated iron and some out of
bark, using bush materials. Our next concern was to ask for
support to do something about our childrens' education to start off
schools in our own communities. In June, 1974 a request was
looked into by Aboriginal and non Aboriginal school staff from the
Yirrkala School, plus Dr. Maria BrandJ19 with D a ym b a Ii p u
Munur:igurr and Wali Wunur:imurra. Our communities requests
eventually were met and accepted with an indication of support
from the Education Department through advice and services when
requested. During the research conducted by Maria, Daymbalipu
18 See Downing, J., (1988) Country of my Spirit- Ngurra Walytja, A.N.U. Press,
Canberra, ACT. page 97 for discussion about this.
19 Brandl,M.M., (197 4) Report on Homeland Centres Education: 'Visits to
outstations in the Yirrkala area 4-22 June, 1974', N.T. Department of Education,
Darwin, N.T.

9

HISTORY OF YIRRKALA COMMUNITY SCHOOL

and Wali about Homeland Centre Education, the Dilaks put out_
rules that the teachers-to-be would be expected to carry out and
abide by. As well, the Dilak through their questions and answers
provided a picture of the style of education that they wanted.
The Dilak, when discussing the nature of their aspirations for
education, stated "First of all, we want Aboriginal teachers... " and
that they did not want "education to go over or against the ideas
or desires of the Aboriginal people." These discussions led to the
creation of several advisory teacher positions to assist Homeland
Centre communities establish their schools. These teachers,
referred to as 'visiting teachers', were seen by both the respective
Yo I I) u communities and the N.T. Department of Education primarily
as 'teacher trainers'. The provision of teacher education was seen
by the leaders to be crucial as a means of improving the education
that children in Homeland Centre communities received. Through
the groundwork of the Dilak at Yirrkala, the Aboriginal Teacher
Education Centre, at Batchelor, established an Onsite Teacher
Education program at Yirrkala in 1976. The Yirrkala Onsite
program established some important principles
•that accredited teacher education should be provided
and made available to Homeland Centre teachers ;
•that this training should be provided through use of the
facilities of the central community school ;
•that the development and progress of this program was
a community concern and therefore community decision
makers required regular opportunities to have input;
• that the implementation of this program relied on a 11
non-Aboriginal staff in the central school accepting some
responsibility in assisting in the delivery of this
pro gram 20 as "teacher trainers".
• that the Homeland Communities wanted to be in control
of all aspects of the operation of the Homeland schools
20 See Northern Territory Department of Education- Education Statement Number
Six: Aboriginal Education , Darwin, N.T. (1983) In particular, attention is drawn to
reference to dual role of Non-Aboriginal staff in Aboriginal schools. In a paper to
First Australian UNESCO Workshop Spring, G.,(1987) Rural and Remote Schooling
in Australia: The Challenge facing Teacher Educators, explains N.T. Dept. of Ed.
agreement to Visiting Teachers undertaking RATE tutors' role, an agreement that has
allowed for the commencement of a very innovatory approach to Homeland Centre
Teacher Education in North East Arnhem.
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including the selection process for the appointment of all
Visiting Teachers
The following extracts2 l from the notes on the discussions as
translated by W a Ii Wu nu� mu r r a provide a glimpse of the deep
thought and inspired thinking that was guiding the community
development plans of the Dilak at that time.
•The school will include education for adults to learn a little
English. Adult people also need some school. Adult education will
include Aboriginal Culture and ideas. There is very little
education now here like this.
•The language or languages wanted to use in the school are' both
languages, English and Yolngu Matha. We want to communicate
in both Balanda and Yolngu. All matters concerning school
matters will be run only by local people, but we will appreciate
the ideas and help of Europeans when we ask them. All
responsibility will lie with parents.
•The old people want this, but over here (at Yirrkala) there is a
lot of outside influence which destroys the ideas of Aboriginal
people. The Dilaks ideas and rules about this is ongoing so as to
see a better place to live in for local people.
•We would like to have the support from Europe:m teachers
supporting Yolngu homeland teachers.
•The European teacher is the one the Yolngu homeland teacher
will tum to if they run into trouble or difficulty.
•If the European teacher is prepared to help the homeland
teacher as well as the children the people will make them feel
welcome and build up good relationships.
•Everything will depend on his/her ideas on teaching and their
experiences in teaching Aborigines and their qualifications.
•The European should listen to local Yolngu people. He/she
should be careful how they approach people and how they teach
them, any mistakes will make it difficult for European teachers
in the future.

The flow of these ideas guided the development of all the
Homeland schools. They all started at different dates as their
communities were ready. but in the same way - under a bark hut
or shed, under a paperbark shade or under a shady tree, - real
open air teaching. As communities got their schools running, the
flow from the leaders steadied as they waited for the next time
direction was needed - like the next tide. This direction came
with the establishment of the Yirrkala Community School Council
21 Brandl,M.M., (1974)
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the Nambara Council, and as has been mentioned earlier this has
provided a new direction to education in this area.
Some of Raymattja's recent writing develops a picture of the way
that interactions in Ya If) u education should work:
There is always a dynamic interaction of knowledge traditions.
Fresh water from the land, bubbling up in fresh water
springs to make waterholes, and salt water from the sea are
interacting with each other with the energy of the tide and
the energy of the bubbling spring. When the tide is high the
water rises to its full. When the tide goes out the water
reduces its capacity. In the same way Mil!]urr ebbs and flows.
In this way the Dhuwa and Yirritja sides of Yolngu life work
together. And in this way Balanda and Yolngu traditions can
work together. There must be balance, if not either one will be
stronger and will harm the other. The Ga am a Theory is
Yirritja, the t1 i I fJ u rr Theory is Dhuwa. 2 2
One of the most important elements in setting the context for this
balanced interaction is the Action Group control of all aspects of
the Yirrkala Community School. If it hadn't been that the Action
Group and the School Council gained control of the school, we
would not even have what we have today. In working to develop
our plans for action we identified some specific ways that the
educational work we do should develop. We knew that we had to
do this so that we can cater more adequately for the needs of our
Ya If) u students through curriculum development in our
community. We realised that we had to have programs of study
for our communities' children that actively respected our Ya I rJ u
heritage, we wanted our School's programs based in our
community and centred around research that our community saw
as important for the future generations to grow up as
knowledgeable Yolr]U. We knew from our own research that this
way of working would create a place of learning where negotiation
is accepted as a legitimate basis for participation in the learning
program 23 . The next part of our paper will show the way that we
have come to understand many of these things. The next part of
22 Mununggiritj, R., (1990) Workshops as T eaching Learning Environments, Paper
presented to Yirrkala Action Group, Yirrkala Community School, N.T. March.
23 The importance of this framework is explained in Report on Yirrkala Practicum:
Evaluation of Yirrkala School Community Education Centre and Primary Workshops,
by Yirrkala participants, Stage Three Teacher Education students, Batchelor College,
Batchelor, March, 1990. p.17. Related ideas are discussed in White, L. (1988)
Community-based Teacher Education, Paper presented to the Second Australian
UNESCO Workshop on Training Primary Education Personnel Working in Difficult
Educational Contexts. Report on proceedings in press, and McTaggart, R. (1988)
Pedagogical Principles for Aboriginal Teacher Education, Ngoonjook: Batchelor
College Journal of Aboriginal Education, Batchelor College, N.T.

I2
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our paper also will serve to give an understanding of the
directions our future work will have to go.
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Part 4 - Ya I au
Jong-term view
their view of

working to help Balanda develop a more
of historv; Balanda beginning to change
history

Recently the Balanda who Yo I r:JU have chosen to work with, have
learned to work with the Ya I r:J u view of history. When Y a I r:J u
gained political power in the school they were in a position to get
Balanda to listen, learn and act.
Because Balanda have started to understand and accept something
of the Yo I r:J u view of history, so too they have been able to
understand something of the Yo I r:J u view of the present and the
future, and put their efforts behind Ya I r:J u making their future in
their way. Balanda have begun to see that history stays in the
place that it is made.
The history of the Action Group, that was detailed m Part 1 of this
paper, also shows Balanda learning to work within our Yo I r:J u
understandings. The operation of the community based and
centred teacher education programs at Yirrkala have been
important parts of the story of the recent development of
education at Yirrkala.
Teacher Education Based and Centred at Yirrkala:
Community-based Teacher Education at Yirrkala has been the
aspiration of the Dilak for a long time now. They made clear their
views on the need for all 'training' to be based in the Yirrkala
community in the early 1970's. These requests included
representations to the Uniting Church in Australia Commission 24 in
1973; statements made to Brandl as part of the research into the
development of Homeland Centre education in 1974 25; and views
expressed in1975 to Somerlad and Duke 26 during their research
and preparation of their report on the TAFE needs of N.T.
Aborigines.
Community centred Teacher Education is important to us because
it is the only way we know will ensure that teacher education
programs actively include Aboriginal community members and
op1mon. Being able to work in your home community means that
some potential students are not excluded from the course or
24 "Free to Decide" (1974) Report of the Commission of Enquiry, Arnhem Land, for
the United Church in North Australia, ARDS, Uniting Church, Darwin, N.T.
25 Brandl, M.M., (1974)
26 Duke, C. and Sommerlad, E., (1976) Design for Diversity, Education Research
Unit, Research School of Social Sciences, ANU.
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program because of geographical remoteness by locating all of the
program at a Tertiary Institution like Batchelor College, in the N.T.
· Working in a community based and centred way means that the
program can be responsive to the individuals' and their
communities' needs. The program then can recognize the impact
that non-educational factors have on achievement in the courses.
In addition to the educational arguments which support
community-based study there are other important questions
about the tremendous social and human cost of study in
institutions located away from the student's community. Yirrkala
community leaders have clearly stated that the maintenance of
the wholeness of each individual's wellbeing is of great
importance. Study away from the cultural and other support
systems of our community and family threatens this wholeness
and wellbeing.
Community centred Teacher Education gives the program the
opportunity to actively respect the local Vo I I) u culture and
contemporary perspectives. This is important for us as we realise
that new understandings and knowledge come from the
knowledge of our Vo I 1] u people's struggles for social and
educational justice around Australia. These struggles are going on
today as they have in the past and they all provide us with
knowledge to confront the struggles ahead if we are to achieve the
goals our Dilak have set for us. This process will mean that the
program will promote action by all its participants in acceptance
and support for our Dilaks' aims of our community for self
determination. These things will all be able to occur in a
productive environment that recognises that negotiation forms the
starting point for involvement in our formal Vo 11) u education
processes. Institutions, at school or tertiary level, that claim to
actively respect our heritage would accept such forms of
negotiation as rightfully placed in their curriculum. Stephen
Kemmis 27 explains:
Because ... Aboriginal teachers and commumties have central
roles in deciding what should be taught and learned, and over
how it should be taught and learned, it requires continuous
negotiation and renegotiation (and the possibility of conflict)
between Aboriginal people within communities, and the broader
context of the administration of Aboriginal education, between
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people.
Thus Aboriginal
... teacher education must be accredited and controlled under the

s.

27 Kemmis,
(1988) A Study of the Batchelor College Remote Area Teacher
n
Educatio Program 1976-1988, Deakin Institute for Studies in Education, Deakin
University, August.
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