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My 10 year old daughter, Claire, called me to her room, asked me to sit and then began to 
read the lines that had captivated her in Anita Heiss’s “WHO AM I ? The Diary of Mary 
Talence, Sydney, 1937”.  
 
 An Aboriginal child had asked her teacher how Captain Cook could ‘discover Australia’ 
when her people already were here? Stories like this leap from the page into our lives.  
 
Father and daughter shared a conversation about how school becomes an alien place 
when stories make no sense to a student, when the history taught has a time-line that the 
child knows is a lie, when the books ignore colour, context, culture and even sense of 
place as Aboriginal people know it.  
 
For many Indigenous children, in cities, in rural areas and remote communities, their 
view of the school has not changed a great deal since the era of The Stolen Generation in 
which the fictional Mary lives. School to some is a “Gubba” place, an institution from 
which their grandmothers were taken away. School might as well be behind a high 
barbed wire fence. It is not part of their community. 
 
This separation is not confined to schools of course and it is not the fault of  hard-
working principals and schoolteachers who often give their all trying to share a love of 
learning. 
 
 Within the Land that is theirs 460,000 Indigenous Australians still live with a constant 
awareness of their “blackness”, of how skin and culture sets them apart. Many Gubbas, 
the white ghosts who floated into their lives, still treat them with disdain. The issue of 
race is always there, even when they live among whites and have children together.  
 
Indigenous people spend much of their lives contending with institutionalised racism that 
reduces their opportunities, ignores their rights and erases their point of view. Is it really 
a surprise then that many Indigenous children have education levels so low that they will 
be trapped in a lifetime of disadvantage? 
 
In the remote communities I work with in the Northern Territory, among the Jawoyn 
people scattered in small settlements of 300 to 400 east of Katherine, illiteracy is around 
93%. Impoverishment, decades of neglect, a worsening health crisis and inadequate 
investment by our nation in their health and education has made this part of Arnhem 
Land a zone of distress.  
 
Many of the children will never hear a teacher standing at the blackboard because from 
infancy middle ear infections have gone untreated and now have led to serious hearing 
impediment. The malnutrition and poor health of their young mothers creates 
dangerously low birth weight babies whose kidneys are programmed for early onset 
diabetes, end state renal failure, hypertension, strokes and heart disease that combine to 
form ‘Syndrome X’. This cluster of chronic illnesses, the new Black Death, is scything 
through a generation of Aboriginal people. Their elders, some of whom were literate and 
capable of passing on their knowledge, are dying 20 to 25 years before the rest of 
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Australians. The medium age at death for Aborigines is 56 and out in Jawoyn country it 
is much lower. I am usually the oldest man walking those streets. 
 
When my family travels to remote Aboriginal communities both Claire and my son Will 
notice just how many of the essential building blocks for children are missing. In some 
places where 300 or more people are living there is still no school. Children may be 
bused for hundreds of kilometres each day to another community until the bus breaks 
down and then schooling is over, sometimes for years on end. In most rural areas 
Indigenous schools have high truancy rates, often because kids are living amidst terrible 
social stresses.  In remote communities hungry kids wander out of the classroom to 
scrounge for a bit of damper to eat.  
 
Some teachers have enough cross-cultural training and hard years of experience to be 
able to understand how life looks through the eyes of these children. Other teachers throw 
up their hands, resign themselves to a ‘class of underachievers’ or pack up and go home 
exasperated. In such places of depressing failure the school and the book are still 
‘foreign’.  
 
In a bookless community it is hard for children to imagine that school may be the door to 
a whole world of discovery and that the book can be the key. Try to remember how you 
found your way to books and it is clear how difficult such a path can be for Indigenous 
children.  
 
 “This is why these little kids find it hard to read,” Will, aged 8, once remarked. “ They 
don’t get books like we do. They don’t have bookshops and they don’t have libraries.” 
 
Most Indigenous infants in the Northern Territory would not see a picture book with 
those first powerful connections between image and sound. While their brains are being 
wired for language and capable of great leaps in learning very few get to a pre-school to 
prepare them for the classroom experience ahead. They live in communities that hardly 
ever have a public library. Too many homes are bookless too.  In the remote settlements 
most will be lucky to find anything to read at all, not a children’s book, not a newspaper 
cartoon, a magazine, or even a comic. 
 
This partly explains why every Australian literacy study confirms that by Year 3 many 
Indigenous children have fallen far behind the national literacy and numeracy standards. 
The strugglers continue to deteriorate and may leave school three to four year levels 
below other students. How will they make their way through the world with the English 
literacy level of a six-year-old? If they can’t read or write properly how will they ever 
obtain a good job? You need to read to get a driver’s licence, to move with freedom in 
the wider world. Almost certainly non-readers will become dependent on others for 
simple but very important functions like understanding the dosage on a medicine bottle or 
reading about the diseases of poverty threatening their children. This is why the Jawoyn 
parents are worried about the future and why they ask us to walk with them, to listen to 
them and, if you can, to lend a hand. 
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Claire and Will, without prompting from their parents, set about gathering new books and 
learning toys for the tin shed that became the first pre-school in Wugularr, one of the 
Jawoyn communities. An Indigenous teacher, Lorraine Bennet got the little ones started. 
With the help of the Fred Hollows Foundation other Jawoyn mothers organised breakfast 
and hot lunches for the infants and for older children at the Wugularr school. Attendance 
has improved. 
 
The Wugularr school is lucky to have a Principal, Mike Puccetti, who understands that 
English is a second or third language for most of the Jawoyn children and so he has 
taught himself Kriol. Language is always fluid but after fifty thousand years or more of 
language growth suddenly there has been a very rapid loss of  Indigenous dialects. Most 
are in transition to new forms of Aboriginal English. 
 
With “Scaffolding”, the Accelerated Literacy Program developed by Brian Gray and 
Wendy Cowey at the University of Canberra and other initiatives, NT teachers are being 
trained to help Indigenous children switch between Aboriginal and Standard Australian 
English. This approach works well in many Kimberley schools which have also utilised 
‘Literacy Backpacks’, an idea I saw introduced in Native American communities more 
than twenty years ago. It is a clever way of involving everyone in the community. 
Children, parents and teachers gather at school and fill the backpacks with comics, 
magazines, newspapers and books, sometimes videos and music tapes are added, and 
there is always a theme of genuine interest to all age groups in the family. 
 
The Jawoyn communities understand that many of their children are struggling and they 
have worked hard to improve education on many fronts. Introducing high-school aged 
youths to some part-time, paid work at the community store has proven very useful 
support for literacy and numeracy. This practical education was planned by Olga Havnen 
of the Fred Hollows Foundation and provided by Barry Orr, a Woolworths manager.  It’s 
been so successful that the training scheme may soon be expanded, after the 
announcement of some federal funding and the willingness of Roger Corbett, the 
Woolworth’s boss, to lead a food industry initiative to train store committees in up to 
fifty of the 300 or so neediest remote communities. 
 
At the grassroots level, Aboriginal people say that they want literacy and numeracy in 
practical ways that enable them to negotiate through the maze of modern life.  This is the 
aim of the ‘Literacy for Life’ programme, developed by the Jawoyn Association and the 
Fred Hollows Foundation. It stresses community empowerment calling on the adults who 
can read to help tutors make a start with the youngest pre-school children. Support is 
needed for every age group. Children who make early progress are likely to go on to 
more years at school. Adults ask for workshops on essential life-skills. 
 
 Even when literacy is not adequate education is possible with some highly original visual 
methods, like The Money Story. Developed by Hugh Lovesy, this uses charts and 
drawings to explain concepts like profit and loss in the community businesses. Aboriginal 
people look for ways of learning in their own place. This is the key to education as they 
see it. So obviously funding for various adult educational projects is as important as 
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coordinators for child care in these remote communities. But first we have to address 
some fundamental inequities, including bookless homes. 
 
Alan Duff, the Maori who wrote “Once were Warriors”, began the Books in Homes 
programme a decade ago because he recognized that each child must ‘own the book’.  
Indigenous children must find themselves through the book and that means appropriate 
context, accessible language and plenty of choice to reflect the great diversity among 
different regions. Books in Homes http://www.biha.com.au ,assisted by HarperCollins 
Publishers, 
continues to use public donations to move the right kind of books to children eager to 
read. 
 
When I addressed the Australian Booksellers Association in 2003 and described the 
scarcity of books in Cape York, across the Top End and Western Australia, many 
individual bookshops responded with generous support for the new Literacy for Life 
project. Derek Dryden from ‘Better Read than Dead’ in Newtown, converted his 
customer rebate scheme into the purchase of early readers for the Jawoyn children. Mary 
Dalmau at Melbourne’s ‘Reader’s Feast’ and Annette Freeman’s ‘Tea in the Library’ also 
contributed. Bolinda Publishing sent audio books. Macmillan Education Australia offered 
early readers. The vital ingredient of transport was going to be the most challenging and 
then Allen and Unwin, led by Peter Eicchorn, became the hub for the whole scheme. This 
publisher now ships all donated new books to the Northern Territory. The Fred Hollows 
Foundation team had to put in several years of community  groundwork, prepare the 
booklist and hire literacy consultants from the ANU. Kathleen Mapperson at the 
Australian Booksellers Association led the industry negotiations to ensure a sustainable 
flow of suitable books to many of the Jawoyn communities.  Here, on a small scale, is a 
literary project that the Australian book industry should be proud of because it has 
responded thoughtfully to the needs of Aboriginal people in some of the poorest 
communities. In the end I think it was that story of how two children took the first step 
and actually did something that encouraged so many others to do much more on a 
grander scale. 
 
 This is how direct action can succeed but I hope there is far more to come. In 2004 
Queensland’s ‘Bookshop of the Year’, Riverbend Books, came up with a fresh idea. The 
owner, Suzy Wilson, organised the Riverbend Readers’ Challenge. From a list of 
recommendations, children in 111 Queensland schools enrolled to read ten books before 
the end of the year and in return they got a certificate of appreciation, signed by world 
champion swimmer, Ian Thorpe. A five dollar donation from each child’s family helped 
support the purchase of books for the remote communities. The real value of this 
approach is that it promotes reading generally while at the same time giving schools a 
way to help Indigenous children enjoy the pleasure of books. In most of the schools I 
have visited children have asked their teachers, “How can it be that in Australia we still 
have communities that do not have books?” 
 
For several years now Ian Thorpe and I have teamed up to try to create a blue-print for 
this kind of direct action that recognises the connection between education and health. At 
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Ian’s Fountain for Youth Trust we believe that this is the way we can help ease the 
genuine crisis afflicting Indigenous Australians. Advocacy makes people aware of what 
can be done and many professions seem willing to help. As a storyteller and film-maker I 
had to learn to listen and this essentially is my approach to finding the right kinds of 
support for Indigenous health and literacy.  I listen carefully to what Aboriginal people 
tell me they want to build and then I do my best to find them the tools. I know of know 
better tool than the right book. 
 
It was Dr Anita Heiss, the Wiradjuri woman and author mentioned at the outset, who 
explained to me what has been missing in most books for Australian children, the 
Aboriginal voice. We believe that this is the great challenge ahead and it needs the 
support of every writer in this country (and hopefully some from abroad,like JK Rowling) 
to champion literacy for all children. We especially need more books that reflect the 
contemporary lives of Aboriginal people because this will be vital to make real progress 
on the literacy front. 
 
 Indij Readers for Little Fullas, www.indijreaders.com.au,  is a recent attempt to engage 5 
to 7 year old Indigenous children with fresh, positive stories they can relate to naturally.  
It is the familiarity of everyday issues like what to eat, how to behave, the responsibilities 
of family and community, all discussed in the right idiom, than can make books ‘belong’ 
to children. There is also a series of Indij Readers for Big Fullas  and videos should 
follow . 
 
In Queensland, a brand new series, Indigenous Early Readers , 
www.education.qld.gov.au , is also creating hot interest among Murri children and Torres 
Strait Islanders. In Cairns, a Queensland Education Department team led by Barry Staid 
and Leigh Schelks has worked with Aboriginal teachers and students to create new 
Indigenous Talking Books on CD ROM that are a very clever support for Reading 
Recovery work. Aboriginal children respond brilliantly to these visual pathways. They 
quickly pick up computer short-cuts and are drawn to read books when first given the 
chance to listen to audio stories or ‘watch’ the story on video. Despite the disadvantage of 
their infant years, their many illnesses, the complexity of multi-lingual society and the 
constant exhaustion of living in poverty, children can be inspired to find a way out of the 
maze. 
 
When Education Departments, Universities and schools create these new programmes 
many are still starved for the necessary level of funding. Charles Sturt University in 
Dubbo NSW had thirty trainee teachers ready to work one-on-one with Indigenous 
children having trouble reading. But someone still had to come up with sets of Reading 
Recovery Books. The tools for learning were still in short supply.  
 
After more than fifty years of world wandering I have seen great progress made among 
the Samii in Norway, Finland and Sweden; among the Innuit in Canada and the First 
Nations of the USA. In each case education has been accelerated and societies have made 
a fairer investment to end the inequity. In Australia, a land that exports food, we still have 
thousands of hungry Aboriginal children. In an affluent nation with the best health care, 
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longest life expectancy and outstanding education systems, we are capable of providing 
an equal opportunity for health and education for the ten thousand Indigenous babies 
born this year. My children remind me that this can be done. 
 
Jeff McMullen is a director (gratis) of Ian Thorpe’s Fountain for Youth Trust 
ffy@fountainforyouth.com.au  which supports maternal and child health programmes 
operated by the Sunrise Health Service Aboriginal Corporation and the Literacy for Life 
project created by The Fred Hollows Foundation. www.hollows.org 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


