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1. Introduction
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people draw on their own ways of 
being, doing and knowing in all aspects of their lives, including learning in 
various educational sectors. Indigenous epistemologies (ways of knowing), 
ontologies (ways of being) and axiologies (ways of doing) are impossible 
to separate because they are integral and intrinsic to how people view and 
understand the worlds they engage in. This chapter explores the ways of 
being, doing and knowing among Indigenous Australian teacher education 
students as they process and make meaning of new professional and 
academic concepts and understandings in their tertiary studies. I present 
three metaphors and the data that motivated them that were central to 
recent research carried out with Indigenous tertiary educators and teacher 
education students (Ober, 2019). Three metaphors emerge from the 
research: slipping and sliding, kapati and the guitar. They weave strong 
threads of language, culture, identity and learning to demonstrate how 
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Aboriginal English speakers draw on their own social, cultural and linguistic 
repertoires to make meaning and construct new knowledge emerging from 
their own Indigenous standpoint.

1.1. Positioning myself

I position myself as a First Nations educator and researcher. I am a Mamu/
Djirribal woman from North Queensland with social, cultural and linguistic 
connections with First Nations people in this region. I was a lecturer in 
teacher education at Batchelor Institute, the Northern Territory, from 1991 
to 2006, before transferring to the Higher Education and Research division. 
I have long been interested in learning, communication and knowledge 
creation, and have been engaged in the development and implementation 
of both-ways pedagogy in teacher education, incorporating this approach 
into Indigenous research methodologies.

1.2. Batchelor Institute and both-ways learning

Batchelor Institute is an Indigenous tertiary education provider in the 
Top End of the Northern Territory, Australia. The main campus is located 
100 kilometres south of Darwin in the township of Batchelor, with another 
campus, the Desert Knowledge Centre, in Alice Springs. Batchelor Institute 
has a long history of providing vocational and higher education to Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander students, firstly in the Northern Territory and 
later throughout Australia. In 2024, Batchelor Institute celebrates 50 years 
of working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in tertiary 
education through a both-ways educational approach:

The Institute gives precedence to its philosophy of Both Ways: 
positioning First Nations peoples as knowledge holders in all 
educational transactions with Western knowledge systems as well as 
privileging First Nations ways of learning and teaching to underpin 
our engagement with mainstream education systems and society 
more broadly.

(Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education, 2020, p. 3)

Both-ways acknowledges that there are at least two knowledge systems in play 
for Indigenous students: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander knowledge 
systems and the Western academic system. These two knowledge systems 
are recognised, celebrated and drawn on to create innovative knowledge, 
something that is new, fresh, vibrant and alive (Ober, 2009, p. 36).
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Both-ways as a philosophy is a continual question that challenges 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous educators and researchers when engaging 
with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander adult students, community 
members and communities. The question of alternative ways of working 
and engaging presents a challenging but important opportunity to explore 
culturally inclusive and responsive processes, practices and philosophies 
relevant to the context (Morgan, 1988). Contested spaces often emerge when 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous researchers, educators and adult learners 
work towards mutual understanding and creating new knowledge. These 
sites of contestation stimulate feelings of discomfort and discontentment 
from various perspectives and standpoints, triggering new ways of thinking 
about teaching and learning. Such moments occur during a real but often 
turbulent and rigorous process revolving around curriculum content, 
pedagogy, assessment and delivery. The both-ways space makes room for 
contested sites where negotiation, disagreements and debates can take place, 
and where, finally, mutual understanding is reached on common ground. 
Both-ways has become a part of my practice and philosophy as an educator 
and researcher. It influences how I conduct research that is culturally 
responsive, appropriate and safe (Ober, 2019, pp. 8–9). When undertaking 
research with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, it is important 
to acknowledge that the methodologies utilised reflect our epistemologies, 
axiologies and ontologies. This means that Indigenous methodologies make 
visible what is meaningful and logical in our understanding of ourselves and 
the world and apply this to the research process (Porsanger, 2004, as cited in 
Moreton-Robinson & Walter, 2009, p. 2). Indigenous ways of being, doing 
and knowing are interrelated and continuously engaged, ensuring that we 
bring our true, authentic selves into the research and educational domain. 
It is about our knowledge systems, how we know what we know and what 
gives our knowledge validity and truth, because it is both truth and reality 
from our standpoint. Indigenous researchers in Australia and globally are 
beginning to push the boundaries of the traditional Western research space 
and are shifting the cultural dynamics to reflect an Indigenous standpoint. 
Indigenous researchers Moreton-Robinson and Walter (2009, p. 3) state 
that ‘while European colonisation of certain countries and peoples disrupted 
Indigenous ways of life and ways of living, Indigenous knowledge systems 
remain intact and continue to develop as living, relational schemas’.
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Both-ways philosophy recognises diverse knowledge systems, including 
language systems. Among the many Indigenous languages known and 
spoken across the nation, new linguistic varieties, such as Aboriginal English 
(AE), are used and shared by many Indigenous people, including the adult 
learners at Batchelor Institute.

2. Aboriginal English as a social, cultural and 
identity marker

The horrific historical atrocities deriving from racist policies since white 
contact have impacted massively on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people. Young Indigenous children were forbidden to speak their traditional 
languages as part of the assimilation policy implemented by government 
officials and people in power, causing fear and humiliation. Over time, new 
ways of communication emerged with Aboriginal people speaking new 
varieties of English, referred to by linguists as AE, as well as English-based 
Kriols in some parts of the Northern Territory, Cape York Peninsula and 
Torres Strait (Mühlhäusler, 1986). AE is now recognised as the first language 
of many Aboriginal people in Australia, mainly in urban, rural and regional 
centres. Ober and Bell (2012, p. 60) describe this form of communication 
as a ‘rich, highly structured and … complex form of the English language’ 
that is ‘widely appropriated in the social and cultural domains of Aboriginal 
Australia’. According to Eades (1993, p. 2), ‘about 250 languages [were] 
spoken in this country before the British invasion, with at least 600 distinct 
dialects’. More recent estimates propose over 400 distinct languages 
(Bowern, 2023). Widespread massacres, introduced diseases, dispossession 
of land and enforced racist policies over several generations profoundly 
damaged many Indigenous Australian languages and speech communities, 
and some were totally wiped out. However, Bell (2002, p. 43) points out 
that, while many Aboriginal languages have not survived intact, some have 
survived in ‘varying degrees of healthiness’. Reclamation and revitalisation 
efforts have been galvanised nationwide through language programs and 
projects (Hobson et al., 2010).

AE’s varieties sit on a language continuum ranging from Standard Australian 
English (SAE) at one end to Australian Kriol at the other. It is important to 
remember that one variety is not superior to the other, and that all varieties 
are recognised ‘depending on your social and cultural upbringing, including 
one’s geographical location’ (Ober & Bell, 2012). It is quite common for 
Aboriginal people to recognise the social and cultural group of individual 
speakers by intently listening to their talk:
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The accent, vocabulary and grammatical patterns of AE enable 
Aboriginal people from all over the country to recognise other 
Aboriginal people, even in contexts where visible markers of identity 
are not present.

(Eades, 2013, p. 82)

AE is viewed as a ‘non-standard English’ variety by the dominant, mainstream 
society; unspoken stereotypical labels of unintelligence or inferiority are 
applied and equated with the inability to articulate abstract and complex 
concepts. According to Ober and Bell (2012, p. 63), in ‘earlier decades, 
the emerging varieties of Aboriginal English were often unrecognised or 
misunderstood by outsiders and were generally considered to be “bad 
English”’. This kind of prejudice was noted by a non-Indigenous colleague:

There is an assumption if someone can’t articulate themselves in 
Standard Australian English, then this is in some way is a reflection 
of their intelligence. Whereas actually, someone can be highly, highly 
intelligent but not able to express that in SAE, so for me it’s about 
creating the bridge between the two languages for them.

(Individual Staff, Kapati 18–11–14)

Students enrolled at Batchelor Institute are of Aboriginal and/or Torres 
Strait Islander cultural heritage and therefore draw upon their own linguistic 
repertoire, which in the wider society may be frowned upon and judged 
against SAE. This brings to the fore the socially assigned status of language 
varieties. Indeed, the idea of ‘standard’ is not inherent or naturally occurring; 
it results from a process of status elevation, possibly alongside codification 
and uniformisation, that takes place over time, steered by power dynamics 
and dominant social norms. A single, uniform, standard language, deemed 
to be of ‘high status’, is often conceived of in contrast to a ‘non-standard’ 
variety, of lower status, as is the case with SAE and AE. However, in the 
growing literature of multiculturalism, it has emerged that the notion 
of a standard language ‘may be best viewed as an ideology’ (Walsh, 2021, 
p. 774), and, according to McLelland (2021), one that is monolinguistic.

An alternate positioning that stems from multilingualism scholarship posits 
that multilingual and bilingual speakers ‘have one linguistic repertoire from 
which they select features strategically to communicate effectively’ (García, 
2012, p. 1, original emphasis). In a both-ways teaching and learning context, 
such a linguistic repertoire is recognised, acknowledged and celebrated as 
a language in its own right, corresponding to high levels of intellectual 
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ability. Both-ways philosophy adopts a strengths-based approach, drawing 
on students’ linguistic repertoire as a foundation for, and springboard to, 
new academic and professional knowledge. There is an understanding that:

students bring with them their own conceptual framework that is 
rich and highly intellectual, but it becomes difficult and frustrating 
when students try to communicate that high-level knowledge in 
a language that is not their own.

(Ober, 2019, p. 126)

Trying to communicate and engage in a language that is ‘not their own’ 
results in a watered-down understanding of professional concepts, bringing 
misunderstanding, misinterpretation and confusion. There is value in 
language and cultural inclusivity within the teaching and learning space, 
ensuring students are supported and encouraged to draw on their own 
social, cultural and linguistic repertoire through authentic and genuine 
means. Encouraging students to draw on their Indigenous literacies 
in conjunction with their heritage language provides a medium to relay 
important knowledge, concepts and understanding through a strength-
based approach. Indigenous literacies may be in the form of ‘traditional 
symbols, markings, designs on bark, or in contemporary forms such as 
batik, paper, clay, lino prints and other mediums’ (Ober, 2001, p. 62).

Aboriginal students at all levels enter the educational academy with 
a  rich social, cultural and linguistic repertoire. Over time they gradually 
learn to navigate the educational space, drawing on their strengths and 
communicative capabilities, which are evolving and developing from their 
life experiences, both positive and negative. The ‘slips and slides’ are the trials 
and errors, the risk-taking, the challenges and, ultimately, the rewards once 
they have completed the course of study, whether at the early childhood, 
primary, secondary or tertiary phases of education.

3. Exploring emerging metaphors
Metaphors are widely used by Indigenous people to communicate 
important and complex messages in creative yet clear ways. There is a long 
history of using metaphor to research and reflect on the development of 
the philosophy of Batchelor Institute’s ‘both-ways education’. For instance, 
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in the 1990s, teacher education students used metaphors from their local 
natural environment. Berna Timaepatua spoke about the ebb and flow of 
the tide, representing both-ways as a Tiwi Islander, student and educator:

As the tide comes in, it is known knowledge, as it goes out it 
takes new knowledge that is gained to be used and applied to real 
situations. She (Berna) spoke about the stone being dropped in the 
water, which signifies the beginning of the educational learning 
journey, creating ripple effects back in the community. Taking new 
knowledge home and applying it in a real-life context.

(Stage 4 Teacher Education Students, 1998, p. 14)

Yolngu (Aboriginal people) in north-east Arnhem Land capture both-
ways education using the metaphor of ‘Ganma’, which is an actual lagoon 
situated in the mangroves. The lagoon represents a mutually respected and 
balanced place where Yolngu and Balanda (non-Aboriginal) knowledge 
can meet. The fresh water represents Yolngu knowledge from the land and 
the salt water represents Balanda knowledge from the sea. The surface of 
the lagoon is quiet and still, while strong undercurrents move beneath the 
water to represent contested sites and knowledge production, as described 
by Marika:

The swelling and retreating of the tides and the wet season floods 
can be seen in the two bodies of water. Water is often taken to 
represent knowledge in Yolngu philosophy. What we see happening 
in the school is a process of knowledge production where we have 
two different cultures, Balanda and Yolngu, working together. Both 
cultures need to be presented in a way where each one is preserved 
and respected.

(Marika, 1999, pp. 112–113)

Metaphors are powerful tools for creating and communicating educational 
philosophies in deep and meaningful ways, drawing on Indigenous 
knowledge systems and using strength-based approaches to learning. The 
Ganma metaphor draws on Yolngu philosophy to show the two bodies of 
water, meeting and swirling together, not mixing as an ugly brew but rather 
intertwining with a marbling effect, indicating the balance, collaboration 
and enhancement of the two distinct knowledge systems. The metaphor 
holds rich and intrinsic cultural knowledge, which only Yolngu people can 
represent from their standpoint to explain and unpack the notion of both-
ways education.
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According to Indigenous scholars Karen Martin and Booran Mirraboopa:

to represent our worlds is ultimately something we can only do for 
ourselves using our own processes to articulate our experiences, 
realities, and understanding. Anything else is an imposed view that 
excludes the existence of our ontology and the interrelationship 
between our ways of knowing, ways of being and ways of doing.

(Martin & Mirraboopa, 2003, p. 211)

In the research detailed here, metaphors serve as powerful tools to 
communicate abstract ideas and concepts in meaningful and accessible 
ways. By exploring and being guided by these, I stay true to my identity 
as a both-ways practitioner in the research and tertiary educational space. 
This approach allows me not only to be true to my Indigenous ways of 
doing and making meaning, but also to push through and forge ahead into 
new, untouched knowledge bases, in particular, the use of AE in tertiary 
educational domains. Three powerful metaphors in this study are kapati, 
slipping and sliding, and the guitar. As kapati is very much a metaphorical 
methodology, I will start with it to detail the research method for this study.

4. Study methods: The kapati metaphor
Like yarning (Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010; Kennedy et al., 2022), the 
kapati or ‘cup of tea’ methodology emerged to serve Indigenist research 
principles, which foreground lived experience, cultural protocols, cultural 
safety through participant agency and the collaborative construction of 
interaction, meaning and story. The kapati approach is based on narrative 
enquiry, which rests on the ‘epistemological assumption that we as human 
beings make sense of random experience by the imposition of story 
structures’ (Bell, 2002, p. 207).

For my family, kapati signalled making time to pause, reflect and exchange 
stories about life in general, through socialising and engaging in conversation 
around a ‘cuppa’. It seems a simple event, but, in fact, kapati times were when 
important knowledge, stories, news and events were shared, including sorry 
news, celebrations and times of humour through acting, music, song and 
dance. The kettle or billycan would always be ready for deep conversation 
and yarns to occur in a comfortable and culturally safe family environment. 
This Indigenous social practice can be extended in the research domain 
as a way of bringing familiar ways of sharing information from the home 
environment into the academic research space.
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My experience of using a Western-style guided interview technique with an 
older male family member highlighted the need for a different approach. 
Early in the interview, which was also early in my research journey, my 
family member challenged me on my identity, asking ‘who are you and why 
are you speaking like a white fella?’ This was a confrontational conversation, 
showing me that my research methodology was distant and different from 
my social and cultural identity, bringing an unauthentic and fake persona to 
my researcher’s position and perspective. The following quotation presents 
my reflections on and analysis of the formal interview, and highlights the 
challenges and tensions during the interview:

The interview began quite well, with a clear recount of a family 
situation, where miscommunication occurred between hospital staff 
and the extended family of the informant. Although the beginning 
stages of the interview were smooth with information flowing easily, 
it gradually became evident that the participant began to struggle 
when asked to respond to the next question in isolation to the 
previous one.
The participant seemed to be uncomfortable with the short, sharp 
response expected from the researcher’s questioning structure and 
technique. There seemed to be some resistance by the participant to 
make isolated comments against each question without referring 
to what was previously stated.
As a result, the participant found it easier to just openly share 
the critical incident through storytelling and then give me the 
opportunity in collaboration with him to search for appropriate 
responses to the five set interview questions. Once the obstacle of 
responding to specific questions was removed, it was obvious the 
participant’s verbal accounts of the critical incident flowed freely and 
richly with a touch of humour. The verbal and facial expressions 
as well as feelings and emotions replaced the uneasiness and 
awkwardness of the formal interview.

(Ober, 2017, p. 10)

As the principal researcher in the current research, I knew it was important 
to draw on Indigenous ways of doing research, which were familiar, homely 
and authentic, resulting in real conversations drawing on students’ social and 
linguistic repertoire. The conversations seemed to flow easily, ‘sometimes 
with many voices in small groups, while at other times there were silences 
and long pauses as participants pondered and thought about questions’. 
At these times I was content to sit and wait until respondents were ready to 
share their perspectives.
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Fortunately, the both-ways philosophical foundation at Batchelor Institute 
provided a rich space for the kapati method in the study. Data collection 
for the study occurred through observation and 11 recorded (audio/video) 
sessions, in staff gatherings, student kapatis and teacher education workshops. 
This approach allowed me to work collaboratively with participants to 
explore AE as an expression of cultural identity in a both-ways teaching 
and learning space. The strength, integrity and purpose of kapati from my 
standpoint was to share these stories in an inclusive, collaborative, authentic 
and genuine way, in which participants felt culturally safe and supported.

5. Participants and data
This research focused on speakers of AE who were enrolled in the Bachelor of 
Education (Primary Teaching) and Bachelor of Education Early Childhood 
Teaching through the Australian Centre of Indigenous Knowledge and 
Education, a partnership between Batchelor Institute and Charles Darwin 
University. Student participants were recruited through initial discussions 
with the senior lecturer from the teacher education course who then invited 
me to present the study, plain language statement and informed consent to 
the student group.

There were four groups of participants: teacher education students who 
spoke AE as their first or other language, postgraduate candidates, current 
and previous non-Aboriginal teacher education staff involved in teaching 
AE speakers and current Indigenous staff who spoke AE as their first 
language but were not directly involved in the teacher education course. 
The total number of student participants was 19, and the total number of 
staff members was 13.

Eleven transcripts were collected and analysed. These included student 
stories, individual and group yarns or kapatis, student engagement in 
workshops and individual interviews with staff and students. The data 
collection method of kapati was coined based on my family’s way of sharing 
information in the home environment as described above. The data were 
analysed by identifying key themes, topics, patterns and emergent ideas to 
determine the relationship between language, culture, identity and learning 
within the Indigenous tertiary teaching and learning space. Ethical clearance 
for the study was granted by the Batchelor Institute Research Committee 
(11–07–12 Application Number: 201202).
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6. Slipping and sliding
‘Slipping and sliding’ emerged in the kapati data as a key notion. It was 
coined by an Indigenous senior lecturer in her reflection on teaching 
students in the common units—Public Communications and Telling 
Histories—compulsory courses in the higher education programs.

6.1. Aboriginal staff kapati

The metaphor of slipping and sliding emerged as the lecturer reflected on 
the process that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff and students 
followed to communicate and make meaning of new academic concepts 
introduced in the common unit workshops. The extract below shows the 
lecturer explaining the learning and communication in the class, and her 
description of this as slipping and sliding. P1 indicates the Aboriginal staff 
participant and R1 is the researcher:

P1: If you know the educational theories and you know the jargon, 
and you can actually argue for your right to speak, what you want. 
You’ve got the jargon; you can say this is a Piaget model of—y’know 
what I mean.
R1: Yeah, yeah.
P1: Y’know what I mean, you can sit at the table if you’ve got that 
toolbox with you.
R1: Yeah, but I think what is really important, is that you understand 
the theories.
P1: Yeah.
R1: And I think that people y’know, yes you can go back in your 
own dialects and language, but you have to have that understanding 
first, so that you can communicate in your own way if you like.
P1: And you can argue your right to do that then, when you got 
those theories under your belt.
R1: Yeah, and I think you done it a bit when you were doing the 
common units.
P1: Yeah we did it—it slipped and slided often.
R1: I like that, slipped and slided. I’m gonna write that down. 
Explain that a bit more.
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P1: It was depending on the group and stuff. You would find it 
would happen naturally anyway, because there’s so much standing 
and talking. You would find that you’re trying to, y’know, create 
understanding, so um yeah so we slipped and slided from SAE to AE 
and—all the time and it was quite a fluid process.

Although there is mention of the two codes—SAE and AE—P1 is really 
explaining how adult students moved in and out of diverse social, cultural 
and linguistic spaces as they engaged in the academic discourse, by drawing 
on their own repertoires. This powerful yet simple, subtle, and organic 
phenomenon expresses how Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander academics 
and students engage, move and interact within the social, cultural and 
linguistic spaces of educational contexts. Slipping and sliding is a good 
example of ‘both-ways’ in action, helping students to consolidate and 
validate new knowledge as they socially, culturally and linguistically engage 
with fellow students and Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal staff members.

The slipping and sliding metaphor captures the fluidity, flexibility, 
contestations, challenges and rewards of teaching and learning in an 
intercultural context using a both-ways educational approach to learning. 
The picture of children slipping and sliding in muddy terrain during 
playtime captures the fun, failures, messiness, fluidity, smoothness and ease 
of the slips and slides, but also the tensions and contestations at the dry 
points of the slide. This signifies moments of difficulty, hardship, confusion, 
misunderstanding and misinterpretation. The slips and slides vary between 
those of ease and those of unease.

6.2. Student kapati

The uneasiness of conversing in academic English emerged as a site of 
contestation for students who expressed their frustration at the inability 
of  lecturers to understand their verbal interactions in discussions. The 
phrase ‘they just don’t get it’ highlighted students’ frustration with lecturers 
who unknowingly misunderstood and misinterpreted their ideas, opinions 
and perspectives. In the extract below, S1 and S2 are two such students:

S2: That’s why I was saying before … [lecturers] just don’t get what 
we say. When they aims they aims too high for us and when we say, 
what you mean by that, and then they go too high again, and we 
say, ‘Aww don’t worry about it then, y’know, if you can’t tell us the 
second time what you mean the first time then.’
S1: We want you to break it down, not bring it up.
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S1 wanted the content to be broken down—not diluted, weakened 
or watered-down, but clarified, making it deeper, more analytical and 
richer, thereby giving students access to conceptual understandings that 
are critical to the profession and practice of teacher education. The ‘hit 
and miss’ approach in multilingual educational contexts is common and 
unfortunately leaves students guessing; many give the impression that they 
understand the content when, in fact, they are struggling to grasp important 
concepts. Feelings of shame and humiliation stem from scenarios such as 
these, setting students up for academic failure. The teaching and learning 
environment can be constructed to provide opportunities for real analytical 
discussions and debates to take place, encouraging students to draw on their 
own linguistic repertoire to bring understanding in a meaningful way. There 
is potential to produce new professional knowledge through slipping and 
sliding between Aboriginal and Western academic mindsets and conceptual 
constructs through a both-ways educational approach.

Slipping and sliding is like the linguistic phenomenon of ‘translanguaging’ 
introduced by García and Li (2014), in which the focus is on the movement 
and fluidity of language relating to ‘multiple discursive practices in which 
bilinguals engage in order to make sense of their bilingual worlds’ (García, 
2009, p. 45). Teacher education students who participated in the study 
all identified as being of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander heritage 
and the majority spoke SAE as an additional language, therefore engaging 
in the multiple discursive practices described by García (2009). Like 
translanguaging, slipping and sliding is more than code switching and code 
mixing, in that it goes beyond the edifice of spoken language, encompassing 
and embedding the ontologies, epistemologies and axiologies that are 
integral to, and evolving within, Indigenous knowledge systems. García and 
Li (2014, p. 22) support this notion, explaining that:

translanguaging differs from the notion of code-switching in that 
it refers not simply to a shift or a shuttle between two languages, 
but to the speakers’ construction and use of original and complex 
interrelated discursive practices that cannot be easily assigned to one 
or another traditional definition of a language, but that make up the 
speakers’ complete language repertoire.
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6.3. Workshop transcript

Slipping and sliding between AE and SAE is evident in the teaching and 
learning context. At a post-practicum workshop, a small group of senior 
teacher education students discussed cultural aspects and values of their 
school placements. The group consisted of three females and one male 
plus the lecturer (ST in the transcript below). I joined the workshop as an 
observer, recording the interaction between the students and the lecturer. 
It was obvious that the four students and the lecturer had established a good 
rapport and relationship over the course of study, and student 1 (S1) seemed 
quite comfortable in putting her query to the group:

S1: Umm—I’m trying to say the motto, I’m not even quite sure if 
motto’s the right, right word, but it’s a—at … school, they got that 
safe respect for learners and how do I say that? Cos normally when 
I’m sitting on the chair I’m, and then A [child] did something wrong 
then I say ‘A, are you doing the right thing? Are you being safe? 
Are you being respectful? Are you being a learner?’, so that’s three 
things that I threw back at him. Then he knew straight away what 
I  was talking about, because that’s our safe respect for learner, so 
what, what, what word am I looking for to put there—motto?
ST1: School motto or school philosophy.
S1: Philosophy.

In essence, S1 was trying to find a suitable word that captured the school’s 
values, beliefs and expectations. She told a story of an actual incident so 
that others in the group could comprehend and picture the situation. 
She slipped into AE by using terminology that was familiar to Aboriginal 
people in the group, such as ‘so that’s three things that I threw back at him’, 
meaning, ‘I am reminding you these are the three things that are important 
to our school, and you’re not doing it at the moment’ (Ober, 2019, p. 131). 
‘Then he knows straight away what I was talking about’, meaning, ‘he knew 
immediately’ the type of behaviour expected from him. The transcript 
displays an ease and confidence in sharing the story in AE among other AE 
speakers. There is no apology for the slipping and sliding; rather, there is 
a sense of cultural and linguistic pride in conversing in her first language 
of AE.

This way of communicating is a familiar form of interaction to the rest of the 
teacher education group—a quick and easy way to say something that AE 
speakers comprehend. If spoken in SAE, the story would lack richness and 
authenticity and would result in awkwardness and discomfort among the 
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student group. There are invisible boundaries, protocols and processes that 
Aboriginal adults and children are aware of, and are continually checking 
against, within specific speech events:

[such] cultural protocols, rules and invisible boundaries [are] set 
in place to guide us in our interactions with various members of 
our family and community. Community may include family, 
work, sporting clubs, church, student groups, or just social and 
cultural groups in general. We are taught these social rules, laws, 
and guidelines from birth and they are continually strengthened, 
reinforced and developed as we mature from childhood to adulthood.

(Ober & Bat, 2007, p. 67)

6.4. Classroom observation

‘The look’ is an example of non-verbal communication through which young 
children are made aware that behavioural boundaries have been breached, 
with consequences forthcoming. The student teacher (S1) explains to a peer 
(S2) how using ‘the look’ is a way to remind, guide and lead the child to 
behave according to the school’s values and philosophy:

S1: Yeah I just put it back on the … and sometimes I didn’t have to 
speak, I just gave them that look to let them know they were doing 
the wrong thing and I kinda stopped and looked and (pause).
S2: Hesitated.
S1: Hesitated for a little while, then I looked at them to—they knew 
straight away to come back.

The student teacher has brought her way of guiding children’s behaviour 
from the home environment to the classroom environment. AE is the 
primary language for most children at this school, and it is appropriate to 
incorporate ‘the look’, which some people refer to as the ‘black look’, as a 
way to guide, remind and lead children to behave according to the school’s 
values and philosophy. As I have written elsewhere:

This is a good teaching strategy and one that I expect most 
experienced teachers would use. However, in this case, the student 
teacher would most certainly be related to and, therefore, connected 
socially, with the children. With that relationship would come 
certain obligations, such as respect, trust and authority.

(Ober, 2019, p. 131)
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Aboriginal children are familiar with ‘the look’ as a disciplining gesture, 
especially when relationships between the adult and child are established, 
as with many Aboriginal teachers and students. This is a good example of 
drawing on Indigenous ways of being, doing and knowing and bringing 
them into the teaching and learning context.

6.5. The guitar metaphor

The guitar metaphor was coined in dialogue with one of our senior 
postgraduate candidates, also a recognised Elder, at Batchelor Institute.

6.5.1. Postgraduate kapati
The conversation took place at the postgraduates’ kapati, which involved 
Indigenous staff and postgraduate students. The discussion generally 
focused on the status, position and purpose of SAE in the teaching and 
learning context, including the home environment. Prior to responding to 
the question, there was a long pause from the senior Elder who thoughtfully 
considered the question before presenting the ‘guitar’ metaphor in an 
articulate, clever and culturally responsive way. In the two transcripts 
below, postgraduate 1 (PG1) described the importance of not prioritising 
one language over another through the metaphor of playing a guitar. He 
cleverly likened the guitar strings to the diverse language groups represented 
at Batchelor Institute, including the English varieties, creoles and dialects:

PG 1: If you look at those strings as people coming from different 
backgrounds, different language backgrounds or cultures, see they 
come in from a knowledge base—whether the string is small string 
or it’s a big string—it might be a big tribe or might be small tribe, 
but they all important, they got that value of importance. And to 
tune that guitar—right to that deadly tune you want to sing—the 
singer, the player must recognise that.
Researcher (R1): Where do you see English in all of this, would you 
see this as one of the strings, one of the big strings or one of the 
strings or would you see that as something dominant coming from 
the teacher?
PG1: Different people in respect to different Elders because they 
come from their high knowledge or their knowledge’s or their high 
knowledge’s view, they know that English is there, so it depends 
on—umm—how they see it—English is one of that strings.
R1 and PG2 (in unison): And I guess it depends on who’s playing 
the guitar.
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PG 1 draws on his knowledge as a musician and singer, where the guitar is 
used as the main musical instrument in contemporary songs and dances. 
The guitar is used as a meaning-making and constructive metaphor to 
explain and describe the linguistic repertoire that is available for Indigenous 
students as they navigate between academic, cultural and knowledge 
production spaces. It helps to deepen our understanding of slipping and 
sliding. The guitar is made up of six strings, three thin and three thick; 
therefore, the explanation of big or thick strings represents critical and 
important languages for that context. The thin strings represent the lesser 
or ‘not so important’ languages for that context. No one string, or language, 
is more important than the other; rather, it is the contextual situation, 
including the topic, content, speakers and relevant language, that is the 
determining factor. The guitar metaphor also contributes to the notion of 
slipping and sliding by privileging many languages as well as recognising 
SAE. In the home environment, English, including SAE, is recognised as 
just another string that is pressed upon in collaboration with other strings 
to make meaning within intercultural spaces and to play that ‘deadly tune’. 
That ‘deadly tune’ is about making meaning, through producing new and 
creative ways to communicate ideas and concepts in a culturally responsive 
and inclusive way.

6.6. Student kapati

As stated above, it is common for Batchelor Institute students to be fluent 
in multiple Indigenous Australian languages, including creoles and AEs. 
Therefore, there are multiple ways of thinking about and conceptualising 
professional educational constructs. This brings a sense of normalisation, 
where slipping and sliding happens organically and is expected to occur 
when Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people gather in social 
interactions. Outside the academic environment, students default to 
slipping and sliding, drawing on their own linguistic repertoire, so why does 
it seem abnormal for this practice to continue within the tertiary teaching 
and learning context? This is a strength-based and commonsense approach 
to learning, drawing on known and familiar knowledge and connecting 
with new and professional conceptual knowledge systems and structures. 
Student participants expressed the value of discussing, conversing and 
debating academic and technical issues in their small groups. For example, 
the introduction of ‘Learnline’, an online learning platform, at Charles 
Darwin University was quite confusing and challenging for most students. 
They found regular discussions among themselves, using their own ways of 
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making meaning, to be an important tool for understanding and accessing 
the platform. The students (S2, S3) express their frustrations and resolutions 
to the researcher (R1) in the transcription below:

S3: Bit of trial and error wasn’t it?
S2: It was more frustrating for us, cos we didn’t know our way 
around it and we only had half an hour, 45 mins on it and that 
was it. The rest of it we had to find out, and just talking amongst 
ourselves. We kinda found out y’know a lot.
R1: So you find that support in your group—that helps?
S2: Without our group we wouldn’t be here.

In a culturally safe and supportive environment, students felt at ease 
presenting challenges, questions and difficulties. The relationship and 
rapport between the students created an environment in which individual 
voices were listened to respectfully, no question seemed too silly, and 
students felt comfortable drawing on their own languages/dialects through 
slipping and sliding to ensure their ideas and thoughts were communicated 
clearly. In a both-ways educational environment, these collaborative and 
supportive ways of working were not only demonstrated but also expected, 
both by staff and students in the workshops.

7. Conclusion
Among teachers of Indigenous learners, there needs to be an awareness 
that young and adult students enter the classroom with a range of different 
language and linguistic capabilities. The fact that Indigenous students enter 
educational centres with a rich cultural heritage should be celebrated and 
acknowledged as a strength, not as a weakness.

AE is the first language for many Aboriginal people in Australia. As such, 
it needs to be recognised as a language of identity, thought processing 
and meaning-making. Having AE speakers in the classroom is critical to 
students’ educational success and essential in settings where there are high 
enrolments of Indigenous students. It ensures that students are able to 
engage with the content of the curriculum in ways that are meaningful and 
accessible for them. This must be considered as one among other measures 
to ensure equity and access for Indigenous students in tertiary settings 
(Frawley et al., 2017). Both-ways educational philosophy has the potential 
to provide opportunities for Aboriginal students to confidently draw on 
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their social, cultural and linguistic repertoires through a powerful, creative 
and innovative approach. Metaphors deriving from a student’s home 
environment are instrumental in unlocking new knowledge and making 
it accessible and meaningful. They enable students to take ownership and 
show leadership in producing their own metaphors, thereby generating new 
knowledge. This chapter has provided evidence that Aboriginal students 
and educators are capable of drawing on their own knowledge systems 
through a strength-based approach, generating new knowledge and ways of 
teaching and learning in an academic context.
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