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1.3 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples as the First Peoples of Australia
____________________________________________________________________________________________________
Focus 6: Challenging the colonial narrative
Lesson overview
This lesson sequence explores how Paul Kelly’s song From Little Things Big Things Grow and Ziggy Ramo's adaptation Little Things use music and lyrics to tell powerful stories of colonisation and racism in Australia from a First Nations perspective. Students will analyse how these songs employ voice to connect historical struggles with contemporary social movements, while considering how creative works challenge dominant narratives and inspire anti-racism.
Teaching note
These activities are designed to take place over several lessons. Teachers may choose to condense or expand the activities, dependent on time constraints.

Cultural safety considerations
The cultural safety of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, and culturally and linguistically diverse (CaLD) students must be a priority when planning and delivering these lessons.
Teachers are expected to establish a learning environment that is culturally, psychologically, spiritually, physically, and emotionally safe for all students, particularly for Aboriginal and CaLD students. Culturally responsive teaching practices should aim to create the conditions for students, staff, and families to experience cultural safety in schools and remove and minimise harmful experiences, such as racism in all its forms. Teachers should remain mindful of assumptions, stereotypes and unconscious biases and apply strategies to mitigate them.
Engaging in meaningful teaching and learning about multiculturalism and anti-racism requires teachers to create the conditions for cultural safety in the planning, delivery and assessment of lessons. This includes:
· knowing students’ cultural backgrounds and understanding how this may be relevant to (or impact) the learning environment
· letting students and families know about the planned content and resources in advance so that they can prepare for the learning, and contribute where safe to do so
· knowing any cultural protocols in advance that may impact the lesson (for example, using a disclaimer at the start of a film about people who may have passed away)
· knowing the sensitive language that may cause harm (for example, removing racial slurs or hate speech in films)
· not assuming that students or staff will want to share their cultural backgrounds and lived experiences with their peers during the lesson
· not calling on students during lessons without warning about content that has the potential to make them feel uncomfortable or singled out
· allowing for students, staff and families to provide input and feedback when they feel cultural safe in the planning, delivery and evaluation of lessons
· where possible, checking in with students and seeking their feedback on the activities and learning, if they feel culturally safe to do so.
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Curriculum content
	Year 9
	Year 10

	Literacy: Analysing, interpreting and evaluating

	Use comprehension strategies, such as visualising, predicting, connecting, summarising, monitoring, questioning and inferring, to compare and contrast ideas and opinions in and between texts when listening, reading and viewing WA9ELYA3
	Integrate comprehension strategies, such as visualising, predicting, connecting, summarising, monitoring, questioning and inferring, to analyse and interpret complex and abstract ideas when listening, reading and viewing WA10ELYA3

	Literature: Literature and contexts

	Analyse the representations of people and places in literary texts drawn from historical, social and cultural contexts by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, wide-ranging Australian and world authors and creators WA9ELICO1
	Analyse representations of individuals, groups and places and evaluate how they relate to contexts in literary texts by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, wide-ranging Australian and world authors and creators WA10ELICO1

	Literature: Examining literature

	Analyse texts and evaluate the aesthetic qualities and appeal of an author’s and creator’s literary style WA9ELIEX1

	Compare and evaluate how ‘voice’ as a literary device is used in different types of texts, such as poetry, novels and film, to evoke emotional responses WA10ELIEX2

	Literature: Engaging with and responding to literature

	Year 10 ONLY
Evaluate the social, moral or ethical perspectives represented in literary texts WA10ELIEN3

Analyse how the aesthetic qualities associated with text structures, language features, literary devices and visual features, and the context in which these texts are experienced, influence audience response WA10ELIEN2


Learning intention
We are learning how stories about racism and colonisation in Australia can be told in ways that reflect the lived experiences of their authors.
Success criteria 
Students will:
· identify different modes of protest
· describe how both From Little Things Big Things Grow by Paul Kelly and ‘Little Things’ by Ziggy Ramo (featuring Paul Kelly) tells a story about the impact of colonisation and racism in Australia
· explain how music and lyrics can be used to speak out against injustice and share First Nations truths
· analyse how Ziggy Ramo uses his voice to connect Australia’s colonial past with the present
· explain how texts can challenge dominant narratives and encourage anti-racism.
Key terminology
· Colonisation - the process of settling among and establishing prejudiced control over the Indigenous people of an area.
· Identity - the distinguishing character or personality of an individual, who they are.
· Justice - the quality of being just. The concept of justice is based upon many differing viewpoints but ultimately states that people and society should behave in a way that is fair, equal and balanced for all.
· Protest – including, rallies and marches are referred to as 'public meetings', 'processions' or 'assemblies' in Australian laws. A public meeting is defined as an assembly of three or more persons where members of the public in general are invited, induced or permitted to attend, held for the purpose of: 
· communicating a view or opinion to the public; or
· ascertaining the view of the public or a section of the public.
· Sovereignty – the authority of a state, nation or peoples to govern itself.
· Terra nullius - terra nullius is a phrase used to explain how Australia was founded; to justify and legitimise the dispossession, dispersal, and inhumane treatment of First Nations peoples. This Latin term means “land belonging to no one,” which has been interpreted as a complete absence of people and additionally the absence of “civilised” people capable of land ownership.
Suggested discussion
· How does an author’s experience shape the way stories are told?
· How does the use of music and lyrics enhance the storytelling of First Nations experiences compared to other forms of narrative?
· In what ways do the songs challenge common historical narratives, and why is it important to hear these alternative stories? 
· How can creative works like Little Things inspire individuals and communities to take action against racism and injustice today?


Activity 1: Understanding protest 
Exploring methods of protest.

	Resources required:
· Student access to ‘A Handful of Sand’ image by Mervyn Bishop (1975) and quotes.



1. Begin the lesson by presenting students with the following scenario: your school is introducing a new rule that students with certain ethnic or cultural backgrounds must eat lunch separately from other students, assigned to a different dining area with fewer amenities and less supervision. The school administration argues this is to prevent "disruptions" and help "maintain order."
· Ask students what they would do.
· Classroom discussion may lead to the idea of ‘protest.’ 

2. Write the word ‘protest’ on the board for a brainstorm with examples of other protest methods.
· Ask students to do the same to brainstorm how they would protest this injustice at school? How would they make their voices heard?
· Ask students to consider other ways that people can (and have) protest/ed and record them on their brainstorm. Answers may include:
· speeches, letters, posters, marches, lobbying government, picketing, boycotting, radio, online forums, social media campaigns, music, art, plays, tv/film etc.
· Encourage students to recognise that, today, there are various options available to us to allow our voices to be heard. 

3. Present students with the following scenario: 
· Imagine you live on your ancestral land in the Northern Territory, taken from your people and turned into a cattle station. You and your family work as stockmen and servants in harsh conditions; crowded, unsafe huts with no running water or proper floors. You are paid little or no wages and you have no right to speak up about these conditions or fight for your land, your voices are ignored, and any attempt to protest is discouraged or punished.
· Ask students how they could protest under these conditions. 
· Discuss as a class and add appropriate answers to their brainstorm if not already recorded (i.e. strike).

4. Show students the iconic 1975 photograph of former Australian Prime Minister Gough Whitlam pouring soil into Vincent Lingiari’s hand. 
· Without providing context, encourage students to drawing on prior knowledge to explain what is happening in the photograph. 
· Ask:
· What do you notice first about the image?
· What might be the significance of one person pouring soil into another’s hand?
· Looking at their clothing and expressions, what can you infer about each person’s role or status? What kind of relationship do you think they may have?
· Does this remind you of any historical events you’ve learned about Australian history, land or indigenous rights? If so, explain.

5. Lead students to understand that this image captures the outcome of ten years of protest lead by Vincent Lingiari under the exact same circumstances presented earlier. 
· Explain that this photograph shows Australia’s prime minister Gough Whitlam pouring soil into Vincent Lingiari’s hand to symbolise the legal transfer of Wave Hill Station back to the Gurindji people. 
· The Gurindji people were the first Aboriginal community to have land returned to them and marked the beginning of the Aboriginal Land Rights Movement. 
· Display the 2 quotes to students from the SBS/NITV article:
· Gough Whitlam: “Vincent Lingiari, I solemnly hand to you these deeds as proof, in Australian law, that these lands belong to the Gurindji people and I put into your hands part of the earth itself as a sign that this land will be the possession of you and your children forever,” 
· Vincent Lingiari: "Let us live happily together as mates, let us not make it hard for each other... We want to live in a better way together, Aboriginals and white men, let us not fight over anything, let us be mates.”
· Note: Gough Whitlam’s transcript and audio can be accessed online (optional).

6. Tell students that the story in the photo began 10 years earlier.
· Prompt students to complete a 10 minute ‘speed research’ task in pairs or small groups to understand what lead to this reconciliatory moment. Using the KWL framework (What do you know? What do you want to know? What do you need to learn?), they must make notes in their workbooks for the following questions:
· What is the Aboriginal land rights movement?
· Who is Vincent Lingiari? 
· What was the Wave Hill Walk-off?
· Based on students’ responses, determine whether you need to review these key concepts for context. The following resources may support this:
· Explainer: Who is Vincent Lingiari? | Whitlam Institute
· Wave Hill Walk-off (National Museum Australia).

7. Discuss students’ findings and emphasis that the Wave Hill Walk-off was a form of protest lead by Vincent Lingiari. The Gurindji peoples’ 7-year strike was the only avenue they felt they could take for their voices to be heard by those in power. 


Activity 2: Analysing ‘From Little Things Big Things Grow’
Who’s voices? Who’s protests? 

	Resources required:
· Student access to From Little Things Big Things Grow audio
· Student access to ‘From Little Things Big Things Grow’ lyrics.
· Appendix Resource #1 Understanding From Little Things Big Things Grow
· Appendix Resource #2 Understanding From Little Things Big Things Grow and protests TEACHER COPY.



1. Explain that in 1991, Paul Kelly, a well-known white Australian singer-songwriter, collaborated with Kev Carmody, an Aboriginal musician, to create the protest song "From Little Things Big Things Grow". This song tells the story behind the photograph they examined earlier in the lesson. 
· Explain that, although he wrote the song many years later, there was heated debate in the early 1990s surrounding Aboriginal Land Rights (particularly Mabo v Queensland). 
· Before viewing, tell students that this song is considered one of Australia’s greatest protest songs.

2. After viewing, ask students if that was what they expected a protest song to sound like.
· Discuss how Kelly’s song can be characterised as ‘gentle’ with its simple melody and repetitive chorus. Emphasise that the sweetness of the song conveys a message of quiet strength and perseverance for positive change.

3. In small groups, provide students with access to the lyrics and distribute Resource #1. 
· Instruct them to read the questions, discuss and write down their ideas. 
· Once completed, ask groups to share their responses with another group. Return questions to original group and add any further insights before sharing answers in class discussion.
· Resource #2 is a teacher copy.

4. Encourage students to reflect on how protest music can build solidarity but also risks overshadowing authentic First Nations voices and highlight the importance of listening to and amplifying Indigenous perspectives in contemporary Australia.


Activity 3: Exploring the Uluru Statement, Voice, and Truth-telling
Contextualising Ziggy Ramo’s contemporary activism and music

	Resources required:
· Student access Understanding Uluru Statement from the Heart, Making Little Things: Behind the Scenes with Ziggy Ramo and ‘Little Things feat. Paul Kelly’
· Appendix Resource #3 Personal Response worksheet
· Student access to ‘From Little Things Big Things Grow’ lyrics.
· Appendix Resource #4 From Little Things Big Things Grow analysis
· Appendix Resource #5 From Little Things Big Things Grow analysis TEACHER COPY
· A3 paper.



1. Recap that Paul Kelly used his voice to shine a light on the Gurindji people’s courageous land rights struggle and how their struggle for recognition was still ongoing in the 1990s. 

2. Tell students that there have been many gains and many setbacks in the struggle for reconciliation in Australia in the years since. In 2017, the Australian government published the Uluru Statement from the Heart which also sought to recognise Aboriginal voices in parliament. 

3. Direct students to Understanding Uluru Statement from the Heart and ask them to identify and record in their books its 3 proposed reforms: voice, treaty and truth:
· A Voice: a constitutionally protected Indigenous voice to Parliament to advise on laws affecting Indigenous peoples.
· Truth: a process of truth-telling to acknowledge the full history and ongoing impact of colonisation.
· Treaty: formal agreements between governments and Indigenous peoples recognizing sovereignty and rights.

4. Against this backdrop, an Australian artist named Ziggy Ramo emerged as a singer, songwriter and activist. His lived experience as an Aboriginal man in Australia have led him towards truth-telling through music. 
· Show students the following video Making Little Things: Behind the Scenes with Ziggy Ramo (stop at 2:35). This will provide some context for Ziggy as an artist and introduce how he collaborated with Paul Kelly to adapt From Little Things Big Things Grow in 2017.

5. Distribute copies of the lyrics and Resource #3 to students. Explain the 4 categories for students to consider before screening Ramo’s official music video ‘Little Things feat. Paul Kelly’ to the class (see, think, feel wonder).
· Students should note down their responses as they view the video. 
· Explain that Ziggy Ramo’s ‘Little Things’ is an example of truth-telling that challenges the colonial narrative of Australia’s history.
· Once completed, ask the class the same question asked after listening to Paul Kelly’s version, ‘is this what they expected a protest song to sound like?’ Discuss.

6. Distribute copies of Resource #4 and allow students to work independently or in pairs to complete. 
· Introduce this activity by noting that in the song, Ramo says “I know it’s uncomfortable” at one point. Students will now examine some key lines of Ramo’s song and identify what ‘uncomfortable truths’ he is voicing about Australia’s history and current society.
· Students will likely need to use the internet to conduct research to help answer prompts. 
· Resource #5 is a teacher copy.

7. Working in the same groups as before, distribute A3 paper to each group. Direct one student per group to draw a Venn diagram. In the:
· left circle, write features unique to Paul Kelly’s version (e.g. folk style, storytelling focus, gentle tone)
· right circle, write features unique to Ziggy Ramo’s version (e.g. hip-hop style, direct references to ongoing injustices, confrontational, raw tone)
· middle, write common features (e.g. themes of land rights, protest, persistence).

8. Explain to students that they will now reflect on their learning by comparing the 2 versions of From Little Things Big Things Grow they have studied, Paul Kelly’s original and Ziggy Ramo’s adaptation. Students should respond to this question individually or in pairs, using specific examples from the songs in their answer:
· Which version of the song do you find more effective at conveying the message of protest and ongoing struggle of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as the First Peoples of Australia? Why?
· Instruct students to think carefully about the lyrics, musical style, tone, and message of each version and consider how each song communicates Indigenous voices and experiences in different ways.

9. Once completed, invite volunteers to share their reflections with the class, fostering a group discussion on the power of voice, music, and protest.



Resource #1 Understanding From Little Things Big Things Grow and protests.

Access the lyrics and further information here.

1. Why might it have been necessary for the Gurindji story to be told partly by Paul Kelly, a well-known white Australian artist?

	

	

	

	



2. What barriers might Aboriginal artists have faced in 1991 in reaching large audiences?

	

	

	

	



3. How could a non-Indigenous collaborator help or complicate the song’s message?

	

	

	

	



4. Why is respectful collaboration between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people important in protest music?

	

	

	

	







Resource #2 Understanding From Little Things Big Things Grow and protests TEACHER COPY

Access the lyrics and further information here.

1. Why might it have been necessary for the Gurindji story to be told partly by Paul Kelly, a well-known white Australian artist?
· Paul Kelly had a broad mainstream audience across Australia, which many Aboriginal artists couldn't easily access in 1991
· His involvement helped attract non-Indigenous listeners who might not have engaged with Aboriginal issues otherwise
· The collaboration symbolised allyship and partnership between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians
· It reflected the reality of the music industry and media gatekeeping, where Aboriginal voices were often marginalised.

2. What barriers might Aboriginal artists have faced in 1991 in reaching large audiences?
· Limited access to mainstream radio, television, and music industry support
· Systemic racism and social attitudes that marginalised Indigenous voices
· Lack of representation in major record labels and media platforms
· Economic barriers and fewer resources for production and promotion
· Potential audience unfamiliarity or discomfort with Indigenous stories and perspectives at the time.

3. How could a non-Indigenous collaborator help or complicate the song’s message?
· Help: They can open doors to wider audiences and lend support and resources
· Help: Facilitate cross-cultural understanding and solidarity
· Complicate: Risk of overshadowing Indigenous voices and perspectives if not handled respectfully
· Complicate: May raise questions about authenticity or appropriation if collaboration is unequal
· Complicate:  Listeners may misinterpret the song’s ownership and origins.

4. Why is respectful collaboration between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people important in protest music?
· Builds genuine partnerships that amplify Indigenous voices rather than replace them
· Encourages shared understanding and reconciliation through art
· Ensures that cultural stories are told with accuracy, respect, and integrity
· Can challenge existing power imbalances and foster allyship
· Creates music that resonates across diverse audiences, increasing impact and awareness.
















Resource #3 Personal response worksheet

	See – what do I see? Students describe key imagery, symbols, settings.

















	Think – what do I think is happening or being said? 


	Wonder – what does this make me wonder about? 

















	Feel – how does this make me feel?



















Resource #4 From Little Things Big Things Grow analysis 

Access the lyrics and further information here.

	Lyric
	Prompts
	What truth is being told?

	Two hundred years of history that's falsified
	Why do you think histories might be ‘falsified’? How does this affect people’s understanding of Australia’s past?
	

	British invaders that we remember as heroes
	What stories have you heard before about British colonisers? How might this quote invite us to think differently?
	

	Are you ready to tell the other side?
	What does ‘telling the other side’ mean? Why might it be important?
	

	We start our story in 1493 with a piece of paper called the Doctrine of Discovery
	What was the Doctrine of Discovery? 
	

	It's how today Australia claims terra nullius
	What does ‘terra nullius’ mean? Why is this idea harmful?
	

	Is that your law? Cause that's invasion / That's the destruction of five hundred nations
	How do you think this quote challenges what some people call ‘law’? How might this change the way we think about history?
	

	Which planted the seeds for the stolen generation
	What do you know about the stolen generation? How did the Doctrine of Discovery plant the seeds for this?
	

	There will never be justice on our stolen land
	What might ‘justice’ mean here? 
	

	Since 1991, four hundred and forty-one Indigenous Australians have died in custody
	What does this statistic tell us about today’s Australia? Why might this still be happening?
	

	Always was, always will be
	What message is being shared here about identity and belonging?
	
















Resource #5 From Little Things Big Things Grow analysis TEACHER COPY
	Lyric
	Prompts
	What truth is being told?

	Two hundred years of history that's falsified
	Why do you think histories might be ‘falsified’? How does this affect people’s understanding of Australia’s past?
	Histories were falsified to justify colonisation and dispossession by portraying Australia as empty land ('terra nullius') and British settlers as 'civilising heroes'. This skews public understanding, erasing Indigenous experiences, suffering, and sovereignty.

	British invaders that we remember as heroes
	What stories have you heard before about British colonisers? How might this quote invite us to think differently?
	Many learn British colonisers were 'founders' or 'heroes', but this quote challenges that by highlighting land theft and violence. It invites reconsidering colonialism’s impact on Indigenous peoples.

	Are you ready to tell the other side?
	What does ‘telling the other side’ mean? Why might it be important?
	It means sharing Indigenous perspectives often excluded from mainstream history. It is important for truth, justice, reconciliation, and understanding the full story.

	We start our story in 1493 with a piece of paper called the Doctrine of Discovery
	What was the Doctrine of Discovery? 
	A 15th-century European policy that allowed Christian explorers to claim lands inhabited by Indigenous peoples as their own, ignoring Indigenous sovereignty.

	It's how today Australia claims terra nullius
	What does ‘terra nullius’ mean? Why is this idea harmful?
	‘Terra nullius’ means ‘land belonging to no one.’ It justified ignoring Indigenous law and land ownership, enabling dispossession. It denies Indigenous connection to land and rights.

	Is that your law? Cause that's invasion / That's the destruction of five hundred nations
	How do you think this quote challenges what some people call ‘law’? How might this change the way we think about history?
	It challenges the legitimacy of British/colonial law imposed by invasion, highlighting that it destroyed many Indigenous nations and laws. It reframes colonisation as illegal and violent.

	Which planted the seeds for the stolen generation
	What do you know about the stolen generation? How did the Doctrine of Discovery plant the seeds for this?
	The Stolen Generations were Aboriginal children forcibly removed from families to assimilate them. The Doctrine’s denial of Indigenous rights laid groundwork for assimilation policies.

	There will never be justice on our stolen land
	What might ‘justice’ mean here? 
	Justice means recognition of rights, return of land, truth-telling, healing, and equality. The lyric expresses frustration that these have not yet been fully realised.

	Since 1991, four hundred and forty-one Indigenous Australians have died in custody
	What does this statistic tell us about today’s Australia? Why might this still be happening?
	It reveals ongoing systemic racism and injustice in the legal system. It shows that colonisation’s effects and discrimination persist, causing trauma and loss.

	Always was, always will be
	What message is being shared here about identity and belonging?
	This affirming phrase insists that Indigenous peoples have always been the original owners of Australia, affirming sovereignty and enduring connection to land despite colonisation.
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