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CURTIS Taylor shakes his head
in bewilderment at the craziness
of the whitefellas who don't know
who they are and head off to India
to "find themselves".

For Mr Taylor, a Manyjilyjarra
Warnman man from the western
desert in Western Australia, the
answer to who he is lies in the
traditional songs and stories of his
tribe.

Addressing the inaugural Lit-
erate Australia Forum in Sydney
yesterday, opened by the
Governor-General Quentin
Bryce, Mr Taylor spoke of the
importance of remaining in touch
with his traditional culture in
meeting the modern world.

"I want to learn my song and
my language and I want to learn
English so I can live easily in both
worlds," he said. "But we have to
come together, to meet up half-
way so we can learn your way, and
you can learn our way."

The importance of respecting
Aboriginal culture as part of
efforts to close the educational
gap with non-indigenous Austra-
lia was the theme of the forum,
organised by the Australian
Centre for Child and Youth: Cul-
ture and Wellbeing at the Univer-
sity of Technology, Sydney.

Ms Bryce said being literate in
one meaning was to have the
capacity to read a song sheet, a
ticket, a licence "or a guarantee
that we won't be left out".

But there was another type of
literacy, which was more difficult
to define because it had no limits,
which Ms Bryce described as a
"creative literacy".

"It's a literacy that acts as a
catalyst, an empowerer within
each one of us, to take up the tools
that functional literacy gives us, to
express ourselves as individuals."

The university's director of
Jumbunna Indigenous House of
Learning in the law faculty,
Larissa Behrendt, said Aboriginal

culture was too often blamed for
the problems facing indigenous
communities instead of being
seen as part of the solution.

Professor Behrendt also ac-
cused politicians from both sides
of putting ideology ahead of the
evidence of what works in
improving the educational out-
comes of indigenous children.

She pointed to the work of
Chris Sarra, from the Stronger
Smarter Institute, who builds self-
esteem in children through
understanding their culture. The
director of the Australian Centre
for Child and Youth, Rosemary
Johnston, said the aim was to set
directions for increasing under-
standing between indigenous and
non-indigenous Australia, and to
develop "deep literacy" that
"grows subjunctive understand-
ings about how would I feel if this
were me, or my mother or child, or
if this was my community".
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Curtis Taylor, left, Quentin Bryce, Kathy Guthadjaka and Peter Johnson at the Literate Australia Forum in Sydney yesterday
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