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This article outlines a framework for working with First Peoples in an arts-

based service learning context. The framework is designed to support 

respectful and mutually beneficial learning partnerships through three, 

interconnected Ways of Knowing, Ways of Being, and Ways of Doing. To 

set the context for this framework, the article first offers insights from the 

literature on global service learning and service learning with First 

Peoples, and next describes the research context that led to this 

framework. It then outlines the article’s framework, by drawing on 

examples from three arts-based service learning programmes with 

Aboriginal communities over eight years.  
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Introduction 

Universities worldwide are acknowledging the role of international study experiences in 

developing graduates with the intercultural competencies and proficiencies needed to 

function as global citizens. Global service learning (GSL) has played a significant role, 

providing students with opportunities to develop strong working relationships with 

international partners across a range of cultural contexts on projects of community 

significance (McMillan & Stanton, 2014; see also Green, 2009 Lewin, 2010).  

Many GSL programmes involve culturally immersive experiences that develop 

students’ intercultural competencies and prompt critical reflections on their cultural 

subjectivities, power, privilege, and hegemonic assumptions (Hartman & Kiely, 2014). 

These developments resonate with parallel work in service learning with First Peoples. 

Both approaches share a focus on rich and multi-layered learning processes and 

outcomes that can occur at the interface of cultures (see Nakata, 2002), whether at home 

or abroad (Longo & Saltmarsh, 2011). The approaches also share similar tensions, and 

indeed possibilities, when working across cultures in ways that embrace First Peoples’ 

worldviews and embody anti-colonial practices (see Dei & Kempf, 2006; Hart, 2010). 

 

First Peoples and Service Learning 

Broader discussions of service learning for social justice and change (see Mitchell & 

Humphries, 2007), multicultural service learning (see Boyle-Baise et al., 2006) and 

interracial service learning (see Murphy & Rasch, 2008) offer important insights on the 

socio-political and intercultural dimensions of service learning with First Peoples. Until 

recently, however, little literature has focused on service learning with First Peoples, 

and even less has conceptualised service learning from First Peoples’ perspectives. 
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Guffey (2008) asserts the need for strong links between service learning and First 

Peoples’ worldviews including spiritual connections with the earth and the significance 

of storytelling. Molnar (2010, p. 11) adds the need to position community members as 

capable agents and reciprocal learning partners (Porter & Monard, 2001) rather than 

‘people in need of being saved’.  

 

In his service learning work with American Indian tribal nations, Steinman (2011) 

explains that personal interactions and ‘witnessing’ can transform learner and the 

relationships between partners. Steinman contributes to the theorisation of service and 

the value of ‘making space’ for the integration of Indigenous worldviews in service-

learning courses. Crucially, making space includes hearing First Peoples and engaging 

in intercultural dialogue on their terms: ‘closing the relational gap’ rather than 

‘spectating ... a privilege where the self is distanced and separated’ (Steinman, 2011, p. 

12). 

 

Making space also emerges as a vehicle for de-centring the perspectives of dominant 

social groups, creating deeper and more community-oriented relationships, and 

heightening participants’ personal awareness of their location within, and participation 

in, social inequalities. This way of relating to one another unfolds dynamically in social 

spaces and is deeply informed by First Peoples’ perspectives. Making space can 

promote what McMillan and Stanton (2014) call learning service (see also Boyle-Baise 

et al., 2006) to promote deep critical reflection and change.  
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Our arts-based service learning programmes 

This article shares findings from one of the first in-depth studies to look into service 

learning programmes with First Peoples of Australia. It draws together eight years of 

practice and research in service learning with Aboriginal communities (2009-2017) and 

a three-year nationally funded project (2011-2014) that entailed collaborative research 

across arts-based service learning (ABSL) programmes at three Australia universities, 

including Queensland Conservatorium Griffith University (in Brisbane), Western 

Sydney University (Sydney) and Curtin University (Perth) in partnership with 

Aboriginal communities in metropolitan Perth and remote Tennant Creek (Northern 

Territory). Students worked alongside Aboriginal artists and Elders on community-led 

projects such as song writing and recording, arts festival production, school-based 

educational programmes, and film and journalism initiatives. (We have documented 

these programmes in detail elsewhere: see for example Bartleet, et. al., 2014b; Bartleet, 

et. al., 2016; Power & Bennett, 2015.)  

 

Students in each institution were invited to submit an Expression of Interest. Selection 

was based on students’ skills sets and their alignment with the needs of the community 

projects involved in each programme. The selected students were then invited to enrol 

in an ABSL programme for credit at their respective institutions.  

 

Methods, ethics and analysis 

This article draws on the collaborative research undertaken across the three universities, 

and seeks to answer one of the broader project’s core question: How can arts-based 

service-learning programmes with First Peoples be designed to engender strong 
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relationships between culture bearers and students, and support respectful and 

reciprocal ways of learning?  

 

Participating students (N=124) came from music, film and television, pre-service 

teachers with a major in the arts, and journalism. Following Swords and Kiely’s (2010) 

suggestion that the most powerful transformative learning experiences occur in service 

learning through critical reflection before, during, and after the programme, collected 

reflective data through semi-structured interviews (with community members, faculty 

and students), student assessment and reflection tasks (in the form of digital stories and 

reflective journals), and researcher reflective diaries and observations. We also used 

unstructured diary writing and video and photo observation techniques to document the 

contexts within which the programmes occurred.  

 

Ethical clearance was obtained from each institution’s ethics review committee in order 

to collect this reflective data. The study used standard informed consent mechanisms, 

with information sheets in plain English. We remain in contact with the communities to 

ensure that appropriate cultural protocols continue to be observed: for example, 

removing public images and music featuring deceased participants.i  

 

Analysis began with a preliminary thematic coding schema developed through our 

previous work (Bartleet, et. al., 2014a). Once the data were cleaned, team members 

coded selections of the new data and provided input and feedback on the schema. Inter-

rater reliability using the revised schema met a cut-off point of 80% (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). The next wave of analysis involved a series of face-to-face meetings 

to develop meta-ethnographic interpretations of the experiences and outcomes reported 
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in participants’ accounts. Once completed, the draft analysis was presented to an 

external evaluator and a national Advisory Group of leading Aboriginal colleagues, 

stakeholders, and experts. This led to a distillation of key findings into a Framework for 

practice. 

 

A Framework to support respectful and reciprocal learning 

Across the ABSL programmes, data revealed three interconnected elements of learning 

broadly understood as ways of knowing, being, and doing. Seeking to conceptualise 

these, we found inspiration and insights in the work of Aboriginal scholar Karen Booran 

Mirraboopa Martin (2003), whose Quandamooka worldview encapsulates all three 

elements. By re-organising the data according to a Quandamooka worldview, we 

identified nine enablers of intercultural engagement in service learning, which are 

shown in the following Framework (Table 1, see also Bartleet, et. al., 2014b). In the 

following sections, we draw on participant insights and the service learning literature to 

illustrate how the Quandamooka worldview can occur in practice. 

 

[Please insert Table 1 here] 

 

Ways of Knowing 

In our ABSL programmes, Ways of Knowing were learned and reproduced through 

sitting, watching, waiting, listening and much else. The Ways of Knowing responded to 

contextual factors such as Sorry Businessii or the negotiation of gender-related 

dynamics or particular kinship relationships such as Avoidanceiii. As such, our ABSL 

programmes needed to incorporate sensitivity toward both contexts and processes. 

Rather than arrive with preconceived agendas, students and faculty members needed to 
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first sit down and talk with collaborators, to share control, to be sensitive to things that 

were going on in the community, and to respect this relational way of working. To 

unpack this further, in the following section we draw from the data to illustrate how 

these Ways of Knowing can encompass different ways of engaging with people, culture 

and communities: (a) sitting down on country; (b) respecting culture and First Peoples’ 

worldviews; and (c) transforming understandings and worldviews through critical 

reflection.  

 

Sitting down on country  

A recurring theme was the importance of literally sitting down on countryiv. This 

enabled us to physically connect with the country, to acknowledge its Elders past and 

present, and to be mindful of its presence in all that we did. Sitting down forced us to 

relax and to be present in the moment. By sitting together, the process of building 

relationships began. As journalism student Karen confessed, 

I think at times I probably rushed writing my [journalistic] article. I didn’t probably 

take enough time to actually sit down. [It] was hard to manage my time, so I felt 

like maybe my articles probably weren’t as good as they could have been the first-

time round. (Karen, 2011) 

Over time, students came to realise that working this way ensured that things progressed 

on the community’s terms. As music student James reflected, 

You’ve got to sit back … not being afraid of sitting around and having silence with 

these guys and not trying to get to know them, but just settling for a nod maybe. 

(James, 2009) 

As James recognised, sitting down allows people to relax and places primacy on 

relationship building before any programme work begins. This also led to a focus on 

listening, which often coalesced with community power and agency. When students 
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took the time to listen, they found community members to be generous with their 

sharing of knowledge about country, culture, and customs.    

 

Respecting culture and First Peoples’ worldviews  

A key part of our ABSL programmes was to place control in the hands of the 

Aboriginal Elders and artists so that diverse ways of knowing naturally emerged. By 

respecting the authority of Elders and community members, students and faculty 

experienced new understandings of Aboriginal culture. As community partner Alan 

Murn explained, this allows a strengths-based approach to respecting Aboriginal 

cultures and worldviews to emerge. 

It’s really important … that the word spreads as well about Aboriginal people and 

their nature and culture, the strength of it, the depth of it, the richness of it, and the 

incredible talent of it … I think the students are getting a little sense of that and 

understand just how clever and talented and amazing that culture is, and taking that 

back again to mainstream culture and there would be a ripple effect from that. 

(Alan, 2010) 

 

Transforming understandings and worldviews through critical reflection 

For many non-Indigenous students and faculty this experience relieved ignorance and 

lack of connection to Australian Aboriginal cultures and peoples. Kylie, a pre-service 

teacher, expressed profound insights regarding her own and others’ understandings of 

Aboriginal peoples. Kylie’s experiences, like many other students and faculty, led her to 

deeply re-evaluate past experiences and ‘white’ Australian society. 

I used to be one of those people who was blinded by what the media chose to tell. 

… So, it’s changed my thinking. It’s not pity: it’s opening eyes. … It’s sad that the 

world can’t respect that. It doesn’t have to be right or wrong; their way is their 

way. (Kylie, 2012) 
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Kylie’s comment illustrates that many students gained a new sense of respect and 

appreciation for Aboriginal cultures and peoples. The experience also led students to 

critically question and reassess their ignorance and prejudice toward other cultural 

groups. 

  

Ways of Being 

The second learning dimension of our framework relates to Ways of Being. As the 

insights and stories suggest, participants became involved in a network of relations that 

were reciprocal and deeply contextual (Martin, 2003). These relations determined and 

defined how people connected to the country where they were working, how they 

interacted with collaborators, and ultimately how they related to their own subjectivities 

– in other words, their ways of being (Martin, 2003). The Elders and community 

members guided this process, whether it was explaining how students connected to their 

collaborators in the kinship system, or modelling to them how they should behave and 

respond as a result. To illustrate how this played out in the three programmes, in the 

following sections we briefly touch on: (a) relationship building and deepening; (b) 

reciprocal learning and sharing; and (c) responding to contextual politics and dynamics 

with sensitivity.  

 

Relationship building and deepening 

The strongest theme that came from each programme was the importance of 

relationships. In fact, in our analysis it became difficult to isolate the relationship theme 

because it was so inextricably linked with the other themes. That said, there are 

important considerations to underscore in this discussion. These relate to the continuity 
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of relationships, lessons that come from family and kinship, and the dynamics of 

relationships with partners and intermediaries.  

 

Over time, all participants came to realise the importance of showing respect, 

developing trust, and taking the time to build relationships. Students built their 

relationships through arts-based processes, and these experiences emerged as important 

pathways for intercultural learning. Informal music making, cooking, or gardening 

sessions also provided initial introductions that become important over the course of a 

programme. As music student Jeffrey described, these processes facilitated a way of 

communicating that was much more efficient and meaningful than talking: ‘Sometimes, 

I felt while playing that there was no need for talking. We could all understand each 

other very clearly’ (Jeffrey, 2011). Similarly, pre-service teacher Nick said of a 

community musician,  

I met him while he was playing and I sat down and played with him. He didn’t talk 

a whole bunch that first week, even though we played quite a bit together. In the 

second week, he did. He really opened up to me about things, what his life’s been 

like. (Nick, 2012) 

Another way in which students were initiated into thinking about relationships was by 

being given a skin name.v Students and faculty from two of the universities attended 

language and culture classes at the Papulu Apparr-Kari language centre in Tennant 

Creek and were given skin names as part of their welcome to the community. Through 

this gesture, community members were teaching us about our relationships toward one 

another and the culturally appropriate behaviour that accompanies these relationships. 

Many participants reported feeling at once unsure and intensely privileged to have been 

given a skin name and to be welcomed into the local kinship system. This can be seen in 

the comments of Jeff, who returned for a second year: ‘you feel like you're part of a big 
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family out there because of skin name and culture - like for me I felt like I’m going 

back home’ (Jeff, 2012). 

 

Numerous students and faculty members reported feeling an enduring sense of family 

connection to their friends and colleagues in Tennant Creek, as expressed by pre-service 

teacher Sharni: ‘I love the remote community. It’s like a little family’ (Sharni, 2012). As 

such, family and kinship were strong elements of participants’ experiences across all 

programmes. These elements referred to prior relationships and experiences with their 

own biological families as well as potentially new understandings of Aboriginal kinship 

systems and skin names and the importance of family and ancestors.  

 

The intercultural experiences had a profound and sometimes transformative effect on 

participants. The embodied experience of participating in the programmes prompted 

students to engage in deeply reflective examinations of their selves, cultural 

subjectivities, and their perceptions of the world around them. A key element in guiding 

this process was the use of guided critical reflection through field diaries, focus group 

interviews, and informal group de-briefs. These aspects of critical reflection are crucial 

to the learning experiences of the students, and they also provide valuable insights about 

the depth of the learning experiences. 

 

Reflecting on developing relationships and the contexts in which they were engaging, as 

recommended by Swords and Kiely (2010) and Hartman and Kiely (2014), students 

were prompted to think critically about difference and sameness. Some students wrote 

about a sense of a ‘culture shock,’ meaning an intense experience of cultural difference 

that is initially unnerving for outsiders to that culture. Other students talked of an 
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intense awareness that while they were still in their own country, it felt as though they 

were in a foreign culture. 

… it’s culture shock on many levels for me.  I’m in my own country and I don’t 

feel familiar with a lot of things … the real Australia is so different to what I 

thought it was … my prior understandings or ideas … have been blown out of the 

water. (Rhiannon, 2009) 

These sorts of experiences led to complex and multifaceted changes and transformations 

in many participants across the three programmes. There were changes in students’ and 

community partners’ ways of viewing their professions, and there were changes in 

attitudes, in ways of reacting to attitudes, and in engaging with community. Many 

journalism students, for example, were motivated to help secure a sense of place for 

Indigenous people in the media, and community members voiced ‘the potential to find a 

voice through which they might achieve fairer media representation and be able to 

participate on an equitable basis’.  

 

Reciprocal learning and sharing 

Another important theme to emerge in our intercultural work is the need to 

structure programmes so that they are mutually beneficial for community and 

students. This relates to the relational concept of reciprocity. Of particular 

relevance is the concept of generative reciprocity, which refers to the 

interrelatedness of people, the world around them, and the potential synergies that 

emerge from these relationships (Dostilio et al., 2012). Indigenous artist Lynette 

explained this from a community perspective:  

It’s a two-way process. I think that the musicians here have engaged with the 

Conservatorium students in a way that they’ve never engaged with other people 

before, other musicians, because the students are so open to new ideas and very 
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good at what they do ... I think we’ve both learnt a lot from each other. (Lynette, 

2009) 

Similarly, after two weeks of musical and cultural exchanges with local artists in 

Tennant Creek, student Mitch reflected:  

In learning about other people’s culture and musical styles ... I saw great value in 

the cultural exchange that took place and realised that as an urban Australian, I 

really knew nothing about indigenous culture. ... Culturally, I will be able to take a 

lot of knowledge back home about the indigenous community that I otherwise 

wouldn’t have learnt. (Mitch, 2010) 

The reciprocal nature of these learning encounters resonates strongly with the notion of 

asset-based approaches to service learning, which promote respect for community 

members as capable agents and partners. When viewed this way, all participants were 

active learners with something valuable to share. 

 

Responding to contextual politics and dynamics with sensitivity 

Given that our programmes were in complex social and cultural contexts, students and 

faculty needed to always respond to community members and activities with great 

sensitivity. Specifically, the lingering devastation that colonisation continues to cause 

First Peoples was a major spectre in each programme. The disadvantage of regional 

remote communities as well as local urban communities was seen in matters such as 

inferior health service access and scarce employment opportunities for young people. At 

the same time, community members faced serious concerns such as the impact of 

industry on the environment, alcohol abuse, and obesity.  

 

A number of students experienced new understandings of poverty and disadvantage in 

relation to First Peoples, and the role that colonisation has played, and continues to play, 

in such systematic oppression. Student teachers, for example, became aware of realities 
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and stereotypes relating to poverty and disadvantage through their interactions with 

school students. Students and faculty were also exposed to harsh statistics, that the 

probability of an Aboriginal woman experiencing domestic violence was 45 times 

higher than a non-Aboriginal woman (Creative Spirits, 2016). Participants of the two 

projects conducted in Tennant Creek spoke about alcohol-related experiences and 

insights. Sharni, an Aboriginal university student, found that high school students were 

keen to create change: 

I gave Year 10s the choice of issues. They all agreed on the issue of ‘You don’t 

need grog to have fun’. … As an Indigenous student, you get told of the problems 

in our community in Central and Northern Australia. I’m seeing it now. I knew the 

stories were true, but there’s a difference in hearing them and actually seeing 

yourself the issues with alcohol. (Sharni, 2012) 

The sadness and anger experienced by some students and faculty was attributed to 

the loss of Aboriginal culture and language, racism, and the tragedies that have been 

a part of Aboriginal history since colonisation. In responding to the challenging 

contextual politics and dynamics, participants emphasised the value of being 

sensitive as well as responsive, flexible and open when engaging in intercultural 

relationships and experiences.  

 

Ways of Doing 

In our service learning programmes, Ways of Doing became a synthesis and articulation 

of ways of knowing and being. As such, it forms the third learning dimension in our 

framework. Ways of Doing could be seen in the arts practices, cultural customs and 

programme events; in the ways in which participants followed community protocols; 

and in the ways in which people engaged with one another (Martin, 2003). As we have 

mentioned, participants deferred to community partners about the shape of programmes 
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and their outcomes. In the following section, we touch on this dimension of learning 

and engagement by focusing on: (a) the arts as a medium for connection and 

collaboration; (b) the design and implementation of service learning programmes to 

meet both community and institutional needs; (c) and the importance of building 

sustainable programmes with First Peoples. 

 

The arts as a medium for connection and collaboration 

What has distinguished this service-learning work has been the focus on the arts 

(broadly defined) as a means of meeting community identified needs and educational 

and artistic outcomes. Among the many benefits of this focus, we have identified the 

arts as a medium for facilitating expression and connection between diverse participants 

that other forms of communication might not have achieved. We have found these 

benefits to be highly compatible with First Peoples’ perspectives of service learning 

(see also Bartleet, Sunderland & Carfoot, 2016). To give a music-related example, 

participants often reflect on the act of jamming as the most appropriate and direct form 

of intercultural communication, describing the nature and benefits of these experiences 

through reference to discourses of music as a “universal” or “common language”. As 

music student Amie says, 

I've sort of reflected on the fact that music is just that common language that's sort of 

being able to bridge a lot of the boundaries between us. That very first thing we all kind 

of got in and had a listen to each other’s music and had a jam and it sort of started to 

flow from there; whereas, if you were stuck in a room and were just chatting to each 

other for a few hours, you could […] still be sitting in the room next time you come in. 

So, I think it was good to have that common link from the get go. (Amie, 2009) 

Likewise, music student Sophia reflected, 

The strongest experiences for me was being given the opportunity to listen and play 

along to some of the locals’ original songs and bonding over the universal language of 
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music. Another highlight was teaching the high school students in our workshops. A lot 

of the students were very shy and it was a beautiful experience to be able to form a 

connection and put a smile on their faces by teaching them something they may have 

never had the chance to do before. (Sophia, 2017) 

 

Meeting community and institutional needs 

The complex dynamics and intercultural learning processes described so far have been 

the result of careful design and planning faculty and community partners. This has 

involved the tricky task of balancing community and institutional needs. In terms of 

meeting institutional needs, as Furco (1996) outlines, service learning in higher 

education involves formally integrating community service with the academic 

curriculum. In line with Steinman (2011), while institutionalisation has led to important 

advantages for our programmes in terms of funding and a home within the curriculum, 

at times it has constrained the more fluid and personal approaches desired by 

community. The faculty members involved in each programme were thus presented 

with the complex and time-consuming task of juggling university requirements with 

those of community.  

We have sought to achieve what Bender (2008) describes as a broader 

perspective on institutionalising service learning that takes into account the higher 

education environment and each community’s needs, priorities, and activities. Bender 

(2008) argues for a ‘socio-systemic’ approach to institutional change that incorporates 

external, internal and personal change. Bender observes that external educational 

change is mandated in a top-down manner such as in higher education policies and 

national initiatives, whilst internal educational change deals with ‘change within higher 

education institutions that initiates and promotes change within the framework of 

strategies, support and enabling mechanisms for curricular community engagement’ 
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(Bender, 2008, p. 129). Finally, personal change relates to changes in the way 

individual faculty view the ‘educational approach and philosophy’ of community 

service learning (Bender, 2007, p. 129). We have found that the design of service 

learning programmes with First Peoples needs to adopt this socio-systemic approach by 

balancing the interpersonal alongside institutional factors with broader higher education 

policies and initiatives on a national scale.  

 

Building sustainability into service learning programmes with First Peoples 

A final theme in our work is the need to build sustainable ABSL programmes. The 

communities with which we have worked are very accustomed to people flying in to 

deliver programmes and then quickly leaving. We have committed to developing 

ongoing relationships, community assets and strengths, and supporting participant 

morale amid frequently challenging circumstances. This has entailed a commitment to 

longer-term partnerships and regular returns to community. 

 

We believe the themes and dimensions outlined in this article promote deep concepts of 

sustainability that have the potential to reconceptualise the design of global service 

learning and service learning programmes with First Peoples more broadly. The 

concepts focus on establishing intercultural relationships, sustaining those relationships, 

and sustaining transformation and hope within students and community members (see 

also Power, et. al., 2016). When attention is given to these deep relational concepts 

through the multiple learning dimensions we have discussed above, we have found that 

we can support respectful and mutually beneficial learning partnerships in a sustainable 

way. 
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Conclusions: Implications for practice 

In this article, we have outlined a way of framing respectful and mutually beneficial 

learning partnerships through arts-based service learning with First Peoples. Underlying 

this has been an emphasis on collaboration and community agency. Community 

partners subtly control the depths to which participants travelled through and out of 

identified ways of learning. They also guide what people came to know, how they relate 

to others, and where and when this is done. As faculty members, we need to be deeply 

present throughout this, but we also need to make a concerted effort to let it play out 

without our interference. We believe this community-led learning, coupled with 

systematic reflective practice through fieldwork diaries, focus group interviews and 

digital story making, significantly deepens our students’ intercultural learning 

experiences (see also Kiely, 2004, 2005).  

 

It should also be said that the complex and interrelated ways in which this learning and 

engaging occurs are not always as neat as our framework suggests. However, the 

framework organises and represents a substantial amount of rich data that takes 

inspiration from an Aboriginal worldview and it informs how these insights can be 

embodied in practice. We hope that the framework will be a useful starting point for 

those interested in developing new partnerships with First Peoples and those committed 

to developing intercultural ways of learning and engaging in global service learning 

initiatives. We hope it will also provide a valuable reflective prompt for those in the 

midst of these programmes and, most of all, a beneficial reference point for evaluating 

these programmes in the future.  
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i In Australian Aboriginal culture, images of deceased people are not shown publicly for a 

period of time following their death, as a sign of cultural respect. 
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ii “Sorry Business” is a term used by Indigenous Australians to refer to the death of a family or 

community member and the mourning process.  

iii “Avoidance practices” refers to those relationships in traditional Aboriginal society where 

certain people are required to avoid others in their family or clan.  

iv “Country” is a term used by Aboriginal people to refer to the land to which they belong and 

their place of Dreaming. Aboriginal language usage of the word country is much broader than 

that in Standard English. 

v The kinship system is a feature of Aboriginal social organisation and family relationships 

across Central Australia. Members of each kinship group have a ‘skin name.’ This complex 

system determines how people relate to each other and their roles, responsibilities, and 

obligations in relation to one another, ceremonial business, and land. 
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