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Abstract 

Attracting more Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to the social work profession is an 

important strategy in responding to Indigenous disadvantage. The literature suggests that the 

inclusion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, knowledge and skills in social work 

is impeded by racism and white privilege.  This article reports on a research project that aimed 

to explore the field education experiences of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander social work 

students. Interviews were conducted with 11 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 

/graduates and their narratives were analysed through a collaborative process. Findings reveal 

experiences of subtle and overt racism as every day features of their placements. The findings 

highlight the need to address racism, the value of cultural mentors, and the necessity to increase 

the employment of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander academic staff in social work 

education.  
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Introduction 

The subtle dynamics of personal, institutional and cultural racism permeate the 

routine minutiae of social work policy and practice and these, combined with the 

strategies white social workers utilise to avoid the tricky task of confronting 

racism in their work, mean that black people's needs receive short shrift. 

(Dominelli, 1989, p.1) 

 

It is nearly twenty five years since Dominelli made this observation about racism in the 

profession of social work.  While Dominelli was referring to British social work, Australian 

authors of the time developed similar arguments (see for example McMahon, 1990).  This article 

discusses recent research that suggests Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander social 

work students and graduates continue to be impacted by dynamics of racism. The notion that 

racism remains a feature of social work practice is disturbing as Indigenous peoples are the most 

disadvantaged group in Australia on almost all social dimensions, and they are over-represented 

as recipients of social work services (Walter, Taylor, & Habibis, 2011).  

Recent efforts made by social work educators to be inclusive of Indigenous peoples, their 

history and ways of working are consistent with calls for the profession to find respectful ways 

of helping rather than continue to perpetuate deficit models of western intervention that have 

dominated past social work education and practice (see for example Green and Baldry, 2008; 

Yellow Bird, 2008).  Responding to those calls for change, the Australian Association of Social 

Workers (AASW) has developed a Reconciliation Action Plan (2013), new Professional 

Standards (2013), a revised Code of Ethics (2010), and published special editions of the 

professional journal Australian Social Work to highlight issues of concern and to contribute to 

the development of inclusive social work practice and education with and for Indigenous 
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Australians (http://www.aasw.asn.au/). However, the experience of field education for 

Indigenous students requires further exploration. 

Field education provides real world preparation and professional enculturation in a human 

service organisation under supervision from an experienced social work practitioner.   There is 

minimal literature that discusses the needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 

participating in field education, and no apparent exploration of whether Australian social work 

field placements appropriately serve the needs of Indigenous students. In recognition of this gap, 

the authors undertook a research project that aimed to explore with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander students their experiences on placement, the challenges of field education and their ideas 

for change in social work education. A discussion of the outcomes and recommendations from 

this research is developed elsewhere (Zuchowski, Savage, Miles, & Gair, 2013).  This article 

reports on the experiences of racism reported by the participants of the research project, despite 

no specific questions probing for racism experiences.  

Literature Review 

Social work is a vexed topic for Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples due 

to the profession’s  complicity in “…racist, patronising and unjust practices” (Green & Baldry, 

2008, p. 389), and because social work’s stated commitment to social justice has not translated 

effectively into structural equality for Indigenous Australians.  There is a lack of 

acknowledgement of the Indigenous Australian perspectives that can inform social work practice 

and education (Gair, 2007; Green & Baldry, 2008) and  a  corresponding reliance on Euro-

Western social work skills and knowledge throughout the profession despite evidence that these 

approaches are not necessarily compatible with the Australian context (Walter, Taylor, & 

Habbis, 2012). A lack of understanding about Aboriginal culture can mean that social work 

practitioners and educators resist, deny and challenge Aboriginal voices (Bennett, 2013). As a 

result, social work education participates in the institutional exclusion of Indigenous people, as 

http://www.aasw.asn.au/
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“… the dominant pedagogical approach, assessment paradigm, and research methods converge 

to disregard and devalue Indigenous perspectives” (Larkin, 2011, p.2).  

Indigenous students and field education 

The literature identifies social work field education as a critical learning experience where 

students develop skills and knowledge in an authentic practice environment (Barton, Bell, & 

Bowles, 2005). Yet Maidment (2003) exposed incongruent experiences for students on 

placement highlighting that important learning usually co-exists with significant anxiety.  One 

learning impediment for minority students on placement identified by Gladstein and Mailick 

(1986) occurred when organisations, eager to use students’ cultural insight and/or language 

skills, only assigned the student clients from the same ethnic group as the student. This may suit 

the client or agency needs, but not necessarily the learning needs of the student. These researchers 

recommended the use of cultural role models and the development of specific, culturally 

sensitive support programs to meet students’ unique needs. 

More recently, Clark et al. (2010) undertook a collaborative study comparing the experience 

of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students on field placement in Aboriginal agencies in Canada.  

The authors called for Elder involvement in the students’ education, anti-oppressive supervision 

practices, Aboriginal faculty liaison and the introduction of cultural safety preparation seminars. 

In the Australian context, Bessarab (2012) stressed that cultural supervision is essential for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, and argued that “No matter how well meaning, as 

a white or non-Aboriginal supervisor, their ‘cultural’ knowledge will still be based on what they 

have learnt and experienced as a person who is not Aboriginal” (Bessarab, 2012, p. 83). 

The supervisory relationship in field education is described as crucial but inherently fraught 

with power inequities.  Maidment and Beddoe (2012) highlighted the lack of Indigenous 

approaches and cultural knowledge in social work supervision models for Indigenous students 
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and graduates. Such models require non-Indigenous social workers to “…give up their power 

and position as ‘experts’ in relation to Indigenous people” (Green & Baldrey, 2008, p. 398) and 

to participate in “a de-privileging of workers’ expert knowledge” (Walter et al., 2012, p.239).   

Conceptual Frameworks 

The contested notions of “whiteness” and “racism” provide a conceptual framework for 

understanding some of the experiences described in the literature and in this project.  

“Whiteness” in particular is a relevant concept prominent in recent literature and understood here 

as a lens useful in identifying non-Indigenous people’s conscious or unconscious privilege when 

engaging with others (Singleton & Fiahlo, 2011 cited in Bessarab, 2012).  In this context “white” 

is not only used as a pigmentation-based construct but also refers to the racialised social structure 

evident in Australia where the dominance of white culture is unquestioningly accepted and 

preserved, thereby upholding the invisible privileges associated with whiteness (Kowal, 2008; 

Moreton-Robinson 2000).    

“Whiteness” cannot be understood uncritically and recent research has noted the complexities 

of the concept.  For example, literature from the United States has highlighted how certain 

immigrant groups such as Irish and Jewish groups though initially excluded from white identity 

have gained sufficient status and wealth to be afforded the privileges associated with whiteness 

(Zhou, 2004).  Despite the potential for this changing demographic to influence the construct and 

experience of privilege, Jiménez and Horowitz (2013) acknowledge that such transformation is 

absent as the power of the privilege associated with whiteness is aspired to rather than 

challenged.   

The construct of “whiteness” used in this project highlights the premise that the life chances 

of white and non-white people are determined by structural advantages that privilege white 

races across the world (Bessarab, 2012).  Applied specifically to social work field education, 

whiteness can mean  
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…that in supervision a liberal –minded supervisor who believes they are racially 

aware and on top of racism can inadvertently also be colour blind; failing to 

recognise …  when their white privilege is operational and their racial bias is 

challenging and/ or denying an Aboriginal …  student’s experience. (Bessarab, 

2012, p. 83)     

The notion of racism is an important and related dimension when the experiences of the 

participants in this project are considered. Dominelli identified that “Racism is the belief in the 

inherent superiority of one race over all others and thereby the right to dominance” (1997, p.7 

citing Lorde, 1984, p.115).  To advance an anti-racist paradigm for social work, Dominelli 

advanced a model that included individual racism, encompassing negative personalised 

prejudgements; institutional racism, where organisational norms ignore culture and reproduce 

racist interpersonal dynamics; and cultural racism, where “superior” values endorse and support 

individual and institutional racism. Castles (1996) highlighted how racism emerged historically 

escalating over time in response to resistance.  

Racism does not always seek to exclude or exterminate the other. It is equally 

common for racists to seek to inferiorise and exploit minorities… the racism 

of exclusion and extermination was applied if the colonised group stood in the 

way of the coloniser’s economic aims. (p26) 

In a similar analysis specific to social work, Bessarab & Crawford (2012, p. 106) warn  

If social work is to transform and work differently with Indigenous people, 

it will need to apply a critical lens to examine the role that racism and 

whiteness play in constructing barriers that …keep Aboriginal people down 

and treated differently. 
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Bennett (2013) has similarly concluded that an examination of whiteness and an understanding 

of race and racism is an essential component of finding effective and respectful ways of 

working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 

Considering the Eurocentric development and application of social work practice and the 

prevalence of racism at many levels and in many forms in Australia, it is likely that non-

Indigenous Australian social work educators and placement supervisors have absorbed colonist 

views and racist attitudes towards Indigenous Australians (Green & Baldry 2008).  Recent 

research by Shahid, Durey, Bessarab, Aoun, and Thompson (2013) highlights the impact of this 

absorption on relationships and communication between non-Indigenous health practitioners 

and Aboriginal cancer patients.  

[Cancer service providers] stereotyped Aboriginal patients and associated their 

non-assertiveness with cultural differences, lack of education and understanding. 

Most of them failed to reflect back on their own short-comings in the cross-

cultural communication process... Often providers seemed blind to the way that 

delivery of cancer care is inherently racialised. (9) 

Consequently it could be inferred that colonialist attitudes potentially impact on educators’ 

expectations of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students’, and on the appreciation of the 

unique learning needs of these students. Social work placements may thus become contested 

spaces where Aboriginal students feel unable to safely explore culturally relevant practice 

models and ethical dilemmas (Bessarab, 2012).   

As mentioned earlier this research project investigated the experiences of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander students in social work field education. The literature presented above 

highlights that racism and white cultural dominance could adversely affect Indigenous 
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students’ experiences in social work education.  This article examines this possibility using 

“whiteness” and “racism” as relevant critical frameworks to enhance understanding.  

Method 

This project was undertaken by a team of Indigenous and non-Indigenous researchers 

committed to processes of collaborative research.  Our understanding of “collaborative research” 

reflected principles of respectful engagement with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 

and a commitment to participatory research that brought tangible benefits to the research 

participants (Bennett, Zubrzycki, & Bacon, 2011). Implicit in the processes of collaborative 

research is an understanding of the social and historical reality of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people and the application of cultural knowledge, values and priorities (Lynn et al., 

1998).   

In practice, the commitment to these principles was evidenced in the research team’s discussions 

and reflections. Every stage of the research process was scrutinised to identify how Indigenous 

knowledge could inform the practicalities of the research process. Additionally the ethics 

approval process through the University Human Ethics Committee required the research team to 

articulate how the values and ethics specified in the NHMRC Guidelines for Ethical Conduct in 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Research (2003) were integrated as a framework for 

the participant recruitment strategies and research methods outlined in this paper. 

Research Aims 

This exploratory project was supported by an AASW research grant in recognition of the 

absence of literature and knowledge in the area of inquiry.  We wanted to explore with Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander students and graduates, their perceptions and experiences of social 

work field education.  With this goal at the forefront we had three core aims: 

• To explore the experience of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander social work students in 

field education placements; 
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• To identify gaps, barriers and practices that inhibited positive placement experiences; 

• To identify strategies and resources that could be used to support Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait social work students in field education placements. 

To achieve these aims, we sought to recruit Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander social work 

students or graduates who had completed at least one social work field education experience.  

Current and past students who met these criteria were identified from the Departmental data base 

and sent generic letters explaining the research and inviting participation. The letters were sent 

from the field education unit and invited potential participants to contact one of the Indigenous 

research team members for further discussion.  The team was particularly alert to the power 

differential between students and staff and the opportunities to influence future departmental 

practices was an important issue discussed with potential participants.   After discussions with 

Indigenous members of the research team, participants were asked to sign informed consent 

forms which highlighted the voluntary nature of research participation and the participants’ right 

to withdraw at any time without consequence.  

Participants 

Eleven participants responded to the invitation to participate in this study, ten Bachelor of 

Social Work students or graduates and one Bachelor of Community Work graduate, who was 

included because of her highly relevant experience. Ten of the project participants were women 

broadly reflecting the gender distribution of social work students at James Cook University.  

Participants were aged between 29 and 55 years of age. Two participants were current students 

having completed their first field education experience within the last two years.  The other nine 

participants were graduates, the majority of whom had graduated within the last five years.  

Where participants drew on field placement experiences from more than five years ago, they 

provided examples of similar experiences drawn from their current working lives as social 

workers. It was clear from the interview transcripts that participants considered their experiences 
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holistically, drawing on aspects of their contemporary professional work as well as placement 

experiences.   

Data Collection 

Data was collected through semi structured interviews with individual participants and through 

a focus group.   Primarily, interviews were conducted by Aboriginal members of the team to 

promote a sense of cultural safety for participants. While general prompts guided the interview, 

participants were encouraged to share their experiences as they chose reflecting the claim by 

Clark et al. (2010, p. 12) that “oral storytelling and narrative analysis are best situated to listen 

to the stories and experiences of Aboriginal students” and this research affirmed that process.   

All participants were invited to join in a focus group discussion conducted at a local venue 

with refreshments provided.  While only three participants were available to join the group due 

to distance and prior commitments, the discussion was robust.   The focus group was facilitated 

by an Aboriginal member of the research team. A de-identified summary of the issues raised by 

participants during the interviews was shared with group for further debate, with the Aboriginal 

facilitator assisting the group by “connecting events, actions and experiences” (Bennett, 2013, 

p. 3).  In the focus group participants supported each other to unpack the nature of their field 

education placements through further reflection on the events described during individual 

interviews, highlighting previously unexplored aspects of their experience (Acocella, 

2012).  The collaborative processes that underpinned the focus group methods are core to 

culturally respectful practice in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander social work (Zubrzycki & 

Crawford, 2012).   New data resulted from these processes as the interaction between participants 

created a sense of safety and prompted an expansion of their stories. For example, data from the 

interviews suggested that supervisor preparation was inadequate.  Focus group participants 

engaged in robust debate and made specific recommendations for identifying and developing 
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cultural responsiveness in supervisors. These specific recommendations have now been included 

in preparatory field educator training at our university (Zuchowski et al., 2013).   

Data Analysis  

The process of drawing interpretations from the stories and ideas presented in interviews and the 

focus group was intertwined with an ongoing recognition of the presence of ourselves as 

researchers in the data and in our interpretations.  Interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed 

verbatim and the written transcripts were read by the research team members together as a group, 

on multiple occasions.  Each team member raised issues or participant comments and these were 

recorded firstly on a white board as an immediate shared resource and later transcribed and 

distributed to each team member for further collaborative exploration. The differing perspectives 

from each team member were drawn together over many group discussions.  This process was 

guided by the Aboriginal members of the team who shared their interpretations of the language, 

thoughts and feelings apparent during the interviews, and their understanding of the participants’ 

intent, not immediately discernible in written transcripts or through non-Indigenous eyes. Where 

non-Indigenous members of the research team highlighted certain frameworks as possibly 

influencing the perception of the event, the Aboriginal team members were able to confirm or 

challenge such interpretations through shared understandings of lived experiences (Frost et al., 

2011).   An illustration of this process is evident in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

research team members’ response to the non-Indigenous researchers’ shock at the extent of 

racism described by participants. For the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander researchers such 

events were a fact of everyday life not able to be objectified as a particular “research finding” 

and they directed the process of analysis and data presentation to focus on other themes of the 

research first.   This prompted a discussion on how “whiteness” and the privilege that 

accompanies that identity for some of the team members allowed them to “discover” these racist 

events as particular and specific to the field education context.   
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The small number of respondents in this study limits the generalizability of the data and it is 

acknowledged that the experiences described in the remainder of this paper all occurred in North 

Queensland.  However, when combined with ideas discussed in the literature and especially 

acknowledging recent publications from Indigenous social workers, Bennett (2013) and 

Besserab (Shahid et al., 2013), the experiences described can be viewed as having a broader 

relevance than just North Queensland.  

 
Findings 

As is discussed in an earlier section of this paper, the research project focused on the overall 

experiences of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in field education.  An examination 

of those findings revealed that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students experienced 

significant racism in their placements and later in their professional practice and workplaces. The 

following discussions focus on this particular aspect.  Students experienced the hurt of 

personalised racist language and behaviour, and the frustrating obstruction of institutional 

racism.  Participants described the impact of these experiences and their responses, and identified 

what strategies facilitated their progression through a difficult placement.  These experiences are 

presented in participants’ own words, differentiated by pseudonyms. While more general 

findings of the study have been reported elsewhere (Zuchowski et al., 2013), here we specifically 

seek to spotlight evidence of racism. 

 

Personal and Organisational Experiences of Racism 

Alone and Isolated 

The participants in this study often found themselves to be the only Aboriginal person in 

the organisation and described this as a difficult and intimidating experience. For example 

Tara commented “It was quite daunting ... I was the only Indigenous person in that 

organisation”.This initial dismay expressed by a number of participants became a 
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compounded sense of isolation and exclusion when the organisation demonstrated no 

understanding of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander culture. Kimberley commented 

“Y’know it’s manned by a lot of white middle class people.  Women who really don’t have 

a concept of Aboriginal issues, Aboriginal perspectives … I found that to be … really quite 

racist”.   

Inappropriate Assumptions 

As the comments above indicate, a lack of cultural awareness and understanding within 

agencies created feelings of isolation and frustration for students but of more concern was 

the inappropriate and racist assumptions made by non-Indigenous staff in the organisation. 

While sometimes unintentional, these assumptions have the effect of communicating the 

inferior status of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to the student or worker – 

maintaining the status of white workers and privileging white ways.  

These assumptions included ideas about what “true” Indigenous people look like. For 

example, Jane reported being told she was “not black enough” and Kimberley described the 

following incident: 

A white woman came up to me, and said … “you have to go to this 

meeting because there’s a couple of women coming” … She said “I 

know one of them is Aboriginal because she looks like it, but I’m not 

sure if the other one is.  … she just doesn’t look Aboriginal”.  And I 

said, “well what are we supposed to look like”?  

An examination of these comments through a “whiteness” lens reminds us that it is white 

people who have the power and the privilege to determine how “Indigenous” looks.  Using 

a critical “whiteness” lens, this question becomes less about “assigning racial allegiances” 

and more about the “mechanisms of racialization” (Gunew, 2007, p. 43).  It seems that non-
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Indigenous people, without critical reflection, claim authority to question or prescribe who 

is assigned the category of “Indigenous” and “Other”. 

Similarly, participants identified other behaviours that minimised the individuality of 

Indigenous people, homogenising Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in a way that 

denied respect for differences within cultures. 

One thing I came up against was … they just assumed, that because of 

the colour of our skin that we were all the same.  In other words, if a 

person was Aboriginal, because I speak Torres Strait Creole, they 

thought that I could actually talk to that Aboriginal person.  And I 

couldn’t, and I explained … “I can yarn to this person but I can’t speak 

in their language…” And the comment was, “oh, it’s all the same”. 

(Denise) 

Respondents shared experiences that indicated others in their placement organisation were 

incredulous that Indigenous people were in professional positions or positions of authority. 

For example, Leanne commented “I went into the [government department]- you weren’t 

recognised as a social worker there, because Indigenous people weren’t supposed to have 

education.”  Reminiscent of the research by Gladstein and Mailick (1986), some participants 

reported only certain tasks were deemed suitable for Indigenous students and workers – 

cultural activities or those tasks that had an obvious connection to Indigenous clients or 

culture.    

Because of me being Indigenous, they put me in to do cultural stuff 

too. … and I’ve even said to them “ I’m a qualified social worker.  I 

did the hard yards; I did the practice, the actual placements. ” And they 

get a shock. (Denise) 
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These experiences reflect Castles’ (1996) argument that effective racist processes are as 

much intended to inferiorise and exploit colonised people as they are to exterminate them. 

Juliet powerfully describes the impact of these processes: “They like to use us, but they don’t 

think you can do the job, …And that’s been a fear of my life, …That you’re not worthy, I 

felt unworthy, …-that I couldn’t do the job that they could do”. 

Abuse and Derision 

A number of the participants in this study graciously described the above assumptions as 

hurtful but perhaps resulting from a lack of understanding.  Equally, they identified and 

named comments and behaviours that were more explicitly racist and abusive. David’s 

experience of being publicly abused provides a graphic example: 

I was on rotation at the acute unit and there was a patient down there, 

a Torres Strait boy, and I knew his family...  So I think this is when 

my cultural background first came up as a student, cos … there was a 

few nurses and they asked me to talk to this client. … he was around 

my age so I thought I’d be able to talk to him about what’s going on 

… My supervisor, … said to me, in front of all them other staff, “I 

fuckin heard that you were effin doing this over there.  You should not 

be doing that.” She was pointing at me … “… That’s not your friggin 

role.”  

 A related but different point in the literature on this topic, particularly from Gladstein and 

Mailick (1986), highlights how abuse does not need to be explicitly directed at the student 

to be experienced as a racist assault.  When Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are 

treated with disrespect or when Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are depicted as 

dangerous or undesirable, students are equally impacted.  For example, one participant 

described an incident where Aboriginal communities were depicted as violent, sexually 
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depraved “shit – holes”. This racial stereotype left the student feeling shocked and offended. 

Other participants suffered allegations that were the product of negative stereotyping and 

prejudicial attitudes such as Juliet’s experience when a neighbour told her “oh well, I know 

you have all your rates and your house paid for by the government”. 

 

Lived experiences of disadvantage  

Some participants reported a lack of understanding from their field educator, and from the 

placement organisation more widely, about the personal issues that impacted on their lives.  

This was despite an acknowledgement, at least at an intellectual level, of the hardships 

confronting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in Australian society.  This 

intellectual understanding often was not transferred into empathy for the student as is 

exemplified in Jane’s account: “At the time I was basically homeless, I had to quickly leave 

the residence that I was in. The supervisor …had a go at me, because I wasn’t prepared for 

my first meeting for her.”  

The apparent inability of placement supervisors to empathically link the history of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with the lived experiences of the Indigenous 

students in their agency is graphically described by one student who was involved in the 

removal of children from an Aboriginal family without warning or support. 

I didn’t know I was going to take children off their parents, just barge 

in take them, no empathy, no nothing, ay, they were taking children, 

the parents were crying …  I come out crying, too, you know. (Juliet) 

The lack of recognition of the students’ lived experience resonates with Bennett’s (2013) 

recent research which emphasises the trauma and loss suffered by Aboriginal and Torres 
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Strait Islander social workers as a consequence of the same devastating health and social 

issues experienced by Indigenous community in general.  

Non Indigenous people as “experts” 

The literature that informs the context for this research highlighted the calls for non-

Indigenous social workers to relinquish their self-proclaimed expertise about Indigenous 

people, and instead to learn from the knowledge and wisdom of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples – including students. This is not to suggest that students believed they had 

nothing to learn on placement but instead highlights the difficulty many non-Indigenous 

professionals have in relinquishing the power of “knower” especially in deference to 

Indigenous students. Denise explained “I just found that some staff think that they were an 

authority on Indigenous stuff. …because they’ve worked in that community..., but it does 

not make you an Indigenous person, it never will”. 

Some students were denied opportunities to use their cultural expertise as this unique 

knowledge challenged the power of the field educator role and was resisted strongly by some 

supervisors.  David’s experience, further described here after he spoke with a client in 

“language” that he and the client shared, attests to this.    

She said, “Look, you’re not a qualified interpreter… and you 

shouldn’t be doing that, you’re a student, you’re in a learning role.”  

And I said, “I am in a learning role but I do know how to speak my 

language.”  

Reactions to racism 

The participants in this project described two consistent responses to these racist 

experiences; to ignore it or to challenge it.  Both responses had costs associated and 
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predominantly the participants did not consider either response impacted significantly on the 

situation.   

 Ignore and move on 

Some participants talk about ignoring the comments and behaviours; to “get on” with 

things and just “get through it”: “I decided to just let it go because there was only a few 

weeks left to finish the placement, but I felt like …the whole purpose of it was ...like a 

punishment”(Lucy). Particularly poignant in these responses is the sense that such 

behaviours are not uncommon or rare and are experiences Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people suffer every day: “Its constant stuff, but what do you do?  You ignore it and 

just keep going, you know, and I found by keeping on going, and dusting your feet, you 

achieve a lot, you know” (Juliet). 

Challenge … but it costs 

Some participants reported that they had challenged the behaviours they witnessed.  These 

participants described how they were not supported by their supervisors.  Instead staff and 

supervisors attempted to justify the behaviour often perpetuating further racism, as is 

described by Kimberley: 

I said “you cannot allow things like that to go on” but she supported 

this other woman, …and she said things to me like, “I’ve known this 

woman a long time and she’s had Aboriginal friends for as long as 

I’ve known her.”  And y’know “she’s not a racist, because she has 

Aboriginal friends.”   

The cost of speaking out was not lost on these participants and many recognised the 

futility of attempting to change a system based on, and maintained by, white privilege as 

illustrated by this comment: “If you name racism, then you are the problem….. When I get 
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up and I speak out against a non-Indigenous student, I’m labelled as an aggressive person, 

or a bully” (Jody). 

Strategies to facilitate change 

Participants were not completely without support or coping strategies.  Consistently they 

identified that other Indigenous students and Indigenous workers helped them cope with the 

dilemmas and problems they encountered. “Having a mate” was essential to the success of 

many of the placements. Formalising this support from other Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people was a key strategy for change recommended by participants.  The use of a 

cultural mentor was the favoured option among these students and graduates: “If they don’t 

have the quals…and more than likely, …you’re not going to get an Aboriginal person with 

the right qualifications, but …have a mentor there with the supervisor, so if there is any 

issue… that person is there” (Kimberly). 

Another strategy was the development of thorough placement preparation for Indigenous 

students prior to the commencement of placement.  The current generic student preparation 

was considered insufficient to deal with the multiple issues that impact on placements with 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.  Tara suggested a more specific, focussed 

approach; “Take them out, introduction to the workplace… their policy and stuff, how they 

can be supported… how they work culturally in that organisation and stuff.” 

Participants also proposed that the formal processes of the university be used to assess the 

cultural suitability of field educators.  Just being willing was not good enough in their view, 

and participants expected supervisors to have at least some cultural understanding and some 

preparedness to examine their own cultural biases: “I believe that they should be screened 

appropriately for what their cultural competence is, what their cultural supervision expertise 

is, and what their cultural knowledge is and just their general outlook on Aboriginal and 
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Torres Strait Islander culture” (David).  These suggestions were made with the 

acknowledgement that even the best of preparation may not protect students from some of the 

experiences reported in this research. 

Discussion 

The findings described above identify that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander social 

work students often felt culturally unsafe and experienced significant racism in their field 

placements. Further, the racism they experienced on field placement mirrored the life-long 

experiences of the participants as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in Australia. 

Their social work placement experience was no different to everyday life, much of which is 

impacted by racism, and a lack of recognition and valuing of their cultural identity. Participants 

used various strategies to survive, however, the concept of “dusting oneself off” articulated by 

one participant resonated with other participants in the focus group meeting (Zuchowski et al., 

2013). 

As noted earlier, Dominelli (1997, 2008) identified an inter-connecting model that included 

personal, institutional and cultural racism, and this study provides evidence that all these forms 

of racism were experienced as normal and part of day-to day existence by participants  (Atkinson, 

2002). The use of a “whiteness” perspective in acknowledging these experiences prescribes the 

responsibilities of non-Indigenous people in rendering such racism more visible. In fact, 

Dominelli specifically highlights the academy’s responsibility for bringing about change in these 

circumstances.  She writes that “White educators can promote movement on this front by 

collectively refusing to continue to be misused as ‘race experts’… (and by) redefining the 

problem … as institutional racism” (Dominelli, 1997, p.65). It is evident from these findings that 

despite efforts of non-Indigenous social work staff, they are not bringing about change in this 

situation; they are not always providing safe placements, and racism remains an everyday 

experience even in placements. Non-Indigenous social work educators must join with others in 



Experiences of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in social work field placement 
 

23 

 

the human services field in relinquishing control of the “expert educator” space, enabling 

Indigenous staff to enter and support Indigenous students' learning experiences.   Bessarab (2012, 

p. 83) elaborates on this strategy: 

Cultural safety and security for an Aboriginal person means being supervised 

by an experienced Aboriginal supervisor who is racially conscious of the 

structural nature of white privilege, has the cultural expertise and is able to 

critically engage, unpack and encourage the Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal 

person to reflect on their narratives and to make meaning of what they think 

is happening.  

These suggestions echo participants’ recommendations for the inclusion of cultural mentors 

and a focus on cultural safety in field education programs. The urgent employment of Indigenous 

staff in leadership and cultural support roles is crucial in supporting Indigenous students to have 

positive, authentic learning experiences in order to facilitate their development as Indigenous 

social work practitioners.  

Other findings point to the need for educators to recognise Indigenous students’ lived 

experiences. Demonstrating this awareness in a meaningful way requires a dual response from 

university and field educators.  The need for additional practical support in the face of material 

disadvantage is required and an embracing attitude must be fostered where students are 

recognised as both learners and holders of knowledge.  Training that prepares educators for this 

complex but necessary response is an important recommendation for change.  

Conclusion 

The findings from this study revealed that many forms of racism experienced in social work 

placements are no different to Indigenous students’ everyday life experiences.  Strategies 

paramount for Indigenous social work students’ cultural safety include: placement preparation 
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(including agency staff preparation); cultural support which includes elders and mentors to buffer  

experiences of racism; Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander academic staff; and enduring 

antiracism strategies to counter personal, organisational and cultural racism in the university and 

in partner organisations. We recommend and seek to drive the implementation of these strategies 

to continue to confront racism in our profession, inform our professional guidelines, transform 

practices in our own university, and support partner placement organisations to do the same.  
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