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Executive Summary
This report describes the outcomes and impacts of a Teaching Fellowship awarded for a Learning and
Teaching for Sustainability project in 2015. This project demonstrated Indigenous people’s close
relationship to their environment, as well as the social and cultural significance of place for Australian
history education. We collaborated with artists working across the visual arts, craft, design and new
media sector in order to foreground how Indigenous artforms can be drawn on to strengthen RMIT
students’ environmental literacies.
The Fellowship had three aims:
1. To position Indigenous heritage, art and culture as a key feature of responsible and respectful
sustainable practice, education and research.
2. To work with the local community of Indigenous artists, elders and traditional custodians of
the land in Victoria to produce teaching resources that deeply engaged with their cultural
knowledge and traditions in sustainability practice, particularly with regard to the natural and
built environments.
3. To implement these teaching resources in COMM2633 Pop Culture in Everyday Life (School of
Media and Communication undergraduate course) to enhance students’ environmental
literacies.
The Fellowship was successful in achieving all these outcomes. We were able to collate a range of
photographic material, which included images of creative artefacts (see Figure 1, p. 1) and artworks
designed to promote the creative practices of Victoria’s rich and diverse Indigenous cultural heritage.
In addition, we also developed teaching resources to assist with providing curriculum support to
future teaching staff of the above course in which key outcomes of this project will be embedded.
The Fellowship also led to further funding in the form of a $35,000 award (Learning and Teaching
Investment Fund), a 12-month project commencing in 2016. This additional LTIF funding opportunity
will allow us to build on key features of the LTfS project, including the development of a phone app
and mobile learning activity where students are supported to participate in an assessment, which
includes visiting the Walking , Birrarung trail along the Yarra River (see Figure 2, p. 5) and the
Aboriginal Heritage Walk at the Royal Botanic Gardens.
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Outcomes and Impacts

Outcomes

In summary, the project was designed to achieve the following outcomes:
Teaching outputs, including:
1. Photographs of Indigenous creative artefacts and artworks. These images are to be included on
a Blackboard with a written description highlighting how the work is underpinned by a strong
environmental and sustainability message.
2. A teaching kit that includes a range of outdoor learning strategies that incorporate aspects of
the built and natural environments. The teaching kit is linked to the development of an
assessment task to evaluate students’ skills in describing and explaining the cultural, political
and economic environments. This assessment provides an opportunity to directly test the
learning outcomes as these outcomes relate specifically within a disciplinary context in one of
RMIT’s largest courses (COMM2633) Pop Culture in Everyday Life.
3. An online learning tool provides a further means to connect with the local artists who
participated in the project. This tool includes significant Aboriginal cultural sites to promote
the local geography in and around Melbourne’s CBD. This resource has also offered a way to
disseminate the Fellowship outcomes broadly within RMIT and across the higher education
Learning and Teaching for Sustainability sub-sector in Australia and overseas.

Approach & Methodology
The Fellowship adopted protocols and ethical guidelines developed by the Australian Institute of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies.
We collaborated with Indigenous artists in Victoria to collate photographs of various artists’ work to
include in the implementation of curriculum. Many of these artists’ works are not readily available
online or in archival sources. Hence, this Fellowship was the first attempt to gather all these works in
one place as a visual and narrative representation of Indigenous connections to the environment and
sites of cultural and heritage significance.
We collaborated with Indigenous artists, elders and traditional custodians to develop teaching
content, which included outdoor teaching strategies for environmental education purposes. This
entailed gathering information (visual and textual) on sites of cultural significance, including: The
Walking Birrarung trail (Figure 2, p. 5), The Aboriginal Heritage Walk at the Royal Botanic Gardens;
The Indigenous coastal trail that stretches from Brighton to Beaumaris; The Bataluk Cultural Trail in
Gippsland; The Stony Rises in Pomborneit Western Districts of Victoria, and significant heritage sites
around the Great Ocean Road, the Grampians and the Murray River. The teaching resources provided a
description of these sites in a culturally relevant manner and will enable students to conduct research
on a site of their choice. This aspect of the Fellowship was closely tied to a major assessment piece,
which will continue to be developed as part of the LTIF 2016 awarded and which builds on key
features of the LTfS 2015 project.
We worked with Barbara Morgan, Manager, RMIT Study and Learning Centre and Simon Evans,
Language and Learning Centre Skills Advisor, to develop an assessment for COMM2633. Please note,
as part of the LTIF 2016, this assessment will now take the form of a mobile phone app which will be
used for student learning and teaching purposes for a final year course in 2017 (COMM2631). The
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assessment is designed to strengthen students’ environmental literacies and incorporates a mix of
outdoor, in-class and online learning activities.
Teaching resources developed for this Fellowship include an outdoor learning activity (namely The
Walking Birrarung trail on the Yarra River) where students have the opportunity to go on-site as part
of their learning. This outdoor learning activity allows students to engage critically with the cultural
values that have developed around places of heritage significance, providing for a rich and immersive
experience “on country”.

Figure 2: Birrarung Marr Walking Trail

Advancing Existing Knowledge
This Fellowship extends our expertise in Indigenous knowledge systems and culture into the field of
education. It enabled us to draw on sustainability themes and place them in a classroom context,
whilst highlighting the value of the concept of “community” as an innovative form of environmental
literacy development. Furthermore, the project sought to incorporate and advance existing knowledge
in Australian Indigenous environments and sustainability practices. It allowed us to build on our
continuing relationships and work with Indigenous people as a crucial aspect of acknowledging
Indigenous people’s historical and ongoing connection to the land on which we stand, work, live and
learn. RMIT has a strong commitment to Indigenous research and education. This commitment is also
reflected in the development of a Strategic Plan 2015-2020 to ‘Build Indigenous Research’. This plan
identified opportunities for RMIT to strengthen its institutional profile on Indigenous Australia and
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global indigeneity. This Fellowship complements RMIT’s focus to support Indigenous research and
education.
In the wider academic field and since the 1990s, there has been growing advocacy for the recognition
and inclusion of Indigenous knowledge in the mainstream curriculum. Scholarship is increasingly alert
to how this knowledge has been historically disregarded in the disciplines of environmental studies
(Langton, 1998; Baker, 2003; Christie, 1993), education (Breidlid, 2013), history (Marika, 1999) and
science (Kawagley, Norris-Tull and Norriss-Tull, 1998; Michie, 2002). Heated discussions on the
incorporation of Indigenous knowledge have also emerged in the disciplines of anthropology, media,
and the arts. For instance, in the 1980s the anthropologist Eric Michaels was a pioneering figure in
Indigenous media studies (1985, 1986a, 1986b). His consciousness of the manner in which the media
perpetuate systematic exclusions of Indigenous people led him to developing a responsive
ethnographic framework of working collaboratively with the Walpiri people in Yuendumu in the
Northern Territory. Michaels’ work is underpinned by an analytic crucial to potentially opening up
alternative conceptualisations around visual and narrative self-determination and self-authorship
initiatives for broader Indigenous political movements. While it is clear that popular media continues
to homogenise or silence Indigenous people and culture, contemporary scholars reveal the myriad
ways in which Indigenous people overturn their own stereotypes through their innovative uses of
digital media technologies (Kral, 2011; Petray, 2011; Healy, 2013; Fisher, 2013; Edmonds, 2014).
All these perspectives in (what has come to be seen as) ‘alternative literatures’ on Indigenous people
express a vantage point in which Indigenous knowledge is seen as valuable, contributing something of
cultural worth and significance to the wider society. While much debate has emerged about how to
define and incorporate these Indigenous knowledges and cultural frameworks into curriculum
development, less work has been accomplished on the explicit kinds of projects that have contributed
to this growing field. This Fellowship thus fills a major gap in knowledge on how Indigenous culture,
traditions and artforms can shape the discipline of education.

Dissemination
Materials, Outcomes & Availability
The teaching resources offered ways for a range of stakeholders to engage with the different
sustainability issues developed as part of RMIT’s curriculum. These teaching tools highlighted the
different kinds of values that have emerged around different places and how such values are
embedded in the works of Indigenous artists. The resources are currently available as an offline
archive held by the Fellow and will be made available for public access once full consent with
Indigenous participants involved in the project has been provided. This latter task forms the basis of
the new award (LTIF 2016), which builds on this Fellowship. We are also planning to conduct further
in-depth consultation with a range of environmental, arts-based organisations, and Indigenous-based
organisations.

Sharing Knowledge
The dissemination of knowledge about the Fellowship has primarily been through traditional
academic modes. We participated in RMIT’s Learning and Teaching Expo on 2 September 2015, which
was attended by more than 230 staff. We conducted a workshop with the involvement of two of our
students and presented some of our preliminary findings at this expo.
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Guntarik, O & Harwood, A 2015 'The Benefits and Barriers to Using Digital Technologies in Education',
Creative Curriculum Workshop, Learning and Teaching Expo, RMIT University, Melbourne.
We are also currently preparing for publication a journal article, which describes the project and what
we found in the process. In addition, we are currently collaborating with Indigenous artist Vicki
Couzens to submit an Australian Research Council (ARC) Linkage application on the topic of Possum
Dreaming: Cloaks, Cultural Traditions and Wellbeing in Aboriginal Communities. This is being submitted
for the 2016 funding round with partners in the Indigenous arts industry and government health
organisation sector.

Linkages
Addressing Strategic Priorities
This Fellowship directly addressed the Strategic Priority Area of 2.1.3. Incorporate Sustainability
Capability into all programs in line with discipline context as identified in RMIT’s Sustainability Action
Plan. It did so by tying the learning outcomes, in the undergraduate course (COMM2633) at RMIT, to
the need to enhance students’ understanding of environmentalism and conservation. This course is a
foundational and brand new course in the humanities that has attracted large numbers of enrolments
in the School of Media and Communication. By providing opportunities for students to participate in a
blend of online, in-class and outdoor learning activities, the Fellowship worked to support RMIT’s
commitment to the theme of sustainability. These opportunities were designed to foster enabling
environment and learning spaces that contributed to developing ‘sustainability-mindful’ students and
‘citizens’ of the world (Gardner, Sustainability Action Plan, p. 3).
Learning outcomes in the course COMM2633 were designed to promote students’ ability to:
--Describe the historical, economic and political environments that produce specific social practices
and products;
--Analyse these cultural phenomena or artefacts (written, visual, audiovisual, embodied) and discuss
their role in constructing social values and identities;
--Analyse and discuss aspects of global popular culture environments.
By working with Indigenous artists and elders, the Fellowship provided insights into the historical,
contemporary and future impacts of environmental change. By incorporating these insights into the
development of the course (through the creation of teaching resources), the Fellowship outcomes are
designed to equip students’ with the knowledge and skills to critically discuss, describe and analyse
the wider environments in which they live, work or study. This project has allowed us to develop
students’ conceptual thinking skills around “cultural” landscapes and the themes of conservation and
sustainability as they connect to Indigenous practices, and land, water and ecological management
systems. Thus, students will be able to engage directly with Indigenous knowledge and critically
consider the differences between Indigenous and non-Indigenous ways of understanding the
environment and their own place in the world.

Interdisciplinary Linkages
Two key interdisciplinary linkages emerged during the project. We worked with Barbara Morgan and
Simon Evans in the Study and Learning Centre, Curriculum Services. This assisted us in developing the
student assessment component of the project. The assessment identified ways to develop students’
environmental literacies, providing a rich and an immersive learning experience that merged online,
in-class and outdoor learning activities. This initiative enabled interdisciplinary opportunities with
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other educators (at RMIT and other education sectors locally and globally), particularly those working
in an environmental, sustainability and digital technology context. For instance, we were able to
establish initial links with industry partners, such as AIATSIS, Lowitja Institute and the National
Centre of Indigenous Excellence.

Evaluation
Evaluation Processes
We implemented evaluation processes to assess how the resources for teaching environmental
literacies will be received by students in COMM2633. This will take the form of Course Evaluation
Surveys once the resources have been introduced in this course. We plan to evaluate the feedback
students provide about the course. This is important particularly in relation to the outdoor learning
activity, and for measuring how this activity met the learning outcomes it was designed to assess.
Incorporating this feedback and suggestions from participants will be a critical feature of continuously
improving the teaching material and resources produced as part of this Fellowship.
This project builds on a longstanding relationship with the Aboriginal community of artists in Victoria
(many of whom have connections with RMIT’s Ngarara Willim Centre or who have completed their
graduate or postgraduate studies at RMIT). The Fellowship was initiated as a result of the existing
engagements we already have with these artists, all of whom expressed their support in the project
when approached. This has led to further funding opportunities in the form of an LTIF as previously
mentioned. We are also developing a Linkage based on the main findings from the LTfS project. To
support the evaluation of all these outcomes, we formed a Reference Group through the Ngarara
Willim Centre to help guide the future development of this ongoing project and its outcomes.

Evaluation Outcomes
The impact of this project was evident in a number of ways. We were able to establish the foundations
of a model of Indigenous engagement in education outcomes. This demonstrated the need to involve
Indigenous participants as an ongoing part of the learning process. We implemented an extensive
community outreach and consultation process across a wide range of Indigenous communities and
organisations as a way to incorporate Indigenous worldviews in the design of the teaching content.
As mentioned above, the Fellowship provided opportunities to leverage existing relationships we have
already established with key research partners. These partnerships will form the basis of our ARC
Linkage application currently being developed with the University of Melbourne’s Wilin Centre,
Victorian College of the Arts. There will be opportunities to tie the pedagogical frameworks of this
Fellowship to other courses offered at RMIT and other Schools within RMIT, such as the School of
Global, Urban and Social Studies and the School of Art. The Fellowship has enabled us to harness all
these existing collaborations. By building on the digital potential of the Internet, the project facilitated
deep and meaningful exchanges across multiple locations and learning environments.
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