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A Starter List of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Texts for White 
English Teachers 
 
By Dr Lindsay Williams 
 
A version of this article was originally published in the English Teachers of Association of 
Queensland journal, Words’Worth, Volume 52, Number 3, 2019. 
 
Earlier this year, I was meeting in a café with a well-known Aboriginal writer and academic. 
During our conversation, I told her about the QCAA External Exam book list and the failure 
to include an Indigenous text among the eight texts. Her shoulders slumped, she hung her 
head and muttered, “I am so tired”. 
 
While she did not clarify what she was tired of, I inferred it was a tiredness born of the 
constant battle that Indigenous people in Australia confront to be taken seriously, to have 
their voice heard, the tiredness that comes from living with day to day casual and systemic 
racism. Moreover, it is like that whack-a-mole game: whenever one issue seems to have 
been dealt with, another one pops out unendingly. 
 
At this point, I want to make it clear that I am very ‘white’. My family background is (I 
believe) British, Scottish and German. Moreover, both sides of my family originally came out 
to Australia in the 1850s as free settlers. So, I can only imagine what this tiredness feels like.  
 
However, I also think it is clear that as an English teaching association, we need to reflect on 
the role we are playing in contributing to this metaphysical tiredness. The name of the 
subject alone should be a clue to the problem: English. It would be hard to make our 
colonial allegiance any clearer. But leaving aside an exploration of the nature of our subject 
for the moment (as badly needed as that might be), I keep thinking about how a list of 
novels and plays for study in schools could have been drawn up in twenty-first century 
Queensland and completely erased Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander voices. Yes, I know 
there are Indigenous texts in the Required Reading list for English. However, texts on the 
external exam list have a special status. 
 
I genuinely do not believe this occurred through any deliberate or malevolent intent. In fact, 
I think the cause is probably more disturbing: no-one really gave it a thought or thought that 
White Earth covered it. If that’s the case, it means that our association is complicit in a 
deeper, institutionalised racism of which we (i.e. ‘white’ teachers) are not even aware.  
 
It is not my job as a middle-aged white man to ride in and solve the problems caused by 
institutionalised racism in settler-colonial Australia. However, it is my job to listen to a range 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander voices, truly hear what they are saying, and work as 
an ally in whatever ways I can. 
 
The first part of the task, I think, is to educate myself. I know this is something that 
frustrates many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples: many are tired of having to 
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educate white people about their culture, their history, their literature. Not because they do 
not want us to have this knowledge. Far from it. However, if I want to know about Aztec 
civilisations, I do my own research. If I want a new Nordic Noir novel to read, I don’t go 
looking for a Finn or an Icelander to advise me. I do my own research.  
 
However, I also understand how busy school life these days is. So, as a starting point, I offer 
a list of books and other resources that I have curated. I make no claims to this being an 
exhaustive list or even the best list. However, I am hoping that it will challenge you and 
spark conversations. Because even for the best intentioned of us, there are challenges 
ahead, not least the challenge that some of the best Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
literature will make to what might be called ‘white middle-class morality’. We need to start 
thinking about some of these issues now, so that when the time comes to review the senior 
reading lists, we can make informed, sensitive decisions. More importantly, we need to start 
taking seriously the contribution our association can make more broadly towards 
reconciliation, justice and equality.    
 
Non-fiction 
 
Australia Day by Stan Grant (Harper Collins, 2019) 
To my mind, this is better than his previous and better known, Talking to my Country. It is a 
very readable, fascinating set of connected essays exploring Grant’s own sense of identity, 
of a man caught between his Wiradjuri-Kamilaroi roots on the one hand, and his Irish roots 
on the other. This is a nuanced and conflicted exploration of the nature of race and the 
troubled history of Australia – put in the context of Enlightenment philosophy and the 
events that Grant has witnessed in war zones around the world. If you only read one 
chapter, make that ‘The White Gaze’: it raises lots of questions for English teachers and our 
selection of texts.   
 
Dark Emu by Bruce Pascoe 
Personally, I would start here. From the evidence of settler diaries, letters and so forth, 
Pascoe was able to reconstruct the lifestyles and agricultural practices of First Nations 
people. What emerges from the book, is a very different pre-colonial society from the one 
we have been taught in the past, and a far cry from the cliché of nomadic hunter-gatherers. 
 
Growing up Aboriginal in Australia edited by Anita Heiss (Black Inc., 2018) 
If you want something that you can dip into in short spurts, this is a good one. The title 
really says it all with the recollections of well-known Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
writers and identities sitting alongside previously unpublished voices.  
 
‘Kartiya are like Toyotas’ by Kim Mahood (Griffith Review 36) 
This confronting essay by a white woman who grew up in Central Australia reflects on the 
dangers inherent in white people trying to solve black problems. While it focusses on the 
issues facing communities where white people have been parachuted in as social workers, 
teachers, policemen and so forth, it raises interesting, broader questions about the best way 
of being good white allies as opposed to white saviours. 
 
Natives: Race and Class in the Ruins of Empire by Akala (2018, Hodder and Stoughton) 
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Like Eddo-Lodge below, Akala is not Australian; he lives in Britain and has both Jamaican and 
Scottish heritage. I recommend this because he is able to weave together his personal story 
of growing up ‘black’ in Britain with a well-researched and referenced history of ‘race’, and 
the basis of ‘whiteness’ and ‘blackness’. While Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
do receive some attention, the book is especially valuable for giving readers a broad, 
historical survey about attitudes to race in the old British Empire – attitudes that have had 
immense implications for Indigenous Australians. Highly recommended is the audiobook 
read by Akala himself.     
 
The Colonial Fantasy: Why White Australia Can’t Save Black Problems by Sarah Maddison 
(2019, Allen and Unwin) 
Written by a white Australian woman, Maddison brings together the voices of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples to paint a damning portrait of modern Australia, making 
white Australians confront our failures when it comes to just about any Indigenous issue you 
might like to name. Before reading Maddison’s book, read Gomeroi woman Allison 
Whittaker’s critique, ‘Not my problem: On The Colonial Fantasy’ 
(https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/maddison-colonial-fantasy/). In her words, it ’is an 
alright book that is troubling me profoundly, everywhere I go’. If Twitter is anything to go 
by, she has quite a bit of support for her critique (for which Maddison has thanked her). 
  
The White Possessive: Property, Power and Indigenous Sovereignty by Aileen Moreton-
Robinson (2015, University of Minnesota) 
A little more difficult read, the Indigenous writer is an academic at Queensland University of 
Technology. Although a bit more challenging than other books on the list, it looks at how 
‘whiteness operationalises race to colonise and dispossess Indigenous sovereignty’. You will 
find this a confronting read, especially as it eschews the white gaze discussed in Grant’s 
book. 
 
Why I’m No Longer Talking to White People about Race by Reni Eddo-Lodge (2017, 
Bloomsbury) 
Like some other texts on this list, the content of the book is pretty self-explanatory. You can 
also read the shorter essay on which this was based - see the long read in The Guardian 
(https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/may/30/why-im-no-longer-talking-to-white-
people-about-race). Eddo-Lodge is not an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander woman and 
not even Australian; she is, in fact, a London-based journalist. However, like Akala, she is 
able to put the issues faced by people of colour into a broader context. 
 
Novels 
 
Recommendations by white English teachers for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander novels 
to read can be extremely frustrating: they often focus on a narrow selection of texts (okay, I 
know Rabbit Proof Fence is a good read, but….), or include books written by middle-aged 
white men (yes, we can do a lot better than Gracey in 2019!). In keeping with the remit of 
the overall list, novels below are a very small selection from a rapidly growing canon of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander fiction. While I could have included others such as 
Carpentaria by Alexis Wright or Taboo by Kim Scott, I chose – for better or worse - novels 
that are engaging, easier reads for a starter list. Also, I know they are all female writers, but 
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this balances the male writers that predominate in other sections. (Sorry, plays and poetry 
will have to wait for the next list.) 
 
Legacy by Larissa Behrendt 
There are some stylistic problems with this novel, e.g. information dumps that could have 
been better integrated into the story. However, I decided to include it because it is an easy 
read, but more importantly it is about an Indigenous woman completing her PhD at Harvard 
– not a representation you would find in most of the literature used in schools. 
 
Mullimbimby by Melissa Lucashenko 
This is one of my favourite novels – and I do not mean one of my favourite Aboriginal or 
Torres Strait Islander novels. One of my favourite novels. Full stop. Set in the northern rivers 
of NSW in Bundjalung country, it is a love story within the context of a Native Titles battle. 
For English teachers, the novel also raises a difficult question: like most contemporary 
fiction (especially adult fiction) there is swearing and sex scenes. Will this keep us from using 
the book in our classrooms? How will we convince conservative parents that we are not 
trying to undermine their family values? When considering these questions, it is worth 
comparing the potentially controversial elements of this novel with a book that is already on 
the External exam list, Cat’s Eye by Margaret Atwood which also includes sex scenes and 
swearing.   
 
The Interrogation of Ashala Wolf by Ambelin Kwaymullina 
This is the first book in The Tribe series by Palyku woman, Ambelin Kwaymullina, a lawyer 
and daughter of Sally Morgan. A Young Adult series, it tells the story of a group of specially 
gifted children trying to survive persecution in a post-apocalyptic world. The author notes 
(especially in books 2 and 3) contain an explanation of how Kwaymullina has infused the 
series with Aboriginal attitudes, values and beliefs, sometimes in quite subtle ways which a 
casual, white reader might miss.   
 
Terra Nullius by Claire G. Coleman 
This was a first novel that was shortlisted for an array of literary awards. Coleman 
manipulates reader’s cultural expectations expertly: about halfway through the novel, the 
reader realises that they have not been reading the story of imperial invasion and 
settlement that they thought they were reading. I will warn you that the first section is 
probably about a third too long, but it’s worth persisting for the carefully prepared shock in 
the second half (much better than the surprise in We Are All Completely Beside Ourselves).  
 
Too Much Lip by Melissa Lucashenko 
I really tossed up whether or not to include a second Lucashenko novel, but this provides an 
interesting contrast to Mullimbimby. Indeed, both books have a number of similarities: both 
are set in Bundjalung country, both include a love story, both involve a land rights issue. 
However, there the similarities end. Most white readers I have spoken to (including myself) 
found this a much less comfortable read than Mullimbimby; it is much more confronting and 
challenging in terms of the family dynamics represented and the nature of the characters 
and plot. Indeed, Lucashenko seems to have been very successful in escaping from the 
‘white gaze’ that Stan Grant discusses. 
Podcasts 
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The two podcasts below are hosted by well-known, white comedians. However, both 
Anderson and Ballard are good listeners and interested in learning from their Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander guests. The podcasts make a great accompaniment to driving or a 
workout at the gym. 
  
‘Wilosophy with…’ (Wil Anderson) 

• Dan Sultan (2019) 
• Adam Briggs (2016) 
• Ryan Griffen (2016) 

 
‘Like I’m a Six Year Old’ (Tom Ballard) 

• Stan Grant (2017) 
• Shireen Morris (2017) 
• Jack Lattimore (2017) 
• Nakkiah Lui (2017) 
• First Contact Episodes 1 and 2 (with Nayuka Gorrie) (2016) 

This last podcast is worth highlighting as it was recorded immediately after Ballard, a 
participant in the SBS series ‘First Contact’ watches the series with an Indigenous 
friend.  
  

Websites and Twitter 
 
If you have not discovered the Indigenous X website or Twitter account yet, you are missing 
out on excellent Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander content that counters and fills in the 
gaps and silences in the mainstream, Australian media. If you have Twitter, follow them and 
stay up to date easily.  
  
Indigenous X 

• Website: indigenousx.com.au 
• Twitter: @IndigenousX 

 
Coda 
 
This list is just a starting point to educate and prompt conversations within the English 
teaching community. In many ways, the effect comes not from any one of these texts, but 
from their cumulative force. As you read, learn, think, converse, you might like to use the 
following questions to guide you: 

• In what way does subject English potentially erase and/or downplay Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander perspectives and voices? 

• Are we currently doing enough to avoid these pitfalls? How could we make our 
subject (even) more inclusive of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives? 

• What facilitates the inclusion of Indigenous voices in our curriculum? 
• What are the challenges to increasing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

perspectives in our subject? How might these be overcome? What support do 
teachers need? 
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• Why are there so few Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander English teachers in the 
classroom and involved in ETAQ more generally? Is there something inherent to the 
subject acting as a blocker? 

• How can we ensure that high quality but potentially controversial Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander texts (e.g. due to content and language) make it into the 
formal curriculum, e.g. via officially sanctioned book lists? What strategies do we 
need to employ?  

• How can we ensure that teachers in conservative school communities feel 
comfortable to include a range of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander texts into 
their programs? 

 
What other questions do you have? I look forward to continuing this conversation on the 
pages of Words’Worth and ETAQ’s Facebook page. 


