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Abstract 

Over a period of six weeks, Year 2 boys participated in a project to deepen their 

understanding of the implicit messages told within a story. Fifteen boys were randomly 

chosen as participants in the study. The journey would lead them to develop an appreciation 

of Australia’s longest living residents through the experience of their stories. The boys’ 

previous learning approaches were challenged, which ultimately led to the establishment of 

a different mindset. Our action research project sought to determine whether adopting 

Australian indigenous storytelling methods within our literacy curriculum would provide the 

boys with the strategies required to understand the moral and implicit messages of a story. 

Through analysing a range of data continuously gathered throughout the research project, 

we discovered that this form of learning was effective for the majority of our participants. 

While there were still a minority of participants who did not fully grasp the experience, with 

time and continual exposure to this storytelling method, their progress may have improved. 

The success of the traditional storytelling methods consolidated our belief in the importance 

of involving boys in a holistic approach when teaching literacy. Involving the boys in dance, 

song, and movement, and actively being a part of the story demonstrated that this was the 

boys’ preferred way of learning. At the completion of the research, the boys reflected on 

their learning experience and were surprised at the knowledge they had acquired, not only 

about the story they had been involved with, but also the Australian Aboriginal culture. 

Ultimately, although we did find an improvement in the boys’ understanding of the theme of 

the stories, it was the engagement towards literacy which was the overall positive outcome. 

Glossary 

Connectedness: A feeling of belonging to a group.  
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Dadirri: A deep contemplative process of listening to one another in reciprocal relationships 

(Ungunmerr-Baumann, 1993). 

Dadirri officers: Male support staff for indigenous students at Trinity Grammar School. 

 

Didgeridoo: A wind instrument used in traditional ceremonies by Indigenous Australian 

males.  

Dreamtime: Aboriginal creation stories. The beginning of knowledge, from which came the 

laws of existence (Kerwin, 2011). 

Indigenous Australians: The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people of Australia. 

Tapping sticks: Wooden sticks used as percussion instruments during ceremonies and 

storytelling. 

Totem: An inherited symbol often represented as a natural object, animal or plant. 

Traditional storytelling methods: Stories handed down from generation to generation. Since 

the beginning of time storytelling played a vital role in Australian Aboriginal culture, one of 

the world's oldest cultures. 

Yarning: A relaxed discussion for the teacher and participant to build relationships and visit 

topics of interest (Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010). 

Introduction 

The 2018/2019 IBSC action research topic, Boys and Stories: Pathways to Learning, provided 

us with an opportunity to explore an area of the curriculum and adapt it to 21st century 

learning, whilst giving the boys a voice. The opportunity to explore different storytelling 

techniques excited both of us. We are Year 2 and Year 5 classroom teachers who both have a 

strong background in literacy and drama. 

We decided we would conduct our research with Year 2 boys. These students generally have 

less knowledge and experience with storytelling, thus enabling them to be involved in a 

unique learning opportunity, where preconceived ideas are less likely to intervene.  

We elected to engage in an Australian Aboriginal theme for two reasons. Firstly, storytelling 

aligns itself succinctly with Aboriginal Dreamtime. Secondly, as Australian teachers, we are 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aboriginal_Australians
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Torres_Strait_Islanders
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Australian_Aborigines
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wary of teaching about the culture of Indigenous Australians, due to our concern about 

offending Aboriginal elders or inappropriately teaching the cultural values and morals. The 

involvement and contribution of our Dadirri officer Corey Atkinson, ensured that the project 

was politically correct and comfortable for us to teach. Corey was instrumental in our initial 

lessons as he guided the boys through traditional storytelling methods of music, dance, 

movement and art. He played the didgeridoo throughout the stories whilst the boys 

accompanied him with tapping sticks. It was inspiring to experience these lessons as every 

boy was fully engaged and immersed.  

Despite Corey’s support we came across obstacles regarding what we could and could not 

teach. Cultural awareness is still a major concern with the educational curriculum within 

Australia. Since completion of this project, the school has implemented a cultural awareness 

programme for its staff, who have seized this opportunity willingly and with enthusiasm. As a 

result, the rest of the junior school staff have been extremely supportive of our research and 

have requested that we run similar lessons with their classes. 

We found that there was a lack of research in this area of education and therefore chose to 

investigate: How does the use of indigenous storytelling methods deepen Year 2 boys’ 

understanding of implicit messages in stories? 

Literature Review 

Aboriginal cultures have communicated lessons through stories, handing down the 

Dreamtime beliefs from generation to generation. It seemed logical therefore, to connect the 

idea of learning through stories with the wisdom and practices in indigenous culture. 

In order to make this research relevant and meaningful to Australian learning and Aboriginal 

culture, several studies were reviewed that looked at teaching using approaches similar to 

the way Australian Aboriginals teach their young. Unfortunately, studies conducted on the 

specific teaching methods Australian Aboriginals use have not yet been conducted and this 

is an area needing immediate attention from the Australian government. Where possible, we 

sought to reflect on conclusions of research conducted on a range of oral storytelling 

approaches. In particular, we looked for teaching styles similar to Australian Aboriginal 

methods such as using painting, drawing, dance, music, repetition, building relationships and 
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connections to give concepts meaning. Again, it is necessary to reiterate how limited the 

research is in this area. 

A very informative and highly detailed inquiry conducted by Alloway, Freebody, Gilbert and 

Muspratt (2002) investigated the prevalence of lower literacy levels in 24 schools using 

parent, teacher, and student surveys to discover the reason for this. Australian Aboriginal 

teaching practices often are in the form of inclusive and respectful gatherings (Shipp, 2013). 

In phases two and three of this study, the researchers investigated interventions which we 

felt aligned strongly with Australian Aboriginal teaching practices.  

These interventions were: 

● The school atmosphere should promote an active, purposeful, and democratic 

learning environment;  

● Classrooms should be active environments for learning by maximising “hands-on” 

learning. This can be done by providing opportunities for students to take control 

of their own learning;  

● The classroom teachers account for the students’ backgrounds and experiences 

and by focusing on maintaining a productive sense of self;   

● Classrooms should be independent spaces where authority and agency are 

shared, where students are treated with dignity and respect, a place where 

students’ knowledge, opinions, and contributions are valued, and where students 

learn to work collaboratively and cooperatively.   

Storytelling can be used to improve literacy development and build competency in oral 

language, reading comprehension, and writing skills (Miller & Pennycuff, 2008). Multiple 

studies have been conducted on the efficacy of storytelling in the classroom. Mello (2001) 

found storytelling to be an effective strategy to engage students, develop listening skills, and 

increase fluency in vocabulary acquisition and writing. Through active engagement, 

storytelling as a pedagogical strategy can strengthen reading comprehension by helping 

students develop of a sense of story (Aiex, 1988; Craig, Hull, Haggart, & Crowder, 2001; 

Phillips as cited in Miller & Pennycuff).  
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Aiex (1988) explains how storytelling can improve comprehension by providing children with 

a social context. They gain a better understanding by observing intonation and expression. 

By retelling and sharing stories, students develop greater comprehension skills using 

expression. Aiex continues to explain that skills directly gained from storytelling (such as 

predicting and sequencing) further aid the development of comprehension skills. Oral 

storytelling excels in helping students develop a sense of story (Craig et al., 2001). Black 

(2008) agrees and found that in her practice, storytelling increased literacy and 

comprehension as it was able to capture students’ attention and therefore enhance the 

sense of story for the participant.  

Researchers have found that literacy instruction is most effective when developed through 

social interaction and collaboration with others (Dugan, 1997). This underscores our belief 

that using an indigenous storytelling approach creates an environment of sharing and will 

enhance the boys’ comprehension of that text and in turn improve literacy levels. A specific 

indigenous technique that will support this practice is known as Dadirri, which is described as 

a deep contemplative process of “listening to one another in reciprocal relationships” 

(Ungunmerr-Baumann, 1993). It is about being quietly aware by listening and watching, like 

contemplation, where people are recognised as being unique, diverse, complex, and 

interconnected – part of a community where all people matter, and all people belong 

(Ungunmerr-Baumann). It is also a way of learning and a gateway to building knowledge.  

Yarning facilitates in-depth discussions in a relaxed way (Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010). It 

matches an indigenous way of doing things. According to Bessarab and Ng’andu, there are 

four types of yarning: 

● Social yarning (before the topic yarn, when a connection is established, and trust is 

usually developed); 

● Research topic yarning (relaxed but purposeful, to gather information related to the 

research topic); 

● Collaborative yarning (sharing information, exploring ideas, leading to new 

understandings); and 
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● Therapeutic yarning (when the participant discloses information that is traumatic, or 

intensely personal and emotional. The researcher leaves the research topic to become 

a listener) (Bessarab & Ng’andu). 

Yarning is a relaxed discussion for the teacher and participant to build relationships and visit 

topics of interest (Bessarab & Ng'andu, 2010). Yarning helps facilitate in-depth discussion 

that results in thorough description (Bessarab & Ng'andu). Storytelling is a feature of all 

indigenous societies (Kovach, 2009). The boys will gain respect for the traditional telling of 

stories which will enhance their awareness of their surroundings and develop greater 

acknowledgement and understanding of the many and varied indigenous societies spread 

throughout Australia. Stories will create meaning in and the life of their community 

(Clandinin, 2006).  

This literature review demonstrates the need for new practices to support boys’ literacy 

development and highlights the clear links between boys’ learning and the use of traditional 

Australian Aboriginal storytelling techniques. While the existing literature on this topic 

highlights the clear links between boys’ learning and the need for literacy engagement, there 

is a gap in research studies into new practices to support boys’ literacy development.  

Research Context 

This project was conducted at Trinity Grammar School in Kew, Melbourne. Trinity Grammar is 

an independent, Anglican boys' school. The school has over 1200 students, both day and 

boarding. Trinity Grammar has an extensive outreach program supported by its community. 

It also runs an indigenous program and has partnered with the Melbourne Indigenous 

School, founded by Trinity’s former headmaster. The school now houses indigenous boys at 

their Dadirri house. These boys are supported by two Dadirri officers who are young 

indigenous employees, working with staff to make sure boys have a successful transition into 

school life at Trinity and continue to flourish.  

Every student in the Year 2 class participated in the intervention. All boys benefited from this 

inclusion. However, a total of 15 boys were used for the study. These boys were randomly 

selected. The project ran during Term 3 in 2018 for 6 weeks. The main action occurred in the 

weekly lesson block; however, this form of learning was often discussed and referred to, and 

observations made, during other lessons.  
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A letter was sent to each parent detailing the main elements of the project. Attached to each 

letter was a consent form permitting boys photographs to be used. Boys’ names were 

omitted in the report and they were given the choice as to whether they would like to be 

involved in this study.  

The Action 

The intervention occurred during literacy lessons where our teaching methods changed quite 

significantly. The boys received a 1.5-hour block of literacy intervention learning each week, 

with new storytelling approach introduced each time.  

Each lesson began with a yarn. The boys and teacher sat in a large circle and respect was 

given to every student. Yarning could take some time, as every child who wanted to share 

could do so. In conjunction with these lessons, boys were encouraged to share their 

understanding with other students in Year 2, Year 5, and their families. The boys also shared 

one form of storytelling during their assembly. A significant component of this program was 

to include families in their journey. Each student spent time with their family, learning about 

their own family values. They expressed their understanding by creating their own story 

which introduced their family values through a totem.  

Data Collection 

The data collected were predominantly qualitative which allowed us to efficiently analyse the 

boys’ understanding of the implicit messages throughout the indigenous stories. The 

qualitative techniques we used included interviews with participants (individuals), researcher 

observations (video-recorded), participant work samples, and photos. Two samples collected 

were quantitative: a self-assessment and a rubric used to mark a reflection piece.  

Out of the class, we randomly selected fifteen students to participate in pre-indigenous 

storytelling method interviews. The interviews were recorded and transcribed to provide a 

baseline that we used for comparison after the traditional methods of the Australian 

Aboriginals were implemented.  

The questions we posed to the boys each time were: 

● What story did you just learn? 

● Name three things that happened in that story? 
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● How did the story make you feel?  

● What did you learn from the story? 

● What was the point of the story? 

● What ideas came from the story? Try to think of two. 

These questions were repeated after the boys were exposed to the traditional storytelling 

methods. In addition, we posed three follow-up questions to the boys:  

● Did you enjoy this method of storytelling?  

● Do the stories now make more sense to you?  

● What was it like telling a traditional story to your Year 5 buddy? 

As the boys answered the questions, we observed how they answered them. We sought to 

understand if the boys were able to provide an answer without being prompted, whether 

they hesitated when answering the questions or if they took a long time to think of a suitable 

answer, and whether they understood the question being posed to them. We also observed 

the boys’ body language to discern their level of comfort with the topic at hand.  

The work samples provided by the boys were artistic in nature. Family totems are an integral 

part of Australian Aboriginal culture and the boys were asked to create their own family 

totem. The completion of this task gave us an insight into the boys’ understanding of the 

messages being taught. 

The most exciting data collection occurred when the Year 2 boys passed on their version of a 

traditional story to the Year 5 boys. This process was videoed and provided an opportunity 

for the boys to display their knowledge of traditional storytelling methods, and, most 

importantly, demonstrated their ability to relay the implicit messages to the older boys.  

Data Analysis 

Data were analysed through an inductive and interpretational analysis method (Shenton, 

2004). This allowed us to immerse ourselves in all the data collected and identify the patterns 

and themes emerging from our analysis. This approach gave a solid and well-rounded 

understanding of our action. Ongoing and immediate analysis allowed us to identify whether 

boys required extra guidance and alterations in the research action were needed. Data were 
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systematically collated and organised throughout the gathering process to allow us to 

compare differences and similarities, especially with regard to the initial and subsequent 

interviews. The use of colour coding assisted us to organise themes.  

Data were collected continuously throughout the project in the form of pre- and post-

surveys, filmed interviews, observations and informal conversations. Once the project was 

completed, all data were analysed firstly for similarities and secondly for change. Several 

obvious themes occurred frequently throughout the interviews, observations and surveys. 

The analyses presented a positive surprise and a theme which is worth further exploration.  

Discussion of Results 

The following themes were recurrent throughout the data review and demonstrated growth 

within the fifteen participants: 

● Increased engagement with literacy;  

● Deeper connectivity by learning family beliefs and values; 

● A boost in positive behaviour in and out of the classroom; and 

● Greater cultural awareness of Aboriginal Australians.  

Increased Engagement with Literacy 

During the initial sessions, the participants were more engaged with this form of storytelling 

than they were observed to be when a story was read to them from a picture book. This was 

evident through observations and partnered interviews. Ten of the fifteen boys thought that 

they could remember the themes of the story and retell it without being prompted. However, 

when the time came to recite Corey’s story, less than 50% of them accurately recounted the 

correct sequencing or could correctly name all the characters. The boys were not familiar 

with this type of storytelling and this was evident in the results. However, a week following 

the telling of a second story using an Aboriginal traditional storytelling method, including 

yarning and actively participating with traditional instruments such as the didgeridoo and 

clapping sticks, twelve of the fifteen boys accurately retold the story and even included the 

characters’ actions and noises. Student 10 commented, “I had so much fun retelling Corey’s 

story because I really liked being kangaroos and the way they jump and stuff.” Student 13 

added, “Listening to Corey play the didgeridoo made me feel like I was part of the story and 
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“Tiddalik the Frog” came to life. I laughed so hard when the eel tied himself in knots!” The 

boys’ responses demonstrated that better engagement in a story will lead to an increased 

understanding of it. 

 

  

Figure 1: The boys’ first experience at a yarning circle with our Dadirri officer. The boys were 

not quite used to sitting in a circle. 
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Deeper Connectivity to Family Beliefs and Values 

Participants were asked in a pre-project discussion if they knew of any other ways that a 

story could be told. All boys could list an alternative approach to reading a book, such as 

character voices or exploring the pictures and text with more detail by asking open-ended 

questions. However, only three of the boys in these early interviews could name another 

form of storytelling, such as movement, song, or drama (acting out the story). Student 9 said, 

“When my Dad tells me a story at bedtime, we act out the characters with funny voices or 

Mum will sing to me and when I join in, I remember the story better.”  

During the third lesson, the boys explored Aboriginal totems. The boys made a connection 

with their own personal family totem, which formed the basis for their own storytelling 

experience. They could tell their story in any form they chose, giving students autonomy. 

Some thought that technology would be engaging, while others decided to paint their story 

as they told it or use sand to model their setting and characters. Student 11 said, “exploring 

totems meant a lot more to me,” while student 7 felt that, “it helps others learn about our 

culture” and, “I remember lots about my family.” Student 12 commented on the importance 

of sharing his story and he reflected on importance to Aboriginal culture.  

Our results indicated that the boys preferred activities that involved physical interaction with 

the content. A unanimous response in post-activity observations and discussions concluded 

that storytelling with a physical response meant the story was more engaging to the 

boys. The consensus from the post-survey indicated it was easier to understand and the boys 

felt they connected with the themes and characters of the story. Interestingly, in the 

participants’ final presentation where they told their own stories to their Year 5 buddy using 

their chosen form, one of the Year 5 boys commented, “The sand storytelling was excellent. 

The tactile approach was really easy to follow, and it made more sense.” On the other hand, 

another Year 5 student said, “I didn’t really understand what my Year 2 buddy was trying to 

portray. I think it would have made more sense if he had acted out the story rather than 

using the iPad.” Yet another Year 5 student commented, “The actions and drama made me 

really understand it more.” 

Boost in Positive Behaviour 
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When telling a story from a book or the interactive whiteboard, the boys appeared less 

engaged and interested (Figure 2). They were observed to be fiddling, looking down, not 

offering opinions or views during the discussion, had waning smiles, and were generally 

distracted. Only three of the thirteen participants understood the meaning of the story or 

were able to tell us what the themes meant. Student 5 stated, “I don’t really get it.” 

 

 

Figure 2: The boys were disinterested and distracted during passive storytelling 

After six weeks of a reformed storytelling approach, all the boys surveyed indicated that this 

form of learning improved focus and made active listening easier, and thus improved their 

comprehension of the story. Photographic and video evidence indicated a reduction in the 

extent to which the boys interrupted, showed more positive interactions between them and 

with the teacher, and revealed an increase in discussion of the story content and meaning. 

Student 5 was observed to distract other students less often during these sessions. In 

addition, Students 5, 3, and 1, who often did not participate in plenary discussions, were 

more confident in sharing their interpretations and understanding. Student 5 asked excitedly, 

“When is Corey coming back? I like his stories.” 
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Figure 3: The boys appear engaged as they are part of the story with Corey playing the 

didgeridoo and Michael leading the dance. 

Student 1 (a child with dyslexia) asked when looking at our daily timetable, asked, “are we 

doing yarning today?” This is a direct indication that this child’s experience was positive. This 

was unexpected as the child was often disengaged during literacy lessons and frequently 

needed learning support. He was able to accurately recite the story and give it meaning with 

expression and emphasis on the important parts of each story. 

Greater Cultural Awareness 

As the project evolved, an unexpected windfall occurred. We were conscious of the fact that 

we wanted the boys to be culturally aware and respectful of Indigenous Australians.  All the 

boys involved with the project expressed an understanding of the Aboriginal culture and 

often talked about it with awe and admiration. We had hypothesized that the boys would 

gain an understanding of the Aboriginal culture, but what transpired was a much deeper, 

empathetic, and authentic inquiry into the lives of Australian Aboriginals. These deeper 

connections were observed when inquiries into indigenous life were asked. Boys asked, “Why 

don’t we learn these stories at school in this way?” “Where do Aboriginal people live now?” 

“Do they still have dances to tell stories?” Student 9 stated, “I remember when Corey said, 

‘the way we kept our culture going was to tell stories and to pass it down’.” Student 9 then 

connected this concept Corey introduced, when he stated, “I remember my story about my 

totem because I told it to my year 5 buddy”.  
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Observations and questions, such as those above, indicated that boys were eager to explore 

our nation’s indigenous peoples and this allowed us to leave the boundaries of storytelling 

to embrace other ideas, such as yarning, and use these in our day-to-day learning.  

In conclusion, we observed that when being read to from a picture book, over half the 

student participants would disengage during literacy lessons. This was despite open-ended 

and inferential questions being asked throughout the storytelling. The students’ retention of 

the main themes was limited by their language knowledge, inability to express themselves, 

and lack of engagement during listening and discussion time. However, with direct 

involvement and relating to the story, there was a significant change observed in the 

majority of the participants. Boys were actively engaged and more spirited, making 

connections and astute observations, answering questions and making valid predictions.  

Twelve of the fifteen boys surveyed stated that they have changed the way that they will 

either listen, read, write, and share personal experiences or a story with an important theme. 

Twelve of the boys also said yarning helped them to concentrate and listen to others and 

they looked forward to the experience. The one student who didn’t think yarning would help 

him is an introverted person who prefers working independently, although he still enjoyed 

the active listening aspect of the project.   

This approach to storytelling not only helped the boys gain greater meaning of a story’s 

theme through better engagement, it also embedded an appreciation for the Australian 

Aboriginal culture. This project made a significant impact on the way the boys listened to 

each other and improved their learning outcomes significantly.  

Conclusions 

This action research was successful. Although boys did gain a deeper understanding of the 

stories told, it is important to note that this deeper meaning was generated by increased 

engagement and the positivity it aroused in the boys. Therefore, if deeper engagement led 

to deeper understanding, it would be fascinating to assess whether other literacy skills were 

enhanced during this project. It would be interesting to assess the impact the theatrical 

components had on the boy’s well-being and their feeling of connectedness to their 

classmates.  
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Several key implications can be further explored and used in our future practices. The use of 

family connections and sharing with others was a clear positive experience for boys. The 

benefits of making connections and sharing them developed a deeper understanding of the 

meaning of the stories. This form of learning goes far beyond developing a simple 

understanding of stories. We found boys developed a more sophisticated and mature sense 

of themselves and being able to relate to others.  

The major success in this program not only lies in the engagement of the boys in literacy 

development, but in the cultural awareness the boys gained. The significance and 

importance of this learning is immeasurable to Australians. An interesting and important 

research question to follow this could be, does teaching indigenous ways of life and values 

through storytelling to Year 2 children enhance cultural awareness? 

Reflection Statement 

This project has opened our eyes to the importance of indigenous education and the 

positive impact engagement has on boys’ learning. Australian educators have much to learn, 

firstly about the history and culture of Indigenous Australians and secondly, further work is 

required on informing educators about the best approaches to use. The latter was our 

earliest, most evident, and most difficult hurdle to overcome. The use of correct approaches 

to teaching indigenous songs, art and Dreamtime stories requires permission from an 

Aboriginal elder and this can be a difficult task. However, at Trinity Grammar School, we are 

privileged to have two Dadirri officers who could teach on our behalf and therefore avoid 

offending or incorrectly teaching an important aspect of Indigenous Australian culture. These 

officers are not common in Australian schools, which increases the ignorance that the 

majority of teachers have in understanding the correct manner of teaching about Indigenous 

Australians. Therefore, like our previous practice, teachers are less likely to teach this 

important subject authentically or with confidence.  

There are several key factors which resonated with us and will continue in our teaching 

practice. Firstly, literacy development not only occurs in the lesson blocks we plan each day, 

but rather in the learning we gain from all areas of our schooling and the discussion that 

follows this. Secondly, we found that assessing through other means, such as the ability to 

re-tell or create meaning through art, is a highly effective assessment tool. In conjunction 

with this, each child should feel respected by being welcomed to share with their peers as a 
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form of assessment. Thirdly, we believe that the inclusiveness of family and shared values in 

our programs is vital to create connections. Ultimately, it is essential that we create the time 

and space in order for this subject to be taught in an authentic way so that the Aboriginal 

traditions are honoured.  

Indeed, the meaning of a story is only truly understood when the story is shared. 
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