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Cultural Safety 
Engaging respectfully with First Nations Cultural Educators 

Understanding cultural safety is key to engaging with First Nations people and 

communities respectfully. This fact sheet is designed to assist teachers and 

school staff to meaningfully think about, talk about, and take action to ensure 

respectful engagement with First Nations people.

Cultural safety is a process of engagement 

that enables a physically, mentally, socially, 

emotionally and spiritually safe environment. It is 

defined by those who receive the engagement and 

is a fundamental human right. 

In developing cultural safety, it is essential to 

remember that cultural respect:  

 needs to be developed over time 

 requires a whole-of-school approach  

 relies on respectful partnerships with First 

Nations people and organisations 

 requires personal and whole-of-school 

reflection 

 is an ongoing journey and partnership with 

First Nations people and communities.  

Cultural safety is achieved when First Nations 

people: 

 Feel comfortable being themselves 

 Feel comfortable expressing their culture, 

including their spiritual belief systems 

 Are supported by staff who respect their 

cultural identity and encourage their 

expression of self 

Cultural awareness is understanding that 

there are differences between ourselves and 

people from other cultures, such as differences in 

attitudes, values and beliefs. 

Cultural sensitivity is understanding that 

cultural differences, and similarities, exist without 

needing to assign them a value such as right or 

wrong, or better or worse. Essentially it is the 

respect and acceptance of another culture and its 

values without needing to follow or embody them. 

It is also the ability to be able to modify your 

behaviour to accommodate other’s cultural values 

and beliefs. 
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Historic factors  

Colonisation and invasion led to the oppression of 

Aboriginal people across Australia. Some of the 

experiences included loss of land and resources, 

cultural oppression (including practicing culture 

and language), the Stolen Generation (forced 

removal of children from their families and 

communities) and systematic discrimination and 

loss of lives through genocide. This has had a 

lasting and inter-generational impact on 

Aboriginal people and communities physically, 

mentally, socially, emotionally, and spiritually.   

Learning and understanding more about 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander history is 

important for moving forward and working 

together. It means understanding the past and 

looking to the future through reconciliation. 

Aboriginal worldviews  

A worldview is a set of beliefs and cultural values 

held by a group of people. A person’s worldview 

influences the way they think, behave, interact with 

and interpret the world and others in it. 

Understanding basic elements of Aboriginal 

worldviews forms the basis of engaging and 

communicating effectively with Aboriginal people 

and communities. The document “You Can’t Say 

That! Hints and Tips” provides the following 

cultural values that are generally common across 

Aboriginal Nations: 

 People and relationship orientation. 

Relationships are valued more highly than 

objects and material possessions.  

 Family is everything. Family extends beyond 

parents and children to include grandparents, 

aunts, uncles, cousins and the mob.  

 Relatedness. Everyone and everything is 

interrelated.  

 Collectivism. Group wellbeing has priority 

over individual wellbeing. Individuals share 

responsibility for each other and the group. 

Sharing is both a responsibility and a privilege.  

 Reciprocity. The practice of exchanging things 

for mutual benefit is fundamental. 

 Land is sacred. All things are connected to the 

land: culture, spirituality, family, identity. 

Country gives Aboriginal people a sense of 

belonging and identity. 

 Acceptance. Each individual is accepted for 

their contribution, their strengths and their 

weaknesses and every person has a right to be 

treated equally. 

 Respect. Respect for position such as Elders 

and responsibilities within kinship groups and 

communities. 

First Nations in the classroom 

Having First Nations people in classrooms is vital 

when teaching about Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander histories and cultures. This is especially 

meaningful when learning about your local area. 

It is important to remember that non-Indigenous 

people may not have the authority to speak about 

certain parts of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander histories and cultures. They cannot speak 

for or about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people’s experiences. 

Important tips 

 Relationships with individuals, their families 

and communities take time to develop, so go 

slowly and be patient, there is no rush. 

 Be open and honest and be yourself. There’s 

no need to talk yourself up, brag or drop 

names. 

 Use the correct terminology. See “You Can’t 

Say That! Hints and Tips” for what is and isn’t 

appropriate to say, and if you’re not sure just 

ask.  

 Know who you are engaging with, particularly 

if introducing them formally to others. 

 Admit fault or take responsibility where it 

applies.  

https://documents.uow.edu.au/content/groups/public/@web/@wic/documents/doc/uow257281.pdf
https://documents.uow.edu.au/content/groups/public/@web/@wic/documents/doc/uow257281.pdf
https://documents.uow.edu.au/content/groups/public/@web/@wic/documents/doc/uow257281.pdf
https://documents.uow.edu.au/content/groups/public/@web/@wic/documents/doc/uow257281.pdf
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 Take responsibility for making sure that 

engagement and consultation is appropriate. 

 Information is often only shared when the level 

of trust in the relationship has been developed 

and the person or people are deemed ready to 

receive that information.  

 Communication is most effective when face to 

face. Take the time to interact when meeting 

face to face and be wholly present. 

Do and don’t questions 

Be mindful of questions that presume a strong 

understanding of traditional language and culture 

or where you may be asking for information that is 

not culturally appropriate for you to receive.  

Don’t: Ask targeted, specific, personal and 

loaded questions such as: 

What’s the Aboriginal word for this plant? 

Why don’t you live on your Country? 

Do: Ask broad open questions and 

communicate the reason why you’re asking, 

such as: 

I’d love to learn more about the cultural aspects of 

the plants here, is there anything you would like to 

share with us? 

I’d like to deepen my understanding of this place, is 

there anything you would like to share? 

I’m still learning what is respectful, is it ok for me to 

ask…?  

What else can you do? 

 Display a map of Aboriginal Nations in your 

office or classroom, and/or cultural artwork by 

a First Nations artist. This can help First 

Nations people to feel comfortable in your 

space and open up a topic of conversation. 

 Develop a RAP. Check out the Clarendon 

Primary School RAP 

References and resources: 

 Culturally Responsive Framework 2022 – 

Department for Education, Government of 

South Australia  

 Narragunnawali supports schools to develop 

environments that foster a high level of 

knowledge and pride in Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander histories, cultures and 

contributions, including through developing 

RAPs (Reconciliation Action Plans) for each 

school. See: Narragunnawali – Narragunnawali 

 SNAICC is the national voice for Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander children and 

includes resources to support organisations to 

implement the National Principles for Child 

Safe Organisations (National Principles). 

The Keeping Our Kids Safe resources apply a 

cultural lens to the National Principles to help 

organisations think about how to make 

themselves safer for Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander children. 

 Woolyungah Indigenous Centre developed 

the booklet You Can’t Say That! Hints and 

Tips, which recognises the importance of 

terminology in decolonising and reconciling 

the Australian narrative.  

 Creative Spirits is an educational website that 

provides an extensive range of resources for 

students and teachers, including teacher 

resources. 

 

 Useful information and fact sheets on cultural 

safety in the workplace, Department of Health, 

Victoria. 

More information 

Northern and Yorke Landscape Board 

Email: ny.landscapeboard@sa.gov.au  

Phone: 08 8841 3444 

www.landscape.sa.gov.au/ny 

https://clarendonps.sa.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Clarendon-Primary-School-RAP-2022.pdf
https://clarendonps.sa.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Clarendon-Primary-School-RAP-2022.pdf
https://www.education.sa.gov.au/sites/default/files/culturally-responsive-framework.pdf
https://www.narragunnawali.org.au/downloads/RAPFramework-All.pdf
https://childsafe.humanrights.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-02/National_Principles_for_Child_Safe_Organisations2019.pdf
https://childsafe.humanrights.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-02/National_Principles_for_Child_Safe_Organisations2019.pdf
https://documents.uow.edu.au/content/groups/public/@web/@wic/documents/doc/uow257281.pdf
https://documents.uow.edu.au/content/groups/public/@web/@wic/documents/doc/uow257281.pdf
https://www.creativespirits.info/
https://www.creativespirits.info/aboriginalculture/education/teacher-resources-to-match-the-australian-cross-curriculum-priorities
https://www.creativespirits.info/aboriginalculture/education/teacher-resources-to-match-the-australian-cross-curriculum-priorities
https://www.health.vic.gov.au/health-strategies/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-cultural-safety

