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Creating Our Place through Stories

This is a story about a fantastic program in a veofud library in an amazing town in
the Kimberley called Kununurra.

Breathtaking, rugged, beautiful, stunning, challeggexciting, adventurous, isolated
Kununurra, Western Australia “The Last Frontieruniinurra is our place where the
Kununurra Community Library has established itaslthe cultural hub of the
community, as a place where people gather.

| commenced the position as School Community Liarain Kununurra in 2001. The
library is a joint-use agreement between KununbDigtrict High School and the
Shire of Wyndham East Kimberley. As we do in alvrgtuations we have a vision
or aim to make a difference in our new work envinemt. As a librarian in the
Kimberley, | recognised the advantages of havirggss to the school and the
community to work towards providing opportunitieshring Indigenous and non-
Indigenous people together in a shared environmbaate they positively interact
with each other. It became very obvious at thietthee only Indigenous people using
the library were students who visited the librasypart of the school curriculum. It
was widely known in Kununurra that Indigenous peagaw the library solely as a
“white man’s library”.
So this was my specific challenge | had given nfysélow do | create a place where
Aboriginal people feel welcome?
In 2003 | attended the WALGLA conference in Fren@rarticipation in the
conference became the inspiration for where wenaveat Kununurra Community
Library. Some of you here today may remember ampgipen on a bilingual
storytelling library project where a program haemeleveloped involving
Vietnamese and Caucasian participants. While llisgning to this paper | was
thinking about Kununurra and the Aboriginal cultwe have in the Kimberley | was
also thinking about the library’s hugely succesgh@-school storytime program .
Could I apply similar ideas to the Vietnamese prbjesing Indigenous storytellers in
the library. | was inspired.
Back in Kununurra soon after | noticed an articléhe local paper about a “Living in
Harmony” Grant, an initiative offered by the Commaalth Department of
Immigration, Multicultural and Indigenous AffairB(MIA). The main aims of
projects considered for a grant needed to

* Promote community harmony

* Reduce racism

* Increase confidence when interacting with anotiéiuce



| felt very confident that all of these criteria wd be addressed by a program
featuring Indigenous storytellers in the libraryowever could a library apply for this
grant and would storytelling be considered an gppate activity for a “Living In
Harmony” Grant? When | called DIMIA, the Grants Naer was quite surprised at
an enquiry from a librarian — “not the skateboamhp or concert requests we usually
have” he said, “anyway give it a go”.

Obtaining the funding was one step in the prodesaever how do | make the links
with Aboriginal people in Kununurra?

My first thought was to approach the Indigenousdiage Centre in Kununurra.
Fortunately | had a connection there, as a foreeeter at our school was the acting
linguist at the time and | knew the former linguastshe was a Mum who attended the
library’s storytime program. Working with the Laragge Centre we developed a
submission called “Sharing Our Stories”. Languagekers, interpreters and the
linguist were to be involved in the project and tlamguage Centre would provide the
storytellers telling creation stories for our pidjdt was an advantage having
teaching experience and collaborating with anoté&cher who had worked with the
Language Centre and understood particular issuesltofre and protocol.

The project was shortlisted to 40 of over 600 aypions received Australia-wide and
finally $14,688 was granted for “Sharing Our StetidVhat an exciting result — | was
so thrilled about not only the project, but thaitetary had been chosen for a “Living
in Harmony” grant.

The excitement was short-lived however when theguage Centre withdrew from
the project due to political issues related to lagHts.

So, there | was, with $14,688, a project calleddi8ig Our Stories” — how was |
going to link with the Aboriginal community , runssorytelling program, including a
Living in Harmony Day (more on this later) whilstlding down a full-time library
management position.

Thinking, thinking, | thought there are still so myastories to be told out there —
contemporary stories, life experience stories, gigwp in the Kimberley stories.
“Sharing Our Stories” was still a fantastic oppaity for the library to bring
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people togethersimaed environment where they
positively interact with each other. Networking vithe community was clearly the
key.

The information about the library being successfubtaining a “Living in

Harmony” grant was featured in the school newsleliging this time and one of the
Mother’s who attended our storytime program with pr@-school daughter
approached me about being involved in “Sharing Stories”. Jenny Hunter is a
teacher, graphic artist and passionate about apubées being made for young
people and adults to interact with positive Indigesrole models in Kununurra. A
keen library user, Jenny and | discussed a roledo@as the co-ordinator, using her
contacts, skills and experience to put the prdmgpether. “Sharing Our Stories 2004”
was underway.

Contemporary life stories were told in the librarce a month, between February
and July by positive local Indigenous role modeihwlifferent experiences.
Audiences included, years kindergarten to yeaoffboth schools in Kununurra,
Indigenous and non-Indigenous young people andsaditiories were oral, written,
music and dancing. Each storyteller was profilefdteetheir monthly session and
author posters were produced for use in the classiand for displays in the library.



In addition a Living in Harmony storytelling day svheld in March. On this day we
showcased our storytellers, provided interactiieséies and enjoyed refreshments of
damper and barramundi cooked on campfires outdhk bf the library. 400 children
and adults gathered at the library — this day wasastic.
In particular students who attended Sharing Ouri&drom the ELAN group
(English Language and Numeracy) who are largelygkmbus had the following
outcomes:-
* Increased confidence in using the library
* The program was a springboard for further readiy\ariting activities in the
classroom
* Improved literacy levels
» Oral presentation(storytelling) encourages listgrand learning
» Language use — code switching between standardakast English and
Aboriginal English
» Recognition of familiar people from the Aborigir@dmmunity in the library
» Stories told inspired the writing and illustratiofya book called “The Magic
Boomerang” by the ELAN children which was award8ddk of the Year
2004 for the library’s Make Your Storybook compietit

The support from the library and teaching staff$tiaring Our Stories was very
important to the success of the project. As meetiopreviously to take this on in
addition to our library work, our nine Meet the Aat evenings held this year, our 40
-50 children attending storytime each week andbt@students who are timetabled
into the library each week was a big ask for liprstaff. The Shire of Wyndham East
Kimberley library staff had major roles in the pdj - videotaping all the storytelling
sessions, assisting with the preparation of tharadtcraft activities, and displaying
work produced. On the Living in Harmony day wit®04children through the library,
shire library staff played a major part in the pileng and organisation of this day.

Successful outcomes from Sharing our Stories prajetude:-

» Building on the profile of the library as a placeliununurra where everyone
is welcome and a place where stories are sharedrgaged

* Aboriginal adults joining the library and borrowibgoks regularly

* Valuable links between the schools, library andevicommunity both
Indigenous and non-Indigenous.

* The breaking down of attitudes, in both childred adults, that were
previously based on generalisations of a culturalig leading, in many cases,
to strong racial prejudice.

* Increased confidence by adults and children toactevith another culture.

* Increased awareness of Indigenous culture deliieyeshthusiastic and
generous Storytellers who have become positivemaldels in our
community.

Due to the incredible success of the 2004 progr&haaing Our Stories is now
proposed for 2005 at Kununurra Community LibrargxhNyear we would like to
share the program with other major centres in timeberley — Wyndham, Halls
Creek, Warmun, Fitzroy Crossing Derby and posdfisjome. The plan is to tour
Sharing Our stories therefore value adding to @&ldged program and showcasing a
project that makes a difference(this would be somstorytelling one day event, like



Living In Harmony, in each town). Although the k#y will continue to be the central
venue we would also like to incorporate field trgasthat the Storytellers can share
their knowledge and culture in their own contexte 005 project will also offer
“other culture” experiences in the form of danaanda or music delivered by
professional non-local performers. One idea isttude a Maori storyteller to show
children that there are other Indigenous cultupsstadrom our Aboriginal culture.

For all the recognition that Sharing our Stories rexeived, however, | believe that a
program such as this can only be successful byyfiestablishing the library as an
integral part of the community.

It is not an easy task networking in the Indigencoisimunity, learning Indigenous
protocols, building the trust required to enableoAginal people to feel comfortable
and welcome in a “white man’s building”. Bridgessbdo be built, not only with the
Indigenous community but in the community as a wh¥lou need to establish your
library as a focus, as | said before, a place wheople gather. Even though many of
the storytellers had not been in the library betbrs project, they all had an
awareness of the library in the community. This Ibesn made possible because of
the library’s programs reaching out and embradregdommunity. Visiting author
programs including Indigenous authors, Boori Pigioadl Nova Peris, photographic
exhibitions including the Gidja people, storytimegrams featuring the School
Principal, the Police, the Garbage Man, Kununumadhas in Pyjamas B1 and B2 —
taking every opportunity to draw people in.

Creating the environment in the library has beestlaar very important part of
creating our place in the community. Indigenousdigplays, including murals of our
town, the Ord River and a cattle station (all lacahges that children and adults
relate to), children’s craft work and a bright frtly welcoming atmosphere all ensure
the library’s status and that it is recognised imKnurra as an attractive place to visit
by locals and tourists alike.

We also welcome every opportunity to reach out theocommunity — teddy bears
picnics at the local park, storytelling at the Amtiural Show, displays and
information at the Youth Centre Design day — yomeat we are there!

So, “creating our place in the community througiriss” has been made possible in
Kununurra by having a passion about what a libiatg the community. “Sharing
Our Stories” gave us the opportunity to embracdrdeenous community. As a
result we now have Aboriginal families includingetadults using the library
regularly. This is a fantastic outcome and one arclwto build on and strengthen our
ties with Indigenous people. We have facilitateddi between teachers, classrooms
and students with Indigenous storytellers. We heaalped change attitudes of non-
Indigenous adults. We have truly created our pliad¢ee community through stories.



