
This fact sheet provides details about Aboriginal culture which will 

better prepare you for mentoring indigenous youth. 

 

Ind igenous  Aust ra l ians  make up jus t  
ove r  2% of  the  to ta l  popu lat ion ,  l i v ing  
wi th  more  d isadvantage than the i r  non  
Ind igenous  counte rparts ,  such as  lower  
leve ls  o f  educat ion  and inc reased 
hea l th  issues .   Young peop le  exper ience  
many cha l lenges  a long  the  road  to  
adul thood,  fo r  Ind igenous  young people  
an inc reased  amount  o f  cha l lenges  
a t tempt  to  b lock  the  way .  As  a  mento r  o f  
an  Ind igenous  you th  you wi l l  not  on l y  
have the  oppor tun i ty  to  impac t  your  
mentees  pa th ,  but  a lso  to  lea rn  more  
about  your  mentees  cu l tu ra l  her i tage.      
 
In  order  to  ga in  a  bet te r  apprec ia t ion  
and unders tand ing o f  another  cu l tu re ,  
you need to  f i rs t  re f lect  upon  your  own  

cu l tu re  and what  i t  means  to  be  an  
ind iv idua l  f rom your  communi ty .   Wi th  
th is  leve l  o f  se l f  awareness  i t  i s  
appropr ia te  to  exp lore  the  t rad i t ions ,  
h is to ry  and cha l lenges  of  ano ther  
cu l tu re .    
 
Prepar ing  yourse l f  in  th is  way  wi l l  a l low  
you as  a  mento r  to  b r ing  a  sense of  
conf idence about  yourse l f ,  and  respect  
o f  your  mentees  background.   These  
qua l i t ies  w i l l  a id  in  the  deve lopment  o f  
rappor t  and  bu i ld ing  o f  your  mento r ing  
re la t ionsh ip .   Cu l tu ra l  awareness  leads  
to  cu l tu ra l  safety  wh ich  in  tu rn  wi l l  
es tab l ish  a  secure  envi ronment  for  you  
both  to  g row.   

youthmentoring.org.au 
Factsheet compiled by Danielle Bayes  on behalf of the Australian Youth Mentoring Network 2011. 

While every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy of the information contained in this document the Australian Youth Mentoring Network accepts no 
liability of any loss or damage associated with its use. Mentors should always refer back to their program’s polices and procedures for further clarification.  

Factsheets for Mentors 

Mentoring Indigenous Youth 

Mentoring Indigenous YouthMentoring Indigenous YouthMentoring Indigenous YouthMentoring Indigenous Youth    

Image courtesy of True Blue Dreaming 



Indigenous AustraliansIndigenous AustraliansIndigenous AustraliansIndigenous Australians    

More information for MENTORS can be found on the  

AUSTRALIAN YOUTH MENTORING NETWORK AUSTRALIAN YOUTH MENTORING NETWORK AUSTRALIAN YOUTH MENTORING NETWORK AUSTRALIAN YOUTH MENTORING NETWORK Website under the  Information for 

Mentors page youthmentoring.org.au/infoyouthmentoring.org.au/infoyouthmentoring.org.au/infoyouthmentoring.org.au/info----forforforfor----mentors.htmlmentors.htmlmentors.htmlmentors.html    

The  wo rd  ‘ I nd i genous ’  w i th in  an  
Aust ra l ian  con tex t ,  encompasses  two  
cu l tu res :  Abor ig ina l  and  Torres  S t ra i t  
Is lander .   The  Ind igenous  te rm a lso  
recogn ises  Abor ig ina l  and  Tor res  S t ra i t  
Is lander  as  the  Nat ions  f i rs t  peop le .    
 
Peop le  o f  Abor ig ina l  her i tage come f rom 
the ma in land,  Tasmania  and o ther  
s u r r o u n d i n g  i s l a n d s  i n c l u d i n g  
St radbroke Is land  and Groote  Eye landt .   
Torres  S tra i t  Is landers  are  f rom the top  
end of  Queens land  through to  Papua  
New Gu inea.    
 
I t  i s  impor tan t  to  recogn ise  tha t  
Abor ig ina l  and  Tor res  St ra i t  Is lander  
cu l tu res  are  two  d i f feren t  cu l tures ,  w i th  
the i r  own h is to ry ,  va lues  and t rad i t ion .   
An  Ind igenous  Aus tra l ian  is  a  person of  
Ind igenous  descent ,  iden t i f i es  se l f  as  
and is  recognised  by  the i r  communi t y  as  
Ind igenous .    

 

Wi th in  the  Abor ig ina l  and  Tor res  S tra i t  
Is lander  communi t ies  a  r ich  d i ve rs i ty  in  
t rad i t ions  and c i rcumstance ex is t .   The  
cu l tu res  a re  complex ,  be ing one of  the  
wor lds  o ldest  su rv i v ing  cu l tu res ;  befo re  
European set t lement ,  more  than s ix  
hundred  Abor ig ina l  language  g roups  or  
‘nat ions ’  were  p resent  on  the  ma in land .   
S im i la r l y ,  the  cha l lenges  and issues  that  
the  communi t ies  dea l  w i th  d i f fer .   I t  i s  
importan t  to  unders tand th is  d i f fe rence  
wi th in  Ind igenous  cu l tu re ,  as  a  ‘one s i ze  
f i ts  a l l ’  a t t i tude does  not  work .  
 
 

The br ie f  informat ion  be low i s  only  
in tended to  o f fer  some c lues  about  
Ind igenous  cu l tu re .   As  you bu i ld  a  
re la t ionsh ip  wi th  your  mentee  seek to  
learn  more  about  these aspec ts  o f  the i r  
cu l tu re  as  i t  re la tes  to  them.         
 
•  Kinsh ipK insh ipK insh ipK insh ip  is  a  complex  sys tem wi th in  

I n d i g e n o u s  s o c i e t y  t h a t  i s  
concerned  w i th  soc ia l  o rgan isat ion :  
i t  se ts  ou t  how people  a re  re la ted ,  
how they  should  re la te  to  each  
other  and what  the i r  ro le/pos i t ion  

is  in  the  communi t y .    

•  Fami l yFami l yFami l yFami l y  in  Ind igenous  cu l tu re  a re  
not  on l y  cons idered  that  o f  b lood  
and marr iage t ies ,  but  a lso  peop le  

f rom the same language g roup .    

•  Ch i l d r e nCh i l d r e nCh i l d r e nCh i l d r e n  a r e  c on s i d e r e d  t h e  
respons ib i l i t y  o f  the  communi t y ,  
households  are  t yp ica l l y  made up  
of  ex tended fami ly  and as  such  
the i r  upbr ing ing  is  the  ro le  o f  
e v e r y o n e ,  g r a n d m o t h e r s  
par t icu lar ly  p lay  an  importan t  ro le  
in  a  ch i ld ’s  l i fe .   Ch i ld ren  are  
prov ided  w i th  an awareness  o f  the i r  
k insh ip .   T rad i t iona l  knowledge ,  
h is to ry  and be l ie f s  are  passed  
down to  the  next  genera t ion  by  
E lders  who a re  cons idered  ro le  

models  and educa tors .   

•  Dreaming s tor ies  Dreaming s tor ies  Dreaming s tor ies  Dreaming s tor ies  pass  on the  ru les  
for  l i v ing ,  through ceremony,  a r t ,  
song and  s tory .   Ind igenous  people  
cons ider  themselves  be long ing  to  

the  landlandlandland ,  as  opposed to  owning i t .    

•  Mourn ing dea th  is  usua l ly  known as  
Sor ry  Bus inessSor ry  Bus inessSor ry  Bus inessSor ry  Bus iness .   Dur ing  th is  pe r iod  
communi t ies  a re  fo rb idden to  name 
the deceased person,  a  d i f fe ren t  
name is  used to  re fe r  to  the  
person ,  th is  can las t  months  o r  
years .   A lso  the  face  of  the  person  
should  no t  be  shown wi thout  pr io r  

warn ing.    

The term ‘aborigines’ is a 
generic term recognising the 

original habitants of a 
country.  This term should 
not be used when talking 

about Aboriginal people.   



•  M i s c o n c e p t i o n :  a l c o h o l  
consumpt ion  is  much h igher  w i th in  
t h e  I n d i g e n o u s  c o mm u n i t y .   
Census  data  demonstra tes  the  
amount  o f  a lcoho l  consumed by  
Ind igenous  and non Ind igenous  
adul ts  d r ink ing a t  h igh  r isk  leve ls  

to  be  s imi la r  (ABS,  2006) .  

•  M i s c o n c e p t i o n :  I n d i g e n o u s 
A u s t r a l i a n s  r e c e i v e  l a r g e  
government  benef i ts .   The Centre  

for  

•  A b o r i g i n a l  E c o n o m i c  P o l i c y  
Research  has  found that  fund ing  
programs  are  very  much under  
funded and do  l i t t l e  to  dea l  w i th  
t h e  d i s a d van t a g es  f a c e d  b y  

Ind igenous  Aus t ra l ians .  

•  A nega t i ve  p ic ture  o f  Ind igenous  
Aust ra l ians  is  por t rayed  in  the  
media ,  ra ther  than focus ing  on  
successes  and  the  contr ibut ion  
made in  a l l  a reas  o f  Aust ra l ian  
soc iety  the  spot l i ght  regu la r l y  
c o m e s  b a c k  t o  n e g a t i v e  

descr ip t ions .  

MisconceptionsMisconceptionsMisconceptionsMisconceptions    

I n d i genous  Aus t r a l i a n s  e xpe r i en ce 
cons ide rab l e  d i f f e rence  i n  i n f an t  
morta l i ty ,  hea l th ,  educat ion ,  lower  
ra tes  o f  employment  and  hous ing than  
non Ind igenous  Austra l ians .   Th is  
d ispar i t y  is  h igh l igh ted  through some of  
the  f o l l ow i ng  i n c iden ts  rega rd in g 
Ind igenous  Aus t ra l ians :  
 
•  A suggested  su ic ide  ra te  40% 

h igher  than the  ra te  o f  su ic ide  

amongst  non Ind igenous  peop le .  

•  Low year  12 complet ion  ra tes  o f  
42.9% compared to  75.6% fo r  non  
I n d i g e n o u s  A u s t r a l i a n s ,  a  

d i f ference  of  32 .7%.  

•  With in  remote  a reas  50% of  the  
Ind igenous  popula t ion  over  18  
years  o ld  has  no t  comple ted  yea r  
10.     

ChallengesChallengesChallengesChallenges    

Cultural Cultural Cultural Cultural 
DifferenceDifferenceDifferenceDifference    

I t  i s  importan t  to  be  aware  of  the  
h is to r ica l  events  that  lead  to  the  break  
down of  Ind igenous  communi t y  and the  
way in  wh ich  these events  have  
impac ted  t h e  cu r r en t  I n d i genous  

communi t ies .    

 

T h e s e  e v en t s  i n c l u d e :  E u r o pean  
co lon isa t ion ,  Aust ra l ian  law  pract ices  
(such as  the  remova l  o f  ch i ld ren  f rom 

the i r  fami ly )  and  the  use of  m iss ions .    

 

Refer  to  The Aus t ra l ian  Co l laborat ion ,  
Ind igenous  Aus tra l ians  2010 l ink  a t  the  
back of  the  fac tsheet  for  more  

in format ion  or  o ther  sources  l is ted .   
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CommunicationCommunicationCommunicationCommunication     

 

•  Conf i rm what  your  mentee l ikes  to  
be  ca l led ,  wr i te  down the i r  name 
and ensure  you have the  r igh t  

pronunc ia t ion .  

•  Use  c l ea r  and  uncomp l i ca ted 
language .   Steer  away f rom us ing 

ja rgon o r  ac ronyms.  

•  Do not  a t tempt  to  copy  your  
mentees  way  o f  speaking ,  th is  is  

inappropr ia te  in  any  cu l tu re .  

•  Genuine l y  l i s ten ,  wa tch  ou t  fo r  the  
non ve rba l  cues  which  may prov ide  
in format ion  as  to  your  mentees  

fee l ings .  

•  Use quest ion ing  ca refu l l y ,  do  no t  
probe.   Use  ind i rec t  ques t ions  as  
d i rec t  or  b lunt  quest ions  may be  

cons idered  conf ron tat iona l .   

•  Your  mentee  may  seek knowledge 
by  p resen t ing  in fo rmat ion  fo r  

conf i rmat ion  or  d isprova l .  

•  Si lence/s  may prov ide  your  mentee  
wi th  a  chance to  l is ten  and prepare  
an answer .   The length  o f  your  
mentees  rep ly  may  be someth ing  

that  you need to  be  f lex ib le  w i th .  

•  Fol low  your  mentees  lead  on  the  
amount  o f  eye  con tact  to  use.   In  
some Ind igenous  cu l tu res  i t  i s  
cons idered  inappropr ia te  o r  rude to  

look someone s t ra ight  in  the  eye .  

•  Your  mentee may no t  in i t ia l l y  o f fe r  
op in ions .   They  may  prefe r  to  l is ten  
to  o thers  and wa i t  to  share  the i r  

v iew.  

•  Speak a t  a  medium pace,  too  fas t  
may be ha rd  for  your  mentee to  
unders tand,  wh i le  s low speech may  

seem condescend ing .  

 

•  Use verba l  (oh ,  yes ,  mmm) and non 
verba l  (nod  head,  lean forward)  
cues  to  show you  are  l is ten ing ,  
wh i le  p rov id ing space and t ime for  

your  mentee to  share .  

•  Let  your  mentees  ac t ions  gu ide  you 
on the  appropr ia te  amount  o f  

persona l  space  to  p rov ide .  

These cultural terms should 
always be written with a 

capital letter:   
Aboriginal,   

Torres Strait Islander,  
Elder and  
Indigenous 

More factsheets can be found on the  

AUSTRALIAN YOUTH MENTORING NETWORK AUSTRALIAN YOUTH MENTORING NETWORK AUSTRALIAN YOUTH MENTORING NETWORK AUSTRALIAN YOUTH MENTORING NETWORK Website under the  Factsheets page 

http://www.youthmentoring.org.au/factsheets.htmlhttp://www.youthmentoring.org.au/factsheets.htmlhttp://www.youthmentoring.org.au/factsheets.htmlhttp://www.youthmentoring.org.au/factsheets.html    



The acronym ‘ATSI’  should 
not be used when speaking 
of a person of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islanders 
decent. 

Strategies to Build the RelationshipStrategies to Build the RelationshipStrategies to Build the RelationshipStrategies to Build the Relationship    
•  Do your  homework :  f ind  ou t  as  

much as  you can about  your  
mentees  background,  th is  may  
i n v o l v e  s p end i n g  s ome  t im e 

research ing .  

•  Depending  on the  type of  mento r ing  
program you a re  part  o f ,  deve lop 
another  means of  communicat ing  
wi th  your  mentee,  such as  emai l  o r  

phone.  

•  B e  a w a r e  o f  a n y  c u l t u r a l  
boundar ies  tha t  ex i s t :  i f  you  are  
u n c e r t a i n  a s k  y o u r  p r o g r am 

coord ina tor .  

•  H e l p  y o u r  m e n t e e  b e c o m e 
r e s o u r c e f u l ,  p r o v i d e  t h e m 
stra teg ies  to  support  themse lves ,  

s u c h  a s  d i r e c t i n g  t h em  t o 

appropr ia te  suppor t  serv ices .  

•  I f  w i th in  p rogram boundar ies  seek  
to  make yourse l f  known to  your  

mentees  fami l y .  

•  Be sure  to  get  invo lved  in  p rogram 
act i v i t ies :  encourage your  mentee  
to  deve lop  f r iendsh ips  wi th  the  

other  mentees  in  the  program.  

Tips for SuccessTips for SuccessTips for SuccessTips for Success    

•  Do some research  and be aware  of  
spec ia l  occas ions  and dates  re la t ing  
to  your  mentees  background,  

whether  i t  cu l tura l  o r  re l ig ious .  

•  Al though you may no t  unders tand 

cer ta in  cu l tura l  d i f fe rences ,  respec t  

your  mentees  cu l tu re .  

•  Try  and f ind  someth ing that  you bo th  
have in  common to  he lp  bu i ld  

rappor t  and  the  re la t ionsh ip .  



Join the AYMN Online Community 

 
A national online networking space for Mentoring Programs, Mentors, Youth 

Mentoring Organisations and Practitioners 

The AYMN Community is built to bring people together, to connect and communicate.  

 

Members of the Community can join groups that are of interest to them and participate in different 

discussion topics.  Members can ask questions of the Community who can then provide advice and 

sources of support. 

 

Does youth mentoring make a difference? Where is youth mentoring heading in Australia? Come, 

listen, learn and discuss the latest issues affecting youth mentoring programs, mentors and young 

people.  

 

Some of the fantastic features offered are: 

 

• Posts 

• Groups 

• Discussions 

• Members 

• Activity Stream 

 

The AYMN Community will also include a Blog which will provide a platform for publishing articles 

related to Mentoring, Conferences, Events and other updates. The Blog will include guest 

bloggers from across the globe. AYMN Members of the community will be able to 

 

• Post their views and comments 

• Reply to comments of other members 

 
 

 

Join the community today! 

 

www.youthmentoring.org.au/community 



Program ProfilesProgram ProfilesProgram ProfilesProgram Profiles    

AIME (Aust ra l ian  Ind igenous  Mento r ing  
E x p e r i e n c e )  i s  a b o u t  u n l o c k i n g 
poten t ia l .  A IME pu ts  a  key  in  the  hands  
of  Ind igenous  you th ,  equ ipp ing mentees  
wi th  the  too ls  and knowledge  necessary  
to  un lock  the i r  asp i ra t ions .   
 
A IME does  th is  by  partner ing  Ind igenous  
h igh  schoo l  s tudents  wi th  un ivers i t y  
s tudents  in  a  un ique ,  s t ructu red ,  one-on
-one mento r ing  p rogram.    
 
F rom i ts  2005 incept ion  in  Sydney w i th  
a  25 mentee /  25  mento r  sp l i t ,  A IME 
now works  w i th  1 ,250 mentees  and  
1,250 mento rs  ac ross  three s ta tes  o f  
Aust ra l ia .   
 

The nonprof i t  o rganisat ion  works  to  
improve Year  10 comple t ion  ra tes ,  Year  
12 comple t ion  ra tes  and un ive rs i ty  
a dm i s s i on  r a t e s  f o r  pa r t i c i pa t i n g 
Ind igenous  s tudents .    
 
A IME CEO Jack Manning -Bancrof t  says  
the  foundat ion  of  successfu l  mento r ing  
l ies  in  mutua l  respect .  “As  young adu l ts  
not  long  ou t  o f  h igh  schoo l ,  ou r  
un ive rs i t y  mento rs  he lp  c rea te  a  safe  
space fo r  mentees  to  exp lore  concepts  
o f  leadersh ip ,  her i tage and success .  For  
o u r  m e n t o r s ,  t h e r e ’ s  e n o rm o u s 
profess iona l  and  persona l  learn ing that  
comes f rom work ing wi th  the  wor ld ’s  
o ldest  l i v ing  cu l ture . ”  

T rue  B lue  Dreaming is  a  youth  and 
c ommun i t y  d e ve l o pmen t  men to r i n g  
program targe ted  at  young peop le  aged 
12–18 in  ru ra l  and  remote  Aus tra l ian  
communi t ies .   
 
The program prov ides  young peop le  w i th  
mento rs  to  insp i re  them and bu i ld  the i r  
poten t ia l .  Spec i f ica l l y ,  they  focus  on 
areas  such as  persona l  g rowth ,  th r i v ing  
communi t ies ,  hea l th  and wel lbe ing,  
e n v i r o n m e n t a l  s t e w a r d s h i p ,  a n d  
enterpr ise  deve lopment .  T rue  B lue 
Dreaming  is  a  jou rney  o f  d iscovery .  
Communi t ies  have a  s t rong  sense  of  
ownersh ip  over  the i r  program.   
 
The p rogram has  been  successfu l l y  
d e l i v e r ed  i n  t h e  Whea tbe l t  a nd  
K imber ley  reg ions  o f  Wes tern  Aust ra l ia  
s ince  2004.  Dur ing  that  t ime they  have  
made many f r iends  and he lped in  the  
deve lopment  o f  many young peop le .  

T rue B lue Dreaming  f i rm ly  be l ieve  tha t  
youth  mento r ing  prov ides  an inva luable  
cont r ibut ion  to  communi t y  deve lopment  
and a  p ract ica l  way  to  he lp  young 
people  s t r ive  for  the i r  d reams.   

True Blue Dreaming 

AIME 



Further Information & References 
•  Aus t ra l i an  Youth  Mento r i ng  Netwo rk  -  www. youthmento r ing .o rg .au  

•  T rue  B lue  D ream ing  —  www. t rueb lued reaming .o rg . au  

•  Aus t ra l i an  Ind i genous  Mento r ing  Expe r ience :  A IME—www.a imemento r i ng . com/  

•  Sha re  ou r  P r ide ,  An  in t roduc t i on  t o  Abo r i g i na l  and  Tor res  S t ra i t  I s l ande r  peop le  and  
the i r  cu l t u re ,  and  t o  bu i ld ing  respec t fu l  r e la t ionsh ips  

 h t tp : //www.sha reou rp r i de .o rg .au/ t op ics/we l come- t o - sha re - ou r - p r i de  

•  Queens land  S tud ies  Au tho r i t y ,  Ca ree r  In fo rmat i on  Serv i ce ,  Dead l y  Pa thways  
 h t tps : // c is . qsa . q ld .edu .au/dead l y/ i ndex .h tm l  

•  Roya l  Ch i ld ren ’s  Hosp i ta l :  Cent re  f o r  Ado les cent  Hea l th ,  You th  Su i c ide  i n  Aus t ra l ia  
    www. rch . o rg .au/cah/ resea rch .c fm?doc_ id=11036     

•  Aus t ra l i an  Bu reau  o f  S ta t i s t i cs ,  A l coho l  Consumpt i on  i n  Aus t ra l ia :  A  Snapshot ,  2004
-05 .  Ret r i e ved  Feb rua r y ,  2011  f rom  

 www .abs .gov .au/AUSSTATS/abs@.ns f /mf/4832 .0 .55 .001/  

•  The  Aus t ra l ian  Co l l abo ra t i on ,  M is concept i ons  about  Ind i genous  Aus t ra l ians  2011 .   
Ret r i e ved  November ,  2009  f rom  

 www .aus t ra l i anco l l abo ra t i on .com.au/_ fac tsheets/
Ind igenous_Mis concep t ions_Fac tShee t . pd f  

•  The  Aus t ra l ian  Co l l abo ra t i on ,  I nd i genous  Aus t ra l ians  2010 .   Ret r ie ved  November ,  
2010  f rom 

 www .aus t ra l i anco l l abo ra t i on .com.au/_ fac tsheets/ I nd igenous_Fac tSheet . pd f  

•  NSW Depa r tment  o f  Communi t y  Se r v i ces ,  Wo rk ing  w i t h  Abo r i g i na l  Peop le  and  
Commun i t i es ,  A  P rac t i ce  Resou rce  2009 .   Ret r i e ved  Feb rua r y ,  2011  f rom  

 h t tp : //www.commun i t y .nsw.gov . au/docswr/_asset s/ma in/documen ts/
wo rk ing_wi t h_abo r ig ina l . pd f  

•  Depar tment  o f  Educa t i on ,  Emp loyment ,  Wo rkp lace  Re la t i ons ,  Webs i tes  f o r  
Suppo r t i ng  I nd i genous  You th .   Re t r i e ved  Feb rua r y ,  2011  f rom  

 h t tp : //www.ndco .s t epscs .net . au/documents /NDCO%20 -%20Webs i t es%20fo r%
20Suppor t i ng%20Ind igenous%20Youth . pd f  

•  Aus t ra l i an  Bu reau  o f  S ta t i s t i cs ,  Na t i ona l  Schoo ls  St a t i s t i cs  Co l l ec t i on ,  2008 .   
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Do your homework:  f ind out  as much as you 
can about  your  mentees background,  this  

may involve spending some t ime 
researching.  


