
Dear teacher 

Thank you for downloading our learning resources or booking a visit to see Unsettled at the 

Australian Museum. 

Unsettled is a First Nations-led and informed exhibition. Based on rigorous research, it gives visitors 

an insight into the lived experiences of First Nations peoples over the last 250 years. Australia’s 

foundation story is more than the voyage of James Cook or the arrival of the First Fleet. It is a story 

about the seizure of land from First Nations peoples, denial of Indigenous sovereignty, devastating 

frontier wars, and separation from families and homelands. We live in the legacy of this history. This 

has privileged many but has left others disadvantaged. Recognising and understanding this shared 

past is an important step of our journey towards a better shared future.  

The development of Unsettled was led by AM First Nations Curators Laura McBride (a Wailwan and 

Kooma woman) and Dr Mariko Smith (a Yuin and Japanese woman) over the past two years using 

a collaborative, community-centred approach and developing content through extensive research. A 

breakdown of the exhibition’s thematic sections is provided on the Australian Museum website: 

https://australian.museum/learn/first-nations/unsettled/. 

The exhibition tours and learning resources have been developed by Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander and non-Indigenous teachers, curators and community members, and are designed to be 

age-appropriate and support teachers’ and students’ understanding of the exhibition content.  

We have provided some advice for teachers, and additional resources, on the following pages to 

assist you in preparing your students and building your personal knowledge. 

We hope that you have a successful visit and look forward to hearing about your learning. 

Yours sincerely 

Vanessa Gardos 

Manager, Education 

https://australian.museum/learn/first-nations/unsettled/


 

 

 

 

 

 

Advice for teachers  

Adapted from resources developed by The Healing Foundation 

Please be aware that this exhibition deals with some confronting topics, including massacres and 

genocide. Some of the content may be distressing, particularly for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples. This should be taken into account when preparing your learning plan and you may 

want to consider additional classroom support or to give students the choice of opting out of the 

session/s.  

When preparing for a visit to Unsettled, you might like to use our learning journeys to prepare for 

your visit. These help to introduce the content sensitively and provide scaffolded learning activities 

to support your students’ learning. You can find the learning journeys on the Australian Museum 

website at https://australian.museum/learn/teachers/learning-journeys/ 

Let parents and carers know in advance that you will be learning about topics related to ongoing 

colonisation in Australia and its impacts on the lives and wellbeing of First Nations peoples, that it is 

part of the school curriculum and that their children may want to talk with them about what they are 

learning. 

Let your students know that these can be difficult topics to discuss for many reasons, and that they 

may have strong feelings and thoughts. Equip yourself to feel as comfortable and confident as 

possible leading conversations about the content. Some additional resources provided on the 

following pages may assist you in building your personal knowledge. 

  

https://australian.museum/learn/teachers/learning-journeys/


 

 

 

 

 

 

Building your personal knowledge 

The Australian Museum website is a platform for First Nations voices. A range of articles from First 

Nations writers share their expertise and opinions on issues important to First Nations people. Read 

more at https://australian.museum/learn/first-nations/ A list of Unsettled exhibition-related references 

is available on the Australian Museum website: https://australian.museum/learn/first-

nations/unsettled/references/. 

In NSW, the AECG (Aboriginal Education Consultative Group) is a not-for-profit Aboriginal 

organisation that provides advice on all matters relevant to education and training with the mandate 

that this advice represents the Aboriginal community viewpoint. The AECG has a range of 

resources and professional development activities to support teachers. You can find out more at 

https://www.aecg.nsw.edu.au/. There are similar local organisations in other states and territories. 

The Healing Foundation is a national Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander organisation that 

provides a platform to amplify the voices and lived experience of Stolen Generations survivors and 

their families. They have a resource kit for teachers and students learning about the Stolen 

Generations which can be found on their website https://healingfoundation.org.au/schools/. 

Reconciliation Australia promotes and facilitates respect, trust and positive relationships between 

the wider Australian community and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Narragunnawali 

supports schools and early learning services in Australia to develop environments that foster a high 

level of knowledge and pride in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories, cultures and 

contributions. Nurragunnawali’s online platform is free to access and provides practical ways to 

introduce meaningful reconciliation initiatives in the classroom, around the school and with the 

community. You can find professional learning and curriculum resources on their website 

https://www.reconciliation.org.au/narragunnawali/. 

The Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC) is an independent statutory organisation, 

established by an act of Federal Parliament to protect and promote human rights in Australia and 

internationally. The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner is June Oscar 

AO. The AHRC provides education and training which seeks to build a universal culture of human 

rights. You can find their education resources which are linked to the national curriculum on their 

website https://humanrights.gov.au/education/. 

 

  

https://australian.museum/learn/first-nations/
https://australian.museum/learn/first-nations/unsettled/references/
https://australian.museum/learn/first-nations/unsettled/references/
https://www.aecg.nsw.edu.au/
https://healingfoundation.org.au/schools/
https://www.reconciliation.org.au/narragunnawali/
https://humanrights.gov.au/education/


 

 

 

 

 

Thematic sections of Unsettled 

Signal fires. Knowing the difference between smoking ceremonies, campfires, cultural burning and 

signal fires is primary knowledge. When Lieutenant Cook sailed the HMB Endeavour up the East 

Coast in 1770, Aboriginal peoples lit carefully managed signal fires on headlands as a warning. 

While the ship’s crew noted smoke and fires, they lacked the cultural knowledge to see that an 

emergency response system was in action. 

During the 250th anniversary of the HMB Endeavour voyage, Australia experienced unprecedented 

bushfires. Many First Nations peoples read this bushfire as another emergency warning – the 

intensity signalling the seriousness of the danger for all peoples and species due to human-created 

climate change. Elders continue to teach the importance of knowing our past and acting now for 

future generations. 

Recognising Invasions. First Nations peoples have been here since time immemorial*. Aboriginal 

peoples’ homelands were taken by force; it was not a peaceful settlement. The colonists did not 

make agreements or treaties with any of the sovereign Nations, making the colonial seizure of land 

in Australia a process that could be described as a series of invasions. 

The lack of recognition of dispossession goes to the very heart of a wound in the nation. It has 

informed the political, social, and economic systems in Australia, resulting in the racial inequity we 

see today. 

For First Nations peoples, it is not merely an opinion that Australia was invaded – it is historical fact. 

* For First Nations peoples, this means time so long in the past that it is indefinite in history or tradition. 

Fighting wars. Australia was not peacefully settled; it was taken by force through strategic, political 

and military campaigns. The early colony was militarised to protect it from foreign attacks, to 

maintain civil order over the convict population, and to suppress Aboriginal resistance against 

colonial interests. 

Defining the decades of armed, violent conflicts between sovereign First Nations and the colonists 

as “wars”, is often contested. However, the historical records from this period included this specific 

term to describe events on the frontier. 

The ongoing refusal to recognise this history of First Nations warriors and their adversaries denies 

them the memory, and the respect, they deserve. 

Remembering massacres. Killing became a defining colonial tactic used by government troops, 

police officers, and even ordinary Australians, to retaliate against the resistance efforts of First 

Nations peoples defending their homelands, families, and resources. 

These were not spontaneous acts of violence on the fringes of “civilisation” – rather these were 

typically planned and calculated reprisals. 

In archival records, “dispersal” is a recognised codeword throughout frontier Australia for the 

deliberate and indiscriminate killing of Aboriginal people in systemic and widespread attacks across 

Australia. Massacres exist in the memories of all First Nations communities today. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Surviving genocide. The term “genocide” has been seen as controversial when used to describe 

the treatment of First Nations peoples as part of the colonisation of Australia, but what happened fits 

the definition. Massacres, dispossession, dispersals, sterilisation of Aboriginal women, forced child 

removals and assimilation policies – all acts of genocide, have been committed against First Nations 

peoples. 

These acts were justified by asserting that Aboriginal peoples were a dying race, their cultures and 

practices backward and primitive, and that it would be better to kill them off or breed them out of 

existence. 

It is important to remember that the experience of these different forms of genocide is in living 

memory and the effects are still felt in First Nations communities. 

Continued resistance. First Nations resistance to British colonisation was immediate and has 

endured for over 230 years. 

First Nations peoples have fought for their survival, lands, and livelihoods through physical and 

psychological resistance campaigns. Since the frontier wars and dispersals, they have continued to 

fight against genocidal practices and discriminatory policies. 

Modern resistance seeks to challenge racism and structural inequalities, revitalise cultures and re-

establish agency for Aboriginal people, their communities, and the environment. Resistance to 

British colonisation has ensured the survival of Aboriginal peoples, their knowledges, and cultures. 

For First Nations peoples, existence is resistance. 

Healing Nations. Truth-telling about Australia’s past is an important process for understanding who 

we are now and how we came to be as a nation. Truth-telling can be confronting, but the process 

can be powerful: grief can make way for healing, and healing unites people who were once divided. 

Truth-telling can shift perceptions and can help us develop a national narrative of unity and respect. 

First Nations peoples must be fully engaged in the process of structural reform to overcome the 

legacies of colonisation and reconstruct the fabric of our societies for the good of this nation. All 

Australians can help support First Nations peoples to reach this goal. 

What next? Here are some ways to continue the journey towards a better shared future: 

Acknowledge that Indigenous sovereignty was never ceded – you live and work on Aboriginal land 

today. 

Listen to First Nations peoples and learn from their lived experiences. Support and amplify First 

Nations voices. 

Reflect upon your own beliefs and assumptions. How did these develop? How can you transform 

your own biases? 

Question what you hear or learn about First Nations peoples in the media, in history books and in 

conversations with friends, family and others. 

Act by challenging racism, tokenism, appropriation and stereotypes. Inspire action from policy 

makers. Respect First Nations self-determination. 

Support First Nations programs at the Australian Museum. Your donation is tax-deductible. 


