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Read With Me Everyday: Community engagement and
English literacy outcomes at Erambie Mission1
Lawrence Bamblett

I’ve been telling people about the many advantages of living in a Koori community. They usually
respond with smiles and often ask to hear more.
The editor of Australian Aboriginal Studies, Dr
Jakelin Troy, suggested that I share this story
about Aboriginal advantage. So, here’s an account
of my community’s use of cultural advantages to
improve English literacy outcomes among our
little people. 2

Community
Cowra is the type of town where there are more
football fields than places to buy or borrow a
book. The town of 10 000 — a multiple winner in
the New South Wales Tidy Towns competition —
is dotted with well-kept football fields. Erambie
Mission is two-and-a-half kilometres from Cowra
on the western bank of the Galare (Lachlan)
River. Known as ‘32 acres’, it’s home for most of
Cowra’s 700 Kooris. The mission is set on a grid of
three tight streets. Next to the grid is an expansive
field. Football goal posts sit in the centre. There
is no shop or library here. The northern entrance
to Erambie is fronted by a community park.
Makeshift signs amid the grass identify the site of
a tent embassy. The signs declare that Wiradjuri
sovereignty ‘was never ceded’, condemn the Close
the Gap policy, and remind passers-by that this
‘Always was and always will be Aboriginal land’.
People here talk a lot about what makes us
Wiradjuri. We obsess over connections to people
and places. We’re proud of our communal
approach to living and we take shared responsibil© Aboriginal Studies Press, AIATSIS

ity seriously because we’re told it’s central to our
Wiradjuri identity. Elders say the sense of togetherness on the mission is protective and therefore
valuable. They tell us — with pride — about the
fun they had skipping and playing rounders back
when the old people walked around the mission
and minded the little people. Our Elders are
generous and nurturing in their care for the little
people on the mission. They say it’s what they
were reared up to do.
Erambie women set up a childcare co-operative
in their homes in the mid-1950s. They were caring
collectively for their booris as they’d always done
but they started to use a new way of describing it as a pre-school activity. During the 1960s
the Save the Children Fund set up a pre-school
service in Erambie’s community hall. In 1983
the community took back control and volunteers
managed the service. Then, in 1987, Yalbillinga
Boori Childcare Centre opened in a new building
near the entrance to Erambie. Yalbillinga boori
means to teach the children in our language. The
name was taken from the Wiradjuri words yal
(speak), yalbillinga (to teach) and boori (baby).
Yalbillinga became a Multi-purpose Aboriginal
Children’s Service and was rolled into the government’s Budget Based Funding Program with other
non-mainstream early childcare centres in 2003.
The community looks to Yalbillinga to fill a
number of voids. Yalbillinga is the only remaining self-managed, non-mainstream organisation
here. It runs health, employment, welfare and
education programs. In 2008 it replaced a mainAustralian Aboriginal Studies 2013/1  101
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Figure 1: Mothers with their children at the Erambie
childcare co-operative in 1958

stream after-school program with one of its own
called Erambie Kidzone. About 40 goothas joined
Kidzone. Some came even on days when they did
not attend school.
Yalbillinga, volunteers and a group of sup
portive Elders paid the operation costs for
Kidzone. One volunteer was a keen reader who
talked to the goothas about books, but the
goothas were more interested in playing computer
games. So, we started exploring computer games
as a way of getting them to read outside of school.
Mostly though, we played rounders, we played
tag, we kicked footballs and we got out skipping
ropes and everyone joined in the fun.
Two great-grandparents came to us one day
and donated a new laptop computer for the
goothas to use. Another grandmother showed the
program off to a politician and told us that we
should seek funding. We liked it as a community
activity. But, as attendance and costs increased,
we looked for outside support. The Faculty
of Education at Charles Sturt University lent
laptops and helped us get a small grant from the
Foundation for Rural Renewal to buy three more
laptops and software. The next year, Erambie
Kidzone grew into the Read With Me program
when the co-ordinator at Yalbillinga invited us to
develop a grant application for an $8000 Parental
and Community Engagement (PaCE) grant from
the Department of Education, Employment and
Workplace Relations (DEEWR).
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Figure 2: Erambie goothas using computers at
Yalbillinga’s Erambie Kidzone. The computer in the
foreground was provided by two senior members of
the community

A successful partnership
The Council of Australian Governments agreed
in 2008 to make community engagement a basis
to improve schooling in all states and territories
(MCEEDYA 2010). The agreement was paired
with revamped funding arrangements for Indige
nous communities. PaCE grants are part of the
16 Targeted Assistance Programs DEEWR offers
to Indigenous communities (DEEWR 2009). The
PaCE program fitted in with the work we’d started
and it had a user-friendly application process. The
program objective to support high expectations
for Koori students fits with how we see ourselves
as high achievers. So we submitted an application.
When we started Yalbillinga PaCE, only a few
people here were talking about reading.
We’ve conducted three PaCE projects so far. 3
The first two were smaller ones that had modest
aims to promote reading to the community. We
had 337 schoolchildren plus parents and teachers participate in these projects. Many more read
about them in the local newspaper. The bigger
Read With Me Everyday program started in 2011.
We agreed with DEEWR to meet specific targets.
We were to engage 170 Kooris in 38 capacitybuilding workshops over 18 months. The idea was
to help communities reach into schools to engage
with their children’s learning. We showed parents
how they can support learning. Read With Me
Everyday engaged 667 Kooris at reading work© Aboriginal Studies Press, AIATSIS
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shops. The total attendance at workshops was
1500. A further 1800 engaged using the social
media sites Facebook and Twitter. To put the
number of participants (667) into perspective,
you need to remember that 700 people identify
as Koori at Erambie and Cowra. Other outcomes
include people in the community writing and
publishing their own stories. One school principal told us that Yalbillinga goothas now demonstrate advanced reading comprehension skills and
knowledge about concepts of print. Prime Minister
Julia Gillard (2012) noted the improved results in
English literacy performance at one local school
(with 20 percent Koori students) in her September
2012 address to the National Press Club. It’s not
a coincidence that literacy scores improved when
the community started to talk about reading and
read more.

2009 Read With Me
Our first PaCE project
taught us some key lessons
about engaging the community. In December 2009
Yalbillinga hosted 150
students plus parents and
school staff at Read With
Me day. The goal was to
share our interest in reading. The goothas received book bags with stickers, books, bookmarks, pens, magnets and a
T-shirt. Parents learned from Koori teachers what
they could do to support reading development in
goothas. We promoted books by Wiradjuri authors
Isobel Coe and Anita Heiss. Anita ran writing
workshops with the goothas. We played games,
drew raffles and awarded prizes. The community
and the schools were most keen on the part of a
project that celebrated Wiradjuri achievement.
Senior women committed to support us.
Read With Me opened our eyes to the importance of the way we approached the community.
A lot of what we accomplished that day was due
to the positive way we delivered our message.
Branding was important. The logo we chose
included a picture of a Koori flag with the words
‘read with me’ drawn by a child. Everyone enjoyed
the logo and T-shirts were quickly taken. After
listening to comments about how deadly the logo
looked, we learned to take care when design© Aboriginal Studies Press, AIATSIS

Figure 3: Isobel Coe with goothas at Read With Me
day, December 2009

ing slogans and images with our messages on
them. We noticed that people were keen to celebrate their Koori identity. Understanding this
and simply getting people to talk about reading are working for us. At the end of that first
day goothas were happy reading. They wanted
to know, ‘When’s the next Read With Me day?’
Older ones read to younger goothas. Parents
noticed and showed pride in what was happening. ‘That’s our way’, they boasted. Elders told us
we had to have another one of these events. We’d
started a new conversation.

2010 Deadly
Readathon
In 2010 we ran our
second PaCE project,
the Deadly Readathon.
We wanted to extend the
conversation started at
Read With Me day. This project reinforced for us
the importance of branding and using a slogan in
our message. It also built on a new partnership
with schools. We learned a lot in the year of planning and running this program about engaging
busy families and teachers.
The idea for a readathon came from a scene
I’d witnessed in Big W a couple of years before.
A Koori woman and her ten-year-old son were in
the shop. He was pleading with her to buy him
a new-release computer game. The shop assistant
explained that they only had one display copy. As
the assistant spoke, the boy burrowed close to his
Australian Aboriginal Studies 2013/1  103
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mother’s side, held her hand and did that bouncing leg-shaking dance that many parents know.
He wasn’t being disrespectful but he wanted that
game and, as his anxiety grew, so did his mother’s. He said, ‘Please, Mum, please just get it for
me’. When the assistant agreed to eject and sell
them the display copy, the mother’s, the boy’s and
the assistant’s relief was noticeable. I remembered
that scene when we were thinking about ways to
motivate people to read, we thought to use the
goothas’ nagging.
The readathon was set up so that goothas
would read books and talk about them with
their parents and teachers. Teachers and parents
were asked to check and sign reading logbooks.
Goothas won prizes for reading certain numbers
of books each day. The ones who read the most
books each month and overall received prizes.
Families won prizes for outstanding effort too.
The successes were featured in the local newspaper. This reward system worked. Parents and
teachers communicated each day. The goothas —
motivated by rewards — carried the conversations
between school and home.
A reading competition is not a new idea. Local
schools participate in the MS Readathon and
the Premier’s Reading Challenge. Koori students
rarely participated in either. Everyone involved
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was excited about the level of participation in the
Deadly Readathon.
We hooked the goothas by offering popular
digital devices as prizes. Erambie Advancement
Corporation (a community development organisation) bought us iPads, iPods, e-readers and
other electronic devices. We branded our message
in a fun way that was linked to Koori identity. We
saturated the local newspaper with articles about
the program. Reading logbooks were used to
record books read. There was information in them
to explain the program and guide participants. A
cartoon character we named Reda was created to
guide the conversation, brand the program and
promote reading. Reda was nine years old, Koori,
wore red, black and yellow, and had the number
32 on her shirt. The logbook included positive
messages and advice about reading. It also celebrated Wiradjuri authors.
The Deadly Readathon had excellent results.
Parents told us that their goothas did nag them
to read, talk about books and communicate
with teachers. We heard about goothas reading
for the first time. One family delighted in sharing a story about noticing that a bookmark in a
book belonging to their 13-year-old son started
to move through the pages, indicating that he was
reading even though they did not see him doing

Figure 4: A page from the Deadly Readathon logbook. The Reda character explains the program to goothas
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it. They said that their daughter was also reading
for the first time. Parents told us about goothas
who started to enjoy reading. In 20 weeks 127 of
the 168 goothas who participated read every day.
They read 4143 books. School principals reported
great leaps in reading ages of up to three years.
The students who read the most books showed the
most improvement in reading ages. We also heard
grandparents repeating key words, concepts and
ideas about reading that we published in the local
newspaper. Schools reported greater engagement
in reading and in other areas such as homework,
and even the return of various permission notes.
One participant is an example of how families benefitted from the Deadly Readathon. When
she started kindergarten, Ngiarin performed
below her parents’ expectations on the Best Start
benchmarking language and literacy test. She was
a painfully shy girl who often pretended to be
asleep when spoken to. Her shyness impacted on
her results. Ngiarin said that she told the teacher
she didn’t know the answers to question so that
the teacher would stop talking to her. Ngiarin,
though, is a competitive girl and she said that
she wanted to read the most books in her house.
Her competitive nature forced Ngiarin to talk
to her teacher about reading in order to get her
logbook signed off. This helped build their relationship. Ngiarin wrote, ‘I’m a good reader’ and
‘I love reading’. Her teacher wrote back encouraging Ngiarin and praising her progress. At the end
of the Deadly Readathon her teacher wrote about
Ngiarin’s perfect reading performance in an
assessment: ‘she is very clever, she could have gone
further if I let her’. Ngiarin read 300 books during
the Deadly Readathon. At the end of kindergarten she was beginning to read Dr Seuss and chapter books with her father. The program helped
Ngiarin overcome shyness to talk to her teacher.
The mother of an eight-year-old Koori girl who
did the Deadly Readathon said that she was ‘so
grateful’ for the program. She wrote in the girl’s
logbook — where her teacher read it — that she
knew her daughter wasn’t happy and that it was
good to see her reading again. We found out that
reading offered this girl comfort while she was
dealing with a family tragedy. The program gave
her mother a way of talking to her daughter and
her teacher. The Deadly Readathon helped to get
students, teachers and families talking. Teachers
© Aboriginal Studies Press, AIATSIS
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saw these two girls — and other Koori goothas
— the way that their families saw them. It helped
schools to reach into the community and work
with families.
The Deadly Readathon program continued
the conversation about reading. It created a partnership where schools became a resource for the
community. It helped people see beyond stereotypes. The program brought people together
at events where they talked about reading. One
great-grandmother told a funny and inspiring
story about how she learned to read. She said that
her Elders could read and write and that they’d
teach the little people. Whenever someone came
to the house, parents taught goothas to spell their
names. The woman said that the first sentence
she ever read was on their toilet wall. Her father
wrote that a man’s ambition must be small to
write his name on the outhouse wall. She went
inside and asked her mum what ambition was.
Her mother scolded her father, who laughed it off.
The woman remembered her mother teaching her
what ambition was. She was 11 (in 1949). When
the woman remembered her Elders teaching reading, she said there was always lots of laughter.
Overall results from the Deadly Readathon
were excellent. Families who didn’t do other
school reading challenges were keen participants.
A lot of the participants ended the program reading above their age. But we did find that some
Koori goothas were behind in English language
and literacy development. Too many were reading
below their age and had to catch up. For some,
catch-up programs weren’t working. A few of the
older goothas showed no interest in reading. We
agreed that we wanted to get them hooked on
reading before they started kindergarten.

Read With Me Everyday
Our focus in 2011–12 was
to get each pre-school boori
to be read to for at least ten
minutes each day. We wanted
to create a reading habit
within families. The things
we had learned so far about
branding our message were
used again. Senior women
continued to support us as we went into this third
PaCE project. We wanted to keep people talking
Australian Aboriginal Studies 2013/1  105
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Figure 5: Julie Kemp, Josie Murray and goothas at a
Read With Me Everyday event

about reading in the community. We also wanted
to build capacity within the community to support
reading development. To do this we planned daily
engagement through Facebook and an early childhood home reader program, fortnightly parent
yarning circles and 38 workshops over two years.
As we started, we knew that we needed to involve
more men.
My first attempt to engage men in the program
didn’t work out as expected. The workshop slogan
‘Real Men Read to Goothas’ was a failure. Just
nine men came to the workshop and three of them
were practically dragged there by their mother.
It was a shame more men didn’t attend because
literacy expert Kaye Lowe made an excellent presentation about strategies to develop young readers. The men who attended say they still use what
Kaye taught them. Talking to people, we realised
that the ‘Real Men’ slogan preached at the men in
a negative tone. This failure led to a rethink about
how we’d get men to come to our workshops.
We quickly settled on football as an obvious
way to involve men within our program. But we
needed to find creative ways to connect football with reading. We started with the slogan
‘Tackling Literacy’ but focusing on literacy
seemed too negative for a program aimed at
promoting reading as a joyful activity. We settled
on the slogan ‘Tackle a Book’ as the most positive message. Next, we developed a workshop to
promote reading and show fathers some strategies they could use to help their goothas learn to
read. We partnered with local football clubs to
do a reading workshop at a local football field.
We plastered the Tackle a Book logo everywhere
106  
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Figure 6: Erambie Allblacks players wearing the
Tackle a Book logo on their training gear at the 2012
Knockout

we could. We gave the goothas footballs with the
logo and our Facebook address on them. Common
symbols, such as handprints were used. We printed
‘I read’ inside a handprint and included it on football uniforms. The popularity of football and
Erambie jerseys and supporter gear meant that
our program slogan, logo and Facebook address
were seen everywhere in the community.
Fathers learned about reading activities they
could add to football passing, kicking and catching games. More than 300 people attended the
two Tackle a Book workshops. Many of them
were fathers.
Associating our program message with the
football team was a good idea. It got key men in
the community to do much of the work engaging
other men. The coach of the team is a grandfather.
He played for the team for 30 years. I’ve known
him all my life. I’d never heard him speak about
reading or books. Since the Tackle a Book workshop, he talks about books and reading at every
opportunity. He reads to goothas at Yalbillinga

Figure 7: Phillip and Steven Ingram reading to
goothas at Erambie
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Figure 8: Willei Coe and William Ingram promoting
the Tackle a Book message with Willei junior at
Erambie

and to his own grandchildren. The man’s four
sons also read to their goothas and other goothas
at Erambie. Younger men follow his lead. They
read to their goothas, they talk about reading and
they turn up to workshops.
Social media turned out to be a good way to
engage parents and the community in conversations about reading. The program co-ordinator
talked to parents about reading through Facebook,
Twitter and a program website. Photographs and
stories were shared online. Parents asked for
advice. They used Yalbillinga staff as a resource.
The Facebook site averaged 250 visits a week.
Posts of information and photographs led to
significant increases in visits to the Facebook
page. In one week, just after Tackle a Book, 704
people visited the page.
The Read With Me Everyday project engaged
parents and community members daily, weekly

Figure 9: Craig and Keenan Murray reading at a
Yalbillinga PaCE workshop
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Figure 10: Shane Williams and Mareeka at a PaCE
workshop

and monthly. We thought that the underlying
idea of the Deadly Readathon would work in an
early childhood home reader program. Again we
use branding and started conversations to engage
families. In place of digital devices we use enthusiasm, praise, stickers and certificates, and rely
on buzz to motivate participation. A mural in
the entry hall at Yalbillinga is used to track the
number of days goothas read. The mural depicts
a rainbow that represents the rainbow serpent in
a fun way. It also represents the promise of reading and storytelling. The goothas show parents
their progress as they enter the building. Goothas
receive award certificates and picture books for
every 25 days that they record reading at home.
Awards are presented at assemblies attended by
parents.

Figure 11: Screenshot of Read With Me 32 Facebook
page. Goothas show off certificates received for
reading at home each night. Relatives of the goothas
talk about the program and comment on the
photographs
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Before we started we timed how long parents
spent at the centre each day. We found that they
took on average less than a minute to drop off
and another minute to pick up goothas. Fathers
usually stay in the car while mothers enter the
building. We want to slow parents down and
maximise the time we have with them to get our
message about reading across. Yalbillinga staff
report that parents now spend more time talking
to them about reading.
From August to December 2012 the goothas at
Yalbillinga read 1300 books at home with their
families. Photographs of award assemblies are
posted on Facebook. This extends the conversation as family members living in other towns view
the photographs and post comments and encouragement. Parents are writing in their logbooks
that goothas are asking for pocket money to buy
books, that fathers are taking goothas to bookshops on weekends for the first time and that they
are setting up libraries in homes. One mother said
she was thankful for the home readers because
her pre-school child did his homework while older
brothers and sisters did theirs. She said that her
home was a much calmer place in the evenings.

read 4 tomorrow
When we started our
program only a few people
here were talking about
reading. We set out to
change this and share our
interest in reading. Then we started doing workshops to share the skills and strategies that support
reading development. We learned that people at
Erambie weren’t interested in being preached to
about responsibility. Just sharing our enthusiasm
for reading turned out to be the best way to engage
with people and motivate them to join in. When
adults talk about reading and read themselves, the
goothas ask parents, grandparents and family to
read with them. One woman told us how her great
grandchildren ask her and her husband to read to
them when they visit. She told us her two-year-old
great-granddaughter picks up a dictionary when
she visits and acts like she’s reading. The family
laughs about the little girl moving her mouth as
she turns the pages of the dictionary. People here
are telling us these stories about how their fami-
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lies are reading. They are teaching us a lot about
engaging a Koori community.
Our focus in this program is on the energy of
the relationships between design, identity and the
people we’re trying to engage (Pilgrim 1998:ix).
Borrowing from sports design and focusing on
the aesthetic, we use design as a way to separate our message from the education and health
campaigns that saturate our community. We
want our message to stand out and we want
it to be in line with community values. We use
the flag, Koori colours and common symbols to
market our program and get our message out in
ways that appeal to young people. In the same
way, we learned that a well thought out slogan
could have a powerful effect on people (Fels
2009:xiv). We write program slogans that reflect
how the community sees itself. By using images
that symbolise success, fun and pride in identity,
we get people talking about our program and its
messages.
The most significant outcome is that we
changed the conversation within the community
to include reading. This changed the conversations schools have with our community. By talking, observing and listening, we are learning how
to use decades of experience and knowledge about
early childhood learning. We’re finding out that
our community’s shared responsibility approach
to childrearing can be used to improve reading.
We’re learning how to make the most of Aboriginal
advantages to engage people with mainstream
schooling. By participating in this partnership
with schools, our community is saying look at us.
Look at what we can do. We’ve asserted equality

Figure 12: Tyreece Simpson showing his support for
the Read With Me program
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3. This paper gives a brief overview of a three-year
community engagement project and moves quickly
across the three years. It deals with some of the
things we have learned during this time. Anyone
wishing to learn more about any part — or all — of
the project should contact me on the email address
supplied. We’re happy to share details about how
we did the projects. You can also learn more at our
Facebook page: Read With Me 32.
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Figure 13: Travis Munro and Willei Coe

by engaging with a strength-based approach to
dealing with issues of concern. When we asked a
great-grandmother what she’d like to say to teachers at her grandchildren’s school, she said simply
yet insightfully, ‘what I know is that we have a lot
of gifted kids. Look at this child, find out what
this child can do.’
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