First Nations Youth Leadership
background
In 2019 Central Victorian PCP funded Nalderun Aboriginal services to complete
a first nations youth leadership program. The aim of the program was to build
the resilience and leadership capacity of young Aboriginal students and older
youth mentors across the CVPCP catchment (Central Goldfields, Mount
Alexander and Macedon Ranges) and provide ongoing leadership
opportunities.
This was to be achieved by engaging first nations students through local high
schools and engaging local youth mentors to support students with the
development of a co-designed catchment-wide leadership camp (modelled on
the successful diversity camp run by WayOut). This culminated in the
development of a Young Aboriginal Leaders Network to connect both students
and mentors across the CVPCP catchment and create the opportunity for
connection to broader cultural and leadership opportunities.

What we did
Two local project officers were employed by
Nalderun to carry out the project. One nonaboriginal elder was employed to work alongside
and mentor a young aboriginal project officer.
Nalderun and these project officers were located in
Mount Alexander Shire and already have good links
to local community, young people and schools.
However, connections had not been made in
Central Goldfields or Macedon Ranges and this was
where the majority of work was initially required.
Engaging schools and students

The work, required to engage schools and first nation
students, differed in each locality depending on
existing relationships and connection to culture.
Project Officers initially spoke with school leadership to
discuss the needs of the school and its first nations
students, the aim and structure of our program and
how that would look in each individual school. Local
first nations elders and youth mentors were included in
visits to share culture and inspire students.

Case study

Project Partners

At Maryborough Education Centre (MEC) it was initially quite difficult to engage with young first nation
students. After a number of visits with minimal success, Nalderun arranged for Uncle Rick Nelson to
speak at the school assembly to discuss the program and talk about bush tucker and the Kulin Nation
seasons. This inspired a science teacher to incorporate indigenous perspectives into his year 9 science
class. First nations students were invited to a special class where they ventured on country which received
great feedback. The school has since been more proactive to engage with first nations culture and invited
Uncle Rick Nelson back to perform a welcome to country at their first assembly in 2020.

Due to an existing teacher having
strong first nation community links
and being a champion in this space, it
was much easier to engage with
students at Gisborne Secondary
College. The project officers brought
the group of young people together
with their teacher and were able to
clearly articulate how they would like
to be acknowledged within their
school community including a mural
and written acknowledgement
plaques. Connections were made with
local first nations artists to develop
these. These students continued to
meet weekly as able.

In Castlemaine where the connection with students and the school were already established, project officers
attended on average every three weeks to engage students. Topics covered during sessions here included
preparing for further education and tips for after high school. Food and cultural activities helped to draw
between 3-13 students each week.
We wanted the program to be purely voluntary as we wanted the experience to be a fun extra curriculum.
Therefore, one part of the structure that we felt was an important part of the program was that it was only
held during lunchtime periods so as to not distract or take away from school tasks and this can cause
undue stress on students.

Engage Youth Mentors
Initially the project plan was to employ three youth mentors, one in each shire to more easily facilitate
the local connections with community and school that were required. However, despite much work
scouting for suitable and interested young people, we were unable to achieve this. Instead, the young
project officer worked across the three shires, bringing in other young mentors to share their skills as
required in school sessions and particularly for the leadership camp held in December 2019. It was really
exciting to be a platform for more youth to step up and strengthen their leadership skills.

First Nations Leadership Camp

The camp held in December 2019 provided many opportunities for connection and building leadership skills.
15 students attended the camp (5 from Gisborne were late apologies) from across the three shires that were
engaged. This enabled the young people to make connections with other first nation students and allies, learn
about culture and leadership, and work together to identify their needs and come up with a plan to achieve
these. The students covered a number of different key areas that they would like to be addressed. A common
point was more open time to connect with culture and time to open up in a safe place.
The youth mentors involved in the camp planning and implementation also gained important leadership skills
and have been keen to step up in different ways since the camp. 6 youth mentors attended the camp and
brought different skills and knowledge to share.
6 elders and 2 aboriginal teachers also attended the camp, providing some of the young students with an
ability to connect with elders and culture in a way they hadn’t before.

into the future
From this program and through consultation with students we are
looking to continue a youth leadership advisory group that has power
within individual school to create meaningful change. The students
have discussed wanting to create a social media page in order for them
to stay connected throughout 2020 and beyond.
In 2020 despite Covid-19, this program continues having sourced
alternative funding. Groups from the schools continue to meet online
and are tentatively planning a second camp this year if able. School
leadership is even more engaged with understanding and working
towards meeting the needs of first nation students.

For more information contact Nalderun
nalderun@cch.org.au

