
Our Culture is our Sanctuary 

Culture is our past, present and future



Acknowledgement of Traditional Custodians
We acknowledge the traditional custodians of the lands on which we stand, 
and pay our respects to the Elders, past, present and emerging for they 
hold the memories, traditions, cultures, hopes and aspirations of the First 
Nations People.
Furthermore we acknowledge the grief and loss many First Nations People 
have endured from the harm caused by invasion and colonisation over past 
centuries resulting in historical, cultural and intergenerational trauma.   
We also recognise, respect and celebrate the survival and resilience of 
First Nations People including recognition of those whose ongoing effort to 
protect and promote their culture and lands will leave a lasting and proud 
legacy for their people. 
In Australia, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’s sovereignty has 
never been ceded and we stand with all First Nations People in solidarity.
Why we do this?  Examples.   



Our Culture is Our Sanctuary

This presentation is a joint initiative of Mackillop Family Services, the 
Australian Sanctuary Institute, and Churches of Christ in Queensland.  

Delivered by:  Tammy Wallace and Esmai Manahan



Dedication to our Elders 
This presentation is dedicated to Aunty Merle 
Jackomos, a respected community Elder of 
Melbourne and a proud, wise and beautiful 
Yorta Yorta woman who is now and forever in 
the hearts of her people and in the dreamtime.

This presentation is also dedicated to 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Elders 
throughout Australia and Ancestors who came 
before us and whose wisdom and strength 
allows us to rise up. We stand here today 
because of the suffering, survival and resilience 
of our people. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people are acknowledged as the 
World’s Oldest Living Culture, and today and 
every day we honour them. 



Embedding Culture in Sanctuary
Our Culture is our Sanctuary



Recreating Sanctuary’s storyline: Making culture 

explicit

1.  Exploring Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture and the

impact of cultural trauma.

2.  What is cultural safety and healing?

3.  Is Sanctuary culturally safe?

4.  Examples of what we are doing to make Sanctuary culturally 

safer



1.  Exploring Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander culture 
and the impact of cultural 
trauma.



The Role of Culture 
Culture plays a key role in the child’s 
development, identity, self-esteem and in 
determining the overall wellbeing of the 
child.  Many important aspects of culture 
are not written down but passed on orally 
from generation to generation.  This 
means that while it can be difficult to 
understand what important cultural 
practices exist, they do exist and when 
children stop practicing they feel a great 
sense of loss.  



Cultural Lens

Culture gives context and meaning: 

• It is a filter through which people 

process their experiences and events 

of their lives

• It influences people’s values, actions 

and expectations of themselves

• It impacts peoples perceptions and 

expectations of others



Unpacking Cultural Trauma

We need to understand 

cultural trauma in order to  

support healing through 

culture. 

https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjW5LK74dDhAhUYfX0KHRbL

DZ8QjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https%3A%2F%2Fcroakey.org%2Fa-call-on-practitioners-to-play-a-stronger-role-on-

intergenerational-trauma%2F&psig=AOvVaw1kO8ovWme40JQKZ8VVgPOh&ust=1555371725155109



Cultural Trauma
• Cultural trauma has a debilitating effect on an 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander child’s 
growth and development.

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in 
Australia have experienced trauma as a result 
of colonisation, including the associated 
violence and loss of culture and land, as well as 
subsequent policies such as the forced removal 
of children. In many Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander families and communities, this trauma 
continues to be passed from generation to 
generation with devastating effects.



Cultural Trauma
For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities the trauma of colonisation 
came in many forms including, but not limited to:

• Conflicts, massacres and dispossession of traditional lands and resources

• Introduced diseases and starvation

• Undermining of traditional identity, spirituality, language and cultural practices 
through the establishment of missions and reserves and the government policy of 
assimilation

• Forced removal of children from their kin, country and culture to institutions 
where they were harmed physically, emotionally and sexually

NOTES   Denial of cultural practice
Source: https://healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/learn/cultural-ways/traditional-healing-and-medicine/



Cultural Trauma (cont.)
• Destruction of Indigenous forms of 

governance, leadership and community 
organisation

• Discrimination and racism

• Breakdown of healthy patterns of individual, 
family and community life.

• Additionally many Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people continue to 
experience trauma as a result of ongoing 
racism, violence and social disadvantage.
Source: https://healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/learn/cultural-ways/traditional-healing-and-medicine/
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Understanding the impact of Cultural Trauma

Cultural trauma manifests as social 

and health disadvantages for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people.  

https://youtu.be/CHSe8r9qbmI


2.  What is cultural safety 
and healing?



Cultural Safety 

An environment that is spiritually, socially and emotionally safe, as well as physically 
safe for people; where there is no assault challenge or denial of their identity, of who 
they are, or of what they need.



Cultural Practice is trauma informed and has 

been practiced for thousands of years
• Smoking Ceremony

• Traditional dance and rhythmic movement

• Traditional rhythmic music

• Storytelling

• Ceremony

• Dadirri Deep Listening

• Sorry Business

• Community structures and social support systems

• Traditional healing 

• Understanding and building the evidence to inform Sanctuary in relation to cultural trauma, intergenerational trauma and cultural 
theories and practices for traditional healing.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=erJaQ_b09zI

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=erJaQ_b09zI


Positive culture has positive impacts

Positive cultural experiences support the following positive outcomes for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander children and young people:

• Develops cultural identity

• Builds resilience

• Builds self esteem

• Improves coping mechanisms

• Maintains trusted cultural connections

• Heals the spirit



Culture and Healing 
Healing from trauma

The literature indicates that healing for Indigenous peoples must recognise the 

‘historical and societal causes’ of trauma while also empowering people to 

overcome the impact of this trauma on their lives. 

It involves recognising the prevalence of trauma and the ongoing systemic 

disadvantage faced by Indigenous peoples, and celebrating the resilience and 

strength with which Indigenous peoples transcend this. (clarification required 

around consistency of language)
Source: https://healthinfonet.ecu.edu.au/learn/cultural-ways/traditional-healing-and-medicine/





3.  Is Sanctuary culturally 
safe?



Is Sanctuary Culturally 

Competent? 

Bennett Model of Cultural Competency

Cultural Competence is the process by which people 
learn to value and respond respectfully to people of 
all cultures. 

• DENIAL: Unaware of the existence of cultural 
differences. 

• MINIMIZATION: Minimize cultural differences in order 
to protect one's own cultural identity.



How do we change the storyline…….
From Trauma to Healing



Sanctuary Model
The basic principles of the Sanctuary model are 

based on an insightful understanding of trauma, 

a community focus and democratic decision 

making that encourages a sense of self 

determination. The Sanctuary model’s focus on 

trauma is consistent with the experiences of 

many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people including children, families and 

communities. 



Our practice should be culturally competent
Good Practice is Culturally Competent Practice

What does this mean for how we use and apply the Sanctuary model and the 
trauma theories?

What a great Sanctuary outcome looks like for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander children and young people is that they will achieve and affirm: 

• A positive identity, have resilience, and feel pride through cultural strength and 
connections with community and kin. 

• Identified culture and cultural connections.

• Knowing who they are, who their mob is and where they belong (culturally), 
and what connections they have to the land and sea.

• Knowing and practicing culture including ceremony, sorry business, family 
gatherings and community events.



Be Strengths Based: Understand Cultural 

Strength
• Recognise that culture is a strength for Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander children and young people. 

• Build competence which reflects a young person’s cultural 
identity. This will lead to improved self esteem, self worth and 
resilience 

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young 
people are from the oldest living culture in the world. Their 
forefathers were warriors who provided protection and 
guidance. The earth provides nourishment, shelter and healed 
their soul, and their mothers nurtured and helped them thrive.) 



Sanctuary Model
The fundamental guiding principles in Sanctuary’s implementation should include:

• Culture is foundational 

• Cultural Safety: Environment, practice and service model is culturally safe.

• Cultural Inclusions: across all service systems and processes.

• Culturally Capable practice: staff have skills, knowledge and resources

• Cultural Trauma: is well understood and measured

• Cultural Strength: culture is used in practice and planning including building connection to 

culture for the child, young person and family. 

• Cultural appreciation: culture is recognised, respected and portrayed within Sanctuary



Sanctuary and Culture

• Bringing Sanctuary and culture together requires a proactive and focused effort.

• Culture must be built into the application, administration, training and 
environment in which Sanctuary is applied.

• Consideration needs to be given to the interface between the Sanctuary Model 
and the Cultural Framework.

• Culture is a protective factor for children and families.

• We need to find ways to include culture in all ways that we do Sanctuary.

• Measure the difference it makes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children 
young people and families.



Sanctuary and Culture
Sanctuary can better reflect culture and context by:

• Embedding cultural framework into the Sanctuary Model

• Ensuring training of therapeutic workers is culturally inclusive. 

• Extending the shared language lists

• Implementing Sanctuary in culturally safe environments

• Recognizing cultural protocols within Sanctuary

• Building understanding and awareness of cultural trauma

• Using culture as a strength in interventions

• Developing the evidence base

• Exploring demographics of application e.g. cultural trauma in remote communities. 



Australian Sanctuary Understanding of Safety

Physical Social

Ethical

Psychological

SAFETY



4.  Examples of what we are 
doing to make Sanctuary 
culturally safer



The Process of culturally inclusive practice
• Build our knowledge, understanding and the cultural capability of the service system including: Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander civilisation and traditional trauma interventions being used for 1000’s of years.

• Build positive and meaningful relationships at a local level with community leaders, Elders, children and families based on 
mutual respect. 

• Affirm, Acknowledge and Respect Culture in every aspect of service operations.  

• Build Cultural Safety – physically, psychologically, socially and ethically

• Acknowledge and understand Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander peoples trauma, grief and loss experiences.

• Use culture to build resilience and strength at the individual level, community level and service level.

• Use traditional healing practices for trauma that are culturally informed.

• Utilise community networks and kinship system to access cultural, emotional and physical supports. 

• Empower communities and people to determine their journey in culture and healing.

• Partner with community and ensure Democracy is practiced at the community and service level.

• Promote the Human Rights of Indigenous People including the right to self determination, to be safe and to equality.



Inclusive Practice



Culture and 

SELF

Safety How Safe is my connection to culture? 

Do you feel culturally safe?  

Outcome: Practising my culture keeps me safe 
it guides me through life. 

Emotions How does my culture make me feel? 

How do you feel when you are practicing 

culture, including ceremony and dance? 

Outcome: I feel proud and strong about my 
culture. 

Loss How do you feel when you are not able to 

connect with your culture? 

What happens culturally around sorry 

business? 

Outcome: When I am not with my family and 
my people I feel a sense of loss and 
disconnection. My family and culture help me 
heal. 

Future Please name some cultural activities and events 

you would like to be a part of? 

How can we best support you to grow and 

thrive in culture?  

What my culture means to me as I grow? 

Outcome: In the future as I grow in culture I 
will be strong,  resilient and connected to my 
people and country. 

 



S.E.L.F. for Cultural Healing

Emotion

FutureLoss

Safety

• Listen deeply 

• What creative actions 

will disrupt expected 

futures for healing 

• What advocacy is 

needed to ensure 

equality of outcomes?

• How safe is this 

environment for people 

to be Aboriginal in? 

• What blindness, 

judgement or hostility 

is present in the 

dominant culture

• Pervasive inter-

generational loss – of 

land, language, culture 

and family

• Unprocessed grief

• Giving words to 

underlying emotions

• Connecting emotions 

to historical and inter-

generational trauma  



What can we do that is inclusive of culture 

in Sanctuary?

Safety Plan: Have cultural 

options of safety plan formats for 

Indigenous children and young 

people. Also think about cultural 

safety and what to do if they are 

not feeling culturally safe.

My Safety Plan

1.  Draw

2.  Get on country 

3.  Talk to Elder

4.  Play Didgeridoo

http://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiX1cWu-_nZAhULkpQKHTwXC7oQjRx6BAgAEAU&url=http://www.maxsolutions.com.au/news-and-media/news/max-launches-the-2015-indigenous-art-competition.aspx&psig=AOvVaw3lYPOTHQFik53jepktkNH6&ust=1521603057347017


What can we do that is inclusive of culture in 

Sanctuary?
Community meeting or a Yarning Circle (include cultural language like ‘which way?’ 
Extend feelings lists to include cultural terms like deadly, shame, slack). 

Open meeting or circle by Acknowledging Traditional Owners and Trauma 
experiences.



How can culture live and breathe in Sanctuary
The practical steps:

• Have a Champion to embed 
culture in Sanctuary model

• Build organisation’s cultural 
awareness

• Ensure there is a Cultural 
Advisory function within the 
Sanctuary framework

• Have Indigenous 
representation on Sanctuary 
Core Team.

• Build the evidence base

• Have a workshop to identify 

steps to embed culture in 

Sanctuary and therapeutic 

practice. 

• Identify the quick wins and 

develop an action plan. 

• Track your progress to embed 

culture

• Measure the outcomes for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander children, young people 

and families and all minority 

peoples.



Yarning Circle 

Now we are going to break into four Groups and have a yarn

Empowering community and families by giving them and their people a 
voice. 

The use of a yarning circle is an important process within Aboriginal culture 
and Torres Strait Islander culture. It has been used by Indigenous peoples for 
centuries to learn from a collective group, build respectful relationships, and to 
preserve and pass on cultural knowledge.

By using yarning circles to engage with children, families, communities and their 
networks, our understanding of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture and 
ways of working are enhanced. This strategy is suitable for all communities.



Yarning Circles 1. Sit in a 
circle and 

set the 
purpose

2.Introduce 
the group 

3. 
Introduce 
the topic -
whats the 

yarn about.

4. Share 
ideas and 
thoughts

5 Reflect 
on the yarn



Message Stick

Reflection of the yarn. 



An open letter to an Aboriginal and or Torres 

Strait Islander child about their culture final

“Keep strong your heritage, know your people, remember and learn from the old 

ways, hear the dreamtime, share our stories. Be proud of who you are. As time 

passes you will grow and change. Your culture is your strength, it has existed 

since time began. Grow strong in culture, it is safe, beautiful and wise and you 

belong there.  You are never alone on this land or water where your ancestors 

walked before you – they are beside you.  The journey you take is yours, the 

footprints you leave are your path - let culture guide and protect you along the 

way. You are loved and you are beautiful, you are and will always be the most 

special and perfect creation of the dreaming that your ancestors ever created”  

Letter By Mahjah (Lore Guide, Jirrabal)




