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planning follows a multiliteracies approach – which 
comprises the four non-hierarchical knowledge 
processes: experiencing the known and the 
new; conceptualising by naming and theorising; 
analysing functionally and critically; and applying 
appropriately and creatively (Kalantzis & Cope, 
2005). These would be contextualised for students 
in relation to their local community. Our primary 
literacy focus is on exploring and creating persuasive 
texts. Students would be encouraged to develop 
their understanding and knowledge of persuasive 
texts as they experiment with the use of verbs, 
adjectives, repetition, punctuation, and rhetorical 

In this article, Dr Linda-Dianne Willis, lecturer 
in English and literacy, worked with newly 
graduated teachers, Alex, Josh and Anthony, to 

develop a multiliteracies approach to an inquiry-
based unit with a focus on persuasive texts.

Historical artefacts can provide useful stimuli for 
inquiry-based literacy teaching and learning. A copy 
of the Larrakia Petition (see Image 1) was obtained 
from the National Archives in Canberra (Education 
Services Australia & National Archives of Australia, 
2007–10) to brainstorm possible planning ideas 
for an upper primary class investigation into the 
significance of place. Our planning sequence uses a 
multiliteracies pedagogical framework (Kalantzis & 
Cope, 2005) to plan for teaching curriculum literacies 
in English and the Humanities and Social Sciences 
curriculum, namely History, Geography, and Civics 
and Citizenship. The Cross Curriculum Priority 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Histories 
and Cultures, and the General Capabilities of 
Intercultural Understanding, Ethical Understanding, 
and Personal and Social Capability are an integral 
part of the plan (ACARA, 2016).

The Larrakia Petition of 1972 represents a 
significant document for all Aboriginal peoples 
in their quest for land rights and political 
representation in Australia. In the two years leading 
up to the petition, over 1000 signatures were 
gathered from Aboriginal peoples across the length 
and breadth of the mainland. Some signatures 
were finger and thumb prints made using purple 
ink. Measuring some 3.3 metres in length, the 
petition was originally intended for presentation 
to Princess Margaret while she was on an official 
visit to Darwin in October 1972. Unfortunately, the 
document was unable to be handed to the Princess 
and was torn in a scuffle that ensued between 
representatives of the Larrakia community and the 
police. The petition was eventually sent to the Queen 
with an accompanying letter to apologise for its poor 
condition. Ultimately, the document was dispatched 
backed to Australia to be housed with the National 
Archives of Australia in 1975 (Education Services 
Australia & National Archives of Australia, 2007–10; 
Korff, n.d.).

Using the Larrakia Petition to conduct an 
inquiry about the significance of place, our 

Advocating for reconciliation using 
an artefact as stimulus
Alex McShane, Joshua Newby and Anthony Willis with Linda-Dianne Willis

Figure 1: Photo of Larrakia Petition poster from National 
Archives of Australia
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• What language features are used?
• The Maoris of New Zealand and the Indians of 

North America are mentioned, so what’s different 
about the peoples of Australia?

• Where does Australia currently stand on the 
issue?

• Why is the document hand written?
• What does political representation mean?
• What are land rights?
• What are the writers trying to achieve?
• Can you be a refugee in your own country?
• Is this a made-up story or is this based on fact?

3. Experiencing the known and the new
• Identify places of importance to students, 

and their families, and discuss why they are 
significant to them.

• Invite students and/or their family members to 
share pictures and stories (class/small group 
brainstorm) of these places (in person or using 
digital platforms to which the class has access, for 
example, using applications with a blog capability 
such as Seesaw).

• Make connections to a significant experience/
event and discuss how certain emotions are 
evoked.

• Ask students questions: What is an artefact? Do 
you have an object that is special to you? What is 
it about artefacts that can be powerful?

• Discuss what students know about persuasive 
texts and their various purposes.

• Ask students: What is your understanding of the 
word petition? What do we use petitions for? Have 
you ever signed one?

• Select relevant literature to read, and discuss the 
significance of place (e.g., Memorial by Gary Crew 
& Shaun Tan, (1999)).

• Watch a YouTube clip on the Larrakia Petition 
to learn more about the document and its 
significance (e.g., Kalaluk, 1971).

• Read and discuss petitions from students, such as 
a petition from a student or class about an aspect 
of a school or community about which they are 
advocating for positive change.

• Watch parts of Kevin Rudd’s ‘Sorry’ speech 
(Channel 10, 2008) to assist with understanding 
the significance of what happened in the past.

• Listen to Yothu Yindi’s song ‘Treaty’ (Yothu Yindi, 
2007). Ask students: What is the song advocating 
for?

• Allow students to investigate if there are areas in 
the local community related to the topic that may 
be appropriate to visit.

• Invite a local Aboriginal leader to the class to 
discuss the importance of land rights in the school 
community.

questions. Students would also be encouraged to 
consider the relative effectiveness of different texts 
and techniques to persuade an audience of their 
opinions, beliefs and attitudes, and ultimately to 
advocate for positive change in their school and/or 
local community.

Planning sequence
The planning sequence begins with the 
establishment of inquiry questions, before tuning 
the students in to the artefact which acts as a 
stimulus for the inquiry. Kalantzis & Cope’s (2005) 
knowledge processes are then used as a framework 
to deepen student knowledge, culminating in the 
production of persuasive texts. At the conclusion is a 
list of Content Descriptors covered by the planning 
sequence.

1. Inquiry questions
• How are people connected to places?
• Why are places significant to us?
• How can learning about the Larrakia Petition 

and its history contribute to understanding about 
what Aboriginal land rights and reconciliation in 
Australia mean?

• What are the text structures and linguistic 
features of the Larrakia Petition?

• How do these compare with traditional persuasive 
texts?

• How have individuals and groups in the past 
advocated for Indigenous land rights and 
reconciliation in Australia?

• How can we use our knowledge of persuasive 
texts to advocate for positive change to places in 
our school and/or local community?

2. Tuning in
Show students a copy of the Larrakia Petition. Have 
students interrogate the artefact as they brainstorm 
possible questions together. Students can write 
their questions on sticky notes to display beside the 
artefact (see Image 2). Such questions might be:
• What is it?
• What kind of text is it?
• Who wrote it?
• Who is it for?
• When was it written?
• Where does it come from?
• Why are there fingerprints?
• How did the document get torn?
• What does the word refugees mean?
• What is the relationship between the Queen and 

Aboriginal peoples?
• What is a treaty?
• Why is the document laid out like this?
• What are the text structures?
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contemporary online persuasive texts (e.g., crowd 
funding using social media) and the Larrakia 
Petition/other traditional persuasive texts (e.g., 
speeches).

• Create timelines to examine significant events 
for Indigenous Australians before and after the 
Larrakia petition (NITV, 2017).

• Compare and contrast forms of communication 
such as word of mouth versus social media. Ask 
students: Which forms spread information faster? 
Which are more effective? When?/Why?

• Discuss the significance of the Larrakia 
Petition to the agendas of advocacy for political 
representation, Aboriginal land rights, and 
reconciliation, then and now.

• Explore the references in the Larrakia Petition to 
the British Crown and signed treaties with the 
Maoris in New Zealand and Indians in North 
America, and the similarities and differences with 
Aboriginal peoples in Australia.

6. Applying appropriately and creatively
• Have students investigate local issues related to 

the concept of place that arise in the course of 
studying the Larrakia Petition.

• Have students identify places in the school 
and/or local community that need protection/ 
preservation/improvement.

• Discuss ways to advocate for positive change in 
the protection/preservation/improvement of a 
place (e.g., students compose a class petition on a 
local issue of high relevance).

• Embark on an advocacy movement or campaign 
with students to protect/preserve/improve a place 
which they support through the application and 
creation of suitable persuasive texts (e.g., petitions, 
advertisements, speeches, news articles, posters, 
journals, blogs, and digital and/or hybrid texts).

4. Conceptualising by naming and 
theorising
• Make a list of key vocabulary on a class word 

wall: advocacy, ancestors, artefact, British Crown, 
Indigenous knowledge, justice, land rights, place, 
political representation, refugee, reconciliation, 
sovereignty, treaty.

• Discuss meanings of complex words and terms. 
Use a graphic organiser to conduct a vocabulary 
analysis that deepens understanding of terms 
such as advocacy or place. Ask students to: draw a 
picture of place; research and write a definition of 
place; describe what place means to you; make a 
list of possible synonyms for place (See Image 3).

• Compare and contrast terms such as treaty and 
sovereignty.

• Investigate contemporary petitions (e.g., online) 
and persuasive texts that are relevant to and 
relatable for students, to uncover macro (text 
structures) and micro (linguistic) features.

• Talk about how texts work using terms that 
describe the grammar involved (e.g., process 
verbs).

• Develop student understanding about Aboriginal 
identity and issues of reconciliation and 
sovereignty by exploring concepts such as: place 
and space, change and continuity, significance, 
interconnections, roles, rights and responsibilities, 
and perspectives and action.

5. Analysing functionally and critically
• Examine the Larrakia Petition to deconstruct the 

text structures and language use.
• Talk about powerful choices in the Larrakia 

Petition and how and why these work to 
achieve the authors’ purpose. Look at the use 
of verbs, repetition, capital letters, punctuation, 
paragraphing, and sentence length – in relation to 
roles, relationships, mode and medium.

• Discuss the need for, and power of, fingerprints 
and signatures on the Larrakia Petition.

• Collect and examine different persuasive texts 
and compare the text structures and language 
used and the effectiveness of these in achieving 
the authors’ differing purposes.

• Discuss and/or visually represent how 
communication modes have changed over the last 
50 years.

• To critically analyse the connection between 
texts and contexts, have students discuss the 
effectiveness of using a petition similar to the 
Larrakia Petition today. For example, ask students: 
Would it work? Why?/Why not? How has 
language and its use changed?

• Use a Venn diagram to compare and 
contrast similarities and differences between 

Figure 2: Students ‘interrogate’ the Larrakia Petition, 
brainstorming questions together and writing them on sticky 
notes
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We would be interested to hear other ideas from 
teachers about how they might add to or build on 
the initial ideas presented in this article for how 
the Larrakia Petition or other artefacts can be used 
as stimuli for inquiry-based literacy teaching and 
learning.
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• Have students create persuasive texts to 
demonstrate their knowledge and understanding 
of how these texts can be used to advocate for 
Aboriginal land rights and reconciliation.

7. Content descriptors

English
• Understand how texts vary in purpose, structure 

and topic as well as the degree of formality 
(ACELA1504)

• Understand the use of vocabulary to express 
greater precision of meaning, and know that 
words can have different meanings in different 
contexts (ACELA1512)

• Identify aspects of literary texts that convey 
details or information about particular social, 
cultural and historical contexts (ACELT1608)

• Plan, draft and publish imaginative, informative 
and persuasive print and multimodal texts, 
choosing text structures, language features, 
images and sound appropriate to purpose and 
audience (ACELY1704)

• Understand that patterns of language interaction 
vary across social contexts and types of texts 
and that they help to signal social roles and 
relationships (ACELA1501)

Humanities and Social Sciences
• Examine primary and secondary sources 

to determine their origin and purpose 
(ACHASSI098)

• Sequence information about people’s lives, events, 
developments and phenomena using a variety of 
methods including timelines (ACHASSI097)

• Examine different viewpoints on actions, events, 
issues and phenomena in the past and present 
(ACHASSI099)

• Work in groups to generate responses to issues 
and challenges (ACHASSI102)

Figure 3: Graphic organiser using vocabulary analysis squares 
to deepen understanding of key concepts such as ‘place’
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