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MLK Day and Australia Day Collide and Complement in Brooklyn Classroom 

January 13, 2011 - January’s Martin Luther King Day and Australia Day seem, literally and figuratively, a 
world apart. But for T’ai Ford, English teacher at Brooklyn’s Benjamin Banneker Academy for Community 
Development, the two are intertwined through a shared struggle for civil rights. 
 
Ford was shocked after watching “Rabbit Proof Fence,” a film depicting the true story of two Australian 
Aboriginal children in the 1930s forcibly removed from their family and placed in an orphanage 1500 miles 
away. Moved by this unsettling chapter in Australian history, Ford sought and received a $5,000 teacher 
grant from Fund for Teachers to learn more about the ways in which Aboriginal culture is exported, 
exploited and experienced in mainstream society. Additionally, she wanted to learn more about the 
current socio-political climate between whites and Aboriginal “blacks” in Australia. Her dual motive: To 
lead students in a comparative study of the Civil Rights movements in Australia and the United States; 
and to help students make relevant and meaningful connections between their familiar microcosm and 
world in which they live. 

“In America, Aboriginal people are represented only as mute and mysterious fringe-dwellers who threw 
boomerangs and danced half-naked,” explained Ford. “I wanted to travel to Australia and meet Aboriginal 
people who were a part of the ‘Stolen Generations.’ For 21 days in July, I heard their stories recounted 
through opera, dance, theater, folk songs and paintings. I witnessed firsthand the interactions between 
the whites and Australian ‘blacks' and the virtual invisibility of Aborigines. This experience gave me the 
necessary tools to unravel stereotypes with my own students while promoting cultural exploration.” 
 
In Australia, Ford explored four major cities along the southern and eastern coasts of Australia, observing 
art and language, conducting interviews, photographing the landscape and people, and visiting museums, 
“homeland centers,” and universities. Her itinerary included: 

• In Melbourne, attending the annual week-long celebration of Aboriginal culture entitled “Unsung 
Heroes – Closing the Gap by Leading Their Way”; visiting the Bunjilaka Aboriginal Centre at the 
Melbourne Museum; and participating in an Aboriginal Heritage Walk through the Royal Botanical 
Gardens.  

• In Canberra, touring the Australian National Museum’s permanent collections pertaining to Land 
and Civil Rights of Aboriginal people; and spending two days at the National Film & Sound 
Archives and The Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies -- 
considered the world’s premier institution for research on the cultures and lifestyles of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples, past and present.  

• In Sydney, visiting the University of Sydney’s Koori Centre, a resource and support center for 
indigenous students studying at the University of Sydney, to gain a better understanding of how 
mainstream education factors into the lives of Aboriginal people and challenges they may have 
faced in order to study at the university level; and visiting Tranby Aborginal College, the 
continent's oldest all-indigenous college where she toured the campus and interviewed 
administrators.  

• And in Brisbane, observing at The Aboriginal and Islander Independent Community School; and 
learning about Kath Walker aka Oodgeroo Noonuccal, political activist, best-selling authors and 
founder of the Noonuccal-Nughie Education and Cultural Centre.  

Back in Brooklyn, Ford's fellowship is informing classroom discussions on race relations and civil rights by 
allowing students to see her photos, videos and artifacts that document the Aboriginal struggle. Students 
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also learn how to research and document cultures different from their own using Ford's template of cross-
cultural research. 

“Because many of my students will experience the world vicariously through me, it is my responsibility to 
see the world and bring as much of it as I can back to them,” said Ford. “My goal is to cure my students of 
their xenophobia by exploring culture through research and analysis. This feat seemed impossible if all I 
had to work with were handouts or worksheets, photographs or films. So my fellowship served as a 
prototype for their own research and exploration.” 

 

 


