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1. Introduction1

Diverse domains of language use are targeted by revitalization activities2 (Fishman 1991; Hinton 2001; Lewis & Simons 
2016; Grenoble & Whaley 2020). Accordingly, the focus of revitalization efforts then narrows down to pragmatic ques-
tions around the target domain(s) of discourse (Lewis & Simons 2016: 95–97); or specific cultural or social contexts and 
outcomes (Henderson et al. 2014; Marmion et al. 2014: 19–21; Grenoble & Whaley 2020; Wiltshire et al. 2022); or diverse 
motivations for participation in language and culture revitalization activities (Marmion et al. 2014).

In light of the above, there is a need for flexible learning materials reflecting the diverse circumstances, motivations, 
needs, and outcomes specific to particular instances of language and culture learning in revitalization contexts. Safety 
is a particular concern, because revitalization contexts often evoke feelings of distress or shame stemming from his-
torical circumstances and from the challenges of learning an ancestral language (Hlavackova 2013; Wiltshire et al. 
2022), and participants need a safe environment where emotions, relationships, and trust are key (Krashen 1982; 
Achilles 2018; Gardner & Ciotti 2018). Play often gives learners extra motivation (Nyota & Mapara 2008; Kangas 2010; 
Nurmukhamedov & Sadler 2020: xii–xiii; Pinedo et al. 2021; Ebadi & Ahmadi 2022), and creates a comfortable, safe, 
‘non-threatening’ learning environment (Smith et al. 2018: 501; Pinedo et al. 2021; Murphy 2023). In this study, we ex-
plore an approach to the design of learning materials which addresses these dual needs, that is, flexibility of the target 
domain and safe learning environment reflective of specific revitalization contexts. 

Every language context is different and requires learning materials which address its unique linguistic, cultural, social, 
and environmental milieux (Adley-SantaMaria 1997; Hinton 2011; Engman & Hermes 2021). As learning materials are 
supposed to represent and support a specific culture, we concentrate on resources created by the community members 
themselves, serving their agenda for knowledge transmission3 in accordance with local pedagogies. We arrive at the 
target domain of food knowledge, and the safe learning environment of a card game based on Go Fish! We co-created 
playing cards and evaluated how people used them for revitalization purposes.

This work is situated in an Aboriginal community in West Arnhem Land in northern Australia, a society who refers to 
themselves as bininj (pronounced [biniɲ]). The project is a joint effort of several bininj families, together with balanda 
(i.e., Western) researchers, and we take bininj ways of transmitting knowledge seriously. Key participants all agreed that 
knowledge about food from the “bush”,4 that is, from the local country, is coming under threat, and that it is important 
to pass this knowledge on to younger generations. They also agreed that the optimal learning situation is situated di-
rectly in the bush, and that learning happens by observing and doing. However, lifestyles are changing and many bininj 
have less opportunity to “go out bush”. Accordingly, we developed and tested an alternative way to learn bush food 
knowledge, namely, playing cards, with the idea that the cards could serve as a simulation space for situations when 
people can’t be out bush, while maintaining a comfortable space for knowledge transmission.

We begin by describing the context of this work – the people and places that produced this study – and why we found 
it important to put effort in creating a tool supporting food knowledge transmission. Next, we describe the method we 
used, Participatory Action Research (PAR) (Sharmil et al. 2021), and how it gave us space and support for working to-
gether on a task that was practically relevant to participants’ daily lives. Afterwards, we report several observational vi-
gnettes about participants using the cards. We then analyse the observations and group them under emerging themes 
about how people interacted with the cards with regard to knowledge transmission. In the end, we found two overarch-
ing concepts with a fruitful potential for language revitalization and knowledge transmission: the cards cultivate a safe 
learning space through fostering relationships to people and places, and offer flexible learning material in terms of the 

1  This research has been supported by two ARC Projects, Learning English and Aboriginal Languages for Work, and Investing in Aboriginal 
Languages. It is covered by CDU Human Research Ethics Protocol, and by research permits from the Northern Land Council. We gratefully 
acknowledge Ngalbangardi Catherine and Ngalkangila Salome for all the effort they put into this project and all the participants. We also 
acknowledge Ngalngarridj Lois Nadjamerrek for her oversight of the project and for reviewing and approving the seven themes we identified. The 
named participants all gave their approval to be identified in the documentation arising from this collaboration.

2  In this article we use the term revitalization as a term encompassing various actions against decreasing language and culture use, such as language 
maintenance, revival, or reclamation (Hinton et al. 2018).

3  In this text, unless specified otherwise, when we talk about knowledge transmission, we mean bininj knowledge transmission.

4  We use the word “bush” following local preference to refer to traditional knowledge and lifestyle.
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domains targeted, the way the cards are used, and the skills needed to create them.

Kunwinjku terms used in this article:

Balanda = a non-Aboriginal person. 
Bininj = man, human. When used in this text, it refers to an Aboriginal person, as opposed to balanda. 
Daluk = woman. When used in this text, it refers to a bininj woman.  

2. Background and related work

2.1. Kunwinjku language and places
Kunwinjku is one of the strongest Indigenous languages in Australia: it is still transmitted to children as a first language 
(Commonwealth of Australia 2020); the number of speakers is growing (Evans 2003; Marley 2020); and it serves as the 
lingua franca of West Arnhem Land (Evans 2003; Marley 2020). Ethnologue places the language on level 5 on the EGIDS 
scale and thus classifies the language as “vigorous”. However, Kunwinjku is currently undergoing language shift as En-
glish and Kriol have expanded into language domains which were until recently dominated by Kunwinjku, such as use 
of the language within family and community (Marley 2020). Thus, we can situate this discussion within the framework 
of revitalization (including maintenance) of language and culture.

Kunwinjku is one of six mutually-intelligible dialects with approximately 2,000 speakers (Evans 2003). The speakers live 
in towns and outstations in West Arnhem Land and Kakadu National Park, frequently moving between them.

Most of the fieldwork was conducted in the community of Gunbalanya (pop. 1,000), about three hours’ drive (300 km) 
from Darwin. The main language in Gunbalanya is now Kunwinjku. We also worked in Darwin, often at Charles Darwin 
University (CDU). The city of Darwin (pop. 130,000) is built on the land of the Larrakia people. Darwin is a multicultural 
place with people of many backgrounds and languages, including many speakers of Kunwinjku.

West Arnhem consists of a sandstone plateau, woodland, coastal floodplains, and outlying islands. Outstations are lo-
cated both on the plateau and woodlands while towns have only been established in low-lying areas, underneath the 
escarpment. This geography is classified as eucalypt–corymbia communities in sandstone and lowland habitats, low-
land wetlands, coastal habitats, and monsoon forest (Brock 2022). Bininj can encounter similar animal and plant species 
across their ancestral places and the city of Darwin. However, there are minor regional differences as Darwin also has 
coastal habitats, while Gunbalanya and Kakadu National Park are mostly lowlands and wetlands, and the Arnhem Land 
plateau is mainly sandstone.

Language resources in Kunwinjku are mostly produced by the Bininj Kunwok Regional Language Centre. They create 
learning materials for Kunwinjku schools around West Arnhem Land, such as seasonal calendars and story books; and 
YouTube videos about seasons or basic Kunwinjku expressions, and they run an online Kunwinjku language course. 
Several storybooks in the language can be found in the public library in Jabiru, a town in Kakadu National Park. 

2.2. People working on this project
The study involved many participants but the three main collaborators were Tereza, Ngalbangardi Catherine, and Ngal-
kangila Salome (Figure 1).

Tereza is a balanda. She is from the Czech republic and her first language is Czech. She was adopted to Kunwinjku kin-
ship system as Ngalkangila and is the classificatory daughter to Catherine and classificatory sister to Salome. She now 
lives in Darwin.

Ngalbangardi Catherine is a senior Kunwinjku woman who spent a large part of her life living at outstations and bush 
camps around West Arnhem Land. She now lives in Gunbalanya with two of her daughters and visits Darwin regularly.

Ngalkangila Salome is Catherine’s daughter who now lives in Darwin with her family. She spent most of her childhood 
at her ancestral outstation in West Arnhem Land. Her first language is Kunwinjku.
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Figure 1. Project leaders: Tereza, Ngalbangardi Catherine, Ngalkangila Salome

Additional members of the team are Ngalngarridj Lois and Steven. Ngalngarridj Lois is an Elder and the Traditional 
Owner of one of the outstations in West Arnhem Land. She is a respected community leader involved in many cultural 
and spiritual activities and her opinion matters in both Gunbalanya and her outstation. She adopted Steven as her son 
with the skin name Nakamarrang. Lois has been giving feedback on this project since its beginning. Steven and Lois 
have worked together since 2016 on a variety of language-related projects in West Arnhem. Steven’s existing relation-
ships with Ngalngarridj Lois and others in West Arnhem, and their joint commitment to making language learning re-
sources, provided the context for Tereza’s PhD research, which is supervised by Steven at CDU.

Adoption for bininj differs from the Western concept, especially when it involves balanda. When a bininj adopts a 
balanda, it means the balanda is given a skin name which defines their place in the kinship system and their relation-
ships with bininj. Bininj kinship is classificatory (i.e., affinal not consanguinal). For example, karrang ‘mother’ denotes 
one’s biological mother, her sisters (MZ) and any other women in the society who fit this classification (e.g., MMZD, 
MMMZDD) (Garde 2013). In West Arnhem society, it is essential to know the kinship structure and the nature of rela-
tionships between individuals (Etherington 2006). 

In this article, we often use skin names as they are generally preferred over people’s first names in bininj culture (Ngal-
bangardi, Ngalkamarrang, Ngalkangila, Ngalngarridj, Ngalwakadj). Note that the same skin name can refer to different 
people.

2.3. Indigenous pedagogies
This work is rooted in some themes common to some Indigenous pedagogies. For example, they encompass cultural-
ly-specific knowledge and distinctive values (Cajete 1994; Adley-SantaMaria 1997); they see knowledge holistically as 
an interconnected whole (Cajete 1994; Mosha 1999; Yunkaporta & Kirby 2011; Hare 2011); and they treat knowledge in 
relationship with its cultural and social context (Nakata & Langton 2005). Particular skills therefore need not be learned 
alone, but rather in the context of a whole worldview (Mosha 1999: 216).

Relationships with the environment play an important role in Indigenous pedagogies (Cajete 1994; Basso 1996; Rose 
1996; Stanner 2010; Yunkaporta & Kirby 2011; Simpson 2014; Engman & Hermes 2021). Knowledge comes from direct 
interaction with the natural world and people are not separated from their environment in their teaching and learning 
situations, unlike in mainstream Western education (Cajete 1994: 39). Country may feature as first author in publica-
tions (https://bawakacollective.com/230-2/. Particular constellations of people, place, and time shape both the forma-
tion of those pedagogical situations and their progress (Marika-Mununggiritj & Christie 1995: 59–60).

https://bawakacollective.com/230-2/
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Connecting language revitalization efforts with the land that communities live on can therefore be part of setting 
target domains or topics of language and knowledge transmission (cf. Lewis & Simons 2016: 97). Several examples from 
Australia illustrate this so-called “learning on country”.

Learning on (or from, or through) country encompasses a plethora of pedagogical efforts of local, place based learning 
in Australia (Fogarty & Schwab 2012). For example, the Learning on Country program teaches school children both Tra-
ditional Aboriginal and Western systems of knowledge (Fogarty 2010; Learning on Country Program). Other learning 
activities involve cooperation between schools and ranger programs. For example, rangers take children to the bush in 
order to teach them practices, stories, and language, or give them the experience of spending time at the places that 
the stories talk about (Fogarty & Schwab 2012: 16).

One tool that institutions use to teach knowledge about food is Indigenous seasonal calendars. In West Arnhem Land, 
they are produced for outstation schools and ranger groups and are also used to structure the school curriculum. They 
depict local food plants and animals and are arranged around local seasonal systems of organising a year.

Connecting to country from far away can be emotionally loaded and is an important facet in revitalization activities. 
As several studies described, seeing a picture can trigger an emotional response of remembering family and a familiar 
place faraway (Armstrong et al. 2022: 541) or hearing a phone ringtone can take us back to being with family and the 
spirits of the land and hearing the sea birds calling (Miyarrka Media 2021). Places captured through audiovisual media 
can therefore evoke personal connections and a sense of belonging.

2.4. Games in Indigenous pedagogies
Our work on Kunwinjku playing cards builds upon the potential for games to create a supportive learning environment. 
Games can represent both culture and language as an interconnected whole. For example, Agostinho & Artunes de 
Araujo (2021) suggested that language games can be used as learning resources for pronunciation of several vernacular 
languages. Kultima & Laiti (2019) studied the creation of digital games for transmitting the Sami language, knowledge, 
and values, all through a specific Sami way of living in the Arctic. LaPensée (2018) conceptualised digital games as a 
means for passing on specific cultural, historical, and artistic practices of several groups of Native American people. 
Nijdam (2021) described games as a way to express Indigenous self-representation through Sami storytelling traditions 
with Indigenous systems of knowledge located at the very foundation of the design.

In the community of Gunbalanya, Etherington (2006) described several kinds of games. With adults, children played 
kinship games to learn to ascribe the right kinship terms to people (p. 241). Amongst themselves, children were also 
reported to play imaginative games imitating adult life (pp. 290, 302), electronic games, and basketball (p. 290). To our 
knowledge, there is no publicly-available board or card game in Kunwinjku.

Hinton (2022) offers various examples of uses of games in revitalization contexts. The Native Teaching Aids company 
creates games for language and culture learning for tribes across North America (Native Teaching Aids n.d.). There is 
a tabletop game called “Dialect” with a message of creating a world that sustains its languages (Hymes & Seyalıoğlu 
2018). In Australia, the WCC Language program co-created a board game in the Yorta Yorta language (WCC Language 
Program n.d.).

Many studies have examined the potential of the online space and computer games to support Indigenous language 
learning, such as studying: the Ojibwe language at home (Hermes & King 2013); literacy in an immigrant language (Eis-
enchlas et al. 2015); co-construction of a space for the transmission of Stó꞉lō cultural practices (Moore & Macdonald 
2013); and revitalising the Viena Karelian language and culture (Burlian et al. 2019). In Indigenous Australia, Smith et 
al. (2018) focused on the Gamilaraay language and the utility of various digital technologies in (re)learning the lan-
guage in community. Gulwanyang Moran (2023) created an online game for learning her Gathang language. The Moom-
baki Cultural Learnings project produces various digital learning materials for the Noongar language (Kickett-Tucker et 
al. 2023).

However, few non-digital games for teaching language in revitalization contexts have received scholarly attention. Chu-
dasri (2019) co-created a card game with the goal of helping to revitalise the knowledge and use of traditional textile 
patterns in Thailand. Murphy (2023), together with the community of the Séliš-Q’lispé speakers in Montana, have been 
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designing a tabletop game to support their language. Evaluation of the effectiveness of revitalising a language through 
games is limited, with a few notable exceptions (Burston 2015; Shortt et al. 2021; Moran 2023). 

3. Research design
Our aim in this qualitative study is to understand and support knowledge transmission from the perspectives of all 
participants. Our method is to create an environment where participants are supported to express and act upon their 
opinions on food knowledge, as well as on the card game.

We operate in the space where different traditions of understanding the world meet: academic and bininj knowledge 
practices, and a dynamic process of working together (Christie 2006; Bird 2022).

Our approach is based on concepts relevant to the main collaborators of the study. We work with assumptions that 
people who live the reality of this study are the experts. Therefore, Tereza occupies the position as a learner and 
Ngalbangardi Catherine, Ngalkangila Salome and several bininj participants are the local food knowledge experts who 
embody and enact the sovereignty of Aboriginal people-places. We seek out the strengths of current practices and build 
on them, a practice known as appreciative inquiry (Grimes & Harper 2008; Chilisa 2020). The underlying practice was 
the “Ground Up” approach which is a collaborative knowledge production stemming from people from different back-
grounds (Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal) working together on topics rooted in the participants’ particular places (Verran 
et al. 2022). It prioritizes personal relationships and shared understandings (Christie 2013: 5). Ground Up aims at devel-
oping research methods, tools, and practices appropriate for the people and places involved (Christie 2013).

For the above reasons, we opted for Participatory Action Research (PAR). PAR offers opportunities to foster relation-
ships and reflexivity (Nicholls 2009) and a way to achieve action and change through research (Christie 2006). PAR made 
space for collaborative design and activities influencing a change in practices directly involving participants (Chilisa 
2020; Cornish et al. 2023).

2.1. Data collection and analysis
The process of data collection was iterative and continuous throughout the study in order to adjust and refine the 
research approach (Merriam & Tisdell 2015: 51; Lowell et al. 2021). Tereza gathered data through in-depth semi-struc-
tured interviews with participants, videotaped interactions when playing the card game, and fieldnotes. Often, we 
engaged in yarning as a comfortable way for working together and a culturally suitable way of data collection in re-
search (Bessarab & Ng’andu 2010; Ober 2017; Chilisa 2020). Most of the interviews and collective discussions were audio 
recorded and transcribed. The languages used were Kunwinjku and English, depending on who was present and their 
language skills and preferences. Bininj used Kunwinjku amongst themselves. Tereza started learning Kunwinjku in early 
2022 and was able to have simple exchanges during the project, but needed English to fully understand conversations. 
Interviews were thus mostly in English mixed with some Kunwinjku words and expressions while collective discussions 
were often in Kunwinjku with a subsequent interpretation into English when Tereza didn’t understand. 

Fieldnotes contained descriptions and explanations from trips to the bush (people and activities involved, initial evalu-
ations), new language learned by Tereza, and collaborative planning of next steps in the research.

We used audiovisuals, such as pictures and videos of plants and animals, as prompts to stimulate discussion, support re-
flection, and aid in recollection of what people know about particular species. At the beginning, the use of audiovisuals 
was informed by previous ethnobotanical research in the area (Fox & Garde 2018; Thompson 2020; Si 2020) but we soon 
started to produce our own pictures and videos and worked with these instead.

For data analysis, we worked through an iterative and inductive process to identify and analyse key issues coming from 
the data. We used the NVivo 12 software and manual coding. Tereza created codes from participants’ words, grouped 
them according to conceptual categories, and we talked about them during our collaborative meetings in order to clari-
fy some codes and decide on the next steps in the research process.
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During the first stage of the project (early 2022), we focused on bush food knowledge and what can be done to strength-
en its transmission. Most of the work was conducted at the billabong in Gunbalanya with Tereza, Ngalbangardi Cather-
ine, and her younger mother Ngalwakadj. We were working on weekday mornings for about two hours and then going 
on trips to the bush in the afternoons and on the weekends (September – October 2022). When the build-up season 
started, we continued our conversations while going fishing or gathering pandanus leaves for weaving in and around 
Darwin (November 2022 – January 2023).

During the second stage, we collaboratively worked on the designs of the cards at CDU in Darwin (January – April 2023). 
The core team consisted of Tereza, Ngalbangardi Catherine, and her daughters Ngalkangila Salome and Ngalkangila Va-
nessa.

The third stage of the project consisted of promoting the cards through a Gunbalanya community Facebook group and 
by word-of-mouth during the dry season (May – October 2023). We gave cards to everyone who expressed interest, and 
collected feedback.

Consultations with Ngalngarridj Lois started in June 2022 during Tereza’s first visit to Gunbalanya. They met six times 
during 2022 and 2023 at Lois’ house or the Gunbalanya church, and once in Darwin to talk about the development of 
this project. 

The game we co-designed was based on the card game known as Go Fish! In our version, there are sets of four cards con-
nected by topic, where each card in a set depicts a different feature of that topic. For example, the set about the prepa-
ration of a waterlily root for food consists of: (1) the appearance of the plant (2) cutting the roots; (3) cooking under 
ashes; and (4) cutting into smaller pieces. Each card has two labels: the name of the topic of the set (e.g., mandem/wa-
terlily) and the description of the particular card. All text is in Kunwinjku. See Figure 2.

We informed people that they could use the cards to play Go Fish! In order to play the game, players need to read the 
labels on the cards. This can be an obstacle because some of the participants were reading slowly in Kunwinjku or often 
skipped looking at the writing at all. However, the cards can be used just for their pictures, which occupy most of the 
card’s surface. 

The present article is about observations and feedback on how participants interacted with the cards in relation to bush 
food knowledge transmission and how these interactions influenced the card making process. 

Figure 2. Playing cards for mandem ‘waterlily root’: 1. Waterlily / Nymphea sp.; 2. She slices; 3. She cooks it under ashes; 
4. She cuts it in half.
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3. Findings
We present the findings as vignettes, brief accounts of moments when the cards were used in knowledge transmission. 
The vignettes contain initial evaluations of usage. They are organised according to the places and situations where they 
occurred, and presented in temporal order.

(A) At Charles Darwin University (Stage 2) 
The cards were created by the principal collaborators (Ngalbangardi Catherine, her daughters Ngalkangila Salome and 
Vanessa, and Tereza) between January and April 2023 at CDU in Darwin. Tereza’s main supervisor Steven was there with 
us. We either worked in a shaded breezeway area, talking about the cards around cups of tea and watching birds flying 
around, or in the nearby Indigenous researchers room with a couch and a floor mat for comfortable seating when re-
cording audio and video. We would go to a nearby garden for breaks.

At the beginning of each session, for about two hours, we went through each card and talked about the knowledge it 
depicts, how to best describe it, and how to sort them into groups of four thematically-related cards. Afterwards, we 
played the game to test how the designs worked during play. Now the cards would circulate between people, and a 
given card could appear in the hands of the same individual on several occasions. At the end of a game, each player re-
vealed their sets to everyone, and we discussed how many and what sets each person had, and reviewed the knowledge 
represented on particular cards. Some of the cards attracted more attention than others, depending on what the learn-
ers were interested in or what the teachers judged important during each particular session.

(A1) At the end of one particular game, Salome started talking about one of Vanessa’s sequences. Salome described 
every card and prompted Vanessa to continue. Salome kept an eye on Vanessa while Vanessa was explaining the se-
quences to Tereza, the ultimate learner in that situation.

(A2) On one occasion, we were sitting on the mat in the Indigenous researchers room. Steven brought a balanda visitor 
Nicola in to observe our work. We invited her to sit while we continued talking about the cards. Then we all played a 
round of Go Fish! During the game, Nicola asked about a particular species on the Djenj ‘Fish’ sequences and Ngalban-
gardi began teaching her the names for the various species and sizes of fish shown on the cards. Nicola asked about 
pronunciation of the cards in her hand, such as kedjebe ‘file snake’, and both Ngalbangardi and Ngalkangila Vanessa said 
the word several times to teach her the right pronunciation. Nicola also wanted to know how to say ‘yes’ so Ngalkangila 
taught her.

(A3) After one session, we were packing up and looking around the room to make sure we had everything. Ngalbangardi 
Catherine noticed a seasonal calendar on the wall. She moved closer, and saw a particular plant on the calendar, and 
exclaimed warre! ‘oh!’. Kunwinjku speakers use this word often to exclaim or express concern or longing. She said she 
remembered when she ate that plant with her family out in the bush, a long time ago.

(A4) Salome sometimes kept coming back to some particular cards, describing the pictures repeatedly. For one card, 
with a picture of a group of people sitting in a shade of a tree, she suggested a better description using an unfamiliar 
expression which she repeated several times before continuing to another card. Once when we were playing the game 
and this card appeared, she reiterated her new description and said it several times again. She also used the tree shade 
expression in a different sentence. After the game when we were going through the cards again, Salome spent consider-
ably more time on the tree shade card, saying the expression several times in different sentences and waiting for Tereza 
to repeat it.

(A5) During one session, our yarning about card sequences and looking at pictures of food preparation prompted 
Vanessa to later go to her local supermarket and buy a kangaroo tail and to prepare it with Ngalbangardi Catherine, 
Tereza, and three more family members. This food was not depicted on the cards, but the display of bush foods was 
enough to prompt Ngalkangila Vanessa to obtain bush food herself, and this was an easy, inexpensive, and delicious 
option. Ngalbangardi Catherine helped her make a fire and cook the kangaroo tail in hot ashes, a process that took less 
than an hour. The result was a pleasurable event with food for all the family.
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(B) At the Gunbalanya billabong (Stage 3)
Many of our working encounters with the main collaborators took place at the billabong in Gunbalanya. We yarned and 
picnicked in the shade of a large tree, with a good view of the whole billabong and of a busy part of Gunbalanya near 
the art centre. When not talking about the cards, we could observe and comment on the behaviour of numerous water 
birds, crocodiles, and other animals around the billabong, and on the behaviour of people around the centre. Catherine 
and Tereza were always present, with different family members accompanying us on different occasions. We concen-
trated on the ways people interact with the cards and the ways they find them useful (or not).

At the beginning of each session, we talked about the cards, how they were created and what knowledge they represent. 
Then we played Go Fish! Each participant received a deck to take home. Each session lasted 1–2 hours.

(B1) On one such occasion, one daluk, Ngalkamarrang, was reluctant to take the cards home because she thought that 
the kids would find them boring. They like hip hop now, she said. But kamak ‘ok’, she agreed to take the cards home and 
see. The next time we met, a month later, she told Tereza that she had shown the cards to Ngalwamud, her 4-year-old 
granddaughter. Ngalkamarrang reported that Ngalwamud paid particular attention to the card with an unfamiliar bird 
which is no longer seen in Gunbalanya, makkakkurr ‘pelican’.

(B2) On another occasion while we were sitting by the billabong after doing some language recordings, Ngalbangardi 
Catherine shared a recollection about playing the cards with a balanda, Nicola, at CDU two months earlier (see A2). 
Catherine was happy to tell this story to her classificatory sister, Tereza, and the rest of us present. Soon, the feeling 
spread to us too and we were all smiling and imagining an interested balanda and Catherine knowing what to say and 
how to explain it.

(B3) One day, Ngalbangardi Catherine was sitting in the shade, looking through the cards and placing them on the blan-
ket in front of her. She came to a card with a picture of a waterlily. She started telling us how she had cooked a waterlily 
root last year and had eaten it with her then two-year-old granddaughter. She told us this warming story twice during 
one working session. Ngalbangardi’s comments followed on from previous conversations about transferring traditional 
food knowledge, and how it is important to teach children about food from an early age so they remember and like the 
taste, especially when the food comes from the bush and not from a shop.

(B4) Our work for the day was winding up, and we turned the recorder off and began packing up the materials. Tereza 
held off packing up the pictures of edible plants as one of the senior participants, Ngalwakadj, was still going through 
them. The other ladies soon joined her and started going through the pictures again, talking about the plants. We spent 
another hour talking about the names and uses of the plants and where to find them, mostly in Kunwinjku, and just for 
pleasure.

(C) At the Child and Family Centre in Gunbalanya (Stage 3)
Tereza and Ngalbangardi Catherine were invited to the Child and Family Centre (CFC) in Gunbalanya in June and Octo-
ber 2023 to present the cards to the staff, mothers, and infants, a mix of balanda and bininj. The first time, there were 
about twelve adults and six infants. We sat in a circle on the floor. Catherine explained the knowledge on the cards to 
the adults, mostly in Kunwinjku. Soon, we were all yarning about the cards and the knowledge they contained while 
babies and toddlers were wobbling around us. The second time there were five adults and three infants. Catherine’s 
sister, Ngalbangardi Jeanette joined us to present the cards. This time, we also played the card game as there were 
five players, an ideal number for this game. Each session lasted for about two hours. We offered the cards to whoever 
wanted to take them home, and most adults took a deck.

(C1) Balanda staff said it was good to have a learning resource in Kunwinjku, so that instruction can be given by daluk, 
a change from the default situation where a balanda educator gives instruction through books in English. During our 
sessions at the CFC, all the daluk took on a teacher role and were actively explaining the knowledge on the cards to the 
balanda around them.

(C2) During our first visit, there was a daluk who didn’t know the Kunwinjku name djalangkarridj djalangkarridj ‘drag-
onflies’. She explained that she had spent most of her life in Darwin, away from the language area. She hadn’t even 
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noticed that she didn’t know the name. She became enthusiastic about this word and wanted to get a set of the cards to 
take home to help her remember such words, and to show her family.

(C3) After our second visit, we – Tereza, Ngalbangardi Catherine, and Jeannette – sat at the billabong and talked about 
our impressions. Both women said that, through the cards, they are able to encourage the mothers, and that it is im-
portant that the mothers who learn from the cards go on to teach their children.

(C4) According to both women, these cards are particularly useful for mothers and children living in Gunbalanya where 
they are removed from the outstations where people are exposed to more food vocabulary and preparation techniques. 
The cards remind them of this bush knowledge.

(C5) Ngalbangardi Jeanette also said that the cards are “good for people who don’t know, young people”. Instead of 
learning directly from the bush, the learners can “see the card first. After, they can learn.” Further, the teachers can use 
the cards with learners “to ask them questions and test them.”

(C6) One balanda staff at the CFC invited a young daluk who works there to one of our sessions. The balanda staff earlier 
explained that this daluk usually cedes space to senior daluk and doesn’t talk much. The cards could be an opportunity 
for her to share what she knows and to build confidence to speak up in a group setting. During the session, the young 
daluk began explaining plant knowledge to the balanda sitting around her, while asking her bininj auntie Ngalbangardi 
Jeanette questions about what she didn’t know. She was simultaneously a teacher and a learner, unlike all balanda who 
were only learning and her auntie who was only teaching in that situation.

(C7) During one session, one bininj mother took on the role of teacher. She started explaining the cards to a balanda 
mother sitting next to her who had a baby of a similar age. The balanda mother was responsive to the teaching: she took 
on the role of learner, listened to the bininj mother, and asked questions about food.

(D) At the primary school in Gunbalanya (Stage 3)
There is one primary school in Gunbalanya, and most of the pupils are bininj. Two teachers saw a post about the cards in 
the Gunbalanya community Facebook group and made contact to obtain copies. We met in the following days and each 
took a deck. It was a week before school holidays so we didn’t have any contact for several months.

Four months later, Tereza met with one of the teachers to give her more decks and to ask for her opinion on the cards. 
They met at her classroom at the end of a school day and had a twenty-minute conversation. The teacher hadn’t used 
the cards yet because the previous months were mostly school holidays, but she was planning to use them in the near 
future.

(D1) The teacher wanted to use the cards at the beginning of the school day, to encourage children to talk and to tell 
stories about their own knowledge. She explained that there is a high turnover of staff at the school and that many staff 
have limited knowledge of Indigenous culture. She observed that the children have a better knowledge of West Arnhem 
culture than a newly arrived teacher, and can thus teach the teacher.

The teacher also said the school has a limited number of Kunwinjku teaching resources, so she welcomed new learning 
material that she can use in a classroom. She imagined that they might use the cards together with the seasonal calen-
dar on the classroom wall.

(E) A balanda regularly visiting the community (Stage 3)
(E1) Tereza had a half-hour conversation in November 2023 with one balanda who works for a governmental Indigenous 
agency and who visits Gunbalanya regularly. She works closely with a bininj colleague Ngalngarridj who is based in Gun-
balanya. The woman said how they both went through the cards together when they first received them and how Ngal-
ngarridj explained the knowledge to her. She wanted to use the cards when she was spending time with children from 
Ngalngarridj’s and other families. She reported that they play hopscotch, chalk, and noughts and crosses together and 
suggested that the cards could be a good game to include in their activities.
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(F) Conversations with Lois (Stages 1-3)
The six consultations with Lois about this project each lasted between twenty minutes to an hour. She kept several 
decks for her family in Gunbalanya and sent several more through her grandchildren to her homeland outstation. Lois’s 
enduring concern is that children nowadays have less kunmayali ‘traditional knowledge’ than in previous generations.

(F1) Early in the project, Lois expressed that she welcomed more learning resources being created in Kunwinjku. In her 
opinion djurra ‘written documents’ are a good way to teach children and keep knowledge going. Also, the cards inspired 
her about ways that cards or similar resources can be used in teaching, such as by matching particular cards with the 
seasonal calendar, or by testing the kids about the knowledge on the cards.

(F2) On one occasion, Lois said how she was pleased that the cards were not on a phone. She explained that she didn’t 
want children to spend more time on the screen when children already spend too much time on phones.

(F3) During one conversation, when we were evaluating the designs, Lois said that she liked the cards, especially that 
they contained both pictures and writing. She explained she wanted the children to be able to read Kunwinjku. More-
over, she wanted children at the school at her outstation to produce their own materials. Children, together with bininj 
adults, would come up with simple sentences from daily life (such as karrire djenj ‘we go fishing’), write them on cards, 
and learn them.

(G) While waiting (Stages 1-3)
Several interactions with the cards took place while people were waiting for food to cook, or for others to return, or for 
a car ride to end. Indeed, waiting was a feature of this work: people didn’t like rushing and we always worked in a group 
and waited for every participant to take their time when they needed to have a break, take a phonecall, interact with a 
child, and so on.

(G1) We were in Darwin in the wet season, and three of us were waiting in the car for one of Tereza’s classificatory 
sisters to find and cut a hook stick for collecting pandanus. It was raining, so nobody else wanted to get out of the car. 
Waiting in the car were Tereza, one of her aunties, Ngalkamarrang, and Ngalkamarrang’s grandson of around seven 
years of age. The boy found pictures of edible plants from Kakadu National Park that Tereza had left in the car and 
started talking about them. When he came to a picture of a waterlily, he recounted a story about a hunting trip in an 
area full of waterlilies. He was hunting with his grandfather for magpie geese and ducks, common hunting birds and a 
good bush food. Grandpa shot many geese and ducks, but the boy himself only shot one goose. When he went to col-
lect the birds for his grandfather, he almost touched a water buffalo that was hiding near the water, which gave him a 
fright. 

(G2) One Sunday afternoon in Darwin, we were sitting in the garden of Ngalkangila Salome’s house. We had just spent 
several hours at the nearby beach collecting saltwater mussels with the family, and were waiting for the mussels to 
cook. Tereza showed Salome the latest version of the cards. One of the sets showed four snakes common to the area, 
two of them poisonous. Salome immediately showed the pictures to her nine-year old son and started telling him about 
snakes, their names, and which ones should be avoided.

(G3) Once, Tereza was driving from Gunbalanya to the town of Jabiru, about an hour away, to go shopping. She was with 
one Ngalbangardi who had collaborated on the cards, along with four of her family members: one of her daughters, her 
daughter’s son, and two teenagers. There was no phone signal during most of the drive, so the usual car entertainment 
– watching videos on phones – was limited. The passengers soon found the deck of cards that Tereza carried in the car 
at all times. They didn’t play the card game but talked about the pictures on the cards and occasionally asked Ngalban-
gardi questions about the cards. The cards provided entertainment for everyone in the car for about fifteen minutes.
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4. Analysis
We have reflected on the above vignettes and analysed them into seven partially-overlapping themes. We begin by de-
scribing the themes before giving a detailed account of each one in turn.

Theme 1: Creating a space for sharing. Through playing a game and storytelling, the cards create a safe space for 
sharing knowledge and fostering relationships. They create an opportunity for people to talk about bush food when 
they are not in the bush, and in places that were not primarily intended for knowledge transmission.

Theme 2: Connection to country. The cards serve as a means for people to connect to country when they cannot phys-
ically be on country. A seemingly neutral object without any apparent emotional connotations can trigger a cherished 
memory of time spent with family on distant ancestral lands.

Theme 3: Shifting roles. The cards have the potential of inverting or stirring up established roles such as teacher and 
learner. In an institutional context of a school or a family centre, or during a moment of sitting down and yarning, the 
cards create an opportunity for a local knowledge holder to teach others about Kunwinjku language and West Arnhem 
culture.

Theme 4: Versatile resource, in terms of activities. When interacting with the cards, people can use their different 
affordances to serve diverse purposes. For example, they can entertain themselves by playing Go Fish!, or use the pic-
tures to support knowledge transmission, or yarn about bush food, or focus on the written text to learn Kunwinjku lan-
guage or literacy. Feedback from participants confirmed that there was not one preferred activity.

Theme 5: Points to what we know/don’t know. The cards serve as a reminder of bush food knowledge and as such, 
they can give confidence to participants to teach, or to ask questions. Through interaction with the cards, people are 
reminded of knowledge that they already possess and which another person may be lacking, without the pressure on 
learners to perform.

Theme 6: Activating social learning. Learning in a social setting can be facilitated by the cards. They can increase the 
teaching capacity of the teacher, serving as a reminder of knowledge, or supporting the teacher when the teacher is 
unsure, or simply drawing attention to the one who holds the cards. They can also increase the learning capacity of the 
learner, by motivating, encouraging, and diverting attention from the participants and the pressure to perform.

Theme 7 Offline and extensible resource. The non-digital nature of the cards means that they can be used inde-
pendently of a network connection. The low demands on specialised technology and skills to create the cards served as 
an inspiration for the users to make similar materials themselves.

Theme 1: Cards create a new space for sharing knowledge
One way the cards are used is to open up a new space for sharing knowledge, a space which would otherwise not be 
there. As already mentioned, feeling safe and fostering relationships are important factors in revitalization efforts 
(Achilles 2018; Wiltshire et al. 2022; Murphy 2023). Through playing a game or telling stories about food knowledge, the 
cards support a safe and trusting space for learning and for sharing knowledge.

Sharing knowledge through the cards – rather than through observing and mimicking – can occur in places not primar-
ily designed for knowledge transmission. For example, people on a long car ride started talking about bush food and 
sharing what they knew because there was a lack of other conversation stimulants (G3). The cards directed the topic 
of conversation to food knowledge. They encouraged intergenerational knowledge transmission because the children 
asked their grandmother questions about things they didn’t know.

Another case of a new space is the availability of an eye-catching Kunwinjku learning resource in a balanda dominated 
space. A teacher at the local school plans to use the cards to encourage her students to begin the school day by sharing 
their own knowledge (D1). The cards provide a familiar topic, bringing the children’s ancestral culture into a Western 
classroom. The cards also provide a versatile tool to enact this sharing, for example, as a game, or for telling stories. 
Without this resource, this space would probably not exist, as many resources at the school are not connected to the 
local culture. A notable exception is the seasonal calendar, which has been mentioned by several people as an auspi-
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cious learning resource to be used in combination with the cards.

The cards serve as a pastime in a social situation. In the first instance, they provide a pretext to meet, as apparent from 
many of Tereza’s interactions around the cards. Or they can provide a shared activity, instead of “just” sitting together. 
One balanda wants to use the cards to socialise with Kunwinjku youth in her free time (E1). She already plays games 
with the children of her bininj friends and this card game is another activity to do together.

A case of creating a safe space for knowledge sharing par excellence occurred when a series of pictures of snakes prompt-
ed a mother to teach her son about avoiding poisonous snakes (G2). Otherwise, this teaching might only have happened 
during an encounter with an actual snake.

Theme 2: Connection to Country
The cards can serve as a surrogate for the country when people can’t be out bush because they live in Darwin, or be-
cause they don’t have access to transport, or because they happen to be inside a building such as a school. It can also 
happen in outstations when the conversation concerns a topic outside the present season. As land plays an important 
role in Indigenous pedagogies (Cajete 1994; Yunkaporta & Kirby 2011), the cards can bring the land element into any 
teaching and learning that takes place away from the country.

A seemingly neutral activity of going through pictures of edible plants can be emotionally loaded. When we were work-
ing on the design of the cards in Darwin, some pictures prompted feelings around memories of distant land and family. 
Pictures served as reminders of places, places dear to the speakers, or places where they couldn’t visit at the moment 
but whose memory was still vivid and cherished (A3, B4, G1). Also, these situations happened in a circle of close family 
members. There was always someone to share the memory with. Besides emotional connections, people could share 
knowledge of the pictured plants, how to prepare them, where to find them, and so on. The pictures were surrogates 
for real plants. However, this presented no obstacle to yarning about the food plants, or to sharing knowledge and sto-
ries, all in a convivial atmosphere.

B3 and G1 describe situations where the cards ignited not only memories of past times, but also the telling of these sto-
ries in the present, to the present audience. Without pictures prompting memories of times spent with the family on 
country, those stories would probably not be told then and there. A picture gave a prompt for sharing these stories and 
acknowledging relationships. Past relationships were remembered (with the country and family), and old and new rela-
tionships were fostered (with people present in the storytelling situation).

Moreover, food often evokes pleasurable memories. As G1 describes, seeing a picture of a waterlily and then elaborating 
about eating a waterlily root was a pleasurable moment for both women. The reactions usually revolved around good 
memories about eating something tasty, or around sharing a meal and a nice moment with family. None of the reac-
tions were negative, for example, there were no reactions such as: “I remember how I got food poisoning from this food 
the other time”, or “My parents used to force me to eat this as a kid and I’ve disliked it ever since”.

Talking about bush food and looking at such pictures can prompt not only a memory or a storytelling event, but also 
an action. Working on cards about food preparation ignited an idea to perform something similar, even in Darwin (A5). 
Thus, the cards connected the people to the ancestral country, physically and in real life. The idea of getting at least a 
part of the animal pictured on the cards and cooking it in a traditional way was conceptualised and, later, enacted.

In a context more overtly related to knowledge sharing, such as at a school, the cards can be employed as a connector 
to the country. What would otherwise be learned by observing and mimicking in daily situations out in the bush, can be 
shown and talked about through the cards. Cards then serve as a surrogate for the country in situations not allowing a 
direct connection (C4). They can equally serve as a surrogate for a country that is no longer there, such as pelicans that 
disappeared from Gunbalanya (B1).
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Theme 3: Shifting roles
The cards offer an opportunity to reverse the typical roles of teacher and learner. In school context in West Arnhem 
Land, it is often a balanda adult who gives instruction and a bininj child who receives it. However, the cards support 
the bininj to take the role of a teacher and instruct a balanda learner concerning the knowledge depicted on the cards. 
Teachers and employees at the schools we visited all independently observed this role reversal. In this way, the cards 
offer a taste of two-way education, a frequently expressed aspiration in the Northern Territory where we seek to in-
corporate Indigenous and Western pedagogies and epistemologies into one intercultural domain (Harris 1984; Van Gel-
deren 2019).

When introduced to the idea of the cards as bininj knowledge material, a teacher had the idea of using the cards to 
prompt her students to talk about their knowledge (D1). The children have better knowledge of West Arnhem bush 
food than their balanda teachers, especially given the high turnover of teachers who come in from southern cities with 
no previous exposure to the local language and culture. The teacher was imagining that the students would talk about 
what they know, and in doing so teach the teacher, and build confidence.

In a less formal context of the Child and Family Centre, a bininj was explaining food preparation techniques from the 
cards to a balanda who was sitting next to them (C1, C7). Both were mothers of young babies so their social role within 
that environment was similar. However, the Centre uses many resources for babies and young children which are 
mostly books, posters, or toys found in any mainstream family centre. The balanda mother was not familiar with much 
of the knowledge on the cards and took on the role of the learner. A Kunwinjku resource changes the dynamics and 
gives an opportunity for bininj to reclaim the school as a space for Indigenous knowledge, values, and norms.

The difference of social standing in a formal environment doesn’t need to be based on balanda or bininj identities in a 
balanda dominated space of a Western institution (C1, C7). It can be based on having a profession (a teacher, an employ-
ee of an institution) and thus providing a service (education) as opposed to a person receiving the service (for example, 
a schoolchild) (D1). The cards can serve as a tool to subvert these dynamics.

The cards have the potential to distribute attention to several people during a game or a storytelling event, and thus 
make a space for people who would have had otherwise less space to talk (C6). Also, collective, relational knowledge 
creation is a cornerstone of Aboriginal pedagogies (Yunkaporta & Kirby 2011). People need to know who they are, and 
how they are related to other participants (Wiltshire et al. 2022: 7). Then, they can add their piece to what someone else 
said and work on the knowledge creation together.

Theme 4: Versatile resource
The cards were designed to be used as a versatile resource for different kinds of activities around knowledge transmis-
sion. People can play the card game, focus on the writing on the cards, or on the pictures. The knowledge depicted or 
written on the cards is not narrowly scoped. People can talk about the actions on the cards, about the names of the 
plants, about the people on the cards. Conversation can centre on vocabulary, grammar, or culture. As in the bush, 
people can engage with many natural resources. Similarly, participants can survey the cards in front of them and then 
decide what to talk about. The cards were indeed used in myriad ways.

The cards align with many traits common to the Indigenous pedagogies described earlier. They allow the teacher to 
emphasise repetition in knowledge transmission (Ong 1982; Egan 1987; Hare 2011) during learning sessions (A4). During 
the game, participants can return to cards that were significant to them at different stages. The cards circulate between 
people, so one card can appear in the hands of the same individual on several occasions. Also, at the end of the game, 
while we were discussing how many and what sets each person has, we revealed the sets to everyone and talked about 
some of the knowledge on them again. Every situation of explaining what was on the cards was unique, as different 
people focused on different elements of the cards at different times. During both design and testing, there was not a 
single sequence which would be described the same way every time.

Another common characteristic of Indigenous pedagogies was present in the ways people interacted with the cards, 
namely, orality (Ong 1982; Harris 1990; Cajete 1994; Etherington 2006; Smith et al. 2018: 506). All vignettes involved 
talking about the information on the cards. None of the bininj participants took notes during our card sessions (A1, A4).
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As the cards contain written text, one of the ideas during the design process was to use them for learning literacy. One 
Elder wanted children at their outstation to be able to read in Kunwinjku, and was pleased that the cards contained a 
written component (F3). She took the idea further, wanting the outstation school to produce their own cards contain-
ing pictures and written text so the children learn writing too.

Some participants reported that their family members learned new vocabulary or knowledge from the cards (B1, C2). 
This straightforward knowledge transfer could work on a larger scale, for example, the cards could be co-opted for a 
Western practice, quantifying the success of the knowledge transfer by testing learners before and after a session with 
the cards (C5).

One intended use of the cards during the design process was to teach balanda West Arnhem knowledge and language. 
Several balanda wanted a copy of the cards to support their Kunwinjku language learning, with or without the support 
of a Kunwinjku speaker (E1). During one game session with three bininj and two balanda, the cards proved to be a good 
source for balanda to train their reading, pronunciation, and speaking skills in Kunwinjku (A2). 

Some participants had ideas about how to use the cards or similar resources in the future: matching particular cards 
with the seasons on the existing poster calendar; and testing children about the knowledge on the cards. In this way, 
multiple resources could add value to each other (F1).

Theme 5: Points to what we know/don’t know, giving confidence to teach and 
ask
Participants sometimes found the cards useful to give them confidence to teach or to ask questions about language and 
knowledge. The cards serve as a reminder of bush food knowledge, without creating pressure on learners to perform, a 
characteristic of Indigenous learning (Kral & Schwab 2012; Massola & Kral 2017). What would otherwise be recalled by 
being present in the bush can be prompted by the cards within the space of a formal institution, distant from the bush 
(A2, C4). The cards give grounds for the teacher to trust their own knowledge (A2, B2, C3, D1). The teacher, sometimes a 
child (D1) is reminded of the knowledge they already possess. The cards can ignite people’s memory which can develop 
into a rich storytelling event (B2).

The cards pointed people to knowledge they may be lacking, for example, when a balanda learner is prompted by the 
cards to ask more about Indigenous culture (A2, D1).

Highlighting a knowledge gap doesn’t only happen in the balanda-bininj shared space. Bininj living in Darwin who speak 
Kunwinjku on a daily basis may not know the name of a species (C2). One bininj suggested that not living out in the bush 
makes you lose some of your Kunwinjku language, and this resonated with several others. Through her interaction with 
the cards, the participant realised she didn’t know a particular word for ‘dragonfly’ in Kunwinjku, even though drag-
onflies are common in Darwin, especially in the season depicted on the cards. In another case, a child was not familiar 
with one of the animals (pelican) depicted on the card, and did not know its name (B1). Their grandmother suggested 
that this was because the bird no longer appears in the community so the child had no occasion to learn about it. In 
both cases, we can see that participants noticed, in the course of interacting with the cards, that they lacked a piece of 
knowledge. One lives in a town with people coming from many different cultures and languages, and so any talk about 
dragonflies signifying the onset of the dry season might take place in other languages. The other lives in a community 
where a species of bird is no longer present so they had no reason to learn about it. Such situations suggest that chang-
ing lifestyles impact the speakers’ languages and their cultural and environmental knowledge.

Heightened awareness of what someone knows (or doesn’t know), and subsequent reasoning on the causes of these dif-
ferences can lead to awareness of language and culture shift between generations (B1) or between a town and commu-
nity lifestyle (C2). Raised awareness of language and culture shift can lead to actions to reverse the shift, if it is judged 
undesirable (Wiltshire et al. 2022: 6). Revitalization efforts can in this way gain a starting point and a direction.
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Theme 6: Activating social learning
Social learning, or learning in the company of people, is a common occurrence in Indigenous pedagogies (Yunkaporta 
& Kirby 2011). In the case of the teacher-learner dynamic, the cards serve as prompts, reminding people of knowledge 
that can be talked about. The dialogical situation thus expands into a triad. The cards facilitate discussion; they activate 
the teacher (which also happens “naturally”, e.g., when collecting pandanus) and encourage, motivate, and support the 
learner.

Learning situations in this triad teacher-learner-cards happened when balanda wanted to learn Kunwinjku from bininj. 
They went through the cards together, bininj explaining the knowledge, balanda learning (A2, C7, D1, E1). These triadic 
situations also happened when bininj were teaching bininj (C3, C6, G2, G3). The cards facilitated a creation of a space for 
respectful learning and intergenerational transmission, in cases when learning was not situated in the bush. They sup-
ported the authority to teach (C3, D1) and ignited curiosity in the learner (C6).

The cards have the capacity to alleviate the focus of the situation to perform, either for the teacher to explain, or the 
learner to understand (Massola & Kral 2017) if it is desired in the situation (A1). People can turn their attention to the 
cards while gently encouraging another person to explain what is on the cards. The focus of the group stays on the 
cards, so no one participant feels pressured to present their knowledge.

The triad of teacher-learner-cards stands in opposition to another pedagogical way of using a learning material, of 
dyadic learner-resource interactions which take place independently of a teacher (cf. Etherington 1998, i).

Theme 7: Offline and extensible resource
The fact that the cards were a non-digital resource turned out to be their significant added value. Initially, there were 
some opinions that children would find the cards boring because they were not relatable to popular culture and the 
associated digital activities (B1). However, after using the cards within the family, that opinion shifted. People saw that 
a child learned something from them. Of course, this does not negate the fact that static cards may still be perceived as 
boring for children, for various reasons. They are not designed as an engrossing and self-contained solution for occupy-
ing children, such as a video game, but rather as an epistemic resource for enriching adult-child interactions.

Some participants found it important that the cards were not digital: they don’t want their children to be on mobile de-
vices too much. Thus, a learning resource that takes children away from the screen was welcomed (F2).

The non-digital nature of the cards also allows people to take them to places without electricity, network connection, or 
mobile credit. This was the case when the cards were present during a car ride through areas with no signal. The cards 
substituted for entertainment on the phone which was not available during the ride (G3).

We found it valuable that the cards are a small-format, low-weight resource that people could easily carry. The cards 
didn’t take up much space in the car, and so they could always be present there, and always at hand when other enter-
tainment options are not available (G3).

The low demand on technology and resources for the use of the cards extends to their design. We created the cards 
using Microsoft Word, so no special technical skills or access to specialised software were needed. Therefore, the cards 
can serve as inspiration for similar efforts where people could make such materials themselves. As Soro et al. (2016) 
showed, simple and open-ended designs can encourage initiative in participants. For example, the cards inspired an 
Elder to envision children at her outstation school producing their own language and culture materials, not waiting 
for external institutions (F3). Resources using specialised technology and software may seem intimidating for people 
who do not interact with them on a daily basis and lack advanced technology skills. Therefore, using a paper-based 
card with simple writing and a picture taken by a smartphone can be an encouragement for people to create their own 
materials. The cards or a similar material can be even made by hand or using an instant photo camera. The cards give 
an opportunity for capacity building without the burden of a steep learning curve. Language and culture revitalization 
projects often operate on a tight budget, may lack access to technology, to learning materials, or to people with techni-
cal expertise and face many other constraints related to technical expertise (Ward & Genabith 2003; Elliot 2020). Creat-
ing a simple resource such as playing cards can address all of these issues.
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5. Evaluation
In this section, we draw these themes together under the headings of safety and flexibility, and seek to learn lessons 
that may be applicable in other language revitalization contexts.

5.1. Safety
The cards have the potential to support the safety of participants as they engage with the language and culture. Feeling 
comfortable and being situated within a network of trusting relationships was one of the foundations for this project 
as it is a common characteristic of Indigenous pedagogies and an important ingredient for revitalization efforts (Wilt-
shire et al. 2022: 9). The cards proved to be able to create a safe space for storytelling and encouraged intergenerational 
knowledge sharing (Theme 1). Pictures relatable to participants’ personal experiences often evoked emotional mem-
ories of past times spent with family on country (Theme 2). Through the images on the cards, people were reminded 
of their relationship with their land and their family, and nurture their sense of belonging, a concept central to the 
wellbeing of Indigenous people (cf. Marmion et al. 2014; Yap & Yu 2016; Chew et al. 2022). The cards focus not only on 
the cultural side of bininj food knowledge, but on the language side too, for example, with a non-threatening way of 
learning vocabulary (Theme 4).

Yarning about bush food on the cards can result in taking action, for example, by cooking a traditional meal in a tradi-
tional way, connecting people to a traditional lifestyle which is still highly valued in contemporary West Arnhem soci-
ety (Theme 2). Traditional cooking connects the cooking activity to ancestral ways through a convivial time spent with 
family, outside, while enjoying a nutritious meal.

The cards create a comfortable space for knowledge transmission, in a safe environment of a game or a storytelling 
event (Theme 1). In this relationship-aware atmosphere, respectful relationships and culturally appreciative connec-
tions can be fostered (Themes 1, 2, 6). Knowledge transmission is in this way a collective event (Themes 3, 6). The social 
aspect of gathering around the cards fostered learning together, from person to person and not in a dyadic human-re-
source interaction (Theme 6) which again resonates with a common aspect of Indigenous pedagogies of sharing knowl-
edge as a collective affair.

Also, people can make the cards the centre of attention rather than the person teaching or learning. This shift of focus 
from people to the cards alleviates the pressure on the learning situation (Theme 6). People often gathered in a group 
around the cards which took the focus away from individuals and mitigated any shyness to talk (Theme 3). There was 
no pressure from the teachers, or from the situation itself, for learners to perform newly gained knowledge (Theme 5).

The cards support learning about traditional bush food by offering topics of conversation (Theme 1) that are direct-
ly relevant to people’s lifestyle and therefore appealing to talk about (Themes 2, 3). The cards can give confidence to 
teachers and learners alike, in explaining or asking about food knowledge. A picture or writing about bush food and its 
preparation techniques can prompt people’s memories, or give evidence of what they know about the topic, thus sup-
porting the authority to teach (Themes 2, 5), or ignite curiosity about something a person doesn’t know (Theme 5).

Ultimately, the cards serve as a reminder of ancestral lifestyle: that it is valued and that it can still be enacted nowadays 
(Theme 2).

5.2. Flexibility
We co-designed the cards to be a simple resource consisting of pictures and text, knowing we could develop them 
further. However, after we received feedback, we realised that the cards were already a valuable learning resource 
without embellishment. The most important quality of the cards turned out to be their diverse affordances, for activ-
ities (Theme 4), places (Theme 4), and relationships (Themes 3, 6). Making the cards was low-cost and did not demand 
specialised technology or designer skills (Theme 7), which means they are an appropriate technology for language and 
culture revitalization efforts with limited human and technology resources.
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Co-creating the cards increased participants’ designer and knowledge capacities without imposing a steep learning 
curve. Also, the design process diminished the difference between the researcher and participants, while shifting 
the focus from the researcher’s specialised design practices to the participants’ specialised knowledge practices. The 
openness of the cards to various uses, the lack of any strict way of interacting with them, and their low demands for 
specialised designer skills and technologies inspired the participants to create similar resources themselves (Theme 7). 
Additionally, people can make such cards to suit their own agenda as to the target domain for their learning.

6. Conclusion
We presented an account of how a collaborative and iterative process shaped the creation of learning material and how 
this material served as a multi-faceted tool in Indigenous language learning and cultural knowledge transmission. This 
work is rooted in two concepts relevant for language and culture revitalization: setting up a target domain for revital-
ization activities; and creating a supportive learning environment where participants feel safe and comfortable. The 
target domain of the playing cards is food language and food knowledge, and the learning environment is a game.

The playing cards are learning material which was co-created by researchers and community members and which stem 
from Indigenous pedagogies. We conducted an evaluation of the use of the cards, by reporting dozens of situations 
where people used the cards and organising these observations under seven themes. Looking across these themes, we 
found that the cards have the potential for language revitalization and knowledge transmission by: (a) cultivating a safe 
learning space through fostering relationships between people and places and supporting Indigenous pedagogies in 
knowledge transmission; (b) offering flexible learning material in terms of the domains targeted, the way the cards are 
used, and the skills needed to create them; and (c) creating more contexts for interactions around sharing food knowl-
edge and the associated language.

The local language centre is taking an ongoing responsibility for publishing and distributing the cards. Their promo-
tions have generated wider interest: more individuals and institutions now want to use them (e.g., local libraries, safe 
houses). We take this to be grounds for optimism that this work is sustainable, and will have ongoing impact.

The use of playing cards to support transmission of language and culture may be worth exploring in other language 
revitalisation contexts. We expect the methods to be widely applicable: a collaborative and iterative process between 
researchers and community members; eliciting the opinions of people directly involved in transmitting language and 
culture; and tapping skills and tools readily available in the community. Also, the cards may be molded to various cir-
cumstances due to their flexibility in terms of activities, people, or situations involved. Being tangible objects, users 
can move, divide, and reorganise the cards as it suits them. People can take the cards to ancestral lands or other places 
without the constraints of online tools. The cards can incite people to be more aware of the knowledge they possess, to 
perform this knowledge to other people, or to learn from these performers. Our own research team felt more comfort-
able after the cards made our roles of learners and teachers more apparent, Ngalbangardi Catherine as an Elder highly 
knowledgeable in food, and Tereza as a newcomer in the community.

In language revitalization programs, there is a continual need for materials to support transmission of language and 
culture. We explored one avenue for working together and building the capacity of community members for creating 
such materials (cf. Hermes & Engman 2017; Chudasri 2019; Murphy 2023; Moran 2023). Simple designs enabled commu-
nity members to use the cards in diverse ways in support of their own agendas in knowledge transmission, in language 
revitalization, and ultimately in service to cultural identity and continuation.
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