
Breakout

Reporting on violence 
experienced by Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander women
This additional material on reporting violence experienced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women 
includes 11 PowerPoint slides including resources and references. This can be edited down to suit.

Australian journalism schools are full of students who have never met an Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander person and who do not know their history. Journalism educators are ill-equipped to redress this 
imbalance as the large majority are themselves non-Indigenous and many have had little or no experience 
with the coverage of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander issues or knowledge of Indigenous affairs. 
These issues are largely outside the scope of this curriculum, but the combination of the high rates of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women who suffer from violence, plus the lack of knowledge about 
covering Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander issues has lead us to include this extra material, which can 
be incorporated into the other lessons, or used elsewhere in the curriculum as required. 

The notes below suggest how the material should be presented. It is of course understood that lecturers 
will adapt the content to their curriculum and inject their own personal style. 
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Make some clear statements about the confronting nature of the material, and how students can take care of themselves. Make it clear that the classroom 
setting is not a therapeutic environment and is not the place to reveal sensitive personal information. Experience in the violence against women (VAW) 
sector tells us that people who make personal revelations in the classroom can be left feeling unsupported and exposed. Alert students to the student 
counselling resources are available at your institution. Emphasise the need for respectful debate and argument, even when people strongly disagree. 
Discussion is encouraged, but respect is not negotiable 

The statistics alone make it clear that reporting violence experienced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women is a vital journalistic job. Yet 
inexperience, timidity and legitimate sensitivity to cultural and social concerns will inhibit many reporters. There are good reasons for this. It is important 
when reporting other cultures to be aware, so far as is possible, of our own cultural biases. There are extra difficulties to doing a good job of reporting in 
communities and cultures that are not our own. 

2-3

Antoinette Braybrook has spoken strongly against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women’s stories being covered up by their communities. The legal 
service she runs has 97 per cent female clients, and strongly supports women speaking out about violence, rather than holding back for fear of further 
damaging marginalised Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander men. The context is not an excuse, she asserts.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women may be particularly reluctant to talk to reporters about the violence against them if they fear further damage to 
their communities because of stereotyping or insensitive treatment by the media, followed by political responses. 

4

Context
It is important to keep in mind the context in which family violence occurs. There is international consensus that there is a strong relationship between 
gender inequality and violence against women.

Family violence in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities occurs in an historical context of colonisation; dispossession, loss of culture resulting 
in the breakdown of kinship systems and of traditional law, racism, and government policies of forced removal of children from families (the ‘Stolen 
Generation’). Related to all of this is the enormous socioeconomic disadvantage that many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people live with.

Family violence is not part of traditional Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures, however, and is unacceptable in any cultural context.

5
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Guidelines
These suggestions are drawn from How to report on violence against women and their children (2019 National Edition) and Sheridan-Burns, L. and McKee, 
A. (1999). The national guidelines are a useful quick-reference guide, including statistics and information about health, social and economic impact of family 
violence.

It is difficult to sum up all the challenges involved in doing a good job of reporting violence experienced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women. All 
communities are different. 

As well, just because the victim is Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander does not necessarily mean that the story is “about” Aboriginality. We should strive to 
be aware of our own cultural context and prejudices. However, we should not neglect to report this important aspect of VAW. 

Don’t assume that all perpetrators of violence against Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women are Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander men. Often, the 
perpetrators are non-Indigenous.

A list of further resources on reporting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander issues is included at the end. Not all of these are in the reading pack and some 
may be of use in other parts of the curriculum.
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Examples
Three examples are given here: examples 13, 14 and 15. We strongly suggest that additional, current and locally relevant examples be sought and added 
where possible. 

Example 13: Domestic Violence behind spike in indigenous jail numbers: John Rau

This is a report of remarks by the SA Attorney General. They therefore fit into the “events and response” style of story mentioned in Lesson Two. These can 
be opportunities to not only report the news, but also provide context and information as well as asking questions.

Mr Rau’s comments are very general. He seems to be suggesting that ALL Aboriginal people lack role models and are perpetrators. Without having heard 
the remarks, it is difficult to tell if these generalisations are an accurate account of what Mr Rau said, or the reporter’s interpretation.

Despite the fact that Mr Rau was defending the system for which he is the minister, there is no sign he was asked any questions. Questions might have 
included the proportion of DV charges among the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander prison population, what action the SA government is taking, spending 
on women’s refuges, the proportion of Aboriginal women who fall victim to violence by non-indigenous men, and so forth.

The article also does not include any information about support services, or the rates of VAW in the mainstream community.

Example 14: Bagot Indigenous leader slams broadcast of Darwin domestic violence offender sentencing

This is in part a crime and court story, and in part an event and response story. A diversity of views are reported on the judge’s decision to broadcast the 
sentencing - a good microcosm of the dilemmas faced by Aboriginal people around this issue. No information is given on the prevalence of VAW in the 
mainstream community. No information is given on help and information services. Ms Fejo Frith is a frequently quoted community leader. Did the reporters 
have other contacts they could have used?

Example 15: I can’t hide my scars: Woman who lost eye in hammer attack speaks out against domestic violence

This survivor story concerns an Indigenous woman, but does not focus on her Aboriginality as a “cause” of the violence. There is no information on the 
identity of ethnicity of the perpetrator. No information in the story on the rates of DV either in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities or the 
broader community (although the side bar does include some of this). Information on help and information is included in the side bar, which also contains 
other information about DV. Points for discussion might be what “difference” it makes for reporters, if any, that the survivor is Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander. 
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