
...when I was sitting 
on Country, taking 
advantage of the 

incredible beauty that 
surrounded me, I was 

still. I was content and 
present. I realised at 
that moment, this is 
what Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander 
people hold so dear.  

The Country, the 
connection, authentic 

and genuine. 
It seemed so simple. 

The doubt and 
confusion melted away.

In 2020 Baringa Early Learning Centre in the Australian Capital Territory 
published its Reconciliation Action Plan. Early childhood teacher 
Carmen Ulrick shares her insights from this journey.

Working as an early childhood teacher at Baringa Early Learning Centre in 
Canberra has opened my eyes to cultural diversity in a way I hadn’t expected. 

I can’t pinpoint the day that things shifted for our community at Baringa, though 
I know my personal moment of clarity. I was listening to many incredible speakers 
at the Aboriginal Early Childhood Collective’s 2020 Aboriginal STEM Summit. 
I was sitting at a desk, watching an online presentation about connecting to 
Country, when I realised that I was doing it wrong. Why was I learning 
about Aboriginal perspectives indoors, when I could get out onto Country 
and live what was being said? So, I walked outside with my laptop. I took 
off my shoes and socks, planted my feet firmly in the cool grass, and took 
in a deep breath, noticing the scents and sounds around me.

I usually fiddle a lot during online learning, but when I was sitting on 
Country, taking advantage of the incredible beauty that surrounded me, I was 
still. I was content and present. I realised at that moment, this is what Aboriginal 
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and Torres Strait Islander people hold so dear. The Country, the 
connection, authentic and genuine. It seemed so simple. The doubt 
and confusion melted away.

I became open—to listening, learning and accepting. I was already 
part of our Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP) working group, so I had 
an incredible platform to support change. Together, we found the 
silver lining of 2020’s unprecedented challenges and took advantage 

of the relatively quiet days to effect change. Teams introduced an 
Acknowledgement of Country in every teaching space, each one 

unique and authentic to the people in that space. Educators talked 
openly without apprehension because we shared the intention to create 

positive change.

As the lucky recipients of ACT Government grants, Baringa engaged bush 
food and medicine guide Adam Shipp of Yurbay to build a bush tucker garden. 

We commissioned local Aboriginal artist Narelle Hutchings to create an artwork 
on our garden wall, and the children became active participants in the cultural 
experience by adding their own touches. Adam returned to host a yarning circle at 
our staff meeting, teaching us about the plants we care for and helping us to form 
a deeper understanding of the importance of maintaining the space.

In July 2020, we published our first RAP, endorsed by Reconciliation Australia on 
the Narragunnawali platform. The Baringa community was privileged to host a 
smoking ceremony for our bush tucker garden. This was an amazing day, filled 
with community, growth and music. We opened with a Welcome to Country 
from Violet Sheridan, a local Ngunnawal Elder, and officially launched our RAP 
to the community. I was watching change in action. I watched the children’s little 
faces full of wonder, as we all gathered to be a part of something special. Duncan 
and Jakida Smith from Wiradjuri Echoes began smoking our space. They moved 
the smoke to waft over our people, our garden, our Country. It felt right. It was 
cleansing us from the doubt and confusion around reconciliation and showing us 
its worth, purpose and necessity.

Our RAP continues to be a live, working document and will continue to grow as 
we do. We now know that to discover the road ahead, we must acknowledge the 
path behind us.
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