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Nomination of Ernie Grant for the Award of an Honorary Doctor of Letters
He was being nominated on the grounds of:


Outstanding service to the North Queensland community
Ernie Grant has had absolutely no advantages in life. Yet by sheer tenacity and determination he has made an unparalleled contribution to social and educational issues in North Queensland.
Ernie Grant was born on 1 February 1935 to John and Chloe Grant, members of the Jirrbalngan Aboriginal tribe, at Murray Upper just to the south of Tully. His parents were illiterate but had ambitious hopes for their children; they spoke English with them in the home situation (in addition to their heritage language, Jirrbal) in order to help them succeed in what was a white person's world.

Like other Aboriginal children, Ernie Grant was at first denied entry to the Murray Upper school, under a 'whites only' policy. Then school enrolments fell below the required minimum and Ernie was his sister were admitted in order to keep the school open. Ernie voraciously grabbed all the kinds of knowledge available there. Throughout the rest of his life, Ernie gathered an impressive erudition which encompasses botany, zoology, geography, toponymy, geology and history. All of this has been utilised in Ernie's work as a spokesperson for his people, and latterly as a most respected elder.
From teen years on, Ernie worked with his father and elder brother as a timber-getter. He did not drink or carouse but spent spare time and money studying for a private pilot's license. Ernie had been told that, as an Aborigine, he would never get a pilot's licence and this made him all the more determined to succeed.
In October 1963, R. M. W. Dixon came out from Britain (as a Research Officer for the Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies) to investigate the indigenous languages of the Cairns rainforest region. He found the greatest concentration of speakers in the Murray Upper region. People there were at first unsure of Dixon. It was Ernie Grant who addressed a meeting of elders and provided arguments as to why they should have their language recorded, documented and analysed by this young linguist.

Ernie's mother, Chloe Grant, was deputed by the tribe to be Dixon's main teacher (although several dozen others also provided instruction). In breaks from language work with Chloe, Dixon would help Ernie with the trigonometry he was working on for the pilot's license.
Ernie had intelligence and application. He was keen to start his own enterprise (rather than working for others). But, simply because he was an Aborigine, no bank would extend to him a start-up loan.

Ernie spent some years, in the late '60s and early '70s, as manager of a timber company in PNG. During his time in PNG, Ernie became exposed to the multifarious

language situation there. This got him mulling over the value of his own linguistic heritage, which was rapidly ebbing away. He returned home in 1973, and worked on the railways for a while, now more intensively thinking back and studying his own traditional culture, conversing with the older members of the tribe and recording their stories and reminiscences. 


In 1989, Ernie became Community Education Counsellor at Tully High School. He initiated and devised (in co-operation with Annette Kraski and R. M. W. Dixon) a semester unit on Aboriginal Culture and Language which was taught to grade 8 at the Tully High School each year from 1990. Versions of the syllabus were adopted for use in half-a-dozen other schools within the area. This unit achieved a tremendous amount in teaching white children (and sometimes also their parents) about the richness and complexity of Aboriginal life — the intricate kinship system, the four genders (masculine, feminine, edible, and neuter), indigenous knowledge concerning flora and fauna, and so on. It was also of great benefit for Aboriginal pupils, allowing them to re-engage with their heritage and assisting their self-respect and self-esteem.

All of his life Ernie Grant has been helping his Aboriginal people as they came to terms with living within the wider Australian society. He has a keen sense of history and has devoted much attention to recording traditional laws and legends. Ernie has also collected accounts of past massacres of his people, and investigated where, when and how these took place. (He has in draft a book on this topic.)
All of this had been good and worthwhile. But Ernie Grant's life fully blossomed when in 1991 he was appointed Cultural Research Officer within the State Department of Education, based in Cairns. His achievements in and around this position have been immense. 
For the next dozen and more years Ernie worked tirelessly to educate the people of North Queensland concerning Aboriginal cultural traditions and values. And aspirations for their role within the present-day world. His work has opened the eyes of the white community to the richness of traditional life for the indigenous people of this land. And it has imbued many groups of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people firstly with self-pride in their own cultures and secondly with the motivation and skills to enable them to better their lives. 

He has worked in Cross-cultural training, and in embedding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Perspectives across the Educational Curriculum. 


All this has been achieved in a variety of ways. One of the most important is the Workshops which Ernie has devised and run right across Queensland and indeed in every other state of the Commonwealth. He puts forward a 'Holistic Planning and Teaching Framework' which relates together Land, Language and Culture, conceptualised in terms of Time, Place and Relationships. (This was developed on Ernie's own initiative, and was over and above the requirements of his job.)

Ernie presented this framework as a method of teaching that is conducive to Aboriginal Learners in a DVD Teaching and Learning Framework narrated by Jeff McMullen and using the 'History of Ernie Grant' as a teaching tool to demonstrate the use of the framework for teachers 


This pedagogical video, produced by Ernie to expound his framework, has received a wide distribution and has been used in classrooms across Queensland, as well as in cross-cultural training..

Ernie's framework was used as the basis for Mura Gubal Gedira Torres Strait framework, used to acquaint teachers assigned to schools in the Torres Strait with the cultural and linguistic protocols of the region. 
Some of his many other activities can be summarised:
· Member of the NAEP (National Aboriginal Education Program) Team – representing READ (Regional Equity and Development ) School Support Centre. 

· Continued in this role as the group expanded to become the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Project – NATSIEP.

· Worked with the School Support Centres – READ and the Coastal School support Centre. This work centred around cultural insights, Aboriginal Languages and Local Studies, including the Hopevale Language project.
· Member of the curriculum development team instrumental in establishing and introducing the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies Curriculum (BOSSS) to Queensland High Schools.
· Instrumental in designing the Teaching and Learning Framework for teachers working with Aboriginal and Islander Students.
· Developed a framework for investigation of Local Area Histories for Aboriginal peoples.
· Worked with teachers in the Local area (Primary and High Schools) and with teachers in Brisbane who were to be transferred or appointed to remote Schools in Aboriginal communities.
· Presented materials to undergraduate students in University setting.
· Worked with many Aboriginal leadership groups, mentoring and assisting with development programs.
· Worked with Reading Recovery Tutors to give them insights into the successful teaching of literacy, by introducing his Framework of Teaching and Learning.
Ernie Grant is held in high regard across the nation and is often invited to present materials at International, National, State and Regional conferences. In addition to his major work in North Queensland he has

· Worked with the Tasmanian Education Department giving invaluable assistance with cross cultural perspectives and development of models to undertake the structuring and accessing local histories from a Tasmanian perspective.
· Developed a long standing relationship with the Museum of South Australia. 
· Worked closely with the National Library in Canberra, where he has presented Workshops, stressing the diversity of Aboriginal cultures and outlining the basic principles of Aboriginal protocol. He has provided advice about the library's treatment of sensitive materials, problems of access, and ways in which the library could better interrelate with Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander peoples. 
Quite apart from work connected with his department of Education job, Ernie worked with internationally renowned anthropologists and linguists to develop understanding of the local history, culture and language of his people. He has developed and catalogued a comprehensive collection of local historical information with respect to his people. And he has collected and maintains an archive of historical reference materials about the local history of Aboriginal people in the region. He has worked with colleagues (including Neville Simpson) to develop a series of posters for the World Heritage Authority especially the Rainforests. Ernie traced the movement of the local Aboriginal peoples of North Queensland and the life of the local Aboriginal tribes through the food sources that became available. He was thus able to show the habitual travel routes of the local Aboriginal population. And he collaborated with Helen Pedley in producing the book Aboriginal light in the rainforest. 
A major achievement during the last few years and been the initiation and development of the Echo Creek Cultural Centre just south of Tully. Groups from primary and secondary schools and from tertiary institutions across North Queensland (and from further afield) spend one or several days at this Centre. They are conducted through the rainforest where the nature and uses of plants and places are explained, in addition to classroom instruction and discussion. (A year or so back, group of senior management from JCU spent a productive few days at Echo Creek.)

A group of students from Tully High School (mostly Aboriginal, plus some white) spend one day each fortnight at Echo Creek and the School Principal has remarked on the positive change this has engendered in their attitude to school (and to life). 

In addition to all of this, Ernie Grant is now the most respected elder of the Jirrbalngan tribe. He provides advice, adjudicates in disputes, and sees that the correct course of action is followed. Ernie's influence is felt far beyond his own ancestral group For example, Aboriginal people from the Charters Towers region approach Ernie to ask what their traditional language was, what is known of it, and how they could relearn some of it. If Ernie cannot answer such questions at once, he undertakes appropriate research and then provides the information requested.

​In summary, Ernie Grant has made an immense contribution to the North Queensland community. 
