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Sample Teaching and Learning Activities

Background:
In 1901 the six separate British colonies became states in new the Commonwealth of Australia.  
On 1 January 1901, vast crowds across the country marked the occasion with large scale 
celebrations. They came to watch history in the making. A new constitution came into being 
and later, the new capital was chosen to be Canberra. But for Aboriginal peoples across the 
country, it would take many more decades for change to occur for them. Their rights did not 
play a large part in the debates leading up to Federation, but two limitations were placed on 
Aboriginal people in the new Constitution. It wasn’t until the 1960s there was pressure to change 
these.

1. In Article 51 of the Constitution, Subsection 26, the Federal Government had power to 
make laws for ‘the people of any race, other than the Aboriginal race in any state, for 
whom it is deemed necessary to make special laws’. The underlying effect of this was to 
prevent the Commonwealth Government making laws to benefit Aboriginal people. The 
colonies did not want the Commonwealth interfering in their policy making for Aboriginal 
peoples.
2. The next mention of Aboriginal peoples was in the section describing the census. The 
Constitution stated, ‘In reckoning the numbers of people in the Commonwealth or of a 
state or other part of the Commonwealth, Aboriginal natives should not be counted’.

Activity 1
Refer to the following source (a cartoon by Phil May in the Bulletin 1888)

Which statement best describes the point the cartoonist is trying to make?

(Source – The Koori History Website)

Source: http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-02-11/recognise-push-for-indigenous-referendum-no-later-than-may/7160306
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a)  Most Europeans were ignorant about Aboriginal peoples and their culture
b)  Aboriginal mothers cared for their children the same way Europeans mothers did
c)  Europeans looked down upon Aboriginal peoples 
d)  Aboriginal peoples were homeless and lived on the streets

Activity 2
What is a Census? How often are they held in Australia? Who conducts the Census in Australia?

What is a Referendum?
Click on the following link to explore the 1967 Referendum and its significance.

http://australianhistorymysteries.info/demo/interactives/ahm2/referendum/referendum.html

Activity 3
What is the intention of referendums in the Australian Constitution?

a)  To make way for changes to electoral boundaries due to population changes
b)  To allow changes to be made to the Constitution
c)  To resolve deadlocks between the House of Representatives and the Senate
d)  To keep the Government accountable

The 1967 Referendum
Gordon Bryant, Labor MP in 1967 explains the reason for supporting a ‘Yes’ vote:

Tonight, to a certain extent, we have taken the first step towards carrying out an instruction that 
was issued 180 years ago. This instruction was given to Governor Phillip in the Commission of 
1787. ‘You are to endeavour by every possible means to open intercourse with the natives and 
to conciliate their affection’.

To most people, the Aboriginal people have been on the edge of the nation. This Bill will 
provide equitable distribution of financial assistance to Aborigines among the states, the 
wealthiest of which have the lowest percentage of Aborigines. Hansard, Vol. 54. P.281  
(Source Retroactive 2)

Activity 4
In the above passage, what is the argument for a ‘Yes’ vote?
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Results of the 1967 Referendum

Activity 5
Construct a pie graph with these results (Hint 1% = 3.6o). Make sure your graph has a title and 
each sector is shaded and labelled.

Despite the overwhelming ‘Yes’ vote, there was no immediate change to the lives of Aboriginal 
peoples across Australia. It wasn’t until 1972 when the newly elected Labor Government led by 
Prime Minister Gough Whitlam established a separate Department of Aboriginal Affairs (DAA). 
Funding initiatives were increased to improve the social conditions of Aboriginal peoples and 
the issue of Land Rights was firmly placed on the political agenda.

Activity 6
The Australian Constitution can only be changed by referendum. There have been 44 
referendums held since 1901 and only eight of these have been successful. Why do you think 
only a small number of referendums have been successful?

The 1967 referendum ballot paper

Yes Vote – 91%

No Vote – 6%

Informal – 3%

(Source – Museum of Victoria)
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Activity 7 - ITC
View the 3 following short clips -  
http://aso.gov.au/titles/documentaries/freedom-ride-blood-brothers/clip1/

Outline the rights and freedoms denied to Aboriginal and TSI peoples prior to 1967 Referendum. 

Activity 8 - Multiple Choice Questions
1. The 1967 referendum was important because it gave Aboriginal people:

a)  The right to vote
b)  The right to own property
c)  The right to receive equal pay
d)  The right to be counted as Australians in the census enabling the Commonwealth   
  Government to make laws affecting them 

2. In a referendum, which group votes to change the constitution?
a)  State Parliament
b)  Federal Parliament
c)  The Australian public
d)  The High Court of Australia 

3. What change took place as a result of the 1967 Referendum?
a) Aboriginal people were given land rights
b) Aboriginal people were given the right to vote
c) The Federal Government was given control of Aboriginal reserves
d) The Federal Government was given power to make laws for Aboriginal people

4. What could a historian conclude about the 1967 Referendum from the source below:

a)  Political parties agreed on the issue
b)  The referendum divided Australian society
c)  The Liberal Party did not support the ‘Yes’ vote
d)  Aboriginal Australians did not support the referendum
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Activity 9 – Word Scramble
Unscramble the following words that are relevant to the time of the Referendum:
(Source: Tweed River HS HSIE)

1.  THIMLAW _____________________________________________________
2.  TICTONITONUS ________________________________________________
3.  WHEMATLOCOMN ____________________________________________
4.  METANDEMN _________________________________________________
5.  SINGOBARIE __________________________________________________
6.  ALASTRUANI __________________________________________________
7.  TREALIPMAN __________________________________________________
8.  UNSCES ______________________________________________________ 
9.  EDDELET ______________________________________________________
10. FREEDUMREN _________________________________________________

Answers
1. WHITLAM, 2. CONSTITUTION, 3. COMMONWEALTH, 4. AMENDMENT, 5. ABORIGINES, 
6. AUSTRALIAN, 7. PARLIAMENT, 8. CENSUS, 9. DELETED,10. REFERENDUM

Activity 10 – Response Style Question
In your answer, you will be assessed on your ability to:

•  Organise and communicate your knowledge and understanding effectively
•  Support your ideas with relevant evidence
•  Use historical terms appropriately 

The rights and freedoms of Aboriginal peoples have changed during the 20th century. The 1967 
Referendum was one such change.

What caused the change? What were the effects of the change?

Conclusion
The call for full citizenship rights for Aboriginal peoples began back in 1938 with the call by Jack 
Patten for his people’s recognition. In 1938, Aboriginal peoples were longing for inclusion. They 
campaigned tirelessly to be recognised as Australians and to be part of this nation. When that 
happened in 1967, they celebrated. (Source – Warren Mundine)

No other change to the Australian Constitution has ever had such complete nationwide 
support as did the 1967 Referendum. Aboriginal peoples could now have the same civil rights 
as other Australians.


