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Task for Black Cockatoo 
Chapter summaries: reading through an Indigenous lens 

Chapter 1  

Starting to read the chapter, it is obvious that none of the chapters have titles, so there are 
no clues given as to what will happen. The story begins with Jy (Mia's brother) shooting 
birds with his slingshot. The key point arising here is respect. Mia should not question her 
brother's behaviour out of respect. Despite knowing better, Mia saves one of the wounded 
birds – a black cockatoo. Respect, family and culture feature strongly in the chapter. Why 
should Mia not question her brother? Why is Mia not supposed to save the cockatoo? Who 
taught Mia about how she is expected to behave culturally? What do Mia's actions say about 
her character? The chapter ends with us knowing that the bird is in the box, but will it live?  

Chapter 2  

Begins with the family eating together. More of Mia's family is introduced to the reader, 
along with cultural understandings of extended family and kinship connections on page 11. 
Grandfather is the head of the family and tells a story (page 10) that explains why the black 
cockatoo is Mia's totem animal. This is culturally relevant and demonstrates a different way 
of understanding the world. It is demonstrated again when the storm rolls in and 
Grandfather blames the storm on Jy's behaviour - 'You must respect our past'.  

As the chapter continues, Mia understands that she has a connection to the bird. What is 
that connection? Is it linked to Mia's dreams about flying? As the chapter ends, Mia realises 
that she needs a cage. What does she say about the reason for the cage? Is this usually the 
reason for a cage? To keep the bird safe, as opposed to confining and keeping the bird. 
Spiritual beliefs and cultural understandings. What has the chapter revealed about Aboriginal 
culture? 

Chapter 3  

Mia needs to ask her aunt for a bird cage. Mia climbs out the window in order to ‘lock’ her 
bedroom door. The author makes a point about ‘no private space’ in the house. Is this 
important in the story? When Mia arrives at her aunt’s house, she calls out from the front 
yard. Mia’s aunt comes outside to talk. Why doesn’t Mia knock on the front door? Mia’s uncle 
drives Mia home with the bird cage. Mia ties the black cockatoo’s wings close to his body 
and puts him in the cage. Mia decides that she needs something else to help keep the 
cockatoo safe. 

Chapter 4  

The authors tell us more about the setting – hot and dusty climate, other family in the 
community, perhaps a poorer community with children playing outside with sticks and 
stones under a tree. 

Mia goes to the shop where the grumpy gardiya white man is. Mia buys a lock and key at 
the shop to put on the cockatoo cage. As she is walking home, her brother and cousins 
throw rocks at her and Mia gets hit. She looks at them but her brother won’t acknowledge 
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her. Mia is sad because her brother used to protect her from bullies at school. Now he 
bullies her too. Mia used to be close to her brother but not anymore. This upsets her. This 
could be the authors hinting at Indigenous avoidance behaviours, or is it something else? 
We find out more about this as the story progresses. Mia puts the lock on the cage. 

At this point in the book we have been shown four black-and-white images, one for each 
chapter. We have seen the black cockatoo, it’s wing, the metal grating of the cage, and 
goanna and finally a broken feather. The cockatoo is alive but still in danger from predators. 
The cockatoo is still broken. 

Chapter 5 

The chapter begins with Mia being worried about the black cockatoo being too cold. He has 
no family to huddle together with and keep warm. Mia is tired from losing sleep because of 
her worrying. Her grandmother will not let her stay home. In this chapter we start to learn 
about Mia’s grandmother’s attitude towards education. What is it? Mia is expected to go to 
school. Cultural responsibilities are not a reason to stay home. Mia’s grandmother insists 
that she get ready and go to school. The idea of the importance of education is raised and 
enforced by the older generation. Mia’s grandparents run the household. They are integral 
and central, not on the periphery, and not portrayed as old and frail and having to be looked 
after. 

Chapter 6 – (Family, Freedom) 

The chapter is set at school. Mia is distracted thinking about the cockatoo. Did the dirrarn’s 
family and flock miss it? Was its wing broken? Would the wing heal? Mia hoped so because 
the nearest vet was over 3 hours away. This makes the small-town community seem quite 
isolated. Even though Mia loves her ‘Country’, she wants more. The word country is written 
with a capital ‘C’ clarifying that Mia is talking about ancestral ties to the land. We are left 
wondering about whether Mia will go away from her home, and if her family will miss her 
when she does. This parallels with what Mia was thinking about the cockatoo. Family and 
cultural links will make it hard for Mia to leave. Added to this Mia observes her brother and 
his friends up to no good. She empathises with their victims about ‘suffering and sudden 
loss of freedom’. 

Chapter 7 

This chapter is interesting in the way that it explains strength through culture and compares 
Indigenous and western knowledges. For Indigenous people family, culture and connections 
are most important. This concept is presented to the reader through the interactions of Mia 
and her grandmother. Mia helps her grandmother and while she is doing this, Mia thinks 
about her father’s family and how they are from ‘other Country’. Indigenous ties to country 
are expressed further with the authors’ description of Mia’s town location – red deserts, 
golden sands to the east, huge ocean cliffs to the cold south. Links to land or ‘Country’ are 
culturally significant and can be understood through Indigenous songlines. The authors 
situate the story within the landscape, making connections to the land. 

https://japingkaaboriginalart.com/articles/songlines-important-aboriginal-art/ 
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https://fadlmedia.s3.amazonaws.com/firstaust/clips/songlines_bb.mp4 

Mia helps her grandmother peel potatoes and grandmother talks to Mia about the 
importance of language, culture and ‘Country’. Mia’s grandmother explains that school and 
western knowledge are needed now, as well as Indigenous knowledge because times have 
changed. Code-switching is required to live in both worlds. Mia thought that code-switching 
was hard; trying to get things right both ways. Jy had trouble with code-switching.  

We end the chapter thinking about ‘weakened culture’. 

Chapter 8  

This chapter raises the idea that there are different types of health – physical and mental. 
The chapter provides a parallel between the health of the cockatoo and the health of Jy. The 
cockatoo’s mind was still broken weeks later. What about Jy? Family life continued around 
them. Mia and Jy get into a fight when Jy and an older cousin put a snake in the bird cage.  

Grandfather stopped the fight and tells Jy that he should be ashamed of fighting with his 
sister. Jy had grown up hard and was angry. Mia had been protected and was optimistic. 
Grandfather was disappointed. 

In this chapter we get introduced to the kinship title cousin-sisters (p. 38). 

Chapter 9  

The chapter plays out around Mia listening to her grandparents’ private conversation. 
Grandmother and Grandfather are worried about Jy. Grandfather thinks that Jy is too old to 
catch and growl (to tell off). Unfortunately, Grandfather is tired and Jy is headstrong. 

The authors help the reader to understand the relationships and motivations of the 
characters by describing Mia’s grandparent’s early lives which were impacted by Stolen 
Generation policies. Grandfather had a traditional childhood upbringing. Grandmother found 
culture and connection later, having been forbidden to speak language. These different life 
experiences and perspectives were contributing to Jy’s troubles. Jy slowly lost respect for 
Grandfather and his family, and replaced them with mates and being cheeky. 

Mia thought that Jy needed to turn his anger to passion. She thinks that he needs to ‘stand 
strong’ (p. 45). Mia worries about her brother. 

Chapter 10 

The image at the beginning of the chapter is a sinister looking snake. Is this the snake from 
the bird cage, or will there be another snake?  

Mia woke to find her ‘cousin-brothers’ (a kinship term) from the station. Mia is ‘young mum’ 
to her older cousin’s son. This chapter continues the themes of family, connections and 
respect. It presents a respectful way for family members to relate to each other. This is in 
contrast with the way that her brother has been treating her. The chapter serves to 
highlight the level of Jy’s disrespectful behaviour. Mia’s cousin-brothers were caring, 
bringing Mia gifts and playfully teasing. 
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Pages 48 & 49 describe elements of Aboriginal history. Page 49 outlines that there is a 
proper way to do something, including how we connect to Country. Mia was sad thinking 
about loss of connection with land. How would she lose her connection? We find out that 
Mia has been accepted to go away to boarding school. This helps to explain Mia’s sadness 
and her brother’s anger.  

To help Jy mend, he must go ‘out bush’ for Law time with his grandfather and the other 
men and boys. Grandfather is a respected Law Man. This is an important time. Some of the 
boys would return as men. Would her brother? 

The chapter ends with us knowing that life would also change for Mia because she has her 
own dreams. 

Chapter 11  

Continuing the theme of having dreams and aspirations. The authors draw comparisons 
between Mia and the black cockatoo. Just like the cockatoo, Mia had the feeling of being 
stuck in a cage. Mia dreamed about the cockatoo and knew that she had to let the bird free 
even though it probably wouldn’t live long. 

Mia understood the red dirt yard, her family home, her street, and her town as her own 
cage. She wondered about her own freedom and knew that she could also be free while 
being strong with her family and in her own culture. She knew that unlike the black 
cockatoo, she would always have a safe place to land. 


