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Abstract 

This research project explores how English teachers can account for the cultural identities of refugee 
students and investigates how particular understandings of cultural identity can impact on teaching 
practice. At its centre, this project is interested in how teachers practise in socially just ways. In 
Australia and within its major social institutions, debate is continuous over the place and treatment of 
refugees, however, in terms of education, the schooling of refugee students has not been given enough 
serious and fine-grained consideration. The empirical study was concerned with how cultural identity 
was accounted for in the stories told by specific Queensland English teachers and students, and 
ultimately, how cultural identity mattered in the teaching of refugee-inclusive English classes. The 
research was conducted at a Southeast Queensland school because it had a high population of refugee 
students and teachers who were keen to deliberate on their own understandings of cultural identity. 

The  research  is  framed  within  the  broad  and  complex  contexts  of  Australia’s  politics,  media  and  
education, within the timeframe between 2010 and 2015. Against this backdrop, the stories of English 
teachers and students negotiating their understandings of cultural identity and their pedagogical 
practices were analysed to offer new possibilities for understanding refugee-inclusive classroom 
dynamics for effective teaching and learning. New deliberations for understanding how teachers can 
make socially just changes for refugee students were realised. 

This study used Narrative Inquiry, as its grounding methodology, to interview teacher and student 
participants and listen to the stories told about teaching and learning in refugee-inclusive English 
classrooms. Interviews were the major focus for data collection, however, observation notes, field 
notes and artefacts, taken while co-teaching with the teacher participants were also included. The data 
collection was perhaps unusual as it was conducted while the researcher taught in the field with the 
teacher participants. Specifically, a process of co-teaching, co-enquiring and co-problem solving 
occurred during the data collection phase. The methodological design addressed a need to empathise 
with the teacher participants and provide critique, not criticism about their teaching practices. 

The data analysis, derived from Narrative Analysis, provided a means to highlight the major themes 
taken  from  the  participants’  accounts  of  cultural  identity  and practice, and understand how these 
themes mattered to the teaching and learning of refugee students. Social Justice, Cultural Identity and 
Social Learning concepts were used in the textual data analysis to provide theoretical lenses to help 
think about the themes evoked in the data. The analysis discovered that the cultural identities of 
refugee students evoked cultural difference as both a strength and an issue for learning in mainstream 
English classrooms. Importantly, the analysis provided a space to think the issues of cultural identity 
forward to new frontiers of deliberative and activist practice, placing social justice, and specifically, 
parity of participation for refugee students in schools at the centre of the research project. 

The research project makes many significant contributions. The study contributes to studies of 
secondary English classrooms, as it involves practising English teachers, including the researcher, 
negotiating and embracing ways to understand and improve the educational experiences and outcomes 
for refugee students. Particular pedagogies were observed and also participated in, with the aim of 
understanding and critiquing English teaching and learning strategies. 

In many ways, the research project contributes to studies of refugee education. The project’s  analysis 
uncovered  a  number  of  disjuncts  between  the  teacher  and  refugee  student  participants’  stories  about  
cultural identity and pedagogy. While all participants evoked similar themes in their talk, what these 
themes meant to the refugee students, compared to the teachers, was conceived in very different ways. 



 xii 

Stated simply, what the teachers thought would benefit the refugee students, was often the opposite of 
what the students felt they needed so that they could participate fully in their English classrooms and 
in their school lives. The interviews and analysis became sites for greater understanding about the 
refugee  students’  perceived  needs. 

Methodologically the study contributes to studies of Narrative Inquiry as it not only embraced the 
methodologies of the field but went further in terms of engagement and understanding in the field. 
This occurred in the processes of co-teaching, co-enquiring and co-problem solving between the 
research participants and the teacher/ researcher. 

Significantly, the research project also contributes to the field of Educational Sociology as it provides 
a new, more inclusive, more deliberative way of discovering how understandings of cultural identity 
can have important impacts on the schooling and lives of refugee students in practical terms. 
Particularly, the research project contributes significantly to weaving a nexus between theory, 
research and actual teacher practice when considering teaching and learning for refugee students.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 

Chapter 1: Introduction to the Research Problem and its Significance 

Social justice for refugee students1, specifically within senior school settings, is this research 

project’s  prime  concern.  This Narrative Inquiry study is positioned within an intricate fabric of 

interweaving forces that currently shape the practices of teachers within senior schools. Teachers of 

refugee students are influenced by many forces, including the political debate over the status of 

refugees in Australia; media representations of refugees and school policies. As school populations 

change to reflect new diversities2, so too do the social interactions, curriculum and pedagogy within 

each particular educational setting and this requires teachers to find ways to include refugee students 

effectively within their classes. In this complex and fluid context, implications for social justice have 

also changed as populations within educational institutions become increasingly culturally diverse3 – 

and it is this concern that is the focus for this dissertation.  

This research specifically explores how particular Queensland English teachers understood 

cultural identity as they worked with refugee students and made pedagogical decisions based on those 

understandings. Refugee  students’  understandings  of  cultural  identity  are  also  explored  and  analysed.  

Narrative Inquiry, based within an Ethnomethodological framework, was used to interview teacher 

and student participants and listen to the stories told about teaching and learning in refugee-inclusive 

English classrooms. This enabled a process of co-teaching, co-enquiring and co-problem solving to 

occur during the data collection phase. The data analysis, derived from Narrative Analysis, provided a 

means to highlight the major  themes  taken  from  the  participants’  accounts  of  cultural  identity  and  

practice, and understand how these themes mattered to the teaching and learning of refugee students. 

                                                           
1 Terminology has been a matter of great consideration in this research project. The term, refugee students is used throughout the research 
project because it encompasses the official definition provided by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. The 1951 Refugee 
Convention  (as  broadened  by  the  1967  Protocol)  provides  that  the  term  “refugee”  shall  apply  to  any  person  who, 

owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social 
group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail 
himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual 
residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it. 

Refugee students, refers to students who officially have refugee status in Australia and also attend school as students. In this case too, the 
term,  refugee  student  indicates  that  the  person’s  first  language  is  not  being  used  in  school.  That  is  English  is  the  student’s second or 
additional language (ESL). The term, Refugee students will be used to refer in general terms to this group of students with refugee status. It 
is understood that within this group of refugee students, great diversity exists (Matthews, Sidhu, Christie, 2011). It is important to recognise 
the experiences of individual refugee students and therefore, orientations to particular student participants in the research project will occur 
with reference to their personal pseudonyms.  

2 “New  diversities”  refers to  Australia’s  changing  makeup  of  populations,  including  people  with  ethnically  diverse  backgrounds,  refugees  
and Indigenous Australians. Almost one in four Australians were not born in Australia (http://australia.gov.au/about-australia/our-
country/our-people).  In  recent  years,  Australia’s  population  has  come  to  include  more  refugees. 

3 The  terms,  “Culturally  diverse”  and  “cultural  diversity”  have  many  definitions.  Officially,  according  to  the  UNESCO  Declaration on 
cultural diversity (2001), cultural diversity  is  defined  as,  “[culture]  takes  diverse  forms  across  time  and  space.  This  diversity  is  embodied  in  
the  uniqueness  and  plurality  of  the  identities  of  the  groups  and  societies  making  up  humankind.”  For  this  research  project,  cultural diversity 
does take on this definition but extends on it to understand that cultural diversity is culturally complex, for example, as Noble (2013) states, 
“it  [the  complexity]  can  be  seen  in  the  forms  of  cultural  adaptation  and  dynamism  that  mark  the  experience  of  settlement, intergenerational 
change,  intermarriage,  transnationalism  and  mobility”  (p.  830).  Diversity  High  is  identified  as  a  culturally  diverse  school  because its student 
population derives from many different cultural backgrounds, inclusive of refugee students and students who speak English as an additional 
language. 

http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49c3646c125.html
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A detailed introduction to the methodology, methods and analysis of this research project can be 

found later in this chapter from page 16. In what follows in this chapter, the Australian context, in 

terms of politics, the media and Queensland education will be explained (Section 1.1). It is important 

to first situate this entire research project in this context so that the work is fully coherent. Next a 

move is made to introduce the important work of teachers and the working relationships of teachers 

and refugee students who are positioned within the outlined context (Section1.2). Finally, the research 

questions and a brief introduction to the methods, methodology and analysis of the research project is 

offered, before a summary of the thesis (Section 1.4) and a conclusion to Chapter 1 (Section 1.5) is 

given. 

Teachers and students are positioned within the interweaving forces of Australian politics, 

media reportage and school policies about refugee students in Australian schools. Constructs of 

cultural identity are implicated within this positioning, particularly where processes of highlighting 

cultural differences are inherent.  Cultural identity is a contested term. The nature of this contestation 

will be explained in Chapter 3. In the first instance, this thesis accepts the definition of cultural 

identity developed by Stuart Hall (1990),  namely  that  cultural  identity  is  important  to  an  individual’s  

understandings about who they are, where they came from and where they might be going. Cultural 

identity also fundamentally helps people to assert how they belong to the place where they live. 

Because cultural identity involves understanding individuals, it also involves how individuals are 

different. In a contextually diverse Australia, people of different backgrounds and experiences share 

time and spaces and individual cultural identity relationally to the people with whom they interact. 

Doherty communicates this succinctly:  “Knowing  ‘them’  and  their  otherness  helps  to  define  ‘us’”  

(Doherty, 2006, p. 93). Geertz (1986) emphasises this  point  with  his  comment  on  difference,  “It  is  the  

asymmetries… between what we believe and feel and what others do, that makes it possible to locate 

where we are in the world now, how it feels to be there, and where we might or might not want to go 

(p.  114).”    It  is  the  differences  and  also  the  very  near  differences  that  become  reference  points  as  

people confirm their own perceptions of their own cultural identity (Geertz, 1986). Therefore, cultural 

identities are realised through references to what is perceived to be culturally different. In simple 

terms, this research project  studies  how  cultural  identity  impacts  on  teachers’  interactions  and  

processes within the classroom. It poses  the  question,  ‘Does  cultural  identity  matter  to teachers when 

they teach diverse, refugee - inclusive classes?’    For this research, this question largely draws on how 

teachers account for, that is, tell stories regarding their beliefs, about the cultural identities of the 

students and their own cultural identities. Members of refugee communities report that their cultural 

identities are not accepted and this can have major implications on refugee students’  perceptions  of 

how they are included in school and classroom processes (Gifford, Bakopanos, Kaplan, & Correa-

Velez, 2007; Gifford, S., Correa-Velez, I., & Sampson, R., 2009). 
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Cultural identity is a complex concept. Moreover, the ways in which the notion of cultural 

identity has been taken up by teachers to justify curriculum decisions and classroom practices has 

shifted and changed over time (Hall, 1993; Sidhu and Taylor, 2007). As a case in point, while teachers 

may be aware of the issues concerning refugees in Australia, deep consideration of how these issues 

influence their own everyday educational decision - making may not occur. There is a lack of support 

for teachers wanting to engage inclusive strategies for refugee students, while at the same time, 

critiquing school agendas and satisfying policy directives. Researchers and commentators document 

that the education of refugee  students  thus  far  has  been  “left  to  chance”  (Sidhu  and  Taylor,  2007,  p.  

297). At this point in time for Queensland, the inclusion of refugee students in school has involved the 

development of policies that consider home-school connections, trauma counseling and group support 

strategies, while professional development for teachers of refugee students has not been a major 

consideration (Hamilton and Moore, 2004; Watkins, M., Lean, G., Noble, G., & Dunn, K., 2013). 

This thesis is being written at a crucial time when transformation is needed and is therefore based on 

the  premise  that  the  needs  of  refugee  students  cannot  be  “left  to  chance”  (Sidhu  and  Taylor,  2007).  As  

more refugee students move into mainstream schools, it is important for teachers to consider how they 

account for these  students’  cultural  identities and in so doing, how they teach these students.  

1.1 The Australian context: A brief contextualisation of cultural diversity 

As noted above, teachers are placed within the interweaving contexts of politics, media and education 

as they interact with the cultural identities of their students. It is therefore vital to introduce some 

understandings about these contexts from the outset of this dissertation. 

1.1.1 The recent Australian political context, (2010-2015). 

This dissertation is written at a time when being a refugee in Australia means to be a part of a wider, 

very public, debate led by politicians about immigration policy4.  This is an important element of the 

context of this research. There are indeed no political certainties and it is almost impossible to predict 

how  the  nation’s  leaders  will  navigate  their  way  through  the  international  and  national  issues  that  

presently pertain to the socially just treatment of refugees in Australia5. The greatest political 

attention, in recent times, has been given to refugees who arrive in Australia by boat. These refugees 

are positioned as political outcasts. At the time of finalising this dissertation, the Liberal Party’s  Tony  

                                                           
4 The system of government in Australia is comprised of federal, state and local governments. Federal governments are responsible for 
immigration policies, while primary and secondary schooling has predominantly been the preserve of state governments. Recently, the 
federal government has intervened in the reform of schooling with a suite of policy reforms, including national literacy and numeracy 
testing, Australian Curriculum documents and professional standards for teachers. Local governments do not play a role in schooling in 
Australia. 
 
5 In contrast to the period of the 1970s with the settlement of refugees from Vietnam, the first decade of the 21st Century in Australia has 
witnessed a hostile reaction to the arrival of refugees, particularly, by boat. This hostility has not been confined to one political party but has 
had  bipartisan  support  from  Australia’s  two  main  political  parties  – the Liberal Party (conservative) and the Labor Party (more left leaning). 
Since 2000, Australia has had four prime ministers – two from the Liberal Party, John Howard (1996-2007) and Tony Abbott (2013-
present), and two from the Labor Party, Kevin Rudd (2007-2010, 2013) and Julia Gillard (2010-2013). 
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Abbott is the Prime Minister of Australia (since 7th September, 2013) after campaigning over time, on 

a  consistent  platform  that  he  will  “Stop  the  boats”  and  “Turn  back  the  boats”.  His  policies  have  

furthered the hard line policies that were introduced  under  the  Labor  party’s  Kevin Rudd, who was 

reinstated to the role of Prime Minister of Australia on the 27th June, 2013, before the 2013 election 

(Rudd had formerly been Prime Minister from the 3rd December, 2007 to the 24th June, 2010). Rudd 

quickly instituted some significant changes to refugee policy by signing agreements with Papua New 

Guinea to send refugees who enter Australia by boat to the detention centre at Manus Island. There 

has been bipartisan support for offshore processing of refugees, with both the Liberal and Labor 

parties offering similar policies that have been used to gain election victories. 

The introduction of these harsh policies generally responded to mutually created and 

sustained groundswells of political and public opinion. A harder political line on refugees in Australia 

is reflexive: political parties often develop policies in response to perceived community attitudes in 

order to gain voting power, but at the same time, government policies are often designed to generate 

moral panic and fear, so that political parties can offer solutions. The  Scanlon  Foundation’s  Mapping 

Social Cohesion (Scanlon Foundation, 2013) reports note that there had been consistent support of 

around 60 % for the government to take a tougher stance on boat-borne asylum seekers. Manne has 

summarised, "There  isn’t  hostility  — at least not marked hostility — to refugees. But there is a very 

persistent and unchangeable hostility to spontaneous boat arrivals. (Politifact, 2013)" Even given the 

Scanlon Foundation’s  report  findings (2013), Prime Minister Rudd’s  actions  could  be  understood  as  

surprising as only weeks before the policy change, Rudd had removed women and children from 

Manus Island. This move appeared to be a shift back to the more humanitarian policies of his first 

period as Prime Minister (2007 to 2010). With the election of Kevin Rudd in 2007, popular fear 

mongering was resisted a little, with a stronger public, government-driven discourse of 

humanitarianism. Australia was seen by many to be responsive to the needs of refugees, including 

those who arrived by boat, and after doing away with the Temporary Protection Visas of the Howard 

Liberal Government era, was viewed by many other nations to be acting in accordance with the 

United Nations ruling on the treatment and acceptance of refugees (Politifact Australia, 2013). This 

can be seen in direct contrast to the Australian political policies about refugees in recent times. 

As  noted,  in  recent  times,  the  major  Australian  political  parties  have  developed  “hardline”  

policies, such as the removal of refugee boats from Australian waters to Papua New Guinea. 

Academic critiques of these policies argue that Australia, by not resettling refugees in Australia, is 

neglecting its duties under the United Nations 1951 Convention and 1967 Protocol. For example, 

Gerard (2013) suggests that the latest refugee policy is,  

…likely to be robustly contested in court as a breach of basic human rights. Internationally, it 
stands out as one of the most reactive and punitive asylum seeker policies, lacking in both 
compassion and a sophisticated understanding of migration in the Asia Pacific. 
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There is also debate over whether there really is any issue with the intake of refugees in Australia 

when understood in the international context. For example, while the Australian Immigration 

Department states on its website, that although there has been a significant increase in boat arrivals in 

recent years (approximately 17 000 in 2012), comparisons show that the number of boat arrivals in 

Australia is small when compared to the flows of unauthorised arrivals in other parts of the world. For 

example, in 2011 it is estimated that there were 61 000 boat arrivals in Italy alone (UNHCR, 2013). 

Australia’s  intake  of  refugees  by  boat  is  small  in  comparison,  however,  the new national policies that 

mandate refugee removal have stirred great academic and public debate and have become a prominent 

political issue that continues into 2015. 

The majority of the data collection phase of this research project, occurred after Julia Gillard 

became Australia’s  first  female  Prime Minister on the 24th June, 2010. In the weeks after Gillard 

became  prime  minister  she  began  changing  refugee  policy.  She  sought  to  communicate  “facts”  to  

Australians in an attempt to change negative public perceptions of refugees (The Australian, 

6/7/2010). In a speech to the Lowy Institute, she cited that in 2009, Australia received 0.6 per cent of 

the world's asylum seekers; that refugees, including those referred for resettlement by the United 

Nations High Commission on Refugees, made up less than 8 per cent of migrants accepted in 

Australia and that the total number of people accepted into Australia each year under our refugee and 

humanitarian  program  was  13,750  people,  which  was  a  fraction  of  Australia’s  annual  migration  

intake.  Gillard  appealed  to  Australians’  humanitarian  sensibilities by emphasising that Australians 

were obligated to help refugees with genuine claims for asylum and also provide a humane 

environment for asylum claims to be processed. She stated, 

…we  should  be  prepared  to  accept  people  in  legitimate  need…That  Australia's basic decency 
does not accept the idea of punishing women and children by locking them up behind razor 
wire or ignoring people who are fleeing genocide, torture, and persecution, nor does it allow 
us to stand back and watch fellow human beings drown in the water…(The  Australian, 
6/7/2010) 

While  Gillard  stressed  Australia’s  humanitarian  responsibilities  she  also  addressed  the  fears  that  some  

Australians held about refugees. Some of these fears encompassed beliefs that refugees received more 

financial support than Australians who lived in poverty; that some refugees did not live by Australian 

law or make efforts to speak English and that some refugees posed security threats to Australians. She 

asserted, 

I believe Australians are prepared to welcome those who are genuine refugees, but they also 
expect them to learn the rules under which we live and abide by those rules. That means that 
when newcomers settle in our community, they accept their responsibilities as members of the 
community – to learn English, enter the workforce, and send their kids to school like 
everyone else. (The Australian, 6/7/2010) 
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In an attempt to pursue the goal of humanitarian obligation and the goal of quelling public fear about 

refugees, Gillard began negotiating the use of offshore processing centres in East Timor with the 

additional  support  of  New  Zealand’s  prime  minister,  John  Key.  By  processing  refugees  offshore,  

Gillard justified that Australia would still resettle genuine refugees, while physically removing the 

potential  security  ‘threat’  that  was  perceived  of  by some.  While these negotiations were unsuccessful, 

suggestions of refugee detention away from Australia were initiated for the first time since refugees 

were removed from offshore detention centres on Manus Island and Nauru under the Liberal Howard 

government pre-2007. This marked a distinct change in national policy about asylum seekers and 

coincided with the data collection phase of the research project. Political opinions and immigration 

policies on both sides of the political sphere have hardened against refugee rights in Australia in the 

time between the data collection phase (2010) and the final write up stage (2014/2015) of this thesis. 

Another aspect of the political context is multiculturalism. Cultural diversity, termed in 

government policies programs about multiculturalism has been commonplace. It is generally 

understood  that,  “Australia’s  identity  and  culture  is  very  complex,  and  this  has  always  been  the  case.  

There has never been an agreed definition of either, and there probably never will be. Nonetheless, 

many  people  agree  that  it  is  accurate  to  describe  Australian  society  as  ‘multicultural’”  (Australian 

Multiculturalism for a new century, 1999, p. 52). Noble, (2011), suggests that multicultural diversity 

has  often  been  seen  as  “additive”,  implying  that  different  diversities  are  added  so  that  there  is  an  

accumulation of juxtaposed cultural differences (p. 830). A focus of multiculturalism was 

foregrounded in political policy from the mid -1970s, when Al Grasby, the Labor minister for 

immigration released his paper, A multicultural society for the future (Burnett & McArdle, 2011, 

p.47). Multiculturalism was seen as a rebirth for Australians at that time. The politics and rhetoric of 

Multiculturalism were designed to encourage the thousands of new immigrants to Australia to feel a 

sense of belonging in their new country, while providing Australia with the benefits of their labour – 

skilled and unskilled. 

Fast-forward to 2014, and it has become apparent, while not often popularly communicated, 

that  there  is  much  greater  complexity  in  multiculturalism.  For  example,  “diversity  within  diversity”  

(Ang et al., 2002, p. 12) unsettles the concept of multiculturalism because people who once may have 

been identified as being of a particular culture are accepted as living forms of hybridisation (Vertovec, 

2006) or hyperdiversity (Noble, 2011), through increasing plurality of origins, languages, faiths socio-

economic differentiation and transnational connect (Vertovec, 2006). This hyperdiversity makes many 

multicultural policies in 2014, including those about refugees, untenable and unsettles the 

multicultural  policies  of  Australia’s  social  institutions  because  this  cultural  dynamism  challenges  how  

cultural difference is negotiated. 
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1.1.2 The Australian media context. 

The media is another important element of the context of this research. Changes in Australian political 

refugee  policy  inform  media  reports  and  popular  media  discussions  about  Australia’s  position  on  the  

acceptance of refugees in Australia. The media cannot be interpreted as a united conglomerate 

because there is great diversity amongst media outlets in Australia. However, the most powerful 

media companies in Australia are owned either by News Limited, a subsidiary of News Corporation, 

or Fairfax Media. These  companies  own  all  of  Australia’s  major  newspapers,  including  the  national  

newspaper, The Australian. They also own related commercial television stations, radio stations and 

news websites. Much of the media reportage by the major national media outlets about refugees in 

Australia is couched in negative and problematic terms (ABC1 TV, 2013).  Since the 2005 Cronulla 

riots in Sydney, Australia (Lawrence, 2006) and the 9/11 attacks in the United States, increased 

negative media images and the resultant pejorative communications about people with perceived 

cultural differences have contributed to a backdrop of fear mongering about the threat of ethnic 

minorities in Australia. For example, media reports have included stories with themes such as: 

refugees are taking over communities; refugees are a burden to the Australian economy and refugees 

may be complicit in illegal or terrorist activities (Hunt, 2011). Media outlets can make money by 

playing on Australians’ fears about cultural difference, however, there are other pressures that also 

contribute to the negative reporting of refugee issues in Australia.  

Issues of time, financial considerations and government influence also affect the ways that 

refugees are portrayed to Australians. Former Channel Ten Producer Jim Carroll blames the pressures 

of a never-ending news cycle and financial cutbacks for the continuation of derogatory asylum 

narratives in the public media. Carroll  says.  “If  you  want  depth  and  analysis  that’s  when  commercial  

broadcasters go to the shock jocks (cited in Hunt, 2011).” The  “shock  jocks” (broadcasters that 

sensationalise news stories) of Australia have a reputation for presenting anti-refugee views. Together 

with the great amount of negative reportage about refugees there is also a new silence when it comes 

to government briefings to the media about refugee boat arrivals in Australia. Since its election in 

September, 2013, the Abbott government effectively created a media blackout on news updates about 

refugees arriving by boat. Instead, the Minister for Immigration, Scott Morrison, gives weekly updates 

at his discretion, about refugee boat arrivals. Morrison stated,  

We are running a whole-of-government operation to stop the boats, and information will be 
managed in that context. In short, the suggestion that information will not be provided is 
wrong. It will be provided in a way that best supports the objectives of the operation to stop 
the  boats…My  intention  here  is  that  these  statistics  over  time  become  redundant.  Because  (the  
boats) won't be coming (cited in Maiden, 2013).  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/News_Limited
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/News_Corporation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fairfax_Media
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As a result of these contributing political and public pressures and influences, themed media pieces 

that present negative portrayals of refugees in Australia, work to demonise asylum seekers and 

disparage their cultural identities. 

There are exceptions however, and many news outlets, such as the ABC (Australian 

Broadcasting Corporation), SBS (Special Broadcasting Service) and Crikey (an independent news 

website and email news service) engage with more balanced analyses of refugee issues. Indeed, these 

alternative news sources interrogate the role of the media in encouraging negative popular opinion 

about refugees. Hunt (Crikey journalist) references the SBS programme, Cultural Intelligence and Go 

back to where you came from, as indicative of media that redresses the imbalance towards negative 

reporting about refugees in Australia. She suggests that such programmes can demonstrate that, “the 

media can move beyond showing asylum seekers as either vulnerable victims or unwanted burdens on 

society (Hunt, 2011).” Hunt’s  article  also  points  to  the  fact  that  many  of  the  major  media  stories  about  

refugee issues are often couched in the negative terms stated earlier: refugees take over communities; 

refugees are a burden to the Australian economy and refugees may be terrorists (Hunt, 2011). The 

majority of popular, commercial media encourage negative views of refugees living in Australia and 

this serves political parties as they validate their hardline strategies to manage asylum seekers 

offshore. The Australian media and political forces help to shape opinions about the inclusion or 

exclusion of refugees. These forces also have an impact within the Australian educational context. 

1.1.3 The Queensland Education context. 

The education arena is a further pivotal element in the context of this research project. Refugee youth 

fled often dangerous and terrifying circumstances in their homelands to find a better life.  For many, a 

part of this vision of a better life includes access to stable and quality education (Poppitt & Frey, 

2007). Information that details statistics and reviews the experiences of refugee youth in Queensland 

schools is difficult to obtain, leading to further concerns that refugee education is being  “left  to  

chance”  (Sidhu  & Taylor, 2007, p. 297). 

Policies regarding multiculturalism have also been a major influence on the schooling of 

refugee students. In relation to schooling, the paper, A multicultural society for the future (Burnett & 

McArdle, 2011) outlined the need for attention to be given to issues of multicultural equality and 

access to resources.  A focus on social justice and understandings that ethnicity was an identifiable 

marker of disadvantage for students was also emphasised. Multicultural policies were targeted as 

giving  the  best  “life  chances”  to  minority,  ethnic students.  These policies were aimed at making 

ethnic students feel that their cultures were respected within mainstream Australian schools. In 1978, 

the Galbally Report further highlighted the successful perception of multiculturalism in schools by 

suggesting that schools were at the frontline of the successful promotion of ethnic harmony within 
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Australia’s  broader  communities  (Galbally,  1978).    This  successful  promotion  was  evidenced  in  the  

regular practice of public school celebrations such as multicultural festivals and concerts. EAL 

(English as an Additional Language) services were integrated into most Australian schools and LOTE 

(Languages other than English) faculties within schools became part of mainstream schooling.  

Multiculturalism was on display. The display was, however, controlled, in that students could show 

off traditional cultural notions but not move forward to new spaces where the representative control 

was in their hands. 

In 2015, representative control for refugee students in schools has still not been fully realised. 

The multicultural policies and programs of the 1970s still influence how refugees are educated in 

Australian schools. The hyperdiversity and intercultural dynamism of cultural identities seen within 

Australian schools is not privileged in the policies enacted about the teaching and learning of refugee 

students. This has major implications in the everyday practices of teachers. For example, policies that 

work to simply celebrate difference shape how teachers perceive refugee students and guide 

assumptions  about  these  students’  abilities and attributes (Noble & Watkins, 2010). There is a need 

for  new  policy  to  be  enacted  so  that  teachers  are  able  to  navigate  the  complexities  of  their  students’  

cultural identities. Indeed, as Noble, (2011) suggests, examining the practices through which people 

negotiate cultural difference has the probability of informing policies and programs more effectively 

than the policies that exist to simplistically celebrate and respect diversity. 

Numbers of refugee students in Queensland schools: 

While it is difficult to find definite statistics regarding the number of refugee students attending 

Queensland high schools, from 1st July 2010 to the end of February 2011 approximately 31% of a 

total of 1257 new humanitarian arrivals in Queensland were aged 5 –17 years. Approximately 42% 

were from Asia, 27% from Africa and 31% from the Middle East (which includes Afghanistan) (Cited 

in MDA (Multicultural Development Association) report, Department of Immigration and Citizenship 

in its Queensland IHSS Arrivals Report 2010 – 2011). The figures suggest a high level of support is 

needed for newly arrived refugee youth. It is interesting to note that while the Multicultural 

Development Association (MDA) report suggests key centres for refugee youth support exist, such as 

Milpera State High School in Brisbane, no support base is noted for the Gold Coast, where this 

research project is focused. For refugee students on the Gold Coast, the in-school EAL (English as an 

Additional Language) unit is the prime support base. 

Funding of refugee students in Queensland schools: 

Since 2005 the Queensland Government has provided additional resources to Queensland state 

schools under its Refugee Program to support refugee students. Although high levels of support for 

the teaching of refugee students have been noted as beneficial, how funding of refugee student 
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education works in individual schools is not well understood. Funds are distributed according to 

identified needs (Australian Government Department of Education, 2011). In Queensland, funding is 

also provided to some schools with refugee and migrant students under the National Partnership 

Agreement on Low Socio-Economic Status School Communities. It is understood that this funding 

may be applied for purposes at the discretion of individual schools (not necessarily EAL related) with 

Queensland to receive a total of $171 million from 2008 –2013 (COAG, National Partnership 

Agreement on Low Socio-Economic Status School Communities (December 2008) 5, 15). The MDA 

report reveals that many teachers and schools throughout Queensland are unaware of the amount of 

EAL funding provided, how funding for EAL is determined or the precise number of EAL and 

refugee students in Queensland. Transparency in funding and access does not exist within the 

educational context. This is concerning as it means that refugee students may miss out on funding that 

they are entitled to receive. 

EAL support of refugee students: 

Teachers and schools report consistently that there is not enough EAL funding to support refugee 

students (MDA report, 2011). Particularly there is a severe shortage of specialist staff across 

Queensland to assist refugee youth in learning English and also in providing support between the 

home and the school (MDA report, 2011). There is also a significant issue with the amount of time 

given to EAL support in Queensland schools.  While refugee students are entitled to 18 months of 

EAL intensive support, students are often exited from programs prematurely to make way for new 

students. The demand for intensive support is overwhelming. For students who exit intensive 

language programs early, an ongoing struggle with written and spoken English is anecdotally noted 

(MDA report, 2011). 

 

Refugee  students’  past  educational  experience  and  its  relationship  to  the Queensland 
educational context: 

The reasons why refugee students and their families fervently desire an education but also can find 

receiving  an  Australian  education  challenging,  become  clear  when  students’  previous  experiences  are  

understood. For example, refugee students from Iran have often had severely interrupted schooling in 

their home nation and therefore have only minimal literacy in their own home language. Many 

refugee students have experienced war and often have trauma-related issues, such as being separated 

from parents and hence the schooling needs of these students are specific.  They also arrive in 

Australian schools with no understanding of the workings of school systems (Brown, Miller, & 

Mitchell, 2006).  Brown, Miller and Mitchell, (2006) suggest that these refugee students experience a 

“double  disadvantage”  and  are  often  behind  all  literacy  benchmarks  compared  to  their  ESL  new  

arrival peers.  Cultural factors can also contribute to educational challenges for refugee students 
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including, changing gender and family roles, challenges in living between two cultures, confusion and 

uncertainty around identity and different value systems (Multicultural Development Association, 

2011). An understanding of the past and developing cultural identities of refugee students can only 

benefit teachers in tailoring the effective learning of their students, instead of having their learning 

“left to chance” (Sidhu & Taylor, 2007, p. 297). 

Teachers and refugee students – a complex set of relationships: 

Teachers and refugee students are positioned within an interweaving of political, media and 

educational contexts and come to understandings about these influences. Moreover, the everyday 

interactions of teachers and refugee students are influenced by their understandings of what it means 

to be an effective secondary school teacher and an effective secondary school student (McCarthy, 

2011). In this project, individual understandings about refugees within an Australian context are 

points of interrogation to consider cultural identity. Effective teachers are aware of the multiple layers 

of marginalisation and overt and covert discrimination that refugees experience and are able to 

consider individual students and their needs more deeply. The concept of an effective teacher is 

important to this research project. It is therefore vital to unpack what an effective teacher might be 

according to official and ideational concepts. 

1.2 What is an effective teacher? 

This research project works with the concept of an effective teacher. When first embarking on the 

data collection phase of the project at the school site, the school principal identified Senior English 

teachers  who  were  “effective”  and  would  be  suitable  for  co-teaching and interviewing. Australian and 

Queensland educational policy outlines the ideals of professional teachers. The ideals presented in the 

following sections pertain to definitions of what it means to be an effective teacher, particularly as 

this might relate to the education of refugee students.  

1.2.1 Educational policy and professional attributes of teachers. 

National policy 

This research project asks how particular Senior English teachers account for cultural identity and 

how understandings of cultural identity impact on pedagogy in the classroom. Pedagogy, for this 

research, entails the strategies teachers use when they engage professional knowledge, skills and 

abilities to support beneficial learning outcomes. Significantly, pedagogy involves the relationship 

between teaching and learning and how that relationship is played out in practice. It involves 

developing strategies as well as understanding that their application depends on making judgments 

about subject content and classroom and school contexts (AITSL, 2008). An aim of the research is to 

discuss how Senior English teachers might most effectively  account  for  students’ cultural identities 
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and then make effective pedagogical decisions for refugee students. Therefore, it is a premise of this 

research project that effective teachers reflect  on  and  consider  their  students’  cultural  identities  and  

negotiate ways of using these understandings to best design learning and teaching. An effective 

teacher draws on many educational influences when working with refugee students. One of the first 

impacts is educational policy. It is therefore important to outline the predominant policy documents 

that inform educational practice in Australia. Major policy documents do communicate the 

importance of genuine acceptance and inclusivity of diversity, however, while the policy documents 

themselves may contain socially just and empowering messages, Sidhu and Taylor (2007) found that 

this does not necessarily transfer into real world experience for refugee students. 

While not all-encompassing, policy documents outlining professional practice requirements 

for teacher registration in Queensland and Australia are a reference in helping to define an effective 
teacher. In terms of policy, perhaps most importantly, Queensland teachers are bound to an ethical 

standards charter set out by the Queensland College of Teachers. The charter states that teachers must, 

“recognise and respect, and promote an understanding  of  diversity”  and  “provide  an  environment  

which promotes the  physical,  emotional,  social  and  intellectual  wellbeing  of  all  students”  (Queensland 

College of Teachers, 2009). It is the responsibility of teachers of refugee students to ensure that they 

encourage and create positive and empowering social connections within school and broader 

community contexts through genuine strategies to include refugee cultural identities.  

 

The Australian  Institute  for  Teaching  and  School  Leadership’s  (AITSL) Australian 

Professional Standards for Teachers (APST) (file://localhost/) http/::www.aitsl.edu.au:australian-

professional-standards-for-teachers:standards:list) describe teacher professionalism in terms of three 

categories: graduate, proficient, highly accomplished and lead teachers. The teachers in this research 

project were proficient which aligns with the descriptor of their expertise, therefore  the  ‘proficient 

teacher’  descriptors  will  be  used  to  understand the effective teacher. Standard 1, Know students and 
how they learn, includes the focus area 1.3 for proficient teachers reads, 

Demonstrate knowledge of teaching strategies that are responsive to the learning strengths 
and needs of students from diverse linguistic, cultural, religious and socioeconomic 
backgrounds. 

 

And  the  career  stage  ‘proficient  teacher’  is  described as having the ability to, 

design and implement teaching strategies that are responsive to the learning strengths and 
needs of students from diverse linguistic, cultural religious and socioeconomic backgrounds 
(Standard 1.3, AITSL, 2014)  

 

 Standard 1.3 acknowledges that the ways in which teachers  understand  students’  diversities  impacts  

on how students are taught. The descriptor identifies the proficient teacher as being  ‘responsive  to  the  

learning  strengths  and  needs’  of students, with  the  ‘strengths’  listed  foremost. Responsiveness to 

file:///X:/)%20http/::www.aitsl.edu.au:australian-professional-standards-for-teachers:standards:list
file:///X:/)%20http/::www.aitsl.edu.au:australian-professional-standards-for-teachers:standards:list
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students’  strengths  and  needs occurs predominantly through the pedagogical decisions that teachers 

make. In addition to the APST, the National Curriculum encourages a focus on the capability of 

intercultural understanding. This is understood as the need to equip all students with the knowledge 

and skills required to navigate cultural complexity (ACARA).  

 

Together with the  Queensland  teachers’  ethical  standards  and  the APST, government policy 

documents outlining inclusivity and social justice are a guide to assisting teachers to provide 

worthwhile learning opportunities for refugee students.  National documents such as the National 

Goals for Young People also contain statements about teachers being responsible for upholding 

acceptance of diversity (Ministerial Council of Education, 2008).  For example, Goal One, Australian 

schooling promotes equity and excellence,  states  that  schools  must,  “provide  all  students  with  access  

to high-quality schooling that is free from discrimination based on gender, language, sexual 

orientation, pregnancy, culture, ethnicity, religion, health or disability, socioeconomic background or 

geographic location” (Ministerial Council of Education, 2008, www.mceedya.edu.au/ 

national_declaration_on_the_educational_goals_for_young_australians). Goal One also states that 

schools  must,  “reduce  the  effect  of  other  sources  of  disadvantage,  such  as  disability,  homelessness,  

refugee status  and  remoteness”  and  must,  “ensure  that  schooling  contributes  to  a  socially  cohesive  

society that respects and appreciates cultural, social and religious diversity (Ministerial Council of 

Education, 2008, www.mceedya.edu.au/). Expectations, that the effective teacher will accept diversity 

by genuinely including refugee students into classroom learning and by responding to students in 

socially just ways, are clear across major policy documents. While general expectations are outlined 

in these documents, there is little detail to support teachers to effectively include refugee students into 

mainstream classes. 

 

State policy 

Queensland has never had an EAL Policy or Refugee Policy to ensure that policy, funding, 

programming and services can be accessed consistently by refugee students. According to the MDA 

report, (2011), the Department of Education released a draft EAL Policy for consultation in 

September, 2009, however there is no evidence of this policy in 2014/ 2015. There are other snippets 

of general policy identifiable in other documents. For example in the Towards  Q2,  Tomorrow’s  

Queensland (2008) strategy on education describes its goal, “to deliver world class education and 

training by providing Queensland students with the best start to learning and life (p. 26).”  The 

Queensland Department of Education and Training Strategic Plan 2010 –2014 includes a focus on 

improving  literacy  and  numeracy  as  well  as  improving  students’  educational  outcomes,  including  

those in disadvantaged communities. The Multicultural Action Plan 2007 - 2008 also committed to 

http://www.mceedya.edu.au/
http://www.mceedya.edu.au/
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support the education and learning of Cultural And Linguistically Diverse (CALD) students through 

actions including: 

 Developing an EAL policy and enhancing access to quality service delivery for EAL clients across 

Queensland; 

 Delivering multicultural awareness training to teaching and administrative staff; and  

 Continuing community engagement strategies to enhance migrant and community understanding of 

EAL. 

Despite these recommendations there remains uncertainty and great ambivalence around the education 

of refugee students in Queensland as there remains a policy vacuum.  

 
While policy documents generally detail the expectations and responsibilities of teachers in 

relation to refugee students, the work of teachers who work with refugee students is complex and 

there are few resources to assist teachers in navigating this complexity (Watkins et al., 2013).  There 

is little to suggest how effectively these policies transfer to teachers and then to the major 

stakeholders, the refugee students themselves (Sidhu & Taylor, 2007). Support of refugee students 

receives little explicit mention in accessible online materials for school policy and practice guidelines 

for teaching practitioners and are subsumed into a group that conflates other migrant students and 

English as an additional language (EAL) learners.  However, it has been shown that this conflation is 

ineffective and does not recognise the particular needs or strengths of refugee students (Sidhu & 

Taylor 2007) nor allow for an effective response to their needs and strengths.  If there is no language 

for or identification of refugee students in materials for teachers, effective understandings about 

refugee students can never be valued or put into action. A part of the task of this research project is to 

provide detail about how teachers might most effectively engage with refugee students. This is 

particularly crucial given the lack of specific detail in policies that could inform this area. Senior 

English teachers and students, specifically Year Eleven students are the focus participants in this 

research project, so it is now important to focus on the Senior English curriculum and its stated 

expectations. 

1.2.2 English curriculum, English teachers and refugee students. 

Senior English, like all curriculum areas, aligns with the ethical and professional standards that are 

expected of teachers.  Educational practices which embed social justice values, are included in the 

Queensland Senior English Syllabus, (2010), which was in use for the first time during the research 

project and still continues to be the most relevant and recent document applicable for Senior English 

teachers.  Social  justice  values  are  embedded  into  the  curriculum’s expectation that, 

To allow students to demonstrate achievement, barriers to equal opportunity need to be identified, 
investigated and removed. This may involve being proactive in finding the best ways to meet the 
diverse range of learning and assessment needs of students. The variety of assessment techniques 
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in the work program should allow students of all backgrounds to demonstrate their knowledge and 
skills related to the dimensions and standards stated in this syllabus. Syllabus dimensions and 
standards should be applied in the same way to all students. (QSA, 2010. p.10) 

Queensland English documents created and overseen by the Queensland Curriculum Assessment 

Authority (QCAA, formerly the Queensland Studies Authority) adopt a socio-cultural critical 

approach. The Senior English Syllabus (2010) upholds many elements of socio-critical pedagogy.  

Notions of cultural voice, understanding and analysis of power structures, dominant discourses and 

the sharing of cultural knowledge through creative pedagogy are all a part of this emphasis.  The 

current Senior English syllabus (2010) uses Lonsdale and McCurry (2004) to explain that literacy 

requires: 

…  a  teaching  and  learning  process  (including  assessment)  which  is  focused  on  meaning  
making  …  rather  than  merely  reproducing  uncritically  what  they  have  been  taught,  learners  
should be able to make sense of the world and develop their own perspectives. This implies 
both an understanding of the world and the capacity to critically evaluate that world. If this 
broader conception of literacy is overlooked, then literacy becomes little more than the 
mastery of the series of sub-skills, rather than the genuinely transforming experience which 
current conceptions of literacy — as social practice, critical engagement, context-specific and 
multiple — suggest it should be. (Lonsdale & McCurry, 2004, p.11) 

Education Queensland states a rationale for its socio-cultural critical approach to English: 

Languages are a major means by which cultures evolve, maintain themselves, and 
differentiate themselves from other groups. Within and across cultures, diverse ideologies or 
systems of ideas are shared by particular groups. These ideologies, both competing and 
complementary, construct and reflect particular world views. (The Learning Place, 2007) 

It goes further in its definition of cultural context: 

Cultural views, or ideological perspectives of the world, include shared assumptions, beliefs, 
understandings, myths, laws, customs and rituals. Initially, we are socialised into patterns 
used in our homes and those groups with which we have frequent contact.  Language is a 
powerful cultural instrument, used to transmit, maintain and transform the ideologies of all 
groups of people. Many cultural factors influence what people think, say, believe and 
do. Cultural knowledge, cultural values and cultural practices are the factors that have 
particular influence on the language patterns that people choose to use. (The Learning Place, 
2007) 
 

 It is important to engage with this concept of cultural context in English. English teachers have 

unique opportunities to share with students of refugee backgrounds and make social and cultural 

connections that can build confidence and empowerment for refugee students.  

However, guidance regarding the ways in which social justice can be enacted in English 

classrooms is limited.  While some textbooks connected to the syllabus do uphold social justice 

principles there are no specific curriculum guidelines about how teachers can best cater for culturally 

diverse student groups, particularly refugee students.  As noted above, most refugee students, such as 

those from Iran, have not learnt English and indeed often have limited literacy in their home language 
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because of interrupted schooling experiences (Brown, Miller & Mitchell, 2006).  The job of English 

teachers working with refugee students is challenging but ultimately rewarding if students can learn 

and utilise the power of understanding English.  It is commonly understood that being able to use 

language effectively results in greater agency and understanding (Stinson & Freebody, 2006). 

However if English teachers cannot relate to students’  cultural  identities  the  students’  English  studies  

will suffer. This research project argues that if teachers do not understand or recognise the genuine 

cultural identities of their students, then social justice principles are not met and learning cannot be 

most effective. 

Furthermore, even though there is a strong emphasis in the curriculum documents with regard 

to the sociocultural teaching of English, the disenfranchisement of refugee students from English 

studies and high school continues (Gifford et al., 2007).  It is important to research why strategies in 

English that are ostensibly designed to socially transform and give agency to refugee students, do not 

appear to translate to empowerment in refugee’s  participation  in  school  and  society - an ideal of 

sociocultural teaching.  This research project will explore whether reasons for this are the ways that 

teachers take up notions of the cultural identities of students.  Perhaps, because teachers do not 

effectively understand the cultural identities of refugee students, gaps remain concerning how to teach 

these individual students in empowering and engaging ways. 

 

In the space between the refugee student and the teacher in the classroom, interpretations of 

cultural narratives, policies, curriculum documents and personal narratives are co-constructed into 

practical teacher-student relationships.  This research project aims to explore how wider cultural 

narratives (political, media and educational) are filtered through personal stories about cultural 

identity.  The research also aims to investigate the pedagogical practices that are impacted by these 

understandings of cultural identity and reflect on the ways they intersect, diverge, relate and do not 

relate. 

1.3 Research questions and introduction to methods, methodology and analysis of research 
project 

This dissertation’s  concern  is  social  justice,  and  more  precisely,  educational  justice.  Specifically, this 
research explores how Queensland English teachers understand cultural identity as they work with 
culturally diverse students, including refugee students and then make pedagogical decisions based on 
those understandings. At its centre, this project is interested in how teachers practice in socially just 
ways. The research was conducted at a Southeast Queensland school because it had a high population 
of refugee students and teachers who were keen to deliberate on their own understandings of cultural 
identity. 

This study uses Narrative Inquiry as its grounding methodology, within an Ethnomethodological 
framework, to interview teacher and student participants and listen to the stories told about teaching 
and learning in refugee-inclusive English classrooms. Interviews were the major focus for data 
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collection, however, observation notes and artefacts, taken while co-teaching with the teacher 
participants were also included. The data collection was perhaps unusual as it was conducted while 
the researcher taught in the field with the teacher participants. The methodological design addresses a 
need to empathise with the teacher participants and provide critique, not criticism about their teaching 
practices. The data analysis, derived from Narrative Analysis, provides a means to highlight the major 
themes  taken  from  the  participants’  accounts  of cultural identity and practice and understand how 
these themes mattered to the teaching and learning of refugee students. Social justice, Cultural 
Identity and Social Learning theorists were used in the textual data analysis to provide theoretical 
lenses to help think about the themes evoked in the data. The methodology, methods and analysis are 
crucial facets within this research project and are discussed in detail in Chapter 4. 

Two interconnected research questions inform this study: 

 How do effective English teachers account for the cultural identities of refugee students? 

This  question  is  explored  through  the  research  participants’  talk.  To  begin,  the  teachers’  talk about 

students  and  their  perceptions  of  the  students’  cultural  identities is interrogated.  The significance of 

perceived cultural differences in teaching a diverse group subject English is an important 

consideration in answering this question. Next, student participants talk about their cultural identities 

and their experiences at school and specifically within their English classes. In this way, the accounts 

at  play  ‘in  the  classroom’  are  investigated  – not just those given by specific classroom members in 

isolation. The interplay of accounts given by the participants is important to this research project. 

Interview data taken from in-depth interviews with each of the participants is analysed to respond to 

this question. 

 How do understandings of cultural identity impact on teaching and learning within refugee-

inclusive classrooms? 

    This question is explored firstly through the teacher participants’  talk about planning and teaching 

classes that include culturally diverse students.  It is also explored through the class observations 

made while co-teaching in particular English classes.  Data was also collected from the student 

participants. The aim is to understand how the dynamics of cultural identity affected the pedagogical 

approaches  of  the  teachers  and  how  this  was  shown  in  the  refugee  students’  learning.  The perceived 

effectiveness of learning strategies in the classroom is also explored. 

To respond to the research questions, many data sets were collected and analysed: i) interview 

transcripts of two mainstream English teachers who were promoted as exemplary practitioners in their 

fields and who work in the same high school English department; ii) interview transcripts of the 

student participants who I taught, observed and interviewed; iii) observational records of English 

lessons which were taught by the teacher-participants; iv) field notes that were written as I co-taught 

with the teacher-participants; v) diary reflections about my experiences at Diversity High and my 

experiences working with a refugee family in a volunteer capacity.   
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1.4 Summary of chapters 

Chapter 1 has introduced the current context of refugees in Australia and in particular, refugee youth 

in schools. This has been done through outlining the political, media and education contexts that 

impact on refugee schooling. The political context description includes an introduction to the 

Australian  government’s  immigration  policies.  An outline of the media context considers some of the 

vital tenets of dominant popular culture. An introduction to the educational context, including the 

policies that regulate the work of teachers in Australian schools has been offered. The notion of an 

effective teacher has been explored in relation to the teaching of refugee students. The research 

questions that are the basis for the research are introduced with a brief introduction to the 

methodology, methods and analysis employed for the research project. 

Chapter 2 will outline the breadth and depth of current literature that informs the research.  It will 

explore documented characteristics of refugee students in senior schooling settings, including mental 

health determinants, language acquisition, resilience, mainstream high school processes, social 

connection,  teachers’  impressions  of  refugee  students and pedagogical practices.  Gaps in the 

literature will be identified.  

Chapter 3 outlines the theoretical frames of social justice, cultural identity and social learning 

theories that are used to think about new ways of understanding the data obtained through the research 

process. Chapter Three will elaborate on these theories and explain their connections in detail. Vital 

concepts, imperative to understanding the theoretical frames used throughout this research will also be 

defined.  

Chapter 4 explains ethnomethodological and phenomenological frames and how they inform the 

methodology and analytic of Narrative Inquiry. A narrative, thematic analytic approach will be 

presented as a way to analyse how the teacher participants in the research make sense of their beliefs 

about cultural identity and their pedagogical interactions with refugee students. The research method 

and design will be explained and the ethical and validity considerations for the research will be 

considered. 

Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 will present the analysis of the major themes. Chapter 5 will analyse data 

in connection to the research question, How do effective English teachers account for the cultural 

identities of refugee students? Chapter 6 will analyse data in connection to the research question, How 

do understandings of cultural identity impact on teaching and learning within refugee-inclusive 

classrooms? 
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Chapter 7 concludes the documentation of this research project. The findings are articulated and the 

implications are discussed (Section 7.1). Next, the limitations of the research are noted (Section 7.2) 

and further directions for the research are described (Section 7.3). How this research project 

contributes to the fields of refugee education, teacher education, teacher research and professional 

practice is detailed. Final conclusions are outlined (Section 7.4). 

Personal reflections 

In each chapter, personal reflections are offered. This is a deliberately and explicitly reflective move, 

aimed at explaining the motivations and personal involvement required for such a thesis to be written. 

Reflexivity is foundational to qualitative research and provides a way for a researcher to stay 

accountable to the research process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I wanted to make clear that my own 

subjectivity existed within the particular research contexts. Clandinin and Connelly (2007) state that 

personal reflections can, like observations, become a source of clarification as researchers find 

themselves  “in  the  midst”  of  the  particular context under investigation. My reflections, for the most 

part, described my emotions and reactions to particular events and occurrences while being in the 

field.  If  questions  arose  about  my  actions  or  the  teachers’  actions  and  choices  in  the  classroom, these 

would also be noted. Often my reflections provided a basis for follow-up interviews with the 

participants. More detail about how I used personal reflections and observations is offered in Chapter 

4, Section, 4.4.8. 

1.5 Conclusion 

Chapter 1 has firstly explored the current context of refugees in Australia and in particular, refugee 

youth in schools. This has been done through outlining the political, media and education contexts 

that impact on refugee schooling. The political context description includes an introduction to the 

Australian  government’s  current immigration policies. The media context explanation considers some 

of the vital tenets of dominant popular culture and how they contribute to popular discourses about 

refugees in Australia. An overview of the educational context, inclusive of the policies that regulate 

the work of teachers in Australian schools has also been offered. The idea of what it means to be an 

effective teacher has been explored in relation to the teaching of refugee students. What it means to be 

an effective teacher has been discussed in relation to the specific work of Queensland English 

teachers. Next the chapter turned to briefly address the methods, methodology and analysis of the 

research project before offering a summary of the chapters of this thesis.  

Chapter 1 sets up a premise for this research that considers that teachers select knowledge and 

learning  activities  for  students  based  on  their  assumptions  about  students’  cultural  identities  and  

learning capabilities. This process of knowledge/ selection and organisation, that is, curriculum 

design, can have a significant impact on the learning achievement and outcomes of students. This 
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research is interested in understanding how Senior English teachers account for refugee  students’  

cultural identities and how these understandings inform pedagogical strategies. Through this 

exploration, it is hoped that an understanding of how learning outcomes, social engagement and 

happiness for refugee students can increase. This project takes the research that has been conducted 

about refugee issues and moves this forward to consider both the theoretical implications of refugee 

students in mainstream Senior English classrooms and the practical implications for teachers 

concerning how they can be socially just in the pedagogical practices they employ. It is anticipated 

that the research findings will be relevant for practising Senior English teachers who work with 

refugee students. 

This thesis offers a rich and rigorous empirical study of teacher accounts of cultural identity 

and how these can impact on important pedagogical decisions for the teaching of diverse students in 

Senior English classrooms. The theoretical framework welcomes the challenge to use lenses of social 

justice, cultural identity and social learning theories to explore the specific conditions of two Senior 

English classrooms. The methodology affords fine-grained ways of working positively with effective 

teachers, while critiquing diligently and respectfully. Ultimately, the thesis offers a detailed account 

and analysis of the cultural identity work and pedagogical work that teachers negotiate every day as 

they teach diverse students.  As major stakeholders in education acknowledge that transformative 

changes are needed in these increasingly changing, culturally diverse times, this thesis also makes a 

valid and important contribution to the wider field of educational sociology. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review – Exploring the issue of refugee students, mainstream 
schooling and Senior English 

The research focus of this dissertation is refugee students in Queensland secondary schools and their 

English teachers.  This  research  is  about  teachers’  and  students’  constructions  of  cultural  identity  and 

how these constructions of identity impact on Senior English pedagogies. This chapter will review 

literature specific to the teaching of refugee students. Chapter 3 will review literature that provides a 

theoretical framework for the research and Chapter 4 offers a review of literature that contributes to 

the methodology, methods and analytical approach of the research project.                                        

This work initiates a path to realising the ultimate goal beyond this research: to make a 

positive difference that has sustainable, empowering educational outcomes for refugee students and 

their teachers. This begins with the exploration of the research that has already been conducted about 

the issues that refugee students experience in schools. There has now been considerable research on 

the topic of refugee students and Australian schooling. The topics covered in these studies range from 

explorations of specific and current resettlement contexts, (including schools) and initiatives to 

improve the mental health of refugee youth in these contexts (Bond, 2007; Gifford, S., Bakopanos, C., 

Kaplan, I., & Correa-Velez, I., 2007; Poppitt and Frey, 2007). Importantly studies have also 

highlighted the many concerns of both refugee students and teachers and suggested changes to 

schooling systems (Brown, Mitchell & Miller, 2008; Hattam, 2006; Hones, 2008; Humpage, 1999; 

Naidoo, 2009; Sidhu & Taylor, 2007; Ramirez & Matthews, 2008). However, there has been no 

comprehensive research that explores specifically how teachers account for the cultural identities and 

learning capabilities of refugee students or how social learning pedagogies may create beneficial 

learning outcomes for refugee students in subject English.  There is certainly no research into how 

teachers and refugee students co-construct cultural identity and pedagogy in Queensland English 

classrooms.  

The objective of this chapter is to review the existing literature on refugee students and schooling, 

focussing specifically on issues of social justice, cultural identity and pedagogy. Firstly, a broader 

focus is taken and resettlement issues for refugee youth, particularly, determinants for wellbeing, such 

as mental health, (2.1.1) resilience, (2.1.2) and language acquisition (2.1.3) are connected to issues of 

social justice (Section 2.1). Next, a narrower focus draws attention to the experiences of refugee 

students as they come to understand mainstream school processes (2.2). Drawing even more focus, the 

literature review explores the research conducted already about Refugee students and their 

experiences in making social connections in mainstream high school classes, (2.3) Teachers’  

impressions of teaching refugee students (2.4) and the pedagogical practices that have been found to 

create positive change in highschool classrooms for refugee students (2.5). 
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2.1 Resettlement issues for refugee youth – determinants for wellbeing 

Resettlement is often a significant issue for refugee youth in Australia and has been the topic of 

several studies, which highlight determinants for refugee wellbeing (Gifford et al., 2007; Poppitt & 

Frey, 2007; Sidhu & Taylor, 2007; Singh & Matthews, 2008).  For this research project, wellbeing is 

understood in a holistic sense, where agency and the ability to live and be well is emphasised (Sen, 

1993; Vernon,  2008).  Ahearn’s  (2000) definition helps to further refine the concept of refugee 

wellbeing and is used by Gifford et al. (2007)  in  their  longitudinal  study:  “…refugee  psychosocial  

wellbeing would consist of the ability, independence, and freedom to act and the possession of the 

requisite  goods  and  services  to  be  psychologically  content  (p.  4).”  Additionally,  wellbeing  is  directly 

tied to how refugees live in and connect with their broader social environments. The social inclusivity 

of the structures of their community is particularly important to feelings of wellbeing (Gifford et al., 

2007).  Taking account of these definitions, there appears to be a consensus in the research literature 

to date. The key determinants of wellbeing for refugee youth, drawing from Bond, (2007); Gifford et 

al., (2007); Poppitt and Frey,( 2007); Sidhu and Taylor, (2007); Singh and Matthews,( 2008) are:  

 Resilient mental health 

 Individual agency: self-esteem and sense of control  

 Belonging to an ethnic community: status of family within ethnic community and ethnic 

identity, and acceptance within the broader community: the status of families in broader 

communities 

 Familial stability: parents at home and the home environment 

 Friendships and a supportive school: status within school, bullying and peer attachment 

  (Bond, 2007; Gifford et al., 2007; Poppitt & Frey, 2007; Sidhu & Taylor, 2007; Singh & 

Matthews, 2008) 

Each of these determinants and how they are detailed in the identified empirical literature are 

discussed below. 

2.1.1 Mental health issues. 

Resilient mental health has been identified as significant to feelings of wellbeing for refugees. There 

has been some important recent empirical research into the mental health issues experienced by 

refugee youth in Australia (see Gifford et al., 2007; Poppitt & Frey, 2007; Bond, 2007). For example, 

Gifford et al. (2007) in their longitudinal Melbourne study, involving a sample of 100 newly-arrived 

young people from refugee backgrounds, twelve to eighteen years of age, concluded that refugee 

youth reported high levels of wellbeing (aligned to the determinants listed above) during their first 

two years in Australia. However, not all students coped well with issues such as feelings of a lack of 
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acceptance in their communities.  Refugees reported discrimination due to a lack of acceptance of 

perceived differences in colour, religion or ethnicity (Gifford et al., 2007).  Poppitt and Frey (2007) 

concluded that females were more likely to report discrimination as affecting their levels of 

psychological wellbeing compared to their male counterparts.  

A highly supportive environment and having opportunities to feel socially included were 

deemed to be the most important factors in promoting wellbeing among teenage refugees.  Research 

conducted by Gifford et al. (2007) and Poppitt and Frey (2007) concluded that programs must be 

developed that establish and maintain wellbeing determinants. These might include refugee 

community development initiatives, such as drama programmes (Balfour, 2009); community 

education programs, such as after school tutoring programmes (Naidoo, 2011); and places and events 

for greater intercultural dialogue (Ramirez and Matthews, 2008).  The findings suggest that inclusion 

within educational institutions is particularly paramount to feelings of wellbeing among refugee youth 

(Gifford et al., 2007; Poppitt & Frey, 2007).   

Poppitt and Frey (2007) have also explored the effects of acculturative stress as a factor that 

diminishes wellbeing in adolescent refugees from Sudan, who have settled in Brisbane.  Acculturative 

stress is identified when there is conflict between learning new aspects of a host culture, and 

diminishing elements of the culture of origin (Berry, 1997, cited in Poppitt & Frey, 2007). 

Acculturative stress is also more extreme than general life stress and includes acculturation-specific 

issues such as cultural/ ethnic identity, discrimination and second-language competence (Oppedal et 

al., 2005). There may be more acculturative stress for refugee youth, when removal from the culture 

of origin has not been their free choice (Schweitzer et al., 2006). 

Poppitt and Frey, (2007) found in their analysis of semi-structured interviews with twenty 

refugee youths that the specific stressor of cultural identity, contributed to a decrease in feelings of 

wellbeing. Cultural identity and feelings of cultural belonging have been found to link directly to self-

esteem (Nesdale & Mak, 2003; Oppedal, Røysamb & Sam, 2004). For example, self-esteem was 

directly affected by discrimination (Rumbaut, 1994) and many of the Sudanese interviewees reported 

being victims of such discrimination (Kunz, 2000, cited in Taylor & Doherty, 2005). Through 

discriminatory practices, such as name-calling or exclusion from group activities, the interviewees felt 

that they did not belong to their community and therefore feelings of anxiety and depression were 

more prevalent. An uneasy  feeling  of  being  “between”  cultures  was  also  described  by  many  youth  in  

the Narrating Our World project which  sought  to  collect  data  about  refugee  youths’  experiences  in  

school settings (Singh & Matthews, 2008, p. 163). On the flipside, it was found that when adolescent 

immigrants felt confident to express cultural (viewed as ethnic) identity in a majority culture they 

experienced increased feelings of belonging and therefore this confidence in expression was a strong 

predictor of wellbeing (Sam, 2000). How refugees viewed their own cultural identity and their related 
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sense  of  belonging  to  a  host  culture  certainly  impacted  on  refugees’  feelings  of  wellbeing. 

Poppitt and Frey (2007) also detailed issues of familial dynamics.  In essence, parental 

expectations of youth and what young refugee adolescents witnessed as more free parenting styles 

among the general Australian community were major stressors. Refugee youth felt constricted by the 

familial norms of their home country, which they reported demanded greater youth responsibility and 

less freedom compared to their peers.  Young refugees also found that their domestic responsibilities 

restricted opportunities for them to form friendships (Poppitt & Frey, 2007).  Home environments that 

emphasised  being  quiet  and  polite  were  postulated  as  contributing  to  “crazy”  behaviour, such as 

speaking out of turn, within school contexts (Poppitt & Frey, 2007, p. 169).  Gender roles were also 

cited as acculturative stressors.  Girls in particular, found that the gender roles that conformed with 

their  home  country’s  dominant  expectations  were  different  and  less  affirmative  than those they 

witnessed amongst their Australian peers (Poppitt & Frey, 2007). This form of acculturative stress 

diminished senses of wellbeing. 

Gifford et al., (2007) and Poppitt and Frey (2007) and the Changing Cultures Project led by 

Bond (2007), sought partnerships between education, health and settlement sectors to explore models 

of appropriate and accessible education and training for refugees.  Bond et al. (2007) specifically 

targeted the role of teachers in schools in providing mental health initiatives and information about 

where and how refugee students can experience self-empowering activities.  She also considered the 

teachers’  roles  in  providing  assistance  in  these  areas.    The largely quantitative three year study aimed 

to map key elements of teaching practice against social determinants of mental health such as English 

language acquisition, family responsibilities and gender roles and then reflect, audit and modify 

practice to address these social determinants.  Unlike in the other studies reviewed here, this study did 

acknowledge teachers and their specific teaching roles in schools.  Teachers were recognised as 

playing a key role in providing support in health and settlement needs for refugee youth (Bond et al., 

2007).  Opportunities for teachers to connect with students through pastoral care times and activities 

were found to be particularly important.  The Changing Cultures Project concluded that by creating 

partnerships between education, health and resettlement sectors, health promotion became more than 

simply offering health services; it became the core consideration of the teachers involved in working 

with refugee students.  Teacher work with students was, “central  rather  than  peripheral  to  refugee  

young  people’s  wellbeing  and  their  academic  and  economic  outcomes”  (Bond et al., 2007, p. 151).  

This study concluded that improved preventative support measures are needed in schools and that 

teachers can form an integral part of this improvement. 
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2.1.2 Resilience. 

For refugee students, resilience, the capacity to withstand stress, is impacted by how students 

experience metal health stressors (Gifford et al., 2007; Poppitt and Frey 2007).  Gifford et al., (2007) 

and Poppitt and Frey, (2007) found that given the hardships refugee students experienced, most also 

possessed coping strategies which involved determination to deal with issues, rather than dwell on 

them. Singh and Matthews, (2008) in their empirical study connected to the Narrating Our World 

Project (NOW), also found that refugee students often gave positive projections about their futures 

despite negative school experiences.  The  aim  of  Singh  and  Matthews’ (2008) project was to generate 

visual  images  that  narrated  refugee  students’  experiences  in  high  school.    Singh and Matthews (2008) 

worked with an enabling visual methodology where students represented their school experiences 

through sand drawing, photography, drawing and painting.  The images from this process were mostly 

positive and did not contain many direct images of schooling.  This occurred even though it was also 

clear that students were subject to racist practices at school.  Singh and Matthews, (2008) concluded 

that  the  students’  memories  were  selective  possibly  because  the  refugee  students  preferred  to  be  

hopeful in their future outlooks by only remembering past experiences that inspired promise and hope.  

Singh  and  Matthew’s  study  responded  to  the  current need for research and understanding of African 

refugee students as a part of the largest and most recent refugee population in Australia (Singh & 

Matthews,  2008).    Their  project  researched  refugee  students’  resettlement  issues  with  a  specific  focus  

on school experiences.  The project acknowledged the challenge for researchers to represent refugee 

students in ways that showed respect and used research methods that created positive and empowering 

dynamics.  This project takes the resilience and sense of hope identified by Singh and Matthews, 

(2008) as a focus in helping to understand the cultural identities of refugee students. 

2.1.3 Language acquisition. 

Language acquisition is a major stressor and wellbeing determinant for refugee students (Poppitt and 

Frey, 2007). An effective grasp of English language is essential to refugees in their efforts to negotiate 

the nuances of Australian culture and feel a sense of belonging in the local Australian community 

(Poppitt & Frey, 2007).  Participants  in  Poppitt  and  Frey’s  study  (2007) reported that the current 

provisions for English support for refugee students in schools are not adequate or appropriate (Poppitt 

& Frey, 2007).   Hakuta, Butler and Witt (2000) found that in circumstances that are void of 

hindrances, it takes three to five years for general oral language proficiency to develop and four to 

seven years to gain academic English skills.  Their study concluded that refugee students need longer 

time than is currently offered in preparatory and language learning contexts before they enter 

mainstream classrooms (Hakuta, Butler, & Witt, 2000). Brown, Miller and Mitchell (2006) concurred 

with Poppitt and Frey (2007) in many aspects of their research and drew on Hakuta, Butler and Wit 
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(2000) to argue that not enough time is spent on the learning of English language before refugee 

students enter mainstream schooling. With this premise in mind, Hones, (2007) was interested in the 

effective acquisition of English and investigated how aspects of critical pedagogy could be used most 

effectively in EAL settings in the acquisition of English.  If the given time for the learning of English 

was insufficient, Hones wanted to discover how the process could be most successful for the time 

period given. 

Hones (2007) used a narrative portraiture approach to reconstruct stories about the methods 

and interactions of English as an Additional Language (EAL) teachers and refugee students at Milpera 

State High School in Brisbane.  Sources of data for the study included: participant observation and 

field notes in classrooms and around the school over a five week period; photographs of classroom 

activities; audiotaped interviews with selected teachers and administrators; data collection from 

school and government records and library research. 

Hones’  study  is important  as  refugee  students’  first  experiences  of  education  and  English  

learning are at English language colleges such as Milpera.  Narratives from teachers and students 

were crucial to this study.  The challenge of refugee learners in studying academic subjects while 

also learning about Australian culture and language in a new setting was a major focus of the study.  

Hones references Thomas and Collier (1996) when he states, 

Language acquisition and academic achievement is only part of the struggle for refugee and 
immigrant youth trying to adapt to a new society and a new school: central to any child's 
learning are social and cultural processes. It is in this social and cultural realm for newcomer 
students that the need for critical pedagogy is greatest. (p.11) 

In his observations at Milpera State High, Hones explored whether teachers engaged in particular 

critical pedagogies.  He found that teachers did.  He was also interested in the effectiveness of these 

related critical pedagogical practices as the refugee students he observed were learning to live in a 

new environment while also challenging pejorative cultural ideas about their place in wider Australian 

society (Hones, 2007).  Hones (2007) found that critical pedagogies worked best with refugee 

students in their acquisition of English. He suggests that recently educators have taken Freire's (1970) 

work in problem-posing education into EAL and bilingual education contexts (Hones, 2002; Moraes, 

1996; Wink, 1997).  Hones, (2008) states that educators who employ critical pedagogy, pursue 

Gruenewald’s  (2003)  goals of reinhabitation and decolonisation.  That is, teachers who uphold critical 

pedagogical strategies can help youth learn how to adapt and be satisfied in their new context while 

also challenging and changing negative ways of thinking that may result in diminished wellbeing.   

Hones (2007) observed that the English teachers used creative ways to connect English 

learning to real world experiences and then to scaffold the language onto it (Hones, 2007). Language 
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and literacy was learnt culturally and socially and trips outside of the school to places of educational 

and cultural interest were frequent.  Hones (2007) concluded that the work being done at Milpera can 

and should be transferred to other schools that have refugee and immigrant students within their 

student bodies.   

2.2 Understanding school processes in mainstream schools 

To understand school processes for refugee students in mainstream schools it is important to place 

mainstream schooling practices within a political and historical context. One of the complexities of 

schooling is the increasingly neoliberal practices that emphasise that market forces should be the 

organising principle for all political, social and economic decisions. These neoliberal practices, which 

are evidenced in policies since the 1970s, work to constrain effective schooling practices for diverse 

students (Ferfolja, 2011). In effect, schools are organised as business operations. Both Ferfolja (2011) 

and Apple (1996) note that the rise of neoliberalism has been coupled with a rise in neo-conservatism 

within educational fields. The neo-conservative agenda has resulted in moves that value traditional 

knowledge and discipline in schools. Neoliberal and neo-conservative approaches to mainstream 

schooling emphasise: 

 Individual and family responsibility for the education of children 

 A user-pays system within which the notion of consumer choice is championed as democratic 

 A focus on standards and national and state testing 

 Increased surveillance and accountability 

 The goal of developing individual students who are capable of enterprise within a strong 

competitive market. (Ferfolja, 2011) 

 A further sociocultural consequence of the influence of neoliberal and neo-conservative influences in 

schools is the assumption that mainstream schooling for all students is based on a homogenised, 

uninterrupted, print-based school experience. This works to normalise particular students who have 

this experience and places students who do not have a history of schooling within a deficit position. 

Woods (2009) urges that it is crucial not to be complicit in deficit explanations of why refugee 

students may not be successful at school. She concludes that refugee-inclusive mainstream schools 

should take up the following roles: 

 The role of education as it relates to specific pedagogies that work for refugee students. 

 The role of citizenship, whereby refugee students can learn to be active members of their 

community. 

 The role of welfare as it relates to providing a socially just redistribution of resources. 

(Woods, 2009) 
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On a practical level, teachers are encouraged to be aware of the needs of refugee students. Hakuta 

Butler and Wit (2000) along with Brown, Miller and Mitchell (2006) suggest that teachers must 

understand that many refugee students have not been able to attend school in their countries of origin 

and therefore need to learn about how schools work, from the macro level of school: rules, start and 

finish times and such, to micro levels such as learning practices and language in subject-specific 

classrooms. The literacy involved with understanding the social and academic processes that are 

required for success in schooling are complex and require an understanding of the cultural 

expectations of classrooms.  As students get older and progress through senior years at school, the 

language requirements and understanding of particular discourses within subject-specific classrooms 

must also increase if students are to experience academic success and satisfaction (Hakuta, Butler and 

Witt, 2007).    The  student  participants  in  Brown,  Miller  and  Mitchell’s  (2006)  study  also made 

suggestions for changes in schools.  These were: more teachers; more help with English in 

mainstream  subjects;;  peer  support  with  “someone  from  your  own  culture”, and, time  to  “learn  more  

before  you  come  to  high  school”  (Brown et al., 2006, p. 160).  These wishes seem quite simple, 

however, they are significant and provide a grass roots starting point for transformation. Brown et al., 

(2006) noted that to make these changes major shifts in both mindsets and funding are needed.  

A number of researchers suggest that Australian schools hinder the full participation of young 

refugees in education (Brown et al., 2006; Sidhu & Taylor, 2007). In response to this understanding, 

Naidoo (2009, 2011) used  Bourdieu’s  theory  of  Social Capital and Cultural Reproduction as a 

conceptual framework to examine participation in learning. Social capital refers to the resources 

gained  through  participation  in  social  networks.  One’s  social  capital  depends  on  the  size  of  the  

network of connections an individual can mobilise for his or her social benefit (Bourdieu, 1986). 

According to Bourdieu, social capital is interwoven with cultural reproduction, whereby, preferred 

social capital and cultural knowledge is reproduced with the full approval of educational institutions. 

Cultural knowledge is formed through the experience and action of partaking in particular cultural 

activities or routines and its greatest influence is the home environment.  The next greatest influence 

is the field of education because educational institutions confer cultural capital on their students 

(Webb, J., Schirato, T. & Danaher, G., 2002). As discussed already, many refugee students begin 

school in Australia with  a  lack  of  ‘approved’  social  capital  or  cultural  knowledge. For example, many 

refugee students have had interrupted schooling in their home countries and have not acquired English 

language and literacy skills. This means that when they enter schooling they do not have the same 

types of cultural capital already acquired by other students. This immediately sets up challenges for 

their learning. Naidoo (2009) discusses how schools either consciously or unconsciously dismiss the 

cultural  knowledge  and  practices  of  refugee  students  and  she  considers  this  in  terms  of  Bourdieu’s  

concept of symbolic violence.  Bourdieu defines symbolic violence as a social power that imposes 

social limitations on those who do not have the cultural capital needed to challenge an oppressive 
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practice (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). For example, the types of capital that refugee students may 

have acquired, such as their home language, international travel or refugee camp survival skills, may 

not hold value within a school context and therefore may limit the social power that they experience. 

It is important to recognise the cultural capital that refugee students embody and refer to this capital to 

build new forms of cultural and social capital and increase parity of participation in school. 

Naidoo (2009) explored the effects of an after-school homework club program, The Refugee 

Action Support Program, run by students enrolled in the Master of Teaching program at the 

University of Western Sydney, in an attempt to address the issue of refugee participation in education. 

In this programme the Masters of Teaching students tutored African refugee students from Greater 

Western Sydney high schools. She argued that supplementary support outside of formal school 

settings is essential in helping schools become contexts of support, interaction and success for African 

refugee students (Naidoo, 2009).  Contexts such as homework clubs are settings where refugee 

students can practice and be a part of school discourses without the confronting nature of being in the 

often stressful context of the school.  Naidoo (2009) argued that from such homework clubs, the skills 

and language needed to engage in school could be positively refined. 

If given opportunities such as those offered by the Refugee Action Support Programme, 

Naidoo found that refugee students could have the opportunity to acquire the cultural capital needed 

to succeed in school and can experience the empowerment of understanding new contexts of 

schooling  (Naidoo,  2009).  Naidoo’s  study  (2009)  is  an  example  of  research  that  has  further- reaching 

consequences.  As Brown et al., (2006) state,  “Without  intervention  at  a  systemic  level,  school  for  

students with interrupted education and poorly developed language and literacy skills will continue to 

be a place of social and academic isolation and failure”  (p.  160).  New research must work with 

particular strategies and pedagogies that address this social and academic isolation and failure and 

encourage change. 

2.3 Refugee students and social connection in mainstream high school classes 

Studies have found that social connectedness is vital for refugee students (Brown et al., 2006; Singh 

& Matthews, 2008). Brown et al., (2006) state,  

A feeling of connectedness, of being part of, and accepted by, other students provides a 
context within which students are willing to take risks with language. If this is missing, the 
students are reluctant to participate in group activities. (p.158) 

Again the importance of language acquisition is highlighted but in this case, Brown et al., (2006) 

promote it in mainstream contexts.  Language acquisition occurs successfully when students are 

socially connected and interacting with others.  Importantly for this research study, Brown et al. 

(2006) suggest that if refugee students feel a sense of social belonging and create friendships with 



 30 

fellow students, a sense of wellbeing is evident but also social and academic language will be more 

quickly and deeply understood.  Some well-meaning practices in classrooms such as sending refugee 

students out of the classroom for English help may work against such social connections.  Other 

practices such as giving easier texts for easier understanding were identified as disempowering for 

refugee students.  Students did not want to be identified as deficient but they were also unable to 

engage with the main class texts that the rest of their peers were reading.  It is important that 

curriculum choices and pedagogical choices that empower refugee students in mainstream classrooms 

are made.  

Singh and Matthews (2007) also identified a crucial need in the refugee students to be social.  

Students seemed to find it difficult to engage in social interactions or forge social relationships within 

school settings but relished the opportunity to do so in the NOW project. Students appeared to use 

Singh  and  Matthew’s  (2007) research exercise as a way to socialise and be safe with other refugee 

students. This added a new dimension to the outcomes of the research project.  Ramirez and Matthews 

(2008), writing about the same NOW project stated,   

We saw that the project offered participants the chance to meet and enjoy the company of old 
and new friends. It provided the occasion for young people who were frequently isolated from 
one another to make new relationships. It also connected researchers and participants. 
(Ramirez & Matthews, 2008, p. 84) 
 

The importance of being social, that is socialising with other school students, became an unplanned 

emphasis of the NOW project’s  research.  

 

Naidoo (2009) also emphasised the importance of social connection.  She explored this using 

Bourdieu’s  concept  of  social  capital  as  she  referred to the resources obtained by students through 

social networking.  Refugee students gained symbolic capital if they were able to access the social 

networks usually afforded to high school students (Naidoo, 2009, p. 265), however, refugee students 

reported feeling isolated in mainstream schools if stakeholders in schools did not address ways for 

refugee students to access social capital. Naidoo (2009, 2011) found that the Refugee Action Support 

Programme was successful in providing refugee students opportunities to socialise and make social 

connections.  She reported that such initiatives can empower students.  Through these social 

connections, refugee students formed relationships with other students and tutors.  They also 

experienced the opportunity to experiment with and practice “the  language  of  power” (Naidoo, 2009, 

p. 270), that is, the language that affords academic achievement and social success in school.  The 

Refugee Action Support Programme facilitated the acquisition of cultural and social capital (Naidoo, 

2009). Brown et al. (2006) found that the experiences of refugee students in school also have potential 

consequences  for  students’  connectedness  to  communities  outside  of  the  school  arena.  It is clear in the 

recent literature (Naidoo, 2009; Ramirez & Matthews, 2008, Singh & Matthews, 2007) that social 

connection is critically important for refugee students. 
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2.4 Teachers’  impressions  of  teaching  refugee  students: challenges and considerations 

The perspectives and experiences of teachers are crucial to the educational opportunities and 

outcomes of refugee students. Several studies have identified the challenges that teachers experience. 

The views of mainstream teachers of Sudanese refugee students was a focus in an earlier study 

conducted by Brown et al. (2005).  Their study asked teachers to express their perceptions of the 

challenges experienced by their refugee students, the language support provided to students and the 

implications of these factors for their own teaching pedagogy.  Brown et al. (2005) relied on research 

from outside of Australia as very little literature exists about teachers’  challenges  in  teaching refugee 

students in Australia (Brown et al., 2005). 

An interesting conclusion of Brown, Miller and Mitchell’s (2005) study related  to  teachers’  

perceptions of their own capacity to meet the pedagogical challenges of educating refugee students. 

Many teachers reported feeling ill prepared to meet the challenge, suggesting that they had difficulty 

locating suitable teaching resources (Brown et al., 2005).  These factors had strong implications for 

pedagogical practice.  As noted earlier, teachers also reported that decisions made to modify work to 

help refugee students (such  as  ‘simplified’  texts),  were often met with resistance because the students 

did not wish to be seen as being incapable of understanding and completing set work.  The teachers 

felt caught between wanting to modify work to help students while also understanding that students 

did not want to be stigmatised by modified programs.  

Teachers also felt that they faced other challenges.  For example, in many cases, and for 

different reasons but most often for financial reasons, refugee students often did not have their own 

textbooks. Teachers would photocopy pages for them and this resulted in, “chaotic  folders  of  tattered  

worksheets”  (Brown  et  al., 2005, p. 30). Further, teachers’  photocopying  budgets  are  limited.  

Teachers felt it would assist students and themselves if schools had a pool of resources, such as on-

loan textbooks, that students could take home and share with their families (Brown et al., 2005).  

Tensions between EAL and mainstream teachers were also noted.  Mainstream teachers considered 

that greater EAL support was needed but that they did not feel that it was easy to access this support.  

Mainstream and EAL teachers were found to have differing expectations and worked in different 

contexts that impacted on their pedagogical decisions (Brown et al., 2005). The difficulty of working 

with students with greatly varying literacy ability was seen as a difficulty for both mainstream and 

EAL teachers (Brown et al., 2005). 

McCarthy (2010) identified a number of school-based considerations to help teachers cope with 

the challenges of refugee students, including:  

 Teachers learning basic information  about  the  students’  countries  so  that  ignorant  cultural  

assumptions are not made. 
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 Interrogating texts as they may not appropriate in terms of content. Texts need to be 

considered for their capacity to offend or traumatise.  

 Looking for triggers for emotional or psychologically distressing reactions and removing 

these triggers. (p.27) 

The generic strategies suggested by some researchers do very little to address the concerns identified 

in the literature. In summary, these concerns were: teachers found it challenging to meet refugee 

students’  needs;;  refugee  students  sensed that the curriculum was not as rigourous for them; refugee 

students felt isolated from their peers and refugee students thought that their own language and culture 

was not given recognition within schools. It is also interesting to note that in the literature, teachers 

had not realised the wishes of their refugee students to have pedagogy that incorporated socially 

inclusive and connected practices.  Teachers did not report that they understood that incorporating 

mainstream inclusive practices that simultaneously gave students opportunities to establish and 

maintain social practices, manners and language may, in turn, also help students in negotiating many 

of the classroom challenges they faced (Brown et al., 2005).   

Naidoo  (2009)  also  explored  teacher’s  efforts  to  assist  refugee  students  by  drawing  on  a  New  

Zealand study by Humpage (1999).  Humpage (1999) discovered that teachers often unwittingly 

contributed to stress for refugee students by displaying a lack of cultural knowledge and a lack of 

understanding of refugee experience and learning needs.  Humpage (1999) found that parental 

expectations  of  success  and  refugee  students’  feelings  of  confusion  regarding  identity,  social  isolation  

and academic failure are all manifestations of conflicts between the new context and cultural and 

family background. As Naidoo (2009) suggests, culture and cultural identity can be seen as a primary 

sites  of  interest  when  trying  to  understand  refugee  students.  Teachers’  efforts  to  assist  refugee  

students will be futile if they do not first understand the specific cultural backgrounds and the cultural 

identities of refugee students and  the  ways  these  impact  on  the  students’  classroom  lives  (Naidoo, 

2009).   Important cultural values and practices that help to  shape  refugee  students’  cultural  identities  

must be understood by teachers and also must be understood by researchers as they set out to make a 

positive difference to refugee students.     

The recent New South Wales Government survey, Rethinking multiculturalism, Reassessing 

multicultural education (2013), drew attention to many critical issues found in multicultural 

education. A crucial finding was that a majority of teachers felt that they lacked training in 

multicultural education, particularly in working with EAL students. Indeed, only 27.4% of 

respondents to the survey stated that they did have preservice training in working with EAL students 

(Watkins et al., 2013). The least common areas for professional development were cited as 38.5% for 

“teaching  ESL”  and  next, “teaching  refugees”  at  28.9%.  14.8%  of  respondents  said  that  they  had  

never engaged in any multicultural education preservice training. Teaching a culturally-inclusive 



 33 

curriculum was cited as the next area of particular need for teacher (20.5%).  Secondly, while new 

multicultural education policy was meant to have been implemented in 2005, many teachers and of 

most concern, 40% of the non-teaching executive participants in the survey, stated that they had not 

implemented policy changes within their schools. The transfer of policy into the school simply had 

not occurred. Finally, the survey demonstrated that teachers felt confused about what particular 

multicultural education terms, such as multiculturalism, culture, intercultural understandings, meant. 

These findings highlight the need for new and refocussed professional development for teachers of 

culturally diverse classrooms (Watkins et al., 2013). 

2.5 Pedagogical practice for positive change in the classroom 

Researchers have suggested that schools can and should be places where students learn about 

differences and develop a sense of respect and acceptance for people with diverse cultural and 

linguistic heritages (Christie & Sidhu, 2004; Hattam, 2006).  Hattam (2006), together with Christie 

(2004) and Sidhu (2006), agree that teachers must have a genuine and full understanding of refugee 

histories and contexts and also feel prepared to engage different curriculum and pedagogical strategies 

to deal with difference in their classrooms.  Christie and Sidhu (2004) note that there is a lack of 

teacher development and confidence in practising these actions (Christie & Sidhu, 2004 cited in 

Hattam, 2006) and use  Foucault’s  concept of ‘fearless speech’ to outline what they believe should 

happen  to  denounce  oppression.    ‘Fearless  speech’  occurs through ensuring that when human rights 

issues exist there is an opportunity to speak out on behalf of those who are oppressed (Christie & 

Sidhu, 2006).  The challenge for teachers of refugee students is to ensure there are circumstances 

where students feel they can fearlessly speak. 

Hattam (2006) argues that it is important to build diverse and social relationships in 

contemporary society.  Social connections and interactions matter to the process of ensuring social 

justice and a sense of community in schools (Hattam, 2006). Teachers must consider pedagogy that 

establishes and builds on being social as a means for diverse students and teachers to work together. 

Hattam (2006) also argues that the education of refugees cannot be treated as separate from education 

about refugees  for  all  young  people.    He  suggests,  “The  experience  that  refugee  students  have  in  

schools is very much determined by the way that refugees are thought about, and represented in the 

public  culture”  (Hattam,  2006,  p.3).  Hattam (2006) notes that in the years from 2004-2007, the 

Howard  government  set  up  a  construct  of  the  ‘refugee  problem’  in  politically  negative  terms  and  that  

this  has  led  to  refugees  being  a  part  of  ‘commonsense’  negative public discourses.  Teachers, of 

course, do not simply reproduce practices in the classroom from this national conversation. Instead, 

they negotiate the public discourses alongside educational policy, curriculum documents (as noted in 

Chapter One) and their own personal understandings about the diversities of their students.  Teachers’  

thinking about cultural identity and pedagogy is therefore influenced in part by public discourses, 
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however, they are also involved in a process of negotiation, questioning, interpretation and meaning 

making with the professional and personal resources they have available to them. Hattam wonders 

what specific resources are available for teachers to use as counter-narratives against the negative 

‘public  commonsense’  that  dominates  public  policy  and  also  wonders  what  kinds  of  communities  

there are to assist teachers in their teaching with/ of refugee students (Hattam, 2006).  In 2014 the 

effects  of  the  Howard  government’s  creation  of a refugee problem still echo, exacerbated by the 

current  government’s  stance and  therefore  Hattam’s  question is still relevant.   

Together with philosophical approaches to teaching refugee students it is important to explore 

practical aspects. Brown, et al., (2005) explored practical approaches to learning and teaching with 

refugee students.  They found that common teaching techniques such as the use of group work, or a 

reliance on video watching and note-taking were ineffective and difficult for refugee students. The 

lack of literacy skills and a lack of understanding about the processes of these techniques were 

identified as problematic for refugee students.  Practices such as an over-reliance on note-taking and 

simple video watching are not encouraged and should ideally not feature so prominently in modern 

mainstream classrooms (Brown et al., 2005).  Naidoo, (2009) concurs in her writing on pedagogic 

action and states that teachers need to be careful not to engage in actions that unwittingly disempower 

students. The cultural values and messages that refugee students internalise as they go about their 

daily schooling activities are often bereft of content that suggests empowerment and are rather 

discourses  that  link  only  to  refugee  students’  limitations  (Sidhu & Taylor, 2007).   

2.6 Conclusion 

The review of recent literature about refugee students, teachers’  work  in  relation  to  meeting the 

educational needs of refugee students and the experiences of the education system for both, 

demonstrates that literature about these topics is increasing in line with the building recognition that 

the challenges for refugee youth in Queensland have been somewhat overlooked (Sidhu & Taylor, 

2007).  There is some important literature that pertains to the issues that surround refugee students and 

their teachers in schools (Bond, 2008; Gifford, 2007; Poppitt & Frey, 2007) and significant literature 

that recommends changes in the education of refugee students (Brown, Miller & Mitchell, Christie & 

Sidhu, 2006; Hones, 2008; Naidoo, 2009; Sidhu & Taylor, 2007; Singh & Matthews, 2008).  English 

language acquisition is an identified issue for refugee students, however there has been limited 

research into practical strategies that may improve the situation for refugee students in specific school 

contexts (Brown et al., 2006; Poppitt & Frey, 2007; Hakuta et al., 2000). There is only limited 

reference to teacher accounts of cultural identity and the significance of pedagogy and practices that 

work to support refugee students and their teachers in mainstream school settings (Brown, Miller & 

Mitchell, 2008; Naidoo, 2009) and even less in subject specific classrooms. The increased focus on 

professional standards (See Section 1.3) for teachers also indicates that the time is right to focus on 
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particular strategies that enhance Professional Standard One of the Australian Professional Standards, 

“Know  students  and  how they  learn”  (AITSL,  2011). This is an opportune and historical moment to 

interrogate how English teachers’  understandings  of  cultural  identity  interact  with  their  work  to  

optimise learning for refugee students.  

Recognition of cultural identity is an important element in the daily work of teachers in 

diverse classrooms (Brown, Miller & Mitchell, 2008; Christie & Sidhu, 2006; Sidhu & Taylor, 2007; 

Singh & Matthews, 2008).  Influences on cultural identity, such as family values and pressure, 

traditional gender roles and adapting these to a new context where the influence of family and gender 

plays out very differently, have been the concern of studies conducted by Gifford et al., (2007), 

Poppitt and Frey (2007) and Bond et al., (2007).  The inter-relationship between racism experienced 

in the community and cultural identity has also been explored (Brown, Miller & Mitchell, 2008; Singh 

& Matthews, 2008; Singh & Taylor, 2007).  Covert racism in schools in the form of pedagogical 

practices that are based on traditional ways of transmitting knowledge has also been generally 

investigated (Brown, Miller & Mitchell, 2005).  However, how cultural identity is accounted for by 

teachers of refugee-inclusive classes and how understandings of cultural identity inform pedagogies 

has not been explored in any great depth within educational settings and certainly not within particular 

curriculum areas such as Senior English curriculum.  Again, these times provide the opportunity to 

critique how English teachers account for cultural identity amongst their diverse students and further, 

to plan and enact pedagogical practices that benefit refugee students. 

This research project explores the cultural identity accounts of Queensland English teachers 

and how these constructions of cultural identity impact on classroom pedagogical practice.  These 

aims were investigated within two Senior English classrooms in a culturally diverse school setting in 

order to address the identified gaps in the literature.  The school and classroom contexts are detailed 

in Chapter 4. Details of the investigation and analysis are explained in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6. 
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Chapter 3: Theoretical Framework 

The ‘problem’  of  this  research  project  sits within a broader context that has echoed in Australian 

schooling and other similar schooling systems in recent decades; that is, how to enact a fair and just 

education in a global context of the involuntary movement of people across national borders under 

difficult and often traumatic circumstances. Assuredly, there are no simple answers. There is, however 

a rich body of research in education, cultural studies and social justice studies that has attempted to 

think about these complex issues. This project brings together the insights of this research corpus to 

examine the cultural identity accounts and practices of refugee students and their English teachers in 

Australian schools. To establish the theoretical foundations of this study, this chapter will explore the 

complex array of concepts that weave together as threads to create depth and texture in an intricate 

fabric.  The research problem of this dissertation necessitates a review of three major concepts, given 

its focus on the education of refugee students in Australian classrooms, namely: 

 Social justice, (Fraser, 1997, 2000, 2001, 2004, 2011), (Section 3.1) 

 Cultural identity, (Bhabha, 1983; Hall, 1990, 1996, 1997; Fanon, 1967 (Section 3.2) and, 

 Social learning, (Engeström, 1991, 1999; Vygotsky, 1978; Stetsenko, 2008, 2011) (Section 

3.5).  

These theories are shown in the diagram below so that the work of the theoretical framework can 

be visualised. 

 
Figure 3.1: The work of the theoretical framework 

 

In what follows, a systematic review of these concepts is provided in order to develop a theoretical 

framework for the dissertation (Section 3.1-3.5). Unlike previous studies, this research project 

operationalises a theory of social justice by elaborating on how particular justice concepts relate to 

teachers’  classroom practices in relation to refugee students. This synthesis of concepts enables a new 
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way of thinking about the problem of inclusive classroom practices for refugee students in secondary 

schools. In trying to understand when cultural identities are recognised and misrecognised and how 

this might occur in classrooms, a theory that encapsulated cultural identity is needed. To understand 

how cultural identities might be misrecognised in classroom environments, theories concerning 

reification, Othering and stereotyping are required. Finally, to understand specific elements of 

inclusive and non-inclusive pedagogic practices as they occur in classroom settings, social learning 

theories are useful. This nuanced theoretical frame enables movement from a macro view of social 

justice concepts to the everyday accounts and practices of English teachers of refugee students. 

Specifically, the theoretical framework engages new  thinking  about,  teachers’  and  students’  accounts  

of cultural identity, the ways that understandings of cultural identity are enacted in classroom 

practices and importantly, new possibilities for redesigning classroom and schooling practices, 

including ongoing professional development of teachers and engagement of teachers in co-enquiry to 

collaboratively redesign inclusive classroom practices. 

3.1 Social Justice 

Principles of social justice are the vital underpinning philosophical standpoints of this research and as 

such, Fraser’s  (1997, 2000, 2003, 2005, 2011) concepts of social justice provide an overall frame for 

this research project and are applied as an analytic device.  Fraser (1997, 2000, 2001) uses three 

analytical dimensions to theorise social justice:  

 Recognition which encompasses cultural injustices where repeated patterns of misrecognition 

and discrimination impact on members of particular cultural groups that are signified as 

culturally different (See 3.2.1); and  

 Redistribution, which explores economic and material injustices that lead to maldistribution 

(socially unjust distribution of goods, time) and class inequality (See 3.2.2);  

 Representation where political frames hinder the representative and democratic space, 

whereby particular cultural groups are left without equal power to vote or make decisions 

within an institution (3.2.3).  

Parity of participation is an important concept within analyses of social justice that use these three 

dimensions as it describes contexts where the three dimensions of justice are such that obstacles that 

would stop some members of a community participating fully are removed, allowing agency (the 

ability to act without hindrance) for all members (Fraser, 2007).  

Fraser’s  multidimensional,  flexible  and broad concept of social justice is certainly applicable 

in Australia’s  immediate  context  which  encompasses cultural and linguistic diversity, the new 

movements of people to Australia and the greater influence of neoliberal policies. Fraser (2007) in 

some of her most recent work, moves to make the three dimensions of justice relevant to new, 
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complex times. She describes present times as a period of abnormal justice in opposition to times or 

contexts  where  justice  could  be  construed  as  “normal”  (Fraser, 2007). Fraser (2008) suggests that in 

some contexts, where arguments about what justice may require exist, contestants share similar 

underpinning assumptions about what the elements of a justice claim may be. She states that,  

In such contexts, where those who argue about justice share a set of underlying assumptions, 
their contests assume a relatively regular, recognisable shape. Constituted through a set of 
organizing principles, and manifesting a discernible grammar, such conflicts take the form of 
“normal  justice.” (Fraser, 2008, p. 1)  

The shared underlying ontological assumptions include: who can make justice claims, which state 

they might seek redress and who claims for justice should be addressed to. Fraser uses Thomas 

Kuhn’s  understanding  of  normal  science  as  an  analogy  of  normal justice to suggest that justice 

discourse  is  “normal”  just  as  long  as public dissension from its constitutive assumptions remains 

limited and private or appear as anomalies (Fraser, 2008). By this definition, the present context and 

the new times that consider refugee issues in Australia is one of abnormal justice.  

Abnormal justice involves a lack of any shared understanding of what claims for justice look 

like; contestants do not share similar views about agency; hold divergent opinions about who is able 

to speak about justice claims and who is entitled to justice claims (Fraser, 2008). An example of the 

new times and abnormal justice can  be  seen  in  Australia’s  policies  and  actions  linked  to  the  country’s  

increasing diversity and deeper involvement with people who have refugee status. In the public 

discourses and changing policies that surround the humanitarian issues of refugees there is increasing 

and nonconsensual debate around who is entitled to justice, what justice entails for different refugee 

people and how injustices can be resolved. It cannot be assumed that in Australia, there is a common 

set of understandings and assumptions around the issue of justice for refugees.  

Within this time of abnormal justice, Fraser (2007) calls for the need to critique and be 

reflexive about understandings of justice. The three dimensions remain very useful in enabling a 

critique of the circumstances of diverse and refugee students within a high school context. Fraser’s  

approach to social justice is socially critical because it enables both critique and transformative 

possibilities. The approach seeks to think about the circumstances in which genuine social justice 

might exist.  While Fraser writes about social justice with global perspectives in mind, she makes it 

clear that social justice matters first to people and the social institutions with which they interact. It is 

perhaps how social justice is enacted in practice that matters. When discussing social justice in an 

interview with Chhachhii, Fraser, (2011) suggested, 

What it means is simply that all the relevant subjects have no entrenched social obstacles that 
in a structural way prevent them from participation in terms of parity or equality – whether 
this is participation in formal and informal political and public spheres, institutions, life, in 
civil society, in the life of associations, in family life, in labour markets, in fact in any and all 
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of the major institutional arenas that are important in society. This is a notion of justice that 
says that society should be organized in such a way to permit everyone who wants to, to 
participate fully on terms of parity in social life. (p. 303) 

This view of social justice is the ideal, however the space between this ideal and reality can be 

immense. It is indeed this space where political and ideological contestation and debate is occurring 

and this research project is positioned at the level of classroom practice. Thus it is interested in 

exploring how the ideals of social justice in relation to fair and equal access to education, and 

recognition and respect of cultural identity and difference, are enacted in everyday classroom 

practices. 

Fraser’s  theoretical  concepts  of  justice  are worthwhile to this research because they can be 

used to think through the research problem. For example, she includes both global and individual 

perspectives in her framework. Both these perspectives are important to this research project because 

global perspectives help to reflexively shape the various political, media and educational contexts 

(Discussed in Chapter 1), while individual perspectives locate the human experience of refugee 

students in everyday settings such as the school and the English classroom. Fraser (2004) in an 

interview with Dahl confirms the importance of locating individual experience within her framework 

of justice.  She states, 

For me, the individual is the fundamental subject of justice.  It is individuals who suffer 
injustice, even though they do that by virtue of being cast in some group or other. (p.379) 

It  is  again  confirmed  through  this  statement  that  Fraser’s  theoretical  concepts of justice can be used to 

think  deeply  about  this  research  project’s  problem  and  then  evolve  into  new  actions  that  impact  on  

individuals’  experiences  in  local  school  institutions.  Fraser (2000) also suggests that greater global 

movements, such as the movement of refugees into new countries and communities, impact on the 

lives of individuals. The individual teachers and refugee students who participated in this project were 

positioned through global circumstances as they worked together in Senior English classrooms. 

Fraser’s  concepts  encapsulate important global and individual considerations about social justice.  

Fraser’s  framework  of  social  justice  is  also  significant  to  this  research  project  because  she  

highlights the need for social justice to be about social interaction.  Social interaction as a marker of 

refugee participation in English classroom practices is a key point of exploration in this research 

project. Parity of participation for Fraser, is not simply about the capability to act in society.  Rather, 

her  focus  is  on  interaction,  with,  in  her  words,  “a  more  robust  sense  of  sociality  and inter-subjectivity”  

(Fraser, 2011).  Fraser sees that social justice requires people to be able to interact as equal peers with 

each other, not necessarily for  oppressed  people’s  capabilities  to  be  enhanced.    She  states,  “I  am  not  

focused  on  individual  agency/  freedom  but  more  on  the  interactionist  sphere…the  interactive  

approach is a genuine advance  and  contribution”  (Fraser,  2011).    As  such, rather than a focus on 
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capabilities, Fraser suggests that action is first needed to remove the obstacles to full participation in 

social lives.  The systemic structures and patterns that oppress need to be addressed (Fraser, 2011).  

Although it cannot be denied that some individuals will overcome structural obstacles through 

enhanced capabilities, these instances do not remove the unjust obstacles that hinder many oppressed 

people.   

As noted above,  Fraser’s  theoretical  frame posits a three-threaded approach to address unjust 

practices that prevent full participation within social institutions and hinder social interaction (Fraser, 

2003). She suggests that for social justice to be truly enacted, matters of recognition, redistribution 

and representation must be considered. Fraser’s  theories  of  recognition and representation are of 

particular interest to this research, however issues of redistribution will also be discussed.  This three-

threaded paradigm of justice with its many inherent and interrelated complexities will be called upon 

throughout the research analysis in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6. This particular theoretical frame is 

explored below.   

3.1.1 Recognition. 

Fraser’s   framework treats recognition as a question of social status, requiring recognition not of a 

group-specific identity but recognition of the status of individual group members who participate in 

social interactions. In her definition of what she calls the status model (1997), Fraser states that to 

view recognition as a matter of social justice is to suggest it is an issue of social status.  She suggests 

that recognition or misrecognition occurs through institutionalised patterns of cultural value, not just 

through the valorisation or depreciation of group cultural identity.  For example, Fraser (1997) notes 

that misrecognition occurs  when  a  person  or  group  are,   “constituted  by   institutionalised  patterns  of  

cultural value in ways that prevent one from participating as a peer in social life”(27). Within schools, 

some categories of social actors are perceived to be normative or acceptable, while others are deemed 

deficient and inferior. These perceptions are complex as they are influenced and shaped by the 

different political, media and educational contexts, introduced in Chapter 1. The complexity of these 

perceptions of cultural identity is also explored in the analysis of data for this research project in 

Chapter 5.  

Fraser (2000, 2004, 2011), has suggested that her status model of recognition moves away from 

earlier  “identity  models”,  which  she  states,  supported  the  reification of cultural identities. On a global 

level, Fraser (2000, 2011) suggests that claims for the recognition of difference are catalysts for many 

of  the  world’s  social  conflicts.  She gives examples that emphasise respect for shared humanity and 

appreciation for cultural distinctiveness, such as the battles around multiculturalism, campaigns 

around national sovereignty and international human rights movements. Within Australia people are 

confronted by these very movements. For example, there is discomfort around the place of refugees 

within specific social institutions, such as education. Fraser comments that, 
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The routes such struggles take often serve not to promote respectful interaction within 
increasingly multicultural contexts, but to drastically simplify and reify group identities. They 
tend, rather to encourage separatism, intolerance and chauvinism, patriachalism and 
authoritarianism (Fraser, 2000, p. 2). 

Fraser locates such practices as issues of reification. A Marxist perspective (the perspective Fraser 

followed in deriving her concepts) defines reification as a process of objectification, often occurring 

as someone is separated from his/her original context and placed into another context (Fraser, 2000).  

It  is  worthwhile  quoting  Fraser’s  (2000)  definition directly: 

Stressing the need to elaborate and display an authentic, self-affirming and self-generated 
collective identity, it puts moral pressure on individual members to conform to a given group 
culture. Cultural dissidence and experimentation are accordingly discouraged, when they are 
not simply equated with disloyalty. So, too, is cultural criticism, including efforts to explore 
intragroup divisions, such as those of gender, sexuality and class. Thus, far from welcoming 
scrutiny of, for example, the patriarchal strands within a subordinated culture, the tendency of 
the  identity  model  is  to  brand  such  critique  as  ‘inauthentic’.  The  overall  effect  is  to  impose  a  
single, drastically simplified group-identity which  denies  the  complexity  of  people’s  lives, the 
multiplicity of their identifications and the cross- pulls of their various affiliations. Ironically, 
then, the identity model serves as a vehicle for misrecognition: in reifying group identity, it 
ends by obscuring the politics of cultural identification, the struggles within the group for the 
authority—and the power—to represent it. By shielding such struggles from view, this 
approach masks the power of dominant fractions and reinforces intragroup domination. 
(p.112) 

Essentialist frames are used by the most powerful members of a society, (and can be used by members 

of the essentialised group), to objectify the members of a collective group, who are then rendered 

passive and alienated. No subjectivity is granted to victims of reification as their cultural identity is 

already determined through social processes such as stereotyping.  

Reification denies diversity within cultural groups, allowing the misrecognition of the politics 

of cultural identification and the denial of the power of representation. Many proponents of justice for 

refugees argue that this is the experience of many refugees seeking asylum in Australia. For example, 

many refugee students express that their teachers and school administrators never ask how the 

students themselves feel they might learn best at school (Oliff, 2010). Administrators make 

assumptions about what refugee students need, given assumed knowledge about cultural identities 

(Brown, Mitchell, Miller, 2006). For example, administrators may believe that refugee students have 

often suffered trauma and therefore transition better into school if they have more time withdrawn 

from mainstream classes. This denies refugee students the opportunity to engage in learning socially, 

make new friends quickly and learn English more speedily. The reified identity constructed about 

refugee students in a school may mean that individual students are not given opportunities to learn 

effectively. 
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The status model also takes into account the modern day contexts of schools as institutions of 

complex pluralistic and capitalist values (Fraser, 1997). In Australia, this means recognising the 

neoliberal context of education, which is part of the capitalist structure of the Australian Education 

system (discussed in Chapter 2). Fraser emphasises that the status model, in addressing social 

injustice, does not promote any fixed way to address misrecognition, rather it enables many 

possibilities or remedies, dependent on what subordinated individuals require to be able to participate 

as equal peers in social interactions.  Fraser states, 

In some cases they may need to be unburdened of excessive ascribed or constructed 
distinctiveness; in others, to have hitherto under-acknowledged distinctiveness taken into 
account.  In still other cases, they may need to shift focus onto dominant or advantaged 
groups,   outing   the   latter’s   distinctiveness,   which   has   been   falsely parading as universal 
(Fraser, 2000, p. 115). 

Importantly, recognition focuses on cultural identity as being socially grounded as opposed to being 

simply an ad hock premise.  The status model seeks to overcome the subordination of those who are 

identified as culturally different by changing the value patterns of members of dominant social 

institutions. The repetition of new, transformative value patterns is seen as the way to promote parity 

of participation in the social lives of individuals who may be denied such social justice (Fraser, 1997, 

2000, 2003, 2004, 2011) and this project explores this thinking in relation to the context of refugee 

students in school.    

3.1.2 Redistribution. 

Redistribution focuses on injustices that are socioeconomic and are therefore rooted in the differential 

distribution of goods, whether these goods refer to money, knowledge or other resources (Fraser, 

2000).  Examples of distributive injustice include exploitation: not being paid correctly for the 

standard of work achieved; marginalisation: not being able to access the same resources as peers, and 

the deprivation of being denied an adequate standard of living.  In the context of the classroom, 

distributive justice can be conceived in not only economic terms but can also encompass time given to 

students and also the frequency that students can voice opinions in particular classroom contexts.   

It is important to acknowledge that Fraser (2000) deals with the paradigms of recognition and 

redistribution together and she insists that in working on claims for social justice, recognition cannot 

exist without redistribution and vice versa (Fraser, 2000).  For example, Fraser states that racism is a 

two-dimensional social division: racism comprises injustices that include both maldistribution and 

misrecognition.  Local examples of these forms of social division occur when refugees in Australia 

suffer from high rates of unemployment and are over-represented in low-paying unskilled work.  

Culturally different refugees suffer from status misrecognition in countries where being a white, 

middle-class person is valorised as being the norm and other culturally diverse identities are 
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constructed as negatively different or in deficit to the norm. The two conditions of cultural diversity 

and socio-economic status interact. For example, people who are discriminated against because of 

their perceived cultural identity can suffer status misrecognition as a result of being physically and 

culturally different but also because they stand out in unemployment statistics (Fraser, 2003). The 

effects of status misrecognition are also witnessed in social institutions such as schools.  A current and 

nation-wide example of misrecognition in Australian schools is the active pursuit of a minimum 

literacy standard, obtained through the National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy 

(NAPLAN), a high stakes standardised test with reported results on a public website, My School 

(http://www.myschool.edu.au/) (Lingard, B., Creagh, S., & Vass, G., 2012). NAPLAN tests are 

administered to students in Years 3,5,7 and 9 every May across Australia, in an attempt to set 

benchmarks and expectations for learning. The testing provides redistributive funding to ensure that 

schools that are deemed to have greater socioeconomic needs (these schools also have large 

populations of culturally and linguistically diverse students) are well-resourced for the testing 

preparation, however, the reforms demonstrate redistribution in an isolated manner, because there is 

no due consideration given to issues of recognition and representation (Exley, Woods, Lunn, Walker, 

Whiteford, 2014). To recognise and act upon the injustices experienced by students who may fall into 

this category, a two-threaded approach of addressing both redistribution and recognition must exist 

(Standage, 2006). 

3.1.3 Representation. 

Representation occurs through the democratic process of deliberation to ensure that just claims for 

recognition are then acted upon proactively. Fraser explores the concept of representation on an 

abstract, philosophical level and this research project makes relevant links to the social justice 

experiences of refugee students in classroom interactions. In ensuring that representation is socially 

just, a review of the initial processes of representation is required. Fraser views representation within 

a global framework as she notes that Keynesian-Westphalian notions of State are outdated and not 

applicable to the complex politics of a globalised world (Fraser, 2005). In social justice terms, the 

Keynsian-Westphalian frame only encompasses the territorial state and its citizens and prioritises 

what citizens of a nation state owe one another.  Arguments for justice and representation are only 

interested   in   the  ‘what’  of   justice,   rather   than  ‘who’  required  justice.     The ‘who’  was   taken  only   to  

signify national citizens and did not consider people whose everyday lives are impacted by processes 

that exist outside of territorial state borders. For example, Fraser, (2005) notes that there is a new 

sense of unease through phenomena such as terrorism as people believe their chances of living happy 

and productive lives lie outside of state boundaries and will become refugees to pursue these beliefs.  

Social movements to address social injustices are becoming more predominant and refugees continue 

to find homes in other lands. 

http://www.myschool.edu.au/
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In recent years, Fraser (2011), has reclarified representation and explained that the concept is 

two-threaded. With regard to her first identified level, she has commented, 

We must ask whether everyone who is officially a member really does have equal access to 
participation and democratic decision making, an equal voice in the public sphere or equal 
access to power[…]These are all questions about representation understood within a bounded 
political community whose boundaries are, in a sense, taken for granted (Fraser, 2011, p. 
301). 

This dissertation’s  research  context  takes the school and the  teachers’  English classrooms as a form of 

localised, bounded, political and social community mentioned in the above quote.  This research 

project considers the concept of representation as a part of accounts given by the research participants 

about cultural identity. The research project also explores whether refugee students have parity of 

representation with their counterparts in schools. In exploring how cultural identity impacts on 

classroom practices, the project also investigates whether refugee students are able to access the same 

power as their non-refugee peers, who among other advantages, are very familiar with the workings of 

their school and classroom. 

Fraser, (2004, 2011) also suggests that representation can be understood on another level, 

which directly relates to any bounded community being analysed.  The way a community is politically 

organised or designed will impact on the way the first level of representation occurs.  She refers to 

this  as  the  “meta-political  level”.    For  example,  if  the  community  contains  inherent  issues  of  racism,  

this will impact on how community members who are identified as Other can be represented or 

participate.  The question Fraser poses in relation to understanding this second level of representation 

is,  “Who  is  ‘us’?”(Fraser,  2011).  Fraser’s  concept  of  misframing is relevant to this second level of 

representation.  She suggests that frames exist around who can participate within a membership 

group, according to desirable attributes, accepted language use and approved discourse. Misframing 

suggests that members of a given group will not participate equally. She states that failure to 

institutionalise parity of participation at a meta-political level in deliberations and decisions 

concerning who is represented will result in powerful groups denying voices to those, who may 

experience injustice, such as refugees.  In rectifying this practice Fraser (2011) states that democratic 

dialogue is needed in arenas where important aspects of decision-making can be determined by 

affected citizens. In this research project, the school is identified as one of these arenas. This means, 

following Fraser, (2005) that current methods of representation need to be examined and a change in 

the way we argue about social justice in contexts such as the school may be required.   

3.1.4 Social Justice and the research context. 

In Chapters 1 and 2, the debate (mainly describing refugees in negative terms) about what justice 

looks like for refugees in Australia has been described. Conflicts around how justice can be done for 
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people seeking asylum in Australia are fraught across the political spectrum. As seen in Chapter 2, 

research has been conducted and conclusions have been drawn regarding the tensions involving how 

to critique educational policy around refugee students (Keddie, 2012; Matthews, 2008; Sidhu and 

Taylor, 2007; Singh and Matthews, 2007). Educational policy tends to homogenise (make similar and 

knowable) the  cultural  identities  of  all  students  who  are  ‘culturally  diverse’; that is, those other than 

the so-called  ‘mainstream’. For example, strategies to assist EAL learners also apply to refugee 

students, hence denying the significant differences between these groups and further, the individuals 

within these groups. While language - learning needs are often prioritised in schools, social needs and 

other learning needs are excluded (Matthews, 2008; Sidhu & Taylor, 2007). Boundaries within the 

frames of membership in schools have meant that refugee-students have been excluded from full 

participation in learning and other school activities. These matters relate to issues around the who in 

social justice claims (Fraser, 2007). Further, Sidhu and Taylor (2009) argue that refugee  students’  

access to human and other material resources has been diminished. Social justice is still a policy 

agenda but it is tied explicitly to the outcomes of high stakes testing and prescribed curriculum. This 

neoliberal educational logic does not generate conditions for educational innovation (Lingard, B., 

Creagh, S., & Vass, G., 2012). These matters of economic or distributive justice are concerns for this 

research. All of the stated issues lead to debate about how justice can be enacted for refugee students. 

Social justice for students from diverse cultural ethnicities is a priority in educational policy (AITSL, 

2011; MCEETYA, 2008;), however as previous research (Keddie, 2012; Pollock, 2004; Santoro, 

2005; Sidhu & Taylor, 2007,) and the research conducted in this research project suggests, teachers 

often feel ill equipped and ill prepared in how to enact social justice for refugee students. These 

matters of injustice for refugee students are concerns of this research project and are explored in 

Chapter 5. 

3.1.5 Social Justice: Summary 

Social justice is a driving force in this research project.  Fraser (1997, 2000, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2011) 

provides a considered framework of social justice that enables deliberation about cultural identity 

accounts and classroom practices in relation to refugee students and their teachers. In reflecting on the 

immediate  context  for  the  research  project,  Fraser’s  (2007b)  own  reflexive  question  is  relevant:  “What 

do  the  times  demand?” (p. 85). In response, this research project considers that new understandings 

about social justice and new strategies to enact social justice that are accessible for teachers are 

warranted. As such, the flexibility of Fraser’s theories makes them applicable on a global level and 

reflected in individual experience but also relevant in specific institutionalised contexts (Keddie, 

2012).  Fraser’s  conceptual  outline, which encompasses her status model of recognition, redistribution 

and representation, is pivotal to this research project and its aims of moving the education of refugee 

students in Queensland forward. While  not  distinctly  based  in  educational  theory,  Fraser’s  concepts  

enable a thorough way to explore an educational context for its enactment of social justice. These 
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concepts will be used in Chapter 5 to demonstrate how these theoretical understandings can be used in 

discussion at a higher metacognitive level. 

3.2 Cultural Identity as an underpinning concept of this research 

Mantra for Migrants 

Always becoming, will never be 

Always arriving, must never land 

Between back home unfathomable, is me – 

By definition: immigrant 

I’ll  always  be  oh  glorious 

Glorious unchangeable 

In truth, I am in flux 

Immigrant I will forever be 

Migrant oh yes, oh migrant me 

Migrant immutable amazing unchangeable 

Always becoming, will never be 

Always arriving, must never land 

I pledge citizenship, unerring 

Loyalty, to this 

State of Migrancy  (Shani Mootoo) 

 

This section purposefully begins with Shani Mootoo’s  poem  because  it  effectively  encapsulates  a  state  

of always becoming, of continuously developing. It is this state that underpins the theoretical ideas 

expressed in this research project that connect to cultural identity. Mootoo addresses the experiences 

of  migrants  as  they  feel,  “simultaneously  rooted  yet  also  rootless  when  adopting  existing  cultural  

codes, adding particular nuances and re-inventing different aesthetics, rhythms, and life-styles”  (Helff,  

2012, p. 189). Anthony Giddens (1991) explains  this  cultural  fluidity  as  being  a,  “‘decentred’  

reflexive process characterised by links and cultural flows which work in  a  multidirectional  way”  (p.  

59-60). The poem confirms the complexity of cultural identity while also highlighting the impact that 

connections to cultural identity can have. 
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This research project is interested in how English teachers account for cultural identity. For refugee 

students in Australian schools, equity implies not only the provision of distributive justice, but also 

recognition and respect for cultural identity. This notion of cultural identity is important to an 

individual’s sense of self and wellbeing. For this research project, it is the concept of difference that 

emerges as vital to an understanding of cultural identity. For  example,  Hall  has  commented  that,  “The 

marking of difference is the basis  of  that  symbolic  order  which  we  call  culture”  (Hall, 1997, p. 236). 

An  individual’s  understanding  of  his/  her  own  cultural  identity  is  realised  by  comparing  it  to  other  

different cultural identities; cultural identity is relational. Understanding and valuing the cultural 

identity of students is also crucial to countering discrimination against perceived differences, such as 

racism, which in turn, also affects sense of self. The seminal work of Edward Said on Orientalism 

explores how negative or demeaning perceptions of cultural identity often constitute new forms of 

racism. Specifically, Said (1978) explored the idea that as the West colonised other nations, it 

constructed the people of these nations and indeed the geographic national space in relation to itself as 

the norm. So the Middle East and Far East were terms coined to describe whole landscapes in relation 

to the West, and Middle Eastern people were constructed as the negative, deficit essentialised Other of 

the West. An  understanding  of  what  it  meant  to  be  ‘Oriental’  became,  “a  transtemporal,  

transindividual category, purporting  to  predict  every  discrete  act…on  the  basis  of  some  pre-existing 

essence…and  aiming  to  interpret  all  aspects  of  human  life  and activity in terms of some common 

element.”  (Said,  1978,  p. 132).  Appadurai’s  (1996)  understanding  of  cultural identity suggests that 

the concept  of  ‘culture’ works  as,  “a pervasive dimension of human discourse that exploits difference 

to generate diverse conceptions of group identity”  (p.  13).  These  conceptions  of  group  identity  are  

often negative. Cultural identity, Appadurai (1996) warns, should no longer be unproblematically 

used  to  refer  to  ‘a  property  of  individuals  and  groups’  (p.13).  To  invoke  essentialist interpretations of 

‘culture’  and  ‘cultural  difference’  in  order  to  understand  refugee  students, denies the free cultural 

expression and agency of these students (Rizvi, 2005). In relation to this notion, recent Australian 

studies,  such  as  Noble’s  (2011)  emphasise  the  concept  of  cultural  complexity  as  embracing  a  

hyperdiversity, where multicultural and intercultural identities are seen to be dynamic and interactive. 

Cultural identities are becoming increasingly complex with the articulation of cultural differences 

mixed together with elements of social complexity (Noble, 2011). When considering the English 

classroom contexts for this research project, it can be realised that through the actions and curriculum 

choices of the class, students can discover the distinctiveness of their culture and identity while 

developing understandings about the cultural diversity that exists around them. Justice for recognition 

can be enacted in the classroom, particularly in relation to the recognition of cultural identity but not 

in essentialised, reified, racist ways. These concepts and ideas support the premise of this research 

project that cultural identity is important institutions striving to be socially just. 



 48 

This thesis has deliberately used the term, cultural identity (while referencing some works on culture), 

instead of using the term, culture. Appadurai (1996) suggests that the noun, culture, infers an object 

or substance that equates to simplistic notions of race. The use of cultural, as an adjective added to a 

noun, such as identity, moves to encompass more contextual sensitivity, more diversity and more 

dimensions (Appadurai, 1996). Appadurai (1996) states, 

Culture is not usefully regarded as a substance but is better regarded as a dimension of 
phenomena, a dimension that attends to situated and embodied difference. Stressing the 
dimensionality of culture rather than its substantiality permits our thinking of culture less as a 
property of individuals and groups and more as a heuristic device that we can use to talk 
about difference. (p. 12, 13)  

Similar to Hall, (1997), Appadurai also emphasises the idea of difference in his theorising about 

cultural identity. The concept of cultural identity should highlight the differences that communicate 

and set a plan for the mobilisation of group identities. Group identities need to reflect the diversity 

that exists within them. Appadurai (1996) notes that cultural identity recognises ethnicity in part 

because the consciousness of certain assigned attributes (material, linguistic or territorial) of a group 

identity  are  negotiated.  That  is,  cultural  identity  constitutes  a,  “virtually  open-ended archive of 

differences”  that  is  shaped  into  a,  “subset  of  these differences that constitutes the diacritics of group 

identity.”  (Appadurai,  1996,  p.  14)  This  interpretation  suggests  that  culture  and  cultural  identity  is  a  

prevalent dimension of human discourse that emphasises difference to generate diverse 

comprehensions of group identities (Appadurai, 1996). The term, cultural diversity, for this thesis 

reflects this premise. 

As already explored in part, cultural identities are complex and they are certainly always in 

processes of change. The UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organisation) document, Learning, the treasure within (1996) supports this notion by stating, 

“Understanding others makes possible a better knowledge of oneself: any form of identity is complex, 

for individuals are defined in relation to other people - both individually and collectively - and the 

various groups to which they owe allegiance, in a constantly shifting pattern.”  Limiting or denying 

cultural expression means restricting the expression of unique perspectives on life and the building of 

social acceptance and participation in life. If cultural identity is misrecognised or dismissed then this 

can expose affected individuals to discrimination and missed opportunities to participate fully in 

social institutions such as education. Thus an understanding of the ways cultural identity can be 

interpreted and acted upon is crucial to teachers of culturally diverse students. 

3.2.1 Cultural identity as a specific theoretical consideration. 

As this project is concerned with cultural identity in the context of refugee students in English 

classrooms it is important to review specific theories of cultural identity.  The analytical concept of 



 49 

cultural identity has a complex history and there is a considerable breadth of work that contemplates 

this concept.  This makes the task of theorising cultural identity challenging.  This research project 

has therefore identified the work of those who have deliberated about difference as a consideration of 

cultural identity.  Key texts in the tradition of cultural studies will be reviewed, as well as seminal 

texts that the cultural studies literature draws upon. Specifically relevant to this research project are 

the complex threads of: 

 The changing nature of cultural identities (Hall, 1990, 1991, 1994, 1996, 1997).  

 The theorising of Othering processes in exploring the ways that cultural identities can be 

negatively conceived (Fanon, 1967).  

 The literature about stereotyping practices (Bhabha, 1983).  

 

Hall’s (1990, 1991, 1996) concepts of cultural identity encapsulate theories of change and 

development are  applicable  to  this  research  project’s  theoretical  frame.  Hall refers to his collection of 

theories  as  a  “toolbox”6, from which different ideas can be taken out and used for different conceptual 

end. It is in this spirit that some of his theories on cultural identity will be utilised to think about the 

problematic of this thesis. His own view of culture reflects different components of his experience.  

He  suggests,  “I  learned  about  culture,  first,  as  something  which  is  deeply  subjective  and  personal,  and  

at the same moment as a structure you live”  (1996,  p.488).  Hall captures cultural identity and its 

direct ties to social justice as connections to agency and personal experience, that is, the ability to act 

fully as a participant in social life; as well as recognising the social structures that shape identities, 

that is, the socially networked relationships between individuals and organisations. 

Hall (1996) refers to a traditional way that cultural identity can be defined: cultural identity 

can be thought of as a shared culture of a group of people where old cultural traditions epitomise the 

true alignment with a culture. This thinking assumes that cultural traits and traditions remain static 

through time and in different places away from the origin of the culture (Hall, 1990).  Notions of 

static  cultural  identities  promote  essentialised  identities  that,  “signal  that  stable  core  of  the  self,  

unfolding  from  beginning  to  end  through  all  the  vicissitudes  of  history  without  change”  (Hall, 1996, 

p. 3).   Hall (1996) addresses these premises as problematic and uses Caribbean cultures as an 

example to refute the promotion of essentialised, unchanging identities.  Throughout the Caribbean 

there are rich and different cultures, however, the emphasis of the dominant representations is to 

uphold all Caribbean people as the same. He argues that holding on to fixed representations of identity 

is not possible given that the processes of forced and 'free' migration are a part of the globalised, 

modern world.  Hall (1996) comments,  

                                                           
6 Hall references the idea of ‘theory  is  a  tool  box’  as  Michel  Foucault’s.  Foucault  spoke  of theory as a toolbox where he emphasised that, 
“the  purpose  of  theory  is  not  to  produce  theory  but  to  produce  useful  concepts…these  concepts  become  your  tools” (Paul, 2004, p. 48). 
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…identities  are  about questions of using the resources of history, language and culture in the 
process of becoming rather than being: not 'who we are' or 'where we came from', so much as 
what we might become, how we have been represented and how that bears on how we might 
represent ourselves. (p.4)   

Hall’s  notion  of  representation is about depiction; how the Caribbean minority cultural group in 

Britain have been historically represented through the days of empire and colonisation to the present, 

and how those who identify as Caribbean depict themselves, both in relation to the discourses of the 

coloniser and oppressor and in other social relations, through various art forms, such as pictures, 

paintings, music, political lobbying, writing, stories, and speeches. 

Hall’s  (1990)  second way of thinking about culture is to assume that cultural identity is 

always changing; people within a culture are constantly changing as a never-ending process of 

becoming, rather than remaining rooted in what they historically have been (Hall, 1990). The agency 

of the cohort of people makes the culture, modifies the culture and reproduces the culture. The culture 

is both structure and agency. Internalised aspects of the culture (speech, singing, drawing, dancing) 

are tools to both reproduce cultural thinking, ways and beliefs but also contest, challenge and shift 

structures,  such  as  negative  thought  patterns  or  racist,  gendered  terms.  Hall’s  (1996)  statement  also  

suggests an alternative way to conceive of cultural identity as he moves to a realisation that perhaps 

the two ways of thinking: culture as structure and culture as agency, are beneficial as the processes of 

recognition and negotiation work together to realise new and changing identities.  He suggests, 

“Perhaps  instead  of  thinking  of  identity  as  an  already  accomplished  fact,  which the new cultural 

practices  then  represent,  we  should  think,  instead  of  identity  as  a  ‘production’  which  is  never  

complete, always in process, and always constituted within, not outside, representation” (Hall, 1990 , 

p. 222). There is a need to understand what cultural identity means to individuals and groups as they adopt, 

adapt  or  reject  ‘new’  cultural  practices.   

Hall  (1991)  refers  to  Derrida’s  (1982) distinction between “to  differ”  and  “to  defer”.    People  

may differ from the dominant cultural group but people may also choose to defer, meaning that they 

choose to constantly defer what their cultural identity may mean. Différance, as it is spelt by Derrida 

(1982), creates a disturbance in our traditional understandings of the concept of difference. The 

concept of différance entails the anomalous sliding between the definitions of what it means to differ 

and to defer, which then allows for an interrogation and problematisation of traditional ways or 

perceiving cultural identities (Hall, 1991).  

Further complexities, in the reproduction and production of cultural identity, are alluded to by 

Hall.  He states that recognition of changing cultural identities after relocation can lead to a sense of 

dislocation  from  both  a  person’s  place  of  birth  and  new  place  of  settlement.    He  comments,  “that’s  

exactly the diasporic experience, far enough to experience the sense of exile and loss, close enough to 
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understand the enigma of an always-postponed  ‘arrival’” (Hall, 1996, p. 490). The next stage in 

accounting for cultural identity is perhaps dependent on how members of the dominant culture come 

to view and accept this changing process of identity (Hall, 1990).  Recognition of the fluidity of 

cultural identity can also work to help people negotiate what to do with histories of terror and 

oppression.  The past can be recognised, however, the people of an oppressed culture can choose to 

place this history somewhere and not be directly defined by it (Hall, 1990). This idea connects to the 

concept of transculturation, meaning, the process of cultural transformation, resulting from 

intercultural conflict, struggle and change in which new cultures or societies are created (Cantoral, 

2009).  Similarly,  Hall’s  notion  of  fluid  and  ongoing  cultural  identity  formation  links  to  Pratt’s  

explanation of transculturative contact zones which she describes as, “…social  spaces  where  disparate  

cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in highly asymmetrical relations of 

domination and subordination--like colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out 

across  the  globe  today”  (Pratt,  2008, p. 4). Cultural identity formation is ongoing and fluid, often as a 

result of personal experiences of inner and/or external conflict. The concepts of cultural identity, 

essentialised identities, difference and différance, are points of reference throughout the analysis in 

Chapter 5. 

3.2.2 Othering. 

A central theme that threads through cultural identity literature is the assertion that in order to deal 

with difference, people try to make the unknown knowable and familiar so it can be controlled (1967).  

Fanon (1967) in Black Skin, White Masks,  famously  wrote,  “In  the  world  through  which  I  travel,  I  am  

endlessly creating myself”  (p.229).  This endless creating of himself was filled with great trauma 

rather than great delight. His dramatic writing has been drawn upon to theorise how people react to 

physical difference. 

Fanon  (1967)  predominantly  uses  the  colour  term,  “black”  in  relating  to  himself,  however  his  

theories can be used to explore the process that has been described as othering in relation to how 

people of a dominant culture may interpret any physical and/or cultural difference.  These processes 

occur between the dominant culturally identified people within a population and those who are 

perceived as being different or, Other, where the Other is a construct onto which negative, deficit 

attributes are projected. It is important to note that processes of cultural identity formation are about 

constructing a particular cultural identity of the self as much as of the Other, because cultural 

identities are constructed in relation.   

The process of Othering objectifies and works to flatten, stagnate and make knowable 

perceived differences in cultural identity and excludes differences within the dominant cultural 

category (Fuss, 1994).    Fanon  defines  the  ‘Other’  as,  “an ideological construct designed to uphold and 

consolidate imperialist definitions of self-hood”  (Fuss, 1994, p. 144).  That is, the notion of  
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“otherness”  is  controlled  by  white  people  who  hold  positions  of  power.  It is often assumed that 

“blacks”  are  always  cast  in  the  role  of  “other”.    Fanon  refutes  this  and  suggests  that  further  

identification violence occurs as whites exclude blacks from the self-other dynamic (Fuss, 1994). The 

black man, under colonisation was denied a cultural identity because the notion of Other is not the 

other  of  the  white  man.  Other  with  a  small  “o”  means that social identities are constructed in and 

through social relations between equals.  But when you are not an equal, your identity is a projection 

of the imagination of the coloniser; it is not constructed in dialogue or in relation to an-other, but 

imposed as a grotesque fantasy to satisfy the needs of the coloniser, to confirm his/her identity so that 

all the negative, unacceptable aspects of identity formation (fears, sins, monstrosities, evils) are 

projected and invested into the Other, and in this way the coloniser remains good and pure. This is a 

psychoanalytic interpretation of Othering, using other with a capital O, and this is the version that 

Fanon developed as he drew on Freud while practicing psychotherapy as a trained medical doctor in 

Algiers. Conscious and unconscious colonialist processes decide which identities receive full cultural 

signification and  which  are  delegated  to  ‘Other’. 

Fanon (1967) believed that under colonial rule the black man is often positioned in the place 

of  “other  than  the  other”  which  denies  any  subjectivity  (p.212).  He commented that if allowed access 

to subjectivity, black men can at least identify with the other but he stated that this was not the case.    

With no subjectivity blacks become objects amongst objects with no power, personal or otherwise.  

Fanon referred to this in his famous anecdote of a girl seeing him and saying  to  her  mother,  “Look,  a  

negro…Mama  see  the  negro!  I’m  frightened”  (Fanon  in  Bhabha,  1983,  p.  28).  Fanon  then  saw  himself  

through the lens of the girl.  This is an entirely oppressive and depressing context.  Claims to being 

human are questioned when this dangerous thinking takes place (Fuss, 1994).  Black must always be 

black in relation to white but the converse  never  occurs.    “Black”  always  functions  within  a  racist  

discourse and this always occurs diacritically (Fuss, 1994, p. 22). Theoretical constructs, such as 

othering are useful to this research project because they help to explore how racist relations may be 

enacted in everyday classroom practices and school encounters. 

3.2.3 Representation as depiction of the other - Stereotyping. 

Bhabha (1983) understood that stereotyping can work as a part of othering processes. In his 

discussions about colonial discourse, Bhabha (1983) introduces stereotyping as the designation of 

rigid representations that are repeated by members of a dominant culture.  He describes the need to 

reiterate  these  “anxiously  repeated”  representations  as  “daemonic”  (Bhabha, 1983, p. 18).  Such 

stereotyping has a suggested ambivalence that allows othered peoples to be at the same time objects 

of desire and fantasy, or fetishes, as well as objects that are disavowed. Disavowel is a psychoanalytic 

concept meaning to simultaneously know and deny this knowledge because it is too difficult to 

engage in this knowing. In  Bhabha’s  (1983)  words,  the  fetish  /  stereotype,  "gives access to an 
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‘identity’  .  .  .  predicated  as  much  on  mastery  and  pleasure  as  it  is  on  anxiety  and  defence"  (p.  27).  The  

stereotype is the primary point of subjectification in colonial discourse for both coloniser and 

colonised  and  is  the  scene  of  the  “desire for an originality which is again threatened by the differences 

of  race,  colour  and  culture” (p.27). The stereotypes of Middle Eastern people being exotic, mysterious 

and talented at rug making and pattern design is an example of a fetish. While this fetish/ stereotype 

exists, at the same time, depictions of Middle Eastern people being members of terrorist organisations 

and intolerant of women are examples of disavowed knowledge. The disavowal of difference 

threatens to turn the colonised subject into a “misfit – a  grotesque  mimicry  or  ‘doubling’  that  

threatens to split the soul and whole undifferentiated skin of the ego.”  (Bhabha,  1983,  p.  27) 

Bhabha’s  (1983) explanation of stereotypes assumes that the stereotypes themselves can be 

easily accepted as known rather than being displaced as misleading. Truths about the Other can be 

normalised and this results in othered people having little power to intervene in the resultant dominant 

discourses about them (Bhabha, 1983).  It is difficult to contest negative representations or stereotypes 

when denied access to education, literacy and money.  Oppressed groups who experience this form of 

violence over a long period of time may internalise this oppression. This again, invokes notions of 

agency and structure. The structures can be: polices and practices that deny access to resources, a 

limited or no education, inadequate or no money/ poor work opportunities and a lack of redistributive 

justice. These structures may be internalised so that they become a part of the subjectivity of the 

oppressed group, so that they become complicit in their own oppression.  

By denying that differences exist within the groups being othered, stereotypes are 

simplifications as they are arrested and unmoving forms.  This is exemplified in the examples given in 

the previous paragraph. Said  suggested  that  this  process  is  “…a  method  of  controlling  what  seems  to  

be  a  threat  to  some  established  view  of  things…The  threat  is  muted,  familiar  values  impose  

themselves, and in the end the mind reduces the pressure upon it by accommodating things to itself as 

either  ‘original’  or  ‘repetitious’” (Said, cited in Bhabha, 1983, p. 26). As a part of colonial discourse, 

stereotyping  also  acts  as  a  coloniser,  producing  ‘fixed’  realities  about  difference  but  also  a  fear  which  

reveals the coloniser in fact knows very little about the person or people he/she is othering.  In both 

cases ignorance of cultural identity resides over any inquiry or problematisation of thought, or 

openness of thought.    Bhabha  comments,  “Representations  are  formations,  or  as  Roland  Barthes  has  

said of all the operations of language, they are deformations”  (Bhabha, 1983, p. 25). He refers to the 

construct  of  the  stereotype  as  the  “impossible  object”  because  identities  are  dismantled  and remain 

misunderstood through stereotyping and its consequences (Bhabha, 1983, p. 29). It is also important 

to understand that colonialism, racism, stereotyping and oppression are not simply monolithic, binary, 

constructs. They are also fluid, shifting, and contain multiple perspectives. There is as much disorder 

and chaos in these discursive regimes as there is order and control. 
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3.2.4 Cultural Identity: Summary 

This research frames cultural identity in the concepts of cultural identity as a changeable construct 

(Hall, 1990, 1997), Stereotyping (Bhabha, 1983) and Othering (Fanon, 1967).  The process of 

othering in which the cultural identities of people are othered by members of the dominant population 

is of particular interest for this research project.  Fanon’s  (1967)  contribution  to  cultural  identity  theory 

through his theorising of Othering was influential to the theorists that followed him in sociological 

fields and the reviewed concepts from Hall (1990) and Bhabha (1983, 1990) in this theoretical 

framework both draw on Fanon. For example, Hall explores notions of essentialism as experiences of 

Fanon’s  (1967)  othering.  In  an  effort  to  counter  othering,  Hall  uses  concepts,  such  as  Derrida’s  (1982)  

différance and difference to enable cultural identities to be seen as fluid and changing. Bhabha (1983) 

interrogates the practice of stereotyping as  a  form  of  Fanon’s  (1967)  othering  and  encourages  cultural  

moves away from creating monolithic constructs to embracing multiple understandings about cultural 

identity. An understanding of cultural identities as fluid but integral to a sense of wellbeing, just as 

first expressed in the poem, The Migrant Mantra, is important to this research project. The 

consideration of stereotypical constructs and how they can impact on cultural identity is also 

significant to this study. The concepts contribute to the exploration of  teachers’ accounts of cultural 

identity and interpret how teachers interrogate their own and students’  ideas  about cultural 

characteristics (Chapter 5).  These concepts also allow contemplation of the ways that understandings 

of cultural identity impacts on the pedagogies enacted within Senior English classrooms (Chapter 6). 

They also help to understand the ways that the language teachers use with students can be infused 

with understandings about cultural identity and this is the focus of the next section (3.3). 

3.3 Cultural Identity and language in the English classroom 

In weaving together accounts of cultural identity it is also important to explore the use of language in 

the classroom as this can inform the other elements of the framework. Language was certainly 

highlighted as a cultural identifier that mattered to the students who took part in this research project. 

A focus on how language is used and accepted in the classroom is an effective way to examine how 

teachers engage their students in refugee-inclusive classrooms and connect (Pollock, 2004; Santoro, 

2005).  Santoro (2005) and Pollock (2004) established the premises that teachers, in understanding 

their culturally diverse classrooms, must understand the needs of their students; understand when 

cultural identity does and does not matter and, finally, understand how and when to talk about cultural 

identity.  Pollock specifically explored race as an aspect of cultural identity. Racial identity is a part of 

cultural identity because it is an aspect that people often use to identify their culture. The concept of 

race is used in a sociological sense to signify different types of human bodies. There is no biological 

basis for the social categorising of people, however, it is recognised that race has been used 

historically as a way of organising people, according to bodily appearances (Chavez & Guido DiBrito, 
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1999). Race is a socially constructed concept that develops meaning through human interaction and as 

a social force in institutions such as education, race has significant consequences for parity of 

participation (Omi & Winant, 1994). Through a thorough exploration of a specific American school, 

Columbus High School, Pollock showed how race is and isn’t   spoken   about.      Pollock, (2004) 

concluded that not speaking about race could contribute to the injustices teachers publicly denounce 

and that the only way to ensure authentic equality is for teachers to pay attention to difference.  That 

is, if a student’s  cultural identity is important to them, it is crucial that his/her teachers identify and 

respect this  part  of  the  student’s identity (Fraser, 2011).   

Not only should teachers be aware  of   their   students’  cultural   identities, but they should also be 

aware of their own cultural identity and how this informs their own personal approaches to difference.  

Santoro and Pollock suggested that teachers must consider how they negotiate racial and cultural 

difference (Santoro, 2005).  They commented that processes where teachers are encouraged to 

interrogate their own mindsets are needed so that educators can understand how they themselves 

engage with students of difference and talk of difference in various educational settings.  Both Pollock 

(2004) and Santoro (2005) wrote of teachers  “doing  race  talk” with students and colleagues with the 

aim  of  finding  ways  to  connect  with  students’  cultural  identities.    By  way  of  introducing  the  ideas  of  

‘race  talk’  to  teachers  Pollock  (2004) set up six dilemmas.  These were: 

 We  don’t  belong  to  simple race groups, but we do; 

 Race  doesn’t  matter  but  it  does;; 

 The de-raced words we use when discussing plans for racial equality can actually keep us 

from discussing ways to make opportunities racially equal; 

 The more complex inequality seems to get, the more simplistic inequality analysis seems to 

become; 

 The questions we ask most about race are the very questions we most suppress, and, 

 Although talking in racial terms can make race matter, not talking in racial terms can make 

race matter too. (Pollock, 2004, p. 214-219) 

Pollock (2004) asserted that these dilemmas are topics that teachers should be actively discussing in 

small, organised groups, but should then also become the focus for local school policy.  Pollock 

stated, 

If we start to talk more in our workplaces and educational settings about how we talk about 
race, we might learn together to treat race itself as a paradoxical human-made system of 
differentiation   that   we   need   alternately   to   oppose   and   actively   wield…We   might   also  
understand that we must choose well when to treat and not treat each other as racial beings, 
for navigating this core choice is actually the only way to move forward to racial equality. 
(Pollock, 2004, p. 218) 
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To be successful, schools must first build communities of trust where teachers can trust that their 

views will be listened to and respected.  There must also be an acknowledgement that errors and 

misjudgments may occur.  Race talk will have social and analytic pitfalls but through understanding 

the pitfalls and compassion for those who embark on processes such as the one she outlined, she 

hoped that  a  greater  understanding  of  students’  cultural  identities  might  be realised (Pollock, 2004). 

 

 

3.3.1 Cultural identity and language: Summary 

Teacher accounts of cultural identity are formed through the classroom dynamics between students 

and the pedagogical strategies that are enacted. The mandated Queensland Senior English syllabus 

requires Queensland English teachers to incorporate sociocultural, critical and inclusive pedagogies 

that interrogate static and stereotypical notions of cultural identity into their teaching (QSA, 2010).  

However, as identified in Chapter 1, specific curriculum guidelines to assist teachers in productively 

and effectively engaging students in language that upholds the recognition and representation of 

diverse students are scarce. The  concept  and  related  process  of  engaging  in  ‘race  talk’  (Pollock, 2004, 

Santoro, 2005) are useful to this study as they emphasise, both the importance of engaging in talk that 

acknowledges cultural identity in the classroom in congruently fluid and accepting ways while also 

guiding teachers in the ways that this may occur.   

3.4 Weaving together the concepts of Social Justice and Cultural Identity  

It is important for this project to understand how the concepts of social justice and cultural identity 

connect. This section makes the links between the theories explicit. Chapter 5 demonstrates in detail, 

how the concepts of social justice and cultural identity work symbiotically. Conditions of social 

justice where parity of participation exists are necessary to enable the recognition and representation 

of culturally diverse students. The concepts of recognition and misrecognition (Fraser, 2011) have 

salient links to the idea that cultural identity is a fluid concept (Hall, 1990, 1996). For example, 

explanations of traditional concepts that group shared attributes, relate to theories of reified group 

identities  because  they  both  explicate  the  experience  of  having  one’s  cultural identity misrecognised. 

When cultural identities are recognised, people are able to feel included, enjoy a greater sense of 

wellbeing and are more able to participate in social institutions. Descriptions of Othering (Fanon, 

1967) processes contribute to an understanding of how misrecognition leads to misrepresentation 

(Fraser, 2011). For example, people who are Othered through discriminatory actions such as racism 

are less able to participate and therefore represent themselves in institutionalised political and social 

contexts. The theory and practice of stereotyping (Bhabha, 1983) also  connect  to  Fraser’s concept of 
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misrecognition. This is because stereotypes are accepted and used to diminish the parity of 

participation of those who are discriminated against, for the political gain of the most powerful in 

society. These processes of stereotyping and exclusion from representation often go unquestioned. 

The  engagement  of  teachers  in  ‘race  talk’  addresses  hesitations  to  speak  about  socially  unjust  

practices, such as racist slurring, that can occur in classroom environments. In this way, providing a 

strategy for doing race talk links to representations of cultural identity and social justice. This is 

because the language used to speak about race in the classroom links directly to how cultural identity 

is accounted for by class members. If racist language is a part of a diverse classroom, then 

misrecognition is at play and the likelihood of diverse students participating fully in lessons is put into 

jeopardy. 

The synthesising of concepts connecting to social justice and cultural identity facilitates new 

ways of thinking about and understanding the experiences of refugee students in high school 

classrooms. It is understood that this synthesis of theories is perhaps unique, however, all concepts 

were chosen for the ways in which they could explore issues of social justice for refugee students in 

new and transformational ways. For example, while Fraser’s  work  is  not  explicitly about education, 

schooling, classroom practices or indeed refugee education, the theoretical synthesis developed here 

assisted original ways of analysing and theorising refugee schooling. Social justice changes that 

consider recognition, redistribution and representation must begin in major social institutions, such as 

education (Fraser, 2011). The theoretical approach adopted in this research project of using social 

justice and cultural identity theories as threads of an interweaving fabric aims to contribute to this 

transformation. Next, it is important for this theoretical framework to turn its attention to how 

teachers’  understandings of cultural identity are recontextualised within the practical teaching 

pedagogies they employ with their students. 

3.5 Vygotsky’s  theoretical  framework  of  Social  Learning 

 Given the teaching and learning context of this research, a detailed theoretical framework that 

centres around pedagogy, is required. This research project is interested in exploring how 

understandings of cultural identity impact on teaching and learning within classrooms that are 

inclusive of the needs of refugee students. Indeed, this is the focus of the second research 

question for the project: How do understandings of cultural identity impact on teaching and 

learning within refugee-inclusive classrooms? The research project seeks understanding about 

the  connections  between  teachers’  accounts  about  refugee  students,  students’  accounts  about  

their experiences, inclusive classrooms and enactments of practices. To be able to cognise 

how  teachers’  understandings of cultural identity moved into their teaching pedagogies, a 

theory that encapsulated both social justice and inclusive pedagogy needed to be referenced. 

This was found through social learning theories inspired by Vygotsky (1978). 
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This research is focused on cultural identity, social justice and social context, and, as such, social 

learning theories, particularly Activity theory (Engeström, 1991, 1994) and Cultural Historical 

Activity Theory (CHAT) make effective connections to the social justice concepts of Recognition and 

Representation (Fraser, 2004, 2005), fluid Cultural Identity (Hall, 1990, 1997), Stereotyping (Bhabha, 

1983) and Othering (Fanon, 1967). This is primarily the case because social learning theories are 

situated within a social constructivist paradigm, which assumes that social learning precedes 

development. Vygotsky, (1978) stated,  

Every  function  in  the  child’s  cultural  development  appears  twice:  first,  on  the  social  level,  and  
later, on the individual level; first, between people and then inside the child. (p.57) 

Specifically, participation in learning socially is key to learning development and enhancement and 

therefore the conditions to be able to participate are crucial to a socially just learning environment. As 

stated in Section 3.2, the conditions for the enabling of recognition and representation occur when 

cultural identities are recognised and when practices of Stereotyping and Othering are not fostered.  

Vygotskian theory posits that learning always occurs within a cultural and social context. 

Therefore,  Vygotsky’s  social  learning  theories  prioritise  how  people  learn  interactively in social 

contexts and allow educators to develop meaningful and effective teaching pedagogies that recognise 

the cultural identities and social identities of students. For English teachers within culturally diverse, 

refugee-inclusive classrooms, understanding how their diverse students can learn most effectively 

from each other with guidance, as a part of a collaborative learning community is beneficial. 

Before a detailed explanation of the development of CHAT, it is necessary to define some of 

the most recognisable concepts that form social learning theories. The teacher (as in the case of this 

research project), or More Knowledgeable Other (MKO), as named by Vygotsky, (1978), who applies 

social learning pedagogies is considered to be the person who facilitates with his/her students through 

shared scaffolding and collaborative strategies; through the shared use of cultural tools, such as 

speech and writing, students develop the means to mediate their social environments, while actively 

participating in learning. For example, in this research context, Vygotskian thinking posits that 

refugee students who are learning about writing narratives will benefit from working collaboratively 

with the teacher and other students who are familiar with written narratives. In this context, refugee 

students can build their language skills, such as the use of metaphor, and also their metalanguage 

skills. Conversely, teachers and the students who are familiar with written narratives may also learn 

about new stories and new forms of metaphors. Ideally the collaborative learning act is beneficial to 

all. This form of learning, according to Vygotsky (1978), occurs in the Zone of Proximal Development 

(ZPD). The ZPD is the zone where through the guidance of a MKO, a student is able to develop new 

skills and understandings through the particular interaction, with the goal of successfully achieving 

the new skill independently. 
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Researchers,  such  as  Gredler  (2012),  have  documented  the  benefits  of  Vygotsky’s  ZPD  but  at  

the same time have identified inaccuracies with subsequent discussions about how the ZPD works 

within classroom situations when contrasted with Vygotsky’s  original  writings  about  the  concept.  

Gredler’s  (2012)  critique is important to this research project. Gredler (2012) suggests a problem with 

the  following  translated  quote  which  is  familiar  within  educational  contexts:  “learning  awakens  a  

variety of developmental processes that are able to operate only when the child is interacting with 

people in his environment and in cooperation with  his  peers”  (Vygotsky,  1978,  p.  90  in  Gredler,  

2012). She states that many teachers who follow this premise promote simplistic collaborative group 

work between peers as  a  way  of  learning.  She  reclaims  Vygotsky’s  voice  in  response,  suggesting  that  

Vgotsky (1934) clarified that groups of children are not capable of facilitating their own cognitive 

development. Indeed, their interactions,  “cannot  serve  as  a  source  of  any  significant  development  for  

them” (p. 350). Gredler (2012) further states that Vygotsky  theorised  that  only  through  a  child’s  

cooperation with an adult can a child learn to think and extend learning but also develop mental 

behaviours that are conducive to learning. With Gredler’s  (2012)  interpretation  of  Vygotsky’s  stated  

intentions of his theory in mind, it is important to note that many other academics and educators (Roth 

& Lee, 2007; Smagorinsky, 2007) assert the success of peer collaboration as an effective pedagogy 

and that the caveat of learning and mental behaviours can be furthered with cooperative learning 

between students as long as MKOs work with students as they build their conceptual and dispositional 

understandings.  The  extent  of  a  student’s  conscious  awareness  of  his  or  her  own  thinking  and  an  

understanding of the psychological nature of learning tasks, particularly those tasks which involve 

effective learning dispositions, enables students to learn effectively. These can only exist through 

collaboration with a MKO in the ZPD, not through peers simply being put in random groups to work 

together. 

Gredler (2012) does acknowledge that collaborative peer learning in the classroom is 

important for building social connections and relationships. She points to effective teamwork as being 

a positive consequence of cooperative, social learning. In the following section, CHAT (Cultural 

Historical Activity Theory) is introduced as a tool that acknowledges both Vygotsky’s  theoretical  

principles of collaborative learning as conceived for this research project, but also acknowledges 

learning pedagogies and social justice.  

3.5.1 Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) – Transformative, socially just learning 

Vygotsky was a Marxist, and consequently Cultural Historical Activity Theory (a revised theoretical 

framework drawing on Vygotskian theory) is  philosophically  grounded  in  Karl  Marx’s  (1968)  concept  

of  reality  as  “sensuous  human  activity,  practice.”  CHAT theorists, Engeström and Miettinen, (1999) 

regarded as the third generation of Vygotskian scholars, argued that Marx showed that the concept of 

activity enabled a new way to view and experience change. CHAT is an extension of Activity Theory, 
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which is derived from Vygotsky and the second - generation  Vygotskian  scholar,  Leont’ev  (1978).  

Activity is understood as a revolutionary practice that is both critical and practical in approach. CHAT 

is also applied within culturally and socially diverse contexts.  

Foot (2001) notes that Cultural Historical Activity Theory is distinctive in three ways.  

 First, Activity theory is contextual and oriented at understanding historically specific local 

practices, their objects, mediating artefacts, and social organisation (Cole & Engeström, 

1993).  

 Second, Activity theory is based on a dialectical theory of knowledge and thinking, focused 

on the creative potential in human cognition (Davydov, 1988; Ilyenkov, 1977).  

 Third, Activity theory is a developmental theory that seeks to explain and influence 

qualitative changes in human practices over time (Engeström, 1999).  

For these reasons, CHAT provides a framework for the analysis of the culturally and socially situated 

pedagogical moves employed by the teaching participants while they taught their refugee-inclusive, 

diverse English classes. 

More specific explanation of the concept, activity is warranted. Firstly, it is important to 

introduce Vygotsky’s  (1978)  notion  of  artefact-mediated action, which preceded activity theory. This 

entailed the bringing together of a subject (or actor), an object (either an entity or a goal), and 

mediational tools. These tools are either material or conceptual. Language and other types of cultural 

artefacts are just as much tools as are concrete tools such as computers. (See Figure 1) 

Leont’ev  (1978),  a  second  generation  Vygotskian  scholar  further  developed  Vygotsky’s  

concepts into activity theory. An activity became defined as a unit that manifests itself in actions and 

operations. He contrasted definitions between actions, operations, and activity. Actions, he proposed, 

are conscious, tool-mediated, and goal-oriented, whereas operations are unconscious components of 

actions subject to accepted conditions that therefore become routine. For example, refugee students 

first learning spoken English will be goal driven in their application of tools (communication skills, 

personal skills) to understand and speak English. As time goes on, spoken English will become less of 

an action  and  more  of  an  operation.  Operations  are  “the  methods  for  accomplishing  actions”  

(Leont'ev, 1978, p. 65). As language becomes an operation for refugee students, they are able to work 

towards accomplishing new actions, which will enable themselves further agency within social 

institutions  such  as  the  school.  In  this  way  an  activity’s  object  is  never  an  end  goal.  Rather  it  is  a  

means for establishing a new goal. Engeström (1999) explains, 

An activity system constantly generates actions through which the object of the activity is 
enacted and reconstructed in specific forms and contents-but being a horizon, the object is 
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never fully reached or conquered. The creative potential of the activity is closely related to the 
search actions of object construction and redefinition. (p.380-381) 

Activity systems are achieved through interwoven tool-mediated actions whereby participants 

collaborate, engage and pursue an evolving object, recognising  Vygotsky’s  view  of  human  

development as an active, social process. Important in linking to this research project, Foot (2001) 

states that the process involved in isolated activities can be carefully analysed and that operations and 

actions can be studied closely in relation to the attainment of objects or goals. 

Engeström (1987) developed Leont’ev’s  (1978) activity  theory.  Using  Vygotsky’s  model,  he  

defined activity as an analytic unit that fulfils particular criteria: 

1) it recognises the complexity of the whole of social development 

2) its contextuality can be analysed 

3) it is culturally mediated and dynamic (Engeström, 1987, p. 78)  

He also expanded the definition by ensuring that the social complexity and interactions of an activity 

were taken into account. He included: 

1) rules  that    regulate  a  subject’s  actions  toward  an object and relations with other participants. 

2) the community of people who are pursuing a common object 

3) the division of labour in the activity (Engeström, 1987, p. 78) 

The model enables analysts to carefully explore the many relations within the activity structure. 

Activity theory acknowledges that in achieving activities, contradictions and mistakes will 

occur. In particular, Engeström (1987) and Kuutti (1996) state that it is through contradictions that 

development can also occur. Kuutti in particular notes  that,  “activities  are  virtually  always  in  the  

process  of  working  through  contradictions” (p.11). To elucidate, contradictions or mistakes do not 

indicate failure or problems that need fixing. Instead they are obstacles that are worked through and 

enable further learning and growth. 

The final theoretical concepts that concern activity theory and that also link to this research 

project are collective learning actions and expansive cycles of transformation. Engeström, in 

conceiving of collective learning actions, explains a sequence of epistemic actions: 

1. critiquing aspects of the accepted practice and existing knowledge;  

2. analysing the situation in order to find out causes or explanatory mechanisms; 

3. modelling the newly found explanatory relationship to an audience;  
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4. examining the model in order to understand its dynamics, potentials, and limitations;  

5. implementing the model through practical applications and conceptual extensions;  

6. reflecting on and evaluating the process;  

7. consolidating its outcomes into a new practice. (Foot, 2001, p. 15) 

These epistemic actions form an outwardly expanding spiral but it is also understood that many 

kinds of actions may occur at any given time. The previous concepts provide tools for achieving a 

dynamic analysis of the pedagogies used within refugee-inclusive English classrooms. 

3.5.2 CHAT, social justice and this research project: Summary 

For this research project, the synthesis of social justice theories with social constructivist education 

theories, such as CHAT, enable new ways of thinking about the inclusion of culturally diverse 

students in socially just ways. The synthesis of frames also enables new possibilities for the 

redesigning of inclusive classroom pedagogies. Social learning theories (Vygotsky, 1934) are built on 

a premise that for successful learning to take place, an environment where positive social 

collaboration could occur is necessary. Conditions to promote redistribution, recognition and 

representation (Fraser, 2000) need to exist so that productive and respectful learning interactions can 

take place. Stetsenko (2007) argues for the better integration of sociocultural, constructivist 

perspectives (such as Vystoskian inspired perspectives) in education. She outlines a move to 

reconstruct views on human development, identity and learning by imbuing education theory and 

practice with ideologies of empowerment and social justice.  

It is noted above and exemplified by this particular research project, that innovative and 

responsive approaches to the teaching of diverse students are underpinned by connections to social 

justice. Inherent within these approaches are moves to actively engage students in productive 

pedagogies that recognise and represent cultural identities. Writing with such goals in mind are 

researchers, such as Stetsenko (2007), who argue that the notion of active engagement should be 

expanded  to  recognise  that,  “collaborative  purposeful  transformation  of  the  world  is  the  core  of  

human nature and the principled grounding for learning and development” (p. 474). She suggests that 

Vygotsky’s  CHAT  prioritised  a  “transformative,  activist  stance” (p. 474) which was imbued with 

ideologies of positive social change. Stetsenko (2007) states that the core of human development 

involves people collaboratively changing their world-view of their purpose. This is a social process 

that occurs through the use of cultural tools, such as language, whereby individuals contribute 
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together as agents of social change. In promoting CHAT as beneficial to furthering understandings of 

how pedagogical strategies can involve socially just actions, Stetsenko (2004) comments, 

This theory can be used to conceptualise individual agency and social structure as 
indispensable facets within a unified system of social life grounded in human collaborative 
practices. (p. 111) 

For this research project, using  the  lens  of  CHAT,  teachers’  pedagogical  moves  in  the  classroom  can  

be analysed for how cultural identity is constructed and also for how students are represented as 

having individual agency within their English studies.  

Through interpretation and application of CHAT, Stetsenko (2008) states that it is possible to 

posit individual contribution to social life as the process at the centre of both human agency and the 

self. The concept of contribution is important as it moves beyond notions of individual and social. 

Contribution occurs by individuals but the act of contributing is something that happens within a 

community. Therefore it follows theoretically that for agency to develop positively, individuals must 

be able to contribute and participate as valued members of society but society must develop in ways 

that work to engage individuals in ways that enable them to be truly agentive and able to make 

contributions to social life. For example, for refugee students to develop as members of the learning 

community of the classroom and the broader school community, they must be able to participate fully 

and contribute to those communities. For this to occur, school members who hold power, such as 

teachers, must ensure that the conditions within the environment allow for full participation and 

contribution. The concept of contribution as a part of the activity in CHAT resonates with Fraser’s  

(2005) explication of representation. This socio-critical stance underpins the social justice aims of the 

research project. 

CHAT as an extension of Activity Theory is also powerful in its application for this research 

project as it does not contain strong predictive theories. Rather it is useful as a tool that can clarify and 

describe social learning situations through the analysis of data. Its dynamism suits the aims of this 

research project. This project seeks to respond not only to the question about how cultural identity is 

accounted for by very capable Senior English teachers, but aims to extend understandings of how 

cultural identity impacts on teaching and learning in specific refugee-inclusive English classes. This 

involves dealing with teaching pedagogies but also requires genuine links within those pedagogies to 

social justice to enable students full representation in the classroom space. CHAT provides an 

effective lens for analysis and connection to the other social justice theories that are emphasised in 

this research project. 
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3.6 Conclusion: Theoretical Framework – Weaving the threads of the fabric together 

A wide variety of theoretical work has been outlined in this  chapter.  The  research  focus  of  teachers’  

and  students’  constructions  of  cultural  identity  and  how  these  constructions  impact  on  refugee  

inclusive Senior English classrooms is central to a nexus between theories of social justice (Fraser, 

2000, 2004, 2011), cultural identity (Bhabha, 1983; Fanon, 1967; Hall, 1996, 1997) and social 

learning theory (Engeström, 1991, 1996; Stetsenko, 2011; Vygotsky, 1938). An investigation of the 

research project required relevant concepts from each area to be outlined and interconnected to 

demonstrate the complexity of the research problem and to enable new ways of thinking the research 

problem forward to new actions in schooling for refugee students. The following chapter addresses 

the challenge of using a methodology that can incorporate the concepts prioritised for this research 

project. The reviewed concepts of this chapter will be used to inform the analytic gaze of the data 

extracts in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6. 

The theoretical framework also encourages possibilities of designing ongoing professional 

development of teachers in inclusive classroom practices. Enabling teachers to be able to access, 

discuss and apply the reviewed concepts of this chapter to their own specific circumstances would 

certainly benefit teachers and students (Watkins et al., 2013). Exploration of the concepts outlined can 

provide important understandings that, as shown in Chapter 6, educators could apply to their own 

practice, however finding ways for teachers to access this knowledge is key to this process. This will 

be further discussed in Chapter 7 when the findings and implications for the research project are 

discussed. 
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Chapter 4: Research methodology, methods and approach to analysis 

This chapter is offered in eight sections. Firstly the broad methodological approaches of 

Ethnomethodology and Phenomenology (Section 4.2) are introduced before an exploration of and 

rationale for Narrative Inquiry is presented (Section 4.3). In Section 4.4 the methods, including an 

explanation of the research design for the project is presented. Alongside this is an introduction to the 

research context and research participants. Next, an elucidation of the approach to the research 

analysis, Thematic Narrative Analysis is given (Section 4.5). This section also details my own 

thoughts  about  how  I  approached  the  analysis  of  my  research  participants’  talk.  Section  4.6  considers  

the ethics involved in undertaking this research project. I position myself in the research, explain how 

research participants were identified and recruited and outline how participants contributed to the data 

analysis. In Section 4.7, I connect the ethical considerations of the research project to validity issues. 

Finally, Section 4.8 draws these threads together to conclude the chapter. A deliberate choice has been 

made to write in first person for the rest of this thesis, to reflect the active part I played in the applied 

methods and the resulting theoretical analysis. 

4.1 Research methodological approach – Ethnomethodology, Phenomenology and Narrative  
       Inquiry 

While this research project uses a Narrative Inquiry methodological approach, it is firmly founded in 

the principles of Ethnomethodology. As such it is important to briefly characterise Ethnomethodology 

for the overall purpose of understanding the methodology and methods.  The field of 

Ethnomethodology was founded by Harold Garfinkel, as a deliberate means to study the methods by 

which people understand their world and display their understandings of the world.  

Ethnomethodology employs documentary methods to explore everyday experiences as opportunities 

to analyse and understand the means by which members of a community use their cultural 

understanding and contextual knowledge to make sense of their world in their everyday lives.  

Ethnomethodology seeks to understand social accomplishments as they occur in social encounters.  

The assumptions that arise, the conventions utilised and the practices adopted by participants in social 

interactions are important in Ethnomethodological research (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000). 

Garfinkel formulated a series of propositions that consider how to theorise the nature of social 

action and its relation to social structure.  Austin, Dwyer and Freebody (2003) suggest that a major 

premise of Ethnomethodology is that the understandings and practices of members of specific 

communities are socially constructed and mutually  accomplished.    Another  premise  sees  that  people’s  

social actions are culturally reflexive, that is cultural members perform social activities to accomplish 

an event and at the same time provide one another with an account of that event (Austin, Dwyer & 

Freebody, 2003). 
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Ethnomethodology establishes that it is unsuitable to appropriate general research findings to 

a particular social event that may be under study.  To fully appreciate a specific situation and actions, 

what is relevant and what is invoked by cultural members of the context, Ethnomethodology also 

takes into account what social actions cultural members relevantly encounter instead of externally 

theorising what relevant social actions may exist (Austin, Dwyer & Freebody, 2003).  Research 

findings are then contextually relevant to the participating members of a particular institution.  

Narrative Inquiry is a research methodology that can be well utilised within the frame of 

Ethnomethodology and as such this research project uses the method of Narrative Inquiry to gather 

and analyse the stories that members of an English class, being the teachers and culturally diverse 

students,  tell  as  they  account  for  each  others’  cultural  identities7.  

Another underpinning methodological approach that has informed my research is 

Phenomenology. Encapsulations of each teacher and student’s  life  world  and  my  own  perceptions  as  

the researcher are a focus of the research project and hence this study resonates with elements of a 

phenomenological approach. Phenomenology is grounded in the experiences of the self in life.  It is 

the theoretical point of view that promotes research into the study of direct experience taken at face 

value. Narrative Inquiry phenomenological approaches explore a  particular  person’s  life-world as a 

priority (Hollway, Lucey, & Pheonix, 1984).  The phenomenological approach was one of the original 

conceptions of Narrative Inquiry.    For  example,  an  interpretation  of  Labov  and  Waletzky’s  (1966)  

original framework implies that Narrative Inquiry  can  be  used  as  a  window  to  help  explore  people’s  

experiences.  The focus of this interpretation assumes that the telling of personal experiences through 

stories, represents how something that once happened can be retold and that retelling can demonstrate 

what this event meant and now means to the teller (Labov, 1966).   Hones (2007) provides some 

support for the partial reference to phenomenological connections to the life worlds of participants in 

this research project.    He  states  that  the,  “narrative  portrait  highlights  ways  in  which  critical 

leadership, critical teaching and a focus on multiple intelligences and literacy serve to assist 

newcomers  as  they  overcome  trauma  and  develop  their  identities  in  Australia”  (Hones,  2007,  p.  8).      

By  using  narrative  analysis  techniques,  participants’ views about the ways that their experiences have 

affected their lives can be accessed and articulated. 

4.2 Accounts 

The research questions called on the teacher research participants to tell stories that disclosed their 

understandings about cultural identity as they related to the culturally diverse students they teach and 

the pedagogies they enacted for these students. For this research project, the stories that were told 

                                                           
7 For a more detailed explanation of the terms,  “cultural  identity”,  refer  to  Chapter  3,  section  3.3. 
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during the interview process by teacher participants and student participants and the reflections taken 

from observations of teaching and learning are synonymous with accounts. The participants told 

stories of their experiences and those stories articulated their particular worldviews. In storying 

experiences we reflexively create and  sustain  particular  versions  of  ‘reality’.  By  hearing  the  stories  of  

the  teachers  and  the  refugee  students  I  sought  to  hear  their  accounts  of  what  ‘cultural  identity’  was  

and its place in the teaching/ learning environment.  

The definition of account for the purpose of the research is taken from Garfinkel.  Rhoads 

(1990) details  Garfinkel’s  definition of everyday accounts.  Accounts are the constructed personal 

spoken or written records of the activities of individuals and the activities of others.  This relates to 

how individuals define their situations in ongoing constructions or what Garfinkel termed  as  “situated  

accomplishments”  (Rhoads, 1990, p. 190).  Geertz (1973) equates  the  giving  of  accounts  with  “thick  

description.”    Accounts  go  beneath  the  surface  and  contain  interpretations  of  complex  situations,  

meaning systems and the dynamics of interactions as they unfold (Cohen et al., 2000, p. 293).  

Accounts are offered within the context of social interactions. For example, teachers may offer 

accounts of the ways that they conceive of the cultural identities of their refugee students through 

their classroom interactions. 

It is important to note that a problematised approach to the analysis of the stories is employed. 

The stories are not seen to be transparent windows on the experience of the participants. Garfinkel 

stated that accounts are indexical, reflexive and loose examples of interpretations that are identified in 

any form of communication, but most often in talk.  Accounts are indexical because the meaning of an 

account is always influenced by its context (Rhoads, 1990, p. 191).  The same terms in an account of 

one situation will vary in meaning when used to give an account of another situation.  Accounts are 

reflexive, that is, they draw on certain socially available understandings to be sensible and contribute 

to the construction of those understandings as socially available.  Finally the looseness of accounts is 

apparent as an account that is formulated to interpret one situation will not offer an equally valid 

interpretation of another even if it uses the same terms.  Looseness in this way is related to 

indexicality.  Accounts are given by people for particular reasons, where information may be omitted 

or changed for the given audience and circumstance (Rhoads, 1990, p.191). 

4.3 Narrative Inquiry and its significance 

The research project utilises Narrative Inquiry as its driving methodology. In the field of Refugee 

Education, as it relates to mainstream classroom practices in Australian schools, this particular 

methodology has not been employed in previous research and therefore this approach contributes to 

studies about refugee students and their teachers. The reasons for choosing this particular approach to 

the research are outlined in this section, drawing on the empirical research and theories of Clandinin 
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and Connelly (2000, 2006, 2007), Carpenter and emerald (2008, 2009), Riessman, (2008),  and 

Squire, Andrews and Tamboukou (2008). 

Narrative Inquiry may appear to be familiar as it focuses on storytelling and the telling of 

stories is a well-accepted practice globally in the modern age. Contemporary media contains a range 

of autobiographical genres, such as personal journey stories in reality television shows; entertainment 

news shows that emphasise  celebrities’  personal  stories;;  Youtube  where  visual  stories  are  posted  for  

world audiences and Facebook and Twitter where participants can table their everyday stories for a 

chosen audience.  Such stories are examples of new forms of storytelling that are disseminated 

through the mass media. Storytelling may seem recognisable, however, Narrative Inquiry takes the 

telling of stories to new levels of analysis. 

Narrative Inquiry explores narratives for the way they structure perceptual experience, 

organise  memories  and  “segment  and  purpose-build”  events  and  experiences  that  are  told  in  the  form  

of stories (Riessman, 2008, p.10).    These  stories  are  understood  as  “deep  structures”  about  life  and  

Riessman points out, particularly about culture (Riessman, 2008, p. 10).  Narrative Inquiry connects 

biography and analysis through the close analysis of stories.  As Carpenter and emerald (2008) do, 

this research will use the terms narrative and story in particular ways.   Narrative is used to reference 

broad cultural understandings that give experiences meaning (Carpenter & emerald, 2008).  Through 

interviews, themes from the talk of the interviews will  be  identified  to  understand  the  participants’  

interpretations of these broad cultural narratives. The definition of stories is contrasted to the 

definition of narrative.  For this research project the term story is used to refer to the stories that 

individuals tell to make meaning of experiences.  

Stories are often told in relation to cultural narratives – opposing or condoning them 

(Carpenter & emerald, 2009). I use the term, cultural narrative, to recognise everyday, commonsense 

narratives that are accepted by an audience, often without question. Carpenter and emerald (2009) 

suggest that while cultural narratives work to normalise and naturalise and therefore are not easily 

opposed, members of the intended audience of the narrative do interpret some flexibility in the ways 

that cultural narratives are understood as idealised and not wholly universally true. For example, there 

is a cultural narrative about what multiculturalism means for Australians that calls on ideas of richness 

and diversity in food and celebrations, however, personal stories that fear difference or exclude 

difference counter this particular cultural narrative.  Personal experience can often counter and create 

dissonance for people whose personal stories go against or do not entirely relate to wider cultural 

narratives (Carpenter & emerald, 2009).   
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Narrative Inquirers generally agree that human experiences are not just personal and 

individual; they always occur within broader social and cultural experiences.  Narrative Inquiry for 

Connelly and Clandinin is defined as, 

…a  way  of  understanding  experience.    It  is  the  collaboration  between  researcher  and  
participants, over time, in a place or series of places, and in social interaction with milieus.  
An inquirer enters this matrix in the midst and progresses in the same spirit, concluding the 
inquiry still in the midst of living and telling, reliving and retelling, the stories of the 
experiences  that  made  up  people’s  lives,  both  individual and social. (Clandinin & Connelly, 
2000, p. 2) 

Narrative Inquiry as utilised by Carpenter and emerald is concerned about the relationship between 

individuals’  stories  and cultural narratives. In effect, while Narrative Inquiry begins with the 

individual’s  stories,  it  always  also  begins  with  the broader cultural narratives that have impacted on 

and continue to influence the individual.  Narrative Inquiry is, 

an exploration  of  the  social,  cultural  and  institutional  narratives  within  which  individual’s  
experiences are constituted, shaped, expressed and enacted-but in a way that begins and ends 
that inquiry in the storied lives of the people involved.  Narrative inquirers study an 
individual’s  experience  in  the  world  and,  through  the  study,  seek  ways  of  enriching  and  
transforming that experience for themselves and others. (Clandinin, 2006, p. 42)   

As Carpenter and emerald (2008) have stated, in telling stories of experience participants can place 

that experience into the context of a story or even a part-story.  This enables their experience/s to be 

told coherently. Carpenter and emerald refer to Riessman and Speedy (2007) when they suggest that 

storytellers will at times create plots from disordered experience.  After the lived experience comes 

the chance to make sense of the experience and this often occurs through story (Carpenter & emerald, 

2008, p. 384).  In addition, for Riessman (2008), stories happen when events that are perceived by the 

speaker as important are selected, organised and connected and evaluated as meaningful for a 

particular  audience.    Riessman’s  definition  takes  into  account  the  performance  element  of stories. 

Stories are performed to an audience and as such, all stories are manipulated in some way for an 

audience to interpret. 

4.3.1 Narrative Inquiry for social justice and social change 

Narrative Inquiry has been chosen for this research project primarily because of its credentials as a 

methodology for social change.  Andrews, Squire and Tamboukou, (2008) suggest that researchers 

often choose Narrative Inquiry because the methodology allows an understanding of individual and 

social change by interpreting different layers of meaning and enabling an understanding of how these 

layers work (Andrews et al., 2008). A focus on narratives means that stories can be explored for the 

ways in which stories are constructed, who constructs them and why they are told, while also 

investigating how narratives are silenced, contested or accepted. Andrews et al. (2008) suggest that 
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such explorations help us to understand important aspects of our modern world. Riessman (2008) 

concurs, noting that stories can mobilise others into action for progressive social change.  She refers 

to Ewick and Silbey (1998) and their sociological work in exploring the role of law in everyday life, 

where they were told as a part of their data collection, a plethora of stories of resistance to legal 

authority (Riessman, 2008). Ewick  and  Silbey’s  (1998)  narrative  analysis  found  that  the  stories  

revealed,  “complex  and  fluid  relations  of  power”  which  helped individuals and groups to understand 

their  situations,  and  engage  in  actions  that  worked  to  “impede  the  routine  exercise  of  power” 

(Riessman, 2008, p. 60). The process of telling stories about resistance practices had more effect in 

mobilising action than the practices themselves. The work emphasises the social change potential of 

personal narrative. Clandinin and Connelly (2000, 2006) also demonstrate that Narrative Inquiry can 

work to transform and create change within classrooms and within schools.  They suggest that for 

social change to occur,  a  person’s  experience  must  first  be  listened to on its own terms. It is then that 

a critique and possible plan for change can be envisioned. Clandinin and Rosiek (2006) suggest that 

social change is most effective when grounded in the storied experiences of affected people. An 

example  of  Clandinin  and  Connolly’s  (2000)  narrative  work  for  social  change  was  witnessed  in  their  

Bay Street School project. Bay Street School was known for its problems with racism, for its 

declining academic achievement and for its constant turnover of teachers.  In order to find a potential 

way forward from these issues, the researchers sought to understand the themes that wove through the 

storied experiences of the teachers.  

Elbaz-Luwisch (2005) has demonstrated how collaborating teachers can literally work 

together to make the Narrative Inquiry process “  a  form  of  intervention  and  an  influence  in  making  

schools better places – places where teachers can communicate their ideas openly, reflect and learn 

together, and cooperate to write new stories of teaching”  (371).   For example, Elbaz-Luwisch (2005) 

introduces Nina, an Israeli teacher, who has concerns about grouping her culturally diverse students 

because she is sensitive to the racism exhibited by one particular girl in her class. Elbaz-Luwisch adds 

her own storied experience into recorded conversations with Nina and together a process of planning 

for the classroom develops. The examples cited from Elbaz-Luwisch’s  analysis  demonstrate  that  the  

Narrative Inquiry process reveals that, in these cases, stories that involve injustice also involve the 

attempts to restore justice for the participants (Bruner cited in Squire, 2008).   

This  research  project  aims  to  make  the  telling  of  participants’  narratives  sustained  and  will  

prioritise the communication of the stories within meaningful final texts.  Participants in Narrative 

Inquiry can be agents for social change and social justice by telling, reflecting upon and then acting 

upon what they have learned from the Narrative Inquiry process.  Carpenter and emerald (2008) 

reflect,  “Local,  individual stories are at the heart of all emancipatory movements, great and small”  (p. 

392).  This reflection lies at the heart of the methodology for this research project. 
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4.3.2 Personal, social and experiential aspects of Narrative Inquiry 

Teaching is a deeply social and personal experience as it is rooted in social communication and 

personal communication and involves the negotiation of close relationships every day (Elbaz-

Luwisch, 2005).  Teachers communicate their own personal stories to their students as a daily 

practice.    These  stories  communicate  teachers’  personalities,  ideals  and  values.    In  terms  of  making  

positive changes to education systems, the individual teacher in his/her classroom has agency to make 

changes  in  their  own  specific  classroom  context.    Fullan  states,  “It’s  individuals,  working,  first  of  all,  

despite the system, and secondly, connecting with other kindred spirits, that will begin to develop the 

critical mass that changes the system” (Fullan, 1994, p. 2).  The telling of stories between teachers and 

students is a crucial part of this change.  Effective English teachers also ensure that the students they 

teach can tell their own stories. They also negotiate relationships with fellow colleagues, parents and 

administrators every day and this process includes  the  telling  of  teachers’  own  professional  stories.    

Denzin (1989) suggests that stories are deeply social; not only because they always involve hearers, as 

well as speakers but because storytelling constitutes and maintains sociality (Denzin, 1989 in Squire, 

2008). Narrative Inquiry works effectively as it too prioritises working and negotiating in close 

partnership with teachers and students to listen to, interpret and create new stories and therefore 

understandings about teaching practice and connections. For this research project, this storying 

process occurs with relation to refugee students in Senior English classrooms.  

Riessman (2008) outlines how Narrative Inquiry can also be used with ethnographic goals in 

mind.  While Narrative Inquiry can centre on the individual stories of participants, it can also have a 

wider and broader-reaching focus.  While narrative analysis is case-centred it can generate 

“categories”  which  can  be  generalised  to  theoretical  propositions  that  are  transferable.    They  can  also  

become the foundation for other research work that tests the findings of a base narrative study 

(Riessman, 2008). 

4.3.3 Narratives in subject English – an interweaving of teaching and research practice   

English teachers and students commonly work with narratives as a prioritised textual genre within the 

Secondary English curriculum.  The interweaving of narrative research with contexts that use 

narrative genres for students, alongside personal narratives of teachers and students is a genuine and 

symbiotic process that the proposed research project seeks to apply. Senior English teachers’  

curriculum recommendations have expressed concern over the diminishing importance of the 

narrative in curriculum recommendations since the 1980s. These concerns have escalated in recent 

times.  DiPardo (1990) suggests that students are encouraged to abandon narrative discourses in 

favour of more sophisticated, abstract (that is, essay-like) text genres.  As students progress through 

schooling, they encounter fewer opportunities to develop their own personal and creative identities 
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within the English curriculum.  By not recognising the significance and empowering nature of 

narratives in the English curriculum, the expression of cultural identity and personal identity is 

silenced (Luna, 1983).  For many refugees, narratives have an important place. Luna argues that, 

“many  cultures  use  narrative  as  a  sophisticated  communicative  strategy  and  mode  of  knowledge  

creation”  (1993).  Narratives do matter to all cultures and proponents such as Luna (1993) argue that 

they should be given greater status in the English curriculum. There has been a general diminishing of 

the status of stories in education, both in secondary and tertiary contexts, however, Narrative Inquiry, 

as a research methodology marks a reversal of this trend as it brings the role of stories into the centre 

of educational transformation. 

4.3.4 Narrative Inquiry and the centrality of participants 

For Clandinin and Connelly (2000) narrative research always begins with the experiences of 

participants.  In their research, while a theoretical framework was required for the purpose of 

confirmation, a set methodological framework or theoretical framework was not imposed on 

participants from the outset of the research.  Frameworks can be formalistic and new ways of 

approaching Narrative Inquiry move against formal notions of theory (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  

In a formal approach there is no agency for change; people constantly play out the roles of the given 

formula.  In line with the narrative approach that the research project embraces, Clandinin notes, 

research participants must be representatives and advocates for themselves, especially in contexts 

where it is found that they may not have felt they had a public voice (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  

This is a discussion point in Section 4.5.2. For this research project, the stories of the research 

participants are prioritised. These  stories  gave  accounts  of  the  participants’  understandings  about  

cultural identity and, in the case of the teachers, how they made pedagogical decisions based on these 

beliefs. Theoretical lenses were refined after the data collection process to ensure that encompassed 

the participants’  context  and  were agentive for the teachers and students. 

4.3.5 Methodology: Summary 

The field of Narrative Inquiry is a diverse and heterogeneous sphere, and it was in part these 

characteristics that appealed to the design of this research project.  Understanding the flexibility of 

Narrative Inquiry, the research project drew on the methodological approach, guided by 

Ethnomethodological and Phenomenological elements. An Ethnomethodological influence is 

acknowledged because I wanted an approach that would enable an understanding of the social 

interactions of the teachers and students as they occurred in the field. I wanted the findings of the 

research to be as contextually relevant as possible to the research participants themselves. 

Phenomenological  influences  are  also  acknowledged  because  I  wanted  to  understand  the  participant’s  

life worlds and experiences. It will be recalled that in Chapter 2 that literature about refugee students 
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and schooling was reviewed.  In the review I identified some of the key studies undertaken, the 

research methods that were used and the findings of these studies. I identified that these research 

studies used surveys, (Watkins et al., 2013) interviews, (Hones, 2008) focus group discussions 

(Brown et al., 2008) and visual methodologies (Singh & Matthews, 2008). The interviews and surveys 

asked  specific  types  of  questions  about  teachers’  knowledge  of  policies  and  confidence  in  producing  

inclusive classrooms for refugee students (Section 2.4) and found that teachers were not confident in 

teaching refugee students and often had not read policies about multicultural education or indeed even 

knew they existed (Brown et al., 2006; Watkins et al., 2013). The studies also found that teachers 

needed extensive professional development in EAL and multicultural education pedagogies (Watkins 

et al., 2013). My own study builds on this work by also adopting a qualitative approach, however, 

rather than just using one off interviews I employed a Narrative Inquiry approach that utilised in-

depth interviews, observation notes and field notes as I co-taught in the field for a period of four 

months. In mixing approaches and using numerous methods I sought detailed stories about school life, 

teaching and learning from the teachers, students and myself and allowed a focus on the lived 

experiences of the participants.  This particular combined methodological approach contributes to the 

field of teacher education and refugee education because, it demonstrated perhaps a more thorough, 

more diligent, more interactive and more sustained way of researching the accounts of teachers and 

students as well as their classroom practices. As a methodology that promotes agency through 

understanding the interweaving of cultural narratives and personal stories, Narrative Inquiry worked 

effectively in the English classroom contexts where narratives were often used as a part of everyday 

teaching.  

4.4 Methods 

This section details the research design, including an explanation of the research context, the research 

participants and the collection of data. Pseudonyms have been used to de-identify the school and the 

research participants involved in the project.  

4.4.1 Research design 

The research was conducted in the following order: 

1. Introduction to the school context, principal, Jessica Hawthorne – Head of EAL unit, Erin 

Smith and Rachael Doyle – December 2009 (Please note pseudonyms are used.) 

2. Ethics processes approved for start of research – Early May 2010 

3. Meeting with all of proposed teaching participants – 20th May 2010 

4. Began work in the field: co-teaching, interviewing – 26st May 2010 

5. Interviews conducted with teachers and students:  
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-23rd July, 2010 

-8th August, 2010 

-10th September, 2010 

6. Concluded work in the field – 10th September 2010 

7. Follow up meeting with Rachael Doyle – 23rd March 2011 

To articulate the research design the following sections explain: 

 The context of the investigation (4.4.2) 

 The participants in the investigation (4.4.3) 

 Interviews (4.4.4) 

 Lesson observations (4.4.5) 

 Collection of artefacts (4.4.6) 

 Writing of a research journal (4.4.7) 

4.4.2 The research context 

The school 

Diversity State High School (Diversity High) is situated in South East Queensland, Australia. It has a 

reputation for being exceptionally culturally diverse in its student population.  Its total student 

enrolment in 2010 was 616 students from Year 8 to Year 12.  In 2010, the diverse population included 

refugees from Iran, Iraq and several African nations; immigrants from the Pacific Islands, New 

Zealand, England, Germany and Bosnia.  It also included a strong and well-staffed EAL (English as 

an Additional Language) unit that catered for EAL students between the ages of 12 and 20 as well as 

the  school’s international student program.  At the time of the data collection, the unit was called the 

English as a Second Language Unit (ESL) and the participants throughout the interviews used the 

acronym ESL. School data showed that 60% of the school population came from migrant 

backgrounds with many students having only spent the last few years living in Australia before 2010.   

Most students had English proficiency when they began at the school.  Students, who had EAL, 

accounted for 13% of the school population in 2009.  All EAL students were placed in mainstream 

classes and received support in the mainstream classroom environment.  EAL students could also 

access EAL trained teachers during special timetabled sessions. In addition to the academic support of 

the school’s  culturally  diverse  students,  days  of  recognition  and  commemoration,  were  publicised  and  

celebrated positively. These days consisted of activities and performances that recognised diversity. 

Since the school first opened in the 1970s it has seen many transitions in terms of student 

population.  The teacher participants in the research project both suggested that in the past decade the 

school had gone from being quite monocultural to being exceptionally culturally diverse. The data 
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gathering for this research project occurred from May to September, 2010. In 2011 the student 

participants graduated from school and the Head of EAL retired in March 2013. The teacher 

participants continue to teach English, however, only one remains at Diversity High. In 2014, the 

population, school  structures  and  the  school’s  recognition  of  diversity  remain  similar  to  2010.   

The Senior English program 

Diversity  High’s Senior English program is mandated through the Queensland Board of Senior 

Secondary School Studies. During 2010 the school held and used an approved Senior English work 

program.  The program took into account the diversity of the school population through a curriculum 

that was designed to encourage students to explore their cultural backgrounds and identities. The new 

Senior English Syllabus (2010) was unveiled in the  year  of  the  research  project’s  data collection. 

Details about how this syllabus document connects with the research project’s  focus are included in 

Chapter One. Two units from the Senior English work program were studied during my teaching time 

at Diversity High. During the initial phase in the field, students were involved in writing imaginative 

short stories that connected to their own lives. This unit took eight weeks and culminated in a 

supervised  exam.  The  second  unit  centred  on  Shakespeare’s  Macbeth. Students first completed a 

feature article were they were asked to make links between the themes of the play text and modern 

day incidents where the same themes could be identified. Next, students were formed into groups to 

begin work on dramatic performances that required them to recreate a section of Macbeth in modern 

English and in a modern context. 

4.4.3 The research participants: My sense of them and my relationships with them 

The research participants, who have been de-identified and given pseudonyms for this study, included 

two teacher participants: Erin Smith and Rachael Doyle and four student participants: Shayan, Azad, 

Keith and Sharon. Shayan, Azad and Keith are the primary student participants. At all times, the 

research participants were generous with their time, they demonstrated courage and were generally 

open with their comments and opinions.  

Erin Smith had taught for ten years, entirely at Diversity High. She prided herself on her 

professionalism and while working with her, I admired her excellent skills in planning and behaviour 

management. Erin was able  to  maintain  a  clear  sense  of  her  role  in  her  students’  learning  in  and out of 

the classroom. She continues to be a busy person, juggling a young family with her career. As a 

researcher, I greatly appreciated her consideration and her kindness in letting me participate as a 

member of her class. While Erin is a warm person who easily communicated acceptance to her 

students, I felt she was at times a little torn between wanting to tell me detail of her experiences, 

including her hesitations, doubts and frustrations - and keeping up her professional persona as a loyal 

representative of her school. Erin communicated a deep connection to the school. Although I have no 
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hard evidence of this, as an interviewer I suspected that her loyalty and her commitment to present 

herself as a skilled professional might have kept Erin from really discussing the issues she faced. In 

our conversations she tended to only communicate positive and superficial notions about cultural 

identity within her classes and school. 

At the time of the research data collection, Rachael Doyle had taught for seven years, 

spending six of those years at Diversity High. She is a very active teacher who held the role of Year 8 

Coordinator at the school since 2010. Rachael organised numerous experiences for her drama students 

and was also involved in drama co-curricular  productions  for  the  school.  I  appreciated  Rachael’s 

sense of seeking to learn and understand more. We had many deep discussions during which 

Rachael’s  expressed her insecurities and doubts as a teacher. I appreciated her vulnerability as I 

believe effective teachers look for opportunities to discuss and learn more about their teaching 

situations. I particularly appreciated Rachael’s  reflective  nature,  coupled  with  her  energy  working  

with her students. Clearly her students valued her for the excellent teacher she is. 

As I have taken on the role as a researcher and participant in this project, it is important to 

state my own teaching history and research activities.  I have taught high school English classes for 

over sixteen years.  I have also worked in the role of an Assistant Head of English and as a University 

lecturer and tutor in undergraduate and postgraduate programs. Throughout this project I assisted each 

of the teachers in their classrooms.  During group work sessions I conferenced with students and also 

spent considerable time drafting student work during the final stages of certain assessment items.  The 

teachers often called on my support during class times to assist in their explanations of concepts. As I 

had been, until this research project, primarily an English teacher at an affluent private school, I was a 

little unsure about what to expect when I began the research process in the field, however, my 

experience researching and co-teaching at the school was overwhelmingly positive. I appreciate the 

students at Diversity High for their open friendliness and for welcoming me into their classes from 

May to September, 2010. They made me feel so welcome that I felt that I could have been a part of 

the school community for a long time. 

Both classes I worked with were extremely culturally diverse8. Twelve out of the twenty-one 

students in  Erin  Smith’s  class were noted in school documentation as coming from culturally diverse 

backgrounds while in Rachael Doyle’s  class,  nine  out  of  twenty  one students were noted as having 

culturally diverse backgrounds. Most of these diverse students also used English as a second 

language. The students who are the primary focus for the research project, Shayan, Azad and Keith, 

did not speak English easily before arriving at Diversity High. These students had attended the school 

for about eighteen months prior to their participation in the research project. 

                                                           
8 Refer  to  Chapter  3,  Section  3.3  for  an  explanation  of  the  term,  “culturally  diverse”. 
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As is the case in most high school classes, each class experienced instability throughout the year, 

however,  I  was  surprised  with  the  amount  of  change  in  both  Rachael’s  and  Erin’s  classes.  For 

example, in Rachael’s  class,  there  were  six  refugee  students at the start of the year, but by May there 

were none.   Students seemed to move in and out of classes very regularly and the teachers saw this as 

normal.  A few of the refugee students who moved out of Rachael’s  class  moved  to  Erin’s  class.  One  

of the girls who I wished to interview moved out  of  Erin’s  class  because  Erin  and  the  Head  of  EAL, 

deemed that she was not coping with the mainstream English program.  Shayan and Azad chose to 

move  out  of  Rachael’s  class  because  they  were  unhappy  with  their  peers’  negative  behaviour  towards  

their  and  other  class  members’  perceived  cultural differences. This will be taken up as a discussion 

point in Chapter 5, Section 5.2. 

Shayan and Azad are two students  from  Erin’s  class.  They are both Iranian refugees who 

arrived in Australia two years prior to the research project.  Shayan  and  Azad’s  families  observe  the  

Baha’i faith and were persecuted by Muslims throughout their lives in Iran. The  Baha’i  faith,  

promotes peace and unity and the human rights of women and children (Momen & Momen, 2005). 

The  Baha’i’s  chosen  religious  base  of  Israel  has  long  been  a  source  of  conflict  for the Muslim-Iranian 

government  and  the  Baha’i’s  focus  on  unity  and  peace  is  seen  as  directly  confrontational  to  the  

Muslim  government’s  promotion  of  jihad  and  partisanship (Momen & Momen, 2005; Wahied, 2010). 

Followers of Baha’i do not accept that Mohamed was the last prophet and this is regarded as heretical 

by many Muslim leaders in Iran (Wahied, 2010). Hundreds  of  Baha’i  have  been  killed  since  1979,  

during the Islamic Revolution. Thousands have been suspiciously arrested and many more are 

persecuted daily to the present day (Wahied, 2010). Since  1991,  for  example,  the  Baha’i have been 

restricted in terms of freedom to pursue an education. The Supreme Revolutionary Cultural Council 

laid  out  a  plan  to  restrict  education  and  employment  of  the  Baha’i  to  halt  the  influence  of  the  Baha’i  in  

Iranian communities (Shahvar, 2009). In Iran, Shayan and Azad would not have been able to attend 

university because access for people of the Baha’i  faith  was severely limited. Both boys were also 

personally persecuted at their previous Iranian schools. Shayan and Azad met in a refugee detention 

camp in Turkey and spent six years at the camp. There was no school at the camp, so Diversity High 

became their first school in six years and their first experience of a secondary school. The boys did 

not understand English when they first arrived in Australia in 2008. Shayan was very confident and 

outgoing in his expression, whereas, Azad was quieter and often allowed Shayan to speak for them 

both. Both boys were reflective, however, Azad connected more often to his emotions and to his 

vulnerabilities.  Shayan’s  public  display  was bravado and confidence. 

Rachael taught many refugee students for the first part of 2010, including Shayan and Azad, 

so while all of the refugee students had left her class by May 2010 she had considerable experience 

teaching in many refugee-inclusive classrooms.  Keith and Sharon are the two students from 

Rachael’s  class. Keith is South Korean and was expelled by his Korean school and sent to Australia 
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by his father in 2009. He had attended a private school on the Gold Coast but as he did not enjoy it, he 

moved to Diversity High.  At the time of the research project in 2010, he was a quiet, motivated and 

friendly student. While Keith was not a refugee student, his own stories about his cultural identity and 

his experience of school and English at Diversity High were relevant to this study. Sharon was not an 

EAL student, but she has been included in this study because she was, rather bizarrely, mistakenly 

misrepresented as an EAL student when she was recommended to me as a participant for the study. 

Sharon was a very confident student and her stories about her own cultural identity and  teachers’  

responses to it were both revealing and relevant to this research project. 

4.4.4 Interviews 

Interviews are not merely data collection exercises.  Social and interpersonal experiences are integral 

to the interviewing process (Rapley, 2004). This means that it is imperative to consciously attend to 

both the interview process and the resulting data in ways that are mindful of the social construction of 

knowledge. Understanding how the meaning-making process unfolds in the interview is as crucial as 

what questions are asked (Holstein & Gubrium, 2004). Attention to this understanding is detailed in 

the explanation of the interviews processes below. Active listening is another key skill in ensuring 

that interpersonal, interactional and emotive aspects are as positive and productive as possible.  For 

interviews to be productive, the dynamics, atmosphere and physical context for the interview situation 

must be considered.  This is also considered in the explanation below. 

For an interview to be effective, participants should be as knowledgeable as possible about 

the interview process so that they can participate in an informed manner (Cohen et al., 2000). It was 

my intention to not give a set structure for the interviews, in  line  with  Clandinin’s  (2004) focus on 

non-formulaic narrative approaches discussed earlier.  Riessman (2008) suggests that inflexibly 

structured narrative interviews may mean that extended accounts that are communicated at the 

participants’  choosing  may  not be forthcoming.  When I met the teacher-participants however, Erin in 

particular, requested some detail about the topics that would be discussed prior to the interviews. As a 

result I used semi-structured interviews, in that I gave short details about the kinds of topics I hoped to 

discuss prior to the actual interviews. I did not detail exact questions because I understood that it was 

probable that topics would shift and change during the interview process (Rapley, 2007). The semi-

structured interviews gave Erin more confidence but possibly also contributed to her focus of 

remaining  ‘on  message’ about school support. The semi-structured format was effective in practice as 

it allowed the participants and myself avenues for control or freedom, depending on the confidence 

and openness of each interviewee, their knowledge base for different topics and their rapport with me. 

McLeod (2000) suggests that interviews and the talk within them give teachers  the  chance  to  ‘figure  

the  self’  in  relation  to  their  immediate context. This perspective is relevant to this research project 
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because I wanted the teachers to communicate their understandings about themselves as English 

teachers in relation to their culturally diverse context. 

Semi-structured interviews are not without caveats however. Lankshear and Knobel (2004) 

suggest that assumptions cannot be made about participants being able to embody their experience in 

interview accounts, particularly single interview accounts. Interview accounts are merely re-presented 

experiences, not lived experiences and therefore the data that comes from the interviews must be 

recognised as just that – a  story  told  in  an  interview,  not  necessarily  a  ‘true’  rendering  of  what  

happened. Interview talk also occurs interactively with the interviewer and so the stories that are told 

should be recognised as co-constructed,  and  possibly  very  different  from  the  ‘same’  story  told  

elsewhere and for different purposes. 

Many varying dynamics are shared between the interviewer and interviewee and consequently 

accounts can be shaped according to particular biases, physical attributes, personality types and 

moods (Holstein & Gubrium, 1997). To make some move to mitigate these factors, I conducted three 

extended in-depth interviews with the teachers, Rachael and Erin, one extended in-depth interview 

and one paired interview with students, Shayan and Azad and two extended in-depth interviews with 

students, Keith and Sharon. McLeod (2000) asserts that this strategy of using extended in-depth 

interviews assists the integrity of the data. I also chose to work alongside the participants in their 

classrooms so that I was able to gain a greater understanding of the dynamics of the research context. 

The narrative interviews in the research project were voice recorded and the digital recordings 

were the prime source for analysis.  Warren (2002) states that the tape recorder, together with the 

topic  guide,  the  localised  interview  context  and  prior  talk  of  the  aims  of  a  research  project  create,  “…a  

particular social context for the interview communication”  (p.  91). It is also important to consider the 

performative aspects of recording the participants telling their stories.  Concerns exist about 

participants over-dramatising accounts due to an awareness of having to tell an interesting story 

(Minichello et al., 1995). Another concern exists about participants feeling nervous about the act of 

recording and this nervousness potentially impacting on the telling of their stories (Arksey & Knight, 

1999). Particular or assumed ways of behaving while being recorded occurred in the interviews 

conducted for the research project, even though the recorder itself was not made a focus during 

interview sessions. For example, the recorder was placed near me instead of in the middle of a table. 

Participants were aware of the recorder and interacted with the interviewer and the recording device, 

however issues of nerves or of being overly dramatic were not identified.  The student participants 

seemed to enjoy their opportunities to speak and it was interesting that the students never commented 

or seemed concerned by the recording of the interviews. In contrast, the teacher participants did 

mention  that  it  felt  “strange”  to  be  recorded  as  it  was  an unusual practice for them. As noted, Erin 



 80 

seemed  committed  to  remaining  ‘on  message’  about  her  support  of  the  school  and  this  was  perhaps  

heightened because she knew her talk was being recorded.  

Data was collected predominantly from in-depth individual interviews. However, there was 

one interview with Shayan and Azad together.  The paired interview was the first interaction of this 

kind between the boys and myself and I decided that the boys might feel more at ease if the interview 

was conducted in this way in the first instance.  

4.4.5 Paired interview session with the refugee students 

As noted in Section 4.4.1, a paired interview was chosen as the first interview format with the refugee 

students, Shayan and Azad. This occurred during the school lunch hour. Before the interview began, I 

gave the boys a brief outline of the topics we would discuss. The interview took half an hour as this 

was the time available before the boys were expected back in class. The session worked as an 

introductory session for us and was designed to be as informal as possible. I used the opportunity to 

build rapport with the students as I intended to work closely with these particular students over a four-

month period. This interview was positive and influenced the friendly and effective interactions we 

enjoyed within the classroom.  

4.4.6 Open-ended, in-depth individual interviews – teachers and students 

 Three in-depth open-ended interviews were conducted with the classroom teachers, Rachael and Erin, 

and one in-depth interview was conducted with the refugee student participants, Shayan and Azad.  

Two in-depth interviews were conducted with students, Keith and Sharon. How the teachers 

accounted for cultural identity and how these accounts impacted on pedagogy enacted in the English 

classrooms were the underpinning focus points for the interviews. The purpose of the first round of 

interviews was to become familiar with the rituals and pedagogical practices that the teacher engaged 

with in order to connect her students.  Teachers reflected on what was occurring in the classroom and 

any ideas for change occurred at this stage.   

Squire (2008) suggests that, when interviewing for Narrative Inquiry, “If  you  place  the  story  

within the person,  you  may  simply  ask  for  ‘their  story’,  intervening  as  little  as  possible”  (  p. 48).  

Riessman (2008) emphasises the need for open ended questions in interviews.  She suggests instead of 

posing  the  question,  “What  happened when you did...?”,  you  can  say,  “Tell  me  what  happened.”  For 

example, in the first semi-structured interview with the teachers I opened with information about 

myself as a teacher and then the lead-in,  “Tell  me about how you came to be a teacher here?” (See 

Appendix 1A). By using language that encourages the telling of stories, Riessman (2008) also 
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suggests that participants are encouraged to make long accounts that are more valuable for research 

and analysis purposes. 

4.4.7 Collection of artefacts 

Institution-specific artefacts 

Artefacts that embodied the  school’s  culture  and  the  institution’s  values,  were  collected and analysed 

for what they communicated about the negotiation of cultural identities in the school. For example, 

student population data, community data and cultural background data was made available to me 

during the data collection phase. School curriculum and policy documents were also a focus for the 

collection and analysis of artefacts. For example, I was given a plan for differentiation, by the Head of 

the EAL Unit. These artefacts can be found in Appendix 2. 

English class/ lesson specific artefacts 

Artefacts which related to the inclusion of the socio-cultural and social learning pedagogies in English 

lessons were collected.  These included literary texts, teaching tools and learning guidelines.  For 

example, I was provided with a course outline for the Year 11 English units, work booklets for story 

writing techniques and task sheets for both a narrative unit and a feature article unit. Student work 

samples were also of interest.  I  copied  many  of  the  student  participants’  narrative  assessment  items.  

These artefacts can be found in Appendix 2. 

4.4.8 Reflective research journal 

I wrote a reflective journal during each phase of the research process.  This was in part, to monitor the 

place of me, the researcher in the research context.  Clandinin and Connelly (2007) agree with the use 

of research journals as they suggest that they become a source of clarification as researchers find 

themselves  “in  the  midst”  of  the  particular  context  under  investigation.    The  observations  that  were  

recorded were semi-structured.  The research questions provided a guide to the observations, 

however, as no assumptions were being made about the research findings, the data from the 

observations unfolded as time in the research context extended. In the main, my reflections described 

my emotions and reactions to particular events and occurrences while being in the field. If questions 

arose  about  my  actions  or  the  teachers’  actions  and  choices  in  the  classroom,  these  would  also  be  

noted. Often my reflections provided a basis for follow-up interviews with the participants.  

A research journal was also kept to record detailed observations of the physical setting, the 

ways that the participants of the research were organised in the classroom context, the interactional 

setting and organisation of curriculum into pedagogical practices (Morrison, 1993). I wrote 
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observations in the form of field notes as I co-taught English lessons with the teacher participants. To 

make observations, I kept a notebook with me or in a corner of the classroom so that I could write 

impressions and thoughts down as quickly as possible. I chose not to do this on a computer as this 

would have been more cumbersome and potentially disruptive. After each class and at the end of each 

school day I would write reflections on each teaching session. These reflections were specific to the 

observations of classroom practice and dynamics. Often I would write an outline of events on one 

page of a double page spread and then write a reflection on the second page. The observation notes 

are drawn on throughout the data analysis in Chapter 5. From the outset of the research project, the 

intention of the observation notes was to outline the events of each lesson but also to describe 

interesting or unusual occurrences. This was done in the spirit of creating a rich account of the 

research. A disadvantage of this system is that many notes can end up essentially unused, however, an 

advantage is that the description is rich and thick and that the journal becomes an excellent aide 

memoir, providing reminders of the impressions and thoughts that could have been lost in the hurly 

burly and busy-ness of participating in the research context. In this way my participation in the 

research context as the researcher was uninterrupted and detailed reflection on the research context 

and my place in it also occurred (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Examples of these observations can be 

found in the Appendix 3. 

4.5 Approach to analysis 

Analytically, this research project draws on a discursive approach to thematic narrative analysis as 

outlined by Boyatzis (1998). Carpenter and emerald (2008, 2009) used this method in their empirical 

study of motherhood of children with ADHD (Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder) and ASD 

(Autism Spectrum Disorder).  The different forms of data and their corresponding analysis approach 

are tabled below: 

Table 4.1  
Data and approach to analysis 
Data Purpose Approach to analysis 

Interviews Enable disclosures about 

accounts of cultural 

identities and the 

pedagogical practices 

Thematic Analysis (Boyatzis, 

1998; Carpenter and emerald, 

2008, 2009) 

Artefacts Provide resources to 

support teacher and 

student interview data 

Thematic Analysis (Boyatzis, 

1998; Carpenter and emerald, 

2008, 2009) 

 

Observations, Field notes, Used to inform and Narrative Analysis (Clandinin, 
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Research Journal corroborate analysis from 

interviews and artefacts 

2007) 

The predominant data analysed for this research project was in the form of interview transcripts. As 

noted above, the interviews were semi-structured in form and were designed to elicit stories of 

experience.  From the accounts given in the interviews, stories were identified in the teacher and 

student talk.  Thody (1997) has suggested that stories as extensions of interviews are rich sources of 

live data.  She describes them as an, “unparalleled  method  of  reaching  practitioners’  mindsets  (Thody, 

1997, p. 331).  These accounts elicited in the interviews highlight the personal stories that the teachers 

and students tell to make sense of their experiences of cultural identity in their English classroom 

contexts.  Common themes in the teacher and student talk were then identified.  As stated, the model 

of identifying themes utilised by Carpenter and emerald was adapted.    Carpenter  and  emerald’s  own 

model of theme identification is taken from the work of Boyatzis (1998) and informed by Braun and 

Clark (2006).  Boyatzis (1998) defines a theme as a, “pattern  found  in  the  information  that  at  a  

minimum describes and organises the possible observations and at a maximum interprets aspects of 

the  phenomenon”  (Boyatzis,  1998,  p.  4).  Thematic  analysis  seeks  to  identify and interpret themes in 

data in a rigorous manner. Specifically for this proposed research project, meanings about experience 

are seen to be socially produced and influenced by the many discourses that surround issues of 

education and refugees in Australian society.   

4.5.1 Thematic narrative analysis and the data 

In this study, a thematic analysis was enacted with the interview data of the two teacher participants, 

the four student participants and the head of the EAL unit.  For the purpose of delineating categories 

for the analysis, teacher, student and EAL teacher data are analysed separately.  As noted above, the 

thematic analysis of the interview data was guided by the work of Braun and Clarke (2006) and 

Boyatzis (1998). In keeping with Braun and Clarke’s  (2006)  suggestion,  this  section  describes how 

themes are identified.  

Themes in the interview data, in this study, were identified through processes that are both 

theoretical and inductive (Boyatzis, 1998). The thematic analysis is theoretical because the interviews 

were driven via particular concerns, hinged by the keywords of the research prompts: cultural identity 

and teaching and learning.  But within these overarching interests, the way of identifying themes is 

data driven or inductive in approach (Boyatzis, 1998).  That is, it is through the responses of the 

research participants that themes are identified.  Themes were confirmed and identified in three ways:  

1) Research participants frequently made reference to particular topics.   

2) Topics were seen  to  be  highly  relevant  to  the  study’s  research questions, whether frequently 

occurring or not.   
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3) Participants identified in their talk that a theme/ topic was important.  

Competent thematic identification incorporates both semantic and latent aspects to ensure depth in 

analysis. Semantic themes are identified in the façade of the data. Surface pattern, words and phrases 

reveal  initial  themes.  Latent  themes  go  beyond  the  data’s  façade  to  reveal  deeper  ideologies  and  

assumptions embedded in the words (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Boyatzis, 1998).  In approaching the 

analysis, themes were firstly identified, by looking for patterns of frequency in words and then time 

was taken to explore the deeper assumptions that lie beneath the exterior of the interview data. In this 

way, both semantic and latent themes were identified. 

The analysis is predominantly constructionist in its epistemological approach.  That is, it is 

understood that the meanings within the data and interpreted from the data are consequences of social 

production and reproduction.  All utterances were linked to understandings of social discourses as 

each research participant found ways to make sense of the effects of their sociocultural circumstances.  

It can also be said that an element of contextuality also exists in the analysis. This analytic makes 

space to understand that participants also bring an understanding of how they make sense of their own 

experiences; they too cast themselves as agents of change who are not necessarily at the mercy of 

social discourses and expectations (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

4.5.2 The practical analysis within this research project 

The actual data analysis method followed many steps. In simple form they were: 

 Transcription of interview data 

 Readings of transcripts to ensure familiarity 

 Identification of codes 

 Mapping of codes 

 Tabling of codes 

 Identification of themes from codes 

 Identification of sub-themes 

 Confirmation of relationship between the themes, sub-themes and the research questions 

 Write up of analysis 

To initiate the analytical process, interviews were transcribed thoroughly.  Next, thorough readings of 

the transcripts occurred many times to ensure complete familiarity with the data.  The data units or 

interview transcripts of research teacher participants and then research student participants were 

analysed in their entireties and the frequency of codes was noted. A code identifies a basic feature in 

the data that is interpreted as meaningful in relation to the phenomenon under study (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). Codes were firstly highlighted in transcripts; subsequently through additional readings of the 
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transcripts, the codes were mapped; next the codes were tabled for each participant group so that the 

relationship between the codes and the participants could be understood (See Appendix 2A and 2B).  

In these tables, data extracts were taken from the data sets so that a focus on the language could be 

maintained. The codes were then garnered into broader, leading themes through a process of mapping 

and tabling. This required re-reading the separate data extracts as well as referring to data items to 

ensure the overall context of each interview was not lost. The themes were identified from the codes 

because they were considered crucial, both in the telling  of  research  participants’  stories  but  also  in  

linking  to  the  study’s  research  questions.  As a result, major themes were identified first and then 

detailed through the description of sub-themes for teachers, students and the EAL teacher.  At all 

times during the analytical process, the relationship between the themes, sub-themes and the research 

questions was considered. The validity of the themes in relation to the entire data set was also 

confirmed by revisiting the transcripts as a whole (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

It is important to define each theme and to confirm what it is about each theme that is 

important to the data set but also to the entire study (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  As such, when reporting 

on the analysis in Chapter 5, a story of each theme is interpreted but also the overall story of the data 

in relation to the research questions is told. 

4.5.3 An analytic conundrum: Disclosure, not unmasking; critique, not criticism 

During my initial analysis I found I was in a state of constant inner conflict as I was concerned that 

my analytical work did not reflect the respect I hold for the teaching participants. I was very aware 

that the tone of my writing could be read as overly  critical.  While  a  critique  of  the  teachers’  talk  and  

practice was warranted, I did not want to be writing them into a position where I held myself above 

their knowledge and their understandings of their classrooms, their students and their school. Indeed, I 

was the outsider who sought to learn about their work. Massumi (2010) writes about the difference 

between critique and criticism: the aim of my analysis is to critique. Critique is not an opinion or 

judgement. Criticism is a form of negative critique that uses generalities (Massumi, 2010) and is 

judgemental and arrogant. An analysis that criticises often assumes an understanding of a situation 

because the researcher believes that they understand the context through an understanding of other 

assumed contexts that are similar in nature. Critique does not generally apply previous understandings 

to new contexts. Instead critique is a dynamic evaluation that is lived out in a particular context 

(Massumi, 2010). Respectful critique is localised and relational in that it is specific to situated co-

expressions. It also links to what Baehr and Gordon (2012) call the research practice of disclosure. 

Disclosure is a form of critique I will discuss further below after a discussion of another less 

respectful process.  

Massumi’s  (2010)  discussion  of  criticism  evokes  the  concept  of  unmasking. Baehr and 

Gordon (2012) suggest that unmasking has been used as an analytic and research tool to expose and 



 86 

condemn the practices of research participants. Researchers seek to unmask or unveil issues within 

teachers’  practices  to  confirm  understandings  and assumptions that these practices are negative. Often 

in research the subject being unmasked is seen as flawed, however the flaws only become obvious 

through the research practice that aims to unmask. The masked subject is often believed be an agent in 

the domination of others, whether this is known to that subject or not. The point of unmasking through 

research practice is to liberate. Baehr and Gordon (2012), taking on the voice of a researcher who 

aims to unmask says,  

What you hold dear, I designate as a concealed mode of domination of which you yourself 
may be the unwitting perpetrator or victim. If a victim, you betray no hypocrisy, but your 
beliefs are false all the same; your holding them shows deficiency and false consciousness, 
the stigmata of the politically untrained and the sociologically innocent (p.382). 

Baehr and Gordon (2012) note that researchers who unmask are often disparaging and highly critical 

of the research participants they work with. Marx and Nietzsche are regarded as academics who 

unmask. Their aims in their own work were to make obvious the illusory reality of subjects but also to 

liberate them from the illusory reality that breeds the conditions of social injustice (Baehr & Gordon, 

2012). 

The antithesis of unmasking is disclosure. Disclosure, whose proponents have been Weber, 

Durkheim and William James, enables researchers to represent subjects/ agents as having their own 

stories. It entails greater ambivalence, more sympathy, more nuances regarding meaning and identity. 

Importantly, disclosure does not demean subjects. As a sociological researcher I hope to increase 

understandings about social justice, cultural identity and pedagogical applications of these, not belittle 

or show an arrogant disregard of my teacher  participants’  ideas  and  practices.  Baehr  and  Gordon  

(2012) approximate disclosure with  Runciman’s  (1983)  concept  of  tertiary understanding. Tertiary 

understanding moves beyond primary understandings of what happened and extends on secondary 

understandings that explain what happened to understand what it is like for an agent to enable 

something to happen. This means that disclosure always allows the possibility of sympathetic 

detachment.  Baehr  and  Gordon  (2012)  suggest  that  this  occurs  when  participants’ ideas that may seem 

illogical will still possibly have palpable acceptance by members of particular groups who understand 

specific research contexts. 

Tertiary understanding occurs when the participants in research, whose thoughts are 

represented accept the portrayal of these thoughts as their own reality. Runciman (1983) explains that 

these  analytical  portrayals  do  pose  methodological  difficulties.  He  states,  “The  concepts  in  which  

descriptions are grounded are unlikely to be those used by the agents whose behaviour is being 

described” (p. 228). However,  trying  to  uphold  more  ‘authentic’  representations  of  the participants is 

more honourable than taking on a position of arrogant assumption. As a researcher, it is my goal that 

through my analysis I can communicate an understanding of my participants.  
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It is my hope that this research analysis contributes to the growing body of academic analysis 

that entail genuine respect and inclusion of the research participants, positivity and transformative 

change. By working with teachers genuinely, the aim of this research project is to actually enact 

change. From the first week of my foray into my PhD studies I pinned a sign on my noticeboard 

above my desk in the Research Higher Degree office. It read,  “Never  doubt  what a small group of 

people  can  do  to  change  the  world.  Indeed,  it  is  the  only  thing  that  ever  has.”  To  my  pleasure,  this  

very quote is used by Ball (2012) to illustrate her and my congruent point that research must enable 

people to make change, to do change. Ball (2012) suggests that there is a gap between what 

educational researchers know and what actually happens in the educational arena. Ball (2012) quotes 

Fuhrman  (2001):  “Research  is  often  used  to  justify  political  positions  already  taken  rather  than  to  set a 

new direction for policy” (p. 285). This can result in alienating teacher participants from the research 

being conducted. I do not want my research to be inaccessible and read as unappreciative of teachers. 

I do want teachers to be able to pick up my work and be able to use it to inform their work in a 

meaningful way. Ball (2012) outlines a boundary-crossing practices model that addresses the 

knowledge-doing chasm. It is this model that I sought to follow in conducting my research. In this 

model collaboration between researcher and participants is highlighted. The roles of researcher, 

teacher and policymaker are blurred. As stated, my roles as teacher and researcher and potential future 

policy maker in the research are conflated. This was done purposefully so that I could use a more 

unusual but possibly more interactive and in-depth way of exploring and understanding the research 

context, through co-teaching, co-enquiring and co-problem solving. 

4.5.4 An analytic conundrum: Recontextualisation from theories to teaching practice 

This research project set out to cross boundaries between the research/ teaching practice divide. It was 

never my intention to only be a researcher and I resisted recommendations to only provide analysis 

within the researcher  positioning  of  “passionate  detachment”  (Haraway,  1988,  p.583).  I  wanted  this  

project to reflect the emotion, intuition, energy and interactions the teachers possessed as a part of 

understanding  ‘their’  school  context.  These  understandings  are  interpreted  as  “common-sense”,  

everyday or mundane knowledge (Bernstein, 1999). In contrast to this everyday knowledge, I brought 

new understandings and theories in my role as a researcher into the school context. These theoretical 

understandings can be interpreted as esoteric knowledge - specialised, coherent and explicit forms of 

knowledge (Bernstein, 1999). These different forms of knowledge must be interconnected for 

educational transformation to occur. Vygotsky (1994) suggests that by actuating a constant evolution 

and growth of knowledge from different sources, boundary crossing can lead to productive and 

transformative outcomes. The moving between forms of knowledge, between theory and practice 

encompasses recontextualisation. Recontextualisation refers to the social rules that are governed by 

relations of power. It also refers to how knowledge is restructured in the process of moving between 

one knowledge context to another (Singh et al, 2013). For this research project the boundaries were 
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weakly insulated from the outset, as I established my genuine role as a teacher first and foremost and 

not my role as a researcher. I wanted into the experience at Diversity High as a teacher. While I 

understood that research knowledge cannot be simply transferred into everyday commonsense usage, 

I felt at a particular advantage because I truly was a practicing teacher, both in the research context, 

but also at another school. I do acknowledge that I selectively reorganised and packaged my 

understandings so that they could be most accessible to the teachers at Diversity High (Singh et al., 

2013). This analytic conundrum that also related to the method of the project sought to cross the 

research/ practice boundary in a way that was productive and empowering for all participants. 

4.6 Ethical considerations 

It is important to outline ethical considerations for the research.  The positioning of the researcher 

(4.6.1), the process of identifying and recruiting participants for the research (4.6.2) and my 

collaboration with participants in the field (4.6.3) are explained in this section. 

4.6.1 Positioning the researcher in the research 

The idea that researchers can be objective and neutral participants has long been refuted by qualitative 

researchers (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  With this in mind, it is important to state my own position 

in this research and recognise the reflexivity of the research process. Deer (2008), cited in lisahunter 

et al (2013), states that, “…all knowledge producers should strive to recognise their own objective 

position within the intellectual  and  academic  field” (p.201).  Reflexive  practices  ask  us  to  “confront 

our own  processes  of  interpretation”,  that  is,  “how  we  think  we  know” (Visweswaran 1994, p.79). At 

the moment of writing, I am an English teacher of sixteen  years’  experience  and  have  also  been  an  

Assistant Head to an English Faculty.  Through my own practice I have always been an advocate for 

minority students and have always been interested in critical pedagogies.  I am also a member of the 

African Communities Association on the Gold Coast and have been involved in organising and also 

participating in tutoring sessions and other community events with African refugee youth.  It is 

because of my own passion for English teaching and also my experiences with newly arrived refugee 

students that I am interested in the topics of refugee youth in schools, cultural identity and inclusive 

pedagogies.  While at the time of the research in 2010, I worked as a volunteer with refugee youth, I 

had never taught refugee students in a high school context. Therefore the school context where I 

conducted my research was new to me.  I deliberately did not undertake research in the classrooms of 

the students who I tutored as I had established relationships with these students that may have 

impacted on the research. Further, after discussion with my supervisors and deep thought I decided 

that there was the possibility of jeopardising the good working relationships I already had with these 

students.   
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As a stranger in the context I pursued a methodology that naturally aligns itself to respectful 

listening and non-confronting methods (Riessman, 2008).  During the course of the data collection, I 

worked alongside both my teacher participants as a co-teacher. As a result, positive relationships were 

formed. The Narrative Inquiry process interwove with my own personal goals of pursuing a research 

process that involved respect, gaining an understanding of the local context of my research field, and 

critiquing and building positive and productive relationships between myself as the researcher and the 

teachers as the experts of their classrooms. 

4.6.2 Identification, recruitment and contribution of participants 

The Head of the EAL unit was the first point of contact at the school. She helped me decide on the 

participant pool for the research project.  It was through her suggestions that the Senior English 

classes that contained refugee and high EAL populations and their teachers were approached for the 

study.  The school principal also recommended the two teacher participants as excellent and talented 

teachers when he granted permission for the research project. As a result, two Year 11 mainstream 

English classes and their teachers, Erin Smith and Rachael Doyle partook in the research project.  

Both teacher participants taught and still teach English and Drama and at the time of the data 

collection, both held actively positive attitudes towards Diversity High and stated their contentedness 

and satisfaction with being a part of the school community (See Appendix 1A). In Section 4.4.3 above 

I  note  my  suspicion  that  Erin,  in  particular,  felt  obliged  to  present  an  ‘always  positive’  view  of  the  

school. 

The student participants for the study were chosen through consultation with Erin and Rachel.  

The student participants were: refugee students who had experience in the mainstream English 

classroom, or, EAL students with experience within the mainstream classroom. As noted in section 

4.4.3,  the  two  students  from  Erin’s  class  were Shayan and Azad who are both Iranian refugees who 

arrived in Australia two years prior to the research project. Two students were interviewed from 

Rachael’s  class,  Keith  and  Sharon.  As  noted  above,  Keith is South Korean and was expelled from his 

Korean school and sent to Australia in 2009 by his father. Sharon is not an EAL student but has been 

included in this study because she was mistakenly identified as an EAL student at the outset of the 

research project. Ethical clearance was granted for the research and for the inclusion of the 

participants by Griffith University and Education Queensland. Full consent was given by the research 

participants as they signed consent forms. (See Appendix 4A and 4B). 
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4.6.3 Collaboration with participants in the field 
 
There are particular research considerations when a researcher is in the field alongside participants for 

an extended period of time, thereby forming relationships with the teachers and students (Clandinin, 

2008).  In this research context, I was a co-teacher in the classrooms over a period of four months, 

hence a relationship between the teachers, students and myself was formed. These professional and 

supportive relationships proved beneficial to the research as they allowed me to be able to understand 

the immediate context of the research project and the teaching work. As a co-teacher and researcher, 

my place was not as the predominant teacher. My role was collaborator and member of the classroom 

group rather than as a leader.  Responsibility for decisions that were pertinent for the class was each 

teacher’s.    It  was made clear to participants (teachers and students) that they could withdraw from the 

project at any time. They were encouraged to provide me with any feedback at any time. The students 

were also asked to give regular feedback to Rachael and Erin about their participation in the research 

process. This acted as a cross-check  on  the  students’  willingness  to  participate  in  the  research  project. 

Voluntary participation and unhindered withdrawal were clearly communicated in my original 

consent letter and were also reiterated part way through the research project. Parents of students were 

also given the chance to give feedback at any time as I made myself available for parent questions 

throughout the entire span of the field-work and data collection.  

 

Participants were given the opportunity to view and edit their own transcripts from their 

interviews.  For descriptions of each of the participants, please see Section 4.4.3. Copies of the 

transcripts were provided to participants so that they could make changes or discuss how they were 

represented.    This  is  in  keeping  with  Clandinin’s  (2007)  concern  to  thoroughly  respect  the  participants  

as empowered collaborators. 

4.7 Validity issues 

Validity  for  this  research  project  concerns  how  precisely  the  research  findings  represent  the  teachers’  

and  students’  social  realities  and  what  is  considered  to  be  credible  for  them.    The  research  aims  for  

honesty, depth and objectivity in dealing with its participants and the data generated from the 

interview, observations and artefacts.   

Creswell and Miller (2000) state that validity methods are defined by two perspectives: the 

lens  researchers  choose  to  validate  their  studies  and  researchers’  paradigm  choices.    To  ensure  validity  

of   the   researcher’s   lens,   a  number   of   aspects   are   considered.      Prolonged   engagement   in the school 

from which the interviewees were drawn was a consideration in assessing the validity of the 

participants’  lenses.     As  a  researcher  who  spent  months  working  with  the  participants  in  the  study  I  

believe that trust and understanding between the researcher and participants was built throughout the 
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research process.  However, an issue with validity may still arise as a result of the relationships that 

evolved between the researcher and the participants. This is because with open knowledge and trust 

between researcher and participants there is a potential risk of making assumptions.  Freiberg (2003) 

suggests that,  

warrantable observations about the workings of particular social events and practices need to 
focus on how members constituted the event as and when they did, rather than attributing 
causal   links   between   what   is   observed   and   members’   motives,   no   matter   how  
commonsensical the links seem to be. (p.154) 

Further processes of validity that inform the research are questions concerning the institutional 

character of interaction and generalisability.  In considering the institutional character of interaction, 

Schegloff (1992) notes that  researchers  must  be  cautious  of  ‘importing’  institutional context to data.  

He warns that researchers face a temptation to assume that particular features of talk may be 

indicators regarding a specific context, when this may not be the case.  This could ultimately result in 

a misunderstanding of the institution (in this case, the school) being researched.  Researchers must be 

clear   about   what   can   be   understood   in   participants’   talk   as   indicative   of   the   aligned   institution.    

Related to this, Schegloff (1992) also addresses the issue of procedural consequentiality of context.  

He  suggests  it  is  insufficient  to  say  that  a  particular  context  is  oriented  to  ‘in  general’  by  participants.    

Rather it is crucial that direct procedural connections between the context and the spoken interaction 

are made: the aim of the research is to precisely explain how the telling of stories can be encouraged 

in the context of speech interactions (Perakyla, 2004; Schegloff, 1992).  No general assumptions 

grounded the investigation and the questions put to the participants in the research project tended to 

be broad and open.  This is important because as an outsider to Diversity High and the culturally 

diverse communities that are a part of the school makeup, it was important not to assume that ‘issues’  

or  ‘problems’ existed.  Rather it was crucial for me to go to the participants in the research and find 

out how the participants themselves identified issues. I then had a role to interrogate the identified 

issues. The research seeks to only make links between the institution and the participants’  interaction  

that are clearly identified in the transcripts and  were   confirmed   in   the   participants’   readings   of   the  

transcripts.  

The issue of generalisability is also a concern for the validity of the research.  As stated 

earlier, while this form of Narrative Inquiry focuses on individual stories, it is argued that the resultant 

themes can be generalised and transferable to wider populations (Riessman, 2008).  The primary 

beneficiaries of the research project are the research participants themselves and perhaps the wider 

school community. In this research, external validity exists because the research results can be 

generalised: other educators can empathise with particular patterns gleaned from the research findings 

and relate these to their own contexts (Cohen et al., 2000).  In support of this goal, Alford (1998) 

states that the social material, political and theoretical contexts of research are ever present because all 
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forms  of  evidence,  “presuppose  a  society  within  which  they  are  symbolically  meaningful”  (p. 36). 

There may be some relevance of conclusions and implications drawn from this research project to 

other secondary educational contexts, however, new research would need to be undertaken within 

these contexts with care to recognise contextual differences. Lewis and Ritchie (2003) make 

distinctions between inferential generalisation and theoretical generalisation. Inferential 

generalisation applies a proposition to people and settings other than those participants in a particular 

research project. Theoretical generalisation applies constructs developed in a research project to the 

generation and refinement of theory (Lewis & Ritchie, 2003). Freeman et al. (2007) suggests that the 

legitimacy of these applications depends on how rigourously qualitative researchers use literature and 

other sources to develop their arguments. 

To ensure the ethical conduct in the research process, the data collection and the analysis of 

material  drawn  from  the  participants’  interactions with the researcher, and issues of ethics, validity 

and generalisability have all been considered seriously.  This has been ensured to enable the 

contribution of this rigorous and professionally conducted research study to the wider field of cultural 

inclusion in education. 

4.8 Conclusion: Methods and Methodology 

This research project, with its Narrative Inquiry approach and recognised underpinning connections to 

Ethnomethodology and Phenomenology, semi-structured interview process, data collection and theme 

identification drawn from Boyatzis (1998) has aimed to build greater understandings about how 

Senior English teachers and students account for cultural identity. This Narrative Inquiry 

methodology and the methods employed allowed for a more involved and empowering approach to 

the research context and importantly, the specific participants who were involved in the study.  A 

multi-faceted ontology has been applied with the hope of providing a more nuanced understanding of 

how teachers negotiate the cultural identities of their students and what this means for the Senior 

English education they engage. The melding of Narrative Inquiry with theoretical lenses that connect 

to social justice, cultural identity and pedagogy is a new move in empirical research, however, this 

approach has been done to capture best the kinds of tools needed to explore issues for refugee students 

in complex and multifaceted ways that will benefit both teachers and students. Particularly, the 

methodology and methods were chosen for their enabling of co-teaching, co-enquiring and co-

problem solving with the teacher participants in the research. Ethical and validity issues have been 

considered seriously, to ensure the safe and professional nature of the research and to confirm that this 

is a rigorous and transparent research project that communicates the important stories of the 

inspirational teachers and students it describes. 
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Chapter 5: Accounting for cultural identity in refugee students – a narrative analysis 

In this chapter and Chapter 6, Thematic Narrative Analysis (as discussed in 4.6.1) will be used to 

examine how effective English teachers and students spoke about cultural identity and how these 

accounts could potentially transfer into pedagogic and curriculum strategies when teaching refugee 

students. Similar themes were evoked by all of the research participants, however, how these themes 

were evoked by the teachers and students differed, in some cases quite dramatically. To be able to tell 

a full story about the experiences of each of the research participants in connection to the research 

questions, this chapter will firstly, introduce the themes and sub-themes (Section 5.2) and then analyse 

the teachers, and the students’  stories  in relation to each theme and sub-theme (Section 5.2.1- Section 

6.1.4). Below are tables that diagrammatise the first research question and the major themes and sub-

themes that are related to each participant group for each research question. 

Research question 1: How do effective English teachers account for the cultural identities of 
refugee students? 

The significance of perceived cultural differences in teaching a diverse group subject English is an 

important consideration in answering this question. While the focus of this question is on the accounts 

of English teachers, student–participants were also asked for their accounts about cultural identity. In 

this  way,  the  accounts  at  play  ‘in  the  classroom’  are  investigated  – not just those given by specific 

classroom members in isolation. A more full understanding of cultural identity accounts and the 

relationship dynamics between teachers and students has been realised by gathering and analysing 

data for both teacher-participants and student-paticipants. 

Table 5.1  
Participant themes and sub-themes 
Teacher theme Teacher sub-themes Chapter 

Section 
Cultural identity is 
acknowledging difference 

 Difference as Celebration 
 Understanding negative 

responses to difference 
 Responding to difference in 

the role of teacher 

 5.2.1a 
 5.2.2a 

 
 5.2.3a 

 

Student theme Student sub-themes Chapter 
Section 

Cultural identity is 
accepting change 

 Difference is experiencing 
racism 

 Understanding  teachers’  
responses to difference 

 5.2.2b 
 

 5.2.3b 

 

As stated in Section 4.5.2, the analysis seeks to critique, not criticise, in particular, the teacher-

participants’  personal  accounts  about  cultural  identity  and  the  role  they  played  in  their teaching 
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pedagogies. I am very mindful that while the disclosures of the teachers are interrogated and 

problematised throughout the analysis, the teacher-participants should be represented in ways that 

value their professional skills and demeanour. For these reasons it is important to emphasise that the 

analysis is of the data taken from the interviews with the teacher - participants and student – 

participants and certainly not of the participants themselves.  I also understand that my claims about 

teachers’  representations  of  student  identity  are  tentative  for  three  main  reasons.  First,  these  

representations were elicited during interviews and my framing of the interview questions will have 

had some influence on these co-constructions. Second, I was in the school for a relatively short time 

so I am not in a position to talk about the fluid, shifting forms of teacher talk or indeed how our 

collaborations  may  have  shifted  the  teachers’  talk.  Finally,  I  am  conscious  of  the  political  and  material  

effects of my own representations of the teachers, students and classroom practices. Ultimately, even 

though I obtained the accounts of the participants, I am the one writing the stories into this analysis, 

without  the  participants’  help  – it is my interpretation only. However, analysing the stories told by 

each of the participants, including my own as the researcher, provides scope for understanding 

cultural identity and its co-construction in and through classroom pedagogy and curriculum.  

5.1 Making sense of cultural identity 

The first research question, how do effective English teachers account for the cultural identities of 

refugee students?, examines the understandings that the teachers and students communicated in their 

accounts of cultural identity. The understandings of the participants are analysed from their talk about 

school experiences. The teachers, Rachael and Erin, moved from orientations about the school to 

communicate in detail about their specific classroom experiences. 

5.2 Introduction of teacher theme, Cultural identity is acknowledging difference and student    
theme, Cultural identity is accepting change 

The concept of difference was evoked continually throughout the interviews. Difference was used as a 

concept to describe students who were either categorised as refugee students or EAL students. It was 

used in ways that communicated positivity and celebration, as well as negativity, confusion and 

frustration. While the teachers were able to communicate simple notions of what acknowledging 

cultural difference meant, they grappled with ways to extend on their understandings. While the 

teachers struggled to communicate in deep ways about how they acknowledged and negotiated 

difference, the student participants communicated their acceptance of their own differences readily: 

they presented as being very eager to be a part of the interviews and to speak about themselves. 
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5.2.1a  Cultural Difference as celebration – teachers 

To begin the analysis of each theme in the data for this research, I wish to focus firstly on the two 

teacher-participants, Rachael and Erin, because as Ginott (1972) suggests, it is the teacher who holds 

the most power in the classroom: 

I have come to the frightening conclusion that I am the decisive element. It is my personal 
approach that creates the climate. It is my daily mood that makes the weather. I possess 
tremendous power to make life miserable or joyous. I can be a tool of torture or an instrument 
of inspiration, I can humiliate or humor, hurt or heal. In all situations, it is my response that 
decides whether a crisis is escalated or de-escalated, and a person is humanized or de-
humanized. If we treat people as they are, we make them worse. If we treat people as they 
ought to be, we help them become what they are capable of becoming. (Ginott, 1972, p. 13) 

This research project acknowledges that power that Erin and Rachael held in the daily school lives of 

the student-participants. This section, while analysing the theme of difference as celebration, also 

shows  how  the  teachers’  words  disclosed  their  own  theories  of  difference,  cultural  diversity9, cultural 

identity10, teaching and learning. As the teachers explained how they came to teach English at 

Diversity High they also introduced the context of the school.  

In  this  section,  I  focus  the  analysis  on  the  Senior  English  teachers’  comments  about  cultural 

difference as celebration. It was the first theme that both teachers highlighted and the theme remained 

prominent  throughout  all  the  teachers’  interviews, and importantly, only the teacher interviews (that 

is, not the students interviews). The theme was used by the teachers to explore their identities, but also 

the institutional identity of Diversity High. Cultural difference as a particular attribute of both the 

school story  and  their  own  teaching  stories  was  prominent  in  the  teachers’ responses when they were 

asked about the changes they had witnessed since first teaching at Diversity High.  A part of the 

school’s  story  was  told  by  Rachael  in  the  following  extract: 

Extract 5.1 

We’ve  had  sort  of  influxes  of  different  cultures.    For  a  while  there  was  a  large Bosnian 
population and there were these huge Bosnian boys that were a part of the ESL department 
and then that stopped happening and then we had an influx of Persians and now the Pan 
Pasifika element has become bigger and bigger in the last 10 years it's been extended. Yeah, 
it’s  far  more  diverse  than  when  I  started.     

Both teachers commented about their decisions to teach at the school and spoke about it as being a 

positive choice.  In the next two data extracts,  the  teachers’  choices  about  belonging  to  Diversity High 

are made available.  Further, in these comments we also see the theme of acknowledging difference. 

Erin commented, 

                                                           
9 Chapter 1 first explained the use of the concept  of  “cultural  diversity”  for  the  purposes  of  this  analysis. 
10 Chapter  3  explained  in  detail,  the  use  of  the  concept  of  “cultural  identity”  for  the  purposes  of  this  analysis. 
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Extract 5.2 

I was offered a job at a private school at the same time but my university lecturer encouraged 
me to come down here because he knew the previous Drama teacher and he said it was a 
really great place to be.  I didn't have any ESL kids in my first Year 11 English class and even 
in drama there weren't many ESL kids. The numbers have changed school-wide since and 
over the past 10 years things have certainly changed gradually and this has given us the 
ability to grow with the changes gradually rather than be thrown in the deep end. 

Erin communicated that she has been able to grow with the changes within the school. Both teachers 

set up their teacher identities as being supporters of the school where they had devoted most of their 

professional  experiences  by  choice.    The  interplay  between  the  school’s  identity  as  “diverse”  and  the  

teachers’  identities  as  accepting  cultural  difference  and  cultural  diversity  are  apparent  in  the  teachers’  

comments. The reflexive co-creation of individual and institutional identity was communicated in the 

teachers’  explanations  of  the  place  of  cultural  diversity  in  the  school  and  in  their  own  perspectives on 

teaching. 

Rachael commented, 

Extract 5.3 

…  I  really  enjoyed  the  six-months that I had here and begged, I begged them to steal me from 
Sunnyside even though it had a really good arts base and that was my thing then.  The thing 
that I remember about Diversity High was on my first day when I was walking through the 
school students were saying hello to me and I didn't experience that in other schools that I had 
been to so that kind of welcoming, friendly attitude of the students immediately drew me in. 
Apparently Diversity High is the second least socio-economic school on the coast. There is 
something about it, and it is intangible, about the community here. 

 
She also added, 

Diversity High is getting known for its diverse population and students are starting to come 
here  who  don’t  feel  like  they  fit  in  places.  Because  of  that  there  isn't  any  racism  here  and  I’m  
sure that there is not no racism but they feel a lot more welcome at Diversity High.  They 
don’t  stick  out  like  sore  thumbs. 

 

Rachael referred to the notion of community early in the first interview and community was a 

common reference in discussions about difference throughout the fieldwork phase.  Her own 

professional story was tied strongly to the culturally diverse school community that welcomed 

difference in comparison to schools that did not have this same sense of community. She 

communicated her positive feelings towards the school and noted that it serviced a poor socio-

economic community. Low socio-economic status has been constructed in educational circles as a 

negative characteristic of a school in that it can correlate with disadvantage in a variety of ways 

(Holmes et al, 2011). It is interpreted that Rachael may have been suggesting that the students did not 

come from wealthy backgrounds  and  perhaps  the  students’  own  parents  had  not  completed  school.  

Therefore the needs of the students attending Diversity High were different to the needs of students 
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attending wealthier schools. Rachael mentioned low socio-economic status (SES) as a feature of the 

school, but did not dwell on it. As an observer, her statements could be understood as a reference to 

its significance as a marker in education. Her statement here posits that the possible disadvantages of 

low SES were mitigated by other elements of the school, those being the school community and 

school support.  This was further confirmed when she commented that the school brought together 

students who had been victimised by racism elsewhere and placed them in an environment where they 

could be accepted (extract 5.3). Another example of the sub-theme was heard when Rachael 

commented, 

 

Extract 5.4 

Most of the time students and staff are happy to be a part of a school that is so diverse. It has 
made us value other cultures and increased tolerance. Our Harmony Day is a huge 
celebration. Home Ec[onomics – a subject that offers predominantly cooking and textile 
making] has a stall that sells world food. We have special assemblies that include world 
music and dance. Last year the school captains made a DVD that was a collage of what 
harmony meant to many Diversity High students. There was one particular girl at the end of 
the  DVD  who  wasn’t  very  articulate  but  was  known  as  a  bubbly  personality  around  the  
school. Everyone on assembly laughed when she was on screen because the snippet that they 
included of her was so perfectly her. And that sharing of laughter was one of those moments 
that brought the school together. 
 

Extract 5.4 describes Diversity High as a school that promotes the diversity of its school population. 

Rachael made the further comment that, “Students  profiled  in  the  newsletters  often  comment that they 

love Diversity High because it is multi-cultural…it  is  something  they  are  conscious  and  are  proud  of.” 

Rachael also cited other examples:  

 

Extract 5.5 

On sports days we have a number of boys wear traditional sarongs (lava lavas) with no 
inhibitions  or  “pay  outs”.      We  also  have  Twilight  Concert  twice  a  year  which  is  an  Arts  
concert.  We  have  at  least  one  item  each  concert  which  is  “world”  music.    I’m  not  sure if I 
mentioned the fact that we have school captains from all different backgrounds.  Also at 
graduations, or awards evenings the New Zealand haka [the New Zealand Maori warrior 
dance] is often performed as a celebration of coming of age. 

 
Rachael’s  examples show a purposeful effort on the part of the school to be inclusive of different 

cultures. Teachers also sought to celebrate cultural differences by encouraging students to 

demonstrate their original cultures and share their cultural knowledge in classroom experiences.  

These practices were highlighted early in the interviews, particularly by Erin.  An example of her talk 

about this point is captured below, 

 

Extract 5.6 

With my Year 11 English class in particular there are many different students from many 
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different cultures. One of the wonderful things about the way Year 11 English starts is that 
they are given opportunities to express particular things about their cultures.  Particularly in 
the last piece of assessment it was a short story piece where they were asked to consider a 
specific voice to character and that really enabled people like Shayan to talk about his refugee 
story and to give everyone in the class a little bit of a perspective about where he has come 
from, what he has overcome.   

 

The  sharing  of  stories  as  a  way  of  promoting  and  embodying  the  school’s  acceptance  of  diversity  was  

mentioned  often  in  my  first  few  weeks  in  Erin’s  classroom.  She  stated  that  this  was  a  deliberate  

strategy  in  promoting  and  celebrating  the  school’s  acceptance  of  diversity.    Erin’s  use  of  the  

descriptor,  “wonderful”  and  the  notion  of  “giving  opportunities”  give  warrant  to  the  continued  theme  

of celebration.  Both teachers consistently described the school as a place where diversity mattered 

and where diversity was something to celebrate, not something that was deemed as negative.  

 

In their ways of talking about celebrating difference, it seems that the teachers may not have 

recognised the complex and multifaceted aspects of cultural identity in their representations or 

accounts of refugee students. This group of students was constructed as different in narrow culturalist 

terms. Nor did the teachers appear to be encouraging representations of students that showed new 

ways  of  being  or  becoming.  Teachers’  talk  here could be interpreted as a form of misrecognition, 

(Fraser, 2001) which may also have worked to reify (Fraser, 2001) cultural difference, as only 

traditional, knowable and unthreatening ways of representing the students who were culturally 

different were acknowledged. The students were encouraged and supported in their participation in 

school activities, however, the ways in which they were most publicly represented (Fraser, 2001) 

were confined to the realms of traditional, cultural stereotypes. 

 

The teachers expressed positive feelings about difference articulated in cultural terms with the 

practical celebrations of difference grounded in traditional notions of cultural identity.  Each instance 

of celebration cited by the teachers was public in nature,  from  the  Pasifika  boys’  costuming  and  dance  

at the athletics carnival and the public notices in the newsletters. The public nature of the 

acknowledgement of difference was articulated by the teachers as an important aspect of school 

policy about celebrating cultural identity. The adoption and prioritisation by the school policies, 

which took up a particular version of multiculturalism, meant that cultural difference and identity 

were framed in static, fixed and traditional ways (Hall, 1996). Moreover, the  teachers’  explanations  of  

cultural celebration supported stereotypical interpretations of specific cultural traits. This finding is 

reflected in the Watkins et al., (2013) survey which found that teachers (31.2%) in another Australian 

state, New South Wales  defined  multiculturalism  as  a,  “Celebration  of  many  cultures  in  one  society”.  

(p.54) Their comments seem to be grounded in historical versions of Australian multiculturalism11. 

                                                           
10 See Chapter 1 for an explanation of multicultural policies and programs in Australian education. 
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Policies such as multiculturalism, school policies and pedagogies that frame culture in terms of 

traditional identity, may work to categorise students in very narrow ways. In addition, particular 

attributes are often attached to these identity categorisations. Other policies, which have also 

attempted to address the changing composition of the student population, such as policies on anti-

racism (Australian national anti-racism strategy, 2012) were not given the same prominence in the 

teachers’  narratives.  The  Australian  professional  teaching  standards,  (AITSL,  2011)  have  overt  

statements about diversity and social justice (see Section 1.4). These also create space to generate new 

ideas and practices about how teachers and schools as a whole can negotiate cultural identity without 

tokenism but the standards were also not articulated in the interview talk of the teachers. The question 

about why the teachers may have oriented to and given priority to one policy over others is a matter of 

conjecture. Some scholars, such as Noble (2013) and Watkins et al (2013) attribute teacher orientation 

to dominant discourses of multiculturalism to pre-service teacher education programs which have 

tended to prioritise such discourses and the lack of ongoing professional development opportunities in 

areas such as anti-racism, teaching EAL and intercultural understandings.  

Perhaps unknowingly, unwittingly, both teachers were involved in the process of stereotyping 

the students along static, cultural lines (Bhabha, 1983).  These orientations by the teachers may seem 

harmless, however, stereotyping practices involve simplifications of cultural identities that make it 

difficult for students who are perceived to be culturally different, to move out of traditional 

conceptions in everyday classroom interactions (Bhabha 1983).  This form of stereotyping has real 

implications for the enactment of social justice in schools and classrooms. For example, it has the 

effect of creating conflict for refugee students in how they may choose to represent themselves.  The 

students may well have been proud of their traditional culture, however, cultural identities are always 

becoming, always in the process of change. As Hall (1991) notes, the most important question in 

relation to cultural identity is not about where have you come from, but what are you becoming.  

The concept of différance (Derrida, 1982) is also useful in clarifying thinking about notions of 

cultural difference.  As defined in Chapter Three, the concept of différance entails the anomalous 

sliding between the definitions of what it means to differ and to defer, which then allows for an 

interrogation and problematisation of traditional ways of perceiving cultural identities (Derrida, 

1982). A teacher should acknowledge difference (in his/ her context) in ways that are positive, 

however, it would have been beneficial for the teachers to infer through discussion and actions that 

conceptions of cultural identities could be deferred, by both the people categorised as belonging to a 

particular culture, as well as those with the institutional power to confer category membership and its 

associated attributes. Burnett and McArdle (2011) suggest that teachers should explore how they can 

promote social and economic gains for non-dominant ethnic groups while avoiding the trap of 

trivialising  ethnicity  and  reducing  cultural  identity  to,  “spaghetti  and  dance”  (p.185). Understanding 
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of cultural identities such that marginalised students, such as refugee-students can have a voice is 

possible; teachers can mitigate potential negative reactions of student difference, while not collapsing 

difference into safe celebrations and familiarity.  

5.2.1b Researcher reflection 

I appreciated very much that both teachers were quick to agree to allow me into their professional 

understandings about cultural identity and difference. Both teachers communicated to me their 

willingness to expand their own learning about how they could cater to their refugee and EAL 

students. The teachers invited me into their classrooms, gave me access to their resources and lesson 

plans and even allowed me to team teach in their classrooms.  

I am aware that it is only with my knowledge of cultural understandings that I am able to 

critique  the  teachers’  priorities regarding how they celebrated and promoted the diversity of the 

student cohort. I also understand that the educational system did not provide professional 

development opportunities for teachers to engage with the theoretical concepts that I am using in this 

dissertation as tools for critique. My critique does not seek to lessen the admiration and respect I hold 

for  the  teachers,  rather  it  seeks  to  find  new  ways  to  understand  how  thinking  about  teachers’  talk  and  

constructions about cultural identity may perform classroom realities, and how alternative teacher 

discourses may perform alternative, perhaps more inclusive classroom realities. In my experience, 

most effective teachers feel that there are always possibilities for improvement in their teaching 

practice and it was my sense that both Rachael and Erin believed this as well. They, as I, sought an 

expansion of the understandings that would allow us as co-teachers to meet the needs of an 

increasingly diverse student clientele (Noble, 2013).  

5.2.2 Introduction to sub-themes: Understanding negative responses to difference – teachers; 
difference is experiencing racism - students 

The teacher-participants distinguished a part of their role as responding in the best way possible to 

counter some students’ negative perceptions of cultural difference.  Erin and Rachael, as noted in 

section 5.2.1, were quick to expound the virtues and joys of being a part of a diverse community in 

their first utterances during the interviews and both first stated that racism was not a problem in the 

school (Rachael) or the classroom (Erin).  After these initial comments, however, downgradings of 

these statements occurred as it became clear that racism did exist in the school.  The students were 

interpreted as being the most open in their discussions about their own personal experiences with 

racism. 

5.2.2a Understanding negative responses to difference – teachers 

While it quickly became clear that racism was an issue in the school, the level of hesitancy and 

uneasiness felt by the teachers was interesting to note.  Both teachers stated that they had never been 
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asked openly to discuss such a topic in relation to their teaching prior to these interviews.  The 

teachers  comments’  reflect  the  findings  of  the  Rethinking Multicultural Education survey (Watkins et 

al., 2013) which found that New South Wales teachers felt that they rarely, if ever, engaged with the 

issues they experienced in teaching students from diverse cultural and linguistic communities. Pollock 

(2004) suggests that an unwillingness and uneasiness to talk about racism in schools can only 

perpetuate  racist  problems.  There  was  a  possibility  that  this  was  happening,  particularly  in  Rachael’s  

classroom.  Pollock (2004) also suggests that these dilemmas are the topics that teachers should be 

actively discussing in small, organised groups, but should then also become the focus for local school 

policy. A whole school approach, where teachers feel that they can speak openly about race issues; 

where there is no fear of risk, is a healthier alternative to denials of racism or teachers feeling ill-

equipped to deal with issues of racism effectively. Similarly, the Rethinking Multicultural Education 

survey (Watkins et al., 2013) calls for an immediate system-wide program of professional 

development that enables teachers to engage with aspects of cultural diversity, including how to best 

deal with racism amongst students. 

Watkins et al. (2013), Pollock (2004) and Santoro, (2005) found that teachers understand that 

if they are to act in ways that promote social justice they must tackle the ugliness of overt and covert 

racism. However, on the frontline of the classroom, many teachers feel inadequate and unable to act 

confidently to bring resolutions to these issues (Pollock, 2004; Santoro, 2005, Watkins et al., 2013).  

Erin and, especially Rachael, articulated the concerns outlined above by communicating their lack of 

confidence in dealing with racism.  When challenged by racist incidents/ interactions, both teachers 

commented that they tried to act decisively. However, both teachers also talked about their struggles 

of dealing with the complex issues of students who were Othering other students.  

Rachael was most willing to talk about her experiences with negative responses to difference. 

Specifically, Rachael pointed to racism being an issue in the Year 11 classroom under study at the 

beginning of 2010.  She commented, 

Extract 5.7 

At the beginning of the year there was a little bit of racism from an Aussie born boy. He was 
telling his mates to ask a Chinese  girl  if  she  knew  what  “bukkake”  [sperm shower] was. The 
girl, Emma, was clearly intimidated. She  wouldn’t  look  at  the  boys  even  less  talk  to  them.  I  
knew something was going on and one day I overheard  this.  I  was  soooo  angry,  I  couldn’t  say  
anything at that moment for fear of disrupting the class and embarrassing the girl. I waited 
until  after  class  to  say  to  the  boy,  “I  heard  what  you  said.”  He  made  out  like  he  didn’t  know  
what I was talking about.  I  said  again  as  calmly  as  I  could,  “I  heard  what  you  said.”   
“Oh  yeah,”  he replied understanding that I was very unhappy and acknowledging that he 
knew what I was talking about. 
All  I  said  then  was  “Don’t”.  Thankfully  it  stopped  and  I  didn’t  have  to  deal with that again.  I 
think a lot it came from them trying to impress their mates and knowing that some of the ESL 
students’  English  was  not  very  good  and  taking  advantage  of  all  that  but  that  all  really  quickly  
stopped. 
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Rachael articulated that she felt anger towards the negative behaviour and language shown towards 

the girls of Asian-Australian identity (Chinese, Filipino and Japanese) in the classroom. As a result of 

this behaviour and language, Rachael described the girl, Emma, as  “clearly  intimidated”. The 

offending students’  intimidating  language  and  behaviour  can  be  interpreted  as  exhibiting  the  practices 

of Othering, (Fanon, 1967) whereby the worst stereotypes of Asian women as objects of sexual 

gratification  were  used  to  reduce  Emma’s  identity  into  one  where  the  boys  held  power  over  her. By 

using the derogatory Japanese term,  “Bukkake”, the boys were firstly, objectifying, misrecognising 

and misrepresenting (Fraser, 2000, 2001, 2011) a student by using a term they assumed was from her 

language and culture but was not.  The term also has sexual overtones, which worked even further to 

objectify and humiliate the victim, Emma.  Indeed, such language and such a label worked to publicly 

dehumanise the victim. In other situations, outside of the school, such vilification and oppression 

would, most likely, not be tolerated, however, in the context of Diversity High, these practices went 

unstopped for months, due to inadequate school support. 

In her story, Rachael commented about her way of responding to this example of racism, by 

saying,  “I  heard  what  you  said,”  and  then  “Don’t”. No reasons  for  the  boy’s  taunting were explained, 

nor was there any process to understand the boy regarding  his  actions  in  Rachael’s  response.    Indeed,  

Rachael stated,  “Thankfully  it  stopped  and  I  didn’t  have  to  deal  with  that  again.”  The  statement  is  

ambiguous as it is not clear whether she was thankful that the behaviour stopped or whether she was 

thankful because she did not have to deal with the behaviour again. She commented about her 

response to the racism: 

Extract 5.8 

Ummm…….I  I  try  not  to  make  a  big  deal  of  things  because  I  think  that  that  can  just  make  
everyone feel uncomfortable, especially the victim if you make a big deal of it all.  So, I think 
I  say  something  like,  “That’s  not  on”  or  “That’s  not  cool”,  something  slang-like and I use it in 
my facial expressions – like,  good  one!!!    Yeah,  if  it’s  something like that.  Again, I  don’t  
think I want to address things in front of the class.  If something really serious happens I 
would probably remove that student from the class and speak to them outside. 

Rachael did not appear willing to enter into a teacher role as an interrogator for social justice even 

though these situations made  her  “angry”.  This  can  be  read  as  an  expression  of  the  confusing  and  

complicated nature of dealing with racism in the classroom. Rachael and her class may have 

benefitted from the kind of whole group, individual and small group discussions that Pollock (2004) 

and Santoro (2005) advocate.  In  Pollock  and  Santoro’s  terms,  the  entire  class  needed  to  understand  

what  was  unacceptable  about  the  boys’  behaviour  and that Rachael would not tolerate what had 

occurred. A small group discussion with the perpetrators of the racist language could have explored 

why their behaviour was so derogatory. Emma and her friends could have been engaged in discussion, 

which may have shown them support and also established a shared understanding of what had 
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happened.  Left unaddressed, it is questionable whether anyone felt that they could understand what 

had occurred and move to create a greater sense of belonging within the class. Certainly, as Rachael 

explained in the interview (see Appendix 1A), Emma and her friends were very hesitant to participate 

in the classroom in any way. The students may have felt a greater sense of support and belonging after 

the racist interactions if Rachael had understood and been able to conduct sensitive, yet interrogating 

conversations about racism with all of the students involved.  

It is also interesting to note that Rachael did not mention anti-racism policies or the suite of resources 

that have been made available to schools in Queensland to deal with racist incidents. While policies 

and programs which include directives about duty of care and dealing with racism, exist, such as The 

Multicultural Action Plan (2007-2011), Racism – No Way, (2014) and the national Anti-Racism policy 

report, (2012), Rachael did not identify any guides that might have helped her to deal with the racism 

in her class. A lack of effective recontextualisation (Bernstein, 1996) of policies into practice seems 

apparent.  In  Bernstein’s  own  words,  The recontextualizing principle, “selectively  appropriates,  

relocates,  refocuses  and  relates  other  discourses  to  constitute  its  own  order”  (Bernstein,  1996,  p.  47). 

In schooling, Recontextualisation occurs when teachers select, organise and evaluate knowledge on 

the basis of particular understandings about students, their learning styles, cultural attributes and 

capacities. The regulative discourse, which is comprised of theories of learning, the learner and 

teacher-student relations is the dominant discourse which regulates the production or design of 

curriculum and pedagogical strategies for learners.  Therefore, teachers accounts of cultural identity 

and the attributes associated with categories of cultural identity are likely to regulate what they teach, 

how they teach and how they evaluate learning in classrooms (Singh et al., 2013).  Consequently, 

professional development programs that shift teachers regulative discourse, that is, accounts of 

cultural identity, may have some impact on the what and how of curriculum design.  Singh et al 

(2013) identifies that teachers are simultaneously positioned within overlapping demands from 

various stakeholders in schooling (students, parents, administrators) and therefore, some policy 

considerations may often be overlooked. Often, the pressures that teachers face in the classroom mean 

that little time is devoted to reading and developing strategies, such as those to combat racism. 

Watkins et al., (2013) concur with these findings and suggest that administrators, principals and 

curriculum leaders may under-acknowledge racism in local school contexts (40% suggested racism 

existed in their schools), while also assuming that teachers will understand policy and ways of dealing 

with racism. The findings about teachers are the opposite – that is that teachers are more able to 

identify and report racism (55.7%), but are not easily able to identify policy directives or school 

guidelines about how to tackle issue of racism (Watkins et al., 2013). The implications from 

Rachael’s  account  and  the  findings  of  the  recent  Rethinking Multicultural Education survey (2013) 

again suggest a need for schools and education systems to find time for teachers to learn about anti-

racist strategies and design curriculum and pedagogical strategies that would address issues of racism. 
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Erin, in contrast to Rachael, suggested that she tackled racism in the classroom in a forthright 

and deliberate manner.   

She stated,  

Extract 5.9 

If it happens in the classroom then definitely I will be quite strong in saying that that kind of 
treatment is just not happening in my classroom. 
 

She continued this theme in the third interview: 

 

In the moment I try to shut it down but in the past I have had discussions and have tried to 
break down some of the barriers and get rid of some of the stereotypes which is obviously the 
key problem with racism.  A student assumed that a whole community shared the 
characteristics of a few. So I try to really focus on the idea of Australia as a melting pot and 
that our culture is only because of other cultures and that we thrive on other cultures.  All you 
have to do is look at the way we eat in Australia.  I mean they talk about the meat pie as being 
Australian but I mean everyone, whether they are racist or not do really take on other cultures 
and  just  aren’t  aware  of  it. I have in the past had the discussion that all of us unless we are 
Indigenous  are  migrants  to  Australia  and  kids  don’t  really  get  that.    But  I’m  not  afraid  to  
challenge  them  and  I  haven’t  really  ever  had  a  backlash  but I do like to challenge them, those 
stereotypes, so all people are from different countries and there are very few people in our 
school who are Indigenous to the country. 
 

In this data extract, it seems that Erin assumed that her professional role as a teacher was to be an 

advocate for social justice. She spoke of her decision to discuss perceptions of difference by focusing 

on the continuous migration to Australia.  In effect, she suggested to the students that everyone is 

culturally different compared  to  Australia’s  first  people;;  Indigenous Australians.  She highlighted that 

this was  important  because,  “…kids  don’t  really  get  that.”    She  also  commented  that  she  was not 

afraid to challenge  stereotypes.  Three  major  points  are  identified  in  Erin’s  speech: 

1. Stereotypes are used ignorantly by students as a way to understand other students who are 

categorised as different. 

2. It is important to talk about Australian culture as being a melting pot of many different 

cultures. 

3. Students need to understand that all Australians, except Indigenous Australians are all from 

immigrant cultures. 

For Erin, it seems that these three points were important discussion points with students. Erin 

appeared to have the aims of increasing understanding and reducing ignorance about cultural 

identities, however, there are many interesting aspects of her account that warrant further analysis. 

Addressing stereotypes is valid, however, in helping students to explore the pejorative nature 

of these, Erin actually orientated to a stereotype that arguably is overused and debateable in its worth: 
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the melting pot.  The major criticism with the use of this metaphor is that within the melting pot all 

differences are mixed together to form one element or culture, which inevitably is the culture of the 

dominant hegemonic group (Laubeova, 2000). Arguments abound over the impossible nature of the 

melting pot as a reality and as this analysis suggests, differences exist, they do matter and they should 

be recognised.  By conjuring the melting pot metaphor, the idea of sameness is applied within notions 

of integration and assimilation.  The metaphor reflects old notions of multiculturalism as differences 

are seemingly flattened (or melted) and made familiar, so that any fear of the other is mitigated, as in 

effect,  the  melting  pot  has  no  “other”,  rather  everyone  becomes  the  same  mixture.  The  melting  pot  

suggests that if everyone is congruently similar and knowable, conflict cannot be an outcome. This 

notion neglects the idea of hyperdiversity, (Noble, 2011) which suggests that instead of cultural 

diversity becoming more knowable, it is in fact becoming more complex as a result of growing social 

complexities through processes of settlement, intermarriage and cultural influences. Cultural identities 

cannot be pinned down or pigeon holed into concrete ways of knowing. 

In  Erin’s  next point, she again orientated to differences within the cultural make up of 

Australia.  She pointed out that in Australia, all people who are not Indigenous, are immigrants.  This 

may be a fair point, however, she did not suggest that she would take her comments any further than 

simply saying that we are all different and we get put into a melting pot where our differences do not 

matter anymore. As noted above, such explanations do not provide the detail needed for students to 

really explore racist notions and do not give them enough material to debate these surface comments.  

As explored in this analysis, there was much more  going  on  beneath  the  exterior  of  Erin’s  attempts  at  

discussing racist issues.  Erin did not seem to use a language of complexity to help her students 

understand very complicated and layered ideas. Watkins et al (2013) found in their survey that 

teachers were often confused by the meanings of words, such as multiculturalism, social cohesion, 

cultural identity, used in the context of valuing multicultural education. The Rethinking Multicultural 

Education (2013) survey suggested,  

The  implications  of  this  for  teaching  practice  are  profound,  not  because  teachers  don’t  
‘properly’  understand  these  ideas,  but  that  mapping  these  divergences  displays  one  of  the  
challenges of multiculturalism. But should we worry about words and their meanings? We 
would  suggest  yes,  because  these  aren’t  just  definitional  problems  but  problems  of  the  ‘real  
world’,  subject  to  political  and  academic  debate,  and  discussions  in  everyday  life.  Moreover, 
our understandings of words shape our practice, and this is especially important for teaching. 
(Watkins and Noble, 2013) 

These findings demonstrate that teachers should feel equipped with concepts and language that can 

aid in their negotiations of cultural identity and discrimination. The understanding of cultural identity 

is a complex task, which seeks professional and academic, not just ethical, engagement. New types of 

resources and ways of talking and being are required if teachers and indeed students are to understand 
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what it means to interact and learn effectively from each other within a rapidly shifting cultural and 

linguistic context of hyperdiversity (Noble, 2013). 

When asked about changes in the cultural makeup of the school population, only Rachael 

pointed to staff feeling negative towards changes. She stated, 

Extract 5.10 

I think it did change for a while in that there was some negativity there that came with so 
many  different  cultures  and  I  don’t  know  if  it’s  maybe  the  classes  that  I  have,  that I have been 
allowed to teach that dictate how I feel. But some people feel like you know, there are so 
many  cultures,  it  is  difficult  to  teach;;  that  the  cultural  differences  are  so  much,  that  they’re  
unmotivated  or  they  don’t  understand  where  Australian teachers come from. I think that the 
students who I interact with have dictated how I feel about it.  
 

Rachael explained how some staff were openly negative towards students who had recently arrived in 

Australia and who were categorised as culturally different. The teachers attached negative attributes to 

the category cultural difference. It appears that the teachers were overwhelmed by the complexities of 

teaching in culturally diverse classrooms. Some of these issues may have been picked up in the results 

of the Rethinking Multicultural Education survey (2013), which found that the major needs of 

Language  background  other  than  English  (LBOTE)  students  were:  “English  language  and  literacy”  

(64.6%),  “Developing  a  sense  of  inclusion  and  belonging”  (14.7%)  and  “Understanding  Australian  

society”  (7.4%).  (p.  31).  Rachael  made  a  point  of  articulating  that  she  did  not  feel  negatively  about  the 

students. In my observations, Rachael certainly took up any opportunity to get to know the students 

better, often talking and joking and making it clear that she was interested in what the students did 

outside of the classroom.  Rachael’s  actions  to  understand  the students and her resulting feelings of 

positivity about her classes will become a focus in the analysis of the theme, Responding personally to 

difference in the role of teacher (Section 5.2.3a).  

 

A lack of understanding about difference was firstly identified by both teachers in the racist 

language and practices that they witnessed inside classrooms.  Both communicated a need to address 

the racism, however, how to deal with students who are racist was spoken about in different ways.  A 

lack of confidence in knowing how to respond to racism  was  clear  in  Rachael’s story, whereas Erin 

showed more self-assurance in expressing how she addressed racism when it arose.  Rachael also 

pointed to a perceived culture of negativity towards students who were seen as culturally different by 

some staff members in her school community. Section 5.2.2b explores the student sub-theme, 

Difference is experiencing racism, which further connects  to  the  teachers’  stories. 
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5.2.2b Difference is experiencing racism - students 

The refugee-students’  comments  about  understanding  negative  responses  are  crucial  to  this  theme.    

They lived the experience  of  being  the  potential  constructed  ‘Other’  in  the  schooling  system.  Shayan’s  

and  Azad’s  (often  referred  to  as  “the  boys”  by  the  teachers)  comments  shed  more  light  on  Rachael’s  

issues with racism in her English classroom at the beginning of the 2010 school year.  The boys, in 

particular, Shayan, provided a very interesting and unexpected perspective of racism. 

When talking generally about English lessons, the boys quickly stated that they themselves 

had  moved  to  Erin’s  class  from  Rachael’s.    Shayan  took up the story: 

Extract 5.11 

Actually, I like my classmates because they are pretty cool.  Like, I came from another 
English  class  before  and  I  didn’t  like  that  class  much  because  there  are  some  people,  well,  I’m  
not really good with them.  When I moved to this English class I thought I know them and 
I’m pretty good with all of them really. 

While not detailed in this account from Shayan, he embellished more detail about his story when we 

worked  together  in  class  and  I  was  able  to  understand  his  comments  further.    His  reference,  “I came 

from another English  class  before  and  I  didn’t  like  that  class  much  because  there  are  some  people,  

well,  I’m  not  really  good  with  them,”  involved  experiences  with  racism.  Shayan  explained  that  this  

kind of racist taunting had occurred since they first arrived at the school. He went on to say, 

Extract 5.12 

But  when  I  go  back  to  two  years  ago  it  really  annoys  me  because  I  didn’t  have  any  friends  and  
I was like weirder to other people.  People were like, who is this weirdo.  And the thing that 
was really annoying me, they were like  calling  me  Arab.    I  know  I  look  Arab  but  I’m  not,  I’m  
Persian.  I’m  not  really  good  with  that.    It  was  really,  really  annoying  me.    Some  of  them,  I’d  
just  tell  them,  “I’m  Persian.”  And  some  of  them  when  they  found  out  I’m  not  Arab  they  were  
then really good with me.  Actually, Australians are not good with Arabs because I know 
Arabs,  I  don’t  like  Arabs  actually,  they  really  annoy  me. 

As Shayan explains it, the reason why the boys moved class was because they were being victimised 

in  Rachael’s  class.  It  is revealing that the problems of racism were more widespread than Rachael 

herself realised.  This adds weight to arguments for more open talk about racism and more 

transformative, social justice practices, driven by teachers themselves. Overarching schooling systems 

need to find ways, such as the ones noted, to ensure that racism does not occur. To drive this, further 

research  is  required  into  teachers’  attitudes  and  understandings of the cultural and linguistic diversity 

of local communities within which their schooling institution is situated and into the incidents  of 

racism, not only in their community but also within the institution of the school. As well as being a 

key recommendation of the Rethinking Multicultural Education survey (2013), this point highlights 

one of the aims of this particular research project. 
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A  further  interrogation  of  Shayan’s  comments  was  particularly  revealing.  He  stated  that  he  

himself  was,  “not  good  with  Arabs”.  He  was  revealing  his  own  racism.  In  this,  he  elaborated  on  his  

beliefs about racism further: 

Extract 5.13 

Well  with  racists…well  people  are  always  a  bit  racist.    It  doesn’t  matter  where  they  are  from,  
like Australians.  People are always naturally racist a bit, even me but English, yeah 
sometimes  people  say,  “Just  speak  English”  and  stuff  like  that  but  I  don’t  even  care  about  
them because I think, it’s  my  second  language  so…It’s  not  like  it  (racism) belongs to 
Australians. Because wherever you go, even in my country, people are racist to people from 
another country.  You can’t  just  say,  “Australians  are  racist”,  yeah. 

Shayan seemed to be normalising racism as a natural part of everyday actions in all contexts.  He 

appeared to accept racism and the resulting connotation is that because racism is inherent in everyone 

(all people) and in all contexts (My country, another country) the practice of being racist is more 

understandable and easier to rationalise and negotiate. His suggestion that he is also racist, added to 

his communicated acceptance of the racism that he experienced. This was in direct contrast to 

Shayan’s  previous  account  where  he  articulated  that  he  had  moved  classes  because  of  the  racism  of  

some of his fellow class members. For Shayan, it seemed that when he was the victim of one-off 

comments, it did not bother him; however, being in an environment where he experienced racism day 

after day was unacceptable to him. Shayan seemed to suggest that he was in control of all situations; 

that he was ultimately confident and acted with power in different contexts.  

It seems in the accounts provided that Shayan and Azad were certainly discriminated against 

by some of their peers. Shayan and Azad both indicated that they experienced cultural misrecognition 

as they battled with stereotypes that suggested that they were Arab and therefore carried stereotypical 

Arabic traits or attributes. Some of these common stereotypical Arabic traits seen in popular 

Australian discourses suggest crudely that Arabs are rich men who mistreat women and have links to 

Islamist terrorist organisations  (Woodlock,  2012).  The  examples  of  discrimination  in  the  boys’  talk  

could be interpreted as forms of Othering (Fanon, 1967). The boys were offended by this type of 

misrecognition of their cultural identities and openly fought against depictions of them that they 

considered false. For example, they told people that they were Persian and they also were able to 

make the physical move of changing classes to avoid being victims of racism. A certain amount of 

agency  was  evident  in  the  boys’  proactive  moves  against the misrecognition they experienced.  

In contrast to Emma (See extract 5.7), Shayan and Azad were able to draw on their personal 

strengths and the support they had for each other to make changes to their circumstances. In the 

accounts given, it did not seem that Emma was able to act against her experience of racism in 

Rachael’s  class  and  we  do  not  have  Emma’s  account.  This  is  not  to  suggest  that  Emma  did  not  have  

agency,  rather  that  the  data  did  not  capture  Emma’s  agency.  On  the  basis  of  the  available data it is 



 109 

possible to conjecture that Emma may have continued to experience racism in the classroom because 

racist incidents were not fully addressed by the classroom teacher (Rachael), nor did there appear to 

be an interventions from other staff, including senior administration staff by way of anti-racist policy 

implementation. The boys were also able to change classes without the teachers having any 

knowledge of the real reasons for their decision to make the move, resulting in the racism within the 

class never being understood fully or dealt with by the school.  

5.2.2c Researcher reflection 

As expressed throughout the discussion, the teachers felt uncomfortable talking about racism. This 

was perhaps the first time that they had been asked to talk openly about their experiences with racism 

in their classrooms and also evaluate how they deal with racism when it arises. I also realised that the 

teachers felt that they needed to uphold a positive perception of their school. It seemed that self-

censoring was occurring so that the school would be seen in a positive light. I realised that I needed 

time to delve into issues of race and waited until the second round of interviews to broach the topic. 

By this time I had been in the classrooms and co-teaching for approximately two months. It was 

during these discussions that the teachers became more open about their experiences with racism. 

Through the experience of discussing the issue of racism with Rachael and Erin, I felt quite 

conflicted. Working with each teacher, it was apparent that they cared for their students immensely 

and did hold the refugee-students interests as a priority, however, I understood that there was certainly 

more that could be done to transform the systems of the classrooms and also the professional 

discourses of the teachers as they negotiated racist comments and incidents. For example, it was 

through the second set of interviews that Rachel had an opportunity to talk about racist incidents that 

took place in her classroom, and the strategies that she used to deal with these incidents. At the time 

of the interviews, I did not have resources on anti-racist policies and intercultural understandings, to 

assist teachers work differently in the classrooms. So while I was conflicted in listening to these 

accounts, I was not in a position to provide alternative ways of being and becoming a teacher in a 

culturally and linguistically diverse schooling context. 

These  conflicting  thoughts  have  only  increased  as  I  analyse  the  teachers’  comments.  I  feel  at  

odds with the fact that I am making judgements about their practice as I use social justice theory to 

problematise  the  teachers’  actions.    The  teachers  did  not  have  access  to  the  explicit  theoretical  

understandings that I could bring to the context to explore what could really make a difference to 

students who are Othered. It is true too that I entered and participated in the English classrooms 

detailed in this study nearly every lesson for four months, however, I only captured part of what the 

teachers experienced. I understand that around the times that I was involved in the classes, the 

environments continually changed. I have constructed the reality of the classrooms in my own 

particular way and also understand that my presence in the classes would have also constructed new 
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realities in that time and space for the research participants. However, it is only through my own 

experience in the classrooms detailed in this project and also through my theoretical understandings 

and  analyses  of  the  teachers’  talk, that I can provide an account that may challenge and change 

English  classroom  practices.  I  believe  that  it  is  also  through  analyses  of  teachers’  talk  about  racism  

that shifts to improve cultural diversity dynamics within school contexts can occur. This could impact 

on  individual  teachers’  decisions  but  also  on  system-wide policy decisions. The next step is to find 

ways to ensure that the effective practices could be enacted in classroom practices. With time and 

space to talk and enable teachers to feel confident to tackle racism and encourage talk about 

difference with their students, the conditions for refugee-students to enjoy parity of participation, 

positive recognition and representation could be realised. 

My experience of talking with Shayan and Azad was very different. While time was limited, I 

felt that the boys were very eager to communicate their experiences of racism. I believe and felt 

during the interview encounter that they were most probably not self-censoring for the benefit of the 

school image.  This does not mean that Shayan and Azad’s  accounts  are  being  constructed  as  

authentic  in  contrast  to  the  teachers’  accounts.  Rather,  I  am  suggesting  that  the  interviews  did  give  the  

boys opportunities to represent themselves how they chose, and my analysis seeks to interpret these 

representations. For example, Shayan, in particular, took charge in each interview and as discussed 

above, did tell stories that constructed him as being in control. Azad generally complied and agreed 

with  all  of  Shayan’s  statements  and  literally  could  not  get  a  word in when the boys were interviewed 

together. It was unfortunate that I did not have more time with the boys to explore more of their ideas 

about racism. I was really interested that Shayan immediately admitted to his own racism and did not 

self-censor these comments. In many ways, his comments about racism were both surprising in that he 

did not feel ashamed to admit to his racism, and in doing this, constructed himself as an honest 

speaker. 

Reading the parts of the wider narrative of racism at Diversity High, it is clear that there 

needs to be much discussion, planning and honest appraisal before the conditions for genuine social 

justice can even begin to prevail. These conditions are goals for Erin and Rachael. To be able to work 

with both teachers and have an insight into their reflections about negativity towards difference was a 

privilege. To be able to share and discuss notions of difference is the first step to transforming 

discrimination within the classroom. 

5.2.3 Introduction of sub-themes: Responding to difference in the role of teacher – teachers; 

Understanding  teachers’  responses  to  difference  – students 

 

This thematic analysis explores how the teachers, and students responded to the professional role that 

the teachers inhabited as both English teacher and carer for the students in their classrooms. The 
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teachers  responded  on  a  professional  level  to  understandings  of  the  students’  strengths  and  

weaknesses, however what was defined as strong and weak changed depending on the stories that 

were told of the students. The role of personality as a determiner of strength or weakness played a part 

in  the  teachers’  responses  to  the  students.  The  role  of  personality  connects  to  notions  of  individual  

agency (Fraser, 2011), whereby the individual alone is seen to be the major factor for success within 

the  school  system.  The  teachers’  views  of  their  roles  often  encompassed  essentialist  views  of  the  

students: their perceptions of the students had not shifted significantly from their initial recognition of 

the students as newly arrived refugee and EAL students struggling with schooling in Australia. The 

students demonstrated that they saw themselves as being on a complex journey of personal 

development, however, these constructions did not necessarily align with the  teachers’  accounts  of  the  

students.  The  teachers’  stories,  worked  to  give  a  more  comprehensive  picture  of  the  systemic  barriers  

that  can  hinder  students’  learning  development. 

 

5.2.3a Responding to difference in the role of teacher - teachers 

 

Both teachers often spoke about how they responded to the perceived needs of the students.  In this 

section direct links to refugee students are made, however, other students are also introduced, as many 

of the comments made by the teachers were also about students who were recently arrived immigrants 

but who did not have refugee status. As noted in the introduction, this study recognises that refugee 

students are a distinct group within the category, EAL students (Brown, Miller & Mitchell, 2006).  

Therefore comments that pertain to the differences associated with refugee students will be treated 

separately.  While this is the case, it is understood that all of the students in the two English 

classrooms in the study contribute to the dynamics of difference that both teachers were responding to 

and talking about in their stories. 

 

In  the  narrative  analysis  of  the  teachers’  talk, the concept of representation is important.  As 

noted in the above explanation, each of the teachers’  stories  speak  about  how  the refugee students 

represented themselves in their classroom contexts and also how the teachers represented the students 

when speaking about them in the research interview context. Representation, as Fraser (2000) defines 

it, crucially includes parity of participation. This is understood for this research project, as full 

participation in all aspects of school life, including social, academic, co-curricular and leadership 

arenas. The teachers made direct connections between how the students represented themselves and 

how this affected the way they participated as members of their English classrooms.  As such, the 

teachers demonstrated the workings of representation and parity of participation as a lived experience 

in their classrooms. As noted in Chapter 3, Fraser (2011) makes the comment about the first level of 

representation: 



 112 

We must ask whether everyone who is officially a member really does have equal access to 
participation and democratic decision making, an equal voice in the public sphere or equal 
access  to  power…These  are  all  questions  about  representation  understood  within  a  bounded  
political community whose boundaries are, in a sense, taken for granted (Fraser, 2011, p. 
303). 

In this research, the school and the  teachers’  English  classrooms were the localised bounded political 

communities.  The comments made by Erin and Rachael raised the question of whether refugee 

students had an equal voice amongst their counterparts and also whether they were able to access the 

same power as their peers who were very familiar with the workings of their community, school and 

classroom. While the first level of representation entailed questions about who was a member of the 

class, a second level of representation, which took into account the political design of the class, was 

also noted (Fraser, 2011). This included ensuring that misframing, (Fraser, 2011) which might exclude 

students because of attributes attached to particular category constructions. In the English classroom 

contexts under analysis, the second level of representation was seen in the way that the class was 

organised by the teacher. For example, questions arose about who sat with who, what was being 

studied, how did students receive help if it was needed, what were the class dynamics in terms of 

relationships between students. An understanding of the second level of representation implored an 

examination of what dynamics were desired for participation in the classroom space and who 

controlled power over full participation within the Year Eleven classes.   

Erin expressed a general understanding that the refugee students had been through extremely 

difficult experiences in their journey to an education at Diversity High and a new, safer life in 

Australia.  Her immediate response to the refugee students was one of care and she expressed a hope 

that she always acted in the best interests of the refugee students.  She stated, 

 

Extract 5.14 

I think I have uncertainties with all different types of students but I think specifically with 
refugee students I feel so overwhelmed by the experience of these people that I find myself a 
little lost.  I worry about the priorities that we put on them like learning Macbeth.  I find that 
thought provoking and I go wait a minute, a lot of these people have been through things that 
I  could  never  imagine.    So  I  think  that’s  where  I  take  a  step  back  and  think,  well  what  do  you  
think  you’re  doing? 
 

In this extract, Erin showed more emotion than at any other time during interviews.  She expressed 

her uncertainty about catering effectively to the refugee students’  needs.    Descriptors  such  as,  

“overwhelmed”  and  “lost”  confirm  the  emotive  interpretation  of  Erin’s words. Erin communicated 

that she understood that there might have been other priorities for the refugee students. Some of these 

other  priorities  may  have  been,  for  example,  the  students’  mental  wellbeing, before the learning of 

subject English content.   
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Erin, when speaking directly about Shayan and Azad, referred to their strengths as students 

engaged and capable of learning.  She did not immediately speak of the boys in a language of deficit, 

rather she keenly pointed out their personal, positive characteristics; often juxtaposing these against 

stories  about  the  students’  experiences  of  hardship.    When describing these and other refugee students 

she commented, 

Extract 5.15 

There is definitely a strength that they have and they have often gone through many things 
that I could not contemplate.  There is also a lovely gratitude and there is this appreciation for 
all around them and the opportunities that are presented that we sometimes miss out on, we 
take it all for granted.  There is a brightness and a chirpiness that I think comes from an 
enthusiasm for life after coming from such darkness and despair.  I guess from most of the 
success stories we see, these come from the strength of the students themselves.  We are there 
to help our students, facilitate and extend them. 

 

Erin initially acknowledged the traumatic experiences of the refugee students, but then moved to 

speak of their individual strengths.  In doing this she referred to individual capability and agency, 

rather than system level concerns (extract 5.15).  By noting that the strength of the boys had led to 

them being successful, she directly attributed their success with individual agency. Erin also 

suggested that she, as a teacher of the “boys”  (Erin’s  shorthand  for  Azad  and  Shayan,  the  two  Iranian  

refugee students), was there to help, facilitate and extend them. She saw this strength in the refugee 

students as being something that she could work with in her role as their teacher– her position was 

something  like  ‘strong refugee students can be successful’.  There  are  advocates  of  a  strengths-based-

approach to working with and understanding refugees in relation to educational practice. Such 

approaches explore and recognise the strengths and the kinds of positive social and cultural capital 

that is brought by refugee students and designs programs around these strengths (McPherson, 2014). 

Strengths-based practice approaches are also interpreted as being empowering because in the 

discussion phases of the approach, internal and external factors that construct or contribute to 

resilience can be explored (Hutchinson & Dorsett, 2012). It is noted however, that deliberative 

understandings about strengths-based-approaches were not articulated by Erin and certainly, there was 

no school policy in place for a strength-based-approach. 

Erin illustrated her belief that particular personality traits (personal strengths) can determine 

the success of a student by leading into a story about a former EAL student who experienced very 

challenging circumstances and was successful, 

 

Extract 5.16 

There is one student who did board Art and she was required to do a lot of written assessment.  
She had a lot of issues going on as well. She had come across to live with her stepfather, she 
came from China and it was around this time that they had a new child in the family and it 
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was around this time that the father just went missing and then she started to spend a lot of 
time at home.  So Christy was studying senior subjects with very little English and she was 
also having a lot of days off because not only was she babysitting, she was taking her mother 
everywhere to do things like the grocery shopping because her mother did not have enough 
English. So she was in this area of being the absolute breadwinner, she worked and she was 
the support for her younger sibling and she was the most amazing student who showed this 
amazing amount of strength and it was through this personal strength and through consistent 
drafting, just this real willingness to work with her teachers that she became this incredible 
student.  She went to university and studied an outdoor architecture degree and she was also 
the ESL student of the year.  So she came from this background where there was so much 
going on and through her strength and her will to succeed she really pushed beyond her 
circumstances. 
 

Erin narrated a specific story about strength and success that suggests that she does not perceive the 

refugee and EAL students as holding deficits through their identifiable differences.  Through the 

story, Erin described strength  in  terms  of  a  “willingness  to  work  with  her  teachers”  and  persevere  with  

“consistent  drafting”,  while  also  coping  with  the  demands  of  her  family.  Erin may also have been 

suggesting that this confidence was  another  of  Christy’s  advantageous  personality  traits. In 

recognising  her  student’s  achievements, Erin’s  comments  seem  quite  individualistic and did not 

engage with socially transformative notions of justice: the boys’ and Christie’s  personalities only, led 

them to success.  Again,  there  is  a  danger  in  accepting  that  an  individual’s  attributes  (personality  

strengths, resilience) determine success and institutional while organisational structures and processes 

as collective agencies of responsibility are not given prominence. It is not individual teachers who 

should be blamed, and it is not individual students who should have the strengths and resilience to 

succeed. Rather refugee education and indeed education of all students in an increasingly culturally 

and linguistic diverse Australian community is a collective responsibility: policy makers, teacher 

educators, researchers, school leaders, classroom teachers, students, parents and others. This analysis 

implores that the question be asked: how do we collectively respond through policies, additional 

resources, including specialist EAL/D teachers, professional development, co-enquiry research 

approaches to these increasingly complex and dynamic issues? 

It is also important to note that while Christy achieved well, questions remain around the idea 

of representation (Fraser, 2011); about her ability to participate fully in all aspects of the school. 

Academic  achievement  was  important,  but  so  was  Christy’s  need  to  have friends, to feel a sense of 

belonging to the school and to perhaps be involved in the co-curricular life of the school. Erin did not 

provide the details to answer these questions but it is perhaps telling that academic strength is the 

focus  of  Erin’s  story and not other elements that would lead to a rounded school experience of full 

participation. Academic achievement cannot be the only indicator of a school providing socially just 

and inclusive practices. 

Like Erin, Rachael was asked in her first interview whether she identified the characteristic of 

strength in the refugee students. Rachael orientated more towards the difficulties that she saw the 
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refugee students need to overcome with the attribute of strength.  In response to a question about the 

students’  strengths,  she  stated, 

 

Extract 5.17 

I’ve  seen  both  positivity  and  negativity.    I’ve  seen  how  difficult  it  is  for  them  to  engage  in  
schooling.  You know it is very difficult for some of them to get a handle on the fact that you 
need to come every day  and  that  you  need  to  do  certain  things  and  you  can’t  walk  out  of  class  
whenever  you  feel  like  it.  You  can’t  do  whatever  you  want  whenever  you  feel.  But  there  is  
and I suppose it is in the heart of everyone that they want to please whoever is in charge of 
them. No one wants to be wrong and no one wants to fail their work so I think that applies 
across the board. 
 

Rachael spoke of cultural difference in terms of what was difficult for refugee students.  She had 

knowledge that many refugee students did not attend school until their arrival in Australia and she 

cited this as a major hurdle that needed to be overcome. In  Rachael’s  explanation,  pleasing teachers, 

who are the authority figures in the school, was important for refugee students. School for many 

refugee students is a foreign place and as Sidhu and Taylor, (2007); Bond, (2007) and Brown, 

Mitchell and Miller, (2008) note, many may not have been able to attend school at all while they were 

in refugee camps, waiting to be placed in countries by the UNHCR (United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees). Further to the adjustment to wider school process, refugee students who 

progress through to the senior years at school must have knowledge of particular discourses within 

subject-specific classes if they are to experience academic success and satisfaction (Hakuta, Butler & 

Witt, 2000).  Knowledge and understanding of how the social institution of the school works is 

necessary for refugee students to enjoy full recognition and representation and Rachael communicated 

an understanding of this. Given  that  Rachael’s  explanation  was  prompted  by  a  question  about  

students’  strength,  this  response  can  be  understood  as  Rachael’s  description  of  the  students’  strengths.  

Indirectly strength was referred to as she discussed difficulties coping with school – strength was 

needed in overcoming challenges with being in the school environment. Rachael also talked about the 

academic strengths of different cohorts of students. In the following data extract she spoke about the 

Korean-Australian and Japanese-Australian students (Keith and Kate respectively). 

Extract 5.18 

Yeah,  I’m  trying  to  think,  I  don’t  know  if  things  are  culturally  specific,  although  I  can  say  
with the short story writing unit our Korean and Japanese students were really awesome at 
writing figuratively.  It seems to be a part of their cultural make-up.  I think it is in their 
cultures to be quiet and thoughtful and respectful to authority, which I think translates to their 
depth of  understanding  about  a  topic…they  don’t  try  to  fight  with  the  subject matter so much 
like Beth does. For instance the other day in class I was explaining concepts in Macbeth and 
she  says,  “no  I  don’t  like  it”.  I  have  to  keep  telling  her  and  some  others  that  it’s  not  a  review  
or a judgement whereas the ESLs get on with it. 
 

Rachael’s  comments  connect  to  strengths  that  are  specific  to  learning.  She suggested that the Korean 
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and Japanese students were,  “really  awesome  at  writing  figuratively”.    Rachael  associated the 

inclusion of figurative devices as being a specific skill of the Asian students in the class. She 

elaborated on this association with an example, regarding the Korean student, Keith.  She stated, 

 

Extract 5.19 

I spent an hour after school with Keith one day helping him pull together a paragraph about 
soldiers bashing a young girl which he similed/metaphored with wild horses. He had to 
convince me of the connection but when he explained it and we worked on the vocabulary it 
came  out  beautifully…an image I never would have considered. 

  

It was firstly noted that Rachael seemed to struggle with a language to describe her students 

throughout  the  interviews,  hesitantly  naming  her  students  as,  “Aussie  born”,  “ESLs”  and  “Asian”.  The  

evoking of ethnicity was troublesome. The concept of ethnicity, Hall (1996) noted is enduring. 

Ethnicity for Hall (1996) meant attributing points of attachment that gave individuals some sense of 

place and position. These points of attachment might be to communities, localities, languages, 

religions or cultures, even if they were imagined and false. Ethnicity captured the idea that everybody 

needs  to  belong  somewhere  (Hall,  1996).  The  risk  in  this  thinking  is  that  notions  of  ‘belonging  

somewhere’  are  often  fixed  and  permanent. In  Rachael’s  talk,  she  seemed to grapple with this notion 

as she understood that she was naming students according to where they might belong. 

 

Rachael grouped together different sorts of students who were seen to be culturally different. 

For example, she grouped together refugee students as having the characteristic of not understanding 

school processes.  When speaking about the Asian students in her class (extract 5.18) Rachael first 

uttered that she was unsure whether what she was saying was culturally specific, however, she quickly 

identified the academic strength of writing figuratively. Rachael was possibly participating in 

practices of misrecognition (Fraser, 2004, 2011) as she attributed group characteristics by labelling 

the Japanese-Australian and Korean-Australian students as accomplished in figurative writing and 

also categorising them as quiet and respectful students. When speaking about Keith and Kate, these 

traits were seen as very positive as they were able to use figurative language and their quietness, as 

Rachael perceived,  “translates  to  their  depth  of  understanding  about  a  topic.”  Being quiet and 

respectful was seen as contributing to Keith and Kate achieving well in English.  Their achievements 

were confirmed  in  the  students’  marks  in  their assessment pieces.  Rachael evoked well-known 

stereotypes of Asian students (Dooley, 2006; Doherty, 2006).  This practice resonates with the 

concept of Stereotyping (Bhabha, 1983) as Asian students were given a group attribute. The labelling 

of students was in effect, fixing them into set identities and worked to reify cultural difference into 

traditional ways of understanding Asian people. The Rethinking Multicultural Education survey 

(2013) found that most of its respondents (48.6%) understood culture  to  be,  “Shared  beliefs,  

languages  or  customs.”  (p.  50).  This  idea  of  shared  attributes  is  interesting  as  it  appears  that  this  was  
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the process in which Rachael was engaged. Watkins et al., (2013) noted that in relation to these 

findings  that,  “In terms of school practices, an understanding of culture at a greater scale, for example, 

might  downplay  internal  complexity...”  (p.  50) It is possible that such practices are widespread across 

the teaching profession, indicating a need for further professional development about understandings 

of cultural identity. 

Systemic challenges in responding to difference in the role of teacher 

In their stories, Erin and Rachael both expressed frustration  with  the  school’s  policies  and  procedures  

that hindered their ability to respond to the students’  differences  in  ideal,  positive  ways. 

For example, when speaking about another refugee student who attended Diversity High, Erin 

suggested that the student, Faith, put up a wall to protect herself. I asked her,  “How  do  you  get  

through the  wall?”  and  Erin  responded, 

Extract 5.20 

I  don’t  know.    It  takes  time  obviously  and  that  is  one  of  the  difficulties  with  the  changes  
across subjects.  She had a term with Rachael and then a term with me and now she is in 
another class so she does not  get  that  continuity  of  support  from  one  teacher.    It’s  a  shame  
because if she had been guided into the right class in the first place.  She did the lower class 
of English in Year 10 and got a D so someone, somewhere along the way has let her down a 
little bit.  She wanted to do Senior English but that was a lack of understanding about what an 
OP is and I guess there is so much going on with these kids that the decision-making just falls 
into place.  Whereas if she had been put into an English communication class in the first place 
her skill development could be in a totally different spot and she could have had that personal 
success which she has not had this year.  It is sad. 
 

Erin expressed sadness  at  Faith’s  missed  personal success and largely attributed this to her receiving 

the wrong advice about subject appropriateness and also not having the stability of being in the one 

class during her time in Year Eleven.  As Erin told it, if Faith had been guided into an English 

Communication class at the beginning of Year Ten, she would not have experienced many of the 

challenges she faced.    Erin’s  disappointment  in  the  process  of  choosing an English level for Faith was 

expressed in her words,  “someone,  somewhere  along  the  way  has  let  her  down  a  little  bit.”    Erin’s  

story also communicated that Faith may have had unrealistic expectations about her ability to cope in 

subject Senior English. It is unclear what Erin meant in  her  explanation:  “She  wanted  to  do  Senior  

English but that was a lack of understanding about what an OP is and I guess there is so much going 

on  with  these  kids  that  the  decision  making  just  falls  into  place.” Her utterance refers back to her 

comments about refugee students experiencing challenges and having to deal with many layers of 

complexity within the school environment.  Erin seemed to be suggesting that students such as Faith 

made decisions based on limited advice and information.  For Erin, this was unfortunate as it meant 

that Faith never had the chance to feel success in English due to this inappropriate advice.   
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Erin also constructed discontinuity as a lost opportunity for Faith. As a result of having to 

change English classes, Faith never  received,  “continuity  of  support”  from  one  teacher.  Erin explains 

that Faith had two different English teachers within the period of three months because of her 

misinformed choices about subject English. At the time of the interviews, Faith was being counselled 

to withdraw from Senior English altogether and instead, begin English Communication.  The 

counselling was a result of her being truant from nearly all English lessons during Term Two.  Erin, 

from the outset of this part of her story about Faith commented that, to  “get  through  the  wall”, time 

was needed. It appears that perhaps ad hoc and unsupported decisions were made in an attempt to 

fulfil school processes in a time-efficient manner. The major requirement for students entering Year 

11 is to have completed a Senior Education / Training (SET) plan, which details subject choices 

(QCAA, 2014). As a result of poor school-based processes, Faith experienced: poorly organised 

general school support, not enough time spent in counselling about senior schooling options and not 

enough consideration of her EAL needs. Faith’s  needs  ultimately  did  not  appear  to  be  represented  by  

those in the school system who were meant to work with her to create the best outcomes for her 

schooling. 

Rachael also expressed disappointment at the lack of stability provided for refugee students in 

the school.  She used two story examples to explain, 

Extract 5.21 

I would like a more stable classroom. You get a feel for each other early on.  My Yr 9 class 
has whittled down from 26 to 19 but we have finally really started to get into a groove with 
each other.  And also if you have a small class that blows out, this changes the dynamic too.  
I’ve  had  to  say  that  I’m  sorry  because  we  got  really  relaxed,  we  used  to  talk  but  now  I’ve  had  
to be stricter and they are working  really  quietly  but  I  sort  of  think  this  isn’t  really  fair. 
 

Rachael suggested  that  the  school’s  practice  of  frequently changing class sizes throughout the year 

had a detrimental effect on her teaching and particularly on her ability to relate to the students.  A way 

to cope with frequent changes in her classroom population was to maintain strictness.  She suggested 

that  this,  “isn’t  really  fair,”  but  saw it as a necessary way to ensure behaviour standards in her 

classroom given the disruptive impact of the ever-changing social dynamic.  Rachael was also 

allowed to take some long service leave during Term Two just before a major assessment piece was 

due - this meant a lack of stability  for  her  Year  Eleven  students,  Rachael  questioned  the  school’s  

practice of allowing her to take mid-term leave.  She stated, 

Extract 5.22 

Errrh,  I  really  want  to  see  their  drafts.    I  can’t  knock  this  feeling  that  I’m  short  changing  them  
by going away. 
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She also commented about her uneasiness with moderating  the  students’  assessment when she 

returned from her leave, 

I  wish  it  had  gone  better.    I  think  I  needed  to  give  them  more  when  I  was  here  and  I,  don’t  
know, we do cross marking and we always think that we are too close to the piece that is 
written but I thought it would be different this time because I was reading it fresh but I found 
that I graded them too highly.  I was out of touch with the expectations with the piece, like 
prior knowledge. 

 

The dynamics  around  Rachael’s  leave  were not straightforward. Rachael chose to take leave at this 

time, and struggled with her decision. She did not reveal why she went ahead with the leave, despite 

her reservations. The school approved the leave, however, again it was unclear whether the 

administration held reservations about this. The end result appeared to be that Rachael felt the 

students were disadvantaged. The observation notes record that Keith felt frustrated by Rachael’s  

absence (See Appendix 3B). She did not shy away from interrogating her own professionalism in this 

situation, however, it was also the school that allowed this situation to occur. The system did not 

provide conditions for the best and socially just outcomes for the students. 

 

A systemic issue that involved cultural identity was uncovered accidently during the 

interviewing process for this research project. Rachael had identified that her student, Sharon was an 

EAL student who would be very good to interview for data collection. As Sharon was interviewed, it 

was  obvious  that  errors  in  the  school’s  records and  errors  in  teachers’  understandings  about  Sharon’s  

cultural identity had occurred and were still occurring. When asked about her involvement in the EAL 

program, Sharon retorted, 

Extract 5.23 

I’m  not  an  ESL  student.    Does  everyone  assume  that?    I’m  not. I was born here and just ask 
and  I  don’t  mind  about  what  I  say  about  myself.  My parents are from the Philippines and my 
mother had me here. I grew up here.  I think Filipinos are known for their respect of elders.  
This  could  be  an  Asian  thing.    I’ve  been taught show respect to your elders and teachers and 
to be academic too. 

Sharon was not an EAL student at all. When asked why such an error of understanding could occur, 

Sharon responded, 

Well I never talked to anyone, I never felt the need to talk to anyone.  There was also the fact 
that whenever anyone tried to talk to me I would just shut down… For  me,  I  didn’t  really  
have  problems  with  talking,  I  just  didn’t  want  to  do  it.    I  think  they  discovered  that  I could 
understand.  I was in ESL classes from Year 1-3.   

It appears that Sharon was placed in EAL classes for three years at a young age, however it is not 

clear  why.  Sharon’s  explanation  was  that  maybe  her  primary  school  thought  it  might  help  to  get  her  to  

speak. She was adamant that understanding English was never an issue for her. Her issues with 

speaking  may  have  had  a  psychological  base  but  it  seems  that  the  reason  for  Sharon’s  decision  not  to  
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talk was never discovered. If it was, Sharon has never been made aware of it. When Rachael was 

asked  why  this  assumption  was  still  being  made  she  replied,  “I  wouldn’t  be  surprised  if  they  just  

assumed that she was an ESL speaker.”  (See Appendix 1A) The school system throughout all of 

Sharon’s  education  only  recognised  her  as an EAL student, even though English was her first 

language  and  she  stated  that  she  had  always  understood  English.  In  many  ways,  Sharon’s  experience  

reflects  Tsioldis’s  (2015)  statement  that,  “Students,  regardless  of  their  birthplace  and  parentage,  have  

continued to be defined by their appearance and their names, which in turn has precipitated assumed 

understandings  of  who  they  are…”  (p.115). Because Sharon has two parents from the Philippines and 

because she did not speak easily as a child, the assumption made  by  Sharon’s  teachers  was  that  she  

was not Australian born or a native English speaker. This misrecognition was an occurrence with 

which Sharon became very familiar and it seemed that she did not correct her teachers. She seemed to 

accept that because of the way she looked and the way she spoke, school members would treat her 

like an EAL student. Interestingly, Sharon appeared to be very confident and the most prominent 

contributor in any English class activities and discussions (See Appendix 3B). She was also a 

successful English student who commonly received A and B grades for her work. This was one of the 

reasons why Rachael suggested her as a potential research participant. Rachael was reading Sharon as 

a successful EAL student whose personal attributes had led to her success. However, socially, she did 

not seem to enjoy full participation in school life. I observed that her main friends were Asian 

students who were not confident with English (See field notes, Appendix 2). This study does not 

explore the reasons for this. Perhaps it was because of her false identification as a new English 

speaker,  but  it  raises  the  question  of  whether  Sharon’s  false  categorisation  as  an  EAL  student  

impacted on her parity of participation in school life in other ways. For example, it is possible that 

Sharon felt that she could only connect with other students who had also been identified as EAL 

students and spent time in the EAL unit. Socially just schooling means full participation in all aspects 

of institutional life, (Fraser, 2000, 2001, 2004) including academic and social elements. These 

conditions did not seem to exist for Sharon at Diversity High. 

 Both teachers, in speaking about their responses to the refugee and other students categorised as 

culturally diverse, communicated care. The concepts of building rapport with the students and 

communicating genuine concern for student welfare were interwoven throughout their speaking turns 

in  the  research  interviews.  This  was  very  positive,  however,  the  teachers’  actions  fell short in terms of 

proactive, socially just engagement. This analysis of the theme, teacher responses to difference, is not 

critical of the individual teachers, who are inspiring and work hard to do their best for the refugee 

students.  Instead, the analysis questions the wider social machinations that enable patterns of 

injustice to occur: a lack of understanding, a lack of time, a lack of review of the processes and 

discourses within the school. These impediments to social justice indicate that not enough was being 

done within Diversity High to support teachers and refugee students. As a result, unless students were 
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seen to be personally strong and confident, they were left to negotiate a place where they could enjoy 

recognition and representation; such that they were able to participate powerfully within the school. 

Greater system-wide and institutional support of the teachers is required. Again, this finding reflects 

in the most recent data from the Rethinking Multicultural Education survey (2013), which 

recommended that system-wide training of teachers in issues related to cultural diversity is needed 

urgently and that training of executive leaders in schools is required in the area of multicultural 

education to ensure for more effective policy implementation and support of teachers. 

5.2.3b Understanding  teachers’  responses  to  difference - students 

As  discussed  in  each  analysis  of  the  teachers’  responses  to  the  refugee  students  in  their  classes,  Erin  

and Rachael appeared to make links to essentialised cultural identity characteristics. Throughout the 

teacher talk they acknowledged the former experiences of the refugee students; and talked about the 

cultural identities of these students. Hence, when interviewing the student participants for this 

research project, it was important to understand how the refugee students themselves viewed their 

cultural identities in Australia.  

Shayan, when first asked about how he felt being a part of a multicultural school responded, 

Extract 5.24 

Ummm,  I  don’t  really  think about  it  because  I’m  just  really  trying  to  get  used  to  being  a  part  
of Australian  culture.  I’m  trying  to  change.  I’m  transitioning  but  my  parents are like so funny 
because when I do something that is like a part of Australian culture my parents are like, 
“you’ve  totally  changed”.    I  have  to  say,  “Mum,  I  have  to  be  like  this,  I’m  going  to  live  here  
for  the  rest  of  my  life.”  They  just  keep  telling  me  like,  if  in  the  future  I’m  married  or  have  
kids… I  don’t  care  if  they  want  to  learn  Persian  or  about  Iranian  culture  my  mum’s  like,  
Shayan!!  And  my  brother  says  he  is  disappointed.    The  thing  is  that  all  the  Persians,  we’re  all  
about trying to teach our kids about Persian culture or learning Farsi, but I  don’t  want  to  
bother myself. 

Shayan continued, 

When I first came here I was acting a bit weird compared to Australians coz you know they 
do  so  many  things  that  I  just  don’t  do  in  my  country  so  when  I  first  came  here  I  was,  when  
they used to say some things  I  used  to  get  so  angry  but  now  I’ve  decided  that  that  does  not  
matter  anymore.    I  get  it  as  a  joke  and  some  other  stuff.    I’m  trying  to  change.    You  know  like  
how Australians pay out on their mothers and slurring.  If someone did that in Iran they would 
get bashed. Like it would be like a fight happen and it used to so annoy me when people used 
to  say  some  racist  stuff  but  now  I’m  alright  with  it,  I  just  ignore  it,  I  know  how  to  deal  with  
them. 

Trying to make friends, if someone would say that, I would go up to them and be really angry 
but now I really just try to make friends. 

Shayan seemed to be emphatic about his need to change to become more Australian and to understand 

what it is like to be a part of Australian culture. He expressed that his mother and brother 



 122 

communicated  frustration  and  disappointment  at  Shayan’s  wishes  to  be  more  Australian.  He  strongly  

stated that he did not want to bother himself with retaining parts of his Iranian culture, or indeed 

passing on his first language and culture on to his children in the future. 

Shayan and Azad only made minimal references to their English teachers. At the time of data 

collection,  the  boys  had  recently  moved  from  Rachael  to  Erin’s  class.  When  asked  to  name  something  

that Erin did to help the boys the most in English both boys state simultaneously that she cared. They 

responded, 

Extract 5.25 

A:  She…  cares 

S:  She  cares  about  the  students  in  there.    She  is  actually  a  lovely  teacher.    She’s  pretty  good. 

A: She puts so much into it and gives us ideas of what to do. 

The boys prioritised  the  teachers’  care  of  the  students  as being important. It is understood from 

Shayan’s  description  that  Erin  was  “lovely”,  and  Azad commented that worked hard to help the boys.  

Keith was the recently arrived Korean student who Rachael spoke of in her data extract as an 

example  of  a  “quiet  and  respectful”  Asian  student  (extract  5.25).  Keith,  in  a  similar  way  to  Shayan,  

spoke of wanting and needing to change from his former cultural identity to become more Australian. 

When asked for clarification about a comment Keith made about having Korean friends, aspects of 

how he viewed his cultural identity were revealed. 

Extract 5.26 

I: You mentioned your Korean friends.  Do you still have strong relationships with them? 

K: No,  I  don’t  have  any  now.    I  severed  my  every  link  with  my  Korean  friends  so  that  I  could  
learn English.  I just think, why would I hang out with my Korean friends when I was wasting 
so much time with them.  I used to get Ds or Cs for my English in Year 10 and I was 
devastated  because  I  really  wanted  a  high  mark  but  I  couldn’t.    I  was  depressed  and  I  thought  
I was an idiot. 

I: How do you feel connected to your Korean culture now? 

K: Yes, it’s changing.  I really do socialise with my friends.  Koreans are really good at 
writing but they are not really good at speaking English.  They are always studying grammar 
but they have no chance to socialise with others. 

I felt really lonely last year.  I was closing my heart actually. I always see my Korean friends 
– they  can’t  approach  people.    Asian  cultures  are  shy  cultures,  respectful  cultures  and  closed  
cultures.    In  Korea  we  don’t  approach  people  we  don’t  know  but  here  you  can  be  friends  and  
say hello. 

I think there is culture.  I think that if I go to Roma I should  be  like  people  in  Roma.    If  I’m  in  
Australia, I should be like people in Australia. If I go to India I should be Indian.  If I go to 
Korea I should be Korean. 
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I: Is it really possible to change your cultural identity in this way? 

K: It’s  hard  but  it’s  not impossible. I still have something of my Korean culture because I was 
born in Korea and I grow up in Korea so I have habits and there is still being Asian in my 
heart but  I’m  trying  to  be  more  Western  which  means  being  more  active  and  open  and  open  
my heart. 

Keith suggested that it was very important for him to work to change his cultural orientation because 

being linked to his former Korean culture actually hindered his chances of success in Australia. He 

stated that not only was it necessary for him to cut all ties with Korean friends so that he could learn 

English more fully, but it was important that he should try to be more Western. He also recognised 

that  he  would  always  be  Korean  but  that  he  was  changing.  Keith’s  comments  about  Asians  being  shy,  

respectful  and  closed,  concurred  with  Rachael’s  own  observations.  Sharon  also  orientated  to  these  

traits  by  suggesting  that  she  was  respectful  and  that  “this  could  be  an  Asian  thing.”  The  difference  in  

the  students’  comments  are  that  Keith’s  recognition  of  a  cultural trait was in the context of trying to 

change  it  whereas  the  teachers’  reified  comments  only  recognised  stereotypical  notions  of  what  these  

cultural traits meant. There is another element here: the desire to belong, to assimilate into the 

Australian culture. The students were in effect articulating that they felt that there were some aspects 

of Australian culture worth appropriating into their identities. Part of the struggle for these students 

was negotiating what it meant to be Asian-Australian. This type of hybrid identity is identified by 

Noble (2013) in his concept of hyperdiversity, which acknowledges that cultural identities take on 

multiple, shifting forms in an ongoing process. 

The messiness of cultural identity is observed in this analysis, as  is  the  teachers’  need to be 

able to understand the students by  labelling  them  with  ‘knowable’, if often essentialised attributes. 

The students expressed a wish to be recognised for who they were in that time and for who they could 

become, not for who they were in their previous experience. The concept of recognition (Fraser, 

2001) is again useful in helping to think reflexively about the  students’  ideas  and  wishes  for  their  self-

concept. It appears that the students did not construct themselves as poor refugee students who had 

suffered and now struggled to grasp their Australian school and Australian culture. They wanted to be 

recognised as equal players in Australian lives and equal participants in their school lives. These 

students did not construct reified identities, instead, they constructed themselves as changing. The 

concept of change and development in cultural identities resonates with how the students spoke about 

their moving cultural identities. Hall (1996) states,  

…identities are about questions of using the resources of history, language and culture in the 
process of becoming rather than being: not 'who we are' or 'where we came from', so much as 
what we might become, how we have been represented and how that bears on how we might 
represent ourselves (p.4). 

The  comments  from  Shayan  and  Keith  reflect  Hall’s  (1996)  summation  as  they  considered  how  they  

were represented when they first arrived in Australia and began school at Diversity High and how 
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they wished to move away from these identities to consider new ways of representing themselves.  

Différance, (Derrida, 1982) suggests that cultural identities are always in a state of production. The 

boys’  can  be  interpreted  as  seeing  their  cultural  identities  as  being  in  this  state  as  they spent more time 

in Australia and experienced more schooling at Diversity High. The depth of importance that the boys 

gave to the notion of cultural identity change was not fully grasped by the teachers who were still 

navigating how to account for their  students’  former  cultural  origins.  Indeed,  the  boys  had  already  

moved from these cultural identity representations and were building new and changing cultural 

identities. 

5.2.3c Researcher reflection 

Throughout the interviews, the teachers acknowledge the hardships experienced by the refugee 

students. I do relate to these acknowledgements and I reflect on them here in reference to my 

experience with an African refugee family. During the first two years of my doctoral research, I 

visited this family every Thursday  in  order  to  assist  four  of  the  family’s  children  with  their  

schoolwork.  I often left their home overwhelmed as the girls retold stories of war, lost brothers and 

lost parents in matter of fact tones. I felt it was important to keep my feelings in check though as the 

girls did not dwell on these hard topics. Instead most of their talk was about being successful at 

school, dreams of becoming doctors and lawyers, mixed with questions about how to go about daily 

processes, such as understanding a bus timetable, finding out how to sign up for a mobile telephone, 

understanding birthday rituals and learning how to understand invoices for bills.  

At  times,  the  girls’  stories  were  about  issues  they  were  experiencing  at  school.  These  issues  

often stemmed from teachers unwittingly and ignorantly aligning themselves with practices that were 

a taken-for-granted  part  of  the  school’s  system.  For  example,  Mary,  the  eldest  sister,  aged  twelve,  

missed out on numerous opportunities to socially interact with her peers because she was unable to 

swim.  The  school  often  had  “fun  days”  at  local  swimming  pools  and  Mary  simply  could  not  take  part.  

I  recall  clearly  being  told  by  Mary  that  her  teacher  had  said  in  front  of  her  class,  “Well,  you’re  going  

to have to learn how to swim  if  you  are  going  to  make  it  here  on  the  Coast.”  Her  teacher’s  thoughtless  

comment upset Mary because her family could not afford swimming lessons and he was blatantly and 

publicly pointing out how she was different to the rest of her class. She was being made the Other 

(Fanon, 1967). Homework was also often designed to be completed on a computer, but the girls had 

no ready access to computers other than at school and no extra provision was made for the girls to use 

these resources. As a consequence the girls fell behind and would sometimes be in trouble for not 

completing homework. Although the adjustments and provisions would be relatively small, the school 

system was not supporting the girls to be equal participants in learning.  

I believe the girls told me their stories so that I could understand something about where they 

had come from but they did not want me to dwell on the past. That was not my role; instead I was cast 



 125 

in the role of the future changer – I was a means for the girls to understand Australia, understand 

school and understand English so that they could forge out a new future for themselves. The girls felt 

that their perceived need to change was obvious and I learnt this quickly because of the focussed time 

we spent together. I always allowed the girls to drive discussions and to choose what we discussed. I 

also made sure I listened to how the girls wished to represent themselves. We also engaged in 

activities away from schoolwork so I had the opportunity to learn about the girls in new ways, where 

their personal strengths and skills were obvious.  

Ideally all teachers could spend this kind of focussed time with the refugee students in their 

classes. Time to know students needs to be valued in line with the AITSL professional standard, 

“Know  your  students”  (AITSL,  2014).  With  time  to  really  engage  with  their  students  and  the  

opportunity given for students to drive discussions about their lives, teachers would understand the 

real needs of their students and be able to respond to them in ways that go beyond caring and move to 

more transformative acts that could allow for genuine social justice.  

5.3 Summary  

Chapter 5 has sought to dialogically and reflexively consider the data collected and analysed in 

relation to the first research question: How do effective English teachers account for the cultural 

identities of refugee students? The social justice concepts of recognition and representation (Fraser, 

2000, 2001, 2004, 2011) have been used to help engage new thinking about cultural identity and 

underpin the entire analysis. The theoretical concepts of Cultural identity as a changeable 

embodiment, (Hall, 1991, 1996, 1997), Stereotyping, (Bhabha, 1983) and Othering (Fanon, 1967) 

have also been used as tools of contemplation. The analysis suggests that these effective English 

teachers are indeed focussed on notions of cultural identity. However, in terms of the impacts of these 

notions, great differences exist between how the refugee students wish their cultural identities to be 

recognised and how the teachers categorised the students, attached particular attributes to these 

categorisations and then drew on these categorisations in their explanations about schooling success 

and failure. Does this matter in teaching refugee students? In terms of the data analysis here, it does. If 

Erin and Rachael understood how perceptions of and interactions with cultural identity were limiting 

the positive dynamics and relationships in their classrooms, Shayan and Azad may have felt 

acceptance within the school community much earlier than they did. The racism that occurred may 

not have happened and Rachael may have felt more able to deal with the discrimination that was 

evident. The boys could have enjoyed greater parity of participation and possibly have felt a greater 

sense of belonging in their English classrooms. With a greater sense of recognition, belonging, 

acceptance and representation, Azad and Shayan may have been able to engage more fully with 

learning English. These are only predictions of what could have happened, however, they suggest 

what possibilities might be realised if new understandings about cultural identity are reached in the 
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teaching profession. The research project, in its method and design, attempted to understand the 

accounts of the teacher participants. For example, notions of what constituted racism and potential 

ways to understand how to deal with racist incidents did occur throughout the fieldwork and data 

collection phases. On a practical level, the interview process from where the data was taken, provided 

the opportunity for the teacher participants to consider new ways of thinking about the ways in which 

they account for cultural identity. This analysis contributes in part to the new understandings that 

could be taken up by practising teachers. This means being open to new representations, ensuring that 

misframing does not occur to work against the involvement and engagement of refugee students. It 

also contributes to an understanding that teachers need system-wide support to seek and enact change. 

Schools must find ways to encourage the full participation of refugee students. This includes the 

restructuring of time and space within a school year for teachers and students to know each other, 

whether this be a part of personal development school-based activities or retreats and excursions. This 

chapter moves my own thinking forward to now consider how notions of cultural identity might 

impact on the actual teaching and learning of refugee students. This is the focus of Chapter 6. 
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Chapter 6: Cultural identity understandings and their impacts on teaching and learning 
within refugee-inclusive classrooms – a narrative analysis 

Chapter 6 considers how understandings of cultural identity may impact on pedagogical practices in 

Senior English, refugee-inclusive classrooms. From the outset of this research project I wanted to do 

more than explore understandings about cultural identity. I comprehended that for this thesis to be 

most relevant to teacher practice, an examination of how understandings of cultural identity could 

transfer or be recontextualised into classroom pedagogies was required. Teachers need to consider 

how they might account for the cultural identities of students, but this is useless, if it does not impact 

on the ways that they teach. To address the parity of participation of refugee students, I consider the 

teaching pedagogies that the English teachers already used.  I also begin to imagine how a productive 

refugee-inclusive classroom might be actualised and experienced. I have again used the conceptual 

tools of recognition and representation (Fraser, 2000, 2001, 2004, 2011) to analyse the teaching 

pedagogies used by Erin and Rachael and to begin to imagine new possibilities in the classroom. This 

chapter engages a direct analysis of the theme, Learning Socially and to do this the concepts taken 

from social learning theory (Leont’ev,  1978; Vygotsky, 1978), and particularly the theoretical frames 

of Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) (Engeström, 1999; Gredler, 2012; Stetsenko, 2008) 

are  used  to  unpack  the  teacher  participants’  pedagogical  strategies  used  to  enact  refugee-inclusive 

classes. In its focus on building collaborative learning practices and increasing parity of participation 

in learning activities, CHAT actualises the concepts of recognition and representation in classroom 

pedagogies. 

In Section 6.2, I move to consider even more practically how inclusive teaching could 

embrace social learning and incorporate drama as a pedagogical approach that could increase the 

learning possibilities for refugee students. The sub-theme, Including drama pedagogies, was derived 

from  the  participants’  stories as they often drew attention to drama strategies.  Drama strategies have 

been shown to be effective in being socially inclusive and beneficial to language and cultural learning 

(Balfour, 2004, 2010; Clipson-Boyles, 1998; Cohen-Cruz, 2006). I aim to show how drama 

pedagogies are one way to engage in teaching practices that engage CHAT, particularly expansive 

cycles of learning (Engeström, 1999). Below are tables that diagrammatise the second research 

question, the major themes and the sub-themes that are related to each participant for each research 

question. 
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Research question 2: How do understandings of cultural identity impact on teaching and 
learning within refugee-inclusive classrooms?  

Table 6.1 
Participant themes and sub-themes 
Teacher theme Teacher sub-themes Chapter 

Section 
Cultural identity means 
considering teaching 
pedagogies 

 Learning socially 
 Including drama 

pedagogies 

 6.1.1a 
 6.2.1a 

 

Student theme Student sub-themes Chapter 
Section 

Cultural identity is learning 
differently 

 Learning through social 
connection 

 Including drama 
pedagogies 

 6.1.1b 
 

 6.2.1b 

 

6.1 Cultural identity means considering teaching pedagogies 

The teachers told stories about how they accounted for particular differences in the ways that refugee 

students learnt. Specifically, the teachers explained how they focussed upon or modified Senior 

English lessons so that the classroom dynamics were as inclusive as possible. Students’  stories  were  

also analysed for talk about how their cultural identities impacted on the ways in which they were 

taught and learnt. It is interesting to note that while learning socially did feature in all of the research 

participants’  talk,  it  appeared  to  be  a major focus for the students, rather than the teachers. Also, 

understandings about learning socially were conceived differently by the teachers and the students. 

6.1.1 Introduction of sub-theme: Learning socially - teachers; Learning through social connection  

        – student theme 

Since much of the research pointed to the effectiveness of socially collaborative pedagogies in 

socially connecting and enhancing the learning of students, questions in the in-depth interviews were 

specifically asked about this theme. Building confidence and asking questions to be able to participate 

fully in English lessons and the wider school community are identified as inseparable parts of the 

theme, Learning Socially. This observation is identified throughout the data collected from the 

teachers and students, however, again, it appeared to be the students who really focussed on the 

importance of being able to learn socially with fellow students: to build their own confidence and also 

to ask questions so they could gain new understandings and also learn more effectively. 
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6.1.1a Learning socially - teachers 

Learning collaboratively is a teaching pedagogy that is used to help bring students together as a social 

community but also as a learning community where all students can further their understanding within 

their Senior English lessons (Stetsenko, 2011). The teachers often emphasised both of these social and 

learning benefits. Social benefits were first highlighted within the stories that were told. After 

observing many lessons with Erin, I asked her whether she made an effort to include social 

collaboration into her teaching approach. She responded first by talking about the social dynamics of 

her Senior English class, comparing these to the dynamics she saw between students at lunchtimes. 

Extract 6.1 

It’s  true  if  you  walk  around  at  lunchtime  you  will  often  see  students  with  others  of  their  own  ethnicity. 
And  I  guess  it’s  a  comfort  more  than  a  racial  issue. But there is that common understanding and that 
ability  to  speak  one’s  own  language, so there is that in the playground whereas in the classroom where 
they are thrust together and we in this school really try to embrace them, the multicultural aspect of it 
and we do encourage that dynamic of that kind of really interacting with each other and getting to 
know  each  other’s  strengths  and  weaknesses.    The  boys,  Shayan  and  Azad  are  extraordinary.    They  
are a standout pair for independence and for being so strong willed and happy to speak up.  
 

She commented that people of the same ethnicity would ‘naturally’  want to socialise with others who shared 

common  understandings  and  spoke  the  same  language.  It  is  possible  that  Erin’s  words  were  working  to  reify  

the identities of the students, as she assumed that the students wanted to be with members of the same culture. 

Perhaps  Watkins  et  al’s  (2013)  finding  that  48.6%  of  survey  respondents  identified  culture  as  having  shared  

beliefs and customs and an assumption that students want to be with each other to experience this sharing, can 

be  seen  in  Erin’s  comment.  She  suggested that social collaboration happened as a part of learning simply 

because students of different ethnicities were placed together in the classroom and therefore began to interact 

with each other. Otherwise, the students may not have taken up the opportunity to create new friendships. 

Shayan and Azad were immediately recognised for their confidence in being independent. Erin also 

mentioned that as the students interacted with each other they also learnt about their strengths and weaknesses. 

She illustrated this point through her next comment. 

 

Extract 6.2 

We had been doing a lot of discussion about using particular voices and how you can manipulate that 
for your reading audience so we had lots of small discussions amongst the class on how they might do 
that.  In one of the activities we did a basic illustration of a girl on the board and I asked the students 
to dress the girl in a particular style and then they had to use terms that that particular girl would use 
and then we drew a different girl who had a different voice so we had lots of discussions about 
language  use.    So  Shayan  probably  wasn’t  sitting  with  Azad  at  this point. There was a lot more 
rotation of students and that was good and there was a lot more discussion as to who was writing what 
kind of story and how they were going to do this. So he certainly shared parts of his story or rather, 
his  brother’s  story. 
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Through classroom participation I observed that peer collaboration in small groups for discussion was 

never organised deliberatively (See Appendix 3A). Erin did specifically state in extract 6.2 that 

previously, small groups completed rotations so that students such as Shayan were able to discuss 

story ideas with many members of the class. By utilising a group work strategy whereby Shayan could 

move around different students in their various groups, he was given the opportunity to meet new 

friends (having just transferred from Rachael’s  class  as  discussed  in  Chapter  5)  and  also  to  begin 

sharing understandings about his  family’s  story.  It  appeared that the basis for small group work was 

grounded in reasons that benefitted the learners as a social community. Members of the social 

community were encouraged to listen and understand stories of cultural background and personal 

experience. One interpretation of this pedagogic strategy is that it was used to build a sense of 

community in the form of learning teams so that there was a sense of a shared understanding between 

the class members. As  Gredler  (2012)  states,  “…collaborative  learning  among  students  in  the  

classroom may be important for reasons such as building teamwork”  (p.  125). Erin identified that for 

her, collaborative learning was undertaken with the aim of students getting to know one another and 

building forms of learning teams. The activity Erin elaborated on also connects to the notion of the 

second level of representation (Fraser, 2011). On its second level, as discussed in section3.1.3, 

representation is about organising or framing the context, (in this case the classroom) so that all 

members can feel valued and participate in activities. This seems to have also been a motivation for 

Erin as she organised lessons so that students could learn about and value each other and their 

contributions. 

Erin also talked about peers learning from other peers in the classroom. She explained, 

Extract 6.3 

We have a great range of kids with differing English ability in the class and certainly we have peer 
support. So there are also ESL kids who have been a part of our school for a long time and very much 
willing and capable of helping students who have a lesser grasp of language and I certainly like to 
encourage that.  It certainly helps and makes my job easier.  I'm checking for understanding.  They are 
only  helping  each  other  even  more  by  doing  that…  you  try  and  rely  on  that  group  discussion,  you  use  
peer knowledge. 
 

Erin articulated that she paired EAL students who had learnt English for years with more recently 

arrived EAL students. This choice may have been made because the Head of EAL introduced newly 

arrived immigrants into classrooms with EAL buddies. She suggested that the students helped each 

other by working together. In Erin’s  account  of  these  classroom  practices,  she  described how she 

could play a different role in listening, and perhaps assessing formatively, as she observed the 

discussions that evolved from these peer placements. In the first interview with Erin she described her 

application of group work as helping her EAL students, however, she did not articulate how a reliance 

on group discussion  actually  impacted  on  EAL  students’  capabilities  and enhanced their learning. 
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Gredler (2012) notes that Vygotsky (1934) himself stated that children who are at similar levels of 

understanding, working as groups, are not capable of facilitating their own cognitive development. 

Specifically,  their  conversations,  “cannot  serve  as  a  source  of  any  significant  development  for  them”  

(p. 350). Learning must be enhanced and Social Learning theory (Vygotsky, 1934) conceptualises that 

for this to occur an identifiable More Knowledgeable Other (MKO) must be a part of the 

collaboration. Students must be paired such that there is at least one student who understands more 

about the concept/ skill being learnt. This is the MKO, (Vygotsky, 1934) who benefits by proving his/ 

her understanding by, in effect, teaching a peer, while the other student benefits from learning this 

concept/ skill. Gredler (2012) believes that the teacher must be present in the role of the MKO as at 

least a part of the collaboration. For  this  research  project’s  context, it can be argued that the simple 

structuring of a class to include peer collaboration (especially where the collaborations entail only 

EAL students) is not enough to make the strategy pedagogically sound. Far greater strategising of 

learning and deliberations about the collaborations between students would be required for this 

approach to have a maximum chance of succeeding. In other words, the teachers needed to carefully 

design classroom practices to ensure that learning was taking place, not just assume that peers would 

facilitate learning. 

The two English  teachers’  class  dynamics  were very different.  Erin’s  classroom was 

described as a happy place and Erin noted that Shayan and Azad were very confident and open people 

(extract 6.1).  Erin  also  suggested  that  the  boys’  openness  was different from her usual experience of 

students who had arrived from other countries – indeed in extract 6.1, she describes them as 

“extraordinary”  and  “a  stand  out pair”.  Rachael’s  experience  had  not  been  as positive as there were 

racist incidents in her classroom at the start of the year (Section 5.2.2a). In trying to explain why there 

were racist incidents in her classroom and particularly why the girls, seemed to be targets of racism at 

the start of the year, she stated, 

Extract 6.4 

Yes, probably the Australian born students are more ready to integrate with them, well not 
even with them  as  a  whole.    I  think  the  Japanese  girls  find  it  difficult  to...I  don’t  know  if  they  
are  intimidated  or  if  it  is  a  part  of  their  own  person  that  they  are  so  quiet  and  don’t  interact  so  
much.  Keith is more likely and ready to interact cross culturally than some of the girls. 

 
Keith is really beginning to fit in well. Lyle makes jokes on him often and they both laugh. 
During this Macbeth unit getting the students talking to each other outside of their usual 
groups is bringing about real respect between the Aussies and the ESLs. Paul is really 
impressed  by  Keith’s  ideas  and  has  given  him  some  very  useful  feedback  to  go  forward  with.  
I am trying to break that barrier between the ESL girls and the Aussie girls through the same 
process which is a little harder because all the girls just want to be nice to each other and tell 
each other how lovely their ideas sound.  
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In this extract, Rachael first categorised the students as Aussies and ESLs, and then confirmed that the 

members within these categories were coming to respect each other more as they talked together in 

the small groups to perform interpretations of Macbeth. For example, Rachael tried to involve Keith 

as a MKO in the collaboration between Paul and Keith. Paul benefitted from  Keith’s  knowledge  about 

the task. It was very interesting to see how she achieved this. In  Rachael’s  class  the  groups  

consistently remained the same but the MKO role changed from students to student. Rachael 

suggested that she deliberately placed Keith and Paul students together.  

Extract 6.5 

Keith is now in a really excellent supportive group for the drama exercise with Paul and 
Emma.  He was looking over his shoulder and looking at them so I went to them and said, 
“Hey,  guys  you  haven’t  even  asked  Keith  yet!”    So  they  asked  him and they are the group that 
is  the  most  forward  in  terms  of  their  planning  at  the  moment.    I  said  to  Paul,  “I  think  there  
might  be  a  budding  bromance  here!”  (Laughs)    I  think  he  is  getting  really  good  social  
interaction in that group. 

Yes, Paul loves Keith – it’s  so  great.    I  knew  that  they  would  have  a  good  relationship.    I’m  
not even sure I do this consciously.   

 
It was Keith who benefitted from learning interactions with Paul as Paul welcomed the social 

interaction that he and Keith shared. Keith in turn benefitted by the further establishment of a 

relationship with Paul. Rachael expressed that it was beneficial for Keith to have this rapport with 

Paul. In this sense, Paul was the MKO in this situation as he is the one who instigated the social 

collaboration. Through working closely with Paul and Keith, it was observable on many occasions 

that Keith would wait for Paul to initiate contact. In section 6.1.1b, Keith spoke of his desire to work 

with Paul on class projects. Paul also benefitted  from  Keith’s  analytical  abilities  in  understanding  and  

reconstructing the key themes from Macbeth. In this way, both boys in turn fulfilled the role of expert 

and as Rachael suggested, both boys did benefit from collaborative classroom interactions. It appears 

that the authentic elements of Social Learning Theory (Vygotsky, 1978) including its ability to 

establish and reinforce social relations (Stetsenko, 2011) and enhance learning (Engeström, 1999) was 

observable as the boys collaborated, building both social connection for Keith but also understandings 

about how to complete the task for Paul. In the areas of social and academic learning, both boys 

benefitted from the collaboration. 

Rachael suggested that she experimented with different pedagogic strategies to improve social 

interactions in the design of the classroom - learning environment. Particularly, she wondered whether 

the girls of Asian ethnicity were intimidated after experiences such as the vulgar name-calling at the 

start of the year, a racism  account,  or  whether  the  girls’  quietness could be explained as personal or 

cultural attributes, a cultural identity account. She commented in relation to two of the female students 

of Japanese-Australian ethnicity, 
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Extract 6.6 

Since then [the racist incident  at  the  start  of  the  year,  extract  5.7]  I’ve  really  tried  to  get  the  
ESLs and the Aussies talking. I joke a lot with the ESLs. I call the two Japanese girls (Wylie 
and Kya) my fact checkers because they use their electronic dictionaries when we do 
vocabulary  lists…When  we  are  nominalising  verbs  I  sometimes  get  them  wrong  and  they  tell  
their  friend  Sharon  who  corrects  me.  So  I  suppose  I’m  trying  to  open  up  that  dialogue  with  
Kya  and  Wylie  by  giving  them  that  “expert”  role  and  hoping  making  them  feel  like they have 
a  valued  place  in  the  classroom.    After  a  few  of  these  mistakes  I’m  trying  to  cut  Sharon  out  of  
the dialogue and ask the girls directly to fact check for me. 
 

Rachael valued the  girls’  membership  in  the  class  and also their knowledge and attempted to get Kya 

and Wylie to speak and interact more openly with other members of the class. While the girls 

demonstrated their confidence with Sharon in a small group, it seems from this account that Wylie 

and Kya were unable to use this confidence more publicly in the class. I cannot know whether this 

was because the classroom environment was still such that Kya and Wylie did not feel that they could 

participate as equals with their classmates. Social learning theory (Gredler, 2012) and CHAT 

(Stetsenko, 2011) scholars identify negative classroom environments as a problem. Vygostsky (1931) 

states  that,  when  the  environment,  “fails  to  create  appropriate  tasks,  advance  new  demands,  or  

stimulate  the  intellect  through  new  goals…all  the  potentials  inherent  in  it (adolescent learning) will 

not develop”  (p.  214). The environment that Rachael sought to design might not have been realised 

given  Rachael’s  hesitation  in  dealing  with  racist  incidents.  It  was  my  interpretation  that  Rachael  was 

doing her best to bring the class together. She seemed to suggest that the racist incidents that were 

detailed in Chapter 5 were unfortunate events that were out of her control and power to shift and 

change. 

Rachael continued, 

I did place Beth and Kya together. They are doing sort of the same topic. Kya has found a 
solution to a problem you know that how you can refer to Lady Macbeth as a strong woman 
even though she dies in the end and I was trying to get them talking so that Beth could 
hopefully come to the same solution, so that was a conscious thing. (from extract 6.6 above) 
 

Rachael demonstrated how she was actively involved in understanding how the students were 

applying skills and processes to a particular task. I noted in my field observations that Rachael 

certainly spent considerable time talking with students and working through their ideas (See field 

notes, Appendix 3). In understanding that Beth could have benefitted from  Kya’s  knowledge,  Rachael  

paired them to enable discussion, with the aim of ensuring that Beth was able to increase her ability to 

solve an issue about the representation of Lady Macbeth. Rachael understood that Kya could firstly 

help to enable Beth to understand how Lady Macbeth could be represented and through discussion, 

Beth might be able to confirm what she had learnt and then move to write about this new 

understanding independently. This process reflects that of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) 
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(Gredler, 2012;Vygotsky, 1978) because it involved scaffolded learning that then moved gradually to 

individual applications of the new learning. The ZPD provided the means to take Kya and Beth one 

step beyond what each of them could achieve independently. The ZPD model was encouraged 

actively by the EAL unit and I was shown documentation that was given to teachers to support their 

teaching of EAL students and refugee students. Rachael also hoped that Kya, who was observed 

during the data-collection phase as being one of the quietest students in the class, (see field notes, 

Appendix 3) would begin to build her social confidence in the same way that Keith had.  

As noted in the introduction to this section, building confidence to ask questions was 

identified as important in the interview discussions about learning socially. Erin and Rachael often 

mentioned the importance of engaging in strategies where the confidence of the students was built 

upon so that they could actively participate. Erin described Shayan and Azad as particularly confident 

and also as being very capable of asking questions as a part of their English lessons. She explained, 

Extract 6.7 

I think the boys are different.  Well, over my time I have probably taught about a dozen to 15 
refugee  students.    I’ve  had  many  ESL  students.    I  think  these  two  are  quite  different,  even  to  
Faith. Faith can be quite outspoken when, when you correct her on something but if you try to 
help  her  in  the  classroom  she  won’t  respond  in  the  same  way,  whereas  Shayan  and  Azad  are  
not afraid to ask questions. 

She went on, 

I think one of the great strengths, particularly with the students in my class is that they aren't 
afraid to ask questions and I find that many students who have English as a first language 
perhaps tend to sit back and not ask as many questions; they are worried about being wrong 
whereas my ESL students know that the only way they are going to understand things is if 
they do ask questions. They ask questions that others probably have in their head but are 
unwilling to say out aloud.  So I think a lot of discussions are opened up because of their 
willingness to open up.  I think it is good.  It gives opportunities for them to express 
themselves more.  Yeah the inquiry of my ESL students is something I admire and it helps me 
to focus the classroom. 

Shayan and Azad, exhibited the opposite pedagogical dispositions to Wylie and Kya as they 

collaborated and learnt from interacting with Erin and their peers. My co-teaching observations note 

that Azad and Shayan were certainly confident (See Appendix 3A), however it is important to 

understand that this confidence was not immediate and  it  took  the  boys’  own  purposeful  forays  into  

classroom  discussions  and  in  ‘playground’ social situations to build their confidence enough to feel 

that they could ask questions freely and participate in the classroom as equals. The independence that 

Erin spoke of in extract 6.7 and the agency that was  identified  in  the  boys’  participation  at school had 

been  obtained  in  large  part  by  the  boys’ own actions. However CHAT (Stetsenko, 2011) theory 

suggests that agency does not occur in isolation from the cultural and socio-historical context. It 

seems there were other processes at work that helped the boys to take advantage of their schooling 
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situation and to enable this transitional time in their schooling to be positive and socially sustaining. 

Perhaps, at the stage of the research, the boys felt that the school did support them, as they knew that 

they had access to the EAL unit at the time, but had the freedom to choose when to take up this 

support. They also had a teacher who was proactive in ensuring that racism did not affect the students. 

Lastly, even though it was more by coincidence, the school system was such that it did allow the boys 

to change classes when the racism in their former class seemed extreme. This required a timetable 

change and enrolment in the subject Drama for both the boys. While the system allowed for the 

change, no-one it appears, understood at the time, why the boys sought to change classes. 

Rachael, as discussed in previous sections, did not have a very interactive class and as such 

she found it challenging to encourage the EAL students to ask questions. She provided an example: 

Extract 6.8 

The other day when we did the Master Chef piece, I was trying to explain the language to 
them  and  it  wasn’t  quite  enough  for  them.   There were some cultural things in there that I was 
not aware of.  Like Jessica knows and has this innate sense of what it is they are looking for.  
I’m  not  so  good  at  that  so  they  actually  had  to  ask  me  questions  and  I  had  to  keep  going  in  
and checking in with them.  Emma normally looks at me blankly but Kya and Wylie are more 
forthcoming  because  they  knew  what  they  wanted  from  me.    Often  I  ask  and  I  get,  “No,  I’m  
fine”,  so  I  guess  this  is  real  progress  from  them. 

Rachael described how she had made some progress in encouraging the students to ask questions to 

clarify understanding, in particular the female students of Asian ethnicity12. These students normally 

looked at  Rachael  ‘blankly’  or  responded with a simple answer when Rachael tried to elicit questions 

from them. However, Rachael used a new strategy, explaining to the girls that it was clear that they 

were having trouble comprehending the material within an activity but that she could not understand 

what they needed. Rachael was forthright in requesting that the girls ask questions of her. Two of the 

girls  did  start  asking  questions  after  this  communication.  It  appeared  that  Rachael’s  strategy  to  

encourage communication was effective. 

6.1.1b Learning through social connection – students 

In all of the interviews with student participants, the importance of learning socially and building 

confidence was emphasised. The students also specifically talked about English as a subject where 

they could make friends, build confidence and enhance their understanding and speaking of the 

English language. For the boys, Shayan and Azad, social collaboration was firstly important as it 

enabled them to find new friendships after feeling very isolated. Azad and Shayan in their first 

interview said, 

                                                           
12 Ethnicity in  used  throughout  this  analysis,  using  Hall’s  (1997)  definition  that  ethnicity  encapsulates  a  sense  of  place  and  in  this  way, risks 
being attached to ethnic markers that are fixed. It is understood that new applications of ethnicity have been conceptualised. For example, 
Reid (2015) states that ethnicity is a useful concept but it should be employed with an understanding that social relations, such as gender and 
class, are strongly implicated in the how ethnicity is shaped. Ethnicity is always connected to political, economic and social processes. 
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Extract 6.11 

Azad: Actually I love English because each time I go I learn something new you know, I 
learn  something  that  I  don’t  know.    It’s  the  fact  too  that  it  can  build  your  confidence.    You  can  
ask  your  teacher,  you  can  ask  questions  to  your  friends,  “What  does that mean? How do you 
say  that?  How  do  you  pronounce  that?”  and  it’s 

Shayan:  It’s  pretty  much  helping  us  to  improve  our  English. 

Interviewer: Do you ever find that you come across material that is difficult to understand 
because you have never come across it before in your lives?  What is your reaction when this 
happens? 

Azad:  Yeah,  deep  down  I’m  looking  at  it  and  wondering  what  is  this  but  I  know  myself  and  I  
say,  “have  the  confidence  to  ask  people,”  and  that’s  what  happens.   

Shayan: Or look up dictionary. 

Azad: Miss Smith, it is really easy to ask her questions, awesome. 

Shayan:    See  the  thing  is  like,  I’m  not  shy  to  ask  people,  what  does  this  mean  or  what  does  
this mean blah, blah, blah because this is my second language, it could even be my third 
language  because  I  learnt  a  bit  in  Turkey  but  I  forgot  everything,  huh.    I’m  not  scared.  It’s  my  
second  language  so  I  will  ask  people  if  I  don’t  know  anything.  I  find  it  out. 

Interviewer: How do you find your fellow students in your English class? 

Shayan: Actually, I like my like, classmates because they are pretty cool.  Like, I came from 
another  English  class  before  and  I  didn’t  like  that  class  much  because  there  are  some  people,  
well,  I’m  not  really  good  with  them.    When  I  moved  to  this  English  class  I  thought I know 
them  and  I’m  pretty  good  with  all  of  them  really. 

Azad in particular spoke about finding confidence and he expressed that he had to make a conscious 

effort to find his voice and to ask questions in class when he did not understand. Through Azad’s  

comments, (from extract 6.11 above) the notion of seeking confidence  and  finding  it  “deep  down”  

was articulated. In fact, Azad made it clear that he felt very insecure in his new educational setting 

when he first arrived. He elaborated on this during his second interview when he was asked what he 

thought helped him to learn English the most: 

Extract 6.12 

Having  a  lot  of  friends  and  talking  to  people.  We  didn’t  really  get  chances  to  talk  to  people  
much  when  we  were  in  ESL.    I  didn’t  have  the  confidence  to  speak, even to the other people 
in  ESL.    I  was  a  really  confident  student  in  Iran  but  I  didn’t  feel  that  way  at  first  here. 

The conditions that would have allowed the boys to have full parity of participation were not realised 

when the boys first arrived at the school. While the school provided the boys with academic support 

through the EAL unit, this did not enable the boys to establish new friendships, engender a sense of 

belonging in the wider school or learn about wider school processes that were necessary as a student 

at Diversity High. These aspects are all noted as important in helping students to feel they can 

participate actively in school (Watkins et al., 2013). As a result, Azad’s  progress  with  his  learning  and  
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application of English was also stunted. In the year of this research project, Azad and Shayan were 

first  in  Rachael’s  mainstream  English  class,  which  included  out  of  class  EAL  support  in  the  EAL  unit.  

However,  building  friendships  with  other  people  only  occurred  when  they  moved  to  Erin’s  class, 

where there was no out of class time in the EAL unit. Azad also noted that this was also a major factor 

in helping him to speak English. When Azad was asked whether it was easier to make friends at 

lunchtimes or in the classroom, he responded, 

Extract 6.13 

Well,  obviously…the  first  year  we  were  here  we  had  another  Persian  friend  and  we  used  to  sit  
with him and talk to him in our language and that was such a waste of time but there was just 
us.  After he left we sort of found some friends like and we tried to communicate with them 
and that was the start of finding friends and then from them you find some other friends in the 
school.  We  made  friends  both  in  and  out  of  the  classroom…Sometimes  it  is  easier  to  make  
friends in the classroom when we have to work in groups but it depends on the people. Yeah 
it’s  not  scary  (the  classroom)  because  not  everyone  is  nice  to  come  talk  to  in  the  playground.   

In  Azad’s  stories,  making  friends  was  a  major  part  of  his  gain  in  confidence.  Erin’s  choice  to  structure  

activities as opportunities for group work (even though these were ad hoc groups) was a positive 

move  for  the  boys’  own  confidence and it signified a crucial step towards realising their developing 

cultural  identities  as  refugee  students  living  in  Australia.  Erin’s  aim  to  socially  connect  the  boys  to  

their peers was successful through her group work plan. It seemed that an environment where Azad 

felt safe to experiment with his new language and attempt to connect to others through that language 

only  existed  when  he  joined  Erin’s  mainstream  English class.  

At another time in the interview, Azad was asked about his goals and he firstly spoke about trying 

harder, but then talked about this within the context of helping others. He commented that he could 

learn more himself by helping others and gave the example of understanding mathematics.  He stated, 

Extract 6.14 

Achieve my goals, well I could probably work harder.    The  way  I’m  studying  is  like,  even  try  
harder  and…maybe  to  help  people.    If  you  help  someone  who  needs  help,  well  then  they  
become your friend and you start again. You learn something from them and they learn 
something from you.  If I can help someone to learn then I can prove that I can do it.  Like in 
Maths,  if  someone  doesn’t  get  it  then  I  try  to  help  them,  yeah  but  ummm,  but  sometimes  I  
can’t  explain  it  so  well  but  this  is  a  good  challenge  for  me. 

Azad evoked the theme of learning socially. Specifically, in this story, he articulated that by helping a 

peer, he was building friendships through learning socially. Being able to help a peer also helped 

Azad to gain confidence. As noted in my earlier discussion, while Erin did fulfil a goal to socially 

connect her refugee students to other class members, she did not take the role of social learning 

further in that she did not use social collaboration as a way to enhance learning and thinking. This was 
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interesting because Azad did seem aware that by helping his peers in Mathematics he also furthered 

his own mathematical understandings.  

Azad’s  words  (extract 6.14) easily connect to the social learning concepts (Vygotsky, 1978) 

of the MKO (More Knowledgeable Other) within the ZPD. Azad understood that by being in the role 

of the helper he could confirm his own understandings of mathematical concepts and this built his 

confidence. He stated that explaining things in English was a positive learning challenge for him. 

Azad was also aware that this form of helping could also create the possibility of new friendships. 

While he noted that this form of learning was beneficial for him he did not suggest that this occurred 

in his English class. Azad could have benefitted by having a peer (A MKO of English) help him with 

his literacy and literary understandings. 

In  Rachael’s  class  the  more  deliberative pedagogical strategy of grouping students where a 

MKO was prominent, benefitted  Keith’s  studies. Keith interwove the possibility of making friends 

while also building confidence in learning and understanding English in  Rachael’s  mainstream  

English classroom. Given that Azad and Shayan had articulated in their interviews that learning 

socially enabled them to make friends and learn more effectively, I wanted to ask Keith if he agreed. I 

firstly asked Keith if he maintained relationships with his Korean friends as he had mentioned these 

people in the first interview. He responded, 

Extract 6.16 

No,  I  don’t  have  any  now.    I  severed  my  every  link  with  my  Korean  friends  so  that  I  could  
learn English.  I just think, why would I hang out with my Korean friends when I was wasting 
so much time with them.  I used to get Ds or Cs for my English in Year 10 and I was 
devastated  because  I  really  wanted  a  high  mark  but  I  couldn’t.    I  was  depressed  and  I  thought  
I was an idiot. 

Interviewer: How do you feel connected to your Korean culture now? 

Keith:  Yes,  it’s  changing.    I  really  do  socialise  with  my  friends.    Koreans are really good at 
writing but they are not really good at speaking English.  They are always studying grammar 
but they have no chance to socialise with others. 

Keith suggested, as did Azad, that being friends with people from similar cultural groups in the 

schooling and classroom context was wasteful in terms of academic learning. Keith was an 

exceptional student and as it appeared that he linked success with making new friends, this line of 

thought was pursued. 
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Extract 6.17 

Interviewer: So social interaction is important to you.  How do you find social interaction 
opportunities in your English classroom? 

Keith: Yeah a lot.  At first I used to think that people in the class thought that being Asian was 
inferior to them so I was a bit lonely and I used to think that they just did not like me but this 
is because I thought like that.  But now I change how I think like that.  I opened my heart and 
I opened my mind and my approach. 

 Keith’s  stated  feelings  of  inferiority  and  loneliness alongside Shayan’s  comments about the negative 

dynamics in  Rachael’s  classroom, and Rachael’s  own comments about racism in the class at the 

beginning of the year build  a  story  about  the  negative  experiences  of  Rachael’s  students  in  her  English  

class. Shayan chose to move away from this environment, however, Keith chose to remain.  

Keith suggested that he chose to rethink how his fellow students might have felt about him 

and concluded that the major problem was his own perception that his peers disliked him. Keith, out 

of all of the students who were  categorised  as  culturally  different  in  Rachael’s  class,  was  the  one  who  

seemed most at ease with his peers. Having picked up on this during co-teaching sessions, I put this 

observation to Keith. 

Extract 6.18 

Interviewer: I notice that you are very well-liked and some people in the class actually seek 
you out to talk to you.   

Keith:  It  depends  on  the  person.  It’s  usually  Miss  D’s  method  to  teach  so  it  is  more  active  and  
not passive.  Yeah, I think that Miss D does encourage us a lot to talk in class. 

Rachael’s  organisation  of  group  work  and  paired discussion in her classroom was done with the goals 

of social connection and enhanced learning in mind (See Section 6.1.1a).  I  understood  from  Keith’s  

words that he was exceptionally aware of the teaching practices, such as encouraging group talk that 

worked to his benefit. Keith explained that while he at first felt isolated  in  Rachael’s  class  he  learnt  

that he could make friends easily and also learn effectively through the purposeful group and pair 

work that Rachel conducted.  

Keith  commented  that  Rachael’s  strategies  had certainly helped him to make friends. When 

Keith made new friends who achieved well and spoke English well, he began to feel more confident 

and therefore was more able to participate fully in English lessons. This confirmed his own comments 

about  the  benefits  of  making  friends  who  speak  English.  Keith’s  story  is  one  of  academic  success.    

Indeed, he was one of the greatest achievers in Year Eleven English at Diversity High for 2010. 

Socially, he also became very popular, so much that he was voted the School Captain of the following 

year.  Rachael’s  deliberations  and  practice  to  enable  Keith  to  make  beneficial  social  connections  while  

enhancing his learning was quite possibly  part  of  Keith’s  schooling  success  story. 
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6.1.1c Researcher reflection 

My  analysis  of  each  of  the  participants’  talk  about  learning  socially has led me to reflect on my own 

teaching strategies and whether they genuinely allow for the positive conditions that enable social 

collaboration, productive groupings of students and the genuine representation of students. As a 

progressive teacher I am aware of the need to create conditions where recently arrived refugee and 

EAL students will feel welcome, will grow in self-confidence and will be able to contribute 

meaningfully to the classroom community.  

It seemed that both Rachael and Erin felt conflicted at times between following the English 

curriculum diligently and what they knew they could achieve if they left the script of the English 

curriculum. It was difficult for them to take risks. This was partly due to the nature of their faculty. 

All unit plans were completed by the Head of faculty and it was she who advised when particular 

types of lessons would occur. The Head of faculty maintained control of the content, materials and 

pedagogy of each English lesson to a large degree. The teachers however, seemed to understand that 

there was a need to change the mode of social interaction in the classroom and be more flexible in 

terms of selecting and organising knowledge for inclusion in the English curriculum. This kind of 

flexibility can be achieved by getting to understand students not in terms of fixed cultural categories 

with associated attributes, but in more comprehensive ways as learners who are becoming and 

developing, as this research project suggests. 

Erin also felt quite bound by her institution. Roth and Lee (2007) explore notions of this kind 

of conflict in their application of CHAT theory. They suggest that teachers can often feel conflicted 

between a professional sense of what is best for the students and generic statements and decisions 

about what to achieve and how best to achieve it (Roth & Lee, 2007). Teachers who find they are 

caught between the conflicting goals of wanting to respond directly to student needs and wishes and 

the  faculty’s  need  to  ensure  ‘fairness’  across  all  classes,  regardless  of  diversity may not always have 

the theoretical grounding to be able to even explain this frustration.  

It is interesting however to note that while Rachael did feel the same pressures as Erin, she 

tended to be more reflective about what might work to build her learning community, rather than 

follow  the  ‘letter  of  the  law’  with  regard  to  curriculum  and  pedagogical  decisions.  Perhaps  her  

response was connected to the experiences of negativity and racism in her class at the beginning of the 

school year, but regardless, her acts of evaluation, planning and deliberative action engaged a sense of 

positivity, connection and hope during my time co-teaching with her. 
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6.2 Introduction of sub-theme: Including drama pedagogies – teachers and students 

The concept and the processes of drama pedagogies in English are under scrutiny in this section. 

Drama was often mentioned by both teacher and student participants as an engaging pedagogical 

strategy that would empower students new to Senior English. At the same time the teachers 

articulated many reasons why drama would not work within the English curriculum. I found this 

conflict baffling, especially when the majority of the final unit was about the drama Macbeth, and 

involved students acting in a revised version of particular scenes from this play. What was more 

interesting is that the teacher participants were themselves very competent and passionate Drama 

teachers. The students too, expressed their appreciation for drama activities and told of their growing 

confidence in using English when engaging with drama pedagogies.  

Given the questions of the research project, I felt I had to explore this conflict further even 

though this was not an anticipated aspect of the project. In this exploration I have drawn on the work 

of theorists and researchers who work specifically in the area of drama and education, for example 

Balfour (2010) and Stinson and Freebody (2006). As with section 6.1, I also consider the theoretical 

lens of CHAT (Stetsenko, 2011), which connects to the social justice concepts of recognition and 

representation (Fraser, 2001, 2004, 2011) to imagine how an English classroom might embrace social 

learning practices through an engagement with drama.  

6.2.1a Including drama pedagogies – teachers 

When asked about the incorporation of drama activities in English, both Erin and Rachael spoke with 

passion about why drama is so positive and community-building. Erin spoke of her connection to 

drama: 

Extract 6.19 

I became a Drama teacher in the first place because it really gives you an opportunity to step 
in  somebody  else’s  shoes  and  think  about  all  kinds  of  issues  from  different  perspectives.    
That’s  why  I  love  Drama  and  why  I  chose  for  it  to  be  one  of  the  subjects  I  teach. 

It  can  be  interpreted  that  Erin’s  first  orientation to drama was in terms of notions of recognition 

(Fraser, 2001, 2011) because she referred to drama pedagogies as helping actors to understand another 

person’s  identity,  allowing  for  realisations  about  the  changing  nature  of  people’s  cultural  identities. 

Erin’s  suggestion  that  drama  can  allow  students  to  experience  different  perspectives  and  create  new  

understandings is one shared by Balfour (2010) who suggests that particularly in refugee 

performance, personal stories told through drama processes can become sites for both negotiation of 

identity and resilience.  

Rachael appeared to consider a therapeutic perspective in explaining the benefits of drama. 
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She stated, 

Extract 6.20 

I think English and Drama give the avenues to explore the traumas that they have been 
through in safe environments through story writing, through discussion - this happened to me 
even. We do a unit in English that's about the death penalty and so students bring with them 
what has happened in their countries and can convey that to Australian born students. As well 
I find that drama is really therapeutic to people who are suffered trauma in their lives.  A lot 
of them find strength in confronting the trauma and feeling better and this is done as a part of 
their classroom.  I taught a girl a few years ago who for her final Drama assessment in Year 
12 (which was an audition) chose a piece that was a girl confronting her father about 
physically abusing her when she was young. It was her story more or less. She delivered it 
beautifully and got top marks. The kind of classroom that is supportive and empowering 
allows students to feel comfortable enough to allow themselves to be that vulnerable I hope 
that the ESLs who take drama feel comfortable enough to take those sorts of risks as well. 

In  Rachael’s  story  she  explained  that  drama  allowed students to represent and also work through and 

potentially understand their previous experiences. Drama certainly can enable refugee students to tell 

their own stories and given the right conditions for participation, allows that story to be understood by 

a supportive audience (Balfour, 2004). Testimony Drama, for example, where participants impart 

personal experiences, is often described as a way to empower the storyteller and provide opportunities 

for an audience to understand an Othered experience, however, if the story emphasises trauma and 

hardship, there is a danger that it can be experienced as a representation of victimhood, resulting in 

experiences that are far from the goal of empowerment (Balfour, 2004). The risk of such storytelling 

is that it places the role of refugee within an essentialist frame and can potentially work towards 

misrecognition (Fraser, 2001), leaving the performer to continue inhabiting the role of the victim. In 

effect, if an audience only experiences a story of trauma and suffering and victimhood, nothing is 

achieved in terms of how the actor could reassess and reach for a new and changing reality. Dennis, 

(2008)  refers  to  this  as,  “the  dampening  effect  of  empathy”  (p.212) while Salverson (2001) talks about 

such  performances  as  producing,  “suffering  as  spectacle” (p. 123). Again these summaries of 

testimonial drama only relate to the forming of static refugee identities. These concerns link to social 

justice theories regarding representation (See section 3.2.3) where without moves to empower 

oppressed people, these same people cannot hope to transform their lives positively and contribute 

effectively to the local community and wider society. There are however, ways to move away from 

the performing of essentialist, reified identities. An  example  is  witnessed  in  Balfour’s  (2004)  work  

with The Multilink Project. 

The Multilink Project, experimented with using different target audiences and different ways 

of structuring performance (Balfour, 2004; 2010).  The  Multilink  Project’s  aim  was  to  use  the  arts  to  

disseminate  experiences  about  Australia’s  culture  to  the  Burundian  and  Ethiopian  communities  in  

Logan City, South East Queensland, Australia.  Participants were asked for stories that described what 

it was like to settle in Australia. Some stories did draw in part on the traumas of previous experiences, 
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however, many stories spoke about funny, poignant and surprising observations about adapting to 

Australian life.  

Three performances were presented to three different audiences. These audiences were 

chosen to explore how their different reactions would affect the performers. Some sample audiences 

were members of the Burundian community and for another performance, a group of Afghani women. 

At the end of each performance the audiences discussed, often with the actors, how solutions to 

problems could be found, shared empathetic advice or questioned the actions that they had seen on 

stage. The deliberate structuring of the performances empowered the performers in both the 

communication of their stories and in their understanding of the experiences they performed. The 

audiences shared the experience and formed greater community bonds. Perhaps the major point to 

apply to the teaching of drama in diverse English classrooms is the need to purposefully structure the 

pedagogical actions so that the end goal of the process is empowerment and not re-victimisation. 

Drama pedagogies are transformative (Balfour, 2004). 

Rachael’s  assertion that drama provides opportunities for empowerment through therapy, 

reflects the research of Cohen-Cruz (2006) and Baskerville (2006). Storytelling through drama can 

position the most oppressed individuals in powerful positions because personal stories draw on the 

teller as being an expert on his or her life. By  simply  telling  one’s  story  (whether it be a story of 

celebration or oppression) to an audience, moves toward agency occur and these have implications for 

social intervention. Stories of celebration affirm personal and cultural attributes – by placing attention 

on the affirming of a culture by the members of that culture. Through the sharing of stories about 

oppression with audiences, performers and audiences can often see how the individuals in the stories 

were victims of greater social contexts, not victims of their own personal limitations. These can be 

moments of recognition because audiences  to  these  stories  will  often  affirm  the  person’s  strength  and  

offer comfort, help and also opportunities to rise against oppression. This is a form of consciousness – 

raising and is a political, knowledge-sharing and knowledge-making act (Cohen-Cruz, 2006). As does 

Balfour (2010), Cohen-Cruz (2006) warns against performers re-experiencing trauma and advises that 

a balance  between  feeling  emotions  while  maintaining  an  “aesthetic  distance”  is  most  effective.  It is 

clear that while drama can work as therapy, there must be considerations to ensure positive mindsets 

and effective actions as a consequence of drama processes and performances. Rachael spoke of the 

different roles students may take on to complete a drama performance, however, consideration of 

audience participation and an emphasis on audience response is crucial if drama is to work as therapy 

and also create new awareness within audiences. 

Rachael also referred to drama as being inclusive of different learning styles. She said,  
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Extract 6.21 

There can be a hierarchy in a drama class too, where people take on different roles according 
to their ability, so everyone plays a part but they are different.  There are the people who 
come up with the creative ideas and then there are the doers. 

Rachael suggested in this extract that drama work allowed students to take on different roles while 

also working as a team. Rachael’s  suggestion  reflects  the  idea  that  the incorporation of drama 

pedagogies can, through the encouragement of open support and discussion with the cast members 

after each performance, contribute significantly to development of skills, understanding and sense of 

agency. In these ways, drama pedagogies can be seen as examples of CHAT because the pedagogies 

engage with all of these important aspects. For example, The Multilink Project, (Balfour, 2004) 

through its acknowledgement of empowering social justice, aimed to transform the mindsets of the 

refugee participants but also of the various audiences that watched the performances.  Each step of the 

project purposefully entwined with social processes that enabled the use of cultural tools such as 

language. Individuals from both the performing cast, crew and audience could contribute together as 

agents  of  social  change.    Doing  this  required  all  members  within  the  project’s  community  to  step  out  

of their comfort zones with the hope of learning new language skills, and learning that there were 

many ways that refugee community members and the wider community could support each other 

(Balfour, 2010).   

 In many ways, The Multilink Project links to the collective learning actions and expansive cycles of 

transformation that are identified by Engeström (1987) (See section 3.6.2). For example, the drama 

project aligned with the seven stages of the cycles from firstly critiquing aspects of the accepted 

practice and existing knowledge of the refugee participants; analysing the situations of refugees in 

order to find out the reasons for negative behaviours; performing interpretations of situations to an 

audience and then reworking practices to understand potential new outcomes. The project allowed 

participants to find new ways to handle potential issues. For example, in one performance, an 

audience member is noted as trying to solve a problem for a particular character. The intertwining of 

honing skills, learning language aspects, acting out cultural identities and the recognition that 

identities and situations can and do change and transform was crucial to The Multilink Project and 

reflect strong elements of Activity theory (Engeström, 1987) and particularly, CHAT (Stetsenko, 

2011). 

Given that both teachers understood and were passionate about the reasons for the 

incorporation of drama but also understanding that drama pedagogy was not visible within the 

Macbeth unit under study, I wanted to know what stopped drama from being genuinely included as a 

teaching strategy in English. When Erin was asked whether she thought that the English curriculum at 

Diversity High allowed enough flexibility to incorporate drama activities she responded, 
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Extract 6.22 

I think the opportunities are there but  I  find  I  don’t  take  those  opportunities  because  I  am  
busy, you run out of time but if you look even at that short story unit it would have been a 
wonderful opportunity to get them up and do some improvisation.  Students who do English 
and  don’t  do  Drama have a real fear of performing in front of an audience.  It would probably 
be a good thing to do to prepare them for their dramatic task coming up. 

Erin stated two reasons for not including drama even though she believed in the power of using such 

strategies. Firstly, time pressure meant that she felt she needed to prioritise activities that were not 

drama based. The second reason given was that some students were very fearful of performing. This 

could have been issued as a reason for the inclusion of drama pedagogies and Erin did suggest that 

such  practices  could  be  “a  good  thing”  to  help  students  prepare  for  performances  in  the  Macbeth unit. 

Erin, while describing her passion for drama also explained that she understood that drama 

pedagogies were difficult for teachers not trained in drama, however she did not elaborate on this 

explanation. 

Rachael gave more detail in her reasoning about why the English curriculum did not 

incorporate drama pedagogies more genuinely. She suggested, 

Extract 6.23 

The subject matter  is  too  tight  for  drama  to  work.    I  think  that  English  teachers,  I  don’t  want  
to say afraid, but they are not really confident to do Drama, push desks aside, not use tables.  
My timetable is 50/50, Drama and English and I find it a relief to have tables and chairs 
sometimes, whereas in Drama you have to entrust so much of the work to the students.  Often 
in Drama I get my Drama students started on work and then I leave the room because they 
don’t  want  to  show  me  and  also  I  have  set  things  in  my  head  and sometimes I find I stop their 
creative process so I have to step out so that they learn themselves and this gives confidence 
in ability. 

Rachael firstly agreed with  Erin’s  comments  about  not  having  a  chance  to  incorporate  drama  – the 

busy-ness of the curriculum did not allow for the flexibility for teacher to even experiment with drama 

strategies. She then moved to suggest that a lack of confidence in a majority of English teachers to 

relinquish  control  and  “entrust  so  much  of the work  to  the  students”  might also result in English 

teachers doing drama-inclusive units ineffectively. Despite  Erin  and  Rachael’s  hesitations  and  

declared lack of inclusion of drama pedagogies, when asked whether they would make room to 

include more drama-active lessons in the Macbeth unit both teachers responded affirmatively. Erin 

foresaw her class using Forum theatre. She detailed, 

Extract 6.24 

There is a style of theatre in Drama we use called Forum theatre which we use quite a bit.  We 
have actors on a stage re-enacting  a  scene  and  if  a  member  of  the  audience  doesn’t  like  what  
is happening in the acting they can stop the scene and take a place on the stage.  So we will be 
doing lots of these sorts of things to reinvent the script.  So it will be what will happen if 
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Macbeth does this instead? I worry about how it will go. I guess I think that they work so well 
conversationally and they work so well listening to each other and questioning each other that 
this really different level of putting yourself out there on stage is going to throw people.  I try 
in  Drama  to  say  this  is  not  you  anymore,  it’s  someone  else  but  I  think  this  will  be  a  real  
challenge in the coming weeks. 
 

Erin’s  plan  to  use  forum  theatre  aspects  to  bring  about  more  original  and  deeper  student 

interpretations of the play sounded positive and worthwhile. However, Erin was concerned that the act 

of performance might be too overwhelming for some of the students. This interested me because if 

she was confident that her class members conversed and listened to each other effectively, I would 

have expected that the safe conditions to perform would have already existed.  

Rachael noted her plan to use small groups, which included supportive and diverse members 

with differing strengths, be they academic or social. She was very enthusiastic about her planned 

drama activity. She explained, 

Extract 6.25 

I’m  feeling  really  good  about  this.    They’ve  all  decided  to  do  film.    None  are  doing  live  
performance.  When they all looked at the models they all thought they were crap so all of 
theirs  should  be  awesome.    I’m  going  to  try  something  new  this  time  um  and  that’s  going  to  
be noting down how to use editing to use tension and pacing and you know how to sequence 
shots to tell a story because the models they saw were too static. 

I took part in the lesson Rachael described in this extract. Rachael had already placed the students in 

various groups and asked the students to film different sequences of their Macbeth interpretive 

performances, all the time experimenting with different camera angles and shot differences. The 

lesson was very positive and students worked together, enjoyed themselves and were able to 

successfully explain which shots of their story sequence worked best. 

Erin  and  Rachel’s  reasons  for  not  finding time to complete drama work in the English 

classroom seemed to revolve mainly around the prioritising of skills. I will next move to explore the 

student  participants’  own  views  of  drama  pedagogy  as  having  a  place  within  the  English  classroom 

and then reflect again on the  teachers’  comments. 

6.2.1b Including drama pedagogies – students 

Despite the teachers not genuinely incorporating drama pedagogies into their English activities, the 

students were very positive about the benefits of drama, drawing on their experiences in subject 

Drama. Azad and Shayan were new students of the academic subject Drama. Shayan explained that 

even though he did not achieve well at his first in his Drama studies, he was positive about his 

dramatic assessment piece for the Macbeth unit. He said, 

Extract 6.26 
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Well, I hope I really do well. This term was my first term in Drama and we had to do body 
language  but  I  had  no  idea  what  to  do  so  I  didn’t  do  that  so  I  just  memorised  my  script  – I just 
hoped  I  passed  it.    It  gets  easier  to  perform.    I’m  not  shy  to  perform  but  the  thing  is  I  just  
didn’t  know  what  to  do. 

His explanation detailed that while he was eager to perform well in Drama he felt he was not 

equipped with the right skills to be an effective dramatist yet. This was possibly because, unlike many 

of the students who would have had the opportunity to take Drama from Year Eight, it was not an 

option given to newly arrived immigrants because of the perception that their English skills would be 

insufficient. 

Regardless, Shayan communicated his belief that drama pedagogies could really help students like 

himself, 

Extract 6.27 

It helps a lot.  Actually the things, the scripts that you read - there are so many good words 
and I learnt so many new words from that.  Also when you read it you understand what makes 
a sentence. It is also good when you can do drama activities in groups.  

Shayan gave two reasons in his rationale. Firstly, reading from drama scripts enabled him to learn and 

use new English words in context. He also orientated again to the ideal of social collaboration, 

identifying that he liked it when he could work in groups. Drama activities often afforded this 

pleasure. Azad also communicated why he appreciated drama strategies. 

Extract 6.28 

I’m  a  Drama  student  since  this  term.  We  had  to  perform  a  story  that  was  about  to  go  for  four  
minutes.  It was quite challenging and needed a lot of work out of school time but it was 
pretty good. That actually gives you confidence to stand up in front of people, to actually just 
talk.    If  you’re  not  as  good  as  they  are,  well,  you  still  talk.  People  need  to  go  through  the 
process to get to the stage when you can perform, not easily, but maybe well, but it takes 
time. 

He suggested that drama built his confidence to talk; because of the nature of the subject, he felt that 

when he had to perform there was no choice but to do exactly that. This proved to himself that he 

could indeed talk in front of people and perform. He suggested that the process of performing was not 

easy but it is beneficial to the acquisition of English language speaking skills. 

Keith too spoke positively about his drama group in Rachael’s  English  class.  He  explained  

why he appreciated the incorporation of drama in English. 

Extract 6.29 

Yeah  I’m in a group with Paul and Elsa, which is intellectual. And I think this is a good 
opportunity for me to socialise with friends.  If all I do is work that is individual but society is 
not  just  individual,  it’s  inter…you  know  so  we  need  to  do  well  in  individual  thing  but  we  also  
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need some  skills  to  socialise.  I’m  not  sure  about  other  countries  but  in  Korea  we  are  shy.    We  
are good at writing but not so much at speaking.  The aim of learning English is to 
communicate  with  English  people  but  if  the  aim  is  just  writing  sometimes  then  we  don’t get 
all  of  these  skills.  This  is  a  good  task.    Also,  English  allows  me  to  express  more  better.    It’s  
good, yeah. 

Keith was very open in his rationale for drama activities. Firstly he noted his group as being 

“intellectual”.  Next  he  explained  that  drama  was helping him to build social skills, which he believed 

as a Korean he lacked. Keith was very positive about the Macbeth task incorporating drama skills. 

All student participants communicated that drama processes allowed them to refine their 

spoken language skills and their understandings of more general language processes. It is interesting 

that the teachers did not point to drama processes as refining language skills in the ways that the 

students identified. Stinson and Freebody (2006) believe that the structured use of drama conventions 

within teaching and learning processes provide the ideal context for learning oral language skills. This 

initial premise was certainly recognised by the student participants, particularly Keith (extract 6.29).  

Shayan also recognised that drama processes increase spoken language skills (extract 6.27). 

Stinson  and  Freebody’s  (2006)  study  agrees  with  the  sentiments  that  the  boys  expressed about drama 

processes. Stinson and Freebody (2006) communicate that drama structures that focus on oral 

language enable participants to have diverse and meaningful opportunities for talk that emphasis the 

heuristic, imaginative and informative functions of language (Halliday, 1978; Stinson & Freebody 

2006). Stinson and Freebody (2006) recommend process drama as an exceptional and effective tool in 

helping to develop oral language. Process drama accentuates the building of a drama from ideas and 

negotiations that include all students within a group. The performance is inclusive of all students all of 

the time as the process requires students to collaborate to create texts together that respond to the 

experiences of the students. The performers and the audience are the same group of students. This 

means that because the experience is genuinely collaborative, ownership of the learning situation is 

possible. Through participation in creating and then performing dialogue, students use language to 

respond to various performative situations. The goals of applying language skills and building social 

interactions between students is intrinsic to process drama. In these ways process drama meets the 

needs identified by the student participants in this study: to build language skills and to create social 

learning friendships. In effect, process drama enables forms of social learning that both establish 

social connections and also enhance learning. 

 

The benefits of using drama processes, where actors work in role include:  

 It  protects  a  students’  self-esteem by de-personalising a process to a degree. 

 It provides  enjoyable  reasons  for  speaking  ‘differently’. 
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 It offers the disguise of someone different in which to experiment. 

 It  enables  the  teacher  to  correct  the  ‘character’  rather  than  the  child. 

 It  can  help  children  to  understand  diversity  as  opposed  to  one  ‘wrong  way’  vs  ‘correct  way’  

of speaking. 

 It provides a context for repetition, practice and preparation (Clipson-Boyles, 1998, p. 56) 

 

If the roles and contexts are chosen effectively within a drama process, students can feel confident 

to ask and answer questions, to experiment with language and the functions of language (Stinson & 

Freebody, 2006). The best performative texts for refugee and EAL students are identified as ones that 

allow students to relate to real-life situations and use authentic communication. Tam (1997) argues 

that for EAL  speakers,  it  is  important  to  engage  them  in  tasks  that  involve  “real  life”  speaking  

situations. He points out that most native speakers of English do not speak grammatically and this can 

be confronting for new speakers of English. Hui (1997) explains that placing students in real 

situations where they can focus on meaning is important. This can happen through the use of drama. 

In relation to the Macbeth dramatisations experienced in this research project, the situations of the 

dramas were not relatable for the students, however the language they were encouraged to use was 

‘everyday  English’.   

The students also referred to drama as being a process whereby they could build confidence in 

using language but also establish new friendships. Azad (extract 6.28) articulated that drama 

encouraged him to talk to his peers, despite his fears and hesitations. Keith also suggested that drama 

processes encouraged confidence and friendship. In this case he related building language skills to 

building social skills – this was how Keith formed new friendships within his English class (extract 

6.29). The application of drama pedagogies can boost confidence and increase self-esteem (Baldwin, 

2004;;  Neelands,  1992).  Kao  and  O’Neil  (1998)  suggesting that student confidence will increase when 

students have something to talk about and when they know how to express their ideas. Drama 

processes can also help to scaffold students as they provide students with topics for talk and the drama 

process itself enables students to work on ways to express their ideas in powerful ways. For example, 

by working with sustained drama processes within high school English lessons, Stinson and Freebody 

(2006) found that students became more deeply engaged, they were more talkative and friendships 

were established, they were more confident in expressing their ideas and their writing improved as 

they experimented more imaginatively. The inclusion of drama processes in English was beneficial 

for students who were learning English as a second language. 

6.2.1c Researcher reflection 

For many years, I have been a passionate advocate for drama pedagogies in the classroom. I realise 

that many English teachers do not incorporate drama effectively into their classrooms and I used to 
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place myself within this category. However, I realised with the small successes I witnessed in literally 

making English concepts come alive through drama, that drama was indeed an important tool for an 

effective English teacher. I needed upskilling in understanding how to incorporate drama into my 

classrooms. Erin and Rachael, were competent drama teachers already proficient in drama pedagogy 

and indeed they are also advocates for drama. Their hesitation to use drama in their English 

classrooms possibly came from having a crowded curriculum. They prioritised other things in their 

lessons. As a result of my own experiences, I can relate in part to Erin and Rachael’s  comments  that  

there was no space or time to incorporate drama. Comments like these often come from teachers who 

are highly controlled and have little power to choose what might be best for students. It is also my 

understanding that many of the other teachers in the English department did not work in the area of 

drama  and  therefore  the  teachers’  comments  regarding  others  being  fearful  of  such  dynamic  strategies 

may also have been true.  

It is clear that the benefits that the students felt from the practice of drama were important to 

them: the students said they could hone their language skills, develop confidence and create 

friendships. I am not sure whether the teachers actually knew that this is how the students felt. There 

is a case here to propose constant feedback from the students to the teachers. 

The Macbeth unit as it existed, did not genuinely work with dramatic pedagogies, even 

though the text itself is a drama and a dramatic re-interpretation was a part of the assessment for the 

unit. The unit as a whole also incorporated a chance to reinterpret the story of Macbeth dramatically 

in a modern setting. This retelling was interpreted within modern events. For example, many students 

made analogies between Lady Macbeth and Julia Gillard. They then wrote a feature article with 

references to how this real-life story connects to the traditional text of Macbeth. Next, abruptly with 

no apparent connection, students recreated a scene from Macbeth, modernising the language but not 

the actual scene. Having noted the disjuncts apparent within the unit that was taught, I wanted to 

imagine how drama could be incorporated into a new design of this unit that reflected the principles of 

CHAT and worked to ensure parity of participation for all members of a Senior English class. As a 

part  of  this  research  project’s  contribution  to  the  field,  I  imagine  this  new  unit  to  demonstrate  how  

English teachers might take the findings of this research analysis and enact them in a Senior English 

classroom. This imagining is found as a part of the findings and implications in Chapter 7. 

6.3 Summary 

Chapter 6 has sought to understand how the ways in which English teachers account for cultural 

identity might be actualised in practical classroom pedagogies. This was done with reference to the 

research question: How do understandings of cultural identity impact on teaching and learning within 

refugee-inclusive classrooms? Both Erin and Rachael engaged in pedagogies that linked to the ideals 
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of social learning theories, such as Activity Theory (Engeström, 1999), however, collaborative 

activities did not necessarily deliberatively involve MKOs or scaffolded practices within the ZPD. 

Instead,  more  surface  notions  of  social  learning  were  demonstrated  in  the  teachers’  practices.  As  

discussed in 6.2 and 6.7, drama pedagogies, while noted as effective by Erin and Rachael, did not 

hold a prominent place in the teaching of Macbeth. This exploration of drama pedagogies suggests 

that drama can enable opportunities for refugee students to learn socially, and build confidence in 

speaking and learning. English units that are conceptualised using drama and embracing elements of 

CHAT could benefit refugee students. Many of the barriers that the teachers pointed to, such as 

unacceptance and a reluctance to learn may be mitigated by engaging with pedagogies, such as the 

ones detailed in this chapter. 

6.4 Concluding discussion: the narrative analysis 

The analysis of the themes drawn from the teachers’  and  students’  stories  disclosed  many  significant  

findings in response to both research questions: How do effective English teachers account for the 

cultural identities of refugee students? and How do understandings of cultural identity impact on 

teaching and learning within refugee-inclusive classrooms? Disjuncts between how the teachers 

accounted for identity, the pedagogies they  employed  and  the  students’  understandings about what 

enabled them to succeed were identified. In many cases, the ideas, practices and pedagogies of the 

teachers worked in opposition to the ideas and perceived needs of the students. Opportunities for 

students to represent their wishes and needs could ensure the parity of participation of refugee 

students in educational contexts. 

Despite the disjuncts, all participants shared positive and productive professional relationships 

with  each  other.  While  this  was  the  case,  the  question  still  remains  whether  the  students’  learning  and  

behaviours were critiqued by the teachers. In order to interrogate this question, this analysis has 

considered parity of participation in terms of classroom inclusion, access to resources and the 

engagement of pedagogies, such as drama pedagogies, that promoted the refugee and EAL students’  

growth as social and critical learners. The teachers seemed under-confident about the kinds of 

pedagogies they could include in their teaching for the best outcomes for their refugee students. 

Hence, this research project has identified the need for more professional development and guidance 

for teachers in multicultural education practices. This reflects many of the recommendations of the 

Rethinking multicultural education survey (Watkins et al., 2013), including immediate planning for 

professional development, more research into how teachers account for cultural identity and a focus 

on recontextualisation strategies so that multicultural education policies can be enacted in teacher 

practice.  This  dissertation  now  moves  to  take  the  narrative  analysis  findings  and  ask,  “So  what  now?”  

A detailed discussion of the findings and conclusions from Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 and the 

implications of these can be found in Chapter 7. 
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Chapter 7: Reflecting back and moving forward to create new stories 

The aim of this research project has been to explore how effective English teachers of refugee 

students talk about cultural identity and to examine how particular cultural identity understandings are 

recontextualised into classroom practice. This study of classroom practices is situated within a wider 

political and social context that includes political debates over the status of refugees in Australia, 

various media representations of refugees and school policies. This dynamic social, political and 

policy context was elaborated in Chapter 1. The review of literature in Chapter 2 showed that while 

empirical research has been conducted on the wellbeing determinants of refugee students, few studies 

have  analysed  how  teachers’  understandings about the cultural identities of refugee students may 

impact on classroom practices, and in turn affect learning (Watkins et al., 2013). Large-scale studies 

of refugee education in Australia have shown how the schooling of refugees has often been “left  to  

chance”,  with  few  systematic  policy  or  funding  initiatives  to  address  the  specific  needs  of  this  group  

of students (Sidhu and Taylor, 2007, p. 279). In Chapter  3  the  study’s  theoretical  frame  was  detailed.  

Social Justice concepts, recognition, redistribution and representation (Fraser, 2000, 2001, 2004, 

2011) were used to find new ways to think about accounts of cultural identity. In particular, the 

concept  of  recognition  was  unpacked  to  understand  how  teachers’  understandings  about  refugee  

students might impact on how they designed curriculum and pedagogy for this group of students. The 

conceptual tools of cultural identity (Hall, 1987), stereotyping (Bhabha, 1983) and Othering (Fanon, 

1967) were explored in Chapter 3 as these theoretical frames provided unique lenses on the 

dimensions of recognition, representation and redistribution. Previous studies have not developed a 

theoretical framework that moves from the macro social justice concepts, combining social justice and 

cultural identity concepts to consider the accounts of teachers and teaching pedagogies. Although 

Fraser’s  work  is not specifically about education, schooling, classroom practices or indeed refugee 

education, the theoretical synthesis developed here facilitated original ways of analysing and 

theorising refugee schooling. Social  learning  theories  (Vygotsky,1938,  Leont’ev, 1978 and 

Engeström, 1998) enabled a practical application of the project. Social learning theory and 

particularly, Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) have facilitated an examination of the 

transfer of understandings about cultural identity into the classroom and also provided a framework to 

explicitly and deliberately envision how understandings of cultural identity can be fruitfully 

operationalised in classroom practice. Chapter 4 provided an explanation of the methodological frame 

of Narrative Inquiry and its application to the methods and mode of Narrative Analysis for this 

research project. Narrative Inquiry provided the frame to seek out understandings in the form of 

stories told in interviews. Narrative analysis provided the means to analyse these stories to highlight 

particular themes that the participants themselves voiced when speaking about teaching and learning 

for refugee students. Narrative Inquiry processes that are underpinned by Ethnomethodology and 

Phenomenology have not been used previously to  research  teachers’  and  refugee students’  accounts  of  
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cultural identity or explore how these constructions impact on teaching and learning in English 

classrooms. The combined methods and rich data collection, including co-teaching in the field, 

observations, field notes, interviews and reflections contribute to a new methodological approach to 

the field of Refugee Education. Chapters 5 and 6 presented a detailed narrative analysis to find new 

ways to think about cultural identity and pedagogies. Chapter 5 presented an analysis and discussion 

of data connected to the research question: How do effective English teachers account for the cultural 

identities of refugee students? Chapter 6 elaborated on an analysis and discussion of the data 

connected to the research question: How do understandings of cultural identity impact on teaching 

and learning within refugee-inclusive classrooms? The analytic findings are detailed in Chapters 5 and 

6 and this final chapter builds on these findings to establish how both the theoretical frame and 

analytic tools demonstrated here and the findings themselves have direct impacts on the participants 

in the research project and also have implications for development in the teaching profession. 

7.1 Major findings and implications of the research 

This project has been completed during a time of considerable political and public debate over the 

place of refugees in Australia. Social justice and cultural identity are integral to these debates. This 

research was not simply about interviewing teachers and students, documenting classroom practices 

and making assertions about a lack of teacher understanding. Rather the work of the research hoped to 

engage with specific teachers, to co-enquire, co-participate and co-problematise by deliberating with 

the teacher participants on concepts that might work to understand and create effective classroom 

lessons and co-teaching alongside the teacher participants. Chapter 5 and 6 identified a number of key 

issues in terms of the ways in which the teachers talked about and engaged with refugee students. This 

section explains the complexity of the findings and then turns to interpret the teachers’ and students’  

experiences in their classrooms. Although drawing only on a small sample of teachers and students in 

an in-depth study, the experience and understanding of the participants provide insights into wide-

ranging issues around refugee education. This is particularly relevant to teachers who work in similar 

contexts and for preservice teachers who might work in similar environments (Riessman, 2008). The 

many discrete findings will be discussed and the implications of each will be explored in what 

follows.  

7.1.1 Teacher accounts of cultural identity within refugee-inclusive classrooms 

The teachers and students spoke of cultural identity in various ways. The teachers generally used 

more traditional concepts in the stories they told, whereas the students seemed more aware of the 

mutable possibilities of cultural identity, in terms of how their own cultural identities were shifting 

and changing.  The teachers, Erin and Rachael communicated traditional, static and essentialist 

understandings about the cultural identity of the students in their classrooms. They spoke about the 

celebration of difference and the understanding of traits that were culturally specific or were 
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understood to exist in relation to the  students’  ethnicity as defined primarily by race and geographic 

place of origin. The examples of celebration in the data extracts generally embraced traditional, 

essentialist notions of ethnic identity. Both teachers communicated that they understood firstly that 

ethnicity was itself important to the students and, further, they articulated particular student attributes, 

aptitudes and traits in terms of their alignment with particular cultural heritages. The teachers also 

articulated the ways they would work to include traditional cultural notions in their curriculum 

teaching materials and tasks. 

Acknowledging and celebrating of different cultures can certainly feel uplifting and such 

practices can bring about greater understanding between people of different cultural identities 

(Burnett & McArdle, 2011). However, it appears that while the teachers meant to celebrate difference 

and portrayed celebration as a positive aspect of their own accounts of cultural identity, they in fact, 

worked to  misrecognise  students’  cultural  identities. This was because they only related to 

unchanging and stagnant identities that highlight difference and hence did not make any real moves to 

enable agency in powerful or meaningful ways (Fraser, 2001; 2011). Celebrating traditional cultural 

aspects might feel good for teachers and potentially students too, but when students are trying to 

participate as peers with mainstream, Australian students, more representative actions that allow for 

power and voice would have more benefit for refugee students specifically and EAL students 

generally. It would be beneficial to refugee students if teachers had the time and conceptual resources 

to  discuss  new  ways  of  conceiving  of  the  students’  cultural  identities.  While  it  is  routine  and  common  

teacher practice to talk with students in an endeavour to know them well in order to teach them well, 

the teachers in this study would have benefitted from being able to ask the kinds of questions that I 

did as a researcher, to find out how their students wanted to be represented as a way to find means to 

help them achieve their learning potential (Pollock, 2004; Santoro, 2005). There is certainly a place 

for  celebrating  traditional  aspects  of  students’  cultural  identities,  however  new  ways  of  ensuring  

parity of participation would be an additional beneficial focus. While the teachers unwittingly 

orientated  to  traditional  notions  of  identity,  the  students’  own  accounts  focused  on  how  their  cultural  

identities were in a state of change. Instead of wishing to be known for their cultural origins, the 

students in this study  placed  more  importance  on  being  recognised  as  an  ‘Australian’.  All  students  

mentioned  that  it  was  important  to  their  cultural  identities  that  they  learnt  ‘Australian  ways’.  In  most  

cases, the students communicated that in many ways they were trying to diminish their overt displays 

and behaviours pertaining to their ethnic identities because they saw them to be of little benefit in the 

new environment. More deliberate and open communication, whether between teachers and students 

in classrooms or administration members and students on retreats, whereby students could represent 

themselves could have enabled greater parity of participation (Fraser, 2011). It is important to 

recognise that identity, including cultural identity is mutable (Hall, 1997). 
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The implications of this finding are many. Firstly, while it is a routine teacher practice to talk 

with students to understand their lives and histories as a way of gaining insight into the their learning 

needs and strengths, it is apparent that in this case Erin and Rachael did not have the language or 

perhaps the theoretical resources to engage with cultural identity as itself mutable. Their language 

indicates  that  they  were  thoughtful  and  informed  about  ‘multiculturalism’  and  ‘diversity’,  however,  

they employed outdated, static and culturalist assumptions. As such, the findings suggest a need for 

much greater research to understand how teachers and students account for cultural identity. This 

echoes Pollock (2004)  and  Santoro’s  (2005)  concerns  that  there  are  few tools to enable open and 

useful  ‘race  talk’.  Likewise,  an enabling of ‘culture  talk’;;  a  language  and  conceptual  framework  to  

unpack culture and cultural identity in a global context of hyperdiversity would be beneficial to 

teachers.  This research suggests the need for professional development activities that could be 

designed around theoretical  concepts  that  increase  teachers’  understanding  of  cultural  identity  as  a  

process of development and hyperdiversity (Noble, 2013). Importantly  too,  this  is  not  a  ‘problem’  of  

individual teachers who may lack knowledge. Rather, how cultural diversity plays out is a shifting and 

changing aspect of our global context (as explored in Chapter 3) and hence, responsibility lies at 

institutional and state levels too: state, (in the broad sense of governing, in Australia, this plays out at 

State and Federal levels), policy and school based policies need to address the needs of these students 

and finally, teachers need to be supported as a collective to design learning environments that are 

inclusive of the needs of all students, including refugee students. 

Two  of  the  central  tenets  of  the  teachers’  stories  were  stopping  racism  against  students’  of  

difference and working to build acceptance of differences among student cohorts. Both Rachael and 

Erin told stories about racism, however they each used different methods to approach the racism they 

spoke about. Erin ensured that she had discussions with the class about how stereotypes could be 

offensive. However, as Erin discussed racism issues, she herself used stereotypes in her explanations 

of racist behaviours. Her  own  use  of  the  concept  of  the  “melting  pot”  can  be  understood as 

problematic (Section 5.2.2a). Rachael however, was reluctant to discuss the issues of racism with the 

class, even though she had experienced racism in the class. Both the teacher-participants valued open 

and safe classrooms, however, there were hesitations, particularly from Rachael. Rachael did not 

know how to support the social dynamics of the classroom in such a way that students were safe to 

discuss their thoughts about racial difference (Section 5.2.2a). The teachers also expressed an 

awareness that racist practices in classrooms could reduce levels of student participation.  

Both the teachers understood their goals around acceptance of difference and stopping racism 

at a basic conceptual level but struggled to know how to make their ideals happen in practice with the 

students. A starting point would be to work with teachers further on conceptual levels. For example, 

professional development opportunities could be offered to clarify the meaning of certain terms such 

as cultural identities, ethnicity and Othering. The teachers understood that racism was damaging and 
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knew it had to be stopped, however, neither had the tools to effectively explain to students why the 

racism was so personally negative and how acceptance could be realised. Space for teachers to 

discuss, learn and participate in professional development about ways to conceive of social justice is 

necessary (Pollock, 2004; Santoro, 2005). These teachers did not want racism in their classrooms, 

however, it appears that teachers may not have learnt ways to speak about racism in their own 

educations and experiences. This phenomenon should be addressed. For newly graduated teachers, 

there is some probability that they have been exposed to courses that develop the skills of productive 

race talk as Pollock (2004) describes. However, recent surveys (Rethinking Multiculturalism, 2013) 

suggest that only 27.4% of teachers in the New South Wales public system had undertaken preservice 

training in multicultural education. These same teachers said that professional development in 

inclusive practices and in EAL training were needed (Watkins et al., 2013). For many experienced 

teachers, the opportunity to be educated in social justice concepts and practices that encouraged ‘race 

talk’  and  ‘culture  talk’ had simply not been offered. It is important that professional development in 

these areas is provided to teachers as it one of the many important actions that can contribute to the 

bridging between educational policy and practice. 

As noted above, this research has also included the stories of student-participants to 

acknowledge the interplay of dynamics within diverse classrooms. The involvement of the students 

certainly has great impact for the findings of this research project. All student participants 

communicated that at various times, since they had arrived at Diversity High, they had felt that they 

were  not  accepted  within  the  student  population.  This  finding  is  also  reflected  in  the  Mansouri’s  et  al. 

(2009) survey, which found that 70% of students in the New South Wales survey had experienced 

racism personally. The most common environment where the racism was experienced was the school. 

At the beginning of their time at Diversity High, each student had kept to their own cultural and 

language group but at the same time, had felt very isolated from the wider school population – they 

were not prospering socially in their new environment. Perhaps, in order to cope with these feelings 

the students had come to expect that at times, their peers would be racist towards them, however, if 

they were personally agentive and resilient, it was possible to find acceptance. The school system, 

however, seemed to fail the students, as school staff were sometimes unaware of racism in their 

classrooms and often felt unsure of how to deal with racism.  

As noted above, each student participant had felt excluded or been a victim of racism. Keith 

felt  unsure  of  his  place  in  Rachael’s  class,  while  Shayan  and  Azad  felt  that  they  were  unaccepted  and  

chose to leave Rachael’s  English  class  and  moved  to Erin’s class. For the boys their means of 

escaping these racist slurs and taunts was to remove themselves from the classroom. This was 

happening as another student, Emma, was being taunted with sexually-based comments. In the case of 

Sharon, she was misrecognised as an EAL student even though English was her first language and her 

parents spoke English at home.  Sharon’s cultural identity was only revealed to teachers during my 
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research project, which made her case particularly extraordinary because it meant that no staff in the 

school  understood  important  aspects  of  Sharon’s  identity.  

While communicating their experiences with racism, all of the student participants noted that 

through making conscious decisions to start speaking English and break away from the safety net of 

their friends who belong to the same cultural group, they were able to form new friendships. This took 

great courage that may have had a basis in the attribute of being personally resilient. Shayan and Azad 

purposefully decided to move away from their Persian friend, move away from the negative situation 

in  Rachael’s  class  and  move  to  a  new  environment  where  they  felt  they  could  make  friends  more  

easily. The way they and Rachael told the story, the boys’  positive  development  into confident and 

sociable young men, came as a result of their own decisions.  

The student-participants in this study were successful in gaining some acceptance amongst 

many of their peer group. The business of being and becoming an accepted member of the student 

peer group was continually negotiated and renegotiated. In  the  students’  stories,  acceptance was 

experienced because they were determined, after a period of feeling isolated, to make changes so that 

they could find new friends and be happier within the school environment. In Azad, Shayan and 

Keith’s  stories, the school staff did not play a role in changing their feelings of acceptance within 

classroom lessons or the wider structures of the school. There were no explicit policies about refugee 

students in the school, no explicit professional development for teachers about dealing with incidents 

of racism and no additional support for students who were victims of racism. Social justice can only 

be genuinely attained when the conditions for parity of participation are institutional (Fraser, 2011). 

At a school administration level, professional development could be organised so that teachers could 

learn about strategies for dealing with racism. Professional development time must include 

opportunities for teachers to speak with each other to share experiences and find a common and 

effective  language  of  ‘race  talk’  and  ‘culture  talk’. School level policy should also ensure that student 

organisations such as committees enable the just representation for students. School administration 

has an important role to play in ensuring that acceptance of diversity is a genuine priority, not 

something that is publicised but in practice, is left to student resilience and personal agency to forge. 

While the students noted that the classroom teachers did provide activities that helped to build 

friendships in the classroom, no active strategies to diminish racist incidents, or more direct strategies 

to bring about shared understandings of cultural  and  students’  personal  identities,  occurred.  Students  

should not have to rely on their own strength and drive to build friendships and negotiate racist 

situations. Instead, schools should have policies and practices that can be taken up by school staff 

members through professional development opportunities are needed. The New South Wales 

Rethinking Multiculturalism survey (2013), found that over 40% of executive non-teaching staff had 

not implemented the new multicultural policies, established 8 years previously in 2005. This statistic 

is concerning because it means that the people who control the systems of schools may be unaware of 
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policy changes and of drives for more inclusivity in schools. The method of co-enquiry in this 

research project sought to address this issue by embedding understandings about theory and policy 

into conversations and planning while working in the role of teacher/ researcher at Diversity High. 

7.1.2 Understandings of cultural identity and their impact on teaching and learning within  

          refugee-inclusive classrooms. 

Understandings about cultural identity do affect teaching and learning within refugee-inclusive 

classrooms. Teachers can only put into practice what they understand theoretically, and conversely, 

they can only action theory if they have practical strategies. As identified, there were perhaps some 

gaps  in  teachers’  knowledge,  whereby  more  positive  outcomes  could  occur  if  the  teachers  were  able  

to reach different understandings. For example, had Rachael been more able to engage in race talk, 

she may not have had the situation of refugee students feeling they needed to leave her English class. 

The following findings and implications have relevance for teachers who teach in similar refugee-

inclusive contexts. 

Both Erin and Rachael understood that social learning was key to building social confidence. 

The methods they used in their classrooms were quite simplistic, however they understood to a degree 

that the more socially collaborative their classrooms, the more benefit there would be for the refugee 

and EAL students. Erin used pair work and group work in her classroom, however there was no 

deliberative strategy in they way she grouped the students. Activities where social collaboration was 

key tended to be small, one-off activities, not activities that built understandings and developed skills. 

The main assessment piece that entailed a re-creation of a Macbeth scene focussed on group work 

where the students were able to choose their own groups. Erin did make sure that she spent long 

periods of time with groups, and as a co-teacher, I did too. Rachael experimented with the purposeful 

pairing and grouping of more able students with less able students and as discussed in section 6.1.1a, 

her strategies were successful. Rachael found that the students in her groups benefitted from each 

other: the EAL students were able to learn important oral skills while in the case of Keith and Paul, 

Paul was able to appreciate the new ideas that Keith brought to their group brainstorming. Students 

built confidence within these group-learning situations. Rachael and I also collaborated with each 

group to hone particular concepts and dramatic skills. Social learning as theorised by Vygotsky, 

(1978)  Leont’ev, (1978) and Engeström, (1987) was expressed and witnessed in a simple form in 

Rachael’s  classroom as she understood that she could group students so that each student could use 

his/ her particular learning strengths to help the group. 

The ideals of social learning could have been taken further by both teachers. This is perhaps 

again an issue of teacher education. The benefits of teachers engaging students in authentic social 

learning, to build a learning community and to enhance learning by drawing on individual’s  skills  for  

the benefit of the group, are wide ranging as the pedagogical framework involves the goals of social 
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justice and learning development (Stetsenko, 2008). These goals were important to the teachers, 

however, it seemed that other priorities and the business of being a teacher got in the way of pursuing 

these goals (Singh et al., 2013).  This speaks to the school culture and the teacher culture within the 

school. For example, the school did not seem to provide effective time for teachers to plan 

deliberatively. As explored throughout this research, CHAT (Cultural Historical Activity Theory), a 

development  of  Vygotsky’s  (1938)  theories  has  its  foundations  in social justice, deep learning and 

engagement (Section 3.6.2). Deep, engaging and multifaceted activities incorporate group work, skill 

building, drawing on student strengths and valuing of student inquiry. These would be beneficial 

within the English curriculum to allow the time and space for students to learn and also show their 

understandings within unit programs. Following a CHAT framework would also enable students to 

engage with each other positively, drawing on the strengths of different students, as demonstrated by 

Keith and Paul. This would have the added benefit of bringing students closer together to understand 

one another and form or establish friendships. Adopting a Vygotskian inspired CHAT framework for 

learning may well benefit student learning in the school and further, it is more constructive to have 

one coherent framework rather than adapting part theories in an ad hoc manner (Stetsenko, 2008). 

As discussed in Section 6.2.1a, both Rachael and Erin expressed that drama pedagogies 

would be very effective in helping refugee and EAL students to learn concepts, understand new 

knowledge and create bonds between peers. While this was the case, both teachers admitted to not 

drawing on their pedagogic knowledge of drama in their English teaching because of time and 

curriculum restraints. The teachers utilised drama strategies to a small degree but also cited student 

fear as a block to the strategies in the classroom for use with refugee and EAL students. Both felt that 

drama performance was very confronting for students, perhaps particularly for refugee and EAL 

students. Given the theoretical lenses applied to this study, this research finding suggests that drama 

needs to be considered as an effective way for refugee students and EAL students to develop their 

language, learning and social skills (Balfour, 2010; Stinson and Freebody, 2006). A way forward 

would be for the school to reassess its incorporation of drama into English and provide professional 

development for teachers who feel uncertain of their dramatic skills. Drama remains a part of the 

Australian Curriculum for English (QCAA, 2010) and therefore the upskilling of all English teachers 

in this area is reasonable. English teachers should not only be able to articulate why drama pedagogies 

are effective learning strategies, as Rachael and Erin could, but they should also be able to incorporate 

drama strategies as a practiced expectation on a practical level in English classrooms.  More forms of 

drama, such as process drama would also be beneficial to the curriculum (Stinson and Freebody, 

2006). 

To contribute further to the professional field I will here demonstrate how the Macbeth unit 

described in Chapter 6 could more effectively reflect Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) and 

engage best-practice drama pedagogies. Firstly, it would be more seamless to take the idea of modern 



 160 

versions of Macbeth but ask students to recreate a scene from the play that connects with a story they 

know about and understand or have experienced themselves. In small groups of three, students could 

retell their stories, with reference to Macbeth as three short dramas or they could perhaps find ways to 

combine their own stories so they linked to their personal experience but were not the story of each 

person’s  direct  experience.  This learning plan would  also  be  able  to  mimic  many  aspects  of  Balfour’s  

(2010) Multilink project. Students would be able to show their understanding of the text and relate it 

to something within their own experience while honing their oral language skills (Stinson and 

Freebody, 2006).   

Building and telling an interpretive story with references to Macbeth would have many direct 

links to CHAT. Firstly, the activity, the building of the drama, would contain many actions (skills/ 

processes that need honing), important for newly arrived refugee and immigrant students. One of 

these actions would be of course, the use of oral language. The process of writing, rehearsing and 

performing the drama would give teachers and students many ways to intervene to help students hone 

their skills, and possibly also make room for discussions about the issues the students were presenting 

in their plays. A socially trusting and agentive space while the work was being carried out would be 

crucial so that all students felt they could fulfil their task requirements (Stetsenko, 2008). As Rachael 

and Erin did, it would be important to ensure that group dynamics were positive and relationship - 

affirming. Students who could already demonstrate proof of understanding (More Knowledgeable 

Others - MKOs) could likely be placed in groups where other students were less able or felt insecure 

of their skills. Each student would play a part, as each student would be responsible for contributing to 

the storytelling and creating of the drama. By doing this, agentive contribution (Stetsenko, 2008) 

could be realised. As in  Balfour’s  (2010)  project, students could choose an audience for their play, 

rather than performing to the entire class. This would allow discussion, critique and the possibility for 

new learning and relationships. 

These  learning  processes  reflect  Leont’ev’s  (1978)  expansive  cycles  of  transformation  

(Section 3.6.2). Critiquing the original Macbeth and  finding  links  to  the  student’s  personal  stories  

would  test  existing  knowledge  of  the  play’s  themes.  Analysis could occur through the connections 

found between the original text and the new context under creation. This is where perhaps, new 

explanations of personal experiences could be sought. Through process drama, students could model 

and test their newly constructed dramatic stories to a small audience. This audience might even be the 

teacher. Vocabulary and sentence building skills could be modelled by skilled English speakers, (the 

MKOs) so that refugee students could take on, understand and rehearse with new language skills. 

Performances could be recorded and then examined in  order  to  understand  the  new  construction’s  

potentials and limitations. Next the new language, dramatic skills and understandings could be 

implemented into a performance where the audience and performers could then reflect on what the 

stories meant, how the new stories reflected the original themes of Macbeth and what this meant for 
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the experiences of each performer. Finally, consolidation of  the  performance’s  outcomes,  that  is  the  

new  understandings  about  drama,  about  English  language  skills  and  about  the  meaning  of  students’  

experiences could be acknowledged. For example, students  could  be  asked,  “What  does  this  

performance  mean  to  me?”  and  “How  do  the  understandings  I  take  away  from  this  performance  

impact  on  how  I  will  understand  refugees’  experiences?”  By  employing  such  a  strategy  and  

connecting each action to an expansive cycle of transformation (Engeström, 1987), worthwhile 

learning and also genuine intercultural understanding could occur. 

Finally, applying personal stories to Macbeth and recreating these into a drama would call on 

higher order thinking skills rather than simply playing the same roles as the traditional Macbeth text. 

A further reflective evaluation cycle, wherein students and teachers evaluate the drama-making 

process itself would enable critical examination of the choices students made regarding stories, 

language and the setting and performing of the play. It is important that classroom work recognises 

the complexity of social development for students and gives opportunities for students to develop 

socially. Such a unit would hold benefit for all students, but particularly for those who are refugee 

students or EAL students.  

While the refugee and EAL students in this study found drama challenging, they appreciated 

drama pedagogies in the English classroom for their ability to enable them to gain confidence, learn 

oral language skills and build friendships (Section 6.2.1a). Shayan and Azad had chosen to take drama 

as a separate subject for these reasons. All students admitted to feelings of fear and doubt but they all 

expressed that the benefits of drama should be given greater consideration within the English 

curriculum. Again, it appears that the teachers, although with the best intentions, perhaps did not 

prioritise classroom practices that would work to benefit the students. The teachers participating in the 

study had never asked their students for opinions about drama strategies and instead made 

assumptions about student ability and comfort within the learning environment (Section 6.2.1b).  

At times, discourses  of  catering  to  ‘student  needs’  translates into the inclination for teachers 

to think of the students in terms of a deficit (Section 6.2.1a). For example, the teachers were 

concerned that drama might be too confronting for refugee students. Had they known what the 

students knew about drama, that is, that it provided a means for learning English and also building 

relationships with their peers, perhaps this deficit thinking of the teachers could have been 

transformed. It is important that students have avenues for representation in their classes so they can 

communicate to their teachers about what works for them as learners. The students themselves were 

pushing their capabilities to explore new ways of learning that they found beneficial. The teachers 

recognised this however, possibly the restricted expectations of the teachers may have held the 

students back. This speaks to student choice and voice (Fraser, 2011); something that the students in 

this study lacked, even though this was not the intention of the teachers (Section 5.2.2a). 
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Both Rachael and Erin spoke about feeling uncertain about ways to enact socially inclusive 

pedagogies and noted that they were not given the curriculum or timetable space to experiment with 

different ways of learning and teaching that would have been beneficial to their refugee and EAL 

students. Rachael was the most vocal in expressing her uncertainties with the teaching approaches that 

she designed or adopted for this cohort of students. Erin seemed unsure in her utterances and often did 

not answer questions about pedagogy directly or in detail. As previously discussed, perhaps her 

priority of putting her professional mask forward hindered her expression of these uncertainties 

(Section 4.4.3). 

Greater collaboration was needed between the teachers. While not a new finding, it is worth 

noting because the research found a lack of communication between teachers. Although the teachers 

often worked in the same space as the Head of the EAL unit, they did not get the opportunity to share 

their knowledge or expertise with her. This may have been one reason that the teachers remained 

insecure about their power as transformative teachers for their refugee and EAL students. Both 

teachers were effective, generous and talented, however, by working in isolation from each other, they 

were not able to establish shared understandings about what might work best for their students in 

terms of inclusive pedagogy. In a similar way to the students, teachers also develop best when their 

learning is socially collaborative (5.2.2a) (Stetsenko, 2008). This study certainly encourages schooling 

systems, specifically senior administration members who design timetables to embed time and 

activities into personal development lessons, school retreats, set lesson times, so that teachers can 

share stories and strategies for working with students. 

7.1.3 Implications for theory and practice 

Theory and practice are included purposely together in the title to this section. This is because this 

research project has made significant contributions to theoretical  paradigms  that  consider  teachers’  

understandings of cultural identity and how these understandings impact on the pedagogies enacted in 

culturally diverse classrooms. The  theoretical  framework’s  concepts  synthesised  some  parts  of  

frameworks used by scholars in the field of Refugee Education (See Chapter 2), however, previous 

scholarship has tended to draw predominantly on the work of one theorist. For example, Naidoo 

(2009) draws on Bourdieu’s  work  on  cultural  capital,  Hattam (2006) draws on Foucalt’s  notion  of  

“fearless speech” and  Keddie  draws  on  Fraser’s  (2004)  social  justice  work. No study has tried to 

operationalise  social  justice,  cultural  identity  and  social  learning  theories  in  relation  to  teachers’  

practices in refugee-inclusive classrooms. I have firstly used a theory of social justice (Fraser, 2001, 

2004, 2011) to initialise the research and ask what other concepts are needed to address the research 

problem in terms of recognition and misrecognition of refugee students. In response, I felt I needed to 

understand how the cultural identities of refugee students might be recognised and therefore I needed 

a theory of fluid and changing cultural identity (Hall, 1990, 1996, 1997). To understand how 
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misrecognition might occur I needed to understand deficit constructions of cultural difference, hence 

the concepts of reification, (Fraser, 2004) Stereotyping (Bhabha, 1983) and Othering (Fanon, 1967) 

were useful. This then provided a very detailed, nuanced theoretical framework for understanding 

how social justice principles of recognition, redistribution and representation might be enacted by 

teachers in classroom practices. However, to understand the specific aspects of inclusive and non-

inclusive pedagogic practices, I needed to turn to a theory of pedagogy and here social learning 

theories such as Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) were useful. No other studies in refugee 

education have systematically developed a theoretical framework that moves from the big picture 

social justice concepts to the day - to - day accounts of teachers and the specifics of pedagogic 

practices.  

Particularly, the research project contributes significantly to weaving a nexus between theory, 

research and actual teacher practice when considering teaching and learning for refugee students. The 

theories interwoven through the research project provide a framework that imagines how theoretical 

frameworks could be practically applied by teachers in classrooms. It also imagines genuine 

recontextualising practices where researchers, who teach in secondary classrooms could provide 

embedded conceptual education to teachers while teaching in the same context, hence diminishing the 

gap between esoteric and mundane knowledge.  

 As stated, the research project draws on the concepts of social justice, namely, recognition, 

redistribution and representation (Fraser, 2000, 2001, 2004, 2011) as thinking tools to analyse teacher 

and student accounts in a localised context. The research project demonstrates that there is a need for 

educators teaching in culturally diverse contexts to be able to interrogate their understandings and 

pedagogical decisions. Social justice ideas are at the heart of the anti-racist policies, cultural and 

linguistic diversity policies and the EAL policies in Australian schools. Yet, at the level of the 

classroom, these policies are often only superficially or technically enacted, if at all (Watkins et al., 

2013). For example, EAL teachers are expected to provide specialist English language teaching to 

refugee students, that is, removing them from the classroom, even though this and other research 

(Balfour, 2010, Stinson and Freebody, 2006) suggests that language learning in mainstream classes is 

beneficial. Another example is the practice of cultural diversity being celebrated through multicultural 

days and events without making moves to change school structures to ensure greater parity of 

participation (Noble, 2011). As the research literature has demonstrated, practices such as cultural 

celebrations do little to shift institutional practices and make classroom practices more inclusive for 

refugee students (Fraser, 2011; Noble, 2011). Further, they do not necessarily challenge the re-

production of racist practices. An emphasis on recontextualising social justice concepts and policy is 

required through systemic changes, such as participation in professional development and the 

development and implementation of schooling and system-wide policies.  
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Professional development for teachers is key to the changes required to improve educational outcomes 

for refugee students. Professional development must be undertaken in areas such as, understanding 

cultural diversity, strategising against racism and enhancing EAL learning. It appears that increasing 

numbers of beginning teachers have undertaken pre- service training in aspects of multicultural 

education, however, more focus is still needed within initial teacher education courses (Watkins et al, 

2013). Watkins et al., (2013) recommend that AITSL should require a specific unit of study within 

pre-service teacher education that engages particularly with issues around cultural diversity. Possibly 

the assessment for this unit should occur around the time of pre-service practicum, where students 

could be using understandings of cultural identity as they engaged with students and taught. 

The next discussion point involves the type and quality of teacher professional development. 

This research project has found that teacher professional development based on co-enquiry and co-

problem solving, and which provides teachers with conceptual toolkits to think about social justice, 

cultural identity and linguistic diversity may be an effective means of shifting classroom practices and 

wider schooling cultures. As noted in Chapter 4 (Section 4.5.3), Ball (2012) suggests that there is a 

gap between what educational researchers know and what actually happens at the grass roots of 

education. Ball is suggesting, as this research reflects, that teachers need to be able to learn about 

useful concepts that would improve their teaching of refugee students and be able to use them in 

practical and meaningful ways. Ball (2012) outlines a boundary-crossing practices model that 

addresses the knowledge-doing chasm. It is this model that I sought to follow in conducting my 

research and it is this model that I believe is the most effective in helping teachers to understand 

concepts and employ them in their teaching. In this model, here operationalised as a co-teaching, co-

enquiry, co-problem solving collaboration between researcher and participants, the researcher teaches 

with the research participant and understands the context of the teacher as much as possible. The 

researcher also comes to understand the students, their learning styles and provides a space for the 

sharing of stories outside of the confines of the data collection becomes available. The researcher and 

the teacher participant also make time to purposefully ask questions of each other to interrogate each 

others understandings and plan for teaching possibilities that will be beneficial to the learning 

outcomes of refugee students. This process encapsulates the processes of co-enquiry and co-problem 

solving. In my own process of initiating co-enquiry, I found that the teacher-participants and I were 

able to ask questions and problem-solve without awkwardness even when tackling challenging and 

sensitive issues. This style of research allowed for much deep, shared understandings between the 

researcher and teacher to be realised. 

Social learning theories and particularly, Cultural Historical Activity Theory (Engeström, 

1993) have been used to think about how changes in pedagogies can benefit students in culturally 

diverse classrooms. These theoretical frames of the research interweave with the underpinning 
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concept of social justice because they involved the parity of participation of all students. CHAT in 

particular, involves the active participation of all students within a class, who build on their 

established strengths to enhance learning (Stetsenko, 2011). Section 7.1.2 presented an imagined 

example of this learning in practice. In this example an embedded drama activity both prioritised the 

relationships of the students and built their language skills. Again, the co-teaching, co-enquiry and co-

problem solving frames of the research demonstrate how conceptual understandings can be made 

practical. Co-teaching in relation to the enactment of social learning practices was integral to 

understanding how the teachers catered to creating a sense of a learning community in the classrooms 

and also how they attempted to enhance the learning of the students through group work strategies. As 

a co-teacher,  I  took  part  in  these  pedagogies  and  was  able  to  see  the  teachers’  planning  at  work.  

Before and after lessons, I was able to ask the teachers and questions about their planning and 

pedagogical decisions. The teachers were also able to ask me questions about my prioritising of drama 

in the Macbeth unit. In the drama aspects of the unit, the teachers and I were able to experiment with 

strategies or foresee possible ways of dealing with issues. For example, Rachael and I problem solved 

how to make a practical drama activity that entailed group work and the experimentation with 

cameras work so that all students would participate. Co-problem solving was a recurring consequence 

of co-enquiry. I see that the development of practical expertise and conceptual development into 

professional teaching philosophies and the building of productive and positive relationships between 

teaching and research fellows would be transformative in preservice and continuing teacher education 

contexts. This research project makes a significant contribution to the field of Education as it is an 

original example of how theory can be operationalised in explicit ways in teaching practices, through 

co-enquiry, co-problem solving and co-teaching. 

7.1.4 Implications for method, design and analysis 

 This project fashioned a unique methodological and analytic framework that wove together 

the threads of Narrative Inquiry, Ethnomethodology and Phenomenology in a careful and coherent 

research design and cycled through analytic moves that spoke directly to the theories of social justice 

and cultural identity. The method of Narrative Inquiry was chosen in both the data collection and 

analytic phases, as Narrative Inquiry recognises that experiences are not just personal or individual 

but rather, occur within broader cultural contexts. Narrative Inquiry enabled the explicit exploration of 

the relationship  between  individual  teachers’  and  refugees’  stories  of  experience  in  relation  to  the  

broader  institutional  narrative  of  the  school  and  the  wider  cultural  narrative  of  Australia’s  response  to  

refugees. Narrative Inquiry is also a methodology that emphasises social transformation. Stories that 

are told are open to analysis such that the stories and the analysis can be debated, accepted or 

contested, all with a view to transforming the context for the betterment of all participants. So while 

the  Narrative  Inquiry  data  collection  here  entailed  gathering  teachers’  and  students’  small  stories  

(Bamberg, 2003) of their experience, as  Carpenter  and  emerald  (2008)  state,  “Local,  individual  stories  
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are at the heart of all emancipatory movements…”  (p.  392).  Participants’  stories  are  valued  as  the  

heart of the research. While Narrative Inquiry is prioritised in both methodological and the initial 

analytic moves in this project, the underpinning frame of Ethnomethodology is evident in my goal of 

seeking to understand the reflexive, mutually constitutive relationship between social action and 

social structure. Ethnomethodology also takes into account the social actions that are specific and 

relevant to the immediate research context, recognising that participants mutually accomplish the 

context, Phenomenology seeks to understand experience – to access participants’ life worlds. 

Narrative  Inquiry  was  seen  as  a  way  to  explore  people’s  experiences.  The  telling  and  re-telling of 

experience can demonstrate what events mean to the teller.  

As noted, the method of the research project sought to build a relationship with the 

participants. I aimed to report  on  teachers’  accounts  of  identity  and  practices  and  also  assist,  if  

possible, in changing practices that may not have been inclusive of refugee students. For this to be the 

case, I needed to do more than listen to and observe the participants and therefore I sought and 

employed the processes of co-enquiry, co-participation and co-problem solving as an element of the 

research design. This  ensured  both  my  and  the  teacher  participants’  close  involvement in the research 

project with the aim of enabling a positive and transformative experience. Hence, alongside the series 

of in-depth interviews with teachers and students, the method involved co-teaching across a period of 

four months in the teacher-participants’  classrooms.  This co-teaching was recorded in planning 

documents and also in the detailed field notes and reflective journal that informed the project. By 

working and critiquing with teachers, the aim of my research was to enact change. I was able to gain 

experience and walk in the teacher-participants’  shoes  as  we  co-taught lessons. I developed new 

understandings and respect for the reality of working in such a diverse classroom. For the teachers, I 

was able to provide alternative ways of thinking about the cultural identity dynamics in the classroom. 

I  was  able  to  communicate  transformative  theories  as  an  active  member  of  the  teachers’  learning  

communities. We all benefitted from the research and developed professionally as a result. The 

method was designed to access some of the subtler or nuanced ways that classroom interaction and 

pedagogies play out – in this case, as it transpired (and as the analysis demonstrated) the method 

revealed some of the subtle ways that discrimination can play out. The minutiae  of  teachers’  everyday  

actions and interactions are a powerful site for the creation and perpetuation of routine cultural 

understandings. I believe that the research design and methods applied in this research project could 

be actively applied to preservice education and to the continuing education of teachers. Further 

research might examine models of pre-service teaching internships and in-service mentoring to 

determine how current models might already facilitate co-enquiry and how they might be enriched by 

the process enacted here. 

 The initial analytic  cycle  explored  the  salient  themes  identified  in  the  participants’  talk  and  

provided a respectful critique of the stories. Then this initial  thematic  analysis  was  then  ‘read’  through  
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lenses of social justice and cultural identity.  ‘Culture’  was  a  major  explanatory  device  in  the  teachers’  

talk. Social learning theories then enabled a conceptual frame and a language to demonstrate how 

teaching for social justice in a diverse cultural context could be imagined. In effect, this research 

design has brought together methodology and analysis in a way that operationalises concepts of social 

justice and cultural diversity in a classroom. This is a significant contribution to the field of refugee 

education as it provides new and practical ways to engage teachers in concepts and processes that will 

make a positive difference to refugee students. 

7.2 Limitations of the research 

The research uses a  limited  database:  six  interviews  with  the  analysis  of  three  teachers’  accounts, and, 

six  interviews  with  the  analysis  of  five  students’  accounts  and  classroom  observations of four months 

of co-teaching in two separate classrooms. However, findings and implications point to broader issues 

and applications.  

It was my intention to interview more students for this research, however, the movement of 

students between classes meant   that   a   larger   pool   of   eight   students   dwindled   to   five   as   students’  

timetables changed. Consequently the focus on the five students, and within that group, more 

particularly three, Shayan, Azad and Keith, has been extremely detailed. 

Time was also another limitation of this study. While every effort was made to be in class for every 

English lesson that occurred over the period of four months, it was inevitable that I would miss some 

lessons due to my own university teaching commitments. More focused time at Diversity High would 

have provided me with more opportunities to experience and understand the dynamics of pedagogy 

and would also have enabled me to interview the participants in more detail and more often. The 

busy-ness of the school meant that interviews were often interrupted or cut short. On occasions, these 

interruptions hindered or halted conversations. 

Student absences from the classrooms were common and as a result almost half of either of 

the two research classes was away during any given lesson. At times, the student participants were 

absent from class and this meant that a focus could not be kept consistently on the students throughout 

the entire working of the unit that I co-taught. Student absences are part of the usual vagaries of life in 

a school, however, at Diversity High, there were perhaps more incidences of student absence. 

While I describe these aspects of classroom and school life as limitations, these are in fact the 

messy realities of classrooms and schools. As  such  they  are  ‘limitations’  in  the  sense  of  the  context,  

the boundaries or the parameters of the research, rather than in the sense of faults in the research. 

Research can only make a difference if it is honest about such realities of the context and seeks to 

work within and for those realities. The co-enquiry, co-participation and co-problem solving model is 
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one that can truly engage with such realities as a means for transformative agency and action. 

Teachers are presently answerable to the new AITSL professional standards. Standard, 1.3 asks 

teachers to demonstrate knowledge of teaching strategies that are responsive to the needs of culturally 

diverse students (AITSL, 2014). Teachers must also, in line with these standards, attend 20 hours a 

year of professional development (QCAA, 2014). These policy drivers still do not examine the 

collective, collaborative types of professional development, such as the co-enquiry model suggested 

in this research project. Instead, the burden is placed on individual teachers, who increasingly are 

expected to do more with fewer resources. A model of theory-practice, university-school dialogues 

based around co-enquiry could  create  an  enquiry  community  that  recognises  that  the  ‘problem’  is  not  

one owned by individual teachers, but is one that can be acted upon by individual teachers. Such 

models also need sophisticated thinking tools that enable a fine - grained analysis of social justice, 

pedagogic and curriculum issues. 

7.3 This thesis and the future 

This research project and dissertation has explored accounts of cultural identity as storied by English 

teachers and English  students  working  in  one  of  Queensland’s  most  culturally  diverse  schools.  It  has  

also explored how understandings of cultural identity impact on teaching and learning within refugee-

inclusive classrooms. It will be recalled that this thesis firstly contextualised cultural diversity in 

Australia  by  outlining  Australia’s recent  political,  media  and  education  context.  Australia’s  response  

to refugees seeking asylum has often fuelled a fear of cultural difference as well as reflexively feeding 

on fears of difference. This has been seen in the hardening of political policies to keep refugees who 

arrive by boat offshore, by media stories about terrorists infiltrating Australian communities by 

seeking asylum and a lack of educational policy to deal with these popular discourses about refugees. 

The issues identified in these contexts are not going away. Indeed, as I write these final words of this 

thesis Australians are shocked by a siege  in  Sydney’s  busy  Martin  Place,  where  a  self-appointed 

Muslim  ‘sheik’,  who  came  to  Australia  as  a  refugee  in  1996,  held  seventeen  people  hostage  and  of 

which two died. The public and media response to this event has circulated around themes of fear of 

difference, however, in response, there has also been a swelling public discourse of acceptance of 

cultural difference. Many Australians, seeing that a story was being created around hatred and fear of 

cultural difference have chosen avenues, particularly through social media, to create a new story about 

Australians understanding that cultural identities are complex; that one can be Australian and Muslim 

and many other multiplicities and that cultural difference should be accepted and embraced. For 

example, the #illridewith you campaign began as Rachael Jacobs in Sydney observed a frightened 

Muslim woman remove her head covering to avoid racially and religiously-based harassment. Jacobs 

insisted that the woman should put the covering back on and stayed with her on her public transport 

journey  to  ensure  her  safety.  Jacob’s  story spurred a viral response on Twitter.  Using the 

#illridewithyou hashtag Australians continue to demonstrate support to Muslim Australians by 
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offering to ride with them on public transport, should they feel threatened or frightened. There is a 

sense in the Australian community, as there is indeed in the teaching profession, that cultural identity 

is not something to be feared and that people are looking for ways to be accepting of cultural 

difference. New stories are waiting to be told in Australia and in Australian educational circles about 

how we can act in socially just, respectful and inclusive ways. Social media is becoming more and 

more important in creating and telling these new stories. At the outset of this project social media was 

a growing medium, however, at the time of the closing of this thesis social media has become a 

driving force in campaigns for social justice around the globe. At the local level, I have watched as 

my own teaching colleagues respond to the Sydney event through Facebook, Twitter and so on. The 

power of this medium and the messages themselves are not the topics of this research, however, social 

media  is  a  global  phenomenon  that  will  not  ‘pass’,  and likewise in our new global context, the 

implications  of  the  cultural  diversity  of  the  earth’s  human  populations  are  fairly  new  and  will  not  be  a  

passing phase.  

This research project has benefitted from the Ethnomethodological and Phenomenological 

frames that underpin this Narrative Inquiry analysis, enabling insights into how English teachers and 

students constructed their own understandings of what it meant to be a part of diverse, refugee-

inclusive English classroom. A new and particular strength of this research has been its incorporation 

of co-participation, co-enquiry and co-problem solving between the teachers and myself. Not only did 

the teachers and students construct their own realities of the issues they negotiated as they told stories 

to me but we also shared the experience of teaching and thinking through problems encountered in the 

classroom together. The research has highlighted a need for enacting co-enquiry research and has 

demonstrated how beneficial such research can be to all stakeholders in education of refugee students. 

Theoretically, the thesis has sought new ways of exploring questions about cultural identity 

and culturally-inclusive pedagogy, by exploring dimensions of social justice, cultural identity and 

pedagogy through the lenses  of  Fraser’s  theories.  As  a  result,  important  implications  for  the  research  

participants and their particular institution have been disclosed. The use of the particular theoretical 

frame has also contributed to a new way of thinking about the teaching of refugee students and 

provides a conceptual guide that could be taken up by classroom teachers. Again, the method of the 

research provides a new way of doing professional development; that is equipping teachers with 

concepts, through a process of co-enquiry that can then be drawn on deliberatively as teachers engage 

with their students. 

All students have a right to achieve academic and personal success within an educational 

environment. The teacher participants in this study believed in this right and did work actively within 

their environment to engage with practices that they feel are socially just. They also wished to 

recognise the cultural identity of their students. The experienced teacher participants were thoughtful 
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and self-critical, however they struggled to find ways to talk about cultural identity and its dynamics 

in their classrooms and to engage in culturally inclusive practices and pedagogies. It is evident 

throughout the findings of this research that the teachers at Diversity High would have benefitted 

through actively interrogating issues of misrecognition, misrepresentation and ineffective pedagogies. 

Through open discussion, negotiation and indeed, action, all students can enjoy full educational 

participation with recognition and representation of their cultural identities in ways that they choose 

and that are personally affirming for them. Giving students the best educational outcomes possible is a 

matter of first ensuring recognition and authentic representation. These processes are ideally teamed 

with deliberative pedagogical practices that involve social learning. Throughout this initial but 

thorough analytical process, I have moved to imagine new possibilities. I now seek transformative 

actions to really make a difference for refugee students in Australian schools. 

The research conducted for this study can form the foundation for further research that can be 

conducted on a greater scale. It is my hope that that the next step of this research project will be to 

work at intervening in classroom pedagogy to make differences to how refugee students can make 

meaning from their learning. Student guardians are major stakeholders in education and therefore 

their  impact  on  students’  experiences  at  high  school  should  be  taken  into  account  in any future 

research conducted with teachers and refugee students (Poppitt and Frey, 2007). The need for further 

research in a greater number and range of secondary schools is also apparent. Only then can a detailed 

analysis of the issues be used to forge a proactive plan of transformative action for schools to address 

the issue of social injustice against people who have refugee  status  or  are  classed  as  “Other”  because  

of their cultural identities.  

This research project advocates a new way of working with teachers through co-enquiry 

processes. For true transformation to occur for teachers of refugee students and the students 

themselves, a professional development model that embraces theory and practice and encourages 

university-school  dialogues  needs  to  be  embraced.  Instead  of  refugee  education  being  “left  to  chance”,  

the teaching of refugee students can become one of deliberative, conceptually-based, transformative 

action. This thesis is the beginning of a new story. 
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Appendix 1 – Interview transcripts 

Appendix 1A – Teacher interview transcripts 

Interview One – Rachael Doyle – 23rd July 2010 
 
Introduction of me. 
 
Tell me the story of how you came to be a teacher here. 
So I started working at Diversity High in 2001.  Previously, in my first year out, I worked at S High and then went to 
England and taught over there for 18 months.  When I came back I came back 6 months early and told the education 
department what I was doing so they gave me a contract and a couple of schools called me and a sort of said no for some 
reason but when the then deputy from Diversity called me for no reason whatsoever I said yes to him and no to the others 
and they were offering the same subjects there was no, it was just a feeling that I had.  So when I came I really enjoyed 
the six-months that I had here and begged I begged them to steal me from S even though it had a really good arts base 
and that was my thing then.  The thing that I remember about Diversity was on my first day when I was walking through 
the school students were saying hello to me and I didn't experience that in other schools that I had been to so that kind of 
welcoming, friendly attitude of the students immediately drew me in and although some are some of them seem like they 
are apparently Diversity is the second least socio-economic school on the coast there is something about it and it is the 
intangible about the community here. 
 
Since you began here what changes have you experienced? 
We’ve  had  sort  of  influxes  of  different  cultures.    For  a  while  there  was  a  large  Bosnian population and there were these 
huge Bosnian boys that were a part of the ESL department and then that stopped happening and then we had an influx of 
Persians and now we are getting the Pan Pacifica element has become bigger and bigger in the last 10 years it's been 
extended  and  at  as  the  ESL  department  so  just  generally.    Yeah,  it’s  far  more  diverse  than  when  I  started.  The  rugby  
league program has also raised the profile of the school somewhat so there are a lot more boys than when I started. 
 
And has this changed the dynamics within the school? 
Most of the time students and staff are happy to be a part of a school that is so diverse. It has made us value other 
cultures and increased tolerance. Our Harmony Day is a huge celebration. Home Ec has a stall that sells world food. We 
have special assemblies that include world music and dance. Last year the school captains made a dvd that was a collage 
of what harmony meant to many Diversity students. There was one particular girl at the end of the DVD who wasn’t  very  
articulate but was known as a bubbly personality around the school. Everyone on assembly laughed when she was on 
screen because the snippet that they included of her was so perfectly her. And that sharing of laughter was one of those 
moments that brought the school together. 
I think it did change for a while in that there was some negativity there that came with so many different cultures and I 
don’t  know  if  it’s  maybe  the  classes  that  I  have,  that  I  have  been  allowed  to  teach  that  dictate  how  still have a feel about 
but some people feel like you know, there are so many cultures that sort of it is difficult to teach.  That the cultural 
differences  are  so  much  that  they’re  unmotivated  or  they  don’t  understand  where  Australian  teachers  come  from.  I  think 
that the students who I interact with have dictated how I feel about it.  
 
Do you think students in this student population are quite proud to be a part of this school population? Do the students 
see that they are part of diversity? 
Yes, they definitely do.  Diversity is getting known for its diverse population and students are starting to come here who 
don’t  feel  like  they  fit  in  at  other  schools  because  of  that  there  isn't  any  racism  here  and  I’m  sure  that  there  is  racism  but 
they feel a lot more welcome at Diversity.    They  don’t’  stick  out  like  sore  thumbs.  Students  profiled  in  the  newsletters  
often comment that they love Diversity because it is multi-cultural…it  is  something  they  are  conscious  and  are  proud  of. 
 
Do you consider your own identity as a teacher and your background when you approach your different classes? 
I do.  I didn't used to until this semester when I picked up my drama class which has had a huge influx of German 
students  this  year,  more  African  students,  Dominican,  Peruvian.    It’s  so diverse that I think there must only be five, what 
do  you  say,  like  Australian  born  students  in  there  and  it  has  made  me  reflect  on  the  program  that  I’m  teaching  them.    I  
was sort of getting a bit down on myself and I thought our curriculum is so Western but when I thought about it we do 
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Eastern  theatre,  we  do  German  theatre,  French  theatre  and  we  do  indigenous  theatre  so  I  don’t  feel  so  bad  about  that  
today but earlier  I was like, we are not teaching for the diversity in the classroom. I have had to do a lot more scaffolding 
of  tasks  so  that  I  can  make  sure  that  they  get  the  material.  I  took  this  same  Drama  class  along  to  see  “Waiting  for  Godot”  
which  is  a  HUGE  play  in  terms  of  concepts.  At  the  end  I  asked  the  class  so  “What  do  you  think  Godot  is?”  And  one of 
the African refugee boys (Al)  said,  “Godot  is  a  new  day”.  My  immediate  response  was  “sshh  al…wow  that’s  perfect”.  He  
surprised me so much. That was a real turning point with that class in that I realised that English was the barrier not their 
abilities  to  think  deeply  about  complex  subject  matter.  Even  so  though  the  scaffolding  gets  them  to  a  point…I  find  myself  
often sitting besides the ESLs getting them to talk to me and I type what they say. A very time consuming exercise which 
means the whole assignment  isn’t  completed  because  I’  m  trying  to  spread  my  time  evenly  with  all  of  them.   
 
In the English program do you think you teach for that diversity too? 
Ummm, I think we do in that we allow for our students to make choices when selecting texts that they need to respond to 
or we allow them to select subject matter for short stories or even feature articles they get to choose something that they 
feel passionate about, even though they must write about Macbeth and they must write about ambition and morality, they 
will choose the slant that goes with that... It will be a personal thing for them as well. Some of the short stories that come 
from  the  ESL  students  are  truly  amazing…they  put  words  together  so  differently…we  have  so  many  pre-conceived 
patterns of  language  and  often  the  ESLs  that  don’t  have  those  patterns  create  beautiful  and  innovative  ways  of  expressing  
things. You just need to give them a chance to be able to do those sorts of things and the time to be able to sift through 
the language to get the vocabulary that they are looking for. I spent an hour after school with Keith one day helping him 
pull together a paragraph about soldiers bashing a young girl which he similed/metaphored with wild horses. He had to 
convince me that of the connection but when he explained it and we worked on the vocabulary it came out 
beautifully…an  image  I  never  would  have  considered. 
 
Do you see any major strengths in your diverse group of students when they are going about making decisions about their 
learning or how they relate to different subjects or even how they relate socially in the class? 
Yeah,  I’m  trying  to  think,  I  don’t  know  if  things  are  culturally  specific,  although  I  can  say  with  the  short  story  writing  
unit our Korean and Japanese students were really awesome at writing figuratively.  It seems to be a part of their cultural 
make-up. I think it is in their cultures to be quiet and thoughtful and respectful to authority, which I think translates to 
their  depth  of  understanding  about  a  topic…they  don’t  try  to fight with the subject matter so much like Brittany does. For 
instance  the  other  day  in  class  I  was  explaining  concepts  in  Macbeth  and  she  says,  “no  I  don’t  like  it”.  I  have  to  keep  
telling  her  and  some  others  that  it’s  not  a  review  or  a  judgement  whereas the ESLs  get on with it. 
 
I know that you also teach refugee students.  Do you see strengths in the way that they approach their schooling?  
I’ve  seen  both  positivity  and  negativity.    I’ve  seen  how  difficult  it  is  for  them  to  engage  in  schooling.    You  know it is 
very difficult for some of them to get a handle on the fact that you need to come every day and that you need to do 
certain  things  and  you  can’t  walk  out  of  class  whenever  you  feel  like  it.  You  can’t  do  whatever  you  want  whenever  you  
feel. But there is and I suppose it is in the heart of everyone that they want to please whoever is in charge of them. No 
one wants to be wrong and no one wants to fail their work so I think that applies across the board. 
 
Some of the students have come with quite traumatic stories.  Do you think this plays out in the classroom at all? 
I  think  so.  I’m  trying  to  think  of  specific  cases.    I  think  English  and  drama  given  the  avenues  to  explore  those,  to  explore  
the traumas that have been through in safe environments through story writing, through discussion - this happened to me 
even. We do a unit in English that's about the death penalty and so students bring with them what has happened in their 
countries. A Russian girl I taught last year spoke about how her father had been murdered and even though he was taken 
away  from  her  she  still  believes  the  death  penalty  is  wrong…who  can  argue  with  that?    and  can  convey  that  to  Australian  
born students as well I find that drama is really therapeutic to people who are suffered trauma in their lives.  A lot of 
them find strength in confronting the trauma and feeling better and this is done as a part of their classroom.  I taught a 
girl a few years ago who for her final Drama assessment in Year 12 (which was an audition) chose a piece that was a girl 
confronting her father about physically abusing her when she was young. It was her story more or less. She delivered it 
beautifully and got top marks. The kind of classroom that is supportive and empowering allows students to feel 
comfortable enough to allow themselves to be that vulnerable I hope that the ESLs who take drama feel comfortable 
enough to take those sorts of risks as well. 
 
There are opportunities in Senior English to do drama.  Do you find that the same type of opportunities for this therapy 
are available in English or do you feel more bound by the curriculum. 
 
Yes,  It’s  not  the  same  situation.    The  subject  matter  is  too  tight  for  drama  to  work. 
 
It’s  a  pity  because  in  my  own  experiences  I  have  seen  that  drama  can  really  work in the ways you mention.   
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You have mentioned your refugee students bringing stories into the classroom and that your Australian born students 
might  be  impacted  these.    I’m  wondering  generally  if  you  can  tell  me  about  the  relationships  between  students  in your 
class. 
At the beginning of the year there was a little bit of racism from an Aussie born boy. He was telling his mates to ask a 
Chinese girl if she knew what  “bukake”  was.  The  girl,  Emma,  was  clearly  intimidated  she  wouldn’t  look  at  the  boys  even  
less  talk  to  them.  I  knew  something  was  going  on  and  one  day  I  overheard  this.  I  was  soooo  angry,  I  couldn’t  say  
anything at that moment for fear of disrupting the class and embarrassing the girl. I waitied until after class to say to the 
boy,  “I  heard  what you  said.”  He  made  out  like  he  didn’t  know  what  I  was  talking  about.  I  said  again  as  calmly  as  I  
could,  “I  heard  what  you  said.’   
“Oh  yeah,  “  he  replied  understanding  that  I  was  very  unhappy  and  acknowledging  that  he  knew  what  I  was  talking  about. 
All I said  then  was  “Don’t”.  Thankfully  it  stopped  and  I  didn’t  have  to  deal  with  that  again      I  think  a  lot  it  came  from  
them trying to impress their mates and knowing that some of the ESL students English was not very good and taking 
advantage of our that but that all really quickly stopped. 
Since  then  I’ve  really  tried  to  get  the  ESLs  and  the  Aussies  talking.  I  joke  a  lot  with  the  ESLs  .  I  call the two Japanese 
girls (Wylie and Kya) my fact checkers because they use their electronic dictionaries when we do vocabulary  list…when  
we are nominalising verbs I sometimes get them wrong and they tell their friend Sharon who corrects me. So I suppose 
I’m  trying  to  open  up  that dialogue with Kya and Wylie by  giving  them  that  “expert”  role  and  hoping  making  them  feel  
like they have a valued place in the classroom.  After a few of these mistakes  I’m  trying  to  cut  Sharon out of the dialogue 
and ask the girls directly to fact check for me. 
Keith is really beginning to fit in well. L makes jokes on him often and they both laugh. During this Macbeth unit getting 
the students talking to each other outside of their usual groups is brining about real respect between the Aussies and the 
ESLs. Paul is really impressed by Keith’s  ideas  and  has  given  him  some  very  useful  feedback  to  go  forward with. I am 
trying to break that barrier between the ESL girls and the Aussie girls through the same process which is a little harder 
because all the girls just want  to be nice to each other and tell each other how lovely their ideas sound.  
 
Why did it stop? 
Because I told them to stop.  I was really not impressed with what I heard. 
 
So this was driven by you. 
 
Yes. 
 
I’ve  seen  in  your  class,  the  students  seem  to  let  anybody  speak  but  I’ve  also  noticed  that  the  ESL  students  tend  not  to  
speak as much except for one student. Some students do seem able to have a joke with each other, for example, Len and 
Keith.  Relationships do seem to be building. 
Yes, probably the Australian born students are more ready to integrate with them, well not even with them as a whole.  I 
think  the  Japanese  girls  find  it  difficult  to...I  don’t  know  if  they  are  intimidated  or  if  it  is  a  part  of  their  own  person  that 
they are so quiet and  don’t  interact  so  much.    Keith is more likely and ready to interact cross culturally than some of the 
girls. 
 
So with this upcoming Macbeth unit are you considering specific ways to help students in the class? 
Yeah, yeah, yes, I'm trying to do is break down the barriers of their Japanese girls especially, that they feel comfortable 
when they know something that they can say it and it is not an issue for them to be able to put up their hands actively in 
the classroom, so the other day I was trying to make the students the experts in the classroom, to speak so I could tell 
what they knew about  the  story.    So  yeah  I  think  I'm  considering  their  own  personal  challenges  that  they  have  when  I’m  
planning  for  them  and  I’m  trying  to  get  them  to  re-evaluate themselves and their identity in the classroom. 
 
And I can see how their identity can come through in the task that is set for them from the unit because they are social 
commentators and they get to use their own voice and they can refer themselves personally so a task like that lends itself 
to  help  the  sorts  of  things  you  are  talking  about.    I’m  wondering if you ever come across in difficulties when you have 
unit where students are meant to make intellectual cultural connections to what happens in our society today. 
Yep, this specific article is a hurdle because they have to refer to real cultural things, culturally specific things are 
happening now in Australia that they may not be privy to so in the ESL time when they spend time with J, she breaks 
down some of the slang language or the language that Aussies use and they are free to create their own cultural 
connections with the text and saw but being that is writing for an Australian paper, yeah, they do need to do some 
research, yeah, so it can be a barrier.  We try to scaffold that as much as we can. 
 
You speak really beautifully about your students and I can see that you get a lot from them too (bell rings for class to 
start) so I might leave it for another time. 
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Interview 2 – Rachael Doyle - 12TH August 2010, 1:50pm  

 
I noticed the other day in class that you gave the opportunity for your students to discuss with different people, not 
necessarily their peer group, their ideas about their articles.  You placed Paul with Keith and I was so impressed at how 
Paul really listened and engaged Keith who was struggling to see how his chosen topic of morality could be interwoven 
with his own opinions and the Macbeth text. 
Yes, Paul loves Keith – it’s  so  great.    I  knew  that  they  would  have  a  good  relationship.    I’m  not  even  sure I do this 
consciously.  I did place Beth and Kya together. They are doing sort of the same topic. Kya has found a solution to a 
problem you know that how you can refer to Lady Macbeth as a strong woman even though she dies in the end and I was 
trying to get them talking so that Beth could hopefully come to the same solution, so that was a conscious thing. 
 
So how are you feeling about the unit so far? 
Errrh,  I  really  want  to  see  their  drafts.    I  can’t  knock  this  feeling  that  I’m  short  changing  them  by  going away. 
(Interrupted by students asking questions) 
 
I know you talked about the Asian students in your class having a great grasp of the use of metaphor in their short stories.  
How do you think these students will find writing the social commentary article? 
I think they will find it much more difficult.  The other day when we did the Master Chef piece they, I was trying to 
explain  the  language  to  them  and  it  wasn’t  quite  enough  for  them.    There  were  some  cultural  things  in  there  that I was not 
aware of.  Like J knows  and  has  this  innate  sense  of  what  it  is  they  are  looking  for.    I’m  not  so  good  at  that  so  they  
actually had to ask me questions and I had to keep going in and checking in with them.  Emma normally looks at me 
blankly but Kya and Wylie are more forthcoming because they knew what they wanted from me.  Often I ask and I get, 
“No,  I’m  fine”,  so  I  guess  this  is  real  progress  from  them. 
 
Do you think for the girls who do not openly come forward to you that this hinders their progress? 
No,  I  don’t think so given their grades. Kya and Wylie and Emma have achieved beyond what they or even we thought 
they could despite their seeming shyness. 
 
I  think  with  this  class  they  insulate  themselves  anyway.    I’m  not  sure  this  is  how  they  are  outside  of  the  classroom.  The 
other day when we were doing the talking lesson I went over to Wylie and Kya and was amazed at how much their 
English has progressed.  They are so not vocal in the classroom and coming forward that I had not realised how much 
better their English  was.    I  didn’t  even  know.  I  asked,  “How  are  you  going  with  it?”  And  they  were  saying,  “Oh  yes,  well  
I  must  say  that  my  ideas  are  such  and  such…”.    They  were  really  talking  about  their  ideas.     
 
I’ve  tried  to  perhaps  not  intentionally,  oh  well,  perhaps, you know I said in the class that Wylie and Kya are my fact 
checkers.  This has sort of come from me getting a few things wrong in class.  We were nominalising verbs and some of 
the nouns were wrong.  And I tried to take Sharon out of the equation because Sharon will always tell me when I am 
wrong.  Sharon works as an intermediary and I want to set them up as being experts in the classroom.  I try to prop them 
up too.  I want them to know that I know that they are good students without doing it in a way that makes them 
uncomfortable. 
 
In  the  Drama  section  of  the  unit  coming  up  things  might  be  different.    But  I  don’t  know,  given  their  skill  development,  I  
only see them for 210 minutes a week, they are developing these skills outside of the classroom and because they will be 
together too it might be a source of confidence to produce work that they are capable of. 
 
How do you think your students have responded to the unit? 
Yeah, yeah, I think the text is so heavy and far away from their world that it is just not necessary for them to get bogged 
down in this.  I think that the approach is right in this unit, using the base text to move on to something else.  When I 
gave them the task sheet for the first time even though I kept repeating what it really was in every lesson.  Then they got 
the blue sheet came out and I think that all of the language in it makes them feel it is heavy and unachievable but when 
they see more and more models of articles they begin to feel more light and less dark about things. 
 
I chose not to use some examples because L had said when she printed them out that most of the kids would not get it, 
they  were  too  far  away  from  them  because…  Probably  some  students  have  that  good  sort  of  cultural  knowledge  but  you  
don’t  want  to,  I  don’t  want  to take  that  risk  and  take  a  step  back?    I  don’t  want  to  say,  “here’s  something  you  can’t  
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understand,  let’s  deconstruct  it.”    Well,  for  what  purpose,  to  what  end?,  when  you  can  use  something  else. 
 
Some  of  the  ESL  students,  I’m  hoping  that  they  find  more  links to social events and phenomena.  Lots of them are 
finding  pretty  obvious  links  to  Julia  Gilliard  or  The  Storm.  I’m  hoping  that  they’ll  find  things  that  reach  outside  of  these,  
perhaps through a little bit of research.  Bringing in their own wider cultural knowledge may even help.  They could 
bring in their own authentic selves, like in the sample articles. 
 
Can you think of any really successful parts of this unit so far? 
Oh  I  don’t  know.    I  think  the  unit  has  been  unravelling.    There’s  been  the  mystique of Macbeth and that sort of the 
layering,  here’s  the  story,  here’s  the  film  with  subtitles,  now  you  tell  each  other  what  you  understand  about  the  story.    I  
think this is a part of the spiralling curriculum.  It spirals around and you keep hitting on things and then things start to 
make a lot more sense. 
 
You’ve  mentioned  the  students  talking  to  each  other  again.    Your  teaching  does  involve  lots  of  social  interaction.     
I  do  believe  in  empowering  the  students  too.    I  often  don’t  come  in  with  a  set  lesson  plan.  I have my prepared things but 
I like to let the students make choices about what they want to do and how they think they will best understand things.  
With my Year 12s I say, this is what we have to do, these are some things we need to but they help me plan the unit.  
This drafting part of the unit is great too because I get to know the students better as they come to me with their writing 
and their ideas. 
 
We seem to be touching on building relationships.  You have experienced many transitions in and out of your classroom.  
How do you feel about this happening? 
I would like a more stable classroom. You get a feel for each other early on.  My Yr 9 class has whittled down from 26 to 
19 but we have finally really started to get into a groove with each other.  And also if you have a small class that blows 
out,  this  changes  the  dynamic  too.    I’ve  had  to  say  that  I’m  sorry  because  we  got  really  relaxed,  we  used  to  talk  but  now  
I’ve  had  to  be  stricter  and  they  are  working  really  quietly  but  I  sort  of  think  this  isn’t  really  fair. 
 
Interview 2 with Rachael Doyle – 9th September 2010, 10am 

How do you deal with racist talk in the classroom if it arises? 

Ummm…….I  suppose  what  I  do  do,  what  I  have  done,  I’m  trying  to  think  because  an  incident  did  come  up  the  
other day.  I try not to make a big deal of things because I think that that can just make everyone feel 
uncomfortable, especially the victim if you make a big deal of it all.  So, I  think  I  say  something  like,  “That’s  
not  on”  or  “That’s  not  cool”,  something  slang-like and I use it in my facial expressions – like, good one!!!  
Yeah,  if  it’s  something  like  that.    Again  I  don’t  think  I  want  to  address  things  in  front  of  the  class.    If something 
really serious happens I would probably remove that student from the class and speak to them outside.   

Again,  because  of  K’s  diverse  community,  kids  will  jest  to  me,  “Oh,  you’re  being  racist.”  But  contextually  after  
you’ve  been  here  a  while  you realise  that  they  really  don’t  mean  that.    They  only  say  that  because  they  don’t  
know  what  to  do.    It’s  probably  not  a  really  good  practice  but  now  I  just  agree  with  them  because  it  gives  them  
nothing to argue with.  I say it in a really sarcastic manner, umm,  I  don’t  know  if  that  is  a  correct  way  of  
handling  that  but  in  this  context  it  seems  ok.    I’ve  heard  another  teacher  say  to  a  kid,  “Well  you’re  being  racist  
to  me  because  I  am  white!    If  I  was  a  different  colour  you  would  not  be  saying  that  to  me.”  So I suppose in a 
school where we are 60% other colours it seems to be ok to say things like this in this context.  Anything to do 
with  racism.    There’s  a  lot  of  stuff  that  comes  up  here  about  backgrounds  and  skin  colour  and  stuff  that  comes  
up here that I have not heard anywhere else before. I think in other places people feel that they should not 
acknowledge that someone has a different skin colour. 

So  you’re  saying  that  here  it’s… 

Ok to acknowledge difference. 

It interests me that a lot of teachers say that they treat their students all the same so it interests me that you are 
saying that it is ok, that difference and culture should be acknowledged. 

Yeah  of  course.    I  don’t  see  the  point  in  pretending  that  everyone  is  the  same  colour.    Umm,  not  that  it  impacts 
in any other way and even to me now, it sounds racist talking like this but I think that it is our societal values, 
that we are not meant to acknowledge difference in colour. 
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Tia was telling me the other day that she went to a football game and all of her boys from her Yr 8 SOSE class 
were there and she had told them that her boyfriend was from Madagascar and they were expecting him to be 
black.    So,  when  he  turned  up  and  he  was  the  opposite,  they  said,  “You  lied  to  us,  he’s  not  black!”    They  were  
expecting some big black guy was hanging out with Tia and I think she was quite taken aback because they 
were acknowledging that cultural difference. 

So do you feel confident talking about cultural differences when these things come up in different English texts 
or  in  students’  own  writing? 

Yeah, I suppose, yeah and probably like if it was a school that was made up of not 60% other cultures this may 
be  more  risky…strangely… 

In my own experience, I do think that this is the case.  There is more risk of doing race talk in a more 
homogenous  classroom… 

What’s  the,  how  would  this  kind  of  talk  be  received  by  classes? 

Shock.. 

So  is  it  a  white,  middle  class  construct  that  we  just  don’t  acknowledge  these  things? 

It may well be.  I guess a lot of kids can be blissfully ignorant  to  difference  and  other  cultures  if  they  don’t  have  
to face a majority of cultural differences everyday.  I find that I do challenge ignorant assumptions in the 
classroom  and  I’ve  had  students  from  minority  cultures  come  to  me  and  say,  “Thank  you,  finally someone had 
the  guts  to  really  say  something.”    It’s  really  refreshing  that  things  can  be  different. 

So  again,  acknowledging  difference  is  important… 

My  choice  in  how  I  choose  to  deal  with  students  is  through  their  behaviour  management  rather  than…  well, of 
course, if they are ESL, if they are from a ESL background this impacts on how much I instruct them, how I use 
my body but like if some Pan Pacifica kids have spoken English all their lives so this comes down to behaviour. 
It’s  more  about  behaviour than skin colour.  But with ESL students that does impact on what I do differently in 
the classroom for them. 

For example in Drama, especially to do with learning lines and dialogue, if I know kids are having trouble with  
words I will spell it out for them phonetically and work with them to get the right pronunciation.  I may not do 
this  with  English  speaking  kids…oh  no…that’s  not  strictly  true. 

There are less instances where ESL students would pick up the right pronunciation.  I find it more apparent in 
drama but this may be more so because I have more behaviour issues in my drama classes than English classes. 

You mentioned in our last interview the extra help that you do in your own time to help ESL students.  Is this 
what you personally do or is this encouraged by the faculty? 

 

Well, K as a whole acknowledges that ESL students must have extra time to do exams but not necessarily the 
kind of help I give.  They get an extra 15 minutes with exam.  The practice I do when I type out their words, I 
just find that if there is a way, especially if a student is a behaviour management problem, of course our speech 
skills, we acquire them more quickly than our writing skills so if I know that a student can tell me what they 
want to write but it is the actual typing, writing  that  is  the  issue  then  I  don’t  see  why  it  is  a  problem  that  I  do  this  
for them.  If this makes grades more accessible for them then I will do this. 

So in your experience and hard work with students from different backgrounds, do you have a real success story 
working with ESL and refugee students? 

I think Faith with Drama is a success story, not in English but in Drama she is a success story.  She is a natural 
performer who can deliver dialogue convincingly and genuinely.  She can do this at a really high level.  She is 
less confident when she needs to improvise but when it is something that is rehearsed with people she feels 
confident with, her friends, then she can do really really good work.  She wants to do well in the written pieces 
too but there are many more barriers with this to be able to achieve this, one issue being that she does not put 
enough time into her work.  In terms of presenting she is a real success story. 
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Keith is a success story too for opposite reasons.  He is soo studious, amazingly studious to the point where he 
could be the first ESL student to win the English prize at the end of the year – amazing. 

I found working with the ESL students, I found it really hard to know when to pull back.  How do you approach 
drafting when kids are quite dependent on you? 

When  it  comes  to…if  they’ve  done  some  work  I  suppose  I  give  them  more  feedback  than  an  English  speaking  
students…Ideas  though  I  think  though  really  need  to  come  from  them.    And  if  they  say,  “What  do  you  think  
would  be  good  there?”  I  say,  “No,  what  do  you  think  would  be  good  there?    So  they  need  to  make  the  decisions  
about the big ideas.  I try to direct them to find their own ideas when it comes to that.  I may direct them but 
they need to do the work. 

Have you had the occurrence when a student is hesitant to show you work for whatever reason? 

Probably  not  so  much  this  year  but  a  lot  of  them  don’t  like  to  show  me  anything  until  it’s  in  its  entirety  they  are  
certain that they have gone through it- that’s  my  more  studious  students  but  my  drama  students  who  say,  “Oh,  I  
don’t  really  want  you  to  look  at  it.”  But  it’s  more  momentary  than  a  long  term  thing.    I  think  it’s  to  do  with  pride  
and I think no-one  likes  to  be  wrong  even  if  you  are  learning.    You  don’t  want  someone  to look at your work 
and  just  criticise  it  but  unfortunately  that’s  our  function  if  we  want  them  to  improve.    So  I  suppose  the  only  way  
you  can  combat  that  is  to  be  as  constructive  as  you  can  and  be  concrete,  don’t  be  airy-fairy. 

Do you find it difficult to give tough feedback 

No,  the  end  mark,  I  don’t  like  giving  back  marks  but  when  it  comes  to  feedback,  that  doesn’t  worry  me.    Most  
of my students will tell you, I always joke about how honest I am.  I say, if you want my honest response, ask 
me a question.  If  you  don’t  want  me  to  respond,  tell  you  what  I  think,  don’t  bother.    I  had  a  girl  who  came  to  
the  door  one  day,  she  got  a  C  and  she  said  to  me,”I  didn’t  do  well  did  I?”    And  I  said,  “No,  you  didn’t  do  this  or  
this  but  you  are  very  capable.”    So  I  suppose that I say you are capable of doing these things so that projects 
positivity. 

Do you find the more studious students the less social students? 

Wow,  yes,  I  guess  they  kind  of  hang  out  together.    I  can’t  speak  for  them  outside  of  the  classroom.    I  don’t  know 
if  they’re  being  less  social  in  the  classroom  because  they  are  being  studious. 

It’s  not  cut  and  dry  is  it? 

Keith is now in a really excellent supportive group for the drama exercise with Paul and Emma.  He was looking 
after  his  shoulder  and  looking  at  them  so  I  went  to  them  and  said,  “Hey,  guys  you  haven’t  even  asked  Keith 
yet!”    So  they  asked  him  and  they  are  the  group that is the most forward in terms of their planning at the 
moment.    I  said  to  Paul,  “I  think  there  might  be  a  budding  bromance  here!”  (Laughs)    I  think  he  is  getting  really  
good social interaction in that group. 

Last time we talked you mentioned checking  for  students’  understanding.    I’m  wondering  if  you  can  specify  
exactly how you do this? 

I  do  embarrassing  things  like  after  I’ve  asked  a  question  I  nod  and  nod  at  them  and  say  things  like,  “C’mon  
guys,  give  me  some  feedback!”    Keith always nods back at me and as Jane says he can make you feel like 
you’re  the  best  teacher  in  the  world  because  he  is  always  so  positive.    It’s  a  bit  harder  to  gauge  with  the  ESL  
girls because they are just not as vocal so I will go and see them in their small group. Slowly but surely I think 
they are becoming more confident.  They are working with Shirley and they are starting to give feedback to her 
as  well.    They’ve  been  pulling  these  faces  at  her  and  saying,  “No,  we’re  not  going  to  do  that.”    It’s  great. 

Speaking of Shirley, I was going to ask you, do you think she attended ESL classes because it was assumed she 
was ESL because she did not speak or do you think she went to the classes because it was felt that they may 
provide a supportive environment for her to start speaking to people? 

Well,  she  doesn’t  sound  like  an  English  speaker.    I  wouldn’t  be  surprised  if  they  just  assumed  that  she  was  an  
ESL speaker. 

Do you have uncertainties about teaching refugee and esl learners? 
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I feel that I am not as good at being culturally sensitive because because part of my mantra is to be honest and I 
probably sometimes say what I feel.  For example in Drama, I had some Somali Muslim girls – touching people 
to them is not a good thing to do and some of the ice breaker activities we do involve touching others which is 
really  difficult  for  them,  yeah,  so  I’m  not  so  good  at  that  stuff.    I’m  probably  not  so  good  at  picking  up  on  the  
cultural  ahh  differences  in  texts  but  I’m  learning  that  stuff…It’s  hard.    I  have  to  get  them  to  identify  for  me  what 
they need to know. 

Which is good because you are aware.  Many teachers would not even be aware of these things you are bringing 
up. 

Yeah ok. 

What  do  you  consider  your  big  strengths?    I’ve  heard  students  use  the  word  empower  to  describe  your  teaching. 

Yay! 

Building student rapport, student choice and freedom are parts of my agenda that I do well with my students. I 
think  the  things  I’ve  improved  on  are  maybe  that  literacy  course  that  I  went  on  has  empowered  me  to  find  
patterns in language and I think that that has really moved things on for me in terms of breaking down language 
and  helping  students  to  learn  how  English  works.    We  do  a  lot  of  colouring  now  and  they’ll  write  and  them  I’ll  
get  them  to  colour  code  different  words.  We’ll  talk  about  passive  and  active voice for example and then they can 
actually  see  how  they  have  used  these.    Well  actually  I’ve  been  doing,  subject,  verb  object  as  well  and  they  are  
kind of getting it too. 

So after the social commentaries are in, how do you think this unit went? 

I wish  it  had  gone  better.    I  think  I  needed  to  give  them  more  when  I  was  here  and  I,  don’t  know,  we  do  cross  
marking and we always think that we are too close to the piece that is written but I thought it would be different 
this time because I was reading it fresh but I found that I graded them too highly.  I was out of touch with the 
expectations with the piece, like prior knowledge and stuff, well, quite a few pieces were too high, too generous.  
So, they sort of lack in different places, like there was not one glaring error in all of their work. 

How are you feeling about the drama section now? 

I’m  feeling  really  good  about  this.    They’ve  all  decided  to  do  film.    None  are  doing  live  performance.    When  
they all looked at the models they all thought they were crap  so  all  of  theirs  should  be  awesome.    I’m  going  to  
try  something  new  this  time  um  and  that’s  going  to  be  noting  down  how  to  use  editing  to  use  tension  and  pacing  
and you know how to sequence shots to tell a story because the models they saw were too static. 

Some students have suggested that this is so confronting because they are not used to being expressive. How do 
you make these students feel more comfortable? 

I guess that because they can do this on video that takes away a lot of the tension.  Next week  I’m  also  planning  
on giving them sort of camera time but with their phone so they can sequence things together and watch these in 
class.    They  are  also  in  groups  so  they  can  feel  more  comfortable.    I’m  a bit concerned about how Sharon may 
boss around the other girls though, she might be telling them how to do things. The girls might come out saying 
noooo, shutup! 

 

Interview 1 – Erin Smith- 23rd July 2010, 12pm  

 
Intro of myself as researcher to set context. 
I'd like to know about you and how you came to be an English teacher at Diversity High. 
This is my tenth year of teaching and it is my 10th year at Diversity High.  After I graduated from Griffith University I 
applied to go statewide as a Drama and English teacher and with my S1, I was offered a Gold Coast job.  I was offered a 
job at a private school at the same time but my university lecturer encouraged me to come down here because he knew 
the previous Drama teacher and he said it was a really great place to be.  So in my first year I had a Year 11 English class 
so I have had  Year 11 English classes on and off nearly every year I have taught here.  The classes have changed so 
much since I started. I didn't have any ESL kids in my first Year 11 English class and even in drama there weren't many 
ESL kids. The numbers have changed school-wide since and over the past 10 years things have certainly changed 
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gradually and this has given us the ability to grow with the changes gradually rather than be thrown in the deep end.  I 
became accustomed to one or two kids in my class and then I'd get used to my classes as they changed and grew.   
  
Have you ever felt any uncertainties about teaching your changing group of students?  Can you tell me about the students 
you teach? 
With my Year 11 English class in particular there are many different students from many different cultures. One of the 
wonderful things about the way Year 11 English starts is that they are given opportunities to express particular things 
about their cultures.  Particularly in the last piece of assessment it was a short story piece where they were asked to 
consider a specific voice to character and that really enabled people like Shayan to talk about his refugee story and to 
give everyone in the class a little bit of a perspective about where he has come from, what he has overcome.  And for 
Faith, it was a better task in terms of being able to capture her very specific language, the way that she speaks.  
Unfortunately the grammar was an issue but she was really able to express her story quite clearly under that particular 
task.  So, I mean they were given the opportunity to express themselves and to do this within the bounds of the task. It 
gave them some degree of success. 

 
So do you think your students notice differences in other students who are newly arrived in your class?  
I think all students at Diversity High are quite used to diversity and the ESL community in particular.  The classes have 
changed quite a bit and for example Shayan only joined my class in Term 2, Azad was there in Term 1 and Faith arrived 
in Term 2 so it can be quite a change over and it takes quite a bit of adapting but I think we are at a point now when 
Diversity High kids don't even tend to look twice.  Everyone is aware that they get special consideration for things like 
assessment, those extra time allowances but there doesn't seem to be too much of a double standard there. 
In this class,  I  don’t  think  I’ve  had  any  instances  of  racism.    I  probably  see  racism  more  in  drama  classrooms  and  this  
may be because of the more emotional nature of the subject matter there.  It can get fiery.  I have had a Yr 8 English class 
– an all boy class and that was an interesting dynamic with different interests and different races – mainly Islander 
students versus the Australian born students. 
 
How do you respond if you do come across racist incidences?  
The incidences I have seen happen more at lunchtimes than in the classroom and as year coordinator there have been 
things where incidences have happened on the buses and bullying of some of the girls in racial ways.  I take the 
opportunity  to  have  individual  discussions.    I  haven’t  really  need  to  involve  it in the classroom.  So I will sit down with 
kids and refer them to the counsellor to make sure everyone is looked after.  If it happens in the classroom then definitely 
I will be quite strong in saying that that kind of treatment is just not happening in my classroom. 
 
Things did improve with that class of year 8 boys as they got to know each other and things evened out a little bit. 
 
Do you find that the students who have been in the class for longer or who have a more effective grasp of English do tend 
to help the newly arrived students in the class? 
Um, we have a great range of kids with differing English ability in the class and certainly we have peer support so there 
are also ESL kids who have been a part of our school for a long time and very much willing and capable of helping 
students who have a lesser grasp of language and I certainly like to encourage that.  It certainly helps and makes my job 
easier.  I'm checking for understanding.  They are only helping each other even more by doing that.  
 
What do you think helps your students' understanding when you teach them?  Do you place teaching strategies or your 
own rapport with the students as being firstly most important in helping student understanding?  What strategies work 
with your students? 
I find the strategies that every good teacher uses for a diverse classroom work, whether it is those who kids with learning 
difficulties, ESL students, you use techniques, constantly try a range of strategies: you verbalise notes, you check for 
understanding all of the time, you try and rely on that group discussion, you use peer knowledge but I think having a 
good rapport with the students is key to the process because once you have that rapport you have their trust, making a 
mistake is not such a big thing.  I think that is one of the big fears in many of the kids who come and speak a different 
language and that fear of being asked to speak their mind in front of a class is a big thing and once you build that rapport 
we can hopefully help to lose their fear and their fear of failure. 
 
Speaking of building rapport, I have often wondered myself how I am perceived by my classes, given that I am a young, 
white female teacher and could well be perceived as not 'getting' my students.  Do you ever consider your own identity in 
this way? 
Wow, that's interesting.  I don't have the walls up.  I'm not one of those people who creates a great distance between my 
students and me. I always like to think of myself as a semi-real version of myself.  Like, I always talk about masks and 
how we all have different and we are all different around different people depending on how you want to be perceived.  I 
think my teacher face is quite close to what I am really like so I don't hide too much about myself, I don't, I try not to 
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pass on any prejudice or any religious feelings...um but I'm not one to be robotic in the way I communicate and I do let 
myself get out there.  I've never really thought about how as a young, white female person, what impact that might have.  
But I certainly try with all of my heart not to put my own social agendas on them but it's a fine line. 
 
It always makes me think too.  In teaching the Macbeth unit that is coming up, I'm wondering what things you will 
consider for teaching your students? 
Certainly I will be checking their understanding and talking with them all of the time.  We do have resources that are 
modern English translations of the play that I will be using with certain kids during the unit. These ensure a step closer to 
an understanding of what they are trying to say.  I do this on an individual basis.    I  don’t  like  to  single  people  out  I  
suppose and the way I circulate around the room and get one on one with them without having to point out individuals 
within the group. But the way I'm trying to approach this is as well as giving them an understanding of the themes within 
Macbeth is trying to distance them from focussing on what every single word means. That's my idea of teaching 
Shakespeare in high school, you can get so bogged down in defining every single word that you lose, you lose the power 
of the characters, the power of the messages and the assessment tasks are quite good in that way that they do not require 
students to sit down and say exactly what is being said in a particular piece.  So I will be going through the particular 
themes and scenes with the translations but I guess in the end it will come down to lots of one on one conferencing to 
really work through those understandings.  I think that with a class like mine that is so well behaved and such hard 
workers it is usually easy for me to get the opportunities to get one on one with the kids.   
 
Have you experienced students not letting you know when they need help in understanding concepts? 
I guess my prime example of that is Faith.  She is very good at making herself look occupied that it was really a matter of 
nearly every lesson making sure that I spent time with her and I had to push her to do the work.  This might be because of 
her pride.  There is pride with S and A, there is that performance of pride. 
  
So Faith is proud and therefore hides the fact that she is not coping with things whereas A and S are proud but will make 
sure that they ask questions so that they do understand things – it’s  almost  a  reversal  of  the  place  of  pride. 
I think so.  With her it is definitely a coping mechanism.  I think A and S have a balance of a show of cockiness and 
attitude whereas F is definitely trying to put up a bit of a wall to protect herself. 
 
How do you get through the wall? 
 
I  don’t  know.    It  takes  time  obviously  and  that  is one of the difficulties with the changes across subjects.  She had a term 
with Rachael and then a term with me and now she is in another class so she does not get that continuity of support from 
one  teacher.    It’s  a  shame  because  if  she  had  been  guided  into the right class in the first place.  She did the lower class of 
English in Year 10 and got a D so someone somewhere along the way has let her down a little bit.  She wanted to do 
Senior English but that was a lack of understanding about what an OP is and I guess there is so much going on with these 
kids that the decision making just falls into place.  Whereas if she had been put into an English communication class in 
the first place her skill development could be in a totally different spot and she could have had that personal success 
which she has not had this year.  It is sad. 
 
You’ve  also  experienced  many  classroom  changes  throughout  the  year.    How  do  you  feel  about  having  so  many  changes  
to your class? 
It’s  a  frustration,  it’s  definitely  a  frustration.  It happens across the board, not just English. Umm in English one of the 
good things is that they are coming from another English class so you are not entirely starting from scratch so you do rely 
on the strength of the students to adapt, to take on board what they have heard before, especially if they are changing 
mid-unit and it can be a challenge but between Rachael and I, I think we have a similar style of teaching so it works quite 
well but it is frustrating because you  want to be able to refer back to discussions you had a term ago and you want to 
know  their  previous  knowledge  that  I  am  so  it  is  it's  frustrating  but  it’s  a  reality  so  we  have  to  cope. 
 
You speak very warmly of your students and seem very committed to them.  What strengths do you appreciate in your 
students? 
I think one of the great strengths, particularly with the students in my class is that they aren't afraid to ask questions and I 
find that many students who have English as a first language perhaps tend to sit back and not ask as many questions; they 
are worried about being wrong whereas my ESL students know that the only way they are going to understand things is if 
they do ask questions. They ask questions that others probably have in their head but are unwilling to say out aloud.  So I 
think a lot of discussions are opened up because of their willingness to open up.  I think it is good.  It gives opportunities 
for them to express themselves more.  Yeah the inquiry of my ESL students is something I admire and it helps me to 
focus the classroom. 
 
Working with refugee students who are in the African Association, I find many often come with harrowing stories but 
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even so they have this determination to do well. 
There is definitely a strength that they have and they have often gone through many things that I could not contemplate.  
There is also a lovely gratitude and there is this appreciation for all around them and the opportunities that are presented 
that we sometimes miss out on, we take it all for granted.  There is a brightness and a chirpiness that I think comes from 
an enthusiasm for life after coming from such darkness and despair. 
 
I guess from most of the success stories we see, these come from the strength of the students themselves.  We are there to 
help our students, facilitate and extend them. There is one student who did board art and she was required to do a lot of 
written assessment.  She had a lot of issues going on as well. She had come across to live with her stepfather, she came 
from China and it was around this time that they had a new child in the family and it was around this time that the father 
just went missing and then she started to spend a lot of time at home.  So Christy was studying senior subjects with very 
little English and she was also having a lot of days off because not only was she babysitting, she was taking her mother 
everywhere to do things like the grocery shopping because her mother did not have enough English so she was in this 
area of being the absolute breadwinner, she worked and she was the support for her younger sibling and she was the most 
amazing students  who showed this amazing amount of strength and it was through this personal strength and through 
consistent drafting, just this real willingness to work with her teachers that she became this incredible student.  She went 
to university and studied an outdoor architecture degree and she was also the ESL student of the year.  So she came from 
this background where there was so much going on and through her strength and her will to succeed she really pushed 
beyond her circumstances. 
 
Do you ever see despondency and despair in your students? 
Yes, I would say that there are very serious levels of despondency and despair.  I think more specifically in Faith's case 
because she has struggled with the language.  She has had these mini-successes but the hurdles still seem too big.  And 
you do see that she knows she has done part of it so well but you do see in her face that she gets quite down.  She can be 
very assertive and that is part of that strength of character of having conquered and now that she is being told that things 
are not quite right she gets quite upset and outspoken as a result of that. 
 
Are you looking forward to teaching this unit? 
Yes, it's one of my favourite units and I like the way L has written the assessment around themes. 
 
Do you have concerns about any of your students having to make links to our modern social world in Australia? 
That is one of the challenges for my students who are new to the country. We'll need to do a lot of research into current 
events in our country as well.  We have done a little bit of that in the past so we will draw on that too.  I mean, we'll look 
at Julia Gillard since one of the themes could be women in power, I think we have been dropped a little bit of gold into 
our hands at this time. 
 

Interview 2 with Erin Smith – 13th August 2010, Friday, 12pm 

Talking with some of your refugee students, they are full of gratitude for what you do for them.  They also described that 
when they first arrived at the school that they had no friends for the first year.  They hardly knew any English and they 
found it really difficult.  They described that they had no friends except for each other and then they realised together that 
they really should try and make friends with others.  I notice in your classroom that they seem to get along with 
everybody and you would never guess that a year and half ago that they had no other friends.  Do you think this has 
something to do with the way you run your class?  Do you make efforts to socially connect the students in your class? 
It’s  true  if  you  walk  around  at  lunchtime  you  will  often  see  students  with  others  of  their  own  ethnicity  and  I  guess  it’s  a  
comfort  more  than  a  racial  issue  but  there  is  that  common  understanding  and  that  ability  to  speak  one’s  own  language  so  
there is that in the playground whereas in the classroom where they are thrust together and we in this school really try to 
embrace them, the multicultural aspect of it and we do encourage that dynamic of that kind of really interacting with each 
other  and  getting  to  know  each  other’s  strengths  and  weaknesses.    The boys, S and A are extraordinary.  They are a 
standout pair for independence and for being so strong willed and happy to speak up.  
 
The boys have certainly suggested that because they are aware that they are refugees and because they know that English 
is their second language that they are not afraid to ask questions.  They know this is the only way they will learn more.  
Do you think this mentality is common among refugee students? 
I think the boys are different.  Well over my time I have probably taught about  a  dozen  to  15  refugee  students.    I’ve  had  
many ESL students.  I think these two are quite different, even to Faith. Faith can be quite outspoken when, when you 
correct  her  on  something  but  if  you  try  to  help  her  in  the  classroom  she  won’t  respond  in  the same way whereas S and A 
are not afraid to ask questions. 
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Is it your perception that the two boys have always been like this.  I understand that Azad was in the class first and then 
Shayan joined in Term 2.  Did each have this confidence or do they find this confidence together? 
 
A was reasonably confident but they certainly thrive together. 
 
The boys have mentioned the short story unit.  Shayan mentioned  that  he  had  had  the  chance  to  share  his  brother’s  story. 
We had been doing a lot of discussion about using particular voices and how you can manipulate that for your reading 
audience so we had lots of small discussions amongst the class on how they might do that.  In one of the activities we did 
a basic illustration of a girl on the board and I asked the students to dress the girl in a particular style and then they had to 
use terms that that particular girl would use and then we drew a different girl who had a different voice so we had lots of 
discussions  about  language  use.    So  S  probably  wasn’t  sitting  with  A  at  his  point.  There  was  a  lot  more  rotation  of  
students and that was good and there was a lot more discussion as to who was writing what kind of story and how they 
were  going  to  do  this.  So  he  certainly  shared  parts  of  his  story  or  rather,  his  brother’s  story.   
 
Do you know if he knew many of the students in the class before this experience? 
No, he probably did not so he has built these relationships.  The ones he spends most of his time with are A of course, 
Dana who has an ESL background but yeah he, they have settled so well and do make friends so easily. 
 
Another comment they have made is that they love being in English because they get the opportunity to learn about so 
many other things than just the English language. 
They  have  been  asking  me  many  questions  about  things  like  the  royal  family  at  the  moment  and  I’m  trying  to  figure  out  
the  order  of  the  queens  and  I  have  no  clue.    I’m  trying  to  pull  on  some  kind  of  historical  background  but  I’m  not  a  
History teacher! 
 
You’ve  mentioned  Drama  many  times  to  me.    Do  you  think  Drama  plays  a  role  in  the  classroom  to  socially  connect… 
Yes,  that’s  why  I  became  a  Drama  teacher  in  the  first  place  because it really gives you an opportunity to step in 
somebody  else’s  shoes  and  think  about  all  kinds  of  issues  from  different  perspectives.    That’s  why  I  love  Drama  and  why  
I chose for it to be one of the subjects I teach.  I understand that some English teachers may be hesitant to use drama 
because it is a hard thing to do. 
 
Do you think the English curriculum allows that flexibility to incorporate drama activities? 
I  think  the  opportunities  are  there  but  I  find  I  don’t  take  those  opportunities  because  I  am  busy, you run out of time but if 
you look even at that short story unit it would have been a wonderful opportunity to get them up and do some 
improvisation.    Students  who  do  English  and  don’t  do  Drama  have  a  real  fear  of  performing  in  front  of  an  audience.   It 
would probably be a good thing to do to prepare them for their dramatic task coming up. 
 
What do you do for students who are a little bit scared because of the language or they have a fear of getting up in front 
of the class? 
The wonderful thing about this  assessment  piece  is  that  it  is  filmed  and  it’s  going  to  be  a  saving  grace  for  many  because  
you do get that opportunity to edit so they film it themselves and edit it and there is that room for mistakes.  I guess that 
is what we do so that they are not too embarrassed by the situation. 
 
Will you do more of those drama activities as you get into the unit? 
 
Yep, we will.  There is a style of theatre in Drama we use called Forum theatre which we use quite a bit.  We have actors 
on a stage re-enacting a scene  and  if  a  member  of  the  audience  doesn’t  like  what  is  happening  in  the  acting  they  can  stop  
the scene and take a place on the stage.  So we will be doing lots of these sorts of things to reinvent the script.  So it will 
be what will happen if Macbeth does this instead? I worry about how it will go because the nice differences that are there 
may be the differences that make this part of the unit more challenging.  I guess I think that they work so well 
conversationally and they work so well listening to each other and questioning other that this really different level of 
putting  yourself  out  there  on  stage  is  going  to  throw  people.    I  try  in  Drama  to  say  this  is  not  you  anymore,  it’s  someone  
else but I think this will be a real challenge in the coming weeks. 
 
So  how  are  you  finding  the  Macbeth  unit’s  progress  so  far? 
I really would have liked to have seen the students further into the drafting process so far to be honest with you.  I think 
we  got  a  bit  caught  in  the  plot,  in  the  script  itself  but  I  don’t  know where else we could have gone in terms of 
understanding the text. 
 
You’ve  had  many  interruptions  too. 
Yes,  it’s  Term  3,  it’s  hell  on  Earth.    So  I  would  like  to  be  further  along  at  this  point.    They  seem  to  have  a  grasp  of  where 
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they  are  going  at  this  point  so  it’s  just  a  matter  of  them  finding  the  confidence  and  understanding  how  to  express  their  
own opinion.  They are all busy googling and looking for these facts and I think they need to understand that their own 
opinion is more important and how they can talk about it for a couple of hundred words. Yeah, I think the article is not 
such a bad one and I think that they like it and it was good when they read a few examples of it because they realised it 
was not just about the play. 
 
I’m  getting  the  comment  that  they  like  it  too  because  they  get  to  be  themselves  and  write  their  own  opinion.    As  an  ESL  
student  is  there  any  reason  why  they  can’t  be  totally  true  to  themselves  and  write  as  a  person  who  has  English  as  a  second  
language, who is also trying to get a handle on Australian society? 
Absolutely, I think so. We can talk to them about that. They seem to be enjoying the personal side of it and the 
opportunity to express their humour – a lot seem to be thriving on this idea of being sarcastic.  Yeah  it’s  good  that  way. 
 
They  certainly  seem  to  be  getting  into  things.    I  noticed  A  this  morning,  he’s  concerned  that  he  needs  to  spend  time  
researching but he makes the point that he much find out about things.  Is this different to students who have been 
immersed in Australian culture from a young age? 
I  don’t  really  think  so.  I  don’t  know  if  it  is  the  nature  of  our  community  but  there  would  only  be  about  a  couple  of  kids  in  
that group who have enough knowledge of historical figures or politics to go anywhere at this point.  I think a majority of 
the  group  need  that  research.    There  is  that  prior  knowledge  of  names,  they’ve  heard  things  mentioned  before  whereas  the  
boys will not have that but everyone is quite busy at this point, heads down. 
 
You’ve  had  many  successful  lessons.    Is  there  one  that  you  can  point  to  as  an  exemplar? 
I think in terms of student understanding it would have to be looking at the examples from The Punch.Com.  The way I 
went about it in reading the texts out aloud made a difference in terms of their understanding of tone. We were concerned 
as  an  English  department  when  we  met  up  that  the  examples  of  the  article  about  the  Queen’s  public  article  was  actually  
tongue in cheek so delivering the way I did allowed the students to  think  oh  wait  a  minute,  he’s  saying  this  about  the  
royal  family.    I  think  it  was  after  this  that  they  had  that  click  moment  of  I  don’t  need  to  say  thou,  thine  and  it  lost  that  
threatening element. 
 
So  for  the  rest  of  the  unit  it’s  all  about  drafting. 
Yes,  I’ll  be  pushing,  pushing  S  and  A  too.    It  will  take  some  pushing  but  we’ll  get  there.  I’ve  never  had  any  problems  
with  getting  things  in  on  the  due  date.    The  draft  is  the  big  thing  and  once  they  have  that  done  and  they  get  it  back  it’s  a  
world of motivation.    A  particularly  is  dedicated  to  drafting  spotlessly  so  it’s  just  a  matter  of  pulling  teeth  to  get  the  first  
draft out.  
 
Interview 3 with Erin Smith – 10TH SEPTEMBER 2010 – 12PM 

In our last interview you referred to some racist incidences that had occurred  outside  of  the  classroom.    I’m  
wondering how you approach situations when you hear racist comments in your classroom? 

In the moment I try to shut it down but in the past I have had discussions and have tried to break down some of 
the barriers and get rid of some of the stereotypes which is obviously the key problem with racism.  A student 
assumed that a whole community shared the characteristics of a few so I try to really focus on the idea of 
Australia as a melting pot and that our culture only because of other cultures and that we thrive on other 
cultures.  All you have to do is look at the way we eat in Australia.  I mean they talk about the meat pie as being 
but  I mean everyone, whether they are racist or not do really take on other cultures and  just  aren’t  aware  of  it.    I  
have in the past had the discussion that all of us unless we are indigenous are migrants to Australia and kids 
don’t  really  get  that.    But  I’m  not  afraid  to  challenge  them  and  I  haven’t  really  ever  had  a  backlash  but  I  do  like  
to challenge them – those stereotypes so all people are from different countries and there are very few people in 
our school who are indigenous to the country. 

I’ve  heard  a  person  say  that  at  this  school  it  is  easier  to  bring  up  issues  of  race  in  the  classroom because there are 
so many cultures here.  What do you think? 

I think that particularly in the Pan Pacific culture there is terminology that is thrown about whether you are a 
coconut  or  a  FOB.    I  guess  you  don’t  really  count…it  sounds  terrible  but  you don’t  really  worry  about  it  because  
it is a part of the culture and we have 42% of the school who are from the Pan Pacific region. 

How do you respond to teachers that suggest that they treat all of their students the same way? 

Yeah,  that’s  an  interesting  question  and  I’ve  been  trying  to  think  about  how  I  would  approach  that  and  I  guess  
you treat your students as equals while accepting those differences and teaching to those differences so it is a 
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really delicate balance where you try not to overdo it when students need help but you need to go in knowing 
that people have different needs and you need to address those needs but you still have to treat them all as 
equals.  It’s  a  really  fine  line  but  it’s  all  a  part  of  the  challenge. 

 

What do you think of the suggestion that students become more equal by treating them differently? 

I think that is yeah, absolutely.  So you want them to go in feeling like equals, you want to treat them like equals 
but you do know that you need to help balance that. 

Last interview we began to mention drafting.  Are there particular issues you connect to your ESL and refugee 
students? 

Ah, S and A are inclined probably find that whole complete draft concept really difficult.  They are allowed two 
drafts  but  it’s  in  every  paragraph  or  even  every  sentence  that  there  is  an  issue  with  the  fact  that  you’re  not  
actually drafting but you are constantly supplying them with that feedback.  I think that is one of the things that 
makes it more complicated. 

I  found  it  really  hard  to  pull  back  from  their  constant  asking  for  help.    They  would  say,  “I  need”  a  lot. 

There is a sense when you feel like you don’t  have  any  control.    I  guess  I  try  I  try  to  give  them  the  knowledge  
that  everyone  in  the  class  needs  help  and  that’s  the  thing…I  need  to  have  some  level  of  self  control  and  cut  it  off  
at  some  point  and  they  normally  cope  quite  well  with  that  but  it’s  just  that  there  is  that  dependency.    So  it’s  just  
a matter of making them aware that there are other people in the class that I need to share myself around with.  
There’s  only  so  much  time  in  a  day. 

So there is help with language but then there is also help with ideas.  How do you respond when they tell you 
that they need help with ideas? 

I, for their article in particular I tried to encourage them to not necessarily have to be their opinion or my 
opinion, it was more a creative writing exercise so it was a little bit simpler but in terms of them trying to come 
up with their own opinions it really is a matter of sitting down with them and relate things to their family or their 
friendship circle but it is sometimes like pulling teeth. 

Do you find it really common for refugee students and ESL students to demonstrate that kind of dependence on 
the teacher? 

I think it still depends on the individual student a little bit because I have had ESL students in the past who have 
not been as reliant and I think that A may be a little bit more dependent on me than even S for ideas.  But I think 
it depends on the individual student and of course the teacher and the students know the teachers that they can 
get more out of. 

Your students seem confident that you will help them and give your time even outside of the classroom and that 
this helps them to feel that they will be able to pass English. How much time do you spend helping students 
outside of the classroom? 

It depends on the week, probably spend about an extra hour a fortnight with those two but I find myself reading 
drafts or talking to them in the playground. There are students who require more help outside of the classroom. 

You have many teaching strengths.  What are some uncertainties about your ability to help refugee and ESL 
students? 

I think I have uncertainties with all different types of students but I think specifically with refugee students I feel 
so overwhelmed by the experience of these people, that I find myself a little lost.  I worry about the priorities 
that we put on them like learning Macbeth.  I find that thought provoking and I go wait a minute, a lot of these 
people  have  been  through  things  that  I  could  never  imagine.    So  I  think  that’s  where  I  take  a  step  back  and  think,  
well  what  do  you  think  you’re doing? 

 

Do you feel you have enough information about the students when they first come to you? 



 201 

I think there will always be a question in your mind about them.  We do get information, Jessica does a fabulous 
job and we get a piece of writing so we can tell where their written language is at and they write about 
themselves so you get a little bit of an idea of their stories as well.  But knowing of the cultural background and 
conflict they have come from there will always be a question in the back of your mind about whether something 
else is there and how you might deal with that. 

What do you do really well to help students like this? 

I  think  my  strength  is  making  them  feel  comfortable  and  safe.  It’s  not  curriculum  based  but  that,  I’m  not  sure  if  
that is what I deliberately do but when I look at those two and I feel that they feel safe in my classroom and that 
is something that I am really proud of. 

At the tail end of the social commentary task, how do you think that went? 

Hmmmm I, it was probably more work, it was probably more challenging than I thought it would be just in 
terms of the social commentary part of it, just in terms of, they know Macbeth, they know that story but in terms 
of linking that to current social events and current social figures was far more challenging for the ESL kids than 
I  had  taken  into  consideration.    So  I  guess  next  time,  I  mean,  I’m  not  in  a  position  to  change  the  task  but  I  would  
certainly, probably do more in terms of providing them with examples.  I would probably provide them with 
some set themes and issues and try to give them a bit more because I found that really challenging and you 
would  see  that  every  lesson  they  would  be  like,  “Who  is  Margaret  Thatcher?”  and  that  is  what  the  focus  became  
and that was disappointing that it turned into being about that.  It was really stressful that the focus became 
about only current social events. 

Was this more stressful for students than learning how to deal with the language of the article? 

I think it was probably more challenging than  the  actual  language.    That’s  my  impression  of  it.    I  think  they  got  
so  dredged  down  in  that  that  they  forgot  that  they  had  to  write  in  a  language  other  than  their  own.  It’s  
interesting…I  went  into  that  too  brave. 

You’d  expect  that  the  Shakespeare  part  of it  might  have  been  the  issue  but  it  wasn’t 

Yes, they said that they understood the play well. 

Last time we spoke you had some reservations about how the students might take on the drama section of the 
unit.  How are you feeling about that now? 

Umm, now they have com e up with the concepts and are discovering how they can intervene into Macbeth I 
feel  more  confident  about  it.    There’s  something  really  empowering  about  the  fact  that  they  are  casting  
themselves in roles and writing the scripts themselves  so  I  think  that  allows  them  to  only  do  what  they’re  willing  
to do and that as an actor gives you more confidence. 

Do you think the ESL and refugee students are getting into this part of the unit more easily than the social 
commentary? 

I  think  so…they seem to like the opportunity to kill each other and all that stuff, no matter what culture you are  
- a playfight on camera, they  seem to really enjoy that.  I sat down with them and we talked about what we 
wanted to happen and then we broke it down and figured out how they would turn what they had written into 
scenes.    That  was  their  concern,  they  kept  saying,  “It’s  too  long,  it’s  too  long.”  So  with  the  breakdown  of  each  
scene they seem to be coping quite well with the writing of the dialogue. 

They do seem to be really getting to work.  They have told me that they do really appreciate doing some drama 
in English. 

It  was  really  interesting  because  A  came  to  me  before  the  end  of  the  lesson  today  and  he  said,  “I  just  want  to  talk  
to you about the language we  are  going  to  use  in  this.”    I  said,  “There  is  no  guideline  about,  well  it  can  be  in  
formal  English  or  modern  conversational  English  and  he  said,  “No,  no  I  want  it  to  be  in  formal  English  but  I  
don’t  know  how  to  do  that.”    So  I  said,  “Well,  why  don’t  you  have  a  go  and  write  it  and  then  we’ll  talk  about  it  
after  you’ve  got  the  dialogue  in  place  to  change  it.”  So  we  talked  about  it  a  little  more  and  he  said  it  will  be  
more like an adult conversation than a teenage conversation so that was really good that he is really starting to 
differentiate between the way we all speak to each other. 
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He  does  seem  to  want  to  challenge  himself  more.    Do  you  have  any  contact  with  the  boys’  parents  at  all? 

No  not  really,  we’ve  had  two  lots  of  teacher  interviews  and  they  have  not  come  to  any  of  those…I  don’t  know  
what their English is like either. 

 

 

Appendix 1B – Student interview transcripts 

Interview 1 transcript with Shayan and Azad – 2nd August 2010 – 2:45pm 

Can you tell me the story of how you came to be in Australia? 

A:  After two years in a Turkish refugee camp we finally got our visas to come to Australia.  We got our visas 
and  came  here  and  basically  when  we  got  here  (the  school)  they  put  us  in  ESL  classes  for  maybe… 

S:  1  and  a  half… 

A: Yeah, 1 and a half years.  We had a couple of other subjects for the first 6 months but we worked a lot from 
the ESL unit. 

I: So I understand that you are both originally from Iran. 

S:  Yep.    The  reason  why  we  came  from  Iran  is  because  of  our  religion.  Yeah  because  Iran’s  government  ,  they 
are  Muslim  and  we  are  Bahai’s  so  we  have  real  problems  there,  actually  THEY  have  a  problem  with  us. 

I: Were you both lucky enough to come out with your families? 

S: Actually me and my mum and my dad we came, we were legal but my brother, he was a soldier so he 
couldn’t  come.    He  had  to  come  illegal  from  the  mountains  and  yeah! 

I lived for about 2, 2 and half years in Turkey and yeah. 

I: Are you both the same age? 

S: Actually he (Azad) is 1 month older. (They are both 18 years old) 

I: Were you both able to attend school in Iran? 

S: A: Yeah 

S:We could go to school but because of our religion we would not be allowed to go to uni A: Yeah. 

In Iran at school, they were really annoying because of our religion – the principal and staff.  At high school 
there was only 1 other person who had the same religion as me.  To have more opportunities and to go to 
university my parents decided to leave Iran.  We got to decide to come to Australia and the Gold Coast. 

 

A:  It’s  not  just  that  we  got  to  decide  to  come  here  because we have so much family here – my aunty, grandma, 
uncle so they liked it here so we decided to come here too.  So we knew them and after a while I made some 
other friends here and that was good. 

I: You both seem to have a lot of friends and get on well with people generally in your English class. 

S: A:Yes 

It  was  actually  pretty  hard  to  make  friends.    Actually  for  our  first  year  here  we  didn’t  have  any  friends. It was 
just me and him (Azad) and maybe a couple of our other Persian friends. After that one year there were just the 
3 of us Persians, the other guy, he was just international.  When he left, me and him (Azad) we decided that we 
just have to learn just how to speak English because like we were always used to speak our language and we 
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didn’t  have  that opportunity to speak English in year 1, so we just decided that we needed to make new friends, 
find new friends and that way we could really start to learn English. 

I: And both of you speak English very well.  If I step back again, can you explain what it was like to first be in 
Australia? 

S: I tell you what, I was pretty excited, I was pretty excited to be here because in Turkey, like we were refugees 
in  Turkey  and  you  really  like,  live  as  a  refugee  and  like  the  other  thing  is  that  Australia.  It’s  hard  to compare 
Australia  to  Turkey  because  everything  is  different.    It’s  way  better  here.    When  I  came  here  I  was  like  Oohh,  I  
couldn’t  believe  it  actually. 

I: Have you come from big cities in Iran.  Did you need to get used to being in a city? 

S: Yeah I came from a city in central Iran – Tehran. 

I: What was your first day of school like here? 

A: (Gives look of, oh my gosh!) 

S:  Actually for the first day we came here, we got our uniforms, then it was me, him and our case worker and 
we were just walking around and they showed us the ESL room and the teachers and we spoke to our teachers – 
we  didn’t  speak  to  them,  our  case  worker  was  talking  to  them,  yeah. 

A: It was kind of nerve wracking  

S: Yeah 

A: because you realise that you have to kind of get involved. 

I: Well,  I’m  glad  you  both  had  each  other  for  support. 

S: It made it easier us knowing each other. 

Also,  in  the  refugee  camps  we  could  not  go  to  school,  we  could  not  study,  we  weren’t  allowed  to  study  and  
because of their language it would have been really hard. 

I:  How do you find being in your English class and learning English? 

S: Because it is our second language it is pretty hard but it is ok. 

A: Actually I love English because each time I go I learn something new you know, I learn something that I 
don’t  know.    It’s  the  fact  too  that  it  can  build  your  confidence.    You  can  ask  your  teacher,  you  can  ask  questions  
to  your  friends,  “What  does  that  mean?  How  do  you  say  that?  How  do  you  pronounce  that?”  and  it’s 

S:  It’s  pretty  much  helping  us  to  improve  our  English. 

I: Do you ever find that you come across material that is difficult to understand because you have never come 
across it before in your lives?  What is your reaction when this happens? 

A:  Yeah,  deep  down  I’m  looking  at  it  and  wondering  what  is  this  but I know myself and I say have the 
confidence  to  ask  people  and  that’s  what  happens.   

S: Or look up dictionary. 

A: Miss Smith, it is really easy to ask her questions, awesome. 

S:    See  the  thing  is  like,  I’m  not  shy  to  ask  people,  what  does  this  mean  or  what does this mean blah, blah, blah 
because this is my second language, it could even be my third language because I learnt a bit in Turkey but I 
forgot  everything,  huh.    I’m  not  scared.  It’s  my  second  language  so  I  will  ask  people  if  I  don’t  know  anything.  I  
find it out. 

I: How do you find your fellow students in your English class? 
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S: Actually, I like my like, classmates because they are pretty cool.  Like, I came from another English class 
before  and  I  didn’t  like  that  class  much  because  there  are  some  people,  well,  I’m  not  really  good  with  them.    
When  I  moved  to  this  English  class  I  thought  I  know  them  and  I’m  pretty  good  with  all  of  them  really.  

I: Does Miss Smith give you opportunities, whether she plans it or not, to talk to other people in the class.  Does 
talking to others give you further opportunities to understand what you are doing? 

A: S: Yes. 

I: Have you ever found that people have ever not been understanding of the fact that you have only been here 
from another country for 2 years and that English is your second language? 

S:  Well  with  racists…well  people  are  always  a  bit  racist.    It  doesn’t  matter  where  they  are  from,  like  
Australians.    People  are  always  naturally  racist  a  bit,  even  me  but  English.    Yeah  sometimes  people  say,  “Just  
speak  English”  and  stuff  like  that  but  I  don’t  even  care  about  them  because  I  think  it’s  my  second  language  so. 

It’s  not  like  it  belongs  to  Australians.  Because  wherever  you  go,  even  in  my  country,  people  are  racist  to  people  
from  another  country.    You  can’t  just  say,  “Australians  are  racist”,  yeah. 

I:Moving back to English, I know you completed short stories last term.  How did you find that unit of work? 

S: Yeah, it was alright.    Actually  mine  was  about,  it  was  kind  of  about  my  brother’s  like  history.    Like  how  he  
escaped from Iran and then like he came to Turkey.  I changed the character and had some other characters in it. 
I got to tell my story to some of the class but people did  not  know  that  it  was  my  brother’s  story.    Some  of  them  
liked  it  and  some  of  them  were  like,  yeah,  it’s  alright. 

A: Yeah, mine was alright!  It was only about this girl who got dumped by her boyfriend.  It was interesting at 
the start but it was also depressing. She dies at the end. 

I: If I move now to the English Macbeth unit you are both doing at the moment, how is your feeling about the 
unit so far? 

A:  Um  this  unit,  well  we’re  trying  to  get  this  done  as  quickly  as  possible.    Obviously  when  you  start  it is really 
hard but as soon as you get involved you start to see how you can do stuff. 

Bell rings – time to go. 

I: If you could name something that Miss Smith does to help you the most in English what would you say that it 
is? 

A:  She…  cares 

S: She cares about  the  students  in  there.    She  is  actually  a  lovely  teacher.    She’s  pretty  good. 

A: She puts so much into it and gives us ideas of what to do. 

Interview 2 with Shayan – 10th SEPTEMBER 2010 – 9:15AM 

We talked a little bit about you coming to the school last time.  How do you feel being part of such a 
multicultural school? 

Ummm,  I  don’t  really  think  about  it  because  I’m  just  really  trying  to  get  used  to  being  a  part  of  Australian  
culture.  I’m  trying  to  change. 

That’s  really  interesting.. 

I’m  transitioning but my parent are like so funny because when I do something that is like a part of Australian 
culture  my  parents  are  like,  “you’ve  totally  changed”.    I  have  to  say,  “Mum,  I  have  to  be  like  this,  I’m  going  to  
live  here  for  the  rest  of  my  life.”  They  just  keep  telling  me  like,  if  in  the  future  I’m  married  or  have  kids  I  don’t  
care if they want to learn Persian or about Iranian culture  my  mum’s  like,  Shayan!! And my brother says he is 
disappointed.    The  thing  is  that  all  the  Persians,  we’re  all  about  trying  to teach our kids about Persian culture or 
learning  Farsi,  but  I  don’t  want  to  bother  myself. 
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So, do you notice the school is diverse. 

Yeah, I do, I have to be like them. When I first came here I was acting a bit weird compared to Australians cos 
you know they  do  so  many  things  that  I  just  don’t  do  in  my  country  so  when  I  first  came  here  I  was,  when  they  
used  to  say  some  things  I  used  to  get  so  angry  but  now  I’ve  decided  that  that  does  not  matter  anymore.    I  get  it  
as  a  joke  and  some  other  stuff.    I’m  trying to change.  You know like how Australians pay out on their mothers 
and slurring.  If someone did that in Iran they would get bashed. Like it would be a like a fight happen and it 
used  to  so  annoy  me  when  people  used  to  say  some  racist  stuff  but  now  I’m  alright with it, I just ignore it, I 
know how to deal with them. 

Trying to make friends, if someone would say that, I would go up to them and be really angry but now I really 
just try to make friends. 

You talked about making a conscious decision to make friends.  Did you find it easier to make friends in or out 
of the classroom? 

Actually,  I  didn’t  have  many  classes  because  I  was  always  in  ESL  and  the  other  guy  who  was  from  Afganistan  
and when he finished at school and we decided to make new friends because we were so alone so we started to 
just talk to people and I think for us we found our friends more at lunchtime.  Actually it was both, class and 
lunchtimes  because  I’d  start  talking  in  the  classroom  and  then  they  started  to  come  to  me  at  lunchtime  and  then  I 
could start hanging out with them. 

Have you been aware of teachers making an effort to encourage all of you in the class to get to know each other 

I  don’t  really  remember,  I  have  a  bad  memory  – yeah (laughs) 

I was in groups and had to communicate with people and it was really good. 

And  you’re  are  working  in  groups  now  with  a  new  person  in  the  school  whose  just  arrived  from  Germany…  

Actually we are already hanging out – she is my friend. 

Do you think that being so social helps you to learn or does it hinder you at all? 

Ummm,  I  reckon  it  depends.    Because  sometimes  I  am  so  naughty  and  when  I’m  like  that  I  can’t  study.    In  my  
last  maths  class  I  was  with  my  friend  and  I  wouldn’t  study  failed  but  now  I’m  in  a  new  class  and  I’m  doing  
pretty good.  So yeah. 

There’s  stuff  like  assignments,  I  try  to  do  them  well,  I  try  my  best  coz  if  I  don’t  do  it  my  parents  would  kick  me  
out  of  home.    They’d  be  so  disappointed  because  my  mum  is  always  telling,  “Oh,  you  have  to  go  to  uni”  and  I’m  
like,  “yeah”. 

Your parents obviously value education. 

Yeah,  that  was  the  main  reason  why  we  came  here  to  Australia  because  they  were  like,  yeah,  you  can’t  go  to  uni  
so  yeah,  it’s  way  better  here  because  I  can.    My  parents  did  not  go  to  university  but  my  dad  he’s  like  an  
engineer. He did some, when he was a kid he did like an apprenticeship.  My mum did get into uni but she just 
left uni.  I want to go to uni and I want to be an accountant.  I have  a long-term goal, I want to go to uni and do 
accountancy and then I want to work in London or Switzerland for a couple of years and then come back to 
Australia. 

How did you end up feeling about the social commentary task? 

I liked  it  but  it  was  pretty  hard.    The  way  that  we  had  to  talk,  I  don’t  know,  sarcastic  or  funny  but  that  was  a  bit  
hard for me.  Finding stuff to write about was easier but having to talk like sarcastic, that was hard. I failed my 
English last year so I went  to  English  Comm  but  this  year  I’m  trying  so  hard  not  to  fail  my  English.  I  get  
confused.  When  I  started  I  was  so  confused  because  I  just  don’t  know  what  to  do.  When  I’m  in  the  roll  I’ll  start  
to find things easier.  Having an outline to help me write and find ideas really helps me a lot.  I need a lot of help 
but  I  don’t  really  access  an  ESL  teacher  that  much  because  I’m  so  lazy.    Like  I  had  my  article  draft  and  I  handed  
it into my ESL teacher but I forgot to get it!  I really forget about it and then my teacher saw me and said, Why 
didn’t  you  pick  up  your  draft?”  and  I  was  like,  “Oh  Miss,  I  really  forgot!” 
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How are you feeling about this next drama presentation for English? 

Well, I hope I really do well. The last time I did it, it was my first time in Drama  and  I  didn’t  know  much  about  
it and I was working hard and I really wanted to do well. I had to be in character, I just needed the script and I 
went  on  the  stage,  said  my  script  and  came  back.  Hopefully  this  time  I’ll  do  well.  This  term  was  my  first  term in 
Drama  and  we  had  to  do  body  language  but  I  had  no  idea  what  to  do  so  I  didn’t  do  that  so  I  just  memorised  my  
script – I  just  hoped  I  passed  it.    It  gets  easier  to  perform.    I’m  not  shy  to  perform  but  the  thing  is  I  just  didn’t  
know what to do. 

Do you think  Drama  can  help  people  who  don’t  know  English  well  and  are  new  to  the  school? 

It helps a lot.  Actually the things, the scripts that you read there are so many good words and I learnt so many 
new words from that.  Also when you read it you understand what makes a sentence. It is also good when you 
can do drama activities in groups. 

My biggest hurdle is still English.  The language is like killing me. But when I go back to two years ago it really 
annoys  me  because  I  didn’t  have  any  friends  and  I  was  like weirder to other people.  People were like, who is 
this weirdo.  And the thing that was really annoying me, they were like calling me Arab.  I know I look Arab but 
I’m  not,  I’m  Persian.  I’m  not  really  good  with  that.    It  was  really,  really  annoying  me.   Some  of  them,  I’d  just  
tell  them,  “I’m  Persian.”  And  some  of  them  when  they  found  out  I’m  not  Arab  they  were  then  really  good  with  
me.    Actually,  Australians  are  not  good  with  Arabs  because  I  know  that  Arabs,  I  don’t  like  Arabs  actually,  they  
really annoy me. 

 

Interview 2 with Azad – 10TH SEPTEMBER 2010 – 10:45am 

How  do  you  feel  about  K’s  multicultural  population? 

Well,  I  wasn’t  really  aware  of  it  at  first  because  I  didn’t  really  know  much.    I  came  here  when  I  had  only  been  in  
Australia for two weeks so everything was different.  It was a really strange feeling.  After a while when I 
started to get used to the country and the culture then yeah I got to go to ESL and started to get used to the 
school. 

Yeah the fact that it helped me to improve my English so far and it can help others to improve their English too. 

Why did your family choose to bring you to this school?  

Well, the actual aim was to come here to Australia was so that I could get a good education and rise to a high 
level  and  stuff.    I’ve  got  in my head about what I want to be but I have not decided on that yet.  My parents 
definitely  want  me  to  continue  my  education  and  go  to  uni  and  that’s  what  I  am  going  to  be  doing.    My  parents  
did  not  go  to  university  but  that’s  pretty  much  why  I  came  to  this  country.    I’m  not  here  to  waste  my  time.    I’m  
here  to  achieve  the  things  I  always  wanted  in  my  mind.  I’m  cleaning  my  way. 

Were you persecuted in your last school in Iran? 

Well, yeah, but I was lucky in that I had a lot of friends and I was pretty good with  everyone.    I  didn’t  really  feel  
like  that…It  was  kind  of  hard  to  come  here.    For  the  first  couple  of  months  it  was  really  hard  but  yeah,  it  takes  a  
lot of time and now I have gotten used it.  It was easier when I found new friends in other places, yeah like, you 
always have to find something to make it better so that is what I did. 

How do you feel about keeping hold of parts of your Iranian culture? 

Well there are some things but I have to, not that I have to,.you can still keep your culture or you can just forget 
about it.  For me there are some things about my culture that are stupid –some of the rules and stuff so I have 
new  opportunities  now  for  someone  my  age  and  stuff…I’ve  got  a  long  way  to  go  before  I  feel  like  I  am  an  
Australian  but  I’m  getting  used to the people and the country, the way they act, the way they, they do things but 
it takes time.  I see myself living here forever now.   

You’ve  told  me  that  you  made  a  conscious  decision  to  make  friends.  Was  it  easier  to  meet  people  at  lunchtimes  
or in the classroom? 
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Well,  obviously…the  first  year  we  were  here  we  had  another  Persian  friend  and  we  used  to  sit  with  him  and  talk  
to him in our language and that was such a waste of time but there was just us.  After he left we sort of found 
some friends like and we tried to communicate with them and that was the start of finding friends and then from 
them you find some other friends in the school. We made friends both in and out of the classroom and then 
ummm…Sometimes  it  is  easier  to  make  friends  in  the  classroom when we have to work in groups but it depends 
on  the  people.  Yeah  it’s  not  scary  because  not  everyone  is  nice  to  come  talk  to  in  the  playground.  First  when  we  
came  here  some  people  would  be  like,  “Oh,  you’re  Arab,  where  are  you  from…”    what  is  your  background so 
we  had  to  say,  “No,  I’m  not  Arab,  I’m  Persian.”    I  had  to  let  them  know  because  I  didn’t  want  to  be  called  that.    
It was hard sometimes but some people they helped like they had an open mind and just accepted us so that was 
good.  We get on with lots and lots of people now. 

Does being so social now help or hinder you in the classroom? 

Yeah,  yeah  well,  first  when  I  came  here  I  didn’t  have  the  confidence  to  talk  in  front  of  the  students  in  the  class,  
or  maybe  the  ask  the  teacher  something  I  didn’t know or pay someone else out like I can now but as I said, by 
the time I came through all the steps, step by step, I passed this line and that line.  I was doing ESL and then I 
went to higher level and then I had to study other subjects that other people have  got.    I  didn’t  have  to  go  to  
English  Communication.    I’m  very  good  at  picking  up  things,  especially  when  I  was  in  Turkey  I  was  like  the  
interpreter for all the people there in my country coz I can pick up language, I can learn language pretty easy. 
I’ve  still  got  a  long  way  to  go.    It’s  pretty  hard  at  the  start  but  as  I  go  through  all  the  different  levels  and  by  the  
way  I  worked  really  hard.  Yeah,  that’s  the  reason. 

What do you think helps you to learn English the most? 

Having a lot of friends and talking  to  people.  We  didn’t  really  get  chances  to  talk  to  people  much  when  we  were  
in  ESL.    I  didn’t  have  the  confidence  to  speak,  even  to  the  other  people  in  ESL.    I  was  a  really  confident  student  
in  Iran  but  I  didn’t  feel  that  way  at  first  here. 

Tell me about your social commentary article task. 

It  was  kind  of  challenging  but  umm,  I  really  used  my  mind  for  that.    I’ve  gone  through  so  many  ways  to  add  to  
this article to make it better and I used my opinions to get it done.  It was pretty challenging but it was also 
pretty good.  I had an idea in my mind and then I use it in my language and then find a way to translate it – not 
all  the  time  but  I  come  up  with  sentence  that  were  hard  to  control  so  yeah,  that’s  what  I  do.    I  think  I’m  a  good  
drafter and I do ok in  my  subjects.  I  don’t  really  approach  my  ESL  teacher  because  if  I  think  I  can  do  it  then  I  
will do it but I will ask for help if I think I need it. 

What things do you need to work on to achieve your goals? 

Achieve my goals, well  I  could  probably  work  harder.    The  way  I’m  studying  is  like,  even  try  harder  
and…maybe  to  help  people.    If  you  need  someone  who  needs  help,  well  then  they  become  your  friend  and  you  
start again. You learn something from them and they learn something from you.  If I can help someone to learn 
then  I  can  prove  that  I  can  do  it.    Like  in  Maths,  if  someone  doesn’t  get  it  then  I  try  to  help  them,  yeah  but  
ummm,  but  sometimes  I  can’t  explain  it  so  well  but  this  is  a  good  challenge  for  me. 

How do you feel about drama as a challenge in this next part of the unit?  

I’m  a  Drama  student  since  this  term.  We  had  to  perform  a  story  that  was  about  to  go  for  four  minutes.    It  was  
quite challenging and needed a lot of work out of school time but it was pretty good. That actually gives you 
confidence  to  stand  up  in  front  of  people,  to  actually  just  talk.    If  you’re  not  as  good  as  they  are,  well,  you  still  
talk. People need to go through the process to get to the stage when you can perform, not easily, but maybe well 
but it takes time. 

I feel good about the next bit of the unit because first when we started this I was kind confused, how am I going 
to write a script and how am I going to write the dialogues but I always say you have to have time to get used to 
things so now we are trying ot figure out how to get of the scenes what we are making.  Ms Smith has always 
been so great to us, she has been really helping and protective. When you ask her something she gets so into it, 
she  really  wants  to  help.  So  that’s,  the  teachers are pretty helpful.  This a way you can improve what you want. 
Teachers in this school they are helpful and they are they care, even in their own time, in their break time they 
just try their best to solve a problem. Pretty much all the teachers in this school are like that. 
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Interview 1 with Keith – 1ST SEPTEMBER 2010 – 9:15AM 

How did you come to be in Australia? 

Well, actually I used to be a very bad boy in Korea and actually I was kicked out of school when I was in Year 
7.    I’m  changed  now  but  I  used  to be  the  bad  guy  so  I  was  kicked  out  of  my  Korean  school  and  I  couldn’t  go  
back to a Korean school because I had a bad record so I came to Australia and I think the first two years I just 
wasted my time with Korean friends here.  I was just being naughty here as well and then suddenly I changed 
because I recognised that my parents had given so much money for me to concentrate on my studies.  They gave 
so  much  of  their  life  to  me,  they  have  but  I  didn’t  do  my  job.    I  recognised,  I  became  more  responsible  and  then 
I was a hard worker. 

You are a very hard worker.  When you were misbehaving did you realise that you were very intelligent... 

No, because, because I had read only three books in my life and I always used to do things like write a letter to 
my friend and I was also afraid of writing some things. 

You have obviously changed a lot.  What do you put this down to? 

Oh  well  it  depends,  I  used  excuses,  I’d  say,  “I  can’t  do  this  because  I  have  to  do...”.    It’s  just  an  excuse  if  you  
ask me.  Even if my parents or a  teacher  asked  me  to  do  something,  I  may  have  imitated  them,  like  I’d  pretend  
to  them  but  I’d  know  that  I  would  not  actually  do  it.    I  realised  the  sacrifices  my  parents  made.    I  changed  from  
the inside. 

How long have you been at K? 

About 1 and a half years. 

You mentioned your Korean friends.  Do you still have strong relationships with them? 

No,  I  don’t  have  any  now.    I  severed  my  every  link  with  my  Korean  friends  so  that  I  could  learn  English.    I  just  
think, why would I hang out with my Korean friends when I was wasting so much time with them.  I used to get 
Ds  or  Cs  for  my  English  in  Year  10  and  I  was  devastated  because  I  really  wanted  a  high  mark  but  I  couldn’t.    I  
was depressed and I thought I was an idiot. 

I started to realise that I could do really well probably in the last bit of Year 10.  Hmmmm...I read a lot of book 
and it was kind of pleasurism.  I always read books and the newspaper, the bible, anything and if I find some 
good quotes I write them down.  OR good verses or sentences, I write it down but I make it mine. 

It’s  great  that  you  do  things  like  this. 

How do you feel connected to your Korean culture now? 

Yes, its changing.  I really do socialise with my friends.  Koreans are really good at writing but they are not 
really good at speaking English.  They are always studying grammar but they have no chance to socialise with 
others. 

So social interaction is important to you.  How do you find social interaction opportunities in your English 
classroom? 

Yeah a lot.  At first I used to think that people in the class thought that being Asian was inferior to them so I was 
a bit lonely and I used to think that they just did not like me but this is because I thought like that.  But now I 
change how I think like that.  I opened my heart and I opened my mind and my approach. 

I notice that you are very well-liked and some people in the class actually seek you out to talk to you.   

It  depends  on  the  person.  It’s  usually  Miss  D’s  method  to  teach  so  it  is  more  active  and  not  passive.    Yeah,  I  
think that Miss D does encourage us a lot to talk in class. 

So tell me about some of your big strengths that help you to succeed in English. 
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It’s  embarrassing  to  say  but  I  think  I  have  deep  thoughts.  I  don’t  shy  away  from  hard  topics  because  they  are  
more challenging and perhaps  more  easy  to  write  about  more  to  write  about  philosophical  things.    I’m  not  sure  
why but I find it that way. 

I’ve  been  told  that  you  write  particularly  well  when  incorporating  metaphor... 

I’m  not  sure  why.    I  don’t  why  I  can  write  those  writings.    It  comes  naturally  to  me.    I  think  it’s  an  in-born sense. 

You’ve  mentioned  that  you  felt  a  bit  lonely  at  the  beginning  of  the  year.    How  did  you  feel  in  your  English  
class? 

I felt really lonely last year.  I was closing my heart actually. I always see my Korean friends – they  can’t  
approach  people.    Asian  cultures  are  shy  cultures,  respectful  cultures  and  closed  cultures.    In  Korea  we  don’t  
approach  people  we  don’t  know  but  here  you  can  be  friends  and  say  hello. 

You chose to have a refugee protagonist in your story.. 

I’m  interested  in  refugees  but  I  guess  it  just  came  out.    There  are  lots  of  things  in  newspaper  and  I  heard  lots  of  
things when I was younger.  At the time I felt that I could write about this topic well. 

In your Macbeth unit, did you find it difficult to write about social phenomena in Australia? 

It  was  not  easy  but  I  really  wanted  to  find  out  about  Australian  culture.    I’m  always  reading  newspapers  and  
listening to ABC so yeah I can find out more.  I knew I had to research. 

The next part of the unit incorporates drama – how do you feel about this? 

Well,  I’m  also  a  shy  person  like  other  Asian  people.  I’m  no  good  at  acting.    I  dread  acting  and  I’m  not  good  at  
expressing,  using  my  body.    It’s  easier  that  we  can  videotape  it  but  I’m  not  good  at  acting. 

What will you do so it can feel better? 

Well I want to do it in a group but this is my concern at the moment (being in a good group). 

Tell me how you feel about participating in the class.   

I’d  prefer  to  speak  to  Ms  D  by  myself  because  I  am  institutionalised.  In Korea even if they know the answer 
they  can’t  easily  put  up  their  hand.  But  in  Australia  even  if  they  know  the  answer  they just put up their hand 
anyway! 

Do you appreciate the open active participation in the classroom... 

I like Australian culture  because  umm  we  need  to  express  it...even  if  they  are  intelligent  they  just  don’t  express  
things  to  the  people  and  it’s  just  the  worst  lesson.    I  can  get  opportunities  to  show  how  my  mind  thinks.    In  
Korea  it’s  more  memorising  I  think.    They  give  me  some worksheet and we have to memorise it and our tests 
our  normally  all  multiple  choice.    That’s  why  I  was  talking  about  writing  essays  because  normally  I  didn’t  write  
anything.    When  I  got  here  I  couldn’t  even  write  100  words. 

You should be so proud of how you are achieving in such a short period of time.  Do you get opportunities to 
express what you know about your experiences in life in English? 

I  think  there  is  culture.    I  think  that  if  I  go  to  Roma  I  should  be  like  people  in  Roma.    If  I’m  in  Australia,  I 
should be like people in Australia. If I go to India I should be Indian.  If I go to Korea I should be Korean. 

Is it really possible to change your cultural identity in this way? 

It’s  hard  but  it’s  not  impossible.  I  still  have  something  of  my  Korean  culture because I was born in Korea and I 
grow  up  in  Korea  so  I  have  habits  and  there  is  still  being  Asian  in  my  heart    but  I’m  trying  to  be  more  Western  
which means being more active and open and open my heart. 

What is it that Ms D does that helps you to well in English? 



 210 

She encourages us and she...we have some halting speaking English and that would be so annoying but she 
never expresses this. 

I can also get help from Mrs H if I need help. 

We’re  all  really  impressed  with  how  you  think  when  you  write  but  also  that your English skills are getting better 
and better.  Why do you think this is? 

Because  I  am  changing.  Everything  depends  on  one’s  determination.  If  the  person  has  hope  and  studies  hard  you  
get do things.  It depends on the person. 

So you enjoy K. 

It’s  so casual.  They let me just concentrate on studying.  When I first came here I went to a private school and 
they  forced  me  to  wear  my  uniform  a  particular  way  and  I  wasn’t  that  happy  there.    Even  if  I  grow  my  hair  it  
doesn’t  have  anything  to  do  with  my  study.    I  don’t  know  why  they  care  about  these  things.    I  think  in  the  that  
school there was more racism but here it is more casual and it is great because it is so much more multicultural.  
Also I want to be an international lawyer so I get a great opportunity to learn about so many culture.  The work 
is becoming more global so we need to understand other persons. 

 

Interview 2 with Keith – 9TH SEPTEMBER 2010 – 12:00pm 

Let’s  begin  by  discussing  the  last  task  that  you  have  just  completed.  How  did  you  end  up  feeling about that unit 
and task? 

It was more easy for me because I like those sort of things – philosophy and things.  It was interesting perhaps 
more  than  easy.    I’m  interested  in  it  so  that  makes  it  easy  for  me.  No  offense  but  I’m  a  bit  upset  because  when I 
gave drafts to the lady because Miss D was gone so I gave the teacher and she did not give any feedback.  All 
she said was very good, excellent point, I agree with it so I felt it was easy enough to get an A so I was so proud 
of  myself  so  I  didn’t  do  anything else.  I was told that my language was too sophisticated.  I should have spent 
more time concentrating on Macbeth instead of just the social things.  She said that the language was too fancy 
so  it  doesn’t  go  smoothly  – was  also  the  problem  but  I’m an  international  student  so  I  don’t  have  so  much  of  a  
hold  on  how  things  go  smoothly  so  that’s  my  problem. 

You  still  did  do  well.  It’s  just  over  a  week  since  we  last  spoke  and  at  that  time  you  were  feeling  a  little  uncertain  
about the next drama bit of the task. How are you feeling about it now? 

Yeah  I’m  in  a  group  with  Paul  and  E which is intellectual. And I think this is a good opportunity for me to 
socialise  with  friends.    If  all  I  do  is  work  that  is  individual  but  society  is  not  just  individual,  it’s  inter…you  know  
so we need to well in individual thing but we also need some skills to  socialise.  I’m  not  sure  about  other  
countries but in Korea we are shy.  We are good at writing but not so much at speaking.  The aim of learning 
English  is  to  communicate  with  English  people  but  if  the  aim  is  just  writing  sometimes  then  we  don’t  get  all  of 
these  skills.  This  is  a  good  task.    Also,  English  allows  me  to  express  more  better.    It’s  good,  yeah. 

Do drama activities help people from ESL backgrounds with English? 

Actually it is a good opportunity to be friends with other people, especially with Asian people because they are 
so closed.  If there are no opportunities to communicate with other people we would not have any friends. 

You talk about making English-speaking friends.  Is it easier to make friends in or out of the classroom? 

In the class.  It’s  harder  to  get  into  them  first.    In  the  class  there  is  no  way  but  to  do  it,  there  are  no  barriers  and  
there is no embarrassment. 

As a student is there something you need to work on to achieve your goals? 

The language, English is my second language so this comes up. 

 

Interview 1 with Sharon – 19TH AUGUST 2010 – 1:50PM 
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I’m  hoping  to  talk  to  you  today  about  your  experiences  in  your  English  class.    I’m  aware  that  you  have  also  been  
involved in the ESL program. 

I’m  not  an  ESL  student.    Does  everyone  assume  that?    I’m  not. 

I  was  born  here  and  just  ask  and  I  don’t  mind  about  what  I  say  about  myself.    My  parents  are  from  the  
Phillipines and my mother had me here. I grew up here.  I think Filipinos are known for their respect of elders.  
This could be an Asian thing.    I’ve  been  taught  show  respect  to  your  elders  and  teachers  and  to  be  academic  too. 

I’m  so  sorry  that  I  was  under  the  impression  that  you  did take ESL classes. Does your Filipino heritage play a 
big role in your life? 

Oh,  not  really  I  guess.    I  eat  rice  all  the  time  so  that’s  something.    My  parents  are  Phillipino  and  they  are  nice  
and  they  taught  me  well  so  I’m  not  sure  my  heritage  has that  much  to  do  with  things.    I  mean  it’s  not  everything. 

How long have you been here? 

Since Yr 8. 

And how do you find the community here? 

Well,  the  people  are  really  nice.    I  haven’t  been  in  other  schools  but  I  do  love  that  I  go  to  school  with  people  
from  so  many  different  cultures.    I  haven’t  been  many  places  and  I  like  that  I  get  to  meet so many different 
people from different cultures.  So when I meet them in a place like this it becomes interesting.  I get to learn 
about different philosophies, ways of life, viewpoints so I like to talk to them about  things like what they eat 
and just, there are different stories.  There are so many different things, culturally. 

 

So do students mix freely with other students from different cultures? 

Umm, well it depends on the person. If the person wants to be around people the same, they may do that 
because  they  feel  comfortable.    I  don’t  know,  it  really  depends  on  the  person  and  how  open  they  are  to  people.    
Like me, I prefer to go with people who make me feel comfortable.  Like ah, sports guys are rough and there is 
lots  of  swearing.  I  don’t  know,  I  like academic people where I can talk about life and the economy. 

I’ve  noticed  that  you  do  help  others  to  feel  comfortable  because  of  your  outward  confidence  and  inquiring  mind.    
What  do  you  enjoy  the  most  learning  about?    I’ve  noticed  that  you  like  to  incorporate art into what you do. 

Well  what  I  love  the  most  is  stories.    Talking  about  them.    I  think  I’m  getting  to  be  a  little  too  much  of  a  snob  
when I look at stories.  I can become very critical about how they are written.  I think, Well this has been done 
too  many  times...I  like  art.    I’ve  been  drawing  for  a  very,  very  long  time.    I  have  a  different  way  of  approaching  
things.    I  prefer  more  than  perfection,  even  though  I  don’t  get  there. 

 

How do you feel about the personal and social dynamics in your class? 

I  don’t know.    The  boys  at  the  start  might  have  been  stupid.  I  do  notice  racism  in  the  school.    It’s  not  overt  more  
subtle.    I’m  always  assumed  to  be  Japanese  or  Chinese  and  if  not  that,  Korean. 

How does it make you feel when others wrongly assume things about you? 

It  doesn’t  really  matter.    I’m  sort  of  used  to  it.  It’s  not  really  racist,  but  more....a  little  bit  ignorant.    Well  I  have  
received  comments  like,  you  are  not  Australian  because  you’re  parents  are  not  Australian.    Again,  this  is  just  
ignorance.  I would like to debate upon them but they would not be there long enough for me to shout at them. 

From your perspective, how do you think ESL students find being in your English classroom? 

Well,  they  don’t  care.    I  guess  in  Japan,  classrooms  are  very different, they are more silent whereas they are 
louder here 
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They are really nice people actually.  Like Wylie she gets talking a lot about books.  Not so much Kya but I 
think there are just cultural differences. 

In this unit you are meant to make cultural links to Australia.  Do you think everyone in the class finds it easy to 
make these links? 

It’s  difficult.    You  have  to  be  careful  when  making  links  because  there  are  differences.    Sometimes  like  when  we  
take women, how women are perceived.  It is always more complicated than it at first seems to be. 

It’s  good  you  can  see  the  complexity  in  things.    How  do  you  feel  about  the  Macbeth unit? 

Well…I  have  to  think  a  lot  about  it.    It’s  different.    I’m  not  a  very  good  time  manager.    I  tend  to  do  what  I  want  
to do  instead  of  what  I  should  do.    I  haven’t  really  been  thinking about it.  I might do women but what can you 
say, the lady in Macbeth is just a character.  She just happens to be a woman who is a baddie in my opinion.  I 
guess maybe I should change my topic. 

Do you ever think that perhaps because you are a person who can see complexity that it can make approaching 
tasks like this more difficult.  It may be easier if you only saw things simply and therefore could write and think 
that way?  For example, being  able  to  come  up  with  a  simple  angle  and  say  that  women  are  like  this… 

I would never do that.  The way of thinking for me well I think it is very important how you think about others – 
not just what is on the surface but everything else.  Then you would be ignoring how that person lives – that’s  a  
big sin or something really wrong. 

Your unit has also involved a lot of peer discussion.  Miss Doyle has a great rapport with you all.  Are you ever 
aware that she is doing things to create stronger social connections between you all in the the classroom? 

I  wouldn’t  give  a teacher  that  much  credit…hmmm…I  don’t  know.    Miss  Doyle  is  great  to  talk  to  and  she  gives  
us  great  opportunities  to  talk.    I  think  it’s  the  people  in  the  class  too  – they’re  friendly  – I  don’t  know all their 
names. 

So what do you think creates strong social connections in the classroom? 

Well,  if  I  don’t  want  to  talk  to  people,  it  doesn’t  matter  how  many  opportunities  you  give  me,  I  won’t  do  it.    I  
wasn’t  always  a  confident  person.    I  used  to  be  the one no-one knew or talked to.  I got sick of not being able to 
talk to anyone.  I thought it might be nice one day to have some friends, so I ended up reading a lot of books 
trying  to….    I  still  have  some  insecurities;;  I’m  shy  in  some  situations  but  I  do like talking to people now. 

AFTER NOTE - Sharon’s  teacher,  Miss  Doyle came to me with Sharon and told me that Sharon had been 
enrolled previously as an ESL student.  Sharon said,  “  I  was  an  ESL  student  but  only  because  I  wouldn’t  talk  to  
anyone.    They  thought  the  ESL  class  might  help  me.”  – need to pursue this further. 

 

Interview 2 with Sharon – 9TH SEPTEMBER 2010 – 12:30PM 

After we finished our last interview, you suggested that you had actually been in ESL classes even though you 
have never been an ESL student.  Can you please explain this to me. 

 

Well I never talked to anyone, I never felt the need to talk to anyone.  There was also the fact that whenever 
anyone tried to talk  to  me  I  would  just  shut  down.    I  just  couldn’t,  I  was  really  scared.  I  couldn’t  really  deal  with  
it,  all  the  questions  and  the  fast  talking,  I  couldn’t  really  deal  with  it  even  though  I  could  understand  it.    So  I  
guess  I  didn’t  get  much  practice  at  speaking and this becomes an obstacle, just with playing with other people. 
It’s  one  of  the  main  reasons  I’m  like  this,  a  big  part  of  my  personality…and  the  teachers  did  notice  this,  that  
when  they  asked  me  questions  I  just  wouldn’t  answer  them  or  I’d  act  like  I  didn’t  understand  them  even  though  
I  did.  So  they  put  me  through  special  tests.    They’d  give  me  to  another  person  and  they’d  give  me  stuff  like,  do  
this, do this, sort of things.  I remember going to a government building, or some sort of building and they just 
tested me on all sorts of things. I remember reading it on my file and it was quite interesting for me to read.  For 
me,  I  didn’t  really  have  problems  with  talking,  I  just  didn’t  want  to  do  it.    I  think  they  discovered  that  I  could  
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understand.  I was in ESL classes from Year 1-3.  My brothers went through the same thing so it must run in the 
family. My brothers went through ESL. 

So do you think you went through ESL classes to help you to start talking or because they assumed you were an 
ESL student? 

Actually from those folders they asked my parents whether they spoke to me in English and they did.  I probably 
didn’t  help  much  because  I  never  really  spoke  to  my  parents  either.  So  I  think  it  was  more  so  that  I  could  
practise my English, it was more to provide support. Maybe they just hoped that I would get better. 

You  wouldn’t  believe  this  now  but  it  did  take  a  long  time  to  fix  it. 

You obviously came through all of that bravely and as a resounding success. 

If I move to the social commentary unit task, how did you end up finding it? 

Ok,  well  I  gave  up  on  women.  I  really  didn’t  know  what  to  do  with  that  so  I  changed  to  morality.    I  gave  up  on  
women  because  I  didn’t  really  know  what  to  say  about  it.    I  already  have  problems  with  gender  differences  
anyway. I  don’t  really  hold  much  to  gender  so  I  guess  I  find  it  more  difficult  to  do  so  I  did  morality  – a lot more 
easier. 

I  have  not  got  my  grade  yet  so  I  don’t  know  how  I  did  yet.    I  like  thinking  about  stuff  like  morality  and  how  it  
connects to religion and what is morality – stuff like that.  I like that sort of thinking. 

So how are you finding the drama part of this unit? 

Really fun! I like stories so I like making stories and this is the first time that I have made a script and we are 
making  a  film.  It’s  really  nice.    Me,  I  want  to  be  a  comic  artist  in  the  future,  something  in  stories      so  I  don’t  find  
it difficult to imagine the shots.  I read a lot of comics also and I like film too – not as much but I like it also.  
But  I  don’t  have  any  experience  with  film  so  this  might  be  a  bit  different. 

I notice you are in a group with the girls from the ESL classes.  How are you finding working in your group? 

Really  good.    I  wouldn’t  choose  anyone  else.    I  wouldn’t  trust  them  to  do  work  and  be  serious.    Like  if  I  were  
doing  it  with  a  group  who  were  a  bit  lazy  I  wouldn’t  even  put  that  much  hard  work  into  it  because  I  wouldn’t  be  
getting that much support so with W and them it is a lot more easier.  I like working in a group.  The activity we 
did today was really fun.  I know sort of what it looks like in my mind and I had sort of strange facial 
expressions.  The girls were laughing, they  found  it  fun.  I  don’t  think  I  take  a  lead  in  the  group  work  though.    
It’s  more  my  personality,  I  just  know  where  I  want  to  go.  I’m  not  scared  of  acting  either  but  I’m  just  wondering  
about the time.  I have so many assignments due. The girls seem a bit timid  (to  act)  but  I  know  they’ll  do  it.    If  I  
sort  of  prod  them  along  the  way  they’ll  relax  a  bit  and  become  the  character. 

What are your biggest strengths as a learner? 

I  don’t  think  I  have  one.    I  guess  if  I  really  like  something  I’ll  put  everything  into  it.  If  it’s  something  I’m  
interested  in  I’ll  make  sure  it  is  perfect  but  this  can  also  be  a  problem.  If  I’m  not  interested  in  it  I’m  happy  with  a  
pass,  or  maybe  a  bit  higher  than  that,  maybe  a  B.  And  then  there’s  my  time  management.    I  do  other  things  I  
want other than the things I should be doing. I need to be more balanced. 
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