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Abstract 

Within Australia, The Australian Professional Standard for Teachers’ Standard 1.4 

dictates that teachers should have an understanding and awareness of the histories, 

cultures and languages of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Yet non-

Indigenous teachers seem reluctant to integrate Indigenous perspectives in the 

classroom. This study examines how 142 pre-service teachers’ views on a first year 

Indigenous Education course founded upon a social justice/antiracist framework 

evolved throughout their first term. The article focuses upon specific aspects of the 

course that pre-service teachers identified as enabling them to move beyond resistance 

and towards understanding and confidence in relation to their ability to teach issues 

related to Indigeneity, whiteness, and identity in their own classrooms. Based on pre-

service teacher responses, we provide considerations for the development of future 

courses addressing Indigeneity in relation to design, implementation and 

collaboration.   
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Introduction  

 

In Australia, a significant gap exists between the achievement of Indigenous and non-

Indigenous learners. Indigenous students are over represented within special 

education programs (DiGiacomo, Davidson, Abbott, Delaney, Dharmendra, McGrath, 

and Vasquez 2013; Sweller, Graham, and Van Begen 2012), and are more likely to 

face inequities than their non-Indigenous peers (Francis, Mill, & Lupton 2017; Ford 

2013). Studies demonstrate that teachers have lower expectations of Indigenous 

students than their non-Indigenous peers (Riley, 2018, 2012; Dandy, Durkin, Barber, 

and Houghton 2015; Rubie-Davies, Hattie and Hamilton 2006). Indigenous scholars 

claim that teachers’ deficit perceptions stem from a history of exclusionary practices 

and policies, ensuring that Indigenous peoples remain largely unseen within the 

educational environment (Herbert 2006; Sarra 2011; Nakata 2007), and that until 

these inequities are exposed, a gap between the achievement of Indigenous and non-

Indigenous students will remain. 

Various approaches have attempted to alleviate this imbalance. The Australian 

Professional Standard for Teachers’ Standard 1.4 dictates that teachers should have an 

understanding and awareness of the histories, cultures and languages of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander peoples (see http://www.aitsl.edu.au/australian-

professional-standards-for-teachers) (AITSL 2011), yet non-Indigenous teachers seem 

reluctant to integrate Indigenous perspectives into the classroom (Riley & Pidgeon, 

2018; Riley, 2014; McLaughlin and Whatman 2015). Van Issum (2012) states that 

there is an unspoken decree that teachers “should not talk about or teach the myriad of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander issues for fear of breaking taboos and thereby 

causing offence” (55).   While it is critical to acknowledge the positive influence of 

http://www.aitsl.edu.au/australian-professional-standards-for-teachers
http://www.aitsl.edu.au/australian-professional-standards-for-teachers
http://www.aitsl.edu.au/australian-professional-standards-for-teachers
http://www.aitsl.edu.au/australian-professional-standards-for-teachers
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Indigenous teachers upon their Indigenous learners (MATSITI 2015) and to ensure 

that more Indigenous teachers, principals, and policy makers work with and within 

the educational system (Pidgeon 2016; Sarra 2011), this does not abrogate non-

Indigenous teachers’ responsibility to develop better understandings of Indigenous 

studies, and thereby have a positive impact upon Indigenous learners. 

Thus it is increasingly relevant to ensure opportunities exist for pre-service 

teachers, the majority of whom are young, ‘white’1, middle-class females (McKenzie, 

Weldon, Rowley, Murphy, and McMillan 2014; Weldon 2015; Santoro 2009), to 

identify “the ways in which their racial ascription and social positioning inform their 

actual practices and interactions with students” (Solomon, et al. 2005, 149). This is 

crucial given that teachers’ judgements are positively influenced by dominant cultural 

norms (Bianco, et al. 2011), similar values and belief systems (Ford, Grantham, and 

Whiting 2008), and same group member identity (Karaowsky and Seigel 1995). 

Tertiary courses founded upon social justice and anti-racist frameworks can be 

beneficial, providing opportunities for developing critical self-reflective skills 

(Bennett, Power, Thompson, Mason, and Bartleet 2016; McDowall 2017). Mills and 

Ballantyne (2016) argue that there is limited information about specific strategies to 

assist teachers to “engage with student diversity in socially just ways” (263). Burke 

and Collier (2017) contend, teachers “may accept theories learned and utilized in the 

post-secondary education courses [however] they are sometimes unsure about how 

these would work with their students, or if they would be accepted in school 

environments” (283). Researchers (Schick 2014; St. Denis 2007) discuss resistance 

from ‘white’ students when teaching issues related to identity, diversity and/or 

Indigeneity, topics often addressed within courses founded upon a social justice/anti-

                                                        
1 The term ‘white’ is a generic term referring to any non-Indigenous person and is not used as a 
derogatory, oppositional term.   
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racist framework. Schick (2014) states that the “Politics of resentment found in the 

refusal of anti-oppressive and anti-racist teaching is produced by and simultaneously 

produces the on-going effects of white supremacy in schools in the dominant society” 

(88-89). DiAngelo (2011) notes that many white students have had limited 

opportunity to develop “the stamina to sustain attention on an issue as charged and 

uncomfortable as race” (63), hence the need to approach such issues with care. In 

practical terms, Nakata et al. (2012) contends that, within education courses based on 

Indigenous issues, the tendency to overemphasize simplistic binary understandings of 

Indigenous knowledges, as diametrically opposed to Western knowledges, can be 

counter-productive, alerting us to the possibility that students’ resistance may 

overcome their willingness to engage with complex, challenging issues.  

We argue that more focus is required to ensure ‘white’ pre-service teachers 

confront their resistance in order to develop confidence in their ability to teach issues 

like Indigeneity and identity. Teacher educators need to understand the rationale 

behind this resistance, to develop strategies to decrease anxiety and increase pre-

service teachers’ ability to effectively teach Indigenous issues in their future 

classrooms. This study’s objective was to examine how pre-service teachers’ views 

on a first year Indigenous Education course founded upon a social justice/antiracist 

framework evolved throughout their first trimester. We sought to understand which 

aspects enabled students to develop their knowledge, skills and confidence to 

effectively teach issues of Indigeneity and identity. This will assist in the development 

of courses which seek to address Indigeneity in relation to design, implementation and 

collaboration.  This is particularly important in Australia, given the recent national 

curriculum rollout and the ongoing NAPLAN results which contribute to deficit views 

of Indigenous students. 
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Social Justice and Anti-Racism Education in Teacher Education Programs 

Studies demonstrate that teachers make a difference to students’ social and 

educational outcomes (Ainscow 2010; Sutton Trust 2015). Rubie-Davis, Hattie and 

Hamilton (2006) found that when high expectations were applied, teachers were able 

to raise students’ achievement levels, regardless of their background. Some scholars 

have argued that misunderstandings relating to culturally affirming teaching practices 

have reinforced existing Indigenous stereotypes (Rose 2012). This points towards 

teachers entering schools with outdated information that “trivialise, distort, 

misunderstand, misuse and romanticise Indigenous knowledge and systems of 

thought” (Nakata et al. 2012, 128). This misinformation is passed to a new generation 

of learners, and has a negative impact upon Indigenous learners’ self-esteem (Sarra 

2003). Nakata et al. (2012) argue that Indigenous studies courses prioritizing action as 

Indigenous practice over more theoretical understandings give the impression that 

Indigenous people are incapable of theoretical understandings, contributing to deficit 

perspectives of their ability and potential.  Leonardo and Porter (2010) provide insight 

into different perceptions of “race dialogue” and make important distinctions between 

“anti-intellectual…[and] anti-intellectualist” (150). They show how such 

conversations leave whites satisfied with the intellectual discussion but no further 

informed about the lived experiences of people of colour. 

A strategy for addressing such issues is to develop courses under a social 

justice framework based on teachers’ beliefs and perspectives, however teacher 

educators often report tensions arising as pre-service teachers reflect upon how 

personal beliefs and biases influence diverse students (Solomon, et al. 2005; 

Gillespie, Ashbraugh, and DeFiore 2002). Schick (2000) describes how ‘white’ 
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female teachers, while eager to learn about Indigenous history, become increasingly 

resistant towards discussion of white privilege. This reaction, Schick claims, may 

arise from a deep-seated “saviour mentality”, stemming from a history of colonialism 

and advantage. Other scholars (Van Issum 2019; Burke and Collier 2017; Solomon, et 

al. 2005) observe that pre-service teachers self-regulate their responses due to fear of 

offending or being perceived as racist.  

DiAngelo (2011) describes white students’ reluctance or refusal to 

acknowledge the pervasiveness of racial oppression, and how white/colonial identities 

are implicated in this oppression as “white fragility”, a condition “in which even a 

minimum amount of racial stress becomes intolerable, triggering a range of defensive 

moves” (57).  As DiAngelo explains, within a settler-colonial context, most white 

people have had limited opportunities to develop the cognitive or affective skills 

required to engage in nuanced discussions about race, “Pointing out white advantage 

will often trigger patterns of confusion, defensiveness and righteous indgination” 

(p.64).  The positioning of some white pre-service teachers as the victims of anti-

racist efforts by their refusal to acknowledge how white/colonial indentities are 

implicated in the ongoing effects of racial opression and/or a refocusing of attention 

to their own perceived mistreatment could be regarded as an attempt to “reinstate 

white racial equilabrium” (DiAngelo 2011, 57).  

 Leonardo and Porter (2010) provide further insight into these uncomfortable 

encounters by drawing attention to the inherent contradiction in the concept of a ‘safe 

space’ for discussions about race, whiteness and colonisation. They consider the 

promotion of a “ ‘risk’ discourse about race, which does not assume safety but 

contradiction and tension.” (139), which allows students to confront racial discourse. 

St. Denis (2007) claims that such, “anti-racist education explores the practices, 
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processes, and ideologies of racialization, which includes a study of not only how 

racism disadvantages some but also how racism advantages others, and how 

whiteness gets produced and construed as superior” (1087). Teachers familiar with 

this framework are likely to identify inequity and be adept at responding appropriately 

(Riley, 2014; Turhan 2010).  

This study focuses on student responses to an Indigenous Knowledges course 

founded upon a social justice/antiracist framework in order to determine what 

strategies work well. We believe successes and challenges illuminate possibilities for 

breaking the barriers that undermine socially just pedagogies.  

 

Method  

Positionality 

Critical pedagogy challenges the notion of neutrality within schools, and curriculum 

and culturally responsive educators expect teachers to be aware of hegemonic 

classroom practices (Shapra-Lishchinsky 2016). As pre-service teacher educators, we 

are aware that our position is not neutral (Martin & Mirraboopa 2003). This study’s 

authors identify as Indigenous Australian, non-Indigenous Australian and Canadian. 

We come into practice with experiences, biases and judgements which influence the 

way we see the world and how our students see us. We accept that our position is 

overlaid with multiple perspectives. Our previous teaching experience influences our 

passion to view school students as the ultimate beneficiaries of our pre-service teacher 

education pursuits.   

We take a racialized stance in our analysis of a first-year teacher education 

course, focusing on how notions of Indigeneity are socially constructed. The course 

was designed to provide pre-service teachers with opportunities to speak about 
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difficult and emotionally charged topics such as discrimination, racism, colonialism 

and oppression. The course was developed and convened by the authors, and whilst 

the pre-service teacher cohort was racially and ethnically diverse, participants 

consisted primarily of young, white, female teacher candidates, representative of 

Australia’s current teaching population (McKenzie, Weldon, Rowley, Murphy and 

McMillan 2014). While critical race pedagogy is inherently risky, white pre-service 

teachers may find themselves particularly unsettled, given that “pedagogies that tackle 

racial power will be most uncomfortable for those who benefit from that power” 

(Leonardo and Porter 2010, 140). In the following section we analyse pre-service 

teachers’ responses towards course content and structure in order to critically appraise 

the white normative position, as well as some of the racialized assumptions 

underpinning the course design. 

 

The Study 

 

The study focuses on the responses of first-year pre-service teachers enrolled in the 

foundation year of the Bachelor of Education Program at an Australian university, and 

outlines responses to a questionnaire related to a mandatory course on Indigenous 

Knowledges. The research questions pertinent to this study are:  

 

• What were pre-service teachers’ responses towards attending a course related 

to Indigeneity and identity?  

• In what ways did pre-service teachers’ attitudes towards the issues addressed 

in the course evolve throughout the duration of the course?  
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• How did white pre-service teachers’ responses demonstrate a willingness to 

confront whiteness?  

• What aspects of the course did pre-service teachers identify as enhancing 

and/or impeding their understanding of the issues addressed, and their ability 

to pass on this information in their prospective classrooms? 

 

As teacher educators we believe that an important goal for teachers is to think 

critically about the social context in which they teach. Within our course syllabus we 

contend that teaching is “an inherently political and moral enterprise” (Authors, 

course profile, 2017), given the significance of teachers on students’ academic 

outcomes and wellbeing (Hattie, 2012). Throughout the course, teachers were asked 

to consider the on-going influence historical and contemporary manifestations of 

racism have had upon Indigenous peoples. This was emphasised by inviting 

Indigenous people as guest speakers to contexualise the issues.  In weeks 1-4, we 

discussed how governmental policies had effectively denied Aboriginal peoples of 

basic human rights  − the right to land (Harris 1994; Kelly & Lenthall 1997), human 

and legal status (Allen 1988; Kidd 1994), and families − through the forcible removal 

of Indigenous children (Wilson 2003; Martin 2003). Weeks 5-8 detailed 

contemporary manifestations of racism, and the on-going effects policies and events 

have over dominant societal perceptions towards Indigenous peoples. In weeks 9-12 

we discussed how arts practices are a powerful way to learn and teach how identities 

are constructed, represented and challenged. We showcased a number of Indigenous 

artists to challenge deficit representations of Indigenous peoples. For the final 

assessment, pre-service teachers were invited to create a video using an example of 

Indigenous art which reflected the concepts discussed in class. Specific objectives of 
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the course were to: (1) encourage critical discussion and reflection around issues 

related to Indigeneity and identity; (2) provide opportunities for candidates to develop 

confidence and competency in relation to teaching, analysing, comparing, 

distinguishing and justifying these issues in their future classrooms;  (3) highlight 

how the arts and narrative may be used as educational tools, challenging inequity and 

deficit mindsets; and (4) create collaborative working relationships between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous staff and community members.  

 The course used a mixed modal structure involving one week of face-to-face 

lectures followed by one week of course work online. The face-to-face lectures were 

followed by 3 hour tutorials of 25-30 students. Our tutorial learning activities were 

informed by Schneidewind and Davidson’s (2014) Open minds to Equality: A 

sourcebook of learning activities to affirm diversity and promote equity, Fourth 

Edition and a text by Harrison and Sellwood (2016) Learning and teaching in 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education, Third Edition. The course also 

contained one 2-hour workshop per fortnight, co-facilitated with convenors of a 

‘partner’ course on social issues in education.  

 Participants were solicited through a ‘call for participation’ letter provided to 

students in their final tutorial. Ethical protocols ensured participation was voluntary, 

data was unidentifiable and only accessible after final grades had been posted.  Of the 

539 students enrolled, 142 students volunteered to participate. Participants’ responses 

to the issues of Indigeneity and identity were considered in this paper; a) what aspects 

of the course they found worked well; and b) what aspects of the course were a 

challenge.  

 

Data Analysis  
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After course completion, the qualitative data set was transcribed and collated for 

analysis. A table including participants’ responses was created and researchers 

reviewed survey responses. An inductive and emergent process (Cresswell 2012; 

Merriem and Tisdell 2016) was used to analyze the responses. In order to develop a 

more reliable understanding of pre-service teachers’ interpretations and observations 

of the course, survey transcripts were initially read and coded by “line-by-line 

analysis” (Strauss and Corbin 1998, 119) for emergent themes.  An open coding 

process enabled findings to emerge directly from the data, and reviewers grouped 

recurring ideas and concepts into emerging themes.  

Several emerging themes were identified: (a) resistance (due to fear of offending; 

relatable/non-relatable content); b) breakthroughs (strategies enhancing growth); c) 

barriers (structural barriers impeding growth).  A coding list (Rubin and Rubin 2005) 

was created to ensure each researcher could identify and label participant’s responses 

according to the coding definition. To ensure consistency in identified themes, each 

researcher used the aforementioned coding structure to individually code participants’ 

responses. Inconsistencies relating to the coding identification process were discussed 

until consensus was reached.  

 

Findings and Discussion 

 

Resistance 

Fear of offending 

Various scholars (Ladson-Billings 1999; Marx 2006; Schick and St. Denis 2005) have 

noted resistance when educators discuss issues of race and racism, particularly with a 
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group of ‘white’ people.  While we promoted an environment where, as Marx (2001) 

suggests, participants are “encouraged to share their true feelings, no matter how 

‘politically incorrect’ they seemed to be” (8), students’ responses revealed reluctance 

to open up during discussions for fear of “getting it wrong” (McLaughlin and 

Whatman 2015) and/or offending their peers. This was particularly true for non-

Indigenous students, who noted this as their primary reason for not engaging. Two 

participants stated:   

 

I found it particularly challenging as I am not Aboriginal [sic] or Torres Strait 

Islander and I felt very uncomfortable when it came to talking about particular 

things or I just would not speak up as I felt as if I might offend someone.  

 

I found discussing topics about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 

was difficult as I am very ignorant [….] about their culture. I also found it 

difficult as there were people of this [descent] in the classroom and I didn’t 

want to offend anyone just because I had no idea.  

 

Some suggested that in order to feel comfortable speaking in class they would want 

instructions noting precisely “what we can and should not say in discussion of 

Aboriginal or Indigenous background”. Given the violence that characterized the 

colonization of this country and the sensitive nature of black/white relations, students’ 

reluctance was understandable. Leonardo & Porter (2010) argue that since race talk 

will always be unsafe for people of colour, there is a need for emotional pedagogical 

approaches which challenge white students to perform a “humanizing violence” 

(146), requiring them to unpack and challenge taken for granted norms. White 
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students can no longer hide behind a safe notion of ‘possibly offending someone’.  

Leonardo & Porter (2010) contend that, “authentic race discussions are violent to 

whites for the very reason that such discussions would expose their investment in 

race, their full endorsement of, rather than flippant regard for it.” (150). As educators, 

we were aware that our discussions would make students uncomfortable, however, 

clearly they are necessary in order to enable pre-service teachers to gain the skills to 

transition from university training concerning Indigenous content and pedagogy to 

classroom practice. Given this, we introduced the concept of a “confirming 

environment”, or a “safe space”, implying a place where one may fully express 

oneself without fear of feeling uncomfortable. Given the nature of our course, we 

explained that many of the issues would potentially create feelings of discomfort, 

particularly as students would be invited to reflect upon their position around issues of 

white fragility and racial discourse.  

Some participants remarked that apprehension about more difficult concepts 

created a barrier in tutorial discussions, which as various researchers (Tatum 1999; 

Marx 2001) claim, could be detrimental to pre-service teachers’ understandings of 

these issues. Tatum (1999) suggests that, in order for people to become more aware of 

the influence of race and racism within society, they must be willing to “talk about it” 

(17). In fact, it was white pre-service teachers’ discomfort in relation to their fear of 

offending that their Indigenous peers felt influenced their own discomfort. One 

Indigenous participant stated:  

 

For me, as a Torres Strait Islander, I found it more challenging to see people 

find themselves uncomfortable to speak up, because they believe that I might 
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take it offensively. I felt sometimes that if I was not there, the people in my 

class would feel more willing to answer. 

 

This participant’s response reveals the power of white privilege. White students’ 

cursory glances around the class appeared not to be seeking approval from peers, but 

more ‘without Indigenous presence, I may speak more freely’, potentially avoiding a 

situation where they may offend people of colour.  The Indigenous participant felt 

that she inhibited discussion rather than being free to critique unwilling participants, 

thus supporting Leonardo and Porter’s (2010) claim that “Mainstream race dialogue 

in education is arguably already hostile and unsafe for many students of color whose 

perspectives and experiences are consistently minimized” (149).  Indigenous students 

could interpret their white peers’ refusal to participate in difficult dialogue as 

ambivalence or dismissal. Leonardo and Porter (2010) contend that while white 

people may fear being exposed as racist, minorities’ fears tend to relate to an unfilled 

hope for change, so the Indigenous student’s awareness of her white peers’ refusal to 

engage in authentic race dialogue represents an on-going pattern of disappointment 

instigated by white people. This participant’s statement also helps to illustrate how 

white pre-service teachers have the privilege of avoiding racialized discussions which 

may cause discomfort in the classroom. Indigenous students who feel uncomfortable 

also may be less inclined to participate if they feel their presence inhibits classroom 

discussion, or that their teacher may be unable to support them in challenging 

situations. Indigenous students may feel its their duty to ‘speak up for their people’, 

placing undue pressure on students who already feel isolated in a white dominated 

tutorial, perhaps resulting in withdrawal or absenteeism.  The data set indicates that as 
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educators, white teachers need tools to deal with difficult discussions around race and 

identity, whilst simultaneously allowing students to feel supported and encouraged.    

  

Challenges due to relatable/non-relatable course content  

 

Pre-service teachers were asked to critically reflect upon Indigenous perspectives in 

relation to historical, social and political events. Students were introduced to course 

readings from Indigenous creative artists from around the world, ensuring that they 

had a ‘bank’ of Indigenous knowledge. Indigenous participants stated they 

appreciated the relatable course content; as this Indigenous participant noted, “A lot 

of the knowledge taught directly relates to me as an Aboriginal woman”.  However, 

Indigenous participants also noted that the content was challenging because of its 

familiarity:  

 

Part of this course worked well for me as I am Indigenous to New Zealand and 

relate to a few of the issues dealt with in the course such as cultural diversity, 

beliefs and values. […] I found it more difficult when discussing topics such 

as the Stolen Generation and lack of Treaty because of the hard time this 

culture has been through. It was challenging to know the mistreatment they 

faced […] and is followed by massive effects to this day.  

 

While some Indigenous participants noted appreciating group discussions, they also 

were aware that non-Indigenous peers regarded the course content as difficult because 

of their inability to relate to the discussion. One participant stated:  
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It was interesting to see other people’s views and opinions on sensitive subject 

matter such as race and appropriation. It was also interesting learning how 

much people know about my culture such as the Stolen Generation and other 

atrocities.[...] I personally didn’t have this issue but I did hear discussions that 

some people did have trouble relating the content to their own lives.  

 

This may have been the first opportunity for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

participants to attend a course primarily focused on Indigenous content. While this 

may have been refreshing for some, others felt uncomfortable and frustrated. One 

assessment item encouraged pre-service teachers to reflect upon their ethnicity and 

personal history in relation to the stories and perspectives within course readings, 

which some white pre-service teachers found challenging:  

 

I found this course particularly difficult as I am not a person of Indigenous 

descent. [...]. The assessment for this course was very presumptuous and 

prejudiced as not all people can relate topics back to Indigenous culture and 

values. As a Caucasian, middle-class women of British descent, I found it hard 

to determine what the task was asking me to do. 

 

The task requiring us to identify and discuss my own cultural and ethnic 

identity also made it difficult to then relate these to the text book, as I cannot 

personally relate to the [....] issues discussed in the text.  

 

These comments are ironic, considering course discussions of how an Australian 

educational system based on a Western framework was a deterrent for many 
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Indigenous students, who could not relate to curriculum and assessment tasks. 

Kidman, Ormond, and MacDonald (2018) argue that white superiority is often 

covertly embedded into educational environments where “acts of brutality and 

invasion are transformed into patriotic tales of settler and pioneer heroism” (234). 

Many pre-service teachers acknowledged being unaware of the brutality that had 

occured against Indigenous peoples since Invasion Day on January 26, 1788, or even 

that the notion of ‘discovering’ Australia existed (Harrison & Sellwood 2016). It may 

be that the Eurocentric traditions of education are a safe zone for white students, and 

content based on Indigenous issues and values is increasingly confronting. 

Conversely, many white pre-service teachers acknowledged that, while not 

accustomed to a primarily Indigenous focused course, they appreciated it precisely for 

this reason, noting how this knowledge might enhance their future teaching practice:  

 

Being exposed to the counter narrative shared from the Indigenous and Torres 

Strait Islander community through course readings and guest speakers has 

been invaluable. Such interactions have helped me to gain a greater sense of 

understanding and knowledge [....]. I strongly feel that such learning and 

reading must be included in the curriculum.   

 

However, some white pre-service teachers found the course frustrating for the same 

reason, and dismissed it as feeding into a particular agenda:  

 

While I understand the need to respect Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

individuals, this increase in focus has somewhat disconcerted me. I never 
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intended to treat any child with disrespect, but this new overarching political 

correctness movement is, to me, a perpetuation of segregation type behaviour.  

 

It is interesting that courses have historically been dominated by British history and 

Western values, whereas this course was careful to demonstrate the Indigenous 

counter-narrative and hence‚ ‘balance the ledger’. Some students saw this as an 

attempt to further segregate black and white perspectives and remarked on feeling 

affronted when it came to discussions of white privilege or more direct instances of 

racism. One white pre-service teacher noted:  

 

I found a particular newspaper article extremely difficult to read as it started 

with saying: you know you’re in Australia when (insert examples of racism). 

[…] There are examples of racism seen in Australia, as there are on every 

continent in the world, but that doesn’t mean Australia as a whole is a racist 

country. I am aware that this is someone’s opinion and they may have 

experienced severe discrimination to reach this conclusion. […] I just 

personally didn’t enjoy being introduced to an article that generalises my 

country and its people as something that is so negative.  

 

Yet, by disregarding the description of incidents of racism as ‘opinion’, the inherent 

privilege of the white pre-service teacher is revealed. It becomes apparent that this 

participant is referring to “my country”, detached from any unsavoury racial events. 

As Leonardo and Porter (2010) insist, these are the very conversations that are 

needed, away from the defensive attitudes and ‘safe zones’, conversations that 

confront the privileged position of white pre-service teachers.    
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In addition, difficulties for some white pre-service teachers stemmed from 

disappointment in their white colleagues, who they thought unwilling to make the 

effort to better understand the diverse needs and experiences of their future students. 

As this participant noted:  

 

What I found challenging was the fact that others would make these cultural 

issues about themselves instead of looking at the bigger picture and realizing 

that we need to be a part of a cultural change.  

 

Some of these perspectives are drawn from ideals that appear to state that “it’s not 

their problem and they are unlikely to teach Indigenous students anyway”. Clearly 

such sentiments fail to understand the key tenets of the Australian Professional 

Standards for Teachers, which specifically deal with Indigenous students and issues.

 These comments reflect the complexity of emotions experienced by first-year 

pre-service teachers in courses addressing issues of Indigeneity and identity, and 

illustrate the range of issues teacher educators must address.  As educators already 

privy to the various kinds of resistance these courses incite, we implemented a 

number of strategies, each with varying degrees of success. The next two sections 

describe the strategies participants thought worked well in relation to these issues, and 

those which needed further consideration.  

 

 

Breakthroughs: Strategies enhancing growth 
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While many participants discussed their initial resistance, as the course continued 

they noted that they began to feel more comfortable engaging in critical discussions. 

Participants acknowledged a number of different strategies that helped them 

overcome their initial resistance, as described below.  

 

Making it about the students 

DiAngelo (2011) contends,    

The continual retreat from the discomfort of authentic racial engagement in a 

culture infused with racial disparity limits the ability to form authentic 

connections across racial lines, and results in a perpetual cycle that works to 

hold racism in place (66).   

As schools in Australia become increasingly diverse, teachers are required not only to 

know about these issues but also be able to provide informed discussions about them 

with their students. Given that “White people often need to reflect upon racial 

information and be allowed to make connections between the information and their 

lives” (DiAngelo 2011, 67), rather than avoid conflict, pre-service teachers were 

invited to interrogate their discomfort in relation to issues of race and white privilege, 

through written reflections, peer-to-peer dialogue, and small group discussions. It was 

pleasing to see how the students’ learning evolved through having the opportunity to 

use their social and cultural lens to observe and analyse.  

One pre-service teacher noted how feelings of guilt or shame inhibited their 

engagement, however, she also noted that this was not conducive for her future 

practice and that she needed to move beyond debilitating emotions. To support our 

teachers, we also incorporated discussions and readings from Indigenous and non-

Indigenous scholars such as Bishop (2012), Sarra (2011), and Harrison and Sellwood 
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(2016), who reiterate the positive influence high expectations and caring practices can 

have upon all students’ success. By incorporating a range of voices through our 

course readings, we wanted to raise awareness of the successes and ongoing 

commitment of many educators in redressing injustice and disadvantage.  

Encouraging pre-service teachers to think about specific things they might do 

to ensure their classrooms were equitable socially just spaces made it easier for them 

to engage in difficult conversations, as the following comments reveal: 

 

I had not realised the implications these concepts had on real life events, such 

as cultural appropriation. I had not considered the sensitivity certain cultures 

may have [....], and how I should be careful and respectful to different cultures 

and cultural symbols. It is not my attitude towards these concepts and issues 

that matters, it is the Indigenous perspective that matters most and [should] be 

taken into consideration much more.  

 

It was interesting to me that through engagement with the course content, I 

often found myself re-evaluating my daily actions and thought processes. This 

led me to imagine the students in my future classrooms and how I would need 

to treat them equitably, rather than equally, as I had previously assumed.  

 

Encouraging pre-service teachers to analyse their engagement and reactions, and 

asking them to consider specific strategies they might employ to ensure their 

classrooms were welcoming environments for all students, seemed to shift notions of 

Indigenous students as ‘children who need to be saved’, positioning them as 

determined, capable individuals; and positioning pre-service teachers as equally 
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agentic. As one participant said, “how to fight alongside them rather than just feel 

sorry for them.”  

 

Collaborative learning through group work 

 

Burke and Collier (2017) observed how teacher inquiry groups can be useful for 

engaging teachers in complex issues as “a way forward to consider the dilemmas that 

teachers commonly face in classrooms every day” (283). We encouraged pre-service 

teachers to work together when discussing how they might address various inequities 

in their classrooms. Participants reported finding these conversations valuable, 

providing unfamiliar viewpoints, as these students explained:  

 

Group discussions in tutorials have been some of the most intriguing and 

engaging times this trimester. When we have discussions about these topics of 

differences and identity there are so many standpoints and perspectives that 

come out. 

 

The ability to be able to have open discussions, where everybody was 

respectful of other people’s opinions and nobody was judged for their opinion 

was something I think worked well. 

 

White pre-service teachers remarked on the benefits of sharing work with their 

Indigenous peers, who increased their understanding of various concepts and themes 

discussed in class:  

 



 24 

Though it was difficult talking about these topics with Aboriginal people in 

the class, it was good to learn from them as I was educated from personal 

experiences and feels [sic] of members of the classroom that I never would 

have known if they were not in the class. 

 

I found it mostly easy to talk when it came to comparing white Australian 

identity to that of an Indigenous Australian due to my friends who are of 

Indigenous or Torres Strait Islander [descent]. They [....] allowed me to look at 

this course from different perspectives.    

 

While there is benefit in pre-service teachers learning from each other, it is also 

important to ensure that Indigenous people do not feel pressured to become the 

“unoffical educator for all things Indigenous” (Bond 2014), an issue which has been 

noted by Indigenous educators working within the education system (Bond 2014). 

Assessment requiring students to present an activity specificially related to one of the 

discussed concepts was one way of increasing prospective teachers’ comfort in 

embedding Indigenous perspectives in the classroom.  

Indigenous participants also acknowledged appreciating group discussions, 

providing more insight into their peers’ awareness and perspectives relating to 

historical and contemporary issues. However, there was awareness of the discomfort 

the course content could elicit in their non-Indigenous peers. Pre-service teachers 

remarked that having a tutor who was familiar with course content and was supportive 

of students made them feel more confident:  
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Within this course we explored a variety of concepts that can be challenging to 

express and hard to talk about. […] Having a tutor who was reassuring about 

these issues helped greatly, as I felt more comfortable giving things a go and I 

was not [too] scared to talk about these sensitive topics.  

 

I found my tutor [tutor’s name] to always be very honest about some of the 

more challenging concepts, like prejudice and racism - explaining them in a 

factual way without shying [away] from the darkness of them, which was 

refreshing. 

 

 While group work was a way of allowing students to collaboratively confront 

sensitive and confronting issues, Indigenous tutors provided a glimpse into the 

consequences of racism and discrimination. Having non-Indigenous tutors provide 

examples of their experiences as a counter-narrative was also regarded as useful, as 

they provided pre-service teachers with “real life” situations they may confront in the 

classroom, helping to navigate the challenge and inherent violence of race talk 

(Leonardo and Porter 2010).  

 

Arts-based practice 

 

         For the final assessment, students were invited to create a five minute 

presentation using an arts-based medium to illustrate their understanding of a specific 

concept. One white pre-service teacher juxtaposed the work of Indigenous artist, 

Vernon Ah Kee (2002), If I was white,with white Australian artist Charles Meere’s 
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(1940), Australian Beach Pattern in order to demonstrate her understanding of the 

concept of “white privilege”. She noted:  

 

I really enjoyed this activity and I think it is an effective task to encourage 

students to consider the use of the arts as a learning tool [....]. I chose to 

explore the concept of white privilege as I found it to be the topic I was most 

passionate about and found it most challenging. 

 

Interestingly, this participant was not the only student who chose to select an 

assessment concept based on what they found most confronting. Another pre-service 

teacher explained: 

  

Aspects of this course that I found really difficult were actually the concepts 

that I wrote my previous assessments on. [...] This included the concept of the 

Hidden Curriculum and discrimination. [These concepts] were challenging for 

me to discuss but instead of being neglectful, I decided to research and make 

an effort to fully comprehend [....] the issues and decide how I as a teacher 

will remedy this in the future. 

 

Pre-service teachers’ willingness to experiment with art to help them better 

understand the concepts they struggled with helped show how art-based practice 

could be used to explicate more complicated ideas. Many students found writing 

about sensitive topics difficult, so the assessment based around arts practice gave 

them an opportunity to display concepts through an alternate form.   Participants’ 

responses revealed that by seeing how Indigenous artists were able to convey difficult 
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and/or uncomfortable concepts through creative art enabled them to better understand 

the concepts, and illustrated how they as practioners might successfully introduce 

complicated ideas into their classrooms. These participants explained: 

 

During this process I have realized how many different emotive topics could 

be explored with students through artist expressions.  I could provide students, 

[....] a chance to express their emotions, their concept of the world and family, 

what they like and dislike and even ideas of country and culture.  

 

I found the use of an arts-based activity allowed for further discovery of each 

topic […] and that the further inclusion of arts based activities would work 

well as an ‘ice breaking’ assignment for first year education students. 

 

Incorporating arts-based practices worked well in unpacking the complexity of 

difficult concepts. Firstly, it exposed students to Indigenous creative artists and 

activists, so they had Indigenous references to provide a foundation for future lessons. 

Secondly, it gave pre-service teachers an alternative mode of delivering difficult 

concepts, and they reported feeling more at ease knowing that media such as art, 

music or video clips could mediate the discussion. Finally, it provided pre-service 

teachers with opportunities to practice teaching in a relatively “safe” environment in 

front of their peers, and to learn from their peers’ presentations and feedback.  

 

Engaging with community  
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Fortnightly workshops featuring a range of guest speakers who shared their 

experiences were useful. For Indigenous students, guest speakers highlighted the rich 

value of their communities and their histories:  

 

By listening to the guest speaker [Guest Speaker 1] talk about Indigenous past, 

history, art, language and community, I could see how our identities are so 

important to maintain and respect. 

 

I was incredibly moved by having the opportunity to sit with an Aunty and 

learn about her childhood in Cherbourg2 and at the same time - very 

challenging.  

 

For non-Indigenous students, guest speakers brought to life historical and 

contemporary events in relation to Indigenous people: 

 

In the early weeks of the course we had [Guest Speaker 1] speak to us about 

her family experiences and her ancestors and wider cultural community. In 

being presented in the early weeks of the course, this gave me a greater 

understanding of how [....] history and into the present affect the Indigenous 

peoples. 

 

I liked that other people’s first hand experiences were drawn on [....] as this 

helped me understand another person’s viewpoint. For example, guest speaker 

[1] told her story and this really helped me connect.  

                                                        
2 An Aboriginal community north-west of Brisbane. 
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Guest speakers gave all pre-service teachers ideas about ways in which the issues we 

discussed could be “brought to life” in their classrooms. 

 

The speech from [Guest Speaker 2] was a highlight. I enjoyed being able to 

see the practical application of the theories and concepts to the classroom. It 

has made an impact on what and how I will teach. 

 

Participants noted that guest speakers provided higher awareness of community 

members and organisations, and how they themselves could gain an understanding of 

the histories and perspectives of Indigenous communities. This helped to ease anxiety 

around introducing Indigenous perspectives into their practice because, as this 

participant notes, “In order to be culturally sensitive, I would seek advice from the 

wider community, parents and the natural environment around the school.” For many, 

these guest presentations heightened their confidence in being able to develop a 

pedagogical framework encompassing a social justice approach. However, the 

intensity of such learning experiences also led to recognition of the time needed to 

satisfactorily unpack this learning. 

 

Barriers: Structural barriers impeding growth 

 

Various scholars (Anderson 2011; Schick 2010; St. Denis 2007; Moreton-Robinson 

2000) discuss the potential resistance white pre-service teachers may have to courses 

on identity and whiteness. Because of our teaching strategies, we felt reasonably 

prepared to support pre-service teachers through this resistance in order to engage in 



 30 

the kind of critical, and at times uncomfortable, dialogue necessary to create 

epistemological change (Lennon, Riley, & Monk, 2018). Despite our preparation, 

there were some things outside our control and these, according to participant 

responses, were the most significant barriers to learning. First is the issue of having a 

stand-alone Indigenous Education course within the pre-service teaching programme, 

rather than having Indigenous considerations and knowledges woven throughout all 

of the courses within the programme as has been implemented in various international 

pre-service teachers’ educations programme. The authors acknowledge that 

positioning Indigenous education courses in isolation can contribute to and “reinvent 

the settler grammars” rather than “dismantle… historical barriers to equality” 

(Moodie & Patrick, 2017, 451). Further questions and discussions that arose for the 

authors during the planning of our Indigenous education course highlighted the extent 

to which settler grammars shape and position our work: Where should we place the 

course within the teacher education program? Will first year students be mature 

enough to digest the content? and Will they find the content too challenging? As an 

attempt to address this significant limitation of the education program, we as 

educators encouraged students to consider why we regarded this as a particular 

disadvantage of our course and invited pre-service teachers to reflect upon how they 

might begin to address this particular concern in their own schools and teaching 

practice.  

Secondly, contemporary approaches to tertiary learning often incorporate 

flexible arrangements, with on-line components blended with on-campus classes. The 

course was structured so that pre-service teachers would have one week of face-to-

face course work followed by one week of course work online. Pre-service teachers 
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reported that insufficient time for face-to-face discussion impeded their engagement 

and understanding of course material, as these participants explained:  

 

I found some aspects of the course challenging in the way that we had to 

complete a large amount of learning about complex concepts like identity 

online and in a comparatively unsupported environment. […] When we did 

the learning about these same concepts in the tutorial environment, I [....] was 

able to interpret and understand them a lot better.  

 

Irregular contact with peers, tutors and lecturers, combined with long waits for 

clarification, may have contributed to the anxiety expressed by some pre-service 

teachers:  

 

The activity work at home was more challenging for me personally as if there 

was any confusion, it would be slightly more time consuming to find out what 

it means. I had no quick and easy place to go to clarify what needed do be 

done […] which made it overall more challenging.  

 

Burke and Collier (2017) note the limitations of online learning. They state that while, 

“online spaces may provide potential for future critical discussions amongst distant 

educators […] they may be more limiting in terms of the community and personal 

connections that are possible, and are sometimes seen as more formal and academic 

spaces” (238).  Despite our attempts to engage students in critical dialogue around 

these issues, we were challenged by the structural limitations of the course, as heated 

discussions were often cut short due to time constraints. Pre-service teachers 
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considered that reduced face-to-face time limited their opportunities to work through 

complex concepts, an aspect most participants rated highly. This was particularly 

problematic given that various researchers (DiAngelo 2011; Leonardo & Porter 2010; 

Kidman et al. 2018) contend that it is precisely these kinds of critical conversations 

that help to ensure meaningful understandings of historical and contemporary 

injustices.   

Conclusion 

 

Lowenstein (2009) states that, “the viewpoints of teacher candidates need to be 

considered to inform and reform the efforts made by teacher educators to both address 

issues of diversity in teacher preparation programs and conceptualize teacher 

candidates as learners” (164). Our findings revealed that pre-service teachers’ initial 

resistance towards course content varied according to how they were racially 

positioned in the course. While some white pre-service teachers expressed concern 

about offending, Indigenous pre-service teachers felt discomfort in relation to the 

familiarity of some of the more troubling aspects of course content dealing 

specifically with historical and contemporary manifestations of racism. In addition, 

they were aware of how the apprehension of their non-Indigenous peers could inhibit 

their willingness to engage in dialogue. It appears that there are unintended 

consequences where increased discussion of Indigenous issues impacts negatively on 

Indigenous students, creating a space where white students are reluctant to speak or 

where Indigenous students feel they must be strong advocates. This unenviable 

position has been imposed upon Indigenous students.    

 Lowenstein (2009) contends that one of the factors that may inhibit 

willingness to engage in courses about issues of whiteness, is teacher educators’ 
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unexamined perceptions of the “White teacher candidate as deficient” (163) and that 

this notion “may lead to pedagogies that impede their engagement” (180). She 

critiques modes of delivery that depend upon the “belief that ideas can be directly 

conveyed from one person to another” (180) and encourages teacher educators to look 

towards more innovative and inquiry-based approaches (Cochran-Smith et al. 2004).  

In this course, we utilized a number of strategies we believed could assist pre-service 

teachers move from passive recipients of information to active learners and educators.  

Participants highlighted a number of strategies that worked well, enhancing their 

understanding of course content and increasing their confidence in relation to teaching 

similar material. Strategies that decreased their resistance and increased their 

confidence included “making it about the students”, “promoting in-class group work”, 

“applying arts-based practice”, and “engaging with the wider community”. 

Participants highlighted that collaborative work decreased anxiety and increased their 

understanding of the lived experiences of others.  

Collaboratively working through sensitive issues also strengthened the 

teaching staff because of our own unique insights and perspectives. Like Gillespie, 

Ashbaugh, and DeFiore (2002), we contend that, “Being able to discuss, frankly and 

honestly, these issues with each other has emboldened us, both to be more critical of 

our own practices and to experiment with new strategies and approaches” (250). We 

felt that many of our students benefited from the collaborative style of the teaching 

team. 

 Through participants’ responses, we learned that certain structural barriers 

related to course delivery within the university need to be addressed to ensure pre-

service teachers have time to engage in ‘uncomfortable’ conversations, and to interact 

with community members. Santoro (2009) contends that, “Without opportunities for 
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both reflection and first-hand engagement with culturally diverse student groups, 

knowledge of self and knowledge of others cannot inform practice in effective and 

meaningful ways” (42). We argue that skills in critical reflection need to be taught 

early and often, so pre-service teachers gain confidence in their ability to teach and 

discuss ‘sensitive’ issues. However, like Lowenstein (2009), we agree that much more 

needs to be done, and that a single-course or single-term approach is not sufficient to 

ensure pre-service teachers understand and have the capacity to effectively teach 

issues related to Indigeneity (Burnett, et al. 2013). Such efforts need to be fully 

integrated into all aspects of a program, providing the tools to enhance lifelong 

understanding. For this to be done well, support is required at the institutional level, 

equipping teacher educators with the information, resources, skills and time required 

to ensure that pre-service teachers are truly capable of meeting the needs of an 

increasingly diverse student body. 
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