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Abstract 
Social constructions of education historically have impacted adversely on marginalised Indigenous Australian students 
whose mobile lifestyles and cultural positioning challenge teachers’ social inclusion practices. This paper examines the 
preparation and capacity of pre-service teachers to engage with mobile Indigenous students and their communities. Ev-
idence is drawn from practicing teachers who reflected on their experiences in working with Indigenous students and 
their communities since graduation and how their experiences, both pre- and post-graduation, impacted on their be-
liefs and practices. Individual interviews were conducted with four teachers who also participated in the first stage of 
the study as a group of 24 second year primary pre-service teachers at a regional Australian university. It was found 
that pre-service teachers representing a range of world views benefit from positive, scaffolded experiences that provide 
opportunities to develop practices that foster social justice and inclusion. The findings of this study have implications 
for providing pre-service teachers with opportunities to understand how historical factors impact on Indigenous stu-
dent mobility in contemporary Australian educational settings and the development of socially inclusive pedagogical 
practices. Further longitudinal research to expand the evidence base around developing culturally-appropriate peda-
gogical practices in pre-service teachers is needed to support their transition into teaching. 
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1. Introduction 

In looking at the question, “How can teacher educators 
approach diversity with a social justice orientation?” 
Nieto (2000, p. 180) argued that teachers with a strong 
sense of social justice have the capacity to learn about 
their students as well as with them and that such learn-
ing is not only transformational for both teachers and 
students but is also a lifelong endeavour. Further, using 
a social justice lens means asking difficult questions, 
critically evaluating every part of the educative pro-
cess, from policy through to curriculum and pedagogy 
and the strategies used to engage parents in the edu-

cation of their children, seeking to learn why some stu-
dents find schools unjust and why other students find 
the same schools to be fair.  

While Nieto (2000) was speaking from an American 
context, the same issues around social justice ring true 
when exploring how Indigenous Australian students 
experience the western system of education, including 
the many Indigenous Australian students who are mo-
bile. A social justice orientation emphasises that Indig-
enous student mobility is also a social justice issue in 
Australia. The western education system operating in 
Australia, based on sedentary living practices is at odds 
with Indigenous mobility. The western practice of edu-
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cation holds that academic progress is dependent on 
fixed residence and regular attendance at the same 
school (Dockery & Colquhoun, 2012), with little regard 
for the many groups of students, including Indigenous 
Australian students, who are mobile. 

In the conclusion to their exploration of the paral-
lels between the education of mobile Indigenous Aus-
tralian and UK Roma Gypsy communities, Levinson and 
Hooley (2013) argued that a preoccupation with at-
tendance and achievement at school for these groups 
could lead to two disparate outcomes. For both groups, 
such foci could be considered positive in relation to the 
rights that children have to access mainstream educa-
tion. When access to education erodes children’s 
strong connections with their own communities and 
cultural heritage, however, Levinson and Hooley regard 
this as a violation of basic human rights and what we 
would see as a social justice issue.  

We argue that if education for Indigenous Australi-
an students is to be underpinned by a social justice di-
mension, then developing an understanding of the his-
tory and culture of Indigenous Australians, their 
relationship to the land, reasons for mobility and how 
they learn is fundamental for designing pedagogical 
practices that are culturally-appropriate and inclusive. 
This can be achieved in consultation with Indigenous 
people, who hold in their memories, experiences and 
oral traditions, the knowledge that needs to be impart-
ed to non-Indigenous people, creating space for the In-
digenous voice, currently silent, to be heard, which Ai-
kman and Dyer (2012) and Prout and Hill (2012) regard 
as a matter of social justice.  

The purpose of this article is to examine the reflec-
tions of four teachers from the original cohort in our 
longitudinal study who are in their fifth year of teach-
ing regarding their capacity to understand and engage 
with mobile Indigenous Australian students and their 
communities. The eventual aim of the study is to con-
tribute to the evidence base around how universities can 
improve the preparation of pre-service teachers to work 
effectively with the broader Indigenous community. 

2. Background  

Mobility among Indigenous Australians, as noted by 
Hill, Lynch and Dalley-Trim (2012), is a particularly 
complex issue, rooted in the history of colonisation, 
with different forms of mobility still evident today. Un-
like mobility among other groups, however, mobility 
among Indigenous Australians has received little atten-
tion in the research literature and, as also noted by Hill, 
et al., there has been a distinct absence of programs to 
cater specifically for Indigenous Australian students 
who are mobile. Dispositions around social justice 
based on developing an understanding of the history 
and culture of Indigenous Australians help to avoid the 
problem of placing the blame for the educational fail-

ure of students who do not permanently reside in one 
location on their mobility (Danaher, Danaher, & Mori-
arty, 2007) and pave the way for designing pedagogical 
approaches based on the strengths that Indigenous 
Australian students bring to the classroom. It is difficult 
to understand how these positive effects can be 
achieved without schools developing trusting relation-
ships with Indigenous communities and broadening 
their views around curriculum and pedagogy, as rec-
ommended by Levinson and Hooley (2013).  

2.1. Understanding Historical Factors that Impact on 
Mobility of Indigenous Students 

Mobility has historically been part of Australian Indige-
nous culture and this practice continues today. In a 
study of mobility practices, Taylor (2012) pointed to In-
digenous mobility figures up to three times higher than 
the rest of the population. Taylor’s analysis of the 2008 
Australian Census data and the National Report on 
Schooling in Australia (2007) indicate that there may be 
close on 22,000 students who are mobile at any one 
time. This has significant implications for the delivery 
of educational services to Indigenous students. Levels 
of mobility are higher in rural and remote locations, 
especially in Western Australia, the Northern Territory 
and South Australia. High rates of mobility, however, 
can also be found in large regional areas such as noted 
by Bennet and Lancaster (2012) who found a mobility 
turnover rate of approximately 60% that affected the 
consistency of the delivery of an after school reading 
program.  

Even more important than identifying rates and 
patterns of mobility among Indigenous Australian stu-
dents and their families are the historical factors pre- 
and post-colonisation that impact on mobility. It is im-
portant for teachers to understand this history and 
how it still impacts on Indigenous students, their fami-
lies and communities today. We argue that, in order for 
Indigenous Australian students to connect with school 
and find meaning and relevance in their school experi-
ences through teachers’ use of culturally-appropriate 
pedagogies, teachers need first to understand the 
communities from which the Indigenous students 
come. First hand experiences in community are critical 
for scaffolding pre-service teacher understanding of 
factors impacting on families (Whipp, 2013) and the re-
sulting circumstances that can lead to mobility, espe-
cially in situations in which mobility can be masked by 
non-attendance. Often, these practices are the out-
come of deep-seated historical, economic, social or po-
litical drivers. Elders, with their lived community histo-
ry experiences, can support pre-service teachers to 
understand the social justice issues around mobility 
that still impact on Indigenous Australians. 

Comber (2014) in reflecting on her key findings 
from 30 years of educational research and then con-
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sidering the current challenges facing teachers and ed-
ucation today, acknowledged that teachers are typical-
ly concerned about the learning of all of their students 
but they often have difficulty in knowing how to 
achieve optimum learning outcomes for all students. 
Advice for teachers provided by Comber that resonate 
with the findings from research into the education of 
the children of itinerant fruit pickers in Queensland, 
Australia (Henderson & Woods, 2012), includes learn-
ing about students, their families and communities and 
understanding and incorporating into their teaching 
the funds of knowledge that students bring with them 
to school. Both Comber and Kamler (2004) and Hen-
derson and Woods (2012) noted that this more positive 
approach helped to undermine deficit discourses that 
are more common when teachers do not have close 
connections with students’ families and communities. 
Comber promoted a more socially-just approach that 
broke down assumptions that teachers may have of 
some students that serve to maintain past predictable 
patterns of disadvantage. Much of the research con-
ducted by Comber and her colleagues deliberately 
sought ways for teachers to move away from using dis-
courses of deficit that Comber noted from her review 
of recent research to be still prevalent among non-
Indigenous teachers teaching Indigenous Australian 
students. Instead, in some powerful case studies of 
teachers as co-researchers, Comber and Kamler 
showed how sustained commitment to social justice 
enacted in large part by visiting students in their homes 
changed the opinions that teachers had of their most 
at-risk students and their families. These teachers were 
then able to see a number of strengths that their stu-
dents could bring to the classroom that would other-
wise have continued to be overlooked. Teachers’ 
changed views of their students were reflected both in 
their language when talking about their most at-risk 
students and the way that they re-designed their ped-
agogical practices to be more inclusive. 

2.2. Socially Just and Inclusive Pedagogical Practices 

While Comber and Kamler (2004) focused on just two 
case studies of first year teachers who became co-
researchers in their “Getting out of deficit: Pedagogies 
of reconnection” project, they also explained the role 
of the more experienced teachers who partnered the 
new teachers on a one-to-one basis for the project. 
The changes that occurred in the first year teachers’ 
pedagogical practices during the research were quite 
marked and probably would not have occurred had it 
not been for the research project and for the connec-
tions that the teachers made with the families of the 
students whom they considered to be at-risk. The pro-
ject was possibly well-timed because the first year 
teachers had not been in the profession sufficiently 
long to become more set in their ways. This research 

was fairly work-intensive for all concerned but the re-
sults were very impressive and it helped to fill quite a 
void in research that works with teachers in their first 
year of practice to encourage socially just and inclusive 
teaching pedagogical practices. 

Other researchers interested in social justice issues 
and developing socially-just teachers come from the 
perspective that culturally-responsive or culturally-
appropriate teaching practices are developed over 
time. The pre-service teacher education years are re-
garded as being important in raising the consciousness 
of future teachers. Whipp (2013), for example, inter-
viewed 12 teachers in their first year since graduation 
from American pre-service teacher education programs 
that were deliberately justice-oriented to explore how 
those teachers conceptualised socially-just teaching. 
The interviews focused on the teachers’ experiences 
prior to and during their pre-service teacher education 
as well as the support provided to them during their first 
year of teaching. The findings highlighted the im-
portance of each of these phases in collectively influenc-
ing the adoption of socially-just teaching post-
graduation but, in particular, pointed to the importance 
of pre-service teacher education drawing on candidates’ 
experiences prior to commencing their studies.  

Drawing on the aforementioned studies and on ear-
lier and current stages of our own research, it can be 
argued that, while research that explores how practic-
ing teachers can be supported to learn about their stu-
dents, their families and communities is important, this 
process and the development of social justice and the 
capacity to enact inclusive pedagogical practices must 
begin during teachers’ undergraduate years. In her ex-
ploratory study, Whipp (2013) noted that exposure to 
scaffolded, cross-cultural experiences during the un-
dergraduate years can support pre-service teachers to 
develop transformative structural orientations around 
social justice principles that embed caring relation-
ships, culturally-inclusive pedagogies and an advocacy 
agenda. Cross-cultural experiences that bring under-
graduates into direct interaction with individuals from 
cultural groups different from their own help to pre-
pare teachers to be open to diversity and to care au-
thentically for the students with whom they work. 
Butcher et al. (2003) strongly advocate that community 
service learning and community engagement become 
central aspects of teacher preparation as both their 
case studies and review of the international literature 
identify the benefits of collaborative learning that de-
velops teachers’ sense of efficacy.  

The pre-service teacher education years are par-
ticularly vital for connecting with Indigenous Australian 
students and their communities. Making direct contact 
with the Elders and community members and provid-
ing opportunities for deep learning about the history of 
Indigenous Australians and the intergenerational im-
pact of that history on patterns of mobility and sustain-
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ing that contact during the pre-service years and into 
their professional lives, appear to be key factors that 
influence the adoption of socially just pedagogical 
practices. 

3. Methods 

The four teachers whose interviews formed the data 
for this report were part of a group of 24 participants 
in an earlier stage of the cohort study who, as second 
year pre-service teachers, reflected on their first expe-
riences in teaching Indigenous Australian students 
from kindergarten to Year 6 after school in a communi-
ty setting twice weekly for eight weeks. The pre-service 
teachers worked with the Indigenous students with 
their reading and were facilitated by the local Elder to 
gain entry to the community and to follow the proto-
cols for that community while engaging with the stu-
dents and their parents. The pre-service teachers were 
challenged by the fact that attendance by the students 
was often sporadic, as over 60% of the families in the 
community were mobile or moved in and out of the 
community on a regular basis. The purpose of the sec-
ond stage of the longitudinal study, currently in pro-
gress, is to explore these same participants’ reflections 
on their experiences in working with Indigenous stu-
dents and their communities in the five years since 
graduation and how they believed that these experi-
ences, together with their pre-service experiences, im-
pacted on their beliefs and pedagogical practices. Of 
particular interest in this paper are those aspects of the 
teachers’ reflections that have implications for the 
preparation of pre-service teachers to engage with 
mobile Indigenous students and their communities.  

As with the first stage of the study, for which all 24 
pre-service teachers in the cohort agreed to partici-
pate, the intention in this stage is to invite participation 
from the original cohort of 24. Priority was not given to 
the order in which the participants from the original 
cohort in the first stage of the study were approached, 
recruited and interviewed for the second, current 
stage. The teaching experiences and career trajectories 
of these four participants are quite varied, however, 
accommodating meaningful comparisons between par-
ticipants. While recognising that these first four partic-
ipants were not selected through purposive sampling 
to represent the probable diversity of the larger group, 
their diversity could be said to approximate so far in 
this qualitative study the underlying logic of the princi-
ple of maximum variance described by Punch (2003). 
As applied to the present stage of the study, this prin-
ciple holds that having such a diverse sample within 
the cohort group in terms of teaching careers and roles 
since graduation provides an ideal opportunity to begin 
to explore from the perspectives of these practicing 
teachers their reflections on the impact that their pre-
service experiences had on their preparation and fu-

ture capacity to engage with mobile Indigenous stu-
dents and their communities. 

The pseudonyms used for the participants in the 
first stage of the study were also used for the second 
stage. This consistency across cases, while not impact-
ing in this report, is logical for other comparative anal-
ysis both within and across cases.  

3.1. Participants 

All four participants have been working as teachers in 
various capacities and in different towns in the same 
region since graduation. Their careers have been quite 
diverse. 

Leslie, now assistant principal in a Kindergarten to 
Year 6 regional Australian public school, has taught 
consistently since graduation. Her classroom experi-
ences were in a high-Indigenous school, mainly in low-
er primary, with 12 months also spent with upper pri-
mary students transitioning into secondary school.  

Linda taught in casual positions for the first two 
years following graduation, including one semester in a 
junior high school, followed by lower primary. Now in 
her third year and permanent in a Catholic school, she 
is teaching a Year 5 class as well as Information and 
Communication Technologies (ICT). She also has some 
co-ordination and leadership responsibilities within the 
school. 

Ken, employed as a casual teacher since gradua-
tion, has had some block teaching periods. Currently in 
a temporary job-share position one day per week he 
continues casual work on the other days. He has taught 
across Kindergarten to Year 6 and in both public and 
private schools.  

Jake works in the same region, in a small rural pri-
mary (Kindergarten to Year 6) school with a low Indig-
enous population. Since graduation he has also had 
regular casual work, including working in Kindergarten 
to Year 10 settings, where he has engaged with Indige-
nous students.  

3.2. Interviews 

All four interviews were conducted via telephone be-
cause of distances and at mutually agreed times. The 
teachers consented to the research and to having their 
interviews audio recorded. The researchers also took 
brief notes during the interviews but, as noted by Wil-
kinson and Birmingham (2003), audio recordings afford 
more reliable and comprehensive records than notes 
alone. Interviews were preferred over surveys for the 
second stage of the longitudinal study because they 
provide interviewees with opportunities to give more 
extensive responses and for the researchers to encour-
age interviewees to expand on their responses.  

The purpose of the interviews in this phase of the 
second stage of the study is to establish background in-
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formation on the teachers’ individual experiences and 
career trajectories and to seek their reflections on spe-
cific areas as a precedent for the less structured focus 
group interviews that will occur as the second phase of 
this stage of the study. The interviews lasted for up to 45 
minutes each, allowing time for deep probing of leads in 
three main areas covered in the interview guide.  

The second group of questions focused on ways 
that the teachers perceived that their experiences 
since graduation helped to shape their capacity to 
work with mobile Indigenous students and their com-
munities, the strategies that they employed to support 
mobile Indigenous students and what the main issues 
were for them as teachers. The teachers were then 
asked to reflect on their current beliefs and practices. 

The third group of questions probed teachers’ 
thoughts about how their university studies had im-
pacted on the way they taught Indigenous students. 
The teachers were also asked how university experi-
ences could be strengthened to support pre-service 
teachers to develop capacity to work with Indigenous 
students and their communities. 

3.3. Data Analysis Techniques 

The data analysis began while the interviews were be-
ing transcribed. The researchers took notes from their 
individual readings of the transcripts as they became 
available and met to discuss their interpretations of the 
interviews, identifying themes emerging within and 
across interviews. Based on analyses of the same data 
sets, the process was thus progressive as the discus-
sions moved from one interview to the next and itera-
tive as the discussions moved back and forth between 
the interviews. The iterative part of the process ena-
bled the researchers to take the analysis to the next 
level by making comparisons and looking for patterns 
and differences across cases. 

4. Findings 

The individual interviews with the four teachers who 
were the first to participate in the current stage of the 
longitudinal study revealed through their reflections 
how their capacity to work with mobile Indigenous 
students and their communities in the first five years of 
teaching was influenced by the contexts in which they 
taught and the opportunities afforded by those con-
texts. In particular, the teachers’ opportunities to work 
with mobile Indigenous students and their communi-
ties were quite varied and the teachers responded in 
different ways. 

The two recurring and interrelated themes that 
emerged from an examination of the interview data 
were teachers’ understanding of historical factors im-
pacting on mobility and the development of socially-
inclusive pedagogical practices that supported mobile 

Indigenous students. These themes were underpinned 
by the teachers’ developing understanding of social 
justice and its application to marginalised mobile In-
digenous students. Given the close connections be-
tween these two themes in the responses in the inter-
views, they are presented together below. This is 
followed by an examination of the data from the inter-
views that reveal, from the teachers’ perspectives, how 
universities could improve their preparation of pre-
service teachers to work with mobile Indigenous stu-
dents and their communities. 

4.1. Understanding Historical Factors Impacting on 
Mobility/Socially-Inclusive Pedagogical Practices 

When asked to identify a significant experience that 
impacted on her capacity to work with Indigenous stu-
dents and their communities as well as her experiences 
in working with mobile Indigenous students, Leslie 
identified “going to…a small, rural, Aboriginal commu-
nity” for a professional experience placement as an 
undergraduate. She said that, while she was frightened 
about going, “it opened my eyes” to “rural and remote 
Aboriginal communities and what they offer. I gained 
so much from that to be able to bring back to my own 
school and my own teaching experiences of what some 
families go through just to get their children to 
school...in working with the school and breaking down 
those barriers from many years ago to what we have 
today”. There are parallels here between Leslie’s expe-
riences as a practicing teacher and Whipp’s (2013) find-
ing that exposure to scaffolded experiences at the un-
dergraduate level provides opportunities to develop 
social justice practices. Leslie’s earlier relationships 
with Indigenous students during her professional expe-
rience placement, helps her to develop caring relation-
ships with the students she now teaches. Her active 
role in this process is the beginning of her orientation 
to being an agent of change. 

Through her own, first hand experiences teaching 
Indigenous students in rural and remote communities 
Leslie developed an awareness of how marginalisation 
impacts on families. She also remarked that the experi-
ence in the small, rural community “set me up to be 
able to go into a community of not knowing anyone”. 
When she later taught mobile students from that same 
community in her present school, she commented that 
it gave her “a head start as well because they know 
who I am and I know who they are”. Whipp (2013) 
identified knowledge of communities as one component 
required to begin to enact socially just teaching. In this 
way, Leslie is affirming students’ cultural backgrounds, 
enabling her to connect to their funds of knowledge, 
one of the prerequisite capacities required for socially 
just teaching. Leslie’s first hand experiences enabled her 
to understand some of the historical factors that im-
pacted on the community. Leslie was the only one of the 
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four teachers who had the experience of teaching mo-
bile students who had moved from a community where 
she had known them previously. Such affirming experi-
ences help mobile students to feel a sense of community 
connection as advocated by Hill et al. (2012) as they seek 
to foster relationships in new settings.  

Linda identified a religion lesson as being a signifi-
cant experience in her teaching within the past five 
years. She talked about how she made connections 
with Dreamtime stories and how it was “very, very re-
warding to have some knowledge that I was able to 
impart and share with the students”. She recalled that 
one of her lecturers at university explained a simple 
way of helping students to understand the historical 
connections that Indigenous people have with their 
land and she recounted the steps in the lesson. She 
remembers drawing an analogy between the feelings 
that the students expressed about their mothers and 
how Indigenous people felt about their land and having 
it taken away from them. In Linda’s words, “It was just 
one of the most, I’ll never forget it, one of the most in-
spiring lessons that I have ever, ever taught”. There are 
similarities between Linda’s lesson, and the three char-
acteristics of culturally-appropriate pedagogy (contex-
tualisation, cultural relevance and authenticity) that 
Hickling-Hudson and Ahlquist (2003) found to be suc-
cessful in leading students to become more engaged in 
their learning. As noted by Levinson and Hooley (2013) 
it can be difficult to bridge the gap between learning 
when it involves two cultures. For both Leslie and Lin-
da, therefore, there were connections between histori-
cal factors and their development of culturally-
appropriate pedagogies. 

Jake had several experiences that were significant 
to him. The one that he felt was most significant in-
volved six Indigenous male students in a Year 9 science 
class that he taught for three successive weeks on a 
casual basis. During the recount of this experience Jake 
explained how he connected with 6 Indigenous stu-
dents and earned their respect: 

“The second week I tried to spend some time once 
everything was set up to go and speak to the boys. 
When I went up they were very cautious about why 
I was going to speak to them. I just went up and 
had a bit of a yarn with them, asked them wherea-
bouts they were from. They said [town]. I said, no, 
where your real country where they’re from. They 
started to talk about where their families come 
from. We sat there and had a yarn. Two of them re-
ally took a positive shine to that and they were in-
fluential in how the rest of the group would act. 
From there on in I actually had a situation where I 
had 2 boys who were influential to the rest of the 
group. The situation came up on playground duty 
when someone wasn’t being respectful. These boys 
would actually go up and say, hey get back in line; 

pick up the papers; don’t litter and stuff like that. It 
turned it around to a real positive because I’d taken 
that little bit of time and knowledge to share a bit 
of their lives and talk about where I was from. Even 
though I wasn’t identifying as Aboriginal, sharing 
like about friends and family and stuff, showing 
them that I was willing to get to know them and 
that even though I wasn’t going to be there all the 
time they mattered to me.” 

This recount illustrated Jake’s cultural knowledge dur-
ing his initial engagement with students. His warm, re-
sponsive practice developed a comfortable and re-
spectful environment for learning.  

Both Jake and Ken said that their experiences in 
working with Indigenous students who were mobile 
were minimal. Jake, however, talked about students 
who had “come in for a bit and then they’re gone for a 
bit”. He attributed the mobility to families moving be-
tween districts or towns. He continued, “I’ve been di-
rectly involved with these families that come in and out 
‘cause I’ve been teaching face to face I’ve been in-
volved with all the families and students in the school.” 
Both Jake and Linda mentioned using the 8 Ways of 
Learning (Yunkaporta, 2009). Jake found it helpful to 
use a sharing circle and “allowing that time for stu-
dents to listen to one another and get to know each 
other before we get started in the mornings has been 
quite helpful.” He also talked about more informal 
strategies to help these students and their families to 
“feel a part of the community and the school.” Jake 
identified his school as being a small one where every-
one knows each other and so he identified only posi-
tive experiences for mobile Indigenous students who 
came to the school. Knowing the families, knowing 
their histories and using culturally-appropriate peda-
gogies that took account of that knowledge and history 
were, therefore, a feature of Jake’s teaching that he 
emphasised.  

Ken, who has worked on a casual or relief basis in 
the five years since graduation noted that he “hadn’t 
been in the classroom as a teacher long enough to 
have experienced students who have started and then 
left for whatever reason and possibly back again. I’m 
not in the same class long enough with a block [ex-
tended period of teaching]. He did, however, refer to 
Indigenous students who appeared on the roll but 
were mobile. “I’ll mark the roll and they say ‘Oh, he’s 
gone back to xxx’ or he’s gone back to yyy’”. The op-
portunity to develop an understanding of historical fac-
tors impacting on mobile Indigenous students and then 
being able to develop socially-inclusive pedagogical 
practices to support mobile students is difficult when 
teaching in a casual capacity.  

In response to being asked to reflect on her current 
beliefs and practices and whether her beliefs and prac-
tices had shifted since her university days, Leslie re-
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sponded with “Um, no, I can’t say I have”. She said, “I 
didn’t find all of it valuable” and then explained that 
she found practical experiences to be of greater value 
than her in-class experiences. 

Similarly, Jake said: 

“I don’t think I’ve shifted too much. I still think 
I’ve...still got the same belief system about the way 
I treat people, work with people and try to help 
people out. They’ve stayed pretty much the same. I 
have a better understanding, I think of some of the 
different dynamics within the family the students 
might have and how that will relate in the class-
room but my belief system has stayed the same.” 

Ken said that he had not changed his beliefs or his 
teaching philosophy. He did note, however, that his 
practices with Indigenous students had “probably 
changed” but did not elaborate.  

Linda, on the other hand, talked about how her be-
liefs had been challenged by her experiences in work-
ing with Indigenous students during her time as a pre-
service teacher and how those experiences impacted 
on her teaching practices since leaving university: 

“Basically, having exposure to working with Indige-
nous students through university...gave me a dif-
ferent view...and...a broader understanding [that] 
allowed me to challenge my beliefs and my views 
and go down that road of discovery within myself. It 
also enabled me to approach teaching Indigenous 
students in a real context.” 

Linda’s comment reflects what Whipp (2013) described 
as a structurally-oriented teacher who has become 
aware of issues faced by marginalised students and 
who acts to support students to access learning 
through culturally-appropriate ways: 

“There are students out there that learn differently, 
whether they’re Indigenous, whether they’re a dif-
ferent race, they learn differently but, in particular, 
it made it relevant when we had the Elders talk to 
us and explain it very simply. That made it relevant 
and because of that relevance I feel that I’m able to 
contribute to my students a bit of background 
knowledge, a bit more understanding and, more 
importantly, hopefully an equality, um, view on 
how they view Indigenous students as well.” 

Later in the interview, Linda continued to place em-
phasis on the importance of practical experiences and 
talking with the Elders for influencing her beliefs and 
her practices. In referring to her first experience of 
working with Indigenous students in a community set-
ting she said, “When we got to know the Elders and we 
talked to them and had an understanding of where 

they had come from and an understanding of their cul-
ture that was just like the biggest learning curve ever 
for me and the most rewarding.” She could recall say-
ing to one of the women from the community while 
she was there, “I never ever thought of it like that; I 
didn’t understand that and now I understand that it ac-
tually makes sense. So, within that learning and that 
context I now try...to give a very informed view of In-
digenous communities, especially when we have to 
teach the content in HSIE [Human Society and Its Envi-
ronment] about British colonisation and Indigenous 
communities, etc., etc.” Linda’s experience of engaging 
with the Elders reflects the kind of relationship advo-
cated by the Elders in Bond’s (2004) PhD study of the 
Mornington Island community. 

4.2. Recommendations for Pre-Service Teacher 
Education 

From her own experiences in working with Indigenous 
students and their communities and from her observa-
tions of pre-service teachers on practice teaching 
placements, Leslie identified four core areas that she 
could see were important for preparing pre-service 
teachers to work in schools with high Indigenous popu-
lations. She cited understanding how Indigenous stu-
dents “learn, what families are going through, the dy-
namics of the family and…kinship” as the four most 
valuable prerequisites for teaching. She believed that 
university experiences could be strengthened in this 
regard by providing pre-service teachers with rural and 
remote experiences. Citing an experience that she vol-
unteered to undertake as a pre-service teacher, she 
said that the experience was “probably the best thing 
that I’ve ever put myself through.” She continued, 
“While it was 2 weeks I found that I could not have 
learned what I did in 2 weeks what I could have in 10 
weeks in a [university] classroom.” Leslie, therefore, ar-
ticulated both the four core areas that she believed 
that pre-service teachers needed to learn and the type 
of experiences that would promote that learning. 
Clarke’s (2000) conclusions concur with points raised 
by Leslie about the need to understand the students, 
school and community, especially with regard to the 
personal and professional connections that can assist 
teachers to work effectively with Indigenous students. 

When making recommendations for preparing pre-
service teachers to work with Indigenous students and 
their communities, all four teachers referred to their 
first experiences teaching Indigenous students from 
Kindergarten to Year 6 in the community setting that 
was the context for the first stage of this study. For 
Leslie, this experience highlighted issues for the educa-
tion of Indigenous students who are mobile. While she 
did not specifically refer to mobility and later asked 
what the term meant, she was very clear in explaining 
the impact that it had on the students’ learning. She 
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noted that the pre-service teachers saw that “some 
children dropped off. You wondered where they were 
and then you liaised with their co-ordinator there and 
she would let you know what had happened…and you 
start to grow an understanding as well as that why 
people might, say, commit to a 20 week program, they 
might only be there for 10”. Mobility, or absenteeism, 
disrupts academic progress and increases teacher 
workloads (Dockery & Colquhoun, 2012), in the context 
of the structural constraints of fixed classrooms and 
regular school attendance. 

Ken referred to the same community setting and 
said that “if all pre-service teachers were involved in 
[the] after-school homework centre then that 
would…start to open their eyes to the social issues 
that they are finding themselves in”. His recommen-
dation was to make the experience compulsory. 
While he also did not mention mobile Indigenous stu-
dents specifically he was among the pre-service 
teachers whom Leslie mentioned who witnessed the 
fluctuation in student attendance and the fact that it 
was not possible to know whether students would be 
around for the full length of the program. Ken also 
recommended that: 

“Wherever possible, every pre-service teacher 
should experience at least one practicum in a 
school with a high Aboriginal population...even for 
a week just so they know there is another side to 
teaching”. He continued, “So if they can under-
stand, well this is what you’ll be coming across if 
you find yourself in a western town or even in a 
town with a high Aboriginal population, this is what 
you will be experiencing and you’ll need to come up 
with strategies because you’re going to need them. 
Just observe that teacher and how that teacher is 
relating to his or her students. If that was possible, 
that would be wonderful. I don’t really know what 
else Uni could do”.  

In making his recommendations for pre-service teacher 
education, Jake drew on several profound experiences 
that he had just prior to commencing university. Until 
then he did not realise that some people in the com-
munity would not have received a formal education 
and would be unable to write. He specifically men-
tioned the impact that mobility could have on educa-
tional attainment because of disjointed school attend-
ance. He recommended that pre-service teachers be 
informed of such situations that were outside of their 
experience because of the way that it could make them 
think about their practice.  

Linda responded without hesitation when asked 
how university experiences could be strengthened to 
support pre-service teachers to develop the capacity to 
work with Indigenous students and their communities. 
She said: 

“Get them [the pre-service teachers] out of the 
classroom and into the community and talk to the 
Elders. That was one of the most engaging times 
that I spent at uni.” She continued, “we were very 
naive and even a bit scared because it was an un-
known, not because it was an Indigenous communi-
ty, just because it was an unknown. I can remember 
sitting on the grass...talking to students and seeing 
how engaged they were and listening to the Elders 
talk and walking past the rest of the community 
when we parked our cars and them calling out hello 
to us, you know, in the first couple of days you 
know like in the first couple of weeks we were 
there it was like ‘Don’t even look at us’ but then felt 
welcomed into the community and so, get them out 
of the classroom.” 

Findings such as these emphasise the important mentor-
ing role that Elders play in helping pre-service teachers 
to work with Indigenous students in community. 

5. Conclusions and Implications for Pre-Service 
Teacher Education in Australia 

This paper focused on the reflections of four teachers 
who were interviewed about their experiences in work-
ing with mobile Indigenous students and their commu-
nities, both as pre-service teachers and then in their 
first five years of teaching. These teachers as a cohort 
had, in common, experiences that they shared as pre-
service teachers, beginning with their first experience 
of teaching mobile Indigenous students in the first 
stage of the present study. The mobility and irregular 
attendance patterns of these students challenged the 
pre-service teachers’ western-based pedagogies and 
efforts to engage those students in learning. Common 
in these teachers’ reflections on that experience and 
on other experiences in their pre-service years were 
how the Elders and other community members helped 
them to understand Indigenous histories and culture 
and the role that this knowledge plays in teachers’ ca-
pacities to connect with Indigenous students. 

Recurring topics from the teachers’ reflections on 
their pre-service experiences in working with Indige-
nous students and on their more varied teaching expe-
riences in the five years since graduation include con-
necting with the Elders and the Indigenous community 
and gaining practical experiences. The four themes 
identified by Leslie, that is, developing an understand-
ing about how Indigenous students learn, the realities 
of their day-to-day lives, family dynamics and kinship, 
Jake’s discovery that not everyone who is an adult can 
write and how Indigenous student mobility can be hid-
den or not well understood, point to the need for uni-
versities to provide pre-service teachers with scaffold-
ed opportunities to learn about how historical factors 
still impact on Indigenous Australians today (Butcher et 
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al., 2003; Whipp, 2013). Non-Indigenous Australian ed-
ucators cannot do this alone. It is clear that it is the El-
ders who hold the keys to the future through their wis-
dom and their knowledge of the past who need to be 
equal partners in preparing pre-service teachers to 
meet the needs of mobile Indigenous students.  

The next steps in this longitudinal study will involve 
interviewing more of the participants from the first 
stage of the study and comparing and contrasting their 
responses to those put forward by the four teachers 
whose reflections were reported in this paper. It is im-
portant to continue with longitudinal studies that fol-
low pre-service teachers through to their early years of 
teaching to assess the impact of strategies employed in 
the undergraduate years to foster the development of 
socially-inclusive pedagogical practices for teaching 
mobile Indigenous students. 
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