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Introduction

Indigenous Peoples of Australia are considered to 

have one of the oldest surviving civilization on the 

planet, having been living on the land we now call 

Australia for 60,000 years, compared with the 

30,000 years ascribed to the Ainu people of Japan. 

Indigenous Australians report that at the time of 

the arrival of the first British settlers in 1788 there 

were 250-400 living Aboriginal languages being 

spoken in Australia. 229 years later, in 2017, only 

147 of those languages still survive, and only 18 of 

them are considered to be strong and vital, with 

suff icient speakers of al l generations to be 

presumed to be able to continue to thrive. 

In Australia, we have not yet agreed on the best 

way for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 

in Australia to achieve social and economic justice, 

and specifically the role and responsibilities of 

education systems, as outlined under the United 

Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

People (United Nations 2008; UNDRIPs). What we 

do know is that Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander citizens are still not equals with non-

Indigenous Australians. It is the Australian 

Government’s intention that all teachers will have, 

as a minimum, a proficient level of demonstrable 

professional expertise in both Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander Education and Australian Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Studies, and measures 

are being introduced in pre-service teacher 

education programs nationally to support this 

intention. In 2016 there were 394,762.5 full-time 

equivalent (FTE) in-school staff in Australia of 

whom 276,329.8 were teaching staff (ABS 2016) 

and many of these teachers have had no formal 

professional development in the rights-based 

approach to the education of Indigenous children or 

in the methods of educating non-Indigenous 

Australians about Indigenous histories, languages, 

and cultures. Many report a lack of confidence in 

this area of their professional skills, knowledge, and 

understanding (Ma Rhea, Anderson, and Atkinson 

2012).

Australia’s endorsement of the rights-based 

approach guided by UNDRIPs (for example, Article 

14 focuses on education rights), together with a raft 

of Australia’s policy commitments to social and 

economic justice for all Australians, has created a 

very positive environment in which to consider 

school reform and teacher workforce development 

needs with respect to Indigenous matters. The 

Centre for Economic and Social Justice (2017) 

provides a useful aspirational framing for our 

analysis by defining the ultimate purpose of 

economic justice as being ‘to free each person to 

engage creatively in the unlimited work beyond 

economics, that of the mind and the spirit’ (1).

We have argued elsewhere (Ma Rhea and Anderson, 

2011) that standards-based education in Australia 

has established benchmark expectations for 

academic achievement nationally, allowing for the 

measurement of the efficiency and effectiveness of 
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service teacher training and teacher professional 

development. By 1979, the Australian Education 

Council had endorsed the principle that Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander studies should be a core 

unit in all pre-service and teacher education 

programs. In 1991, as an outcome of the Royal 

Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody 
(Johnston 1991), Recommendation 295 gave 

unambiguous direction to government on the need 

for teachers to be better educated about Indigenous 

matters and that Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people should be involved in pre-service 

and teacher education (DEST 2000). Spanning 

near ly 20 years , the Hobar t , Adela ide and 

Melbourne Declarations all had goals that implied 

that teachers needed to be doing more to improve 

their knowledge about Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Education and to also guide their students 

towards a better understanding of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander society. 

Who is an Indigenous Australian?

For many people choosing to identify as Aboriginal 

or Torres Strait Islander or both Aboriginal and 

Torres Stra i t Is lander i t is a personal and 

sometimes challenging issue. That certainly has 

nothing to do with skin colour!! According to the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics who define an 

Indigenous Australian person as the following: 1) of 

Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander biological 

descent; 2) who identifies as an Aboriginal or 

Torres Strait Islander; and 3) is accepted as such by 

the community in which he or she lives. There are 

three key elements that comprise this definition: 

descent; self- identif ication; and community 

acceptance.

Historically, in Australia there has been confusion 

between the terms ‘Indigenous’, ‘Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander’, and the State and Territory-

derived terms for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples. The term ‘Indigenous’ is a term 

used internationally to recognize the rights of all 

Indigenous Peoples. As a legacy of colonization, 

education services provision to Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander children. It has also, through 

its accountability frameworks such as the annual 

reports produced by the Productivity Commission 
(SCRGSP, 2017) exposed statistical differences in 

academic achievement between Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous students 

in Australian schools. If Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander students are not achieving the expected 

standard, then there are serious consequences for 

them in achieving their rights, and social and 

economic justice, for themselves and their families 
(Langton & Ma Rhea 2009).

Together these big picture policy mechanisms, new 

nationally-agreed standards for teachers, and the 

new Australian Curriculum, provide an ideal 

catalyst to engage and support teachers to develop 

their skills and knowledge of the needs and rights 

of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

peoples (Buckskin 2000). Aboriginal and Torres 

Stra i t Is lander people are now included in 

discussions when planning reform in the education 

system at the highest levels, which in turn filters 

down into the classroom. This has become a matter 

of course for all planning in Australia under the 

federal government’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander consultation processes. But what seem to 

be lacking are real, tangible outcomes in terms of 

educational and economic improvements for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. Senior 

Indigenous government advisers such as Rigney 
(2011) are concerned that the gap is widening. High 

quality Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

education is recognised as a key determinant in 

improving the quality of l i fe for Indigenous 

Australians. Despite considerable effort over that 

past 40 years, the gap in educational attainment 

between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and 

non-Indigenous Australians has remained seemingly 

intractable. VAEAI (2012, pp. 11-12) notes that 

since 1975, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

peoples have been making strong representation to 

governments, pressing for improvements in pre-
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2.  Know the content and how to teach has 6 Focus 

Areas

3.  Plan for and implement effective teaching and 

learning has 7 Focus Areas

4.  Create and maintain supportive and safe learning 

environments has 5 Focus Areas

5.  Assess, provide feedback and report on student 

learning has 5 Focus Areas

6.  Engage in professional learning has 4 Focus 

Areas

7.  Engage professionally with colleagues, parents/

carers and the community has 4 Focus Areas

The first two, Standards 1 and 2, are about 

Professional Knowledge; Standards 3, 4 & 5 are 

about Professional Practice, and Standards 6 & 7 

are about Professional Engagement. Overall there 

are 37 Focus Areas for teachers to consider. 

Indigenous Education has 2 specific Focus Areas: 

Focus Area 1.4 in Standard 1 and Focus Area 2.4 in 

Standard 2.

Focus Area 1.4: Strategies for teaching Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander students

This focus area asks teachers to focus on “Strategies 

for teaching Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

students”. At the graduate level, the new teacher 

would be expected to be able to demonstrate broad 

knowledge and understanding of the impact of 

culture, cultural identity and linguistic background 

on the education of students from Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander backgrounds. 

Focus Area 2.4 Understand and respect Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander people to promote 

reconcil iation between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous Australians 

This focus area asks teachers to be able to 

“Understand and respect Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people to promote reconciliation 

b e t w e e n I n d i g e n o u s a n d n o n - I n d i g e n o u s 

Australians”. At the graduate level, the new teacher 

would be expected to be able to demonstrate broad 

knowledge of, understanding of and respect for 

Austral ia’s original inhabitants were cal led 

Aborigines. By distinction, the people of the Torres 

Strait were known as Torres Strait Islanders. Over 

a number of years there have been preferences 

expressed by Australian Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander peoples to be known collectively as 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, or 

distinctively as Aboriginal people or Torres Strait 

Islander people rather than as Indigenous people. 

Some prefer to use their language name to describe 

themselves. In 2016, there were 207,852 students 

enrolled in Australian schools identifying as 

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander.

Australia’s national architecture for schooling 

There are three key organizations that support 

teachers and teacher educators to respond to the 

intentions of Australian government policy in 

education. Over the last 15-20 years, there have 

been significant developments in all aspects of the 

Australian education system, with reform being 

almost constant. Over the last 3 years, there has 

been a s low introduct ion of the Austral ian 

Professional Standards for Teachers guided by the 

Australian Institute for Teaching and School 

Leadership. In 2017, the implementation of a new 

Australian Curriculum has begun. To support 

ongoing transformation, Education Services 

Australia is charged with the responsibility to keep 

pace with providing digital opportunities and 

resources for teachers and teacher educators. All of 

these organizations have, as part of their role, to 

ensure that the education system is responding to 

Australia’s endorsement of the UN Declaration on 

the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 

Australian Professional Standards for Teachers:

 Indigenous perspectives in the ‘Standards’

The Australian Professional Standards for Teachers, 

known as ‘The Standards’ comprise of seven 

domains of teaching: 

1.  Know students and how they learn has 6 Focus 

Areas
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of measurement. The elaboration is: 

…investigating the seasons used by Aboriginal 

people, comparing them to those used in Western 

society and recognizing the connection to weather 

patterns…

Unfortunately, all the examples then given to 

teachers of appropriate resources to use only 

provide general resources and ideas not specific 

information about Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander seasonal or weather knowledge. What we 

have found in teacher education is that we need to 

be able to advise students of reliable alternative 

resources for them to use. We therefore draw on 

the theories of critical place-based pedagogies to 

encourage them to develop local seasonal and 

weather knowledge with their students and also to 

consult with local Aboriginal people about their 

ways of understanding the weather and the 

seasons. In Melbourne, where we taught this unit 

of study, we used the example of Six Seasons 

developed by Professor Beth Gott in consultation 

with local Victorian Indigenous people(2).

It is also possible for a teacher to work with the 

Framework for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

languages(3) and there are now many Indigenous 

Australian language groups contributing to the 

development of resources for teachers. The 

development of these resources is firstly supporting 

the preservation and maintenance of Aboriginal and 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories, 

cultures and languages. 

Indigenous perspectives in the Australian 

Curriculum

There are three dimensions of the Australian 

curriculum. This cube shows how three dimensions: 

the Key Learning Areas; the Cross Curriculum 

Priorities and the General capabilities combine to 

guide a teacher in the development of their teaching. 

With respect to the inclusion of Indigenous 

histories, cultures, and languages, there are 

elements to guide curriculum development and 

learning sequences in both the Key Learning Areas 

and in the Cross-Curriculum Priorities.

Indigenous cultures, histories, and languages 

in the Australian curriculum 

The main source of information for teachers can be 

found on the Australian Curriculum website at: 

https://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/f-10-

curriculum/cross-curriculum-priorities/aboriginal-

and-torres-strait-islander-histories-and-cultures/. 

There is an increasing number of examples and 

ideas for teachers, depending on their year level 

and subject interest. To further support teachers, 

there are ‘Elaborations’ in the key learning areas to 

help teachers with this topic. It is possible, for 

example to integrate Aboriginal cultures, histories, 

and languages into a Mathematics topic: Mathematics 

/ Year 2 / Measurement and Geometry / Using units 
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to impart respect and understanding of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander histories, cultures and 

languages, and the challenge here is to help our 

students to begin to respect the histories, 

languages and cultures of people about whom they 

know very little. To help us to teach about Standard 

1, Focus Area 1.4 (as explained above), we need for 

our students to think about their pedagogical skills 

and understand that there are a number of cultural 

factors that impact the learning styles of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander pupils, and we endeavor 

to make our pre-service teachers aware of what 

these factors might be. 

Weeks 1-5 focus on Standard 2, Focus Area 2.4, 

covering the following topics that build students’ 

content knowledge:

WEEK 1: Introduction and Protocols of 

     Engagement 

WEEK 2: Culture and Language 

WEEK 3: Identity

WEEK 4: History, Policies and Practices

WEEK 5: Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

     Societies 

Standard 2, Focus Area 2.4 requires teachers to 

impart respect and understanding of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander histories, cultures, and 

languages. As Australia is today a country of 

immigrants, this role of teachers is extremely 

important, as it helps immigrant families understand 

the national attitude of Australia to its First Peoples. 

Research for this standard revealed the importance 

of intercultural and cross-cultural competencies 

which is a global focus for educationalists at this 

time. In addition, emphasis was placed on the 

importance of linking classroom work about 

Indigenous histories, cultures and languages to 

current practices and aspirations. One of the 

legacies of colonialism is the false belief that 

Aboriginal people are now extinct in Australia and 

that there is only history to learn. The fact is that 

despite wide-spread genocidal practices, which 

reduced the Aboriginal population in some areas to 

a single family, nowhere in Australia have Aboriginal 

Torres Strait Islander languages for first language 

speakers. It is also providing an opportunity for 

teachers to work with local Indigenous language 

speakers to help non-Indigenous children to begin 

to appreciate Indigenous languages of Australia, 

something that is very new in this country.

These two examples provide examples of an 

emerging development in Indigenous Education in 

Australia. It can be seen how the international 

mechanisms such as UNDRIPs have begun to 

influence Australian education policy and practice in 

Australian classrooms.

The next section describes some of the examples 

that can be found in pre-service teacher education 

course in Australia. 

Respectful Teaching & Learning Opportunities

Here we draw on the research undertaken by Ma 

Rhea, Anderson, Freer and others (White, et al 

2014) who, together with Indigenous education 

experts and other key education stakeholders 

developed units of study for teacher educators to 

fur ther develop within pre-service teacher 

education courses in Australia universities. Our 

focus here is on work in the university classroom. 

The course we discuss here is a compulsory unit 

Indigenous Perspectives in Teaching and Learning. 

The students are in year two of a four-year 

undergraduate course to become teachers. This 

unit is 12 weeks long, interrupted by two or three 

weeks of placement experience in schools for the 

students. There is not much time for these pre-

service teachers to come to understand the 

UNDRIPs rights-based perspective, comprehend 

how to embody this perspective in the classroom, 

and to learn which practical resources are available 

to them to use to support their pedagogy.

Our approach to teaching, our instructional design, 

and the scope and sequencing of learning was 

developed after extensive research with Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander educationalists, parents, 

teachers, and other researchers. We begin with 

Standard 2, Focus Area 2.4 which requires teachers 
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assuming they will have sporadic school attendance, 

lack of support at home, limited participation in the 

c lassroom and host i l i ty to the educat ional 

environment. These stereotypes are not helpful, 

even to the few pupils to whom they might actually 

apply (Munns 1998; Tur & Tur 2006). Teacher 

expectation has a strong impact on pupil outcome, 

and expecting that the children will succeed in 

learning, even if they are doing so in a second or 

third language and an unfamiliar culture, will 

enhance learning outcomes (Rigney 2011).

Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander viewpoints

One of the hallmarks of decolonized, post-imperialist 

teaching is providing voice to those who are being 

considered. Thus, it is important that the colonial 

attitude to First Australians, which was dominant 

throughout most 20th century classroom teaching 

in Australia, is no longer the pedagogical discourse. 

The voices and viewpoints of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islanders must be presented to the students. 

In addition to the lecturer presenting these, articles 

written by First Australians comprise most of the 

reading list for this unit. This is supplemented by 

videos, and where possible by visits with local 

Aboriginal elders, both in the classroom and ‘on 

country’.

One of the challenges for teachers when teaching 

about Aboriginal histories is to keep the focus on 

the Aboriginal peoples themselves. We have found 

that is all too easy, given the plethora of colonial-

era resources sti l l extant, to reproduce the 

dominant historical narrative, for example, with 

regard to the era when Aboriginal people were 

confined to Christian missions. Remembering the 

impor tance o f put t ing Abor ig ina l people ’s 

viewpoints and voices at the center and forefront of 

any lesson therefore becomes crucial. We emphasize 

this in the assignments prepared by the students 

during the semester.

Selecting Culturally-Appropriate Resources

Another of the challenges facing the teacher 

people ever ceased to exist. Aboriginal people are 

everywhere, not just in remote areas about which 

teachers and the tourist board like to produce 

exotic documentaries, but also in cities and towns 

across Australia. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander pupils may not always identify themselves 

to teachers or classmates, but the presumption of 

Indigenous participation must always be made.

In Weeks 6 and 7, the students are able to 

undertaken Professional Experience and gather 

some observations of how Focus Areas 1.4 and 2.4 

are being addressed in their placement school.

WEEK 6: NO CLASS
     (Professional Experience)

WEEK 7: NO CLASS
     (Professional Experience)

Weeks 8-12 focus on Standard 1, Focus Area 1.4, 

covering the following topics, building students’ 

pedagogical skills:

WEEK 8:  Understanding myself as a 

culturally-competent teacher

WEEK 9:  Understanding learners and 

learning in diverse contexts

WEEK 10:  Developing culturally responsive 

pedagogy

WEEK 11:  Critical place-based learning and 

curriculum

WEEK 12:  Connecting through the profession 

to schools and communities

One of the factors that came out most strongly 

about Standard 1, Focus Area 1.4, meeting the 

needs of Indigenous pupils, is to keep the focus on 

rights, rather than on the colonial narrative of 

deficit. Changing this fundamental paradigm of 

thinking about First Australians remains one of the 

greatest challenges in teacher education. It is 

somewhat easier with pre-service teachers being 

prepared for initial classroom experience, but can 

be much more difficult with established teachers 

who have been indoctrinated in to, motivated by 

and have been working according to, a deficit model 

for many years. This model expects failure for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander pupils, 
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entrepreneurs have made careers and businesses 

gathering information and artefacts about Aboriginal 

culture and selling them back to academia and other 

outlets. In doing so, it is rare that any Aboriginal or 

Torres Strait Islander individuals, families or 

communities receive any benefit. No payment is 

generally made for sharing of knowledge or 

providing experience, and no acknowledgement is 

given for intellectual property. This model is a core 

element of the colonial mindset, one that the rights 

agenda in education is committed to eliminating 

from the curriculum. Therefore, we emphasize to 

pre-service teachers that any resources they use, 

either for their own understanding or to present to 

the pupils in their classrooms, must be created and 

controlled by Aboriginal people and/or Torres Strait 

Islanders themselves. The content must genuinely 

reflect the peoples being discussed and therefore, if 

possible, it is also wise to verify the correspondence 

of locale between the owners of a resource and the 

information it contains. As this is often beyond the 

competence of pre-service teachers, they are 

advised to make use of websites and texts that 

have been validated by Aboriginal educationalists. 

We guide students to these sites throughout the 

semester.

Consultation/Participation – As noted in the point 

above, it is crucial that the Indigenous people 

whose lifeways are being explored in the resource 

being used have actually been consulted, and 

participated in the creation of the resource. The 

involvement of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

peoples in the creation of educational resources 

about their histories, cultures and languages is 

fundamental to Reconciliation, as it disavows the 

‘expert’ knowledge of outsiders speaking about ‘the 

other’ which was the model of early academic work, 

from the time of the arrival of the British on 

Australian shores. In taking charge of our own 

destiny, Australia, its government, and its people 

are working together to give authentic voice to all 

Australians. Again, as it is not necessarily possible 

for a pre-service teacher to be aware of the 

educator is to teach pre-service teachers how to 

assess classroom resources, and we model this by 

ident i f y ing re l iab le web-s i tes and shar ing 

appropriate resources, along with explanations of 

why they have been selected (See for example, 

What Works, DEST 2002). Taking the time to 

source high quality, culturally-appropriate resources 

for use in the classroom is yet another indication of 

the level of respect the teacher has for Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Australians.

Teaching About Indigenous Histories, Languages and 

Cultures

Another conundrum for teachers is that while they 

are to teach respect for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander histories, cultures, and languages, they are 

not empowered to teach Indigenous cultures and 

languages. They are tasked with teaching about 

these cultures and languages, which can often 

require a great deal of self-reflective restraint in an 

enthusiastic young teacher.

Location – the Aboriginal population of the Central 

Desert of Australia, around Alice Springs, has 

caught the imagination of most of the rest of the 

world, and is certainly marketed by the Australian 

Tourist Board. However, the Aboriginal population 

of Australia is spread throughout the country and is 

diverse among themselves in languages, cultures, 

and local histories. Furthermore, one of the cross-

curriculum priorities in Australian education is 

sustainability, and to support this it is important 

that we emphasize to our students the primacy of 

where they physically are as the focus for their 

investigations. Thus, when addressing Standard 2, 

Focus Area 2.4 to “provide opportunities for 

students to develop understanding of and respect 

for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories, 

cultures, and languages”, it is crucial that the pre-

service teachers focus on the histories, cultures, 

and languages of the area in which they are 

teaching. We reinforce this in the assignments 

throughout the semester.

Ownership / Authenticity – many scholars and 
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to appreciate the histories, languages and cultures 

of Australia’s Indigenous Peoples. In this way, we 

believe that education can truly support the 

preservation and longevity of one of the oldest 

civilizations on this planet.

Notes

（ 1） Online available at: http://www.cesj.org/

learn/definitions/defining-economic-justice-

and-social-justice/

（ 2） Available at: http://www.herringisland.org/

seasons1.htm

（ 3） Available at: https://www.australiancurriculum.

e d u . a u / f -1 0 - c u r r i c u l u m / l a n g u a g e s /

framework-for-aboriginal-languages-and-

torres-strait-islander-languages/
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