
  

A personal response to the idea of research-informed teacher learning: A vignette 

It was not until late in my teaching career that I recognised and acknowledged I was actually a teacher 

and a researcher.  I had never really considered the amount of data I handled as anything significant, 

even though my analyses informed my professional decisions.  Reviewing assessments and grades was 

accepted as ‘daily practice’ or just what the job entailed. It took my further study to fully grasp that my 

role as a classroom teacher had never been positioned nor discussed as that of a researcher, and that 

teaching was far more complex than I had first imagined.  It is no simple matter collaborating with peers 

and colleagues; providing guidance and advice to mentees and student teachers on the profession as a 

whole; and provoking critical insight into behaviour management and cultural understandings, for 

example. 

Perhaps, as I reflect now, that was the issue.  If the link between teaching and research is not made 

explicit within Initial Teacher Education programmes, it is likely we disconnect from the student life of 

research-informed teacher learning in the transition from pre-service in university into the practical 

settings of the school. Then in the process of enacting the pre-requisite standards and wot-not prescribed 

by government, it is possible to lose sight of the theories that inform our practice and validate our 

professional decision making. Without conscious effort to uphold that which makes teaching an 

intellectual pursuit, it is plausible we could unconsciously diminish our role ultimately becoming “only a 

teacher”.  Then consistently under policy- and time-pressures, we are “running” to prepare not only for 

the upcoming year, creating lesson plans, units of work and resources, but also incessant inspections, 

eventually operating in survival mode.  AND when we get to a place where we think we can finally 

breathe, the government changes direction, new policies are imposed, and we are back to “running” 

simply to meet the changing environment and policy expectations.  
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Abstract 

Research-informed teacher learning has never been so important than now in Australia as pre-

service teachers are challenged and encouraged to embed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

histories and cultures in their teaching and learning.  Further to this, the Australian teacher 

workforce is predominantly non-Indigenous and therefore, standalone courses in initial teacher 

education are searching for ways in which they can address the cultural gap evident in Australian 

society.  This chapter will show how research-informed teacher learning is paramount for pre-service 

teachers to adapt as a professional practice to address the requirements of policy but also, the 

needs of their Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.  Using Philpott and Poultney’s book as a 

foundational conversation starter, this chapter demonstrates how one university course and lecturer 

is modelling and embedding culturally responsive practices into initial teacher education.   

Introduction 

As an Australian Aboriginal secondary classroom teacher for some 20 odd years prior to entering the 

university to work in teacher education, I was drawn to the work of Carey Philpott including his book 

published posthumously. Philpott & Poultney’s (2018) chapter, Mapping the area of evidence-based 

teaching took my attention for a number of reasons. It provoked me to critically consider the case 

about this theory for teacher learning, which lends weight to the idea of teachers as researchers and 

collaborative professional development. It spoke to me as an early career researcher with an 

interest in the power of language and the interrelationships between identity, position, lived 

experience and how we interact with others (Hogarth 2015, 2018a). It was also their eloquence in 

articulating their own critical understandings that truly drew me in because I was able to find 

similarities with some of my own ponderings and musings about the world and teacher education as 

well as the influence of policy and analyses of discourses (Hogarth 2017, 2018b).   



I lament that I never got to meet Carey, which is a shame as I think we could have spent many an 

hour sharing a story or two about our experiences as teachers and researchers.  The transnational 

and transracial conversations of the shared and differing experiences as we transverse the 

‘intersections’ would have surely helped us find commonalities and differentiations and broaden our 

horizons.   Therefore, in this chapter, I wish to share some of the conversation that could have been 

and consider what Carey might have said to me now that I have my PhD and I am building my 

research portfolio in teacher education with a focus on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. 

Using the introductory chapter of the book, Evidence-based teaching: A critical overview for 

enquiring teachers (Philpott & Poultney 2018) as a conversation starter, I consider the case about 

the theory of mapping the area for teacher learning and ponder ‘What is evidence based teaching?’ 

in relation to Indigenous education in Australia.  I reflect on the inclusion of specific courses/units 

within Australian Initial Teacher Education [ITE] to build teacher knowledge on Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander histories and cultures as well as students/peoples and the underlying assumptions 

made by policy makers and writers in promoting reconciliation.  I investigate the 

underrepresentation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander academics in Faculties of Education in 

Australia and discuss what this may mean for teacher learning.  Finally, I highlight the contradictions 

between the reconciliatory discourses of government with the lack of Indigenous educators in the 

teaching workforce and provide a case study that endeavours to make amends.  Much like the 

statements made by Philpott and Poultney (2018) in their initial chapter, perhaps anticipating the 

antagonistic reader, these discussions are not to dismiss the policy work that is currently being done 

but, more to the point, to bring an alternative perspective. 

Playing with language 

The fact that Philpott and Poultney (2018) began their book with the chapter, Mapping the area, 

offering a holistic overview of the elements of evidence-based teaching prior to looking intricately at 

each of the evidentiary methods used, intrigued me from the start.  Firstly, as someone who likes to 



play with words and as an academic interested in critical discourse analysis, the notion of extending 

the landscape as human experience metaphor that Philpott (2013) had explored in his paper, How is 

teacher knowledge shaped by the professional knowledge context? Minding our metaphors, 

appealed to me.   The landscape talks to the metaphorical structuring of the human experience and 

yet retains its links to our connection to the world.  Therefore, I wonder if the intent was indeed as I 

have interpreted it to be – that is, the notion of mapping (visual representations, surveying, 

description) of the area (phenomenon, evidence based teaching but also, a semi-corpus analysis of 

the arguments for and against)?  Or am I simply overthinking it?    

I wonder if Philpott and Poultney (2018) would see that I too had played with the notion of mapping 

the area; or essentially, scanning the environment in my PhD; namely, through the metaphors of self 

as the emu and research as an ocean using narrative and story to further position myself within the 

research (Hogarth 2018a see also, for example; 2018c, Under Review). I also wonder if they would 

note the similarities.  In the traditionally identified Literature Review chapter of my doctoral thesis, I 

extended the metaphor of self as the emu by drawing on the physical elements of birds; and more 

specifically, the emu, and titled the chapter, Gathering the knowledge winds under my wings.  Much 

like Philpott and Poultney (2018), I sought a means of mapping or in my analogy, gaining a bird’s eye 

view of the area. 

Establishing position in research 

The importance of a systematic literature review, one of the forms listed by Philpott and Poultney 

(2018) as drivers towards evidence-based teaching, is advocated for and necessitated in Indigenous 

research (see, for example: Rigney 1999; Nakata 2007; Smith 2012).  As an Aboriginal teacher 

researcher, the notion of surveying the literature is essential to gain an informed understanding of 

the knowledges already positioned, maintained and normalised, and to be able to speak back to the 

deficit discourses and assumptions held about Indigenous peoples, knowledges and issues (Nakata 



2007; Smith 2012; Hogarth 2018a).  That is, we “defend from the position of knowledge about 

knowledge” (Nakata 1998, p. 4).  To do this, we must map the area.   

The notion of gaining an understanding of the whole prior to dissecting and investigating each of the 

elements into their finite details, or in other words – a holistic approach,  which Philpott and 

Poultney (2018) have either consciously or unconsciously done in their book, exemplifies Indigenous 

ways of knowing, being and doing (Martin & Mirraboopa 2003).  By taking such an approach, 

Philpott and Poultney demonstrate the relationality and interrelationships between ideas driving 

evidence-based teaching; which in turn, position the ideas within the historical, political, cultural and 

social constructs that shape and are shaped by society as a whole; and ultimately, provide the 

arguments for and against evidence-based teaching providing a holistic overview of the landscape 

(read the current understandings and knowledges) of evidence-based teaching.  By positioning these 

factors within policy and current schooling environments, these authors provide future and current 

classroom teachers with a broad synopsis of the pros and cons for evidence-based teaching.   

By listing the various types of strategies used to provide the basis of the foundational evidence that 

informs teacher practice, Philpott and Poultney (2018) bring to the forefront some of the actions 

that teachers tend to dismiss as ‘everyday practice’.  In doing so, they highlight to classroom 

teachers that they are indeed researchers and contribute to the conversation. This came to me in my 

own latter years as a classroom teacher when I understood my role as both teacher and researcher.  

I too had fallen victim to diminishing my vocation in the phrase: ‘I am just a teacher’ in many a 

conversation and yet, I had conducted systematic literature reviews, supervised pre-service teachers 

on practicum as well as participated in and led several professional learning communities.  

I would suggest their section titled Key ideas associated with the drive towards evidence-based 

teaching provides the methods of ascertaining the discoursal landscape used to ensure evidence 

based teaching occurs. It was interesting to note that as I read through the various elaborations and 

definitions provided by Philpott and Poultney (2018), I began looking for alignments and synergies 



with my own Indigenous lens; albeit on a more holistic view.  You see, of recent years, I have been 

interacting a lot more with educators and academics within the social justice field and have found 

many synergies in their calls for action to that of the Indigenous struggle.   

The definitions and elaborations provided by Philpott and Poultney (2018) in their chapter saw me 

looking for connections to my own positon and means of understanding their purpose and 

application in Indigenous ways of knowing, being and doing.  It was here that I could see practitioner 

research aligning to the notion of self-determination.  That is, Philpott and Poultney describe 

practitioner research as “an idea and a practice that exists independently of the current drive for 

evidence-based teaching” (p. 4).  This suggests the desire for improving current practice is driven by 

the practitioners themselves; a notion of self-determination or, moreover, that practitioner research 

acts as “an emancipatory approach through acquiring knowledge which would in turn help them 

become ‘extended professionals’” (Hoyle, 1974 as cited in Philpott & Poultney 2018, p. 7).   

For Indigenous peoples, self-determination is a human right as articulated in the United Nations 

Declaration on the rights of Indigenous Peoples (United Nations General Assembly 2008).  It asserts 

the rights of Indigenous peoples to “freely pursue their economic, social and cultural development” 

(p. 4).  In educational terms, self-determination ensures Indigenous peoples rights “to govern and 

control, to determine and participate in the foundations of education decision making” (Hogarth 

2018a, p. 90).  Discussion on how the notion of self-determination is (or is not) enacted and/or 

encouraged in Indigenous education is provided later in this chapter.  

Key dates on evidence-based teaching 

It is really helpful that Philpott and Poultney (2018) provide an extensive list of key dates and 

documents that have called for the implementation of evidence-based teaching, from Hargreaves’ 

(1996) Lecture for the Teacher Training Agency where he questioned the impact of educational 

research on practice, through to the British Educational Research Association’s (2017) commissioned 

report seeking strategies to develop and support partnerships and collaborations between the 



medical and education fields.  Australia’s approach to education and evidence-based teaching has 

been articulated in commissioned evaluative reports too, almost like a reflection of the happenings 

in the perceived ‘Mother Country’.  

In their introductory chapter, Philpott and Poultney (2018) discuss the emphases placed on certain 

key drivers for evidence-based teaching, namely systematic literature reviews and randomised 

controlled trials (RCTs). They then ask the poignant question: “Does this mean that the dominant 

model of evidence-based teaching will become one in which systematic literature reviews based on 

RCTs will ‘over-rule’ practitioner research in deciding what happens in classrooms?” (p. 6).  This has 

resonance for Australian education and more specifically, Indigenous education, given a lack of large 

scale quantitative studies, but it is worthwhile pausing on what could be considered evidence-based 

teaching in Indigenous education. 

Representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in ITE 

In 1979, the National Aboriginal Education Committee reported that there were only 72 teachers 

who identified as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander (National Aboriginal Education Committee 

& Aboriginal Training and Cultural Institute 1979).  It is worthy to note that within the historical 

context, Aboriginal at this time within governmental terms of reference was inclusive of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander peoples.  In the 1980s, Hughes and Willmot (1982) set the agenda of 1,000 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers within the national teacher workforce by 1990 to work 

towards ensuring population parity and representation for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

peoples within the schooling sector.  However, a parliamentary report in 2001, the National Report 

to Parliament on Indigenous Education and Training (Department of Education Science and Training 

2001), found that while the challenge set by Hughes and Wilmot had been achieved (with a reported 

1, 390 Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait islander teachers employed within the national education 

workforce), representation was still well below population parity.   



This was further evidenced in 2012, when the More Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Teachers in 

Initial Teacher Education Initiative (MATSITI) found that “the estimated proportion of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander teachers [was] 1.2% of the total teacher workforce [-] well below the 

proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students in Australian schools at 4.9%” (Johnson 

et al. 2016, p. 21).  Reportedly, by 2014 and after the MATSITI project, the number increased by just 

over 1,000 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander teachers, however, this increase in physical numbers 

only increased representation to just under 1.7 percent of the teacher workforce. 

What this means in regards to Indigenous education in Australia is that the majority of the teacher 

workforce is indeed non-Indigenous not only reducing possibilities for role models emulating the 

benefits of education.  The lack of representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples at 

all levels of decision-making in education has also been a consistent concern identified in policy and 

reports (See, for example: Aboriginal Consultative Group 1975a, 1975b; Schools Commission 1975).  

This is further exacerbated when we consider the recent changes within Australian educational 

policy.  Let me explain. 

The Australian education policy context 

Since 1975, there have been calls for the increased representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples in the educational context (Aboriginal Consultative Group 1975a, 1975b; Schools 

Commission 1975).  However, also included within the recommendations proffered by the Schools 

Commission in collaboration with the Aboriginal Consultative Group was the inclusion of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander perspectives within the curriculum which in turn, would “create an 

Australia where the values and cultures of both people thrive” (Aboriginal Consultative Group 

1975b, p. 62). 

Following policies and reviews to date, including but not limited to Australian Directions in 

Indigenous Education 2005-2008 (Ministerial Council on Education Employment Training and Youth 

Affairs 2006) and the most current policy, the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 



Education Strategy (Education Council 2015), have reiterated the importance of addressing what 

essentially is a cultural gap that exists between schools and classroom teachers and students from 

diverse cultural backgrounds.   

In this chapter for Carey’s memorial book, the cultural gap is understood to be the disconnectedness 

or lack of cultural understanding of classroom teachers, especially if they come from a largely 

Eurocentric and/or non-Indigenous background. They simply may not have the necessary crucial 

insight about or into First Nations’ cultural backgrounds, heritage, identity, histories and cultures.  As 

a result, the classroom becomes a space in which White, middle-class teachers, who are 

predominantly monolingual and whose cultural backgrounds and beliefs differ to that of their 

students, are invested with power that gives pause for thought. Driven by certain policies and 

practices, these teachers are empowered to dictate and determine the educational experiences of 

diverse students which ultimately privileges Western knowledge and ideologies (Gay 2000). 

Regarding the current policy preferences for evidence-based teaching, there is clearly a need to be 

addressing the cultural gap between teachers and students, which could only benefit students’ 

meaningful and critical engagement and, therefore, improve the educational attainment of both 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous students. It is no coincidence there is a growing push in research and 

ITE programmes globally for Culturally Responsive pedagogies: and that indeed “the risks of not 

engaging with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander perspectives in schools are principally those of 

delivering a biased program, from a white, middle class perspective, using pedagogies and delivery 

styles that do not take the needs of students into account” (Perso 2012, p. 17).  Let me demonstrate 

how culturally responsive pedagogies seemingly draw on almost all of the evidence-based teaching 

examples provided by Philpott and Poultney (2018). 

Culturally Responsive Pedagogies 

In Australia, the lack of Indigenous representation within the schooling sector continues to be an 

issue in so many school-communities, which are reliant on non-Indigenous educators and allies for 



the uptake of Indigenous education (AEEYSOC et al. 2014).  Further to this, very little has been 

written about Culturally Responsive Pedagogies in Australia and yet, with the changes in curriculum 

and policy, I would argue that as a pedagogical approach formed and informed by practitioner 

evidence-based teaching, notably in all the aspects listed by Philpott and Poultney (2018), Culturally 

Responsive Pedagogies are essential for schools, teachers and students. I have drawn on Perso’s 

(2012) review of the literature on cultural responsiveness in this chapter to provide an Australian 

context and understanding of Culturally Responsive Pedagogies as it is particularly and politically 

significant in what should be called colonial Australia.   

That is to say, as Gay (2000) asserts, culturally responsive teachers analyse and interpret curriculum. 

They determine its cultural strengths and weaknesses and, in turn, make pertinent decisions 

regarding their classrooms, their teaching and learning, their approaches and so forth to improve the 

overall quality of the learning experience for their students as a whole.  Their own cultural strengths 

and weaknesses come into play here too. This is important because, as Sims (2011) asserts, “cultural 

competence requires more than an awareness of Indigenous culture, but a willingness to engage 

with heart as well as mind” (p. 11).    

To do so, teachers are required to critically reflect on themselves and their own beliefs, values and 

understandings of ‘Others’ but also, the curriculum and how they can build cultural bridges by 

differentiating their teaching to accommodate student diversity.  Rather than maintaining patterns 

of failure by ‘dumbing down’ the curriculum (Gribble 2002), using ‘fillers’ to keep students busy such 

as worksheets (Dent & Hatton 1996) or using methods that worked for them as students (Perso 

2012), teachers are challenged to extend their teaching repertoire.  In turn, if adapted, schools and 

teachers are providing a holistic approach to education for all students. 

In Australia, ITE degrees must ensure that all pre-service teachers in Australia complete at least one 

standalone course on Indigenous education or judged competent to address the Graduate Teacher 

Standards inclusive of Focus Areas 1.4 and 2.4 (Australian Institute for Teaching and School 



Leadership 2014). These are exclusively focused on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 

and embedding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures into the teaching and 

learning of all disciplines.   

I teach a standalone course, and I can only do it as a research-active teacher educator.  I enter the 

teaching and learning of this course critically alert to the need to accrue evidence of any cultural gap 

and to tailor my role: more often than not I must begin addressing the cultural gap evident and 

demonstrate the need for teachers to emulate that learning is indeed lifelong.  However, the burden 

of such a task, to address the hidden histories of colonial Australia and the consistent challenging of 

the dominant norm, has a toll to pay (Hogarth 2019).  Padilla (1994) refers to the ‘extra’ and hidden 

responsibilities as persons of colour as cultural taxation whereby our duties are increased simply so 

that institutions can address their own objectives regarding diversity in the workforce and inclusivity.  

But I digress albeit to draw attention to yet another predicament for Indigenous teachers and 

academics. 

Culturally Responsive Pedagogies encourage research-active teachers to look beyond the disciplines 

to the classroom as a whole encompassing students, the environment, building rapport and critical 

literacies, for example (Perso 2012).  To do this, such teachers need to be aware of and regularly 

engage in the literature (Philpott & Poultney 2018).  Within my own course, particular attention was 

placed on finding readings that informed student teachers about teaching Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander students but also papers that countered and also questioned stereotypes and 

assumptions made.  It was intentional to ensure that both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

academics were drawn on to also illustrate the varying positions of these authors.  Particular 

attention was also placed on finding ways in which Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and 

cultures can be embedded within disciplines, as well as online sites that would be beneficial after the 

course, to continue developing the student teachers’ knowledge and understanding.  These formed 



part of the assessment, which purposefully highlights the importance of research to be disseminated 

to the teaching workforce and educational institutions. 

Spaces in this standalone course were provided to allow for critical discussions, both face-to-face as 

well as online, encouraging student teachers to discuss their responses to the readings or the course 

as a whole.  Encouraging a professional learning community (Philpott & Poultney 2018), I recognised 

and acknowledged that for many of my students, this was most likely their first time to engage with 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education.  Accordingly, it was important to challenge their 

biases, assumptions and stereotypes while I was being supportive and open to their resistance.  

Pedagogically, I shared anecdotes, strategies and procedures on a regular basis from my own 

experience in the classroom encouraging them to draw on their observations from Practicuum as 

well as their own experiences as a student in the classroom to form and inform their professional 

practice.  

In introducing Culturally Responsive Pedagogies to student teachers, I emphasised their future roles 

in the classroom as teachers and researchers (Perso 2012).  The need is for them to not only know 

the curriculum content but more importantly, to know the students, their parents and the 

community (Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership 2014).  The relationships that 

they build with the students, parents and community is often overlooked but for Indigenous 

peoples, relationality, respect and recognition is of great importance if students are to engage and 

participate in the classroom (Education Council 2015). 

The inclusion of simple yet effective pedagogical strategies such as ensuring the inclusion of texts 

that represent the diversity within the classroom or an alternative lens to the dominant norm not 

only develops students’ critical literacy skills but moreover, demonstrates to the student that they 

and the unique attributes they bring to the classroom are valued.  Recognition and respect of the 

differing worldviews allows for critical engagement with differing viewpoints and builds empathy 



and understanding.  In turn, such simple practices work towards promoting reconciliation by 

informing students about the hidden past of the lived and shared experiences of colonial Australia.     

Culturally Responsive Pedagogies encourage practitioner research as teachers need to familiarise 

themselves with the knowledge and understanding that the students bring with them to their 

classrooms (Perso 2012).  Teachers need to share about students’ abilities, skills, barriers and so 

forth.  In other words, the teacher learns about the student as a whole to cater their planning, 

design and teaching to facilitate learning which in turn, ensures a holistic approach to education is 

undertaken.  Further to this, Culturally Responsive Pedagogies insist that teachers are informed in 

their decision making.  This is only possible if they are well read, cognisant of the evidence of cultural 

gaps and aware of the successes and failures that have been observed and reported on by others.  In 

my course, I am introducing future classroom teachers to research-informed teacher learning about 

the applications and demands of Culturally Responsive Pedagogies so that they can use their agency 

to effect change.  And, as the one and only standalone course, all this and more is done in a 10 week 

teaching schedule within a 4 year degree.   

Concluding statements 

In Australia, policy rhetoric espouses the need for teachers to work with community, parents and 

students to ensure that the education provided is inclusive and addresses the needs of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander students (see, for example: Education Council 2015).  Culturally Responsive 

Pedagogies requires classroom teachers to embrace research-informed teacher learning and 

practitioner research activities to draw on the evidence to inform their approaches in the classroom.  

Within my own course in one University’s ITE program, I have endeavoured to introduce emerging 

classroom teachers to purposeful alternative ways in approaching the classroom and Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander students by introducing to them, as well as modelling, culturally responsive 

practices.   



Emphasis is placed on shifting the common psyche of a pre-service teacher from simply ‘I am a 

teacher’ to acknowledging their role incorporating a research component as they work with data on 

a regular basis.  Storytelling and example of my own experiences and those of others are shared to 

encourage critical discussions about the role of the classroom teacher in relation to policy so they 

can consciously effect what and how to teach Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.  At the 

end of the course, my student teachers are challenged to go forth into schools to be agents of 

change in Indigenous education.  But more realistically, my goal for each semester is to simply 

change the mindset and position of just one student, having them question and adjust their 

understandings of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, histories and cultures.  In my mind’s 

eye, it means that there is at least one more ally out there in schools than there was before.     
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