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TEACHERS’ CLASSROOM-BASED INVESTIGATIONS
Welcome to the examples of teachers’ classroom-based investigations that have been drawn from
their work in the Professional Standards Project. Teachers were asked to conduct an investigation
into their own practice based on their work with the Standards.
A range of investigation topics and processes from across the states and territories of Australia
have been chosen, although not all investigations that teachers provided have been posted on this
website. These examples are provided for you to consider and use, while expanding your own
understanding of the Standards and their use in the teaching and learning of languages.
However, you will not find examples of programming or practice that you can instantly adopt and
use in your teaching. That was never the intention.
Furthermore, you will not find ‘best practice’ or exemplars of definitive investigations of languages
teaching and learning.
So, what kinds of materials can you expect?
•

You will find ideas about practice that teachers have investigated. You can use these ideas
to stimulate further thinking when working in your own context.

•

You will find some outstanding approaches to thinking about practice that advance our
understanding of how to make teaching and learning languages a rich and effective
learning experience for students, and a satisfying professional experience for teachers.

•

You will also find professional educators striving to make sense of their work in teaching
and learning languages. You will find a great deal from which you can learn.

What these programs show are ‘teachers at work’, examining their practices and pedagogies in
relation to the Standards. The teachers responded to their particular contexts, the curriculum and
assessment frameworks in which they work, the particular demands they and their students face in
languages education, and their own ‘learning-by-doing’ from using the Standards in teaching and
learning languages. The details about the specific context and the elaboration of the teachers’
investigations give professional insights into the interaction of thinking and practice.
Reading across the full set of investigations you will get a sense of the ideas and issues that the
Standards raise about languages teaching for teachers, for students, for whole schools, and for
communities, across languages and age groups, and in the range of contexts in which languages
are taught in Australia.
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CONTEXT
As a Level 3 teacher at the School of Isolated and Distance Education (SIDE), I teach Japanese
to Years 3 to 8 in schools across Western Australia using a range of delivery systems, including
Centra (synchronous online learning with computer and phone linkup) and video conferencing.
Encouraging students to ‘have a go’ and develop the confidence to take risks in language learning
is an important part of my language teaching.
In distance education, all classes operate with a supervisor helping students at the remote school.
It is essential to my students and my own teaching that I involve the class supervisor at the remote
school as a partner in the learning process as I am not able to be present with my students in the
same way as in a regular classroom.
I teach a large group of Indigenous students at Mt Magnet SHS. Although their calligraphy skills
and enthusiasm for lessons is encouraging, I have sometimes wondered how learning Japanese
could be of benefit to this group. Many of the students are struggling with English literacy and are
limited in their Japanese language acquisition. There is little likelihood of these students meeting
Japanese people, or having any opportunity to travel to Japan.
For these reasons I have seen a need to make learning more purposeful and meaningful for these
students. In 2006 I made some changes to the curriculum, for students to make connections
between their own Indigenous culture and Japanese culture. Current SIDE curriculum resources
have not been inclusive of Indigenous culture and there has been little in the curriculum to reflect
Indigenous life. I attended professional learning that addressed the specific needs of Indigenous
students and the need to make curriculum more culturally inclusive. Previously I researched a
number of texts and made comprehensive notes on aspects of Indigenous culture relevant to a
language teaching and learning context.
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In 2006 I liaised with the West Coast DEO Director of Aboriginal Education to ascertain areas of
the curriculum that needed to be more inclusive of Aboriginal culture. Subsequently the Learning
Area Coordinator assigned me the role of staff liaison for Aboriginal education in languages. In this
role I have become more familiar with Indigenous students’ needs as well as the importance of
understanding aspects of Indigenous culture in order to make learning culturally meaningful. It has
also been important to develop a literacy enhancement aspect to the curriculum in order to
strengthen literacy skills. In semester one I introduced a cross-curricular unit of work incorporating
the solar system and the place of the sun and moon in Indigenous and Japanese cultures.

AREA OF INVESTIGATION
I planned to investigate Module 3: Learning, Learners, and their Life Worlds.
I planned my investigation with the purpose of further engaging my Mt Magnet students, in
particular the Indigenous students.
I planned:
•

to work collaboratively with the Society and Environment teacher and the Aboriginal
Education Officer at Mt Magnet to develop a more inclusive and integrated curriculum. To
find out what areas of the curriculum the students would be working on that I could include
in my target language program

•

to develop a task for students that promotes their language learning and sense of identity
as Aboriginal people in Australia. I am hoping to find the balance between developing
curriculum that is sensitive, realistic, and culturally inclusive while challenging and further
engaging students. I was keen to learn ways of encouraging greater participation and
involvement from Indigenous students, while developing opportunities for language
learning. I planned to consider these aspirations in relation to the Professional Standards,
in particular the Language and Culture, Ethics and Responsibility and Personal
characteristics dimensions. I saw these dimensions as being most related to developing a
more effective language and culture program for my students at Mt Magnet

•

to investigate how my students perceive and experience language and culture in the
context of their own identity, as ‘Indigenous’ culture/learners. I planned to do this by using
some language from ‘Budimaya’, the local Indigenous dialect, in conjunction with the
Japanese language that we were revising

•

to introduce a unit of work that revised colour and shapes through the symbol of the flag.
I hoped that this would be a medium that we could launch into a bigger picture where I
could encourage students to see the world from diverse cultural perspectives

•

to document my reflections on what these findings mean for language teaching and
learning in the Indigenous classroom, any issues arising in designing and running the task,
to evaluate the effectiveness of the task in promoting language learning for my students,
and to ascertain how this investigation is connected to the Ethics and Responsibility
dimensions of the Professional Standards.

•

to culminate the unit of work in the form of a poster, which I would forward to the Kids Web
Japan site for posting on the global gallery

•

to consider the implications of the findings for my further professional learning and to use
this information to encourage and further engage students to connect with the Japanese
language as well as to reflect on their own journey of language and lifelong learners. To
make this information readily available to all teachers, in particular teachers of Indigenous
students.
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In this way I will continue to plan for my students with the understanding that cultures allow
individuals and groups to construct multiple, diverse, and unique identities, based on their shared
understandings of the world and that cultural identity is formed by the need to maintain cultures
sometimes in the face of opposition.

CLASSROOM PRACTICE
First I contacted the Manager of Aboriginal Education at Canning district office to speak about
available resources on the local dialect in Mt Magnet. I then spoke to the Goldfields district office
and then the School of Indigenous Australian Studies at Edith Cowan University. It was difficult to
obtain resources on the dialect in the Mt Magnet area through these avenues. I contacted the AEO
and the librarian at Mt Magnet to request a copy of the Badimaya dictionary; however, they could
not locate the dictionaries that had once been held in the school library.
In desperation I googled ‘Badimaya’ and came up with my most rewarding lead, a publishing
company in Broome. From here I was provided with a very valuable contact, a woman who was in
the process of compiling the Badimaya dictionary. The writing of the dictionary involved going out
to remote areas of Mt Magnet and interviewing the only and oldest speakers of Budimaya, two
brothers with the surname ‘George’. It turned out that the George brothers were regular visitors at
Mt Magnet SHS.
In class I revised ‘shape’ and ‘colour’ words. This was the scaffolding for the task that introduced
the notion of the ‘flag’ as an expression of identity. I subsequently got the students to complete a
number of Hiragana reading and listening activities using various flags from around the world as
well as the Aboriginal flag. We talked about the flags and the form and colour in the flag as an
expression of identity of a group of people. This was timely as we had also been looking at the
Olympic Games in our classwork. The students then looked at the Badimaya language words for
colours and numbers and we practised saying the words and talked about any other Badimaya
words that they knew. We practised saying the English and Japanese words that corresponded
with the Badimaya words and then we talked about the students’ knowledge of any words in other
languages that they might have known.
I presented students with the family survey form, which they completed after some informal
discussion. Students wrote down whether their parents or extended family could speak any other
languages besides English. This part of the investigation was connected to ‘Learners and their Life
Worlds’ where I was able to find out a little more about my students. This unit of work, which was
the basis of my investigation, culminated in the students drawing a picture to be sent to Japan and
hopefully posted in the global gallery of school work. The drawing was to be an aspect of Japan in
which they were interested. The concept of the samurai was popular so I asked students to
visualise putting on a number of different hats and sharing their ideas about the ‘samurai’ in
relation to the ‘hats’; that is, an enquiry involving positives, negatives, facts, or feelings.

DATA OR INFORMATION GATHERED
During the week of the planned activity there was a sports carnival on one day and an excursion
on the other day. This affected the number of students able to participate, which was a little
disappointing. However, the remaining students became involved in our discussion. Had more
students been at school on that day the results would have reflected a richer variety of opinions;
however, this was the circumstance of that week.
The students were given a page of colours with Badimaya language words and we practised
saying the words and discussed whether students knew these words. We also practised saying the
Japanese equivalent words for the same colours as well as numbers 1–4 and the word for ‘many’.
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Some students indicated that they knew some of the Badimaya words, in particular, where they
had been used as station names in the area. Some students knew some Indonesian and German
words as well. The students and I then had a discussion about other languages and words and
they filled in the colour sheet, writing down any words that they knew, as well as numbers in other
languages. We used the whiteboard in the video conferencing classroom to brainstorm and record
their ideas.
In the brainstorming session using the six thinking hats, I wanted the students to think about how
they felt about learning Japanese and their impression of Japan. First we looked at the global
gallery on Kids Web Japan and they searched through numerous schools around the world where
students learn Japanese and looked at the artwork that students had sent in. I also wanted the
students to think about their choice of picture and why they chose that picture to express their
interest in Japan. The choice of drawing ‘samurai’ was popular. When I asked why students had
made this choice some comments were that the ‘samurai represented freedom, strength, and
goodness (‘red hat’ describing feelings), ‘the samurai attacked villages and people’ (‘black hat’
describing negative aspects), the ‘samurai saved people and did good deeds’ (‘yellow hat’
describing positive aspects). The students appeared to like the ‘hero’ aspect of the samurai. When
I worked later on this activity with some students who had been absent from the initial lesson, two
Indigenous boys looked eagerly at the global Japanese art gallery and then one of the students
said that he would like to do a ‘black fellow ‘ drawing. I haven’t received the artwork yet.
While students were filling out the family survey indicating the languages their family spoke, some
of the comments made were ‘I’m not sure about my grandparents, I haven’t met them’, ‘my Mum is
white and my Dad is black and my Mum can’t speak Badimaya’, ‘My family knows some of the
Badimaya dialect’, ‘My Mum can speak German’, ‘My parents speak Irish’, ‘I can’t fill this out and
talk about this as I feel shame’.
The students’ ideas were elicited through interactive talk, questioning, scaffolding, and providing
feedback, while drawing upon resources that provided a window on interculturality. In our
classroom I was able to create a culture of enquiry and reflection as well as develop intercultural
sensitivity.

FINDINGS
In my investigation I learnt how difficult it can be to achieve what it is we are hoping for when we
are dealing with other people, in particular in the distance mode where you are not at the same site
as your students. I also experienced the joy of learning/experiencing aspects of the investigation
that I had not anticipated.
The initial data-gathering process was interesting because I learnt about some intracultural aspects
of my students’ local dialect, Badimaya. I discovered that there is not the same variety of colour
words in Badimaya as in English and Japanese. The students also discovered that the George
brothers who were the key contributors to the dictionary project often visited the school and some
of the students had already met them and described them as ‘very nice fellows’.
I found that the revision of ‘colours’ and ‘shapes’ in the class provided a solid scaffolding for the
next part of the investigation. The students were confident with both of these areas of language
and were able to use this point as a springboard to listen to the description of a number of flags in
Japanese and to identify the flags that were being talked about. Using their Hiragana chart they
were also able to read some words in Japanese describing shapes and colour and then match
them up with certain flags.
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When we looked at the Badimaya language words the students seemed surprised although
interested that these words were being introduced in the classroom. Some students knew some of
the words and then shared what these words were with the class. Mostly they were words that
described station names or other places near Mt Magnet. The students were very interested
looking at the global gallery of student work from around the world and this motivated them to then
express their own ideas about Japan on paper. At the end of the drawing students shared verbally
what they had drawn and why. It was interesting to learn about my students’ abilities to reflect and
share their views, which I would not have known about other than through the investigation. Their
behaviour and articulation in sharing was impressive and this was recorded anecdotally in my class
lesson plan notes. I also found it interesting that there was a huge difference in their ability to
express themselves.
The data that I gathered from the students is a piece of artwork representing the students’
interpretation of their perception of Japan and how they might express that having talked about the
concept of identity. Through my investigation I discovered that the students liked to express
themselves in their artwork and it was evident that they had a sense of a bigger picture of the
global Japanese language learning body.
The findings relate strongly to my teaching practice in the sense that I would further encourage
students to use higher order thinking skills to tease out the intercultural component of our language
lessons and make comparisons with the riches that lie in the class as far as Indigenous students’
culture as well as the backgrounds of other students. What happened that I expected to happen
was that the students were interested and engaged in the lesson and ready to share their views in
a respectful way. I have previously encouraged these students to use higher order thinking skills to
express their views.
What happened that I did not expect to happen was the high level of absenteeism during the
period of conducting the investigation. I postponed my investigation for a number of lessons
waiting for a ‘full class’ and then gave up and went ahead knowing that time was running out and
that the perfect situation was not going to happen. This was the main problem that I found with the
investigation where the timing coincided with numerous school-based activities, which meant that
on different days some students were absent and when I postponed the activity that I had prepared
until the next class the same thing had happened. On reflection it would have been useful to phone
the school and ask if they had anything on during that period to inform my planning. In spite of that
I did conduct the activities that I had hoped to and made numerous anecdotal notes.
I noted that the students in the classroom were excited to be doing something a little bit different
from our usual lesson and I enjoyed hearing them speak freely about their feelings on certain
aspects of their lives. I particularly noted the wide range of ability to express themselves and
articulate their own stories. Some students were very quick to identify their thoughts and share
them while others were unsure of what they felt and were unable to articulate that.
The value of the investigation for my class practice in relation to intercultural language teaching
and learning was the development of pedagogy that had strong connections to enquiry thinking,
requiring learners to adopt an enquiring state of mind, to notice and question assumptions, and to
reorient themselves in relation to others. I felt that I had created a dynamic context for learning,
enabling the learner to understand about self and to develop skills for ongoing learning. My
Indigenous students were able to explore the target language and culture and also their own
language and culture. Our activities enabled the students to discover the relationship between
language and culture, to develop conceptual and analytical tools for comparing and understanding
cultures, as well as developing a reflective capacity to deal with cultural difference.
My personal response to the findings was very positive. I felt excited for my students to be involved
in learning that allowed them to reflect on their own unique background in such a valued way.
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In my extended reading I noted that from the Indigenous Peoples Conference on Education in
2002 there was a call for action to all Indigenous educators to work together at all levels to
transform education in order to meet the needs of Indigenous and non-Indigenous learners and
teachers.
Particular difficulties highlighted by participants at the conference included:
•

curriculum that does not reflect the experiences and knowledge of Indigenous learners

•

inadequate support for cultural education for Indigenous and non-Indigenous students

•

lack of recognition of Indigenous ways of knowing and world view

•

lower expectations for Indigenous students in the education system.

All these difficulties contributed to learning programs that did not address the needs of the whole
child.
Geraldine Atkinson, chairperson at the 2008 World Indigenous Education Conference, stated that
‘we need to showcase initiatives and programs and learn about strategies and practices which
have a positive impact on the educational outcomes and lives of Indigenous people’. The
Aboriginal Languages syllabus from the Curriculum Council of WA it states that ‘experience in
accessing, eliciting and storing language equips students with a range of analytical, organisational
and practical skills’. They use cross-cultural problem-solving and collaboration skills. For all these
reasons I feel that the investigation was valuable to me and my students. If I was to further develop
the investigation I would encourage students to make connections between the Indigenous
inhabitants of Japan (Ainu) with whom they may be able to identify on some levels.

INTERPRETING THE INFORMATION
The artwork that the students completed was a good summation of the revision we had completed
in class. We had reviewed colour and shape and then looked at different flags and talked about
flags as an expression of identity. Students learnt to describe flags in Japanese, listen to Japanese
and mark the flag that was being talked about, read Hiragana, and match up the Japanese words
to the flag.
The six thinking hats higher order thinking skill required students to form some impressions of
Japan and the concept of identity in general. Through this process I was able to encourage
students to reflect on their own sense of identity and culture (family culture included) in relation to
Japanese culture. My underlying aim was for students to develop a sense of pride in whatever
culture they had found themselves as this is their heritage and something to be proud of.
The students became more adept at reflecting, and sharing their thoughts on a more personal level
than they had previously. The students’ comments on their artwork indicated to me that the popular
samurai held a certain powerful image for the students and in their comments I wondered if the
samurai embodied the concept of the ‘hero’ for my students. (See comments in Data section.)
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MATERIALS AND EXEMPLARS

These pieces were chosen to exemplify the Badimaya words chosen to investigate,
the pro forma for students investigating other languages (colour and number),
the survey, and higher order thinking skills.
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These pieces were chosen to exemplify the stages of the investigation, identification of goals,
revision of shape, a reading and listening task.
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EVALUATION
The targets that I set were numerous and I felt that I had achieved most of them, apart from
contact with the Society and Environment teachers.
I located some interesting and valuable information on the Badimaya dialect and the sorts of words
that had equivalents in English and Japanese and shared this with the students. I chose this area
because I have grown very fond of my Indigenous students at Mt Magnet. I have met with them
most years for the past 8 years and have watched them grow and learn. I have developed a regard
for the difficult life circumstances that many of them face in their town. The Indigenous students at
Mt Magnet seem to enjoy coming to Japanese lessons. It is always a place of learning, fun,
sharing, and respect. It is important to continue creating a fresh, meaningful, and relevant learning
environment for these students.
The aspects of intercultural language learning that I included in my investigation were fundamental
for the shared discussions and these ideas were translated into the planning of work for the
investigation from the onset. For example, the use of shape and colour to describe the flag, an
expression of identity.
I did not make many changes to my usual teaching practice; however, the level of freedom for selfexpression was important for this investigation to be meaningful, and so I allowed students time to
share their thoughts in an encouraging environment. I presented the area of investigation in the
form of a unit of work rather than a special project as I wanted the students to be as natural as
possible. There was nothing that I needed to modify or change in order to conduct my investigation
successfully. The students were not really aware of the project other than my own interest value in
what they were sharing.
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REFLECTION
‘In intercultural language teaching and learning, teachers and students are primarily and routinely
engaged in a constant sense of enquiry in the effort to understand how they perceive others and
how others perceive them in the process of interpreting and making meaning’ (Scarino et al. 2008).
When developing the intercultural component of my investigation I wanted my students to have a
chance to reflect and share their own thoughts on what they viewed as their own intercultural
understanding and to make the connection that although they are studying Japanese they may
already have some language that they have learnt or heard in their own families and communities
and experienced cultural aspects of everyday life that may differ from Anglo Australian culture. I
wanted them to be able to glimpse a window on the value of this aspect of their lives. I also wanted
them to develop an appreciation of Japanese culture and language as well as their own. This
learning style was both intrapersonal and interpersonal in that students had opportunities for
personal meaning-making within themselves and with others.
Apart from my own desire for my students to reflect on their heritage and bring those
understandings to the Japanese classroom, my investigation also supports the SIDE Language
Operational Plan for 2008: ‘building inclusive learning environments, particularly for Indigenous
students’.
Because of the increased number of Indigenous students in the SIDE Japanese program, I meet
regularly with my colleagues to reflect and plan new teaching and learning programs. We discuss
the appropriateness and relevance of our program to our Indigenous students. In this way we are
able to manage and improve on the changes made in our department and to recognise Indigenous
learning as a significant program in itself. My investigation has been helpful to my colleagues who
are teaching Indigenous students where we acknowledge that it is a priority to ‘support the
increase of Aboriginal students’ and ‘to support narrowing the achievement gap between Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal students’ achievement’, also a DET priority for 2010.
I felt that the investigation helped students in their literacy development as it required them to order
their thoughts and express their thinking in a coherent manner. All our discussion was conducted in
English, apart from the language activities consolidating shape and colour. I was able to encourage
involvement from the supervisor at the school end without whose support it would have been very
difficult to make sure that students had the materials they needed to complete the activity and then
have the work mailed to me. The supervisor was also helpful in logging on all the computers as
well as supervising students on the Internet accessing Kids Web Japan. Participation in the project
has enabled me to create an opportunity for recognition of my students’ work by forwarding their
artwork to Kids Web Japan. This is a global gallery, which can be viewed all over the world. The
gallery displays the work of students of Japanese from such diverse countries as Slovakia, Russia,
Poland, Taiwan, and Germany.
The tasks that the students were required to do were authentic, enabling them to engage in real
communication for a real purpose. The objective of each activity was discussed with the students
before they undertook the task.
Throughout the investigation I was mindful of noticing, documenting, and making sense of the
actions of the learners and me. These comments are provided in earlier sections.
I was able to use the Professional Standards to support my professional learning in this area, in
particular, in the dimension Language and Culture where I needed to consider ‘how I encourage
learners to see the world from other cultural perspectives’ and ‘what messages do my students
take away from their experience of language learning about the relationship between language,
culture, and learning’.
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The investigation has also informed me and is supporting my teaching, learning, and assessment
where I have been able to use the revision component as summative assessment for this unit of
work.
The assumption I held, before my investigation, was that my students would enjoy participating in
the different aspects of the activities planned and this was the case.
At all times I tried to understand and acknowledge my students’ understanding of and experience
with language and culture and respect the interpretive resource that they brought as language
learners and users. In this way, the classroom was a ‘situated learning’ environment where I
attempted to draw on the students’ real world context and community’. In order to be successful in
this area it was important that I design intrinsically motivating, social, and authentic activities that
connect students to the real world.
I also wanted to discover things with my students rather than being the guardian of knowledge.
I believe that for many of my Indigenous students, to learn is not merely to accumulate data, it is to
re-interpret their own world. As a teacher it is one of my goals to encourage students out of their
established cognitive frames of reference, helping them to realise that they are able to transcend
fixed perspectives, and that the process of learning demands exactly this. In this way, I may give
the student practice in activities involving mystery and higher order thinking skills, an introduction
to a form of discovery that can become the basis of genuine achievement.
‘Where the veil of rational order is briefly lifted to reveal a different reality. The momentary
alienation from expectable realities is a time of fertility. Our usual attitude toward experience, built
on assumptions can now be challenged.’
‘Inquiry into new cultures requires the mind to reclassify and reinterpret familiar information,
questioning some meanings, ignoring others, altering perspectives. Decoding mystery involves a
step prior to imagination, a step in which the familiar is rendered unfamiliar, discharged of its
ordinary associations and distinctions, its assumed reality.’ (Michel Colombe, The Grace of Great
Things.) In this way I was trying to enable my students to see the familiar as strange or new.
‘Such self-transformation is the most difficult challenge to the imagination. Meeting it is possible
only for the person whose mind is open to contradictions and well practised in free conjecture’
(Michel Colombe, The Grace of Great Things).
From my involvement in the Professional Standards Project I have been able to delve more deeply
into an area that I have long been passionate about. I have enjoyed being involved in the
investigation and feel that I am able to continue to develop my own teaching and learning program
as well as support my peers in providing Indigenous students with an opportunity to experience
success and interest in their learning. I have learnt to value the cultural diversity of the classroom
and be mindful of the diverse perspectives of students that can be used as valuable data for
ongoing reflections on linguistic and cultural diversity. The Professional Standards have enabled
me to reflect on the importance of continuing to provide opportunities for students to make
authentic connections within and across learning areas, their school, their home, and the wider
context of the world.
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