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This article explores the shift in terminology that occurred in a 2-year Australian Learning and Teaching Council
(ALTC)-funded curriculum renewal project that set out to broadly explore current teaching and learning
practice in Indigenous Australian studies (www.teachingdchange.edu.au). While we started with the term
‘Problem-Based Learning’, it became clear as the project progressed that the terminology we were using
was not politically or pedagogically appropriate. As the data began to reveal, the research team became
increasingly uncomfortable with the colonial underpinnings and associations of the term ‘Problem-Based
Learning’ (PBL), and began to explore the possibility of redefining what we do as something else entirely.
A key outcome of the project was that PBL became PEARL, to describe the Political, Embodied, Active,
and Reflective aspects of this teaching and learning approach in Indigenous Australian studies. The shift
from PBL to PEARL was unexpected, but has resulted in exciting possibilities for migrating and extending
theories of teaching and learning in Indigenous Australian studies into critical pedagogy, critical race theory
and transformative education. Drawing on critical pedagogy, critical race theory and transformative education
theory, this article explores the rationale behind the shift in terminology from PBL to PEARL. We also draw
on student data from focus groups, questionnaires and lecturer reflection to examine the ways the results
from this project hold great potential for the further implementation of PEARL into primary and secondary

classrooms, specifically in relation to pedagogical practice in embedding Indigenous perspectives.

B Keywords: Indigenous Australian studies, teaching and learning, tertiary education, PEARL

The metaphor of a pearl aptly describes the teaching and
learning processes enacted in Indigenous Australian stud-
ies across the five university sites in the Australian Learning
and Teaching Council (ALTC)-funded project, ‘Exploring
Problem-Based Learning as Transformative Education in
Indigenous Australian Studies. The well-known phrase
‘pearls of wisdom’” goes some way in explaining the anal-
ogy in the sense that both pearls and wisdom take a long
time to grow; both may seem small, but are extremely
valuable, and they both develop from a substance that is
irritating, unwanted and unremarkable. It is the way in
which a pearl is made that perhaps best clarifies why the
metaphor is appropriate for pedagogical processes in In-
digenous Australian studies. Like teaching and learning, a
pearl is a gemstone that is created by a living creature — it
is organic and grows in relationship to events and others
around it. The pearl itself is formed when a foreign object
such as dirt or a small piece of stray food gets inside the
shell of an oyster (or other mollusc) by mistake. To pro-
tect itself, the creature covers the intruding object with the

same substance that its shell is made of, a mineral known
as nacre. The oyster or other mollusc continues covering
the object with multiple layers of nacre, eventually form-
ing a pearl. Pearls come in many shapes, colours and sizes.
No single pearl is perfect or the same, and nor does every
oyster always produce a pearl. The stages of pearl devel-
opment — the intrusion of something new, strategies that
are put in place to cope with the intrusion, and then the
resulting growth — are similar to the transformation that
takes place in this teaching and learning approach.

A key outcome of this project then has been a change
in terminology — PBL has become PEARL. While we
started with the term ‘PBL), it became clear as the project
progressed that the terminology we were using was not po-
litically or pedagogically appropriate. As the data began to
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reveal, the research team became increasingly uncomfort-
able with the colonial underpinnings and associations of
the term ‘Problem-Based Learning’ and began to explore
the possibility of redefining what we do as something else
entirely. The shift from PBL to PEARL was unexpected,
but has resulted in exciting possibilities for migrating and
extending theories of teaching and learning in Indigenous
Australian studies into critical pedagogy, critical race the-
ory and transformative education. This article explores
the rationale behind the shift in terminology from PBL to
PEARL in more detail.

What is PBL and Why the Shift in
Terminology?

The term ‘Problem-Based Learning’ (PBL) was originally
implemented in health science and medical education cur-
ricula in Canada’s McMaster University Medical School
in the late 1960s (Schwartz, Mennin, & Webb, 2001,
p. 2). Commonly adapted and used in the course content
of natural sciences (e.g., geography, Pawson et al., 2006;
science, Tandogan & Orhan, 2007; mathematics, Hiebert
et al,, 1996) and professional degrees (e.g., veterinary
science, Howell, Lane, Brace, & Shull, 2003; medicine,
White et al., 2004; education, Ochoa & Robinson, 2005),
PBL courses and curricula are now found all over the
world, including Australia (Schwartz et al., p. 2). Devel-
oped out of research that demonstrates that adult learners
understand material better and retain it for longer if they
engage with it actively, the popular appeal of problem-
based learning is not surprising. Active engagement usu-
ally entails the student taking on the responsibility to work
through some real-life problem or accurate simulation.
Described by Savin-Baden as a ‘student centred’ approach
to pedagogy, she explains that PBL offers students oppor-
tunities to ‘explore a wide range of information, to link the
learning with their own needs as learners and to develop
independence in enquiry’ (2000, p. 3).

We originally focused on PBL because the approach is
used in preference to other approaches in many Indige-
nous Australian studies classrooms. Project team member
John Maynard noted in the first Reference Group meet-
ing that from an Aboriginal perspective, Indigenous Aus-
tralian people had been using PBL long before Indigenous
Australian people knew what PBL was. He said PBL was
used in opening up discussion between Aboriginal people
and working in groups. Without wanting to interpret the
intended sentiment behind his words, Maynard’s com-
ments are interesting for us in terms of processes of dia-
logue, action and reflection that are inherent in any PBL
context.

The approach usually involves students working in
small groups with a lecturer or a tutor who facilitates
discussions and learning (Schwartz et al., 2001, p. 2). The
real-world focus of PBL combined with its emphasis on
self-directed learning assists students to learn how to learn,

to link learning with their own interests and motivations,
and to focus their explorations (Savin-Baden, 2000, p. 5).
In many ways, PBL group work enables the class to build a
‘community’ of learners, joined by a shared commitment
and desire to know, which hooks maintains is essential
to create a climate where openness, intellectual rigor and
personal transformation can happen (hooks, 1994, p. 40).
PBL thus does not allow students to remain passive par-
ticipants in a classroom, and in practical terms what this
means for many students is that they engage in a way of
working that they may not have encountered at university
before. For many students both the topic and the teaching
approach are unknown territory, and it is not unusual for
them to initially experience enormous resentment, con-
flict and resistance to the shift in emphasis and respon-
sibility from the lecturer or faculty member as expert, to
a classroom which ‘acknowledges both teachers and stu-
dents as creators and holders of knowledge’ (Ross & Hurl-
bert, 2004, p. 81). Further, PBL privileges open-minded,
reflective, critical and active learning. It pays due respect
to both student and teacher as people with knowledge, un-
derstanding, feelings and interests who come together in
a shared space. PBL acknowledges that knowledge is com-
plex and changes as a result of the way that people respond
and perceive their worlds (Margetson, 1997, p. 39). PBL
therefore has the potential to safely and sensitively create
a space where a ‘pedagogy of discomfort’ (Boler, 2004,
p. 120) allows these strong reactions, difficult emotions
and uncomfortable dialogues to be negotiated.

However, as the project progressed, we increasingly
found that the terminology we were using was not po-
litically or pedagogically appropriate. Focus group discus-
sions of five to eight students were undertaken by Barney
after she had observed classroom activities at The Uni-
versity of Queensland in May 2010, Monash University
in August 2010, Charles Darwin University in September
2010, University of Newcastle in October 2010 and UTS in
May 2011. In discussions, students noted that one of the
reasons for this was the colonial underpinnings and as-
sociations of the term ‘Problem-Based Learning’ and the
negative ways Indigenous people have historically been
framed as ‘problems’:

Certainly in Australia it’s been often framed as the Aboriginal
problem. (CDU student focus group)

I think the word ‘problem’ is problematic; it’s got a negative
connotation to it. (Monash student focus group)

Tjust don’t like the negativity. I think it needs to be changed and
changed pretty soon if you’re using it for Indigenous studies.
Looking at the history of colonisation of Australia and now,
being part of history, Aboriginal people and communities are
still called problems. I think it’s an offensive term and I think if
we’re to use it for Indigenous studies, we need to find something
more respectful in that way too. (Monash student focus group)

I think it’s about responsibility too, and it’s responsibility of
academia . .. to not treat this as a problem. (Monash student
focus group)
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‘Problem’ is such a negative word. (Monash student focus group)

You could probably find a less negative word than ‘problem’.
‘Problem’ does sound like it’s something that needs to be fixed. I
don’t necessarily think that it’s broken, you know — I probably
didn’t say that right but I just don’t think — maybe it’s just too
needy, that word. (Monash student focus group)

That historical thing of the Aboriginal problem. (Monash stu-
dent focus group)

These comments say something about how students are
reworking and rethinking relationships with Indigenous
Australians. However, what is missing is the behind story
of the context on which they are reflecting on. In a teaching
and learning context, these understandings could usefully
be migrated across to discuss issues of whiteness, racism
and postcolonialism.

These views were shared by Aboriginal artist Denise
Proud, who painted the artwork ‘Spreading your Wings’
for the project. She emphasised that she did not like
the term ‘PBL’ because of these negative connotations.
Colleagues at conferences and seminars also pointed to
uneasiness with the terminology. For example, Monash
students described the approach that was occurring in
Indigenous Studies classrooms in a variety of ways:

It’s not starting at zero how you would in the classroom where
you start at zero and you get layers upon layers. You start at
your current base of knowledge and you get thrown a bit of
information. (Monash student focus group)

There is no key, there’s no single answer is there. (Monash
student focus group)

Letting go of that wall and throwing out what you believe and
what you think and having that attacked — it’s great. (Monash
student focus group)

It is like a crystal, looking at something so that it’s a wonderful
way of getting knowledge, of that experience. (Monash student
focus group)

It’s just like layers of an onion, you peel it off in layers and you
find the onion. (Monash student focus group)

I think it’s more of a journey that people are invited to get on
board with. I don’t have an exciting term for this, but the idea
of a journey, something that people are invited to engage with
and be changed by. (Monash student focus group)

You’re climbing a mountain and your aim is to get to the top.
(Monash student focus group)

It’s like a jigsaw — that little piece every week and you got
to take that home with you and figure out how it fits into the
bigger picture and then hopefully at the end you have the future
in front of you. There’ll still be pieces missing but you get the
general idea. (Monash student focus group)

As data collection progressed, the project team acknowl-
edged the need to find a more suitable term for the
approach. As the project external evaluator Carmen
Robertson stated: “The connotations of “problem” are
problematic!” Students and tutors also agreed with the
need to find a new term:

I agree though ‘Problem-Based Learning doesn’t — not that I
think it’s a bad term, but I don’t think it encompasses what we
so much do — I think there’s more to it than that ... I think
it’d be good if there was another name that came out of it that
did talk about — that Indigenous studies maybe even had for
itself. (Tutor interview)

Do you really want to call it a ‘Problem-Based Learning’? I
don’t think so, I think you’re right, it’s the journey, the way up
the mountain, it’s all the stuff you learn in between. (Monash
student focus group)

I think it devalues the materials that we’re given too. I think
a title that reflects that would be important too because the
materials are quite intimate about [Yanyuwa] culture too, so
I think a title that reflects that would be more appropriate.
(Monash student focus group)

During focus group discussions with students, a number
of suggestions were made for a different term to replace
PBL:

Action orientated. (CDU student focus group)
Issues focused. (CDU student focus group)

Rather than making it a problem, it’s actually you’re exploring
a particular area of interest or an inquiry, an interest, an issue;
some words like that. (UQ student focus group)

Inquiry based. (UQ student focus group)
Hands-on. (UTS student focus group)

Yeah, because if you say it’s a problem then it’s a problem. Like
if it’s an issue, not an issue is a problem. So I think that issue
based. (UTS student focus group)

In discussions with leading PBL scholar David Boud, he
noted that the terminology of ‘Problem-Based Learning’
had also been an issue in social work education because of
the negative connotations of viewing clients as problems.
He noted that at the University of Bristol they shifted to use
the terminology ‘Enquiry and Action Learning’ (EAL; see
Burgess & Taylor, 2005). Boud stated that ‘inquiry-based
learning’ is another term used, but as that term is mainly
used in school education in the science context the use
of that may be confusing (Boud 2011, personal comm).
Therefore, during the final Reference Group meeting, a
decision was made to move away from the term ‘Problem-
Based Learning. Mackinlay suggested PEARL as a new
term to encompass the political, embodied, active, and
reflective aspects of this learning approach.

PEARL as an Acronym

At the final Reference Group meeting in December 2011,
the project team and Reference Group then developed the
following description of PEARL as a teaching and learning
approach in Indigenous Australian studies:

P (for political, performative, process, place based). We
bring our experiences, knowledge and practice to the place
where the current learning process occurs. We reflect and
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FIGURE 1
Sketch of PEARL by Mackinlay (2012).

respond to the agency of the space and the elements of
the place where our teaching and learning takes place.
We perform our learning, embody the process and recog-
nise the inherent political nature and knowing that we
move through. We know that we will move in and out
of the place and back again to influence the places where
teaching and learning occurs.

E (for embodied, experiential, explorative, engaged, emo-
tion, empathy). Aholistic exploration that engages mind,
body and emotion in empathetic dialogue. A transforma-
tive process based on equal collaboration.

A (for active, anti-racist, anti-colonial, agency). The-
oretical imperatives relate implicitly to anti-racist/anti-
colonial discourses. Practically, we view PEARL as aiding
students to shift from reflection to action through agency
and awareness. The shift to action is a critical element of
transformation and enables students to become agents for
change and decolonisation.

R (for relational, reflective, reflexive). Through reflec-
tion on particular structured learning activities, students’
experiences are transformed into knowledge and deeper
wisdom which they apply to their personal and profes-
sional lives.

L (for lifelong learning). Learning in PEARL is learn-
ing for life, for change, for empowerment, for hope, for
knowledge, to lead, to let go of assumptions, to liberate
and to lustre — to shine!

Historically, Indigenous Australian studies has relied
upon anthropology and history as foundational disci-
plines for the construction of knowledge about Indige-
nous Australian peoples. However, the past 20 years have
seen a shift alongside the postmodern turn in the social
sciences whereby the concept of Indigenous knowledge
as constructed, represented and sustained by Indigenous
voices has become a defining feature of what the dis-
cipline of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander studies
now looks like. Indigenous Australian studies today is an

THE AUSTRALIAN JOURNAL OF INDIGENOUS EDUCATION

13



Elizabeth Mackinlay and Katelyn Barney

interdisciplinary field that takes a critical and reflexive
approach to actively deconstruct colonialism and the all-
pervasiveness of whiteness in the construction of knowl-
edge by and in relationship with Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples. While the shift at a disciplinary
level to critical modes of thinking has now happened,
the ways in which we teach Indigenous Australian studies
has been slower to take up a critical pedagogical position,
particularly in higher education contexts. Little or no at-
tention has been paid to the ways in which we actually
teach and learn Indigenous Australian studies, and this
project has drawn important links between the political
and social justice agendas of what we do in this field and
the pedagogical processes that assist us to achieve these
aims. A strong association between Indigenous Australian
studies pedagogy, critical pedagogy, critical race theory
and whiteness studies, and transformative education has
been developed in this project.

PEARL as Critical Pedagogy and Critical
Race Theory in Education

The acronym ‘PEARL’ pays attention to and makes space
for education as an inherently political process linked in-
timately to the interrogation and deconstruction of colo-
nialism. In this way, PEARL enacts what might be de-
scribed as a both a critical pedagogy and a critical race
agenda. As McClaren (2009, p. 61) notes, the practice of
critical pedagogy is as diverse as its many adherents, but
there are a number of overarching characteristics of criti-
cal pedagogy that we can see at play in PEARL. The work of
Freire informs the broad theoretical framework of PEARL
in the sense that we aim to educate students to be ‘truly hu-
manised social (cultural) agents in the world” committed
to social justice, democracy and freedom from oppression
(Darder, Bartodano, & Torres, 2009, p. 9). The empha-
sis in PEARL on the employment of critical theory for
dialectical understanding, teases ‘out the histories and re-
lations of accepted meanings and appearances’ (McClaren,
2009, p. 61) and enables examination of the ‘underlying
political, social, and economic foundations of the larger
society’ (McClaren, p. 63). PEARL, like critical theory,
asks ‘how and why knowledge gets constructed the way it
does and how and why some constructions of reality are
legitimated and celebrated by the dominant culture while
others clearly are not’ (McClaren, p. 63). In the context
of Indigenous Australian studies, PEARL’s critical theory
approach enables teachers and learners to consider the
ways in which Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander episte-
mologies are represented, sidelined and/or excluded across
disciplines. It interrogates the ideologies that make such
inequities possible, and to deconstruct unequal relations
of power between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people
in the past and present. Importantly, PEARL privileges the
Freirean concept of praxis; that is, the ongoing interaction
of reflection, dialogue and action in order to ‘illuminate’

human activity and ‘provide a better understanding of the
world as we find it and as it might be” (Darder et al., p. 13).
Praxis in PEARL pedagogy deliberately awakens students
to ‘break with the given, the taken-for-granted — to move
towards what might be, what is not yet’ (Greene, 2009,
p- 83), to ask questions about the possibility of social jus-
tice, self-determination and sovereignty for Indigenous
people in Australia. In turn, such questioning brings into
play the Freieran notion of dialogue as embedded in the
context of conscientisation — a process of developing not
just consciousness, but a consciousness that is understood
to transform reality and provoke social change (Slater,
Fain, & Rosatto, 2002, p. 1). Freire (1970, p. 64) explains:

Dialogue cannot exist unless it involves critical thinking —
thinking which discerns an indivisible solidarity between the
world and people admitting of no dichotomy between them —
thinking which perceives reality as process and transformation,
rather than as a static entity — thinking which does not separate
itself from action, but constantly immerses itself in temporality.

Such questioning leads to further critical interrogation
into the uncomfortable landscape of race. By necessity
then, PEARL extends its pedagogical lens to encompass a
critical race agenda. Dialogue in and around the ongoing
realities of colonisation and the unresolved issues of In-
digenous sovereignty are difficult conversations to have,
and a critical race theory perspective enables PEARL to in-
sist that ‘race still matters’ (Ladson-Billings, 2009, p. 18).
Critical race theory refuses students the option to walk
away from, deny or silence the understanding that ‘race is
always already present in every social configuring of our
lives’ (Ladson-Billings, 2009, p. 19). Non-Indigenous stu-
dents are confronted with their complicity in processes of
colonisation and see the ways in which they knowingly or
unknowingly enact, sustain and benefit from their white
power and privilege. Critical race theory further enacts
a civil rights and social justice platform that provides an
opening for students to envisage how they might begin
to transform a world suffering under the ‘albatross of
racial hegemony’ (Barnes, 1990, pp. 1864-1865, as cited
in Ladson-Billings, p. 21). PEARL engages critical race the-
ory to reveal the power of whiteness and colonialism, and
personalise and politicise Indigenous Australian studies in
a way that will open a space where sweeping change might
be possible. The potential that PEARL has for transforma-
tive education by enacting a critical pedagogical approach
and a critical race agenda is an area which we now turn to
explore.

PEARL as Transformative Education

The aims and goals of transformative education provide
an appropriate educational framework within which to
situate the teaching and learning processes enacted in
PEARL classrooms across Australia. Transformative ed-
ucation holds that ‘learning is understood as a process of
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using a prior interpretation to construe a new or revised
interpretation of the meaning of one’s experience in order
to guide future action’ (Mezirow, 1996, p. 162) Draw-
ing upon the work of O’Sullivan, Morrell, and O’Connor
(2002, p. xvii), transformative education can further be
defined as teaching and learning which involves:

e adeep structural shift in the basic premises of thought,
feelings and actions

« a shift of consciousness that alters our way of being in
the world

 understanding ourselves, our self-locations, and our re-
lationships with others in the world

« understanding relations of power in interlocking struc-
tures of race, class and gender

* envisioning alternative approaches and possibilities for
social justice.

In other words, transformative education is teaching and
learning that effects a change in perspective and frame
reference (Mezirow, 1996). Further, transformative edu-
cation and learning as it is practised today places increas-
ing emphasis on shifts taking place ontologically as well as
epistemologically, so learners become actively engaged in
new avenues for social justice (Garde-Hansen & Calvert,
2007). This kind of shift is explicitly stated as one of the
learning objectives for students enrolled in Indigenous
studies — that is, to critically engage with and understand
the types of discourses that frame, locate and determine
what it means to be an Indigenous person historically and
today, and to further consider students’ own positioning
in relation to these discourses. Like transformative learn-
ing itself, critical reflection is therefore essential to this
proposed research project, and it is our conviction that
PEARL pedagogy creates a space where this can happen.

Certainly, the data from students collected during fo-
cus group interviews and pre- and post-questionnaires
suggests that the PEARL approach has the potential to
transform students’ understandings, challenge their as-
sumptions and change their perspectives about Indige-
nous histories, peoples and cultures:

For me personally this subject has changed my perspective about
Indigenous people. (UTS student focus group)

It’s taught me to be open-minded because I don’t want to treat
other people like that. That’s actually invited, that kind of ex-
perience is invited to be a valid part of the course. Our own
experience matters because we’re reflecting on how what we’ve
experienced affects our engagement I guess if that makes sense.
(Monash student focus group)

I think that’s a really powerful aspect too, the fact that it has
the ability to change our own attitudes because we’re working
through it and understanding what our attitudes are and how
they need to be changed. (Monash student focus group)

I think before I was a bit naive maybe. I think just not as
aware of what was going — like how ... and the structure of
the Indigenous society. I don’t think I had any idea. I think if

you live in a certain way then you kind of sort of expect that
everybody else is as well. (Newcastle student focus group)

I think the way it’s transformative, is that it informs the real-
ity of situations and moves the illusion around what people’s
perceptions are — their own — like you were saying — it’s
very hard to get outside of yourself and your background. (UQ
student focus group)

It’s really enjoyable and it really gets you thinking about how
you as a person can contribute out of university to bring about
social change. (UTS student focus group)

I'm glad it’s being integrated into my life at this point, not when
I'm 50. I can start changing the way I live and hopefully other
people and just knowing the different sides of the issue. (UQ
student focus group)

Some students also noted the ways the learning and teach-
ing approach allowed them to transform other’s under-
standings as well. As one student noted:

I have the best example of this though because I go home to a
partner that is — he is quite racist or has been — because that
process is changing through information. Because I'm passing
on my information to my partner and my kids and saying, did
you know blah, blah and then they’ll come up with their racist
thing and I'm but blah, blah. You know, like that is why that
happens and then he is, in turn, taking that information to
his workplace and he’s going, did you know da-da-da-da-da
to his workmates and that’s passing on. My kids are going to
school and questioning the information that they’re given. My
son is doing discovery and settlement and things like that and
he had the courage — he’s quite a laid-back child — but he
had the courage to stand up and go it wasn’t settled, it was
invaded. His teacher actually encouraged that and encouraged
that discussion. So I think it has not just changed my perspective
but it has helped to change the people around me as well, so I
think it’s part of a broader, much bigger ... (Newcastle student
focus group)

Importantly, as Shapiro (2009, p. 113) notes:

Transformative learning is not something that can necessarily
happen on a schedule or within the confines of a particular
structured learning experience. Developing the trust and safety
that can make it possible for people to take risks — allowing the
needed space for disequilibrium, exploration, and reintegration,
and for action and reflection — takes time, time that can best
be measured in weeks, months, or even years, and certainly not
in hours or days.

This was emphasised by a student who stated: ‘It doesn’t
necessarily happen in a week. It’s a big ask for people to
negotiate that space in such a quick time when they don’t
know each other’ (UQ student focus group). Another stu-
dent noted: ‘A transformation from that [teaching and
learning] exercise? No, the transformation is — well it’s
laid the seeds for part of the process of transformation’
(UQ student focus group).
Certainly not all students leave transformed:

I felt really hollow actually ‘cause it’s the same as I felt in nearly
every course Pve done so far. Just where it’s like we’re just missing
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something major and there’s nothing I can really do about it.
(UQ student focus group)

I feel like really not powerless, but like the teacher would be like
who do you think you are to say you think you can change this
and this and this? I feel like yeah, often like what I would write,
how I'd want things to change, would be — I'm not quite at
that level yet I guess, as a student. (UTS student focus group)

Jaded was sort of like you’re just sort of whatever you can get,
you become cynical. (CDU student focus group)

I just think it’s making me more bitter. (CDU student focus
group)

I feel like really, not powerless, but . .. I feel like yeah, often like
what I would write, how I'd want things to change, would be
I'm not quite at that level yet I guess, as a student. (UTS student
focus group)

These comments raise the question of an ethics of care
needed to help students make their way through the com-
plexities of their identities in relation to Indigenous stud-
ies. Bird Rose (1997, p. 213) notes that academics working
in Indigenous Australian studies have an obligation to an
‘ethics of care’ to ‘do what we can to effect some healing in
this world’ between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Aus-
tralians. We also need to assist students to come to terms
with the difficulties, discomforts and emotions experi-
enced between non-Indigenous and Indigenous teach-
ers and students in these cross-cultural contexts. PEARL
makes space to give voice to things often known intuitively
and allows teachers and learners in Indigenous Australian
studies to ask the difficult, messy and uncomfortable ques-
tions about race relations between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous Australians, white race power and privilege,
and our own positioning in relation to colonial history.
It is this dialogue with Self about the Other that ulti-
mately links, as Fox asserts, awareness and acceptance of
the colonial reality with ‘an agenda which does not accept
the dichotomies implicit in the terms coloniser/colonised
... but rather explores the relations of power through
dialogue, creating spaces for transformation, for new
educational and methodological strategies’ (Fox, 2004,
p.91).

Conclusion

Students enrol in courses in Indigenous Australian stud-
ies with a view to taking up employment in Indigenous
affairs or Indigenous communities. Such courses seek to
actively deconstruct historical and contemporary entan-
glements between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Aus-
tralians and, in doing so, help build better working rela-
tionships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Aus-
tralians. The dialogic nature of PEARL provides an oppor-
tunity for students and lecturers to air and talk through the
kinds of emotional and intellectual discomforts they are
experiencing, and via this discursive exchange create the
possibility to replace old ways of knowing and being with
something new (Boler, 2004, p. 129).

At the time of writing, Mackinlay and Barney are in the
process of exploring PEARL in a primary school setting.
While we recognise that findings from higher education
projects are not necessarily transferable to other educa-
tional settings, the results from this project hold great
potential for the further implementation of PEARL into
primary and secondary classrooms, specifically in relation
to pedagogical practice in embedding Indigenous perspec-
tives. The imperative for teachers to effectively, appropri-
ately and ethically engage with Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander knowledges, cultures and peoples in the content
of their programs and the ways that such programs are
taught is urgent, particularly given that Indigenous per-
spectives are mandated across the curriculum at all levels
of schooling in the National Curriculum.

The project findings highlight the diverse ways that this
approach is adapted in Indigenous Australian studies and
the need for a more inclusive term for the approach to en-
gage multiple perspectives and make space for the dynamic
nature of this curriculum area. The issue of terminology
and the challenge of defining pedagogical approaches in
Indigenous Australian studies as ‘PBL’ became critical as
the project progressed. While at the beginning we felt we
had a certain kind of pedagogical allegiance to PBL be-
cause our work was framed initially in these terms, by
the end of the project we realised that politically — and
by extension pedagogically — we could no longer sus-
tain that commitment. An open-minded and exploratory
approach was needed to ensure that the difficulty with
terminology was negotiated in a productive and positive
way. Such an approach has grounded this project from
start to finish and has enabled us to put into practice some
of the very principles of transformative education that we
are advocating, namely relational and dialogic processes.
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