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Abstract

Place, as a category of investigation and analysis, has not generally been applied to the study of new teacher identities. 

The place pedagogies approach, developed from my previous research, proposes three principles for a conceptual 

framework for an enabling place pedagogy: place learning is necessarily embodied and local; our relationship to place 

is constituted in stories; and deep place learning occurs in a contact zone of contested stories. The enabling place 

pedagogies approach was shared in ongoing informal discussions with a teacher education student throughout the year 

of his postgraduate teacher education studies. The student was subsequently placed in a notoriously difficult school in 

Moree in western NSW. We recorded his workplace learning during the first 18 months of his teaching in a series of 

conversational interviews. We found that learning place and forming community were critical processes for this 

beginning teacher, especially in the context of culturally and environmentally challenging places. This learning 

involved a profound process of becoming through which the new teacher became engaged with the place and its 

communities. I will propose that this approach can be applied more generally in teacher education, and in school 

curricula, and invite the audience to share their experiences and thoughts about this application.

Introduction

While there have been many recent studies of the development of professional or pedagogic identities for new teachers 

(eg McCormack et al 2006), the category of place is generally absent in such studies. Analysing these studies using 

place as an meta-analytical category is revealing about this absence. Place is usually denoted as ‘context’, and there has 

been little research that focuses on place as a constitutive category (Elbaz-Luwisch, 2004). In these studies new teachers 

are often linked unproblematically to ‘difficult’ schools, places, communities and socio-economic disadvantage. The 

notion of ‘community’ itself is associated with marginalised groups and the creation of the ‘other’. This can be related 

to the ‘other’ as rural/ regional/local (as opposed to the unmarked category of urban/metropolitan), or specific local 

communities of disadvantage such as urban disadvantage in Los Angeles’ African American communities, or 

Australian Indigenous communities (as opposed to the unmarked white middle class who aren’t seen as ‘communities’). 

One study of immigrant teachers in Israel specifies place as a category in relation to new teacher identities (Elbaz-

Luwisch, 2004). In a country such as Israel, composed almost entirely of immigrants, how teachers learn place becomes 

a necessary question to address. In Australia we have a different and repressed history of immigration and a small 

proportion of Indigenous Australians over represented in statistics of disadvantage. How these work together in the 

constitution of new teachers subjectivities and identities is an interesting and important question. 

Significant new work has been emerging in two national projects about rural and regional teacher education in 

Australia: Bush Tracks (McConaghy et al, 2005) and a large study of rural education in NSW (Green et al, 

forthcoming). These projects employ innovative theoretical paradigms and pose challenging questions. For example, 

McConaghy (2005) uses Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) idea of becomings as a ‘dynamic of space and place’ 

(McConaghy, 2005, 2) to ask what is the relationship between place, mobilities and teaching?’ (McConaghy, 2005, 4). 

McConaghy suggests transience as a ‘key idea associated with contemporary rural teaching and turns the question of 

retention on its head: ‘how much permanence should we aspire to?’ (McConaghy, 2005, 14). Green and Letts 

(forthcoming), use a Foucaultian approach to develop cartographies of disadvantage in order to ‘denaturalise notions of 

distance, isolation, location, etc, and even geography itself, as much more than simply a landscape, an accident of 

history and circumstance’ (Green and Letts, forthcoming, 16). Social cartographies of disadvantage reveal the necessary 

link between geographic location, teacher pedagogic identities and learning outcomes. 

The link between place, teacher identities and student learning outcomes is an important one. The strength and quality 

of new teachers’ pedagogic identity in place will affect the quality of their teaching and therefore the quality of learning 

outcomes for their students. There is also a critical link between important local/global issues of space and place such as 

climate change, sustainable communities and environments, and the enacting of these in school curricula. How new 

teachers develop pedagogic identities and teaching practices in particular local places is crucial to the enactment of 

these issues within the school curricula.

1 Enabling is used here in reference to a sense that this radical approach can be enacted in schools because it is ‘below 

the threshold of description’ (Foucault, 1977, 194), operating in the cracks and fissures of disciplinary regimes in a 

rhizomatic way, and employing Foucault’s notions of the operations of power as both all pervasive and productive. 



The place pedagogies approach

The framework of place pedagogies has evolved from my long term research about relationship to place, especially 

partnership research with Aboriginal communities (eg Cohen and Somerville, 1990; Somerville, 1999; Somerville 

2004). The pedagogies developed within this framework offer deep insights into how can we learn about place in ways 

that address the necessity for 'decolonisation' and ‘reinhabitation' (Gruenewald, 2003). Decolonisation involves 

developing the ability to recognise ways of thinking ‘that injure and exploit other people and place’ (Gruenewald, 

2003a, 9). Reinhabitation involves ‘identifying, affirming, conserving, and creating those forms of cultural knowledge 

that nurture and protect people and ecosystems’ (Gruenewald, 2003a, 9). The experience of working with Australian 

Indigenous communities on place-based research has offered deep insights into how can we learn about place and form 

community in ways that address the necessity for decolonisation and re-inhabitation. The framework developed from 

these projects provides a way of putting Gruenewald’s ideas into practice in an Australian context. I propose three 

principles for a critical place pedagogy and provide an abbreviated description of these principles which together 

constitute a place pedagogy approach:-

 

place learning is necessarily embodied and local; 

our relationship to place is constituted in stories; 

deep place learning occurs in a contact zone of contested stories 

Place learning is necessarily embodied and local 

We learn about place through embodied connections in particular local places. This sense of embodied connection and 

the importance of the body in any place pedagogy is erased through the binary structure of Western thought in which 

mind is privileged over body. The development of a place pedagogy requires a reconceptualisation based on the body 

(Grosz, 1994). Rose (2002, 311) describes this sense of embodied connection between people and place as ‘ecological 

connectivity’, based on ‘dialogical interpenetration between people and place’. This dialogical relationship between 

people and place opens Aboriginal and non Aboriginal people alike to the embodied materiality of places. Similar ideas 

about the significance of the experiencing body-in-place have been proposed by Abram (1996) in his work on the 

sensory experience of place; in Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) explorations of perception, and of language as ‘the flesh of the 

world’; and Gruenewald’s (2003a, 625), calls for ‘renewed attentiveness and rejuvenation of carnal empathy with 

place’. A sense of embodied connection to place is represented in stories of everyday life in place – collecting water and 

food, moving through and dwelling in places in a daily, embodied way. A place pedagogy will involve creating 

activities and awareness of the significance of the body/place connection in learning about place and community. 

Our relationship to place is constituted in stories 
We express and communicate our relationship to place through the stories we tell. I expand the concept of story here to 

embrace the expressions of visual artists, sculptors, and poets, as well as scientists, policy makers and agriculturalists. 

Place stories are an important part of our national identities and landscapes, stories and people are mutually constituted 

in place: ‘Landscape does not just shape language; the land itself is transformed by words’ (Bonahady and Griffiths, 

2002, 6). Changing our relationship to places means changing the stories we tell about places: ‘If human beings are 

responsible for place making, then we must become conscious of ourselves as place makers and participants in the 

sociopolitical process of place making’ (Gruenewald, 2003b, 627). In the stories we tell we are positioned in particular 

ways and in particular sets of relationships. Dominant stories of place characteristically deny an embodied connection 

between people and places. Storylines ‘are realised and created/changed in the more or less fragmented ways they are 

taken up by subjects as they develop their own narratives’ (Sondergaard, 2002, 191). They are made and changed in 

community, and, as Davies (2000, 79) reminds us, the task of generating alternative storylines ‘that have the power to 

displace the old is extraordinarily complex’. Analysing storylines enables the identification and deconstruction of 

dominant storylines and the generation of alternative stories about our places. 

Deep place learning occurs in a contact zone of contested stories 

The characteristic of specific local places as providing a space for the intersection of different and contested stories has 

been described as a ‘contact zone’ (Pratt, 1999; Somerville and Perkins, 2003). The contact zone, or third space, has 

been noted as a space of transformative potential (Bhabha, 1994; hooks, 1990; Haig-Brown, 2001; Soja, 2000). Paul 

Carter maintains that the main function of the in-between space of the contact zone is to preserve difference, even to the 

point of suspending meaning (Carter, 1987). The ‘borderwork’ critical to negotiating difference in the contact zone 

(Somerville, and Perkins, 2003) involves precarious, risky and emotionally difficult work (Anzualda, 1987; hooks, 

1990) moving within, between, and across boundaries. It is within this in-between space of excitement and struggle of 

the contact zone (Somerville and Perkins, 2003) that new possibilities lie. Contradictory ‘stories and histories of 

connection, exploitation and care continue to converge within public and personal spheres’ opening up possibilities for 

cultural transformation ‘when individuals find the words and images that enable people to re-imagine familiar country’ 

(Sinclair, 2001, 57). A place pedagogy approach seeks out alternative, repressed and contradictory stories of place as a 

beginning point for decolonization and reinhabitation. 



This framework is proposed as a lens through which to understand the process of learning place and forming 

community for new teachers. 

Methodology

The data set that is analysed in this paper was generated as part of a larger, longitudinal study 

of new workers across a range of industries. These included aged care, the public service, arts 

based not-for-profit, and school teaching. The framework of storylines from feminist 

poststructuralism (Davies, 2000, Sondergaard, 2002) was used to structure the methods and 

the analysis in this study. A storyline ‘is a condensed version of a naturalized and 

conventional cultural narrative, one that is often used as the explanatory framework of one’s 

own and other’s practices and sequences of action’ (Sondergaard, 2002, 191). The concept of 

storylines informed the interviews through an approach that is open, conversational in style 

and facilitates the emergence of participant stories. Analytically the concept was used to 

understand dominant and changing narratives through which participants understand their 

experiences of learning to do their work. 

Each of the workers in this study was interviewed three times over a period of two years 

about learning to do their work once they began full time employment. The participants were 

asked about their initial, medium and longer term experiences of learning to do their work in 

the workplace. There were many common findings across the whole group of participants. It 

was found, for example, that the first week, the first three months and the first twelve months 

were highly significant in their workplace learning. More importantly, these early work and 

learning experiences were found to be critical in the formation of their new worker/learner 

identities. This process of the formation of worker subjectivities, was described by a trainee 

Assistant-in-Nursing as ‘entwining’ when she reflected on her changing sense of self-

becoming-worker (Billet and Somerville, 2004). 

For the new teacher, however, there was a whole different layer of learning compared to the 

other workers. The new teacher had also moved to a new place far from both where he grew 

up and where he did his university study. Much of his learning and identity work was around 

learning place and forming community. This place learning is also highly significant in the 

development of pedagogic identity, the process through which his identity formation 

influences his teaching practice and the learning outcomes for the students in his classes. It 

was clear from his story that previous and ongoing conversations about my place pedagogies 

work had influenced this new teacher’s process of learning place and forming community. In 

this paper I will draw on the place pedagogies framework to present the changing storylines 



of the new teacher’s process. I will also use it as a framework of analysis to ask: How do the 

categories of body, story and contestation illuminate the process of place learning?  

Learning place and forming community for a new teacher

‘Josh’ left school in a NSW north coast country town and moved to an urban regional centre and then a city, beginning 

several university courses and doing part time work in the hospitality industry. Six years later he completed an Arts 

degree at a regional university by amalgamating his previous study. He then decided to study for a teacher education 

qualification in order to get regular paid employment. He is now in his third year of teaching. His pathway is typical of 

all of the young people interviewed for the beginning workers’ study - meandering, risky, and experimental. All of the 

new workers in the study came from rural and regional Australia. The process by which they ‘chose’ their new jobs 

could best be described as serendipitous, and quite different to the traditional notion of purposefully choosing a lifelong 

vocation on leaving school.

Josh was selected from his cohort as a top ranking student and because of this, and his willingness to be placed ‘west of 

the Divide’2, was offered immediate full time employment in Moree. In NSW teachers are offered permanency and 

incentive points towards transfer for taking up positions in hard to staff schools west of the Great Dividing Range. 

Moree is three hours west of Armidale where Josh undertook his degree and a notorious town in terms of the history of 

Indigenous/non-Indigenous relations and ongoing issues for Aboriginal people. Josh had never lived further inland than 

Armidale and considered Armidale marginal in satisfying his geographic and social needs. 

The new teachers in the region were given a comprehensive three day induction held for everyone in the Moree district. 

As well as learning about departmental requirements, second year teachers spoke to them about living in a rural town, 

and the Principal from another school about having to be a professional twenty four hours a day in a small rural 

community. At the school the new teachers were allocated two teacher mentors who had a half time load to enable them 

to support new staff. Josh felt well supported by his Head Teacher but was critical of the performance of the mentor 

teachers. The most important benefit of the mentor scheme for him was that ‘it creates a bit of community because the 

beginning teachers meet together’. 

In terms of the category of place, a sense of community was important from the beginning on several levels. At the 

regional level he learned about the district and had the opportunity to re-connect with several peers from his university 

who had also taken up job offers in the area. He learned about some of the more general characteristics of living in 

particular rural communities for new teachers. At the local level it was important to begin to build a sense of community 

with other new teachers in his school. These aspects, and his prior vocational preparation, however, only provided him 

with a platform. The difficult process of learning place and forming community did not really begin until the teaching 

actually started. 

From the beginning Josh was conscious of the school as a contact zone of cultural difference. He described the 

difficulties of working with Aboriginal children in the school as a clash of two different worlds that he was unable to 

bring together: And I think it’s a general cultural clash between what you’re expected to do as a teacher, and how the 

institution runs, and the sort of social behaviours that you’re expected to uphold – there’s a clash between that and 

what those kids’re bringing from home. There’s so much difference – a completely different world and way of  

behaving’. He described himself as having a high level of prior knowledge and experience with Aboriginal 

communities and he compared this to younger teachers who had gone straight from school to university and into 

teaching. Even though he recognized the multiple communities within Moree, and the problems for the school, he was 

‘still shocked at the level of disrespect that comes from some kids and, ah, it’s hard not to take things personally’.:

… she’s sworn at me and tried to call me a ‘dumb mother-fucker’ and things like that. And she’s just basically, she 

doesn’t – she treats me like I’m diseased or something. With that class I offer a lot of these sort of rewards and 

incentives to do work, which seems to work pretty well with these little kids. But she sort’v treats them like – ‘Oh!’  She 

doesn’t want to touch anything I’ve touched. If she hasn’t got a ruler and I give her a ruler, she doesn’t want to touch it  

because I’ve touched it. She won’t show me any of the work, she doesn’t want me to touch her book. Yes, she’s just  

generally hostile. 

Josh felt that nothing had prepared him for the challenge that this constituted, not only for his teaching practice but also 

2 The Great Dividing Range runs roughly parallel to the east coast of Australia and forms a natural barrier between 

coastal geography where most of the population is clustered and the much drier more sparsely populated inland. 

Placement in the coastal strip is generally sought after by all teachers, and it is difficult to attract teachers to the western 

region.  



for his identity. 

He described the clash of cultures within the contact zone of the school in several examples of violent behaviour from 

school students and their parents that he confronted in his first few weeks of school teaching. The following is 

characteristic of these stories of violence: 

… early on in the term, there was an outbreak of violence. They’d cancelled sport because it was so hot, about 40 

degrees. They’d brought all the kids outside on the concrete in the sun. I was just going to assembly but I went to the 

staff toilets on the way and while I was in the staff toilets, all this noise broke out outside, and a teacher came in with  

two students and said ‘can you look after these guys?’ And ‘Don’t answer the door to anyone’ – the door locks on the 

inside. And then he went to try and block off the corridor. I asked the kids what was going on and one of the other kids’  

father was on the school grounds trying to find these two kids to beat them up. … outside at the same time fights had 

broken out amongst different kids … I heard people running and screaming. … It was a riot. 

Understanding these episodes as experiences in a contact zone of contested stories helps Josh to suspend judgement. His 

observations and the stories he tells of these incidents demonstrate an awareness of place and an ability to stand back 

and reflect with a sense of humour and a lack of judgement. He was also, however, continually frustrated by his 

positioning within the school as part of the regulation and control of these children. He began to despair of his ability to 

connect with them and to help them learn. 

At the same time, Josh’s experiences outside school made him feel alienated. He found both the physical and cultural 

aspects of the town and community of Moree challenging: 

… it’s just the place. It’s pretty boring really. Unless you – your options are, apart from getting drunk – going shooting 

pigs or roos – which I’ve done once, but it’s not something I really – or go to the races, or go to the footy, or play sport.  

Ah, there’s not much other types of culture, like music. So it’s a bit boring. And most of the people up here are teachers  

I find. Most, not all, fairly middle of the road type background. A bit boring. I thought there would be all these inspired 

left-wing people, you know – sense of social justice.

By the end of his first year of teaching, Josh was in doubt about whether he wanted to be a teacher, about whether he 

wanted to continue living in More, and certainly about his ability to teach Aboriginal children. He had not yet become 

fully engaged with either the school, the teaching or the physical and social community of Moree. During his end of 

year holidays his family and peers on the north coast tried to convince him to leave ‘that awful place’ and return to the 

north coast and apply for casual teaching. It seemed unlikely that he would return to Moree. 

Josh decided, however, on completely pragmatic grounds to continue in his full time position: ‘I think part of it was just  

not wanting to be poor again. It’s pretty good having enough – you know – enough.  Not being stressed out about 

money’. It was in his return to Moree that he experienced a major change describing it as ‘a turning point’. He noted 

that his relationship with the students improved simply because he had returned: 

… it was really good to see the kids, you know. ‘How’re you going?’  We got on really good and even though I hadn’t  

seen them in that long the actual relationship had improved since the last time I saw them just by the fact that I was 

back. Because that’s a real thing at our school because people come and then leave really quickly quite often.  We had 

a guy at the first staff meeting this year he left halfway through the first day.  Before he even met the kids. He only met 

the teachers and he left!

Josh began to understand that the children in the school do not begin to develop a relationship of trust until they see the 

commitment of a new teacher to their place and community. He became acutely aware of the storyline for the students 

in his classes that new teachers never stay in Moree. It was not worth their while establishing a relationship until they 

returned. He observed that it is very easy for teachers to choose not go become embedded in this school or this 

community because they dwell in the parallel storyline of getting a transfer to somewhere else: ‘It’s just very tempting 

to go, “Oh, I’ll have a cup of coffee” and talk with Carl, and – you know.  It’s very social.  It’s very easy to sit there 

and go, “Where are you going to transfer to?” “Oh, I’m going to go to Byron Bay”. For middle class white teachers, 

life happened elsewhere and they were waiting to go there. Josh’s choice to return to Moree began the process of 

developing successful place pedagogy strategies for both himself and his students’ process of learning place and 

forming community. He began to talk excitedly about organising pedagogical activities of direct engagement with the 

physical environment:

… go to Mt. Kaputah and walk around and have the kids as excited about it as I am, which is – almost anyway, which is  

fantastic. Go down the river with the scoop nets and thermometers and making a turbidity measure on a broom handle 

to measure the quality of the water. All that stuff. It’s fun. Got all these little helpers, they want to do it. Bunch of smart 

kids too.



Establishing a body/place connections with Moree and its landscapes was important for both Josh and his students. 

Eventually this body/place connection happened with his Aboriginal students too but this happened outside of, and in a 

sense, despite the school and its curriculum, albeit with the help of supportive teacher and Principal: 

‘Cause we had the Freedom Rides when – in February – 40th anniversary – and, ah, oh, that’s one thing I’m starting to 

learn about is Aboriginal kids and their cultural difference, and how - I’m trying to think of different ways to assess  

their knowledge and their learning and everything because a lot of it is oral and informal rather than written down. So, 

typically with these things, we didn’t know it was happening until the two days before – the Freedom Ride thing, and 

oh, this is happening, and it was like – What!  Really!  And because it’s a hideous bureaucracy and you want to do an 

excursion, you have to plan it at least a week ahead and fill out forms and send out permission notes. And this is where 

that head teacher I was talking about comes in. He’s a local, ‘Steve, this is really good. We’ve got to do this. These 

guys really need to see this. They’re going to go anyway if we don’t take ‘em. They won’t come to school, they’ll go to  

this’. He said: ‘Yep, this is important enough.’  He went in to bat. He took it up with the deputy. He cut through all the 

red tape for me and for the kids. …We got the video camera and it was like 5 kids there from a class of 16. Others  

hadn’t turned up. Anyway we down to the Town Hall with the video camera and – yeah – the other half of the class  

were there already. It was like the school and their lives came completely overlapped.

The story of the Freedom Rides is an alternative storyline of visibility and victory for Aboriginal people in Moree. Forty 

years ago, Charlie Perkins, with a group of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal activists, led a bus tour around Australia to 

protest against racism and discrimination. Their most notorious stop was Moree where they entered the public baths in 

protest against the barring of Aboriginal people from entry. In this story Josh links his growing understandings of 

pedagogy for these students with the public reenactment of the Freedom Rides. The Aboriginal children have clearly 

already chosen to participate in this event. Josh used digital video and historical analysis to continue the high level of 

engagement of Aboriginal students. His excitement and emerging passion for his teaching became palpable when he 

began to talk about the ways that he connected to the children and their community describing how ‘the school and 

their lives completely overlapped’. An important feature of this story is that it is a specific articulation of the contact 

zone, dealing with the relationship between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in Moree.  After this successful 

entree he was able to introduce Aboriginal community participants into his classes, becoming aware that community 

stories are a dynamic feature of ongoing cultural practices:

We had Lyle Munro sitting there talking how he saw a UFO down at Gin’s Lake down at Boggabri and talking about 

cultural stuff as well, like the Hairy Man and initiations, and stuff that you wouldn’t think he would’ve even given that 

information out. Stuff, you know, secret – or not - privileged. Yeah. And he took it really seriously and he answered 

their questions honestly and in depth. … So, life stories or an interview with someone or because so much is evaluation 

of people in that Community and it’s the stories and the whole culture is still there and everything happens. 

The process of engagement, pedagogic development and identity formation was cumulative as Josh began to find 

rewarding professional development activities in this area of interest. He began to share the video representations 

developed in his classes in a wider forum. For the first time he expressed the idea that there were some advantages of 

his placement in Moree compared to what he might have had elsewhere: ‘there’s a lot of opportunities for it here 

though that you wouldn’t get at the coast or in the cities’. Formal professional development activities, conducted by 

Aboriginal experts, further deepened his understanding of his Aboriginal students:

Have you been through the Kinship Game?  It’s amazing! She[Lyn Riley-Mundine] divides - get’s a group of people 

and you get this little sticker and it’s got all these little symbols and stuff. And divides the group into their moieties and 

their totems and their personal totems and their clan totems and their generational group and it explains all the 

different relationships between people and how unbelievably complicated and elegant and incomprehensible that whole 

culture is, and the system, and how you just scratch the surface. …There’s just layers and layers and layers of  

relationships and meaning behind all this stuff.

 

At this stage Josh still did not feel that he had become a teacher but he believed that he had ‘the potential to be really,  

really good at it’. He felt he was now aware of the things he needed to learn. His sense of becoming-teacher was about 

‘a part of me is that is starting to form’. He felt that one is always in a process of becoming as a teacher: ‘Oh, I’m still  

learning. I don’t – I don’t think you ever get to a point where you are – oh, where you are a teacher, yes, but I certainly 

haven’t got my own sort of distinct approach to how I do it’. He had become less idealistic about teaching and described 

the change in his sense of self as a movement from the periphery to the centre:

So I’ve changed in the sense that I have to act more like a – I felt I was sort of on the fringes of society in a way that I  

thought about the world, anyway, you know, being a ‘Greenie’ and not being sort of part of the normal consumer 

culture  as much as other people. Anyway, so to being someone who is at the centre of the mainstream of society and 

that’s still a bit difficult because I’ve changed the way I present myself to the world and I think I might have changed, 

as well, a bit – how I see it. I guess I’m not as idealistic as I was when I started. I was already a person before I started 

teaching, so I’m not being formed by it, but it’s forming - I think a part of me that is starting to form is that - … I’ve had 



jobs before but not proper jobs that I’m actually – that I care about because I mean I cared about how clean my dishes 

were when I was working in a kitchen, but that’s a bit different, and, having responsibility – having responsibility that  

you can’t avoid, not just for you, but for all the kids.You are, like, connected to the government, you’re connected to the 

community, you’re connected to your colleagues and to your profession, and – the way it seems to be put to you 

sometimes is that you are responsible for the next generation of society.

The development of his new teacher identity, his pedagogies, and his learning place and forming community in Moree 

were necessarily simultaneous processes. He talked about becoming embedded in the social and physical environments 

of Moree. In contrast to his description of Moree as ‘boring’ in his first interview, in the third interview he expressed a 

positive sense of belonging to the community of Moree:

I like the way this place works because it’s real. It’s very real. There’s not much – I went to Sydney a few weeks ago 

and it was all glitz and surface and superficial stuff and consumers and all these advertising boards and neon and just  

presenting a front to the world. Clothes and their cars, and it’s just so gut-wrenchingly real here. And it’s good. I like 

it. People are real. People are pretty down-to-earth, but it’s not an unfriendly place.  It’s a pretty friendly place 

actually. I mean some pretty unfriendly stuff happens, gunshots going off a couple of days ago here. If I was in Sydney 

it would be different … you can’t escape the community here. You go down to the supermarket and there’ll be one of  

your kids serving you. You go to the bakery and there’ll be another one. You go down here and you might’ve had a big 

night on Friday and you drag yourself to the supermarket – haven’t shaved, you know, holey T-shirt, and go ‘Hi Sarah’ 

– ohhh. So you’re on the - but I like that as well. It’s nice to be able to go down to the shop and actually say ‘hello’ to 

someone. ‘Cause in Sydney you can just go off to some other suburb and be anonymous. So the school is the centre of  

the community here. One of the centres anyway. That’s good. I like the community. I like being part of a community and 

not just the teaching community or the school itself but the whole place.

Josh’s account of identity and learning the physical environment illuminates perhaps more 

than any other aspect, the fundamental nature of body/place engagement: 

Because it’s all flat, all the same, and you think – yeah. That stuff’s really grown on me.  I’ve 

done the drive to Armidale and you see the whole transition from this flat country up to the 

mountains and I’ve been up to Mt. Kaputah – even just this flat river country. I love it. I’ve 

started to get to know that as well. I’ve started to pick out – I don’t know the names – pick out 

the trees, the different types of eucalypts and stuff – ‘Oh, that’s one of them.’ The ironbark, I  

know that’s an ironbark … you can pick out the local ones. And with funny stuff, like the 

black soil, it’s just mad. People say: ‘Don’t drive on it!’ It’s just like wet clay, it’s just like 

glue. I’ve been jogging over near the airport there and it gets stuck on your shoes. It dries out  

and you get cracks that big. Have to be really careful not to stick my foot down a crack. 

His transition is symbolised in the story of the repetition of the drive between Armidale and Moree, understanding the 

geographical transition of landscapes as a transition of self. As his eye becomes attuned to the local environment, he 

begins to know Moree, not for what it is not, but for what it is and can offer, personally and pedagogically. The 

movement is complete when he talks about his bodily kinaesthetic connection with the black soil, as he drives, runs and 

sticks, to the ground beneath his feet. This movement is connected to his larger theoretical knowledge of the region that 

is integral to the development of his new place pedagogies:

It’s still flat. Just flat all the way, just keeps going. Yeah. And the Murray-Darling is all interesting because it makes 

you realise what this country’s actually like. How off the mark some of the things we do are. Like cotton. It’s – you can 

see it from the top of Mt. Kaputah. It’s an  island – bush and life, and the rest of it’s just – apparently it’s the most  

human-modified bioregion in Australia. I think it’s called the Kaputah Bioregion, an ecological unit of some sort. It’s a 

transition zone between the New England and the Western district. Mt. Kaputah that’s it. The rest’v it’s been flattened. 

There’s a little bit of brigalow down at Mt. Kaputah on the way to Narrabri. Brigalow scrub. And you can see the 

Pilliga from the top of Mt. Kaputah. Closer than I thought, actually. And there’s trees along the creeks, but yeah, it is  

interesting. It’s a very rich landscape if it wasn’t - hadn’t flattened every last tree for miles. If you go to the edge of  



town here, it’s just flat. Just dirt when there’s no crops. Really good soil, not much water though. And there’s just  

different stuff. Different things people do – go fishing, go shooting. People go – you know, dirt bikes an’ stuff.  I want to 

get a canoe so I can go canoeing around the river. … Yeah. It’s funny because the river is the only – it’s the only river 

in town. It’s interesting, it makes the Murray-Darling  - it’s the whole … but it’s the centre of the whole problem in 

Australia.

By the end of our formal conversations Josh can story the whole movement and its connection to broader conceptions 

and pedagogies of place in the Murray-Darling Basin. The significance of a new teacher who takes up a strong personal 

and professional pedagogic identity in this important area of the Murray-Darling Basin cannot be overstated. If we are 

ever to solve the issues of ethical living in this country with its environmental and social challenges, an important place 

to begin is here with the children in its schools. 

Conclusion

Ongoing conversations between myself and this new teacher about place pedagogies have clearly changed his 

perceptions and engagement in his new place and community. The more formal articulation of a place pedagogies 

framework is also a useful tool through which to analyse those changes in order to more fully understand the mutual 

processes of identity and pedagogical formation for new teachers, especially in hard to staff schools in challenging 

geographical locations. It is fruitful to understand these processes from the point of view of space and place in both a 

physical and metaphysical sense. 

Until this new teacher became engaged and identified with the physical environment of Moree he was unable to develop 

pedagogical strategies that would engage his students in the learning process. The physical engagement with the places 

around Moree, the nearby Nandewar Ranges, the Mihi River, the mud of the black soil plains, was a body/place 

connection that was intrinsic to the process. Being able to articulate this aspect of body/place learning was a 

fundamental part of moving through this process to engagement with place and community. 

The new teacher was also conscious of his changing storylines of his engagement with the school, the place and its 

communities. It began with the official story constituted in the rewards offered for (suffering) placement in such schools 

and the unofficial storyline of staffroom talk about leaving Moree, always wanting to be elsewhere. He realised that 

until he returned at the beginning of his second year, acknowledging at least some commitment to place and 

community, a relationship of trust with the students in the school did not really begin. Changing this storyline of 

absolute transience was pivotal in all that was to follow. 

A growing appreciation of working in a contact zone of cultural difference deepened only with practice and the risk to 

his identity that this necessarily involved. The intertwining processes of body/place connection, changing storylines, 

and immersion in the contact zone can be seen in his changing identity and pedagogical practices over time. These 

processes are ongoing and Josh continues to communicate his excitement and the further development of innovative 

place pedagogies in the context of Moree. (include here)

I have presented this new teacher story to a group of teacher education students at Monash Gippsland and they were 

deeply moved to the extent that many of them have voluntarily brought up this presentation throughout the semester and 

in their final assessment interviews. These students have translated the understandings about place pedagogies into an 

entirely different set of places and challenges where the categories of difficulty are constituted in terms of class rather 

than race, and where they may be the working class teacher moving into a middle class system. Place pedagogies 

enables a different lens on the critical process of identity formation for new teachers, on student learning and on larger 

questions of the place of teachers and schools in the revitalisation of their communities. It also provides an opening to 

larger questions about place social justice from a different approach. 
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