
Teacher, student and community responses

Reflection and revision – Reflection and revision of the driving question was the most 
important part of this project. Students’ growth in learning and their understanding of what 
they were learning was strengthened through the reflection process. The teaching team think it 
is important that students understand that ideas and perceptions can be changed throughout 
the learning process; this was clearly evident in the reflections completed by the students. 

Emma Stachowicz and Jennifer Florance (teachers) are advocates of transformative learning and work together “as 
engaged and transformative intellectuals – professionals who reflect the pedagogical principles that inform their practice, 
connect pedagogical theory and practice to wider social issues, and work together to share ideas, exercise power over 
the conditions of their labor, and embody in their teaching a vision of a better and more humane life (Giroux as cited in 
Kincheloe et al, 1992, pp. 34 – 35). Knowing and understanding the Syrian crisis, as an example, has helped shaped 
students’ knowledge and understanding about the world they live in. This is best expressed through the views of the 
students.

When asked to identify if any member states had different opinions from their chosen country, the following reflections 
were given.

Student #1
Lots of different member states had different views from my own during the Syria and Iraq resolution. Some countries were saying that they 
would not house refugees, they would not send military reinforcements and they would not get involved at all. I think this is because their 
country was further away from the targeted areas (Abigail Bagley, 2015).

Student #2
My experiences representing Canada on the Security Council were fantastic. I felt confident standing up in front of the Security Council and 
presenting my resolutions on behalf of Canada. It was an honour to be representing such a beautiful country and working in conjunction 
with other western states, including the United States and Australia. Other nations listened carefully and respected my opinions/
resolutions, which were mainly to assist and fund these solutions … There were no resolutions that I was surprised by as my member 
state, partially because I contributed to them. As a Council, we were uncertain that military action is the right thing to do; however, we came 
to a conclusion in that we should support Turkey in their refugee crisis. Canada, partially responsible for this decision (Cameron Kinsella, 
2015).

The teaching team would like to end in hope, hope that teaching against the grain, using project-based learning to transform the classroom 
and the learning experiences of students, has the potential to shape the world through the creation of change agents. This is no better 
epitomised than through the words of Brian Shultz in Spectacular things happen along the way: 
Realising classroom democratic ideals may raise more questions than answers ... I would like to believe that all students should have 
space to be thinkers, doers, designers, and builders, challenging the ideological dominance of standardisation, accountability and high-
stakes measures. I want to believe that if enough teachers look to their students for what is worthwhile, society as a whole can begin to 
make our world a better place. I strongly believe that teachers, along with their students, can construct meaningful curricula to challenge 
inequalities and provide opportunities. Much can be gained through individual experimentation with democratic and justice-orientated 
teaching, and great reflection, change and transformation can result (Shultz, 2008, p. 155).
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REFLECTION

•	 Digital product (What was this?) and showcase presentation
•	 PowerPoint Presentation 
•	 Infographic
•	 Live footage of students
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PUBLISHING 

AND PRESENTING

Student innovation, creative problem-solving, etc.

Verbalisation of student motions and recognition of perspective on the United Nations Day. Being 
able to recognise and respond to the different motions put forward and to creatively solve a 
problem. 
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PLANNING
SOLUTIONS

Teacher/student negotiation around driving question/problem, student voice and choice

Some of the essential elements of Project Based Learning that students experienced 
throughout the project are:
1.   Significant Content – In providing opportunities for students to engage in real life learning 
situations, teachers asked students to role play the perspective of the country they had done 
extensive inquiry into (having produced a county report) and ready their solutions to the 
resolutions to be discussed on the United Nations Day. Fletcher (2004) advocates for teachers 

to engage their audiences in meaningful curriculum. This, according to Freire (2000), can foster a critical consciousness in 
students, allowing them to be change agents as demonstrated in the following passage from Pedagogy of the oppressed: 
“In problem-posing education, people develop the power to perceive critically the way they exist in the world with which 
and in which they find themselves; they come to see the world not as a static reality, but as a reality in process, in 
transformation” (p. 83).
2.   Student voice and choice – Throughout this project, the objective of providing students with a voice and choice of 
content in their project was an essential component of the initial planning. Students who use their authentic voices are 
seen to “make themselves visible and authors of their own world” (Elsworth, 1989). The fact that the teaching team 
intentionally did this is recognition that students learn at different levels and different paces, with multiple ways of viewing 
and seeing the world (Stachowicz, 2012). The ‘performance’ in the form of a role play on the Mock United Nations Day 
gave students a voice, and the choice of their country demonstrated aspects of a negotiated curriculum.
3.   Driving Question – This project was open-ended to engage students and get them to become experts in the craft of 
inquiry. We asked essential questions like: If students can Google an answer, what is the point? An objective of this project 
was to make students ‘uncomfortable’ and give them an opportunity for ‘messy’ learning.  Beane (2005) advocates for 
students to think critically and democratically and suggests that “classrooms where teachers and students plan together, 
where projects are almost always underway, where new questions and problems are constantly arising, and where small 
and large groups are frequently in discussion often seem noisy, cluttered and even chaotic… the reason, of course, is that 
democracy is a “messy” business… it takes more time” (p. 122). The teaching team believe that by providing students 
with avenues of self-expression, they are opening up spaces for them to have discussions on subjects that are normally 
ignored (Sammel & Martin, 2008).
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STARTING 

PBL PROCESS

Who and what (eg, guest speakers, One World or Taking Action booklets, use of 21st skills, etc.)?

•	 Mock United Nations (MUNA) 
•	 Teacher developed resources in blendspace, including some of the following links
•	 https://www.blendspace.com/lessons/r89rteSt8plvGw/the-situation-in-iraq-and-syria
•	 EBOLA - BLEND SPACE - RESOURCES FOR THE RESOLUTION 
•	 http://www.un.org/disarmament/
•	 http://www.icanw.org/
•	 PowerPoint Presentation on how to write a position (motion to a resolution) 
•	 Sample developed motions to demonstrate to the students how to write them
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How did you (teacher) plan – for immersion, explicit teaching, etc.?

The driving question of this project was open-ended, fostering an atmosphere of creative and 
critical thinking amongst students. The teaching team sparked student interest in this project 
by allowing them to create their own content by choosing their own country to research and 
role play as part of the United Nations Day. The students were asked to choose a member state 
of the United Nations and produce a Country Report detailing its history, culture, education, 
geography, political system and structure, etc.

From their Country Reports, students were asked to choose one relevant current event affecting their country and produce 
a speech in the form of a digital resource to present to their audience.
In addition, students prepared cuisine from their country to share with other member states on the United Nations Day. 
They also dressed in appropriate national dress to symbolise their chosen country.
Through explicit content teaching, students were able to learn from ‘specialists’ on four relevant up-to-date issues 
affecting our global world:
•	 The situation in Iraq and Syria,
•	 Towards a nuclear-free world,
•	 The Ebola epidemic in West Africa and
•	 Towards a new international economic order.
They were then asked, from the perspective of their country, to produce solutions to resolutions based on these issues.
The Year 9 teaching team of Emma Stachowicz , Jennifer Florance, Alex Kelly and Robyn Day built on student 
understandings of democratic values, justice and participation through the four resolutions. Students selected and 
analysed information in order to draw conclusions about their country and how it had changed over time to participate 
in a global world. They accounted for different interpretations and points of view by listening to other member states 
have their say on the proposed resolutions. They synthesised information into ‘big picture’ ideas by identifying trends 
and relationships of shared perspectives between countries or differing ideas between others. They reflected on their 
experiences, drawing evidence-based conclusions that fostered an empathetic understanding of the world that they live in, 
which helped them to decipher another part of the puzzle that was 2015. These reflections encouraged some students to 
want to take collective action to help improve the world they live in.
It is this approach to education that inspired the teaching team to continue teaching in the way they do to break down 
social barriers and empower students to break the dominant narratives within society, producing their own counter-
narrative (hence, our title). This idea is not new. Elizabeth Ellsworth (1989) wrote in The Harvard Educational Review that 
teachers who seek to help students speak in their “authentic voices” are seen “to make themselves [students] visible and 
define themselves as authors of their own world. Such self-definition presumably gives students an identity and political 
position from which to act as agents of social change” (p. 309).
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What was your (teacher) motivation for joining the project?

As students developed increasing independence in their critical thinking and skills application, 
we wanted to challenge them to question the world they live in. This was done through inquiry, 
reflection and a publicly presented project that demonstrated their skills in investigating 
relevant events, developments, issues and phenomena, both historical and contemporary.
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