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Abstract

Chaos versus Havoc: Project-Based Learning and Contemplative Education—
An Educator’s Experience of Creating the Perfect Storm for Learning

Introduction

In response to growing concerns about youth mental health and disengagement in
Australian schools, this research explores an integrated pedagogical approach that blends
project-based learning (PBL) with contemplative education (CE). Traditional didactic models
are increasingly viewed as contributing to student stress, apathy, and disconnection from
learning. This study examines how PBL and CE, when combined, can create inclusive and
engaging learning environments. The research focuses on the teacher's role when these
transformative pedagogies are blended. It is framed by Paulo Freire’s (1970) critical

pedagogy and John Dewey’s (1938) experiential learning theory.

Aim
The central research question is: What were the challenges and opportunities associated

with blending PBL and CE in an Australian Year 9 classroom?

Methodology

Situated within a constructivist paradigm, this study adopted an autobiographical narrative
inquiry approach, which is discussed in detail in Chapter 3. The research critically examined
my experiences in my role as an educator who implemented an integrated pedagogical
model within secondary classrooms. Through systematic analysis of Field Notes, the study
explored both the challenges and opportunities encountered when applying a blended PBL
and CE approach in a diverse, multicultural context. A thematic analysis of these Field Notes
revealed recurring patterns and insights related to pedagogy, teacher identity, and
classroom dynamics. In reflecting on these findings, the research considered the
complexities and outcomes of enacting this integrated model with Year 9 adolescent

learners aged approximately 14—-15 years.



Findings
Analysis of the Field Notes revealed three co-created themes:

1. Authenticity was essential in implementing PBL and CE. Successful enactment
relied on building genuine relationships, designing student-centred experiences, and
maintaining self-awareness as a practitioner.

2. Teachers as facilitators and Counsellors: Teachers often occupied a liminal space
between facilitator and counsellor as they strove to deliver these blended curricula
rooted in real-world contexts and addressing complex, non-traditional topics.
Teachers shifted from knowledge transmitters to facilitators and co-learners,
requiring emotional presence, reflexivity, and adaptability.

3. Navigating “the fog” metaphorically describes the uncertainty and vulnerability of
innovating pedagogy, yet also its potential for growth and transformation—both for
me as a researcher and for the teachers who engaged authentically with these

transformative pedagogies.

In summary, this research demonstrated that blending PBL and CE creates a “perfect storm”
for learning, promoting critical thinking, collaboration, emotional engagement, and ethical

awareness.

Implications

The integration of these two pedagogies (PBL and CE) blurred traditional teacher—student
boundaries, challenging educators’ professional identities and highlighting the need for
support in navigating this expanded role. The research revealed that effective
implementation of a blended curriculum requires professional learning that addresses both
the technical and emotional dimensions of teaching. Educators must be supported in
reimagining their professional identities—from authoritative transmitters of knowledge to co-
constructors of learning. Consequently, professional development should encompass
opportunities for teachers to build not only pedagogical proficiency but also the emotional

resilience and reflective capacity necessary to sustain this transformative practice.



Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Introduction

At the beginning of the 21st century, the field of education underwent significant
transformation driven by technology, new pedagogical approaches, and a global pandemic
that necessitated remote learning and further uptake of digital tools (Bozkurt et al., 2020;
Reimers et al., 2022). These changes have opened up new possibilities for enhancing the
teaching and learning experience in the classroom, increasing the engagement level of
contemporary students who have borne the brunt of the current educational climate
(Masters, 2015; Reimers et al., 2022). The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted education
systems worldwide in ways few were prepared to confront, delivering profound health and
economic shocks that reverberated through students and their families—including in Victoria,
Australia, where some of the world’s strictest lockdowns were imposed. The resulting
limitations on in-person learning due to lockdowns and social distancing drastically restricted
many students' learning opportunities (Reimers, 2021; Reimers et al., 2022). Despite the
challenges, educators and school leaders worked to craft alternative remote education
solutions. However, these attempts were often hastily put together and lacked sufficient
support, leading to students struggling to grasp the new material expected of them and
losing valuable existing knowledge, skills, and motivation due to their diminished connection
to schooling (Reimers et al., 2022; Tang, 2023). While research on the pandemic's impact
on educational opportunities is somewhat limited, the available studies suggest significant
learning loss, with disadvantaged students being hit hardest (Reimers, 2021; Reimers et al.,
2022).

Due to the pandemic, many students not only forgot much of what they had previously
learned but also withdrew from school entirely, with dropout rates sharply increasing
(Reimers et al., 2022). The result has been a rapid and jarring regression in educational
development, as decades of hard-earned progress vanished seemingly overnight (Reimers
et al., 2022). Furthermore, Reimer et al. (2022) maintain that in places where in-person
learning was yet to resume fully, the ongoing destruction of educational opportunities
continued to stoke deepening concerns. Moreover, they note growing apprehension that this

may ultimately be regarded as the most catastrophic education crisis in public schooling




history, with ripple effects likely to exacerbate poverty, social inequality, and other urgent

societal issues.

While the pandemic has been a highly topical and transformative force in education, several
other critical issues have also come under increasing scrutiny. Over the past few decades,
enduring challenges such as equity and access have continued to shape educational
discourse, highlighting persistent disparities in opportunities for students in underserved
communities (Organisation for Economic Co-operation & Development [OECD], 2023).
Another key concern is technology integration—specifically, how to effectively incorporate
digital tools into learning without exacerbating the digital divide. Further, the demand for
21st-century skills has intensified, with schools tasked to equip students with critical thinking,
problem-solving, and adaptability skills necessary for an evolving workforce. Alongside this,
student wellbeing, particularly mental health, has become a growing concern in response to
academic pressures and the pervasive influence of social media (Hall et al., 2019; Schulte-
Koérne, 2016). Furthermore, the call for education for sustainability and global citizenship
underscores the importance of nurturing responsible, engaged learners capable of
addressing pressing global challenges such as climate change and inequality—an essential
step in shaping a more equitable and sustainable future. Masters (2015) highlights this by
arguing that “there is no shortage of challenges in school education” (p. 1), while Fuller and
Stevenson (2018) assert that Sahlberg’s (2012) Global Education Reform Movement
(GERM) is powerful as it takes hold “in the social imaginary and acts as a signifier for a
complex amalgam of policies and practices that students and educators experience as an

education system that feels ‘cracked” (p. 1).

Australian academics, including Sahlberg (2012), Dinham (1993), and McLean Davies
(2015, 2022), have raised concerns about the current state of education, focusing on issues
such as standardised testing and teacher quality. The Finnish researcher Sahlberg (2012)
has significantly influenced Australian education, criticising the growing reliance on
competitive and test-driven models like the National Assessment Program — Literacy and
Numeracy (NAPLAN) and advocating for holistic education that prioritises student wellbeing

and addresses social inequalities.

Dinham (1993) criticises Australia’s dependence on high-stakes testing, arguing that it
oversimplifies the complexities of teaching, while McLean Davies emphasises the need for
comprehensive teacher training and ongoing professional support (McLean et al., 2015;
McLean et al., 2021). Blackmore (2009) and Keddie (2012b, 2017), on the other hand, offer

insight into an economic rationalist approach to education. Blackmore (2009) critiques



market-driven school reform in Australia, highlighting how managerialism and performativity
undermine equity, collaboration, and democratic educational values. She argues that
neoliberal policies shift the focus from the public good to competitive outcomes,
exacerbating social inequalities. Keddie (2012a, 2015) examines how equity is framed within
contemporary reforms, emphasising the tension between accountability measures and social
justice goals and critiquing how disadvantaged students are often positioned as deficits to be
fixed rather than as capable learners. She calls for reforms that centre on care, relationality,

and culturally responsive pedagogies.

Collectively, these academics argue for reforms that move away from competition and
testing towards a more inclusive, student-centred approach to education, and highlighting
several issues that have plagued education for the past few decades. Thus, the decision to
adopt transformative pedagogies in my doctoral research, influenced by these leading
Australian scholars, reflected my commitment as an educator to fostering a learning culture
that empowers students to think critically, act responsibly, and engage deeply with complex
societal challenges. The chosen pedagogies, project-based learning (PBL) and
contemplative education (CE), offered a pathway for me to contribute to the development of
well-rounded, socially conscious individuals while addressing the critiques of contemporary

educational scholars (Hattam et al., 2024).

In traditional pedagogical approaches, such as didactic instruction where rote learning and
standardised testing are key components, there is a focus on the teacher as central to the
learning experience (Basith & Sabeena, 2025). Such teaching and learning methods have
been challenged for their inability to foster critical thinking, creativity, and social responsibility
among students (Banning, 2005). Traditional pedagogies concerning the student's role in
their learning experience are also being questioned (Biesta, 2024). The current drive is
towards a more constructivist approach, with the teacher positioned as a facilitator of
knowledge rather than as the sole font of knowledge (Biesta, 2024; Dewey, 1918, 1938;
Freire, 1970). The absence of student agency in shaping the learning journey is also

problematic in regard to student engagement.

Reeve and Tseng (2011) argue that while student engagement during learning typically
comprises three key components—behavioural, emotional, and cognitive—they propose a
fourth component: agentic engagement. This unique aspect refers to students actively
shaping and contributing to the instruction they receive, such as by suggesting topics for
discussion, participating in lesson planning, or providing feedback on their learning

experiences, which is not evident in traditional pedagogies. Reeve and Tseng (2011) and



Reeve and Jang (2022) assert that agentic engagement is a distinct and valuable construct
linked to students' motivation and related to the other three forms of engagement, while also
predicting unique variance in academic achievement. Their work emphasises the often-
overlooked role of students in enhancing instruction by personalising lessons, improving the
learning environment, and moving away from didactic instruction (Reeve & Tseng, 2011;
Reeve & Jang, 2022). In response to the call for more student-centred teaching and learning
journeys, transformative pedagogies have gained prominence in the field of education and in
teacher training as a means of engaging students more deeply in their learning experiences

and enhancing academic success (Aliyeva, 2024).

Ukpokodu (2007) defines transformative pedagogies as

an activist pedagogy that combines the elements of constructivist, critical pedagogy,
multiculturalism and practices that promote dialogical relations, engage and empower
students as critical inquirers, participatory, active, and self-reflective learners who
confront their prior beliefs, perspectives, frames of reference and attitudes in order to
foster the development of critical consciousness, visions of possibilities, and action.
(p. 315)

Rooted in critical pedagogy, constructivism, and social justice theories, transformative
pedagogies create learner-focused, inclusive, and participatory educational environments
where students can critically reflect on their experiences, question norms, and become

powerful agents of change in their communities (Ukpokodu, 2007; Wiggins, 2015).

The two transformative pedagogies investigated in this research are project-based learning
(PBL) and contemplative education (CE). PBL is a pedagogy that allows for the construction
of knowledge and multiple perspectives within a social activity, promoting self-awareness of
learning and knowing (Yew, 2016). Yew (2016) maintains that PBL had been widely adopted
in diverse fields and educational contexts to promote critical thinking and problem-solving in
authentic learning situations. In addition, Jumaat et al. (2017) argue that PBL is a student-
centred approach that fosters autonomy in learning. They suggest that when students are
allowed to engage in a real-world problem, PBL provides a paradigm where the problem
guides them to the core concept of a particular subject. They stress that effectively
constructed projects are based on realistic problems and cover topics that are authentic and

meaningful to students.



Despite the transition from traditional didactic pedagogy to student-centred transformative
pedagogies, there are critical gaps in understanding their practical applications in the 21st-
century classroom. Scott's (2015) work highlights these gaps, while Chakraborty’s (2024)
research demonstrates a significant disparity between theoretical knowledge and practical
applications that hinders their progress and assimilation into the contemporary classroom.
By focusing on these practical aspects, we can engage in a more meaningful discussion

about the future of education.

Turning to CE, Davidson et al. (2012) define it as

forms of mental and behavioural training that are intended to produce alterations in
basic cognitive and emotional processes, such as attention and the regulation of
certain forms of negative affect, and to enhance particular character traits considered

virtuous, such as honesty and kindness. (p. 147)

According to Roesner and Peck (2009), CE "is a set of practices that may foster particular
forms of awareness in students, forms conducive to the conscious motivation and regulation
of learning, and also to freedom and transcendence in life more generally", and which aims
to "inspire personal growth and social transformation through the cultivation of conscious
awareness and volition in an ethical-relational context” (pp. 119—120). Chano (2012)
describes CE as "learning infused with the experience of awareness, insight and
compassion for oneself and others honed through the practice of sitting meditation and other
contemplative disciplines" (p. 106), while Jennings (2008) suggests that the rigour of
contemplative practices prepares the mind to process information in new ways and assists

students in learning about their inner selves. Grossenbacher and Parkin (2006) maintain that

contemplative education challenges and supports students in ways that greatly
expand upon traditional academic approaches. This innovative form of education
equips students with perspectives and techniques for bringing forth their own genuine

way of connecting their hearts and minds. (p. 1)

However, there is a pressing need to understand the potential synergies and challenges
when blending PBL and CE in order to fill the gaps in theoretical frameworks and practical
applications within the field (Scott, 2015). Despite the significant growth of alternative
pedagogies in mainstream education, CE and its applications remain among the lesser-
known pedagogical approaches globally (Bacquett, 2020). This may help explain why there

is a scarcity of research on combining this transformative pedagogy with PBL.



The current research, therefore, aims to address this gap by exploring the blending of PBL
and CE in the classroom, a topic that has been largely overlooked in the existing literature.
While previous studies have examined the strengths and limitations of these pedagogies
individually (Sumarni, 2015; Waters et al., 2015), this research offers insights into their
combined potential when used effectively. The primary goal is to explore the unique
combination of these pedagogies, their influence on the teacher's role when employed, and
the subsequent curriculum requirements. This will be achieved by answering the following

research question:

What were the challenges and opportunities associated with blending PBL and CE in an

Australian Year 9 classroom?

1.2 Context

Recent reports from the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority
(ACARA, 2023) indicate that many Australian children and young people are struggling to
meet the demands of their education, with rising mental health issues further compounding

these challenges (Sapthiang et al., 2019; Sawyer et al., 2015).

In Australia in 2023:

e 991,272 school students received an educational adjustment’ due to disability—this
represents 24.2% of total enrolments, up from 22.5% in 2022 and 18.0% in 2015.

e 2.2% of all school students were provided with extensive adjustments? to enable
them to participate in education on the same basis as other students. A further 4.3%
were provided with substantial support, 10.4% with supplementary support, and 7.3%

were supported through quality differentiated teaching practices.

' By educational adjustment in Australian schools, ACARA means actions taken to ensure students
with disabilities can access, participate in, and engage with education on the same basis as their
peers. These adjustments, which can be provided at the whole-school, classroom, or individual
student level, reflect a student's specific needs and are legally required by the Disability Standards for
Education 2005.

2 Extensive adjustments are the highest level of adjustment, provided to students with very high
support needs requiring ongoing, comprehensive, and highly individualised measures, such as
intensive specialist instruction, specialised equipment, highly modified environments, and extensive
support staff.


https://www.google.com/search?client=safari&cs=0&sca_esv=0e1f91a6f443d8ba&sxsrf=AE3TifNscTvu57UoBLTuJKhWEhxgvujk_A%3A1759363156254&q=Disability+Standards+for+Education+2005&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwignca_moSQAxUbUWwGHZM2CcoQxccNegQIBxAB&mstk=AUtExfADHKT9ukdJEgc8O5Z-g84GGunIloOpyta1udZbClYJS39YLn4_CXih22RYQWrreSZUYt853hsUPxu3KeEEUK9n3x9bN_VMED1x2EI6LNngMFR-dyC6LgfSSDBvZqzGsL3K-3jKuWCu0eZwaMfMqymYBKM-9oiTgDmjP9goqj99Eog&csui=3
https://www.google.com/search?client=safari&cs=0&sca_esv=0e1f91a6f443d8ba&sxsrf=AE3TifNscTvu57UoBLTuJKhWEhxgvujk_A%3A1759363156254&q=Disability+Standards+for+Education+2005&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwignca_moSQAxUbUWwGHZM2CcoQxccNegQIBxAB&mstk=AUtExfADHKT9ukdJEgc8O5Z-g84GGunIloOpyta1udZbClYJS39YLn4_CXih22RYQWrreSZUYt853hsUPxu3KeEEUK9n3x9bN_VMED1x2EI6LNngMFR-dyC6LgfSSDBvZqzGsL3K-3jKuWCu0eZwaMfMqymYBKM-9oiTgDmjP9goqj99Eog&csui=3

e Among school students who received an educational adjustment due to disability,
54.3% of adjustments were provided to students with cognitive disability, 33.6% to
students with social-emotional disability, 9.3% for students with physical disability,
and 2.7% for sensory disability (ACARA, 2023, n.p.).

A little over a decade ago, Erskine et al. (2014) highlighted that mental health was one of the
most prevalent health conditions among young people in the 21st century. Today, the
escalating mental health crisis among children and young people requires urgent attention,
particularly in the field of education (ACARA, 2023; ACER, 2025; McCloud & Wright, 2015;
McGorry et al., 2023).

In 2024, World Health Organization (WHO) data revealed that:

e globally, one in seven 10-19-year-olds experiences a mental disorder, accounting for
15% of the global burden of disease in this age group;

e depression, anxiety, and behavioural disorders are among the leading causes of
illness and disability among adolescents;

e suicide is the third leading cause of death among those aged 15-29 years; and

o the consequences of failing to address adolescent mental health conditions extend
into adulthood, impairing both physical and mental health and limiting opportunities to

lead fulfilling lives as adults.

This mental health crisis, which affects academic performance and student engagement, is a
pressing issue that requires immediate action. However, understanding its impact on student

learning remains a complex challenge (Bond & Bedenleir, 2019; Mahatmya et al., 2012).

The current research elucidates what | refer to as a “perfect storm” for learning. Croft et al.
(2015) liken this systematic and orchestrated education reform effort to a storm front. This
perfect storm is a unique and fortuitous combination that arises from specific circumstances,
leading to potential optimal learning outcomes (Croft et al., 2015), increased engagement,
and enhanced student success by combining PBL and team-based learning, which is a
component of CE (Dolmans et al., 2015). However, as noted above, finding this combination
in the existing literature is difficult. In response, this research investigates the potential for
enhancing teachers' approaches to implementing blended pedagogies in the 21st-century

classroom.



Accordingly, the concept of a perfect storm is employed as a metaphor to describe the
outcomes that emerge from the convergence of these distinctive teaching and learning
experiences. This research draws on Field Notes generated through my role as an educator
responsible for implementing a blended curriculum integrating PBL and CE with Year 9
students. The cohort was multicultural, with many students identified as English as an
Additional Language (EAL) learners and drawn from a low socioeconomic community in the

Western suburbs of Melbourne, in the state of Victoria, Australia.

An autobiographical narrative inquiry methodology was selected to investigate these
experiences and contribute to the growing body of narrative research in education
(Clandinin, 2019). This approach enabled critical and reflexive engagement with the Field
Notes documented during the implementation of the blended PBL and CE curriculum with

Year 9 cohorts aged 14—15 years.

My earlier investigation, Meditation Instead of Medication: An Exploration of Mindfulness
Practices in Primary Schools (Byrne, 2020), revealed not only the benefits of mindfulness
practices but also their profound capacity to empower students (Vago & Silbersweig, 2012).
Importantly, the research was not intended as a critique of medication—which remains both
necessary and valuable in many contexts—but rather as an exploration of meditation and
other holistic approaches as potential complementary or alternative pathways for those who
wish to pursue them. This perspective underscores the importance of broadening
educational and wellbeing practices so that students and families can access a wider range
of strategies to support learning, self-regulation, resilience, and overall development (Vago &
Silbersweig, 2012.

This earlier work sparked my growing interest in CE. However, identifying a suitable
pedagogical framework to integrate and extend this work was essential, particularly given
the risk of neoliberal agendas marginalising contemplative practices in education. Dewey’s
inquiry-based learning (IBL) had long influenced my practice, and when the opportunity
arose to lead a PBL program that could be integrated with CE, it offered an ideal context to

explore this potential further.

In an increasingly medicated and overstimulated world, young people are struggling with
disconnection, mental health challenges, and diminished wellbeing (Australian Institute of
Health and Welfare, 2023). This research asserts that these struggles are directly impacting
students’ capacity to engage meaningfully in education. Nearly two decades ago, a life-

altering event set me on a personal journey of recovery and reflection. Later, as Head of



Performing Arts, | observed students grappling with anxiety and often turning to medication.
These intertwined personal and professional experiences became the foundation and

motivation for this research, which | expand upon in Chapter 3.

During my period of recuperation, | attended a professional development session that
profoundly shifted my understanding of chaos. The speaker explained that chaos had not
always carried negative connotations—a revelation that opened new perspectives on chaos
as a potential source of creativity and innovation. Historical inquiry revealed that during the
1600s, renewed interest in classical thought transformed the meaning of chaos. Ovid, for
instance, describes chaos not as a formless void but as a disorganised mass (Merriam-
Webster, 2023). This interpretation, later adopted by English speakers, evolved into the

contemporary definition of chaos as utter confusion or disorder.

Intriguingly, before this semantic shift, chaos in Ancient Greek referred to the “abyss” or the
primordial emptiness from which creation emerged (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). This
interpretation resonated deeply with my understanding of learning. There are moments—
often visible in a student’s eyes—when comprehension dawns and knowledge is
internalised. In a PBL classroom, this may occur amid apparent disorder: students
collaborating, exploring, and constructing meaning. To an untrained eye, this may appear to
be “chaos,” but | contend that such dynamic activity reflects not chaos but havoc. According
to the Macmillan Dictionary (2023), havoc denotes damage or dysfunction that halts
progress—a distinction that highlights the vitality rather than the breakdown of learning

environments.

Learning can flourish within what appears to be chaos, reminding us of education’s inherent
adaptability and resilience. Havoc, on the other hand, is another story. Similarly, while the
phrase “perfect storm” is often associated with crisis, it can also represent a convergence of
forces leading to profound transformation or success. Hence, the title of this research—
Chaos versus Havoc: Project-Based Learning and Contemplative Education—An Educator’s
Experience of Creating the Perfect Storm for Learning—was chosen to symbolise the
constructive power, creative tension, and transformative potential that emerge when these

two pedagogies are integrated.

With over two decades of dedication to education, my transition into research was a natural
progression driven by reflective practice and a deep commitment to educational
advancement. This shift revealed shared aspects between educator and researcher—

particularly inquiry, learning, and knowledge creation. My decision to focus on CE and PBL



stemmed from concerns about the rising use of medication in schools. | instead aimed to
explore holistic, research-backed alternatives that enhance student wellbeing. The practical
application of PBL and CE was implemented in the organisation where | was employed for a
specific year level. The school had purchased a PBL program before my commencement.
The expectation was that the platform would be utilised to ascertain its effectiveness at one
year level before adding it to the curriculum for additional year levels, should it prove
successful. The program provided teachers and students with pre-existing units developed
by specialists in the PBL field. It was assumed that all the information the teachers and

students would require was available through the online platform they would access.
1.3 Argument

This research investigates how PBL and CE can potentially enrich teaching and learning
experiences. However, a key argument is that these pedagogies can only succeed through
authentic and thoughtful implementation, which requires teachers to move beyond traditional
roles and adopt a more dynamic, multifaceted approach. This study also examines how
pedagogical practice can evolve through the combination of PBL and CE by focusing on how
teachers can effectively transition to new roles. The research also underscores the necessity
of creating a meaningful and personalised curriculum for different student cohorts, thereby
emphasising the importance of catering to the specific learning needs of the cohort in which
it is being embedded. Current trends indicate that transformative pedagogies and student-
centred learning require a deep understanding of the various strategies needed to guide
students through curricula that is tailored to their needs (AITSL, 2022).

Through both practical exploration and theoretical framing, this research aims to provide
insights into the implementation of transformative pedagogies in real-world contexts. These
pedagogies, rooted in experience and designed to enhance critical awareness, have the
potential to transform the educational landscape (Freire, 1970). While only a starting point,
this research demonstrates optimism and a forward-thinking mindset for future research and

the potential evolution of education.
1.4 Transformative Pedagogies

Many proponents of transformative pedagogies argue that transformative learning is rooted
in experience (Dewey, 1933; Yacek, 2021). Maida (2011) agrees that PBL, which builds on

Dewey's work, is characterised by its unique approach of experiential, hands-on, student-
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directed learning delivered within a student—teacher relationship. This approach, integral to
the PBL implemented within the school context in my research, was designed to pique the
students' interest and enhance their learning experiences, thereby promoting deeper student
engagement (Goss et al., 2017). Transformative pedagogies, including CE, are designed to

enhance conscious awareness (Greene, 1998).

This aligns with the program | was tasked with implementing, which was designed to
positively impact society by nurturing and supporting children to understand their unique gifts
and talents (Lines, 2020). The program's alignment with transformative pedagogies
underscored its potential to bring about meaningful change. CE also involves discourse
analysis, dialogue with others, and reflection for deeper understanding and action (Mezirow,
1996; Vygotsky, 1978). These elements were all part of the implementation in the lower
secondary test group. It is now essential to define both PBL and CE for the context of this

research.

PBL has been defined as an educational approach in which "students explore real-world
problems through individual and group projects," and when done well, it empowers students
to understand the value of content and how it can be applied (De Vivo, 2022, p. 37). Maida
(2011) argues that Dewey's (1896) notion of the school as a “social laboratory” significantly
impacted educational policy a century ago. The transition to mass schooling and lifelong
learning was a crucial part of this. The transformative pedagogy of PBL, a direct result of
Dewey's IBL, is a student-centred approach that sparks innate curiosity and drives learning
(Kaufman, 1959). PBL builds on Dewey's work on experiential, hands-on, student-directed
learning and is ultimately delivered within a unique student-teacher relationship. Maida
(2011) notes that “The structure of this relationship and that of the school were shaped by an
industrial culture that developed during rapid industrialisation when the dual revolutions of

technology and information processing were transforming the country” (p. 759).

In the context of this investigation, CE was introduced through a purchased program
designed to deepen student experience by fostering connection, collaboration,
consciousness, and conversation (Lines, 2020). The Columbia University Centre for
Teaching and Learning (n.d.) defines contemplative pedagogy as an approach that promotes
deep learning through focused attention, reflection, and heightened awareness. Learners
engage meaningfully with course material through contemplation and introspection,
examining their thoughts and feelings about the learning process and classroom
experiences. This reflective engagement cultivates deeper understanding, emotional

awareness, and intellectual connection. Barbezat and Bush (2014) expand on this definition,

11



asserting that contemplative pedagogy encourages sustained attention and self-reflection as
a means to engage deeply with content, nurturing awareness and presence within the
learning process. Similarly, Roeser and Peck (2009) describe CE as “a set of pedagogical
practices designed to cultivate the potential of mindful awareness and volition in an ethical-
relational context, nurturing the values of personal growth, learning, moral living, and caring
for others” (p. 127). Davidson et al. (2012) support this view, suggesting that contemplative
practices develop “mental skills and socio-emotional dispositions central to the aims of
education in the 21st century” (p. 146), including emotional regulation, attention, empathy,

and compassion.

Through its emphasis on self-reflection and mindfulness, CE offers a hopeful and
humanising vision for contemporary schooling (Weare, 2019). As discussed earlier,
transformative pedagogies share this learner-centred orientation, seeking to empower
students by situating learning within broader social and ethical contexts. Central to this is
Freire’s (1970) principle that education should be a process of liberation and
empowerment—an approach that underpins many transformative and contemplative

pedagogies alike.

1.5 The Relevance of Dewey and Freire

Two theorists and their education paradigms were selected for this investigation. The first is
John Dewey, an influential American philosopher and educational reformer, who remains
one of the most significant figures in shaping modern educational paradigms (Williams,
2017). His philosophy has profoundly influenced transformative pedagogies such as PBL
and CE, not only as historical foundations but also as frameworks still relevant to
contemporary education (Ukpokodu, 2009). Dewey (1938) believed that education must be
grounded in real-world contexts, where authentic experience serves as the foundation of
meaningful learning. His premise that students “learn by doing” (Dewey, 1938; Herman &
Pinard, 2015) anticipates the inquiry-based principles of PBL, in which learners engage with
complex, real-world problems through collaborative, student-centred projects. Similarly,
Dewey’s emphasis on reflection and experiential engagement aligns with CE’s focus on self-
awareness and introspection as integral components of holistic learning (Jumaat et al.,
2017).

Dewey (1897, 1902a, 1902b, 1906) was also a proponent of consciousness, describing it as

mutual awareness and the capacity to engage deeply with one’s inner thoughts and
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emotions—an idea central to CE. For Dewey, consciousness encompassed awareness of
one’s perceptions, intentions, and emotions, forming part of the holistic self that emerges
through learning. He saw education as the development of the “whole” learner—
intellectually, emotionally, and socially—through lived experience (Dewey, 1938).

The teacher’s role, therefore, extended beyond academic instruction to include fostering
emotional and spiritual growth alongside intellectual development. Dewey’s focus on
reflection and holistic growth parallels the principles of CE, in which mindfulness and self-
awareness deepen learning experiences. Education, for Dewey (1902a, 1902b, 1910, 1913,
1915, 1916, 1938), was inherently transformative. He envisioned education as a vehicle for
personal and social growth, arguing that its purpose was to cultivate critical thinkers and
active citizens capable of shaping a democratic society. His commitment to experiential
learning and social engagement situates education as both a personal and collective

endeavour.

Dewey maintained that reflective inquiry was the cornerstone of transformative learning—
students must challenge assumptions, evaluate experience, and generate new
understanding. This vision aligns with contemporary transformative pedagogies that aim to
cultivate agency, empowerment, and social change. Dewey’s (1916) conception of education
as the “social continuity of life” reinforced his belief in its democratic purpose. Education, he
argued, bridges divisions within society by transmitting ideas and practices that sustain
collective life. Through communication and shared experience, individuals participate in the
renewal of social values, ensuring the vitality of communities (Dewey, 1916). While he
recognised that much learning occurs informally through participation in society, he also
understood the unique role of schools as spaces where students can learn tolerance,
empathy, and collaboration—qualities central to emotional intelligence and civic engagement
(Balcar, 2016).

Moreover, Dewey (1915) maintained that learning grounded in real-life experiences fostered
observation, ingenuity, and constructive imagination. He warned that school-based
instruction often lacked the authenticity of real-world tasks and that lessons divorced from
genuine purpose risked disengaging learners. However, he also recognised the value of
schooling as a social institution where students broaden their perspectives and develop
essential interpersonal skills. This dual emphasis—on authentic experience and social
learning—has deeply influenced the evolution of PBL and CE. Both pedagogies embody
Dewey’s vision of education as experiential, reflective, and transformative: a process that
develops the intellect and nurtures the inner life while connecting learners to their

communities and the broader world.
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The second theorist integral to this research is Paulo Freire, a Brazilian educator and
philosopher best known for his work on critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970). Freire made
profound contributions to educational theory, particularly in transformative pedagogies,
which directly connect to PBL and CE. Central to Freire’'s Pedagogy of the Oppressed is the
concept of dialogue—an approach where learners and teachers collaboratively construct
knowledge (Arnett, 2002; Freire, 1970). One of his most influential contributions, the
“problem-posing” model of education (Freire, 1973), rejects the “banking model” that treats
students as passive recipients of information. Instead, it positions learners as active
participants who critically engage with real-world issues to generate solutions through
democratic dialogue and reflection. This dialogical approach aligns closely with PBL, where
inquiry, teamwork, and communication are central to knowledge construction. Freire (1973)
argued that co-creating knowledge through interaction blurs the distinction between teacher
and student, fostering equality and reducing oppression. His model supports PBL’s
emphasis on authentic, inquiry-based learning while also connecting deeply with CE, which

shares his focus on reflection and awareness.

Freire’s concept of conscientizagao (critical consciousness) is pivotal to this current
research. It refers to the process of developing a critical understanding of one’s social reality
to act against oppressive forces (Freire, 1970). This mirrors CE’s focus on fostering deep
self-awareness and reflection, linking inner awareness to social transformation. Though
Freire did not explicitly discuss mindfulness, his advocacy for reflective awareness as a

precondition for liberation resonates with CE’s aims (Freire, 1970).

Further, Freire’s (1970) notions of humanisation and dehumanisation emphasise that
education is a process through which humans realise their potential within social contexts
(McLaren & Farhmandpur, 2001). He argued that dehumanisation results when structures
deny individuals their agency, while humanisation—our “vocation"—is achieved through
dialogical praxis. Roberts (2016) elaborates that humanisation involves becoming more fully
human through interaction with others within socio-historical structures. Similarly, Salazar
(2013) describes a humanising pedagogy as one that validates students’ experiences,
emotions, and cultural knowledge—what Moll et al. (1992) call “funds of knowledge.” Freire
(1970, 1973, 1976, 1993, 1998) critiqued traditional education as a narrative act in which the
teacher speaks and the student listens, producing lifeless content. He argued that true
education transforms this dynamic by dissolving the teacher—student contradiction, allowing
both to become co-learners (Freire, 1970). This premise aligns with both PBL and CE, which

reject hierarchical teaching in favour of collaborative and reflective engagement.
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Dewey (1938) similarly contended that progressive education should cultivate moral and
social development. This suggests that both Freire and Dewey viewed education as a
liberatory force grounded in democratic participation and authentic experience. Freire’s
progressive stance extended to his conception of the teacher’s role, which he characterised
by humility, tolerance, decisiveness, and joy (Freire, 2005). These attributes remain central
to contemporary conceptions of transformative teaching, connecting pedagogical practice to
ethical and humanising values. This study draws on Freire’s principles to explore how the
synthesis of PBL and CE can foster students’ critical consciousness, engagement, and
empowerment in modern classrooms (Scocuglia, 2024). While this discussion highlights the
relevance and enduring significance of Dewey’s and Freire’s philosophies, Section 2.3 will
extend upon this analysis by examining both the benefits and criticisms of Dewey’s and

Freire’s educational theories within contemporary pedagogical contexts.

1.6 Thesis Structure

This thesis is organised into seven chapters. Chapter 2 provides a comprehensive review of
the relevant literature, encompassing research across multiple interconnected areas,
including mindfulness, wellbeing, student engagement, factors influencing engagement,
PBL, CE, and the evolving educational landscape beyond 2020. It also examines
constructivism and the role of teachers, 21st-century learning, self-study methodologies,
critical reflective practice (CRP), transformative learning theories, and the development of
“soft” skills, along with conceptual terms that emerged through the course of this
investigation. The chapter concludes by identifying gaps in the literature and outlining the
need for further research. Chapter 3 details the research methodology, describing the
autobiographical narrative inquiry approach adopted for this study. Chapter 4 presents the
research findings through emergent themes, while Chapter 5 explores their broader
pedagogical and theoretical implications. Finally, Chapter 6 synthesises the study’s key

contributions and offers recommendations for future research directions.
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1.7 Conclusion

In summary, the early 21st century has seen profound shifts in education, accelerated by
technological change, policy reform, and the global COVID-19 pandemic, which exposed
deep inequities and disrupted decades of progress. Alongside these challenges, broader
issues, such as standardised testing, teacher quality, student mental health, and the
pressures of neoliberal reforms have prompted calls for more inclusive, student-centred
approaches. Within this context, transformative pedagogies such as PBL and CE offer
promising alternatives to traditional didactic models by fostering critical thinking, agency, and

holistic wellbeing.

Yet, despite their theoretical strengths, significant gaps remain in understanding how these
pedagogies can be blended and authentically applied in contemporary classrooms. This
research responds to these gaps by investigating the educator’s role in combining PBL and
CE to create what | term a “perfect storm” for learning. Drawing on Dewey’s (1918, 1938)
experiential learning and Freire’s (1970) critical pedagogy, the study explores both the
theoretical and practical dimensions of this integration, positioning transformative
pedagogies as a means of reimagining education for a rapidly changing and increasingly

complex world.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Over the past two decades, there has been a marked shift in how the benefits of
contemplative education (CE) and project-based learning (PBL) are understood within
classroom contexts, accompanied by increasing calls for transformative pedagogies to move
beyond traditional didactic approaches. A substantial body of research now suggests that
schools can function as significant sources of stress for children and young people,
highlighting the need for more responsive, relational, and humanising approaches to learning
(Giles-Kaye et al., 2023). Within this context, transformative pedagogies such as CE and
PBL are increasingly positioned as practices capable of enhancing student engagement,

supporting mental health and wellbeing, and reshaping learners’ experiences of schooling.

In the past decade in particular, scholarly discourse surrounding CE and PBL has expanded
considerably, propelled by evolving teaching and learning practices and growing recognition
of their relevance to the complex demands of 21st-century education (Lopez & Olan, 2018;
McCaw, 2023). As educators and researchers respond to persistent challenges—including
disengagement, wellbeing concerns, and rapidly shifting educational landscapes—a diverse
body of literature has emerged. This scholarship offers both theoretical foundations and
empirical insights into specific dimensions of CE, including mindfulness and contemplative
practices, as well as the pedagogical affordances and limitations of PBL (Jumaat et al.,
2017; Sumarni, 2015). Despite these contributions, significant gaps remain, particularly in
understanding how such pedagogies are enacted, experienced, and sustained in practice

across varied and often constrained educational settings.

This chapter presents a comprehensive and critical review of the literature that informed both
the theoretical framework and methodological orientation of the present study. It examines
scholarship on student engagement, educational pedagogies, and the evolving role of the
teacher, with particular attention to transformative approaches including CE and PBL. The
review also addresses 21st-century learning challenges, the development of 21st-century
skills, and the distinction between “soft” and “hard” skills, situating the study within broader
debates about educational purpose and practice. In alignment with the study’s
methodological positioning, the chapter engages with literature on mindfulness and
contemplative approaches, wellbeing, constructivism, and thinking with theory, alongside the

foundational contributions of Freire and Dewey. These perspectives underpin the study’s use
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of autobiographical narrative inquiry, foregrounding lived experience, reflexivity, and critical

reflection as central to both data generation and analysis.

This literature review serves a dual purpose: first, to synthesise key theoretical and empirical
contributions within the field; and, second, to identify unresolved tensions, limitations, and
areas requiring further investigation. By engaging with both seminal and contemporary
works, the chapter situates current research within broader educational debates while
critically examining the frameworks and methodologies that have shaped existing
understandings. The themes emerging from this review represent the most salient
developments in the scholarship and are explored in detail in the sections that follow.
Collectively, the review establishes the conceptual and methodological foundation for the
study, clarifying its contribution by highlighting areas of convergence, contestation, and

underexplored potential within research on transformative pedagogies.
2.1 Student Wellbeing and Engagement

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), mental health is defined as a state in
which individuals are able to realise their potential, cope with the normal stresses of life,
work productively, and contribute meaningfully to their communities (WHO, 2004).
Projections indicate that by 2030, mental health conditions will constitute the leading global
burden on healthcare systems, highlighting the urgency of addressing mental wellbeing
across all sectors of society, including education (Banerjee et al., 2016). This broader
context foregrounds the critical role of educational practices in supporting students’
emotional and psychological wellbeing, positioning schools not only as sites of academic

learning but also as influential environments for mental health promotion.

Within this context, CE and PBL emerge as pedagogical approaches with the potential to
contribute meaningfully to student wellbeing. This research focuses on the intentional
integration of CE and PBL, examining how their combined application can support a holistic
conception of wellbeing that encompasses cognitive, social, and emotional development. CE
places particular emphasis on mindfulness, self-awareness, and reflective practices, offering
students opportunities to develop strategies for managing stress, enhancing attentional
focus, and cultivating resilience. When embedded within curricular structures, these
practices may enable students to navigate the increasing academic, social, and emotional
demands of contemporary schooling more effectively. This pedagogical orientation aligns

with the WHO’s emphasis on proactive and preventative approaches to mental health
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promotion, shifting the focus from remediation to the cultivation of inner balance, emotional
regulation, and self-understanding. By foregrounding wellbeing as integral to learning rather
than peripheral to it, this study responds to the growing mental health crisis through an
educational lens, exploring how transformative pedagogies may offer a sustainable and

humane pathway forward for schools and learners alike.

On the other hand, PBL provides a dynamic framework where students engage in real-world,
meaningful projects that foster collaboration, critical thinking, and problem-solving. This
approach enhances not only intellectual development but also social engagement and a
sense of purpose, which are critical factors in promoting mental wellbeing. Through PBL,
students learn to navigate complex tasks, work collaboratively, and take ownership of
learning skills that build confidence and adaptability, both of which are essential for long-
term wellbeing. This research aims to develop educational models that advance academic
outcomes and cultivate well-rounded individuals who are emotionally resilient, socially

connected, and equipped to thrive in a rapidly changing world by integrating CE with PBL.

The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW, 2018) reports the following WHO
statistics on mental health for the financial years 2016/17 and 2017/18 in Australia (see
Table 1).

Table 1: World Health Organization (WHO) data for 2016 to 2018 as reported by the
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW, 2020)

Spending area Year Population/expenditure
Mental health-specific services 2017-2018 2.5 million people

Mental health-related 2017-2018 4.2 million people
prescriptions

Spending on mental health 2016-2017 $9.1 billion

Spending on mental health 2017-2018 $9.9 billion

It is evident that there is a great deal of investment in trying to assist individuals with
mental health issues. The National Study of Mental Health and Wellbeing (Australian
Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2023) for 2020-2022 reported similarly high rates (see
Table 2).
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Table 2: National Study of Mental Health and Wellbeing (2020-2022) from the Australian
Bureau of Statistics (ABS, 2023)
Key findings

More than two in five (44%) Australians aged 16—-85 had experienced a mental disorder

during their lifetime.

One in five (21%) people who had experienced a mental disorder in their lifetime had
symptoms in the 12 months before the survey interview. For these people, anxiety
disorders were the most prevalent type of disorder (17%), followed by affective disorders

(8%), and substance use disorders (3%).

A higher proportion of females than males (45% compared with 43%) had experienced a
mental disorder in their lifetime, with a higher proportion of females than males (25%

compared with 18%) also experiencing symptoms in the 12 months before the survey.

6—24-year-olds (40%) were most likely to have experienced symptoms of a mental

disorder in the previous 12 months, while those aged 75-85 were the least likely (4%).

The Australian Young Minds Matter survey findings were slightly higher, showing a rate of
one in seven students with mental health issues (Goodsell et al., 2017). These statistics
underscore the urgent need to address mental health issues in students, as the Mental
Health Foundation (2016) reports that students with these issues are likely to score lower on
standardised testing and to experience poor connectedness and engagement at school.
Mental Health Foundation data (2016) also indicates that students with a mental disorder are
more likely to be behind in their education compared to their peers of the same age. For
example, Year 3 students (aged 8-9 years) who had experienced mental disorders were on
average 7 to 11 months behind their counterparts of the same age. This grew exponentially
by Year 9, when students who presented with a mental disorder were between 1.5 and 2.8

years behind their peers.

McLeod and Wright (2015) argue that wellbeing has become a pervasive concept in
contemporary educational discourse and policy in Australia, reflecting its growing
significance within schooling contexts. This emphasis is particularly evident as mental health
and wellbeing have emerged as central priorities in education policy, with schools
increasingly positioned as key sites for supporting young people’s quality of life. Policy
agendas have consequently foregrounded wellbeing as both an educational objective and a
broader social good, aligning it with other valued outcomes of schooling (Powell & Graham,

2017). As Powell and Graham (2017) note, national concern regarding student wellbeing has
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been translated into policy initiatives and institutional expectations, embedding wellbeing

firmly within the Australian schooling agenda.

Within this policy landscape, mindfulness-based practices have gained increasing attention
due to a substantial body of evidence supporting their effectiveness in enhancing children’s
and young people’s mental health and wellbeing. Schools are therefore uniquely positioned
to incorporate such practices into everyday pedagogical contexts (Powell & Graham, 2017).
However, the integration of wellbeing initiatives within schools also raises important
questions regarding how these practices are enacted, sustained, and experienced in
educational settings. This study engages with these tensions by examining wellbeing not as
an add-on to existing curricula, but as an integral component of transformative pedagogical

practice, situated within broader educational, policy, and relational contexts.

2.1.1 Student Engagement

The multifaceted nature of student engagement highlights its central role in fostering
academic success, personal growth, and career readiness (Groccia, 2018). Various scholars
have emphasised engagement's behavioural, affective, and cognitive dimensions, noting its
influence on a learner's wellbeing, motivation, and achievement (Piatarinen et al., 2014;
Roman et al., 2022). A consistent concept of meaningful and sustained engagement
emerges that is key to improving educational outcomes and addressing challenges such as
low achievement and high dropout rates (Appleton et al., 2008; Christenson et al., 2012;
Fredricks & McColskey, 2012). My research into CE and PBL directly addresses the
possibility for enhanced student engagement by creating learning environments that support

holistic development across these three dimensions.

Behavioural engagement, which involves participation in academic tasks and learning
activities, is fostered through PBL. PBL requires students to actively engage in real-world
problem-solving, collaborative work, and iterative processes of inquiry, which motivates
consistent participation and sustained effort. By connecting learning to authentic, meaningful
contexts, PBL encourages students to invest time and energy into their work, which Kuh
(2009) identifies as critical for engagement. Affective/emotional engagement is the
connection students feel towards their school, teachers, and peers. This type of engagement
is nurtured through CE, as these practices promote mindfulness, empathy, and emotional
regulation, helping students form positive associations with learning and feel supported

within their educational environment. Coates (2007) emphasises that engagement includes

21



feeling legitimated and supported by learning communities, and contemplative approaches
help cultivate such inclusive and compassionate communities. Cognitive engagement, which
involves deep thinking, reflection, and connecting different ideas, is integral to both CE and
PBL. Contemplative practices enhance reflective thinking and metacognition, while PBL
stimulates critical thinking by requiring students to explore complex issues, design creative
solutions, and engage in iterative learning processes. This aligns with Reschly and
Christenson's (2012) argument that engagement is a lifelong process extending beyond

formal schooling into post-secondary education and employment.

Furthermore, as Piatarinen et al. (2014) note, student engagement significantly impacts
wellbeing and academic performance. The current research emphasises that promoting
engagement through CE and PBL not only enhances students' academic outcomes but also
supports their mental health, wellbeing, and readiness for future challenges. These
approaches respond directly to Bond and Bedenleir's (2019) assertion that student
engagement remains an enigma, by offering meaningful, research-based strategies to
enhance it. By integrating these two pedagogical approaches, this research sought to
provide educators and policymakers with practical models that align with their interests and
could improve engagement and address the broader concerns of wellbeing, motivation, and
lifelong learning. The question of how engagement is defined underscores the need for a
comprehensive understanding of student engagement, a topic of vital importance in the field

of education.

Wong and Liem (2021) argue that student engagement is a multidimensional construct that
has a crucial role in facilitating the desired outcomes of schooling. Almost two decades
earlier, Fredricks et al. (2004) argued that engagement was a multidimensional construct
consisting of three distinct yet interrelated dimensions: behavioural, emotional/affective, and
cognitive. These dimensions formed the foundation for understanding how students interact
with their learning environment and have been widely referenced in educational research. In
this approach, behavioural engagement encompasses school-related conduct, the student's
learning involvement, attendance, and participation in school-related activities. It reflects a
student's commitment to learning, such as adhering to classroom norms, completing
assignments, and actively participating in discussions. Research has shown that high levels
of behavioural engagement are associated with improved academic achievement and lower

dropout rates (Fredricks et al., 2004).

Emotional/affective engagement revolves around students' positive or adverse reactions to

class and school, their relationships with teachers and peers, and their sense of school
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connectedness or belonging. This dimension captures the affective bonds that students form
with their educational environment, which can significantly influence their motivation to learn.
Positive emotional engagement is linked to higher levels of satisfaction and wellbeing, while
a lack of emotional engagement may contribute to feelings of alienation and disengagement
from school (Fredricks et al., 2019; Reschly & Christenson, 2012). Finally, cognitive
engagement consists of the perceived relevance of schoolwork, the student's ability to self-
regulate in their learning, and their potential to exert the necessary cognitive strategies to
assimilate complex ideas—or self-efficacy (S6kmen, 2019). It encompasses a deeper level
of psychological investment in learning, characterised by the willingness to exert effort, seek
challenges, and persist in the face of difficulties. As Hofkens and Schall (2016) assert,
cognitive engagement is crucial for developing critical thinking and problem-solving skills

essential for long-term academic success.

Building on Fredricks et al.’s (2004) framework, Reeve and Tseng (2011) argued that the
three existing dimensions inadequately captured students’ intentionality in their learning
process. They proposed a fourth dimension, agentic engagement, which highlights students’
constructive and proactive role in shaping their learning experiences. It involves students
expressing their opinions and preferences, asking questions, offering suggestions, and
seeking clarification during the learning process, and thus actively contributing to creating a
more dynamic and interactive classroom environment. Thus, agentic engagement
underscores the importance of empowering students to take ownership of their learning,

which can further enhance overall engagement and academic outcomes.

Collectively, these four dimensions provide a comprehensive framework for understanding
and promoting student engagement. Educators can leverage this framework to design
instructional strategies that foster academic achievement and enhance students’ emotional
wellbeing and active participation in their learning journey. Recognising the multidimensional
nature of engagement enables schools to create supportive environments where students

can thrive both academically and personally.

Two years after Reeve and Tseng (2011) proposed their fourth dimension, Reeve (2013)
reported that agentic engagement not only encourages teachers to engage in more
autonomy-supportive teaching, but it also significantly predicts academic achievement for
students. He claimed that these studies show how “agentic engagement functions as a
proactive, intentional, collaborative, and constructive student-initiated pathway to greater
achievement” (p. 579). Wang et al. (2017) also maintain that student engagement is vital,

arguing that young people need to be diligently engaged in their studies at school to develop
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the skills, competencies, and values necessary to succeed in their education and transition
optimally into adulthood. Likewise, engagement was considered critical by Skinner and
Pitzer (2012), becoming a protective factor that helps students increase their resilience by
dealing with daily difficulties and obstacles in school. This resilience can assist them in
bouncing back from setbacks and failures and constructively re-engaging with challenging
academic tasks (Samani et al., 2007; Skinner & Pitzer, 2012). Korpershoek et al. (2019)
agreed, asserting that students’ behavioural engagement and school identification are critical
catalysts for learning and performance, while recognising that meeting the psychological
needs of adolescents who have become disaffected from school is one of the biggest
challenges in education. It is widely agreed that engagement holds tremendous promise as a
locus of interventions across academic, behavioural, and social-emotional domains as it is
malleable and responsive to changes in contextual factors (Christenson et al., 2012; Skinner
& Pitzer, 2012).

In summary, Bond et al. (2020, p. 2) define student engagement as

the energy and effort students employ within their learning community [that] are
observable via any number of behavioural, cognitive or affective indicators across a
continuum. Various structural and internal influences shape it, including the complex
interplay of relationships, learning activities, and the learning environment. The more
students are engaged and empowered within their learning community, the more
likely they are to channel that energy back into their learning, leading to short and

long-term outcomes that can further fuel engagement. (p. 2)

2.1.2 The Impact of World Influences on Student Engagement

Since the 1980s, Australian education reform has been shaped by neoliberal ideologies that
emphasise competition, school choice, privatisation, and accountability through standardised
testing (Blackmore, 2009, 2013; Keddie, 2012a, 2012b, 2015, 2020; Reid, 2019). According
to Ball (2003), Blackmore (2009, 2013), Keddie (2012a, 2012b, 2015, 2020), and Reid
(2019), these policies have aimed to improve educational outcomes by fostering efficiency
and responsiveness within schools. However, critics argue that they have exacerbated
inequality by favouring schools in affluent areas that are better positioned to attract
resources and high-performing students, while disadvantaging lower socioeconomic regions.
The result is a growing divide in educational opportunities and outcomes, with

underprivileged communities facing significant barriers to quality education.
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The marketisation of education, a key feature of neoliberal reform, has intensified
competition among schools. Schools now compete for enrolments and funding, leading to a
quasi-market environment where success is often measured by performance on
standardised tests and student numbers (Angus, 2015; Reid, 2019).

This has contributed to a two-tiered system in which private and well-funded public schools
excel while under-resourced schools, often in disadvantaged areas, continue to struggle
(Connell, 2013). Critics of marketisation such as Keddie (2012a, 2012b, 2015, 2020)
emphasise that it undermines equity and social justice by individualising responsibility,
positioning disadvantaged communities as deficient, and imposing paradoxes wherein
autonomy under market pressures heightens injustice. Blackmore (2009, 2013) and Keddie
et al. (2020) similarly argue that neoliberal accountability regimes erode the civic purpose of
schooling, intensify teacher workload, and reinforce structural inequalities through
managerialism and performativity. Despite numerous reform efforts, achieving educational
equity remains a significant challenge in Australia. Disparities in student outcomes are still
evident, particularly among Indigenous students, students from rural and remote areas, and
those from low socioeconomic backgrounds (Gonski, 2011; Lamb & Teese, 2012). These
inequities highlight the persistent need for targeted interventions and policy measures that
move beyond narrow neoliberal logic and instead prioritise collective responsibility, inclusion,
and social justice to ensure every student has an equal opportunity to succeed (McGregor,
2014).

The introduction of national standardised testing programs, such as the National
Assessment Program — Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) in 2008, was intended to
enhance accountability and monitor student progress across the country. However, critics
argue that the focus on standardised assessments has narrowed the curriculum and
increased pressure on both students and teachers. The practice of "teaching to the test" has
become more prevalent, often at the expense of fostering critical thinking, creativity, and a
well-rounded education (Lingard, 2010). This growing emphasis on high-stakes testing has
led to debates about the effectiveness of these measures in truly improving educational
outcomes (Zhang, 2024). Another longstanding challenge in Australian education reform is
the enhancement of teacher professionalism and retention. Despite efforts to improve
teacher training and provide ongoing professional development, teacher turnover remains
high. Many educators report burnout, low salaries, and a lack of professional autonomy as
primary factors contributing to their decision to leave the profession (Mayer & Oancea,
2021). Addressing these issues is crucial for sustaining a high-quality teaching workforce, as

the role of teachers is central to improving educational outcomes and fostering student
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success (Giroux, 2024). These enduring issues in Australian education reform reflect a
complex landscape of competing priorities, balancing the need for accountability with the
goal of equity, ensuring innovation without sacrificing teacher wellbeing, and striving to

deliver high-quality education to every student across the country (Mayer & Oancea, 2021).

Wong and Liem (2021) and Bond and Bedenlier (2019) provide a comprehensive
understanding of student engagement. Bond and Bedenlier (2019) define student
engagement as the energy and effort students invest in their learning community. They
emphasise that engagement can be observed through behavioural, cognitive, or affective
indicators, and it is shaped by structural and internal factors such as relationships, learning
activities, and the broader learning environment. Their work underscores the importance of
empowering students within their learning communities to enhance engagement and

improve learning outcomes.

The COVID-19 pandemic forced a rapid transition to online and blended teaching methods,
presenting a host of challenges for educators and students alike in Australia (Alexander et
al., 2022; Gannon et al., 2024). This sudden shift, compounded by the trauma of the
pandemic and increasing global social and political unrest, had a profound impact on the
mental and emotional wellbeing of students worldwide. In response, scholars have stressed
the importance of trauma-informed teaching practices to bolster student engagement and
support wellbeing during this unprecedented period (Alexander et al., 2022; Gannon et al.,
2024).

Implementation of trauma-informed teaching principles during the early stages of the
COVID-19 pandemic emphasised the crucial role of educators in creating a safe learning
environment, and developing instructor social presence in online classes to support students
who may be experiencing trauma (Alexander et al., 2022; Raptis, 2020). It highlighted that
integrating trauma-informed practices can enhance students' online learning experiences by
fostering safety, autonomy, and motivation. Roman et al. (2020) also underlined educators'
need to adopt trauma-informed practices to effectively engage students during the
pandemic. They identified four dimensions of student engagement—behavioural,
affective/emotional, cognitive, and social—noting that social engagement has gained
recognition in the past decade for its role in shaping positive social interactions and prosocial
behaviour within the classroom. The pandemic environment continued well into 2021 in
some areas of Australia. Several factors were in play at this time—the complexity of online
and blended teaching, the trauma of the perceived threat of the disease, and the escalation

of global social and political unrest, which inevitably impacted the mental and emotional
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health of many students worldwide. To engage students during this time, “it was imperative

that educators used trauma-informed practices” (Roman et al., 2020, p. 566).

Research in this area indicates that positive forms of social engagement shape the effects

and descriptions of students’ prosocial behaviours in the classroom (Roman et al., 2020).

Bond et al. (2020) sourced the indicators of each of the student engagement dimensions

listed below from a range of literature (see Tables 3 and 4).

Table 3: Indicators of student engagement (Bond et al., 2020)

Integrating ideas
Setting learning
goals

Operational
reasoning

Doing extra to learn
more

Follow through/care/
thoughtfulness
Reflection

Positive self-
perceptions & self-
efficacy
Concentration/focus
Preference for
challenging tasks
Deep learning

Use of sophisticated
learning strategies
Justifying decisions
Positive perceptions

of teacher support

Study habits
Attempting
action/initiation
Developing
multidisciplinary
skills
Attention/focus
Time on task/
staying on task/
persistence
Accessing course
material
Identifying
opportunities &

challenges

Sense of belonging
Sense of wellbeing
Pride

Satisfaction
Vitality/zest
Excitement
Curiosity

Feeling appreciated
Confidence

Sense of
connectedness to
school/university
Positive attitude
about
learning/values

learning

Cognitive Behavioural Affective Social

engagement engagement engagement engagement
Purposeful Effort Enthusiasm Trying to understand
critical thinking Attendance Interest others’ ideas
self-regulation Positive conduct Enjoyment Teaching self & peers

Learning from peers
Asking teacher or
peers for help
Supporting &
encouraging peers
Interaction (peers,
teacher, content,
technology)

Positive interaction

with peers & teachers
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Table 4: Indicators of Student Disengagement (Bond et al., 2020)

Cognitive Behavioural Affective Social
disengagement disengagement disengagement disengagement
Aimless Procrastination Boredom Unwilling (to share
Helpless Giving up Frustration ideas or work with
Resigned Restlessness Anger others)
Opposition/rejection | Half-hearted Sadness Disinterest (in others’
Avoidance Unfocused/inattentive | Worry/anxiety ideas)
Apathy Distracted Shame
Hopeless Mentally withdrawn Self-blame
Pressured Burned Overwhelmed

out/exhausted Dislike

Unprepared Disappointment

Absent

Poor conduct

2.1.3 Additional Factors Affecting Engagement

Other factors significantly impact student engagement with education. Mental health
challenges are of particular concern, increasingly hindering students’ motivation and active
participation in learning. Many students grapple with anxiety, depression, and related mental
health conditions, exacerbated by academic pressure, the pervasive influence of social
media, and personal life circumstances. The Australian Child and Adolescent Survey of
Mental Health and Wellbeing estimated that “almost 14 per cent of young people aged 4 to
17 years (or 560,000 people) experienced a mental disorder in the 12 months before the
survey” (Cook, 2019, p. 2). For the purpose of this survey, a “mental disorder” was defined
as a diagnosable condition in a child or adolescent (aged 4-17) that meets the Diagnostic

and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 1994).

Another critical issue is a perceived lack of relevance in a curriculum. Students often report
that their studies fail to connect with real-world applications or their future aspirations,
leading to disinterest and disengagement. Fredricks et al. (2004, 2012, 2019, 2020)
emphasise that “a strict disciplinary structure, an irrelevant and boring curriculum,
disengaged peers, and lack of respect by adults coincided with greater disengagement”

(p. 491). Similarly, Thomson (2018) highlights the enduring relationship between educational

achievement and socioeconomic background. Students from low-income families frequently
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face barriers such as food insecurity, limited access to technology, and the need to work, all

of which can detract from their ability to focus on school.

Peer relationships and social dynamics significantly influence student engagement. Wang
and Degol (2016) note that poor peer relationships and bullying can create a hostile school
environment, prompting students to disengage or avoid school altogether. However, Roorda
et al. (2011) underscore the importance of positive teacher—student relationships, asserting
that students who perceive their teachers as caring and supportive are more likely to remain
engaged. Additionally, research suggests that learning environments and pedagogical
approaches play a crucial role in engagement, with overly rigid or test-focused practices
risking the alienation of students, particularly those who thrive in creative or experiential

learning settings.

Cultural disconnect is another significant factor contributing to disengagement. Students
from diverse cultural backgrounds may feel marginalised if their identities and experiences
are not adequately represented in the school environment or curriculum and can erode
students’ sense of belonging and commitment to their education, underscoring the need for
cultural inclusivity (Cartledge et al., 2009; Gay, 2018). Moreover, family-related issues play a
crucial role in shaping student engagement. Jeynes (2007) highlights that instability in the
home—including parental separation, domestic violence, or limited parental involvement—

can profoundly affect a student’s capacity to engage meaningfully with school.

Finally, over-reliance on technology presents a modern challenge to student engagement.
While it can enhance learning when used effectively, Twenge (2017) warns that excessive
use of digital devices for non-educational purposes can lead to distraction, diminished focus,
and disengagement from schoolwork. Addressing these interconnected issues requires a
multifaceted approach. Educational institutions must prioritise mental health support, ensure
curricular relevance, foster positive relationships, promote cultural inclusivity, and guide
responsible technology use. By doing so, schools can create an environment that nurtures
engagement and supports students in realising their full potential. Many of these issues led

the school leadership team (in the current study) to decide to implement PBL and CE.
2.2 Transformative Pedagogies

This research suggests that PBL and CE are transformative in nature. As Ukpokodu (2009)
maintains, “transformative learning theory was concerned with how learners critically

reflected on experiences, including existing knowledge and beliefs, and how they integrated
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new knowledge to reflect a change in experience” (p. 63). This pedagogy fosters
collaborative learning and strengthens students to think creatively and critically; its
fundamental premise relies on the principle that “the learning experience requires the
concerted effort of learners to critically engage with content in order to construct
understanding and meaning” (Dorji et al., 2020, p. 59). Moreover, it is a collaboration
between students and teachers and does not rely on didacticism (Tamim & Grant, 2013).
Students have a vital role in constructing their knowledge, and this underscores the
importance of student engagement, participation, ownership, and making learning processes

fun and exciting (Doriji et al., 2020).

Recent studies support the transformative nature of PBL and collaborative engagement in
education. For instance, Neves’ (2022) research on PBL in audiovisual translation highlights
how such pedagogical strategies can develop social transformative competencies in
students, fostering critical thinking and collaborative skills essential for addressing real-world
issues. The BioJam Camp initiative, a collaborative learning experience that integrates
bioengineering and biodesign with youth from marginalised communities, is a prime example
of how transformative pedagogy can promote justice and inclusivity in STEM fields. Through
an emphasis on cultural practices, storytelling, and community engagement, it creates
transformative educational experiences that empower students and foster a sense of

inclusivity (Chappell et al., 2022).

These contemporary examples reinforce the principles outlined by Ukpokodu (2009) and
Doriji et al. (2020), illustrating that transformative pedagogy places learners at the centre of
the educational process through methods like PBL and CE. By fostering collaboration
between students and teachers and reducing reliance on didactic instruction, these
approaches not only empower students to take ownership of their learning but also inspire
them to intensely engage with content and develop critical and creative thinking skills

essential for personal and professional growth.

2.2.1 Project-Based Learning (PBL)

2.2.1.1 Constructivist Foundations of PBL

As a learning theory, constructivism emphasises that learners actively construct knowledge
through their experiences, interactions, and reflections. It asserts that learners do not

passively receive information, but rather engage with it, building upon their existing
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knowledge and perspectives (Allen, 2022; Brau, 2022). In this context, learners are
considered agents in their learning processes, interpreting and reinterpreting information
based on personal and cultural contexts (Allen, 2022; Brau, 2022). Radical or cognitive
constructivism, a key concept in Piagetian theory, posits that learners construct knowledge
individually through active engagement with the world and stresses that learning is a process
of assimilation and accommodation, where new experiences challenge and reshape existing
cognitive structures (Allen, 2022; Brau, 2022). Piaget’s theory suggests that an individual’s
interaction with the environment is central to their learning journey, with cognitive structures
adapting to new experiences over time (Mascolo & Fischer, 2005). In contrast, influenced by
Vygotsky, social constructivism emphasises the role of social interaction and cultural context
in learning. Vygotsky (1978) argues that knowledge is co-constructed through dialogue,
collaboration, and cultural practices. His zone of proximal development (ZPD) concept
further underscores the importance of social interaction in learning, where learners can
achieve higher cognitive development with the support of more knowledgeable others
(Adams, 2006; Brau, 2022; Vygotsky, 1978).

Dewey (1915, 1938), another foundational figure in constructivism, integrates cognitive and
social learning perspectives and argues that knowledge is constructed through individual
reflection and active participation in real-world, collaborative activities. This view of education
emphasises experiential learning, where students engage with authentic, meaningful tasks
that promote creativity and critical thinking (Brau, 2022). Recent developments in
constructivism highlight its adaptability to modern educational contexts, particularly in
relation to technology-enhanced learning environments. The integration of digital tools in
constructivist pedagogy facilitates dynamic interaction between learners, peers, and
resources, thereby fostering collaborative learning in virtual spaces (Brau, 2022). Thus, the
application of constructivist principles in diverse educational settings emphasises the role of
critical thinking, problem-solving, and self-regulated learning in fostering more profound,
meaningful engagement with content (Brau, 2022; Granado-Alcén et al., 2020; McGregor et
al., 2015; Shah, 2019).

In our increasingly globalised world, learners and educators are faced with 21st-century
challenges that require creativity and self-reliance beyond the safe inflexibility of established
responses (Granado-Alcoén et al., 2020). Hence, sustainable citizens require key
competencies that will enable them to engage responsibly and constructively in the current
world paradigm. In this context, “PBL is very suitable for the development of transversal
competencies” (Granado-Alcon et al., 2020, p. 2). De Vivo (2022) argues that defining PBL

with precision has taken decades, as its meaning has varied among educators and
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researchers. Tamim and Grant (2013) describe it as an instructional model rooted in

constructivist learning theory that is “context-dependent” (p. 73).

Thomas (2000), in reviewing the research on PBL explains that projects should be a core
curriculum component, addressing real-world problems that are student-centred and
challenge learners to engage with significant concepts. However, De Vivo’s (2022) 7-year
study in the United States, which investigated the rigour of project-based curriculum,
indicated that embedding PBL in advanced placement (AP) courses produced measurable
benefits in student outcomes. In the first year of implementation, students were 8 percentage
points more likely to earn a passing score on their AP exams. After two years, as teachers
gained experience with the project-based curriculum, this increased to 10 percentage points
(Saavedra et al., 2021). These findings highlight the potential of PBL to improve student
performance in rigorous academic settings. They also indicate that in Californian middle
schools, students who learned science through a project-based curriculum significantly
outperformed their peers on science assessments by 11 percentage points. In addition,
these students achieved higher scores on the state’s end-of-year assessments in both math
and English language arts (Deutscher et al., 2021). This suggests that PBL not only
enhances subject-specific understanding but also contributes to overall academic success

across disciplines.

2.2.1.2 Evidence of PBL’s Impact on Student Learning

At the elementary level, similar positive effects have been observed. Third-grade students
using an interdisciplinary project-based science curriculum scored 8 percentage points
higher on a key science assessment compared to students in traditional classrooms (Egan,
2018; Krajcik et al., 2021). This approach likely contributed to deeper learning and better
retention of scientific concepts. Second-grade students also experienced substantial gains
from a project-based social studies and literacy curriculum. Compared to a control group,
these students demonstrated learning gains equivalent to 5 to 6 additional months in social
studies and 2 to 3 additional months in informational reading (Duke et al., 2020). This result
underscored the value of PBL in fostering early literacy and content knowledge
development. Together, these studies affirm that PBL can significantly enhance student

achievement across grade levels and subjects.

The effectiveness of teaching economics using PBL through an experiment conducted in

secondary schools has also been examined by Maros et al. (2021). A total of 123 students
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were divided into control and experimental groups. The control group were taught using
traditional verbal-visual methods with a blackboard, while the experimental group engaged in
PBL on the same topic, taught by the same teacher within the same timeframe. Both groups
were assessed using the same knowledge test to measure outcomes, and their results were
analysed using a parametric two-sample t-test. A two-sample t-test is a statistical method
that compares the means of two populations to determine if they are different. Maros et al.’s.
(2021) and Miller and Krajcik’s (2019) research and analysis revealed that PBL was

significantly more effective than traditional teaching methods.

A post-experiment questionnaire further indicated that students found PBL to be highly
engaging, suggesting it offered additional advantages over traditional methods. The study
concluded that PBL was a valuable teaching approach with potential benefits for student
learning and engagement (Kracjik & Blumenfeld, 2006; Maros et al., 2021) and that it
fostered 21st-century skills by promoting critical thinking, problem-solving, interpersonal
communication, information and media literacy, collaboration, and leadership (Chu et al.,
2017; Evans, 2020; Maros et al., 2021), as well as creative problem-solving, flexibility, and
originality (Duchovicova et al., 2019; Maros et al., 2021). Furthermore, it supported the
development of students' abilities, skills, attitudes, and values, enabling them to comprehend
and address global challenges within a rapidly evolving global economy (Maros et al., 2021;
Zatkova, 2015).

Brau (2022) highlights some of the concerns with constructivism. One is that novice learners
may require more scaffolding or structure. As educators and researchers, we understand the
importance of providing a solid foundation for learning. Bloom’s Taxonomy (Bloom et al.,
2001) asserts that the learning process commences with remembering and understanding,
which requires structure so that learners can memorise important information for specific
learning areas. Without encountering sufficient knowledge of the foundation of remembering,
learners can struggle to move to application. Brau (2022) also emphasises that
constructivism is a more abstract application; therefore, it is difficult to know if the observed
learning outcomes account for all knowledge that has been assimilated. Another possible
limitation is the time required to implement this pedagogy. Krahenbuhl (2016) asserts that at
its “core, constructivist pedagogy consists of teaching methods that are focused on active
learning of the students” (p. 97), and although an effective theory of teaching and learning, it
is not without challenges. Importantly, the learning theory of constructivism and the
pedagogical theory of constructivism are "not necessarily the same, despite being frequently
considered as such by educators" (Krahenbuhl, 2016, p. 97). While PBL, a constructive

approach, promotes student-centred learning and the creative application of knowledge to
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real-world situations, limited understanding among teachers of how to implement it could

lead to difficulties in effective implementation (Sumami, 2013).

Mihi¢ and Zavrs’ki (2017) argue that educators may be reluctant to embrace PBL due to
unfamiliarity with the methodology, and legitimate concerns about workload and time
constraints. These challenges should be acknowledged in the context of PBL
implementation. Educators may also prefer traditional teaching methods. Given its student-
centred nature, PBL may encounter resistance as it necessitates meticulous planning when
integrating it into the curriculum. The selection of suitable projects that are aligned with
learning outcomes is crucial for effective learning and teaching (Juandi et al., 2021). Evans
(2020) also argues that assessing student learning in PBL settings presents additional
complexities. Traditional assessment methods, such as tests, are not authentic to this
pedagogy. Authentic assessment methods such as performance tasks and portfolios are
more aligned with PBL, as they measure students’ ability to apply knowledge and skills in
real-world contexts. PBL often requires extended time frames, such as several weeks or
even months, to allow students to deeply explore the inquiry and the problems (Megayanti et
al., 2020). However, academic calendars can sometimes demand specific content be
covered by certain times, which can inhibit the authentic delivery of the pedagogy. Finally,
PBL often requires varied and extensive resources and expertise that may be limited. This
can hinder the full realisation of projects, affecting the quality and depth of student learning

experiences (Cintang et al., 2018).

Blumenfeld et al. (1991) define PBL as a comprehensive approach to classroom teaching
and a teaching and learning pedagogy designed to engage students in investigating
authentic problems. They argue that projects have the potential to help students learn, and
that factors in project design affect motivation and thought. Moreover, “technology plays a
crucial role in supporting teachers and students in their projects, leading to sustained
motivation and thought” (Blumenfeld, 1991, p. 369). Helle et al. (2006) provide the following
early five-step definition of PBL:

(1) [projects] involve the solution of a problem; often, though not necessarily, set by

the student himself [or herself];

(2) they involve initiative by the student or group of students and necessitate a

variety of educational activities;
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(3) they commonly result in an end product (e.g., thesis, report, design plans,

computer programme and model);

(4) work often goes on for a considerable length of time; and

(5) teaching staff are involved in an advisory, rather than authoritarian, role at any or

all of the stages—initiation, conduct and conclusion. (p. 290)

Helle et al. (2006) offer a unique perspective on PBL, identifying student-centred learning
and the production of a final product as central components of this approach. Their focus on
aspects (1) and (3) closely aligns with my research, which explores the benefits of PBL in
fostering deeper engagement, particularly for neurodivergent and multicultural students.
Helle et al. (2006) emphasise that a driving question or problem organises student activities,
culminating in a final product that directly responds to the initial inquiry. This structured
approach supported my interest in using PBL to encourage inquiry-driven learning, enabling

students to connect interdisciplinary content with real-world applications.

Crawford’s (2009) emphasis on the broader benefits of PBL is also relevant to this research.
By integrating knowledge, skills, teamwork, and communication, PBL cultivates essential
habits of mind that contribute to lifelong learning and adaptability, which were key goals in
my curriculum design for Year 9 students. His assertion that PBL reflects elements of "a
good job" (Crawford, 2009, p. 41), where students can apply their best abilities and witness
the impact of their work, resonated with my vision of fostering future-oriented and socially
just educational practices. This connection underscored the potential of PBL to prepare
students not only for academic success but also for meaningful participation in society.
Similarly, Sennett (2008) notes that PBL is rooted in a model of craftsmanship that
necessitates a commitment to producing high-quality work, and Weare (2019) points to
emerging research on CE that aligns with PBL by focusing less on quantifiable outcomes
and more on centring the learner in the educational process. This shared emphasis on the
learner reinforces the value of both pedagogical approaches in fostering meaningful learning

experiences.

Kaldi et al. (2011) and Lam (2012) agree that PBL is a comprehensive instructional
approach to engaging students in investigation. Its focus is an authentic and meaningful
question with real-life significance from which activities sprout. From this guiding question,
students “pursue solutions to the problem by: asking and refining questions, debating
ideas, making predictions, planning investigation, collecting, and analysing data, drawing

conclusions, communicating their findings to others, and creating artifacts such as reports,
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models, computer programs, and video productions” (Kaldi et al., 2011, p. 156). Lam
(2012) maintains that PBL, compared to inquiry-based learning, requires active
engagement from students over an extended period, as well as collaboration and
cooperation of students in teams or groups. Grossman et al. (2019) assert that it is
impossible to converse about education without “buzzwords” such as “project-based,

student-centred or deeper learning” present (p. 43).

2.2.1.3 PBL as an Innovative Pedagogy

Krajcik and Blumenfeld (2006) and Hung et al. (2019) assert that PBL represents one of the
most innovative and transformative pedagogical approaches available to learners within
contemporary education. Over the past five decades, research has demonstrated that both
the original model of PBL, and its numerous hybrid adaptations, employ “problem-driven
instruction, self-directed inquiry, and collaborative small-group learning to structure and

deepen students’ engagement with subject matter” (Hung et al., 2019, p. 944).

PBL shifts learning from memorising abstract factual knowledge to developing knowledge
that applies to the real world. It encourages students to actively seek knowledge and to
move from individual understanding to collaborative construction of socially shared
knowledge with other group members: "Thus, PBL is designed to equip students with an
integrated set of knowledge, skills, and attitudes to become independent problem solvers,
better knowledge seekers, effective team players, and most importantly, lifelong learners"
(Hung et al., 2019, p. 944). This emphasis on lifelong learning underscores the enduring
value of the PBL approach (Nayak et al., 2024).

Numerous educational leaders have tried to reengage students for some time, leading to
innovations and new initiatives to get students "creating, investigating, performing, and
experimenting rather than taking notes and tests" (Grossman et al., 2019, p. 43). Almulla
(2020) asserts that a significant relationship has been demonstrated between the PBL
method and collaborative learning, disciplinary subject learning, iterative learning, and
authentic learning, which in turn produces student engagement. Almulla (2020) also
maintains that PBL improves student engagement by enabling knowledge and information

sharing and discussion and doing away with rote learning and test-prep schooling.

The focus of PBL is on collaboration and negotiation between students and teacher. The
teacher, in fact, moves to become a facilitator of learning (Farrow et al., 2022). The PBL

approach has been described as highly effective in developing 21st-century capabilities,
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which include critical thinking, interpersonal communication, problem-solving, media and
information literacy, collaboration and cooperation, innovation, creativity, and leadership
and teamwork (Hakkinen et al., 2017). With PBL pedagogy, “teachers do not simply impart
knowledge; they co-create it with students through a dialogic interaction, thereby

reinforcing its collaborative nature” (Almulla, 2020, p. 3).
In PBL environments,

students primarily learn by creating knowledge. Activities in the PBL approach
include repetitive cycles of data gathering, meaning-making, reflection, and testing
of results by examining evidence; doing experiments; using reason and logic;

receiving input from peers and teachers; and revising as necessary. (Almulla, 2020,
p- 4)

Grossman et al. (2019) argue that students should participate in giving, receiving, and
using peer feedback to support the repetitive nature of classes. But in PBL classrooms, the
traditional notion of the teacher as the sole source of knowledge is challenged. PBL is a
student-empowering approach that assumes students are competent learners with a wide
variety of resources at their disposal to create meaning and knowledge. The PBL approach
is therefore one of the best academic options because of its student-based learning
(Gomez-Pablos et al., 2017). It considers the students’ interests and encourages them to

actively participate in their learning.

Bilbao et al. (2018) agree that PBL offers the best learning opportunities when compared
to a direct learning model. However, critics of PBL question whether its strong emphasis
on instructional practice risks promoting a technocratic view of teaching rather than
fostering responsiveness to students’ thinking. As Bilbao et al. (2018) caution,
“accentuating the practice supports teachers in using a technocratic method instead of
promoting instruction responsive to students’ ideas” (p. 1). From this perspective, PBL may
prioritise the enactment of standardised practices, routines, or tools in ways that narrow
teachers’ interpretive work and professional judgement. When fidelity to prescribed
practices becomes the primary marker of effective teaching, attention to students’
emergent ideas, cultural knowledge, and sense-making may be marginalised. This critique
suggests that PBL can inadvertently reframe teaching as the technical application of
methods rather than a relational and adaptive process, raising concerns about whether

such approaches truly support equitable and intellectually responsive instruction.

37



De Jong (2019) also asserts that projects have standardised testing outcomes, with data
indicating students involved in these practices outscore their traditionally educated peers.
PBL is an effective way for students to respond to real-world questions or challenges
through an extended inquiry process (Larmer & Mergendoller, 2010; Lattimer & Riordan,
2011). It often involves peer collaboration, a strong emphasis on critical thinking and
communication skills, and interdisciplinary learning (Hoang, 2012). And when thoughtfully
designed and implemented, PBL can be more effective than traditional instruction for
teaching concept mastery in core academic disciplines. Hence, it supports long-term
knowledge retention, improved mastery of 21st-century skills, and prepares students to
synthesise and explain concepts (Larmer & Mergendoller, 2010; Lattimer & Riordan, 2011).
This is consistent with recent evidence that PBL can be more effective than traditional
instruction in increasing student performance on standardised tests and be especially

effective with lower-achieving students (Cho & Brown, 2013).

2.2.1.4 PBL Links to Dewey and Freire

The PBL paradigm of education appears to be consistent with the theories of Dewey, “the
originator of contemporary theories of inquiry” (Stoller, 2018, p. 47), and Greene, “one of the
leading educational philosophers of the past fifty years” (Kohl, 2007, p. xii). Similarly, Freire
was a proponent of an education of freedom and argued that traditional education was a
practice of domination, whereby the teacher controlled the thinking and the students were
passive objects (Faundez & Freire, 1992; Freire, 1970, 1993, 1998). He proposed five
pedagogical approaches—constructivist, collaborative, integrative, reflective, and inquiry-

based learning—which are fundamental to PBL.

Giroux (2010) maintains that Freire’s most influential work presents a pedagogy that is
neither about training, teaching methods, nor political indoctrination. Freire (1970, 1973,
1976) argues that pedagogy should be a political and moral practice that provides
knowledge, skills, and social relations, and education should enable students to explore
what it means to be critical citizens while expanding and deepening their participation in the
promise of a substantive democracy. But it is not a method or an a priori technique to be

imposed on all students (Giroux, 2010).

Similarly, Greene (1995a, p. 56) argues for the flourishing of human freedom (Murphy,
2005), maintaining that education today must “be conceived as a mode of opening the world

to critical judgments by the young and to their imaginative projections and, in time, to their
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transformative actions”, without which they are prevented from realising their full human
potential. Instead, she encourages students to reach beyond constructed situations
towards untapped possibilities. Her notion of a “limit situation” is influenced by Freire's
(1970) characterisation of limit situations, which he claims are obstacles that prevent
individuals from fully developing as human beings. This transformative potential of
Greene's approach can potentially inspire hope and a sense of possibility in educators,

researchers, and students (Greene, 1995).

Viro et al. (2020) argue that PBL is a viable pedagogy that can assist in thriving in today’s
uncertain environment, and mastering 21st-century skills and knowledge of key subjects.
PBL has been recommended as an essential instructional strategy for preparing students for
their future work and life (Viro et al., 2020). As teachers play an important role in classroom
instructional practice, understanding their perspectives on PBL is essential to support them
in its successful implementation (Viro et al., 2020). Teachers are key change agents in
adopting and facilitating innovative practices like PBL that require shifts in mindset and
pedagogy (Han & Yalvac, 2021). This was particularly evident when conducting this
research. PBL fosters acquisition of critical soft skills such as teamwork, communication,
and critical thinking, while enhancing the connection between theoretical knowledge and
real-world applications (Viro et al., 2020; see also & Haatainen & Aksela, 2021). Such
skills align with the demands of a rapidly evolving world, where students must navigate
complex problems and collaborate effectively in diverse environments. PBL is also a
beneficial tool for revising and learning new content, as it encourages active engagement,
self-directed learning, and a deeper understanding of the subject matter (Solano et al.,
2023). Through sustained inquiry and authentic tasks, students experience content in a
way that fosters long-term retention and relevance to their personal and academic lives
(Haatainen & Aksela, 2021).

However, research also highlights substantial structural and practical barriers that
complicate the adoption of PBL. Viro et al. (2020) report that teachers express persistent
concerns about PBL particularly related to inadequate resources, intensified time
demands, and insufficient institutional support. Hence, a substantial amount of time needs
to be dedicated to providing sufficient resources for implementation of the blended
curriculum. Subsequent studies echo these findings, emphasising that many teachers feel
underprepared to manage the open-ended nature of PBL and the increased planning,
facilitation, and assessment workload it entails (Markula & Aksela, 2022; Viro et al., 2020).
These challenges are further exacerbated by inequities in access to technological

infrastructure and sustained professional learning opportunities, which create significant
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obstacles to meaningful PBL implementation, especially in under-resourced schools
(Solano et al., 2023). Collectively, this body of research suggests that PBL may place
disproportionate demands on teachers working in constrained contexts, raising questions
about the feasibility and equity of PBL as a broadly scalable instructional approach. Some

of these concerns were raised throughout the current investigation.

Addressing these challenges requires systemic support, including investment in teacher
training, collaborative curriculum design, and equitable resource allocation. Research
emphasises the need for comprehensive professional development for teachers and
ongoing coaching and reflective practice opportunities (Han et al., 2015). Teachers
working in professional learning communities are more likely to share strategies, develop

high-quality projects, and improve student outcomes (Markula & Aksela, 2022).

2.2.2 Contemplative Education (CE)

Education should be the nourishing and causing to grow and develop
of the capacity for humanity. And by humanity, | mean the ability to relate
oneself in a loving, creatively enlarging manner to all other human beings

and oneself. (Montagu, 1962, n.p.)

Mindfulness and CE have experienced “exponential growth in research and programmes in
schools, teacher training and in some universities overseas” (Weare, 2019, p. 321; see also
Bacquet, 2020; Bai et al., 2010, 2023). From 2017 to 2019, an expanding body of
quantitative evidence emerged that suggested impacts on psycho-social health and
wellbeing linked to mindfulness in schools and its effects on behaviour, cognition, learning,
and physical health (Weare, 2019). These effects occurred when CE aimed to put “the
learner and their self-reflective mindfulness at the heart of the teaching and learning
process” (Weare, 2019, p. 321). Ergas (2019) and McCaw (2023) argue that contemplative
practices have seen a rapid increase across educational settings, as a countermovement

also emerged that highlighted accountability, standardisation, and performativity.

2.2.2.1 A Contemplative Turn in Education

This curricular-pedagogical phenomenon could be viewed as a “contemplative turn in

education” (Ergas, 2019, p. 251). Traditionally, the terms “contemplation” and “contemplative
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practices” (such as meditation and yoga) were associated with philosophers, mystics,
monks, and Himalayan yogis (Chano, 2012; Davidson & Kaszniak, 2015; Ergas, 2017, 2019;
McCaw, 2023). However, they have been appropriated by Western industrialised countries
in institutions such as public education, hospitals, psychological clinics, and neuroscience

laboratories.
“Contemplation” can be viewed from four different perspectives (Ergas, 2019):

(a) As a state of mind—what does it feel like to contemplate/practice contemplation?

(b) As a practice—what is a contemplative practice and how does one engage in it?

(c) The aim of such practice—why practice contemplation? What does it lead to?

(d) The origins of these practices—where do they come from and what do they
stand for?

...All four [perspectives] are part of the of the contemporary discourse of

contemplative practices. (p. 253)
Roth (2006) defines “contemplative practices” as

‘ways’ that human beings, across cultures and across time, have found to
concentrate, broaden, and deepen conscious awareness as the gateway to
cultivating their full potential and to leading more meaningful and fulfilling lives.

(p. 1788)

Meanwhile, Ergas (2019) offers a second definition from Davidson et al. (2012), who

describe contemplative practices as

...forms of mental and behavioural training that are intended to produce alterations in
basic cognitive and emotional processes, such as attention and the regulation of
certain forms of negative affect, and to enhance particular character traits that are

considered virtuous, such as honesty and kindness. (p. 147)

Ergas (2019) describes how contemplative practices such as meditation, Tai Chi, yoga,
prayer, and mindfulness share three common denominators that contribute to their
effectiveness in educational settings. The first is a spatial turning inward as these practices
encourage individuals to turn inward, fostering self-awareness and introspection. This inward
focus helps one understand thoughts and emotions, leading to personal growth and self-

regulation. The second is a different engagement with time; these practices often involve
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slowing down and being present in the moment. This altered perception of time allows for
deeper reflection and a break from the fast-paced demands of daily life, promoting mental
clarity and relaxation. Lastly, an intention to be aware and attend to experience differently is
where practitioners cultivate a heightened state of awareness, paying deliberate attention to
their experiences in a non-judgemental way. This mindful attention enhances learning,
empathy, and emotional resilience. These shared characteristics make contemplative
practices valuable tools in education, supporting holistic development and wellbeing (Miller,
2015).

A substantial body of research demonstrates that mindfulness-based practices and
meditation are associated with a wide range of psychological and medical benefits (Beer et
al., 2015; Davidson & Kaszniak, 2015). In educational contexts, Wilde et al. (2018) contend
that universal approaches to mindfulness training in schools have produced the most
significant gains in supporting young people’s mental health, a position supported by earlier
studies (Rempel, 2012; Vostanis et al., 2013; Weare & Nind, 2011). Similarly, Himelstein et
al. (2012) emphasise that mindfulness-based training is linked to enhanced self-regulation
and attentional control, alongside reductions in psychological stress among youth—a view
further reinforced by Huppert (2017), Huppert and Johnson (2010), and Kaunhoven and
Dorjee (2017).

Parallel to this body of work, student engagement emerged as a prominent construct in
psychology and education during the 1990s, gaining recognition as a key mechanism for
addressing boredom, low academic achievement, and school dropout rates (Wang & Degol,
2014). Research indicates that when students are meaningfully engaged in learning, they
direct their attention and energy towards mastering tasks, persist in the face of challenge,
develop supportive relationships with peers and educators, and establish stronger
connections to their learning and school environments (Wang & Eccles, 2012a, 2012b;
Wang et al., 2019). Consequently, student engagement has been widely conceptualised as
not merely beneficial but also critical to successful learning outcomes (Appleton et al., 2008;
Finn & Zimmer, 2012) and as a key indicator of the overall quality of students’ educational

experiences (Zepke, 2015).

2.2.2.2 Mindfulness as a Key Element of CE

As a key element of CE, mindfulness is widely discussed in the literature for its role in

fostering awareness and wellbeing. Bishop (2004) describes it as a “mode of awareness”
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characterised by openness, curiosity, and acceptance towards internal and external
experiences. Building on this, Purser (2015) highlights Jon Kabat-Zinn’s (2003) influential
definition that emphasises purposeful, non-judgemental attention to the present moment.
Purser further argues that mindfulness involves curiosity and concentration in each moment,
offering therapeutic benefits such as stress reduction. Kelly (2022) similarly defines
mindfulness as focused attention on the present and non-judgemental awareness of one’s
thoughts, emotions, and actions. Creswell (2017) supports Purser’s claims, citing robust
evidence that mindfulness-based interventions, when consistently practised, significantly

improve outcomes for individuals suffering from chronic pain, depression, and addiction.

Kabat-Zinn (2003) argues that mindfulness is not just a skill, but a fundamental aspect of
human consciousness that can be cultivated through consistent practice. Black (2014)
provides a simplified definition, describing mindfulness as the ability to intentionally focus on
the present moment without being swept away by typical reactions or overthinking. Research
has also shown that mindfulness-based training, supported by robust evidence, can lead to
improved self-regulation, enhanced attentional control, and reduced psychological stress,
particularly in young people (Himelstein et al., 2012; Jha et al., 2007; Zenner et al., 2014).
This underscores the evidence-based nature of mindfulness, and its efficacy for personal

development and mental health.

Mantzios and Giannou (2017) define mindfulness-based practices as the intentional
observation of the body and mind while embracing the specific experience and accepting
things simply as they are. Meditation is one of the most popular mindfulness-based
practices. With ancient roots in Buddhist practice, mindfulness instructors in the West have
adapted these traditional practices into a secular discipline for the psychological and medical
benefits they provide. Mindfulness-based classroom practices are not limited to meditation.
They can encompass techniques to engage students with their experiences and increase
attention to various tasks and have the capacity to build attention and concentration in
students from an early age (Albrecht, 2018; Di Blasi & Rice, 2019). As Palmer (2017, as
cited in Dutta, 2019) asserts:

When teaching, three important paths must be taken—intellectual, emotional and

spiritual—and none can be ignored. Reduce teaching to intellect, and it becomes a
cold abstraction; reduce it to emotions, and it becomes narcissistic; reduce it to the
spiritual, and it loses its anchor to the world. Intellect, emotion, and spirit depend on
one another for wholeness. They are interwoven in the human self and in education

(at its best). (p. xi—xii)
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Morgan (2014) argues that “contemplative praxis is an essential aspect of who we are and
how we learn, not a fleeting trend that is debunked by the fact that CE has a long and rich
historical underpinning” (p. 1). For education to be truly meaningful, it must go beyond the
mere transacting of syllabi and curricula; it should have the power to transform the entire
persona of an individual. Thus, holistic education cannot simply be defined as a particular
method or technique. Rather, it is a “paradigm, a set of basic assumptions and principles
that can be applied in diverse ways”. (Dutta, 2019, p. 2). This holistic view of education
aspires to achieve the fullest possible development of the individual, empowering them to

attain their goals and positively impact society. Therefore,

education has to be a process which strives to bring out the best in an individual on a
multitude of aspects of cognitive and affective levels such as mental, physical, social,

emotional, creative, moral, spiritual, aesthetic and others. (Dutta, 2019, p. 2)

In examining the evolving landscape of global education, Dutta (2019) identifies a shift
towards more emancipatory frameworks such as PBL, which emphasise student autonomy,
constructive inquiry, goal setting, collaboration, communication, and reflection within
authentic, real-world contexts—a movement that closely aligns with Freire’s pedagogy of
critical consciousness and liberation (Terzi et al., 2020). Wijnia et al. (2024) also note the
increasing demands on teachers to create nurturing learning environments, responding to
the needs of students, parents, and colleagues; managing standardised testing; and serving
as coaches, mentors, and role models, often without adequate training (Jerrim et al., 2024;
Ofsted, 2024). Furthermore, students face burdens from curricular and co-curricular
activities, standardised testing, and classroom dynamics, which can contribute to

disengagement.

Dutta (2019) also highlights a growing body of research exploring the interconnectedness of
mindfulness, metacognition, constructivism, and CE approaches. Neuroscience and
educational studies suggest that mindfulness can bring measurable physiological and
psychological benefits to both students and teachers (Bishop et al., 2004; Lin et al., 2025;
Theroux et al., 2025). Mindfulness practices have been beneficial for students as young as
7, supporting earlier findings on mindfulness in primary education (Lin et al., 2025). They can
foster holistic development, supporting self-regulation, emotional intelligence, and

metacognitive awareness in students (Alomari, 2023; Sapanci, 2023).

Mindfulness has gained significant attention in education, with its applications increasingly
explored in research, policy, and practice. McCaw (2020) highlights its growing acceptance

in schools, while Hobby and Jenkins (2014) describe it as a "gentle revolution" in educational
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settings. Mindfulness is valued for promoting mental health, wellbeing, and resilience, with
studies indicating its potential to reduce anxiety and stress among students (Sapthiang et al.,
2019; Schulte-Korne, 2017).

School-based mindfulness programs have shown promising results in enhancing emotional
regulation, attention control, and life satisfaction (Di Fabio & Palazzezchi, 2015; Pidgeon &
Keye, 2014). These programs, particularly in primary schools, offer students aged between 5
and 11, experiential strategies to cope with the complexities of life, fostering positive
relationships and mitigating mental health challenges (Banjeree et al., 2016). The
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) further emphasises the role of
schools in nurturing social-emotional competencies, highlighting mindfulness as a crucial

tool for improving students’ overall wellbeing.

2.2.2.3 Mindfulness Research

Research has also indicated that mindfulness fosters key skills such as self-regulation,
critical thinking, and empathy. Weare (2013), Maclean et al. (2010), and Flook et al. (2015)
demonstrate how mindfulness practices can enhance executive function, increase attention
span, and develop intrinsic qualities like kindness and compassion. Students trained in
mindfulness develop a greater capacity for curiosity, acceptance, and rational thinking,
reducing impulsiveness and increasing task engagement (Davidson & Kaszniak, 2015; Giles
et al., 2023; Huppert, 2017; Weare, 2013). Moreover, mindfulness-based interventions have
been linked to reduced psychological symptoms, including anxiety, stress, and depression
(Lykins & Baer, 2009; Witarto et al., 2022). While primary schools are considered optimal for
introducing mindfulness, alongside project-based and inquiry-based learning, studies
suggest its benefits may extend to older students as well. Overall, mindfulness-based
practices present a holistic approach to addressing mental health challenges while

enhancing educational outcomes.

Recent studies continue to support these assertions. Research by the Australian Council for
Educational Research (ACER, 2024) found that mindfulness practices in schools lead to
better focus, enhanced stress management, and increased emotional resilience among
students. Teachers reported increased student engagement and satisfaction with the
program, noting that the resources were easy to implement and beneficial for students and

their mental health. These findings align with Dutta’s (2019) observations, indicating that
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integrating mindfulness practices in education can address some of the challenges faced by

students and teachers, promoting a more engaging and supportive learning environment.

Since the 1980s, mindfulness programs, pioneered by figures like Jon Kabat-Zinn (1990,
2003), have demonstrated significant benefits in various fields, particularly in health and
education. Early research showed success in psychotherapy, with a growing body of
evidence supporting mindfulness’s efficacy in enhancing both clinical and non-clinical
outcomes. Key benefits of mindfulness include improvements in self- control, concentration,

emotional intelligence, kindness, compassion, and mental clarity.

More recent studies have emphasised the positive impact of mindfulness on mental

health, anxiety reduction, resilience, and healthy lifestyle habits. Mindfulness has also been
linked to increased working memory, emotional wellbeing, optimism, and social competence.
It reduces emotional reactivity and rumination, improves behavioural regulation, and
enhances immune function. By fostering self-awareness, focused attention, and acceptance,
mindfulness disrupts automatic, maladaptive cognitive patterns and promotes cognitive
control and self-regulation, which are vital for academic success and social development
(Pietarinen et al., 2014). In addition to the aforementioned benefits, mindfulness

boosts mental health, mood, self-esteem, academic performance, and positive behaviour in
educational settings. It offers a low-cost, scalable solution with the potential to reduce mental
health costs by addressing stress and chronic conditions. Moreover, mindfulness supports
both hedonic wellbeing (happiness and pleasure) and eudaimonic wellbeing (living a
fulfilling, meaningful life). Weare (2013, 2019) highlights mindfulness as a transformative
practice that can lead to personal and institutional improvements with proper implementation

and teacher training.

A discernible dichotomy between proponents and critics of mindfulness emerged around
2014, reflecting growing debate regarding its purposes, applications, and underlying
assumptions. In examining these divergent perspectives, Walsh (2016) analysed the
secular, scientific, religious, economic, and political ideologies that inform contemporary
mindfulness paradigms, highlighting how particular qualities and values are ascribed to
mindfulness within each framework. Payne (2016) similarly contends that mindfulness, like
any pedagogical or psychological tool, is inherently ideological, carrying the values of its
creators and implementers. From this standpoint, the child or student as the user of
mindfulness practices may be shaped by the ideological orientations of the stakeholders

responsible for their implementation, raising important ethical and educational concerns.
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Mindfulness is frequently promoted as a pathway to individual self-fulfilment (Walsh, 2016).

However, when framed primarily as a personal practice, its broader social and collective
potential may be diminished, presenting challenges for educational institutions seeking to
justify and sustain mindfulness initiatives for the benefit of all learners rather than a select
group. Corporate proponents of mindfulness-based practices often advance the view that
transformational change begins with the individual, suggesting that increased focus and
emotional calm can generate a ripple effect across organisations and, ultimately, the
collective. This individualised framing, however, has been critiqued as aligning with

neoliberal logics that prioritise personal adaptation over structural change.

Such critiques have been encapsulated in the notion of “cow psychology,” in which

consumers of mindfulness are likened to compliant subjects who are encouraged to remain

content, productive, and non-resistant (Dixey & Purser, 2023; Walsh, 2016). While neoliberal

discourses may implicitly position the individual—rather than the system—as the locus of the

problem, Walsh (2016) challenges this assumption by questioning why the mindfulness
movement has largely failed to interrogate the structural and organisational conditions that
render stress so pervasive. This critique underscores the need for more critically informed

and contextually responsive applications of mindfulness within educational settings.

Another critique is that although the application of mindfulness widened in the early 2000s,

research mostly concentrated on the effects of mindfulness on adults. Applying mindfulness

to children requires recognising the differences in cognitive ability, life experience, and

culture (Grossman, 2008). Encouraging students to simply accept and cope with the

oppressive structures that underlie society’s suffering is like adding lemon juice to poison—it

may change the taste slightly, but it does nothing to remove the harm (Sellman & Buttarazzi,

2019). Ecclestone and Hayes (2009) claim that education had adopted a therapeutic ethos

by embracing mindfulness-based practices—that is, focusing on students’ emotional
wellbeing and personal development, often at the expense of academic rigour and critical
thinking. Consequently, young people and adults tended to lack inspiration and optimism,

focusing solely on their weaknesses and personal development rather than being resilient

learners, curious about the world they lived in (Ecclestone & Hayes, 2009). Greenberg and

Harris (2011) observed a growing interest in school-based mindfulness programs but
cautioned that enthusiasm for their inclusion in curriculum was outpacing evidence of their

effectiveness.

47



2.2.2.4 Rigorously Designed Studies

Greenberg and Harris (2011) and Quach et al. (2016) emphasise that the efficacy of
mindfulness practices for children and youth can only be substantiated through rigorously
designed studies grounded in developmental theory and encompassing multiple indicators of
effectiveness. Otherwise, these practices could potentially cause harm to participants
(Purser, 2014, 2015, 2021). Other reviews have highlighted that while mindfulness-based
programs have been widely implemented in educational settings, the overall quality of the
research is limited (Greenberg & Harris, 2011; Meiklejohn et al., 2012). Furthermore, some
studies have suggested that without proper implementation and support, mindfulness
interventions may not yield the intended benefits and could even exacerbate stress or

disengagement among students (Meiklejohn et al., 2012).

Demographic aspects of mindfulness have also been considered. While there is a
substantial body of research on adults, limited controlled trials have been evaluated
regarding their effects on young people. Kukyen et al.’s (2014) research in 12 secondary
schools with students ranging in age from 12 to 17 years, and Quach et al.’s (2019)
controlled trials indicated that rates of acceptability were high and that the degree to which
students practised mindfulness skills correlated directly to an association with better
wellbeing; however, more research was required. Kaunhoven and Dorjee (2017) and Van
Dam et al. (2017) agreed. Van Dam et al. (2017) also cited problematic aspects of self-report

questionnaires and the potential harm, adverse effects, and fallout of meditation practices.

Mindfulness-based practices have experienced other deterrents for their implementation in

schools, as Moreno (2017) explained:

As mindfulness practices become more widely implemented in schools,
they attract keen interest and intense criticism. It is essential that
mindfulness-based programs adhere to sound child development principles,
be aligned with the neuroscience of stress, be integrated holistically by
teachers through the school day and support the ethical application of
‘right-minded’ values toward increasingly self-determined and

equitable classrooms. (p. 100)

Stakeholders, including educators, policymakers, and researchers, play a crucial role and
face additional challenges when trying to introduce mindfulness practices to children. Wilde

et al. (2018) argue that there are four cornerstones to the barriers that obstruct mindfulness-
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based practices from being implemented in schools: (1) people, (2) resources, (3)
perceptions surrounding these practices, and (4) mindfulness-based practices being
considered non-linear, which does not allow prescriptive implementation or expectation.
Cannon (2016) argues that children and young people can be adversely affected by
mindfulness training when it loses its authenticity and becomes “corporate mindfulness”— a

neoliberal agenda for improving results and students’ behaviour and wellbeing.

A further challenge in the implementation of mindfulness training within schools is the
increasing influence of corporate and neoliberal interpretations of mindfulness, which
have contributed to the adoption of diluted practices detached from their original
Buddhist ethical and philosophical foundations. Cannon (2016) argues that such
approaches often reframe mindfulness as a behavioural management strategy or as a
policy tool aimed at improving standardised test outcomes, frequently without due
consideration of students’ cultural contexts, socioeconomic backgrounds, or lived
experiences. This instrumentalisation of mindfulness raises concerns about its capacity

to genuinely support student wellbeing within diverse educational settings.

Similarly, Forbes (2017) highlights the need for mindfulness practitioners and educators
to remain critically aware of the broader social, cultural, and moral struggles shaping
neoliberal educational reform. From this perspective, a critical assessment of
mindfulness in schools necessitates the application of a social justice and anti-racist lens
to ensure that mindfulness is enacted as a “practice of freedom” (Freire, 1976; hooks,
1994), rather than functioning as a “technology of compliance” (Cannon, 2016, p. 397).
Forbes (2017) further contends that mindfulness has increasingly been positioned as a
neutral and value-free intervention, severed from its ethical and ontological Buddhist
paradigm. In alignment with Cannon’s (2016) critique, Forbes (2017) argues that some
mindfulness programs operate as subtle forms of social control, reinforcing existing

inequities within the broader context of neoliberal educational reform.

Thus, the first challenge mindfulness implementation faces originates with people.
Mindfulness-based training needs to be delivered by individuals with specific qualifications,
such as certified mindfulness instructors or mental health professionals, supported by senior
management or the school's leadership team. As Hudson et al. (2020) explain: "heads can
make things work, or they can block things" (p. 6). The paradigm with which the educator
enters the mindfulness program, and the classroom, is paramount (Albrecht, 2018). The
allocation of resources, both in terms of time and money, for comprehensive training and

implementation of mindfulness-based programs in schools is a common obstacle.
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Wilde et al.'s (2019) findings indicate that many schools cite pressures on investing
whole-school time, financial and human resources for training, and curriculum time as
detractors for these programs. This is linked to the fourth cornerstone perception—
educators can perceive these types of practices as a “fad” and, even if implemented well,
are unlikely to stand the scrutiny of stakeholder accountability. Hence, perceptions play a
significant role in the school community endorsing them. Mindfulness-based practices
are also a journey that is non-linear and organic, and do not follow a set time, which is
another deterrent. Nevertheless, schools are an ideal setting for the development of
mindfulness-based training, where universal approaches have shown gains in promoting
mental health in young people (Vostanis et al., 2013; Weare & Nind, 2011; Wilde et al.,
2018). Therefore, there is a strong case for implementation of mindfulness-based practices
in schools. They can significantly improve students' mental health and provide reassurance

to educators and administrators, offering a hopeful outlook for the future.

2.3 Thinking With and Critiquing the Theory and Theoretical
Approaches

2.3.1 John Dewey

All education proceeds by the participation of the individual in the social

consciousness of the race. (Dewey, 1897, p. 77)

As discussed in Chapter 1, two key theorists and their educational paradigms were selected
for this investigation for specific reasons. The first is John Dewey, an influential American
philosopher who sought to reform education (Williams, 2017) and whose ideas have
profoundly shaped a range of educational approaches, including transformative pedagogies
(Ukpokodu, 2009). His thinking continues to resonate within contemporary education. Dewey
(1915, 1938, 1966) maintained that education should be grounded in real-world contexts,
where authentic experience forms the foundation of meaningful learning. The core principle
underpinning inquiry-based models such as PBL reflects this view—that students learn by
doing (Dewey, 1915, 1938). Within PBL, students engage in student-centred, hands-on
projects that explore complex questions and address real-world problems. Dewey’s
emphasis on experiential learning, active engagement, and connection to real-life situations
is therefore central to PBL (Jumaat et al., 2017). Likewise, the collaborative nature of PBL
aligns with Dewey’s belief in teamwork as a vital part of the learning journey (Hargraves,
2022; Jumaat et al., 2017).
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Dewey also underscored the importance of critical thinking and reflective inquiry, considering
reflection an essential component of learning. This emphasis on reflection resonates with
CE, afield significantly influenced by Dewey’s thought, and which values awareness,
reflection, and the integration of inner experience into learning. Dewey (1906) was an
advocate for consciousness, a concept referring to students’ deep engagement with their
inner thoughts and emotions as part of their educational experience—an idea that also
informs CE (Smith, 1985).

Dewey (1906) offered several definitions of consciousness, as

a joint, or mutual, awareness; being ‘conscious to one’s self’; having the witness to
something within one’s self; all the pieces of knowledge, intentions, emotions which
make up the differential being or activity of such a being or agent; the state of being

aware; and distinctly ‘one’s own’ perception of ‘one’s own’ mind. (p. 39)

Holistic development is central to CE, and it was likewise a tenet of Dewey’s philosophy, in
which the “whole” learner evolves intellectually, emotionally, and socially through experience
(Dewey, 1938). He believed that teachers play a crucial role in fostering emotional and
spiritual growth alongside academic development (Dewey, 1938). Dewey’s focus on
reflection and holistic learning parallels the principles of CE, where self-awareness and
introspection deepen the learning process. His vision of education as a transformative
force—cultivating critical thought and active participation—remains pivotal to this study.
Dewey’s emphasis on education as a means of nurturing change agents underscores its

transformative power (1902, 1910).

As Dewey envisioned, this transformative capacity of education stands as a call to action for
educators and students alike. His philosophy is deeply woven into modern educational
movements such as PBL and CE, continuing to shape their theoretical and practical
foundations. Dewey’s advocacy for experiential learning, reflection, and civic engagement is
not a relic of the past but a guiding principle for education today and into the future (Dewey,
1902, 1910). Dewey (1902, 1910, 1938) argued that education is an essential tool for social
change, promoting democracy and active participation in society—an outlook that aligns
closely with the transformative potential of PBL and CE. These pedagogies are not merely
instructional methods but empowering frameworks that encourage students to engage
critically with and transform their world. Dewey’s (1938) focus on critical inquiry, in which

students question assumptions and challenge existing ideas, underpins both pedagogies,
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which seek to foster empowerment through reflection and action. His notion of
consciousness, in which learners engage deeply with their internal worlds, remains a

cornerstone of CE (Dewey, 1938).

Dewey (1916) also argued that education, in its broadest sense, is the means of ensuring
the “social continuity of life” (p. 3). He suggested that education bridges divisions within
society by transmitting ideas and practices, warning that without such transmission, even the
“most civilised groups risked relapse into barbarism” (p. 6). Dewey maintained that living
beings sustain themselves through renewal, and in the case of humans, this includes the
recreation of beliefs, ideas, hopes, joys, sorrows, and practices. He described the continuity
of experience through “the renewing of the social group” as a literal fact (p. 2). For Dewey,
education and communication are essential for teaching, learning, and the ongoing survival
of society, though he stressed that schools are not the sole means of achieving this
transmission. He noted that there is a marked difference between the broad education

gained through “living with others and the deliberate education of the young” (p. 7).

Dewey (1915) further argued that schools had become “mass production centres,” observing
that the shift of learning from home to the factory system was “so rapid, extensive, and
complete that it overshadowed other aspects of the industrial revolution” (p. 7). When
educated in the home, children were required to learn for the family to thrive. Dewey (1915)
emphasised that the development of skills such as observation, ingenuity, and constructive
imagination was best achieved through real-life experiences that provided projects with a
genuine motive and tangible outcomes. He also highlighted the limitations of schools in
replicating such experiences. While memory and reasoning can be trained in school, “they
pale in comparison to the experience of doing tasks with a real motive and producing a real
outcome” (p. 13). Dewey further argued that “no number of lessons could substitute for a
child’s experience with plants, gardens, and animal life.” Lessons, he believed, should keep
students “alert and active rather than passive and receptive,” as “actual work, when
transferred to the school model, lost its purposefulness as it needed to be completed with full

consciousness” (p. 15).

However, Dewey (1915) also recognised the social advantages of schooling. Within formal
education, students could develop tolerance, broaden social judgement, and gain a deeper
understanding of human nature. They could also enhance their ability to “interpret social
situations, adapt to diverse personalities, and participate in wider social and commercial life”
(p. 14). These qualities correspond closely to what is now described as emotional

intelligence and soft skills—capacities essential for effective collaboration (Balcar, 2016).
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Despite the groundbreaking nature of Dewey’s work, it has not been without criticism. Attick
(2006) drew attention to Edmondson III’s bold indictment of one of the fathers of modern
educational thought and practice. Edmondson 1ll (2006) blames Dewey for many of the
perceived shortcomings of modern schooling, claiming that problems such as low literacy
rates, teacher burnout, and the loss of traditional values in education can be linked to
Dewey’s influence over schools in the United States. He reminded readers that ideas have
consequences, arguing that Dewey’s ideas had disastrous consequences for education over
the past 50 years (Edmonson Ill, 2006). Edmondson Ill contends that Dewey subordinated
educational philosophy to political ideals of progressivism, promoting collectivist and statist
values through schooling. He further claims that Dewey’s emphasis on fluid standards and
rejection of tradition and religion produced ambiguity in educational goals and contributed to

confusion within modern systems.

Similarly, Hirsch (1999) argues that Dewey’s progressive model diminishes the importance
of a shared curriculum vital for social cohesion and democracy. He contends that Dewey’s
theories fostered an educational culture lacking focus on essential knowledge for effective
citizenship. Edmondson Il (2006) and Hirsch (1999, 2006) both maintain that Dewey’s
philosophy, though innovative, contributed to problematic trends such as unclear objectives
and the erosion of cultural literacy. Hirsch (2006) further asserts that Dewey'’s influence on
progressive education led to declines in reading comprehension and academic achievement,

as experiential learning displaced foundational instruction.

Hirsch (1999) maintains that there is essential content and subject matter all students must
learn through explicit teaching. He argues that Dewey’s (1938) emphasis on “learning by
doing” can undermine structured learning when students lack the foundational knowledge
required for effective engagement. Hirsch (1999) further claims that Dewey undervalued
core knowledge and factual information, both crucial for comprehension and higher-order
thinking. These critiques remain relevant in ongoing debates about balancing experiential

and traditional education.

Other scholars have highlighted the practical limitations of Dewey’s vision. His inquiry-based,
student-centred model presumes small class sizes, skilled teachers, and adequate
resources (Edmondson lll, 2006; Hirsch, 1999; Thorburn, 2022)—conditions rarely met in
under-resourced settings. Furthermore, his prioritisation of experimentation over ritual and
routine has been criticised for leading to disorderly classrooms (Edmondson Ill, 2006). For
learners who depend on structure or external motivation, such openness may foster

confusion or disengagement.
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Hirsch (1999, 2006) also criticises Dewey’s rejection of a shared curriculum, claiming it
undermines cultural literacy and democratic participation. He argues that a common
foundation of knowledge is essential for social cohesion and that Dewey’s focus on
individual experience overshadowed the collective responsibility to transmit cultural
knowledge. Likewise, Attick (2006) and Edmondson (1956) argue that Dewey’s theory
became overly politicised, subordinating pedagogy to progressive ideology. They claim his
rejection of tradition and religion produced ambiguity in educational goals and weakened

coherence in modern schooling.

Despite these critiques, Dewey'’s influence remains indispensable for understanding the

evolution of progressive education and its contemporary applications. The tension between
experiential learning and structured instruction continues to shape educational discourse—
reflecting the broader negotiation between innovation and tradition, freedom and discipline,

and individual experience and collective responsibility.

In the Australian context, these debates hold particular resonance. Webster (2017) critiques
federal policy for its narrow emphasis on “quality teaching” metrics, arguing that such
reductive measures risk marginalising the broader democratic and philosophical aims Dewey
championed. A Deweyan perspective, Webster (2017) suggests, invites educators to
challenge the constraints of performative accountability and re-engage with education as a
moral and civic enterprise. Recognising both the possibilities and the limitations of Dewey’s
philosophy remains vital for educators navigating the complex realities of 21st-century

schooling.

2.3.2 Paulo Freire

The second theorist integral to this research is Freire, whose work has profoundly shaped
modern educational theory and continues to underpin transformative pedagogies (Freire,
1970). His ideas connect strongly to both PBL and CE, reinforcing the theoretical validity of
this investigation. Central to Freire’s work is the concept of dialogue, through which teachers
and learners collaboratively construct knowledge (Bentley, 2023; Freire, 1970). Freire
viewed dialogue not merely as a method of communication but as an act of mutual
humanisation—a way of ensuring that all participants feel included, valued, and part of a

learning community.
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One of Freire’s (1973) most enduring contributions was his “problem-posing” model of
education, developed in opposition to what he called the “banking model,” in which students
are treated as empty vessels to be filled with knowledge. Instead, Freire’s model promotes a
pedagogy in which learners critically engage with real-world problems and generate
solutions through active inquiry. This approach rests upon a democratic teacher—student
relationship, grounded in dialogue and the development of conscientizagdo, or critical
consciousness (Freire, 1970; Glass, 2001). Knowledge, in this model, is co-created through

interaction, reflection, and a curriculum rooted in students’ lived experiences and interests.

PBL reflects this Freirean emphasis on collaboration, communication, and critical inquiry. It
creates a shared space of investigation where dialogue becomes central to learning, directly
aligning with Freire’s educational philosophy. Freire (1973) argued that “the discussion
between teacher and student [is] intrinsically linked to the teaching and learning
experiences,” and thus “the line between the educator and the learner is blurred as everyone
learns alongside each other, creating equality and a lack of oppression” (p. 61). This
“problem-posing” model resonates with PBL, where students collaboratively explore
authentic, real-world issues through inquiry-based projects. Freire’s focus on critical inquiry
and dialogue therefore aligns closely with PBL’s student-centred, collaborative problem-
solving approach, in which learning emerges through active engagement with real-world

challenges (Jumaat et al., 2017).

Like Dewey (1938), Freire (1970) advocated for the development of critical consciousness,
in which learners reflect deeply on their experiences, social realities, and the structures of
power that shape them. This concept is central to CE, whose focus on mindfulness and self-
reflection echoes Freire’s belief in reflection as a vehicle for awareness and social
transformation. Freire’s idea of conscientizagdo—the process of developing a critical
understanding of one’s social reality—aligns closely with CE’s emphasis on fostering deep
self-awareness and reflection (Freire, 1970). Although Freire did not explicitly use the term
mindfulness, he urged learners to be “fully aware and mindful of their reality”, arguing that
such awareness enables “informed and liberatory action” (Freire, 1970, p. 81). In this sense,
Freire’s concept of critical consciousness parallels the introspection and awareness central
to CE, where reflection on inner and outer realities leads to both personal and social

transformation (Freire, 1970).

Transformative pedagogies thus share Freire’s commitment to critical thinking,
empowerment, and social justice. They engage learners in reflection and praxis—critical

reflection combined with action—to challenge inequities and transform oppressive systems,
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a foundational premise of Freire’s (1970, 1973) work. His critical pedagogy provides a
powerful framework for education that is not merely about acquiring knowledge but about
transforming individuals and society through active engagement, reflection, and

empowerment.

However, while Freire’s (1970, 1973) influence is profound, his work has also attracted
sustained critique. Scholars have questioned the feasibility of applying his ideals across
diverse cultural and institutional contexts (McLaren, 2005; Stern, 2009, 2011, 2014; Sowell,
1995). Critics note that although Freire’s emphasis on dialogue, critical thinking, and
liberation is globally inspiring, it often requires more concrete, context-sensitive strategies to
meet the practical realities of education. Some argue that his vision is overly abstract and
idealistic, assuming that teachers and students will naturally embrace equality and critical
inquiry. In many under-resourced or authoritarian educational systems, these assumptions

may not hold true.

A related critique concerns practicality. Freire’s (1970) pedagogical framework offers few
detailed strategies for classroom implementation, leaving educators—especially those facing
large class sizes, limited resources, or standardised curricula—struggling to operationalise
his ideals. Recognition of these challenges is essential to validate educators’ efforts to enact

Freirean principles in complex environments.

Cultural specificity presents another limitation. While Freire’s theories have been applied
globally, they were grounded in the socio-political realities of mid-20th-century Latin
America, particularly in struggles against dictatorship and colonialism (Freire, 1970).
Consequently, his ideas may not always transfer seamlessly to contexts where oppression
and power operate differently. Some critics argue that Freire’s focus on power dynamics,
though important, overlooks other dimensions of learning such as cognitive development,

individual differences, and subject-matter expertise.

Freire’s views on the role of the teacher have also been contested. His dialogical method
promotes a non-hierarchical relationship between teacher and student, but critics contend
that this risks diminishing the teacher’s authority and professional expertise. Among Freire’s
collaborators, Shor acknowledges the revolutionary potential of dialogue but criticises the
lack of practical guidance for implementing egalitarian classrooms within rigid educational
systems (Freire & Shor, 1987). He argues that without concrete methods for enacting these
ideals, educators may struggle to sustain Freire’s vision in bureaucratic or standardised

institutions.
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Similarly, McLaren (2005), a Marxist theorist, argues that Freire’s work did not go far enough
in addressing the economic dimensions of oppression, focusing instead on cultural and
educational aspects. McLaren believes that Freire’s framework would benefit from deeper
engagement with Marxist critiques of capitalist structures. From a contrasting perspective,
Sowell (1995) dismisses Freire’s political orientation, arguing that his Marxist-influenced
pedagogy “politicises education” and promotes ideology rather than knowledge. Sowell
maintains that education should focus on transmitting knowledge and skills, not fostering

social change, which he viewed as “ideological indoctrination.”

Freire’s critical pedagogy, while transformative, continues to provoke debate across political
and philosophical lines. Scholars such as Shor (1987, 2009), McLaren (1999, 2005, 2007,
2015), Sowell (1995), Mojab (2022), and Stern (2009, 2011, 2014) have each contributed to
a nuanced understanding of both its promise and its limitations. Shor (1987) critiques its
abstractness and lack of practical application, noting that egalitarian dialogue can be difficult
to sustain in systems constrained by standardised testing and bureaucracy. Stern (2009,
2011, 2014) accuses Freirean pedagogy of politicising classrooms and compromising
academic rigour, while Sowell (1995) rejects its ideological basis outright. In contrast,
McLaren (2005) and Mojab (2022) argue that Freire’s framework remains too moderate,

calling for stronger integration with Marxist and feminist analyses of power.

Despite these critiques, Freire’s legacy remains profound and globally relevant. His work
continues to inform discourses in adult education, social justice, and critical literacy (Foley,
2021; Hattam et al., 2024; Underhill, 2021). In the Australian context, Freirean principles
have influenced Indigenous education through culturally responsive pedagogies that centre
community knowledge and lived experience (Hickling-Hudson, 2014). While some
conservative commentators claim that progressive education inspired by Freire has
contributed to declining academic standards (D’Abrera, 2023), his vision continues to

challenge educators to reconsider the ethical and political purposes of education.

Ultimately, Freire’s call for dialogue, reflection, and praxis remains a cornerstone of
transformative education. His ideas endure as a framework for cultivating agency, empathy,
and social responsibility in learners. When integrated with PBL and CE, Freire’s philosophy
envisions education as both a deeply personal and socially engaged process—one that
empowers learners to transform themselves and, through that transformation, the world

around them.
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2.4 The Role of the Teacher

The term vocation is frequently used in place of career to describe educators’ work in the
classroom, reflecting the reality that 21st-century educators are required to do far more than
simply deliver content and curriculum. The notion of vocation also signals a longstanding
distinction between traditional classroom teaching and Technical and Further Education
(TAFE) and Vocational Education and Training (VET), where learning has historically been

more explicitly connected to lived experience and practical application.

Freire (1993, 1998) argued that because teachers are responsible for responding to
students’ needs beyond curriculum requirements, education must meaningfully incorporate
learners’ lives into the pedagogical process. Dewey (1938, 1992) similarly contended that
when students bring their experiences, habits, interests, and social contexts into the learning
space, there is potential to disrupt and de-automate otherwise mechanised and instrumental
approaches to education. Both Dewey (1938) and Freire (1970) rejected the notion of
learners as passive recipients of knowledge, asserting instead that the educator’s role is to

stimulate thinking rather than deposit inert facts into empty vessels.

As Freire (1998) explained:

Once again, there is no such thing as teaching without research and research without
teaching. One inhabits the body of the other. As | teach, | continue to search and
research. | teach because | search, because | question, and because | submit myself
to questioning. | research because | notice things, take cognizance of them. And in
so doing, | intervene. And intervening, | educate and educate myself. | do research
so as to know what | do not yet know and to communicate and proclaim what |

discover. (p. 35)

Within this evolving pedagogical landscape, Benade (2015) notes that the past decade has
seen the rise of the “somewhat nebulous term 21st-century learning” (p. 1). Alongside
related expressions such as modern learning, innovative learning, and modern teaching and
learning, this terminology has been widely adopted by policymakers and has significantly

shaped contemporary educational discourse.

Internationally, schooling systems have been increasingly motivated to ensure that teachers

are equipped to prepare school-leavers with the competencies required for lifelong learning
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and participation in 21st-century societies (Benade, 2015). This shift has prompted an
evolution in the role of the teacher, moving beyond traditional instructional models to meet
the demands of rapidly changing social, economic, and technological contexts. Saavedra
and Opfer (2012) emphasise the importance of understanding how teachers and educational
leaders are transitioning from didactic, transmission-based pedagogies to transformative
approaches that require contemporary and innovative practices. Such pedagogies foster the
development of critical thinking and problem-solving skills, collaboration and leadership,
agility and adaptability, initiative and entrepreneurialism, effective oral and written
communication, information literacy, and curiosity and imagination (Saavedra & Opfer,
2012).

Benade (2015) further draws on the Definition and Selection of Competencies (DeSeCo)
research, which conceptualised three broad categories of key competencies: “using tools
interactively; interacting in heterogeneous groups; and acting autonomously” (p. 29). This
framework highlights the centrality of thinking, as higher-order cognitive and processing skills
have become increasingly essential in international economies and workplaces that are
shifting from industrial production towards knowledge-based activity (Dumont & Istance,
2010). Consequently, the DeSeCo research recognised that such societal changes demand
flexible and adaptable adults, positioning the school system as the logical starting point for
this transformation (Benade, 2015). In turn, achieving these goals necessitates
corresponding shifts in teacher practice towards collaborative, reflective, and de-privatised

approaches to teaching (Benade, 2015).

2.4.1 Conceptual Terms

In analysing the blending of PBL and CE, this study introduces three conceptual terms to
capture the evolving and multifaceted role of teachers within such pedagogical frameworks:
Engagement Architects, Pedagogical Wayfinders, and Stewards of Reflection. The notion of
Engagement Architects positions educators as designers of authentic, inquiry-driven learning
environments that both capture student interest and scaffold deeper participation, aligning
with Dewey’s (1938) call for experiential learning grounded in lived experience. Pedagogical
Wayfinders highlight the navigational aspect of teaching in this space, where educators must
chart pathways through uncertainty, shifting curricula, and emergent student needs, echoing
Freire’s (1970) focus on praxis as an ongoing negotiation between reflection and action.
Finally, the term Stewards of Reflection acknowledges the contemplative dimensions of the

teacher’s role, emphasising their responsibility in fostering spaces where students can
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critically examine their experiences, emotions, and understanding of the world. Together,
these terms contribute a new vocabulary for articulating the expanded professional identity
required when PBL and CE are combined. They offer a lens through which the literature on
transformative pedagogy, teacher agency, and educational innovation can be extended,
while also signalling the complex demands placed on educators as they balance creativity,

adaptability, and critical reflection in practice. These terms are extrapolated below.

2.4.1.1 Engagement Architects

The term Engagement Architects is used in this study to describe educators who
intentionally craft authentic, inquiry-driven learning environments that capture student
interest while scaffolding opportunities for sustained and deeper participation. This
conceptualisation positions educators not merely as transmitters of knowledge but as
designers of conditions in which learning can emerge organically through exploration,
dialogue, and reflection. Such a view aligns with Dewey’s (1938) advocacy for experiential
learning, wherein knowledge arises through meaningful encounters with the world, rather
than abstract detachment from it. By embracing this role, educators as Engagement
Architects move beyond the delivery of pre-determined content to curating experiences that
invite curiosity, foster collaboration, and cultivate creativity. The metaphor of “architecture”
underscores the precision, intentionality, and structural ingenuity required to foster genuine
engagement. Just as an architect balances form and function, educators must navigate the
tensions between institutional requirements, curriculum mandates, and student-centred
approaches such as PBL and CE. Moreover, architecture implies durability and
adaptability—effective engagement design does not result from ad-hoc activities, but from
coherent, well-constructed learning ecologies that can evolve alongside students’ needs,
cultural contexts, and the demands of a complex world. In this way, the Engagement
Architect is simultaneously a builder, innovator, and mediator, creating educational spaces

that are at once rigorous, responsive, and deeply humanising.

2.4.1.2 Pedagogical Wayfinders

The notion of Pedagogical Wayfinders highlights the navigational role of educators working
within blended PBL and CE contexts, where certainty is scarce, and learning is
characterised by openness, inquiry, and emergence. Teaching in this space involves

negotiating shifting curricula, responding to unpredictable learner needs, and remaining
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attentive to the evolving dynamics of classroom and community life. Such work requires a
form of professional adaptability that resonates with Freire’s (1970) understanding of praxis
as an ongoing, dialectical relationship between reflection and action. Like navigators charting
a course through unfamiliar landscapes, Wayfinders must be attuned to both the visible
markers of progress and the subtler signals such as shifts in student engagement, emotional

climate, or collective momentum that indicate when reorientation is needed.

Wayfinding, as a metaphor, underscores that educators are not simply following
predetermined routes or rigid maps but are engaged in a continuous process of
interpretation, judgement, and improvisation. This involves drawing upon professional
knowledge while also being open to the co-constructed wisdom that emerges through
dialogue with students. In this sense, Wayfinders embody a relational and responsive
professionalism; they guide learners through ambiguous terrain while also empowering them
to become co-navigators of their own journeys. Such a framing draws attention to the fluidity
and provisionality of their role. Progress is less about linear advancement through a fixed
curriculum and more about cultivating resilience, curiosity, and collective exploration in the

face of uncertainty.

Framing educators as Wayfinders also gestures towards the ethical dimensions of teaching
in transformative pedagogical spaces. Wayfinding is not only about technical navigation but
also about discernment, choosing directions that uphold social justice, inclusivity, and care.
In blended PBL and CE contexts, this may involve balancing institutional expectations with
the needs of marginalised learners, or resisting pressures for efficiency in favour of depth,
reflection, and human connection. Ultimately, the metaphor of Pedagogical Wayfinders
positions educators as professionals who embrace complexity, remain responsive to shifting
conditions, and chart courses that honour both the individuality of learners and the shared

journey of the learning community.

2.4.1.3 Stewards of Reflection

The term Stewards of Reflection captures the contemplative dimensions of the educator’s
role, particularly within the blending of PBL and CE, where deep learning depends on
moments of pause, introspection, and meaning-making that embraces wholeness (Byrnes,
2012). As stewards, educators carry the responsibility of creating, sustaining, and protecting
spaces where learners can critically examine their experiences, emotions, and

understandings of the world. This role resonates with contemplative traditions that
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foreground mindful awareness and presence, as well as with Freirean notions of
conscientizagao (critical consciousness), which insist that reflection is inseparable from
transformative action (Freire, 1970). In this way, stewardship conveys both care and
accountability. Reflection does not emerge spontaneously, nor is it a passive act, but rather

it requires intentional cultivation and skilful facilitation.

Being a Steward of Reflection entails modelling practices of mindfulness, inquiry, and ethical
questioning, demonstrating to students that learning involves more than the acquisition of
knowledge; it is also about cultivating awareness of self, others, and the broader social and
ecological contexts in which education unfolds. Within blended PBL and CE contexts, this
might mean guiding students through structured reflection journals, contemplative pauses, or
dialogue circles that make space for processing both the cognitive and affective dimensions
of their projects. It also involves sustaining reflective rhythms within the flow of learning,
ensuring that inquiry does not collapse into mere product-driven outcomes, but instead

remains anchored in cycles of questioning, sense-making, and reorientation.

The metaphor of stewardship also signals a generative tension between responsibility and
humility. Educators cannot impose reflection, but they can nurture the conditions in which it
becomes possible and meaningful. This includes protecting time for silence and dialogue in
environments often dominated by speed and productivity and resisting educational
pressures that privilege efficiency over depth. As Stewards, educators embody practices of
patience, attentiveness, and care, modelling for students that reflection is not a detour from
learning but a vital pathway through which knowledge and action acquire purpose. In doing
so, they affirm that reflection enriches not only the learning journeys of students but also
their own professional growth, positioning teaching as a reciprocal practice of ongoing

contemplation and renewal.
2.5 Why is Self-Study Vital for Teachers/Researchers?

Just as no two landscapes are identical, educational work environments also differ in their
character and dynamics. Clandinin and Connelly (1996, 2000) conceptualise this
professional landscape as comprising two distinct spaces. The first is behind the classroom
door, where “secret lived stories” of practice occur in direct engagement with students. The
second is within broader professional arenas shared with colleagues, where practice is
shaped by external “prescriptions” that contribute to what they term the “sacred story.” Berry

and Forgasz (2018) share their narratives/stories through self-study to provoke other teacher
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educators to challenge the dominant discourses and bring life to new "stories to live by"
(Berry & Forgasz, 2016). Self-study emerged in the early 1990s among teacher educators
who reflected on their practice, seeking to improve their pedagogy. They examined their
practice to repair the rift between teachers and researchers. In an autobiographic narrative,
this is a pertinent point. As part of this investigation, consideration will be given to why

teachers have been downgraded as the experts when they are at the coalface of learning.

Similarly, as an autobiographical narrative of my own Field Notes, how will | persuade my
audience that my research findings are valid? (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). Clandinin and
Connelly (1995) propose that secret stories are teachers' knowledge of their practice inside
the classroom. Berry and Forgasz (2018) extend this perspective by identifying three
dimensions of self-study—secret storytelling, self-study as a stance, and self-study as
methodology; or what they term the “not-so-secret story.” They argue that self-study
methodology formalises and legitimises the educator’s secret stories within the teaching—
learning relationship. This is achieved through a dual focus: first, on the significance of local

and particular contexts, and second, on the self and the self-in-relation to others.

Kitchen and Berry (2021) assert that self-study has become a vital practice for researchers,
enabling deeper reflection and continuous learning in the evolving research landscape. Self-
study promotes reflective practice, allowing researchers to critically evaluate and refine their
methodologies, leading to more robust research outcomes. Self-study, as Bidyuk (2022)
notes, is a key factor in promoting adaptability, particularly in times of significant change,
such as during the COVID-19 pandemic. It equips researchers with the skills to rapidly adjust
to new working and learning methods, ensuring they remain prepared and resilient in the

face of challenges.

Moreover, self-study is a catalyst for critical thinking and deep learning (Lim et al., 2024). It
allows researchers to explore subjects independently and develop a nuanced understanding
of complex topics, fostering a sense of intellectual engagement and stimulation. Continuous
knowledge acquisition is another significant benefit, as self-study helps researchers stay
current in their field amid the rapid expansion of information and technological
advancements (Lim et al., 2024). Furthermore, by fostering metacognitive skills and
promoting intellectual independence, self-study ensures that researchers are not solely
dependent on formal instruction, enhancing their lifelong learning capacity. Ultimately, self-
study empowers researchers to remain agile, innovative, and critically engaged in pursuing
knowledge, ensuring they make meaningful contributions to their disciplines (Lim et al.,
2024).
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2.6 Critical Reflective Practice

Reflective practice had a demonstrably greater appeal before 2000, with many researchers
emphasising the importance of critical reflective practice (CRP) in various fields (Finlay,
2008). Clouder (2000) and Johns (1995) argue that the words reflective and practice are
accessible and familiar. One definition of reflective practice is the “practitioner's ability to
access, make sense of and learn through work experience to achieve more desirable,
effective and satisfying work” (Johns, 1995, p. 23). Clouder (2000) highlights that reflective
practice is criticised for being overly introspective, limiting its broader professional impact.
However, this disregarded the dialogical potential of reflection and the importance of
intersubjectivity in fostering learning through communities of practice and emphasised that
professional socialisation needed to include strategies promoting dialogical reflection rather

than relying solely on written reflection (Clouder, 2000).

Meanwhile, Brookfield (1995) asserts that teachers were taught to change the world, but the
sincerity of their intentions did not always guarantee the purity of their practice; hence,
critical reflection is vital to their pedagogy. Thirty years ago, Brookfield (1995) critiqued the
notion of teaching innocently, where educators assume they fully understand their teaching
methods and impact on students. He argued that this uncritical stance can lead to frustration
and guilt, as teachers often misinterpret how their actions are perceived. He emphasised
that teaching is inherently complex due to cultural, psychological, and political factors,
making critical reflection essential for educators to avoid misplaced blame and enhance their
practice (Brookfield, 1995). Reid et al. (2023) continue to underscore the importance of
critical reflection in teaching in a study that highlights how critical reflection enables
educators to examine personal assumptions and engage in emancipatory practices, thereby
enhancing professional development. Philp-Clark and Grieshaber (2024) reveal how teacher
critical reflection instils a sense of responsibility in educators to deeply analyse their teaching
practices, enabling them to resolve issues and improve educational outcomes. This sense of
responsibility keeps educators dedicated to students' learning and ensures they are always

striving for improvement.
Moreover, through critical reflection educators can uncover societal issues affecting

teaching, leading to evidence-based personal views and better support for diverse student

populations (Machost & Stains, 2023). These contemporary studies reinforce Brookfield's
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three-decade-old assertion that critical reflection is vital for educators to navigate the

complexities of teaching and foster effective learning environments.
2.7 Beyond 2020

There is little doubt that as we move further into the 21st century, student engagement and
mental health remain pressing concerns, as underscored by the Victorian Department of

Education and Training’s (2020) policies. The alarming rise in mental health issues among
Australian children and young people is a significant barrier to their education (Christensen

et al., 2017) and is leading to increased school dropout and completion rates.
In 2023:

e the Year 7/8 to 12 (11 to 13 years old) full-time apparent retention rate for Australia
decreased to 79.1%, down from 80.5% in 2022; and

o the apparent retention rate for females (83.2%) was higher than for males (75.2%)
(ABS, 2024).

The research paints a stark picture of students disengaging from learning, necessitating new
strategies to re-engage them (Christensen et al., 2017). Litfin (2020) suggests that a quiet
revolution is underway in higher education through contemplative pedagogical practices.
These practices, increasingly crucial in a world marked by escalating tensions and
distractions, involve the deliberate cultivation of attention and awareness that can
significantly “enhance student attention, cognition, emotional wellbeing, and creativity while
reducing stress” (Lifton, 2020, p. 57). Contemplative practices are concerned with giving
practical instructions for cultivating the all-important yet widely neglected faculty of attention.
The educational philosopher Ergas (2017) argues that “attention is the foundation of both the
mind and education” (p. 58). Without attention, there can be little education, meaning every
educator should be concerned about attention. All contemplative practices, whether inside or
outside the classroom and oriented towards emotions, physical sensations, or thoughts,
entail directing attention to one's subjective experience. One of the most challenging
experiences for students and teachers alike has been events in the past few years,
especially in 2020 and 2021. Hill (2020) argues that we have been collectively navigating the
loss of normalcy, the fear of economic decline, and the loss of connection during the COVID-

19 pandemic.
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Rapid and unprecedented social changes occurred at breakneck speed, “necessitat[ing] that
we grapple with prioritising learning in the new, pandemic learning environment” (Hill, 2020,
p. 103). Within these extraordinary circumstances, “contemplative practices allowed us to
cooperatively and ethically respond to the myriad challenges confronting us during a global
pandemic” (p. 103). Despite their diversity, contemplative practices share an inward, first-

person focus that creates opportunities for deeper connection and insight (Hill, 2020).

This first-person perspective refers to an individual’s direct experience and personal
meaning-making and is a defining characteristic of contemplative pedagogy. Contemplation
is central to outstanding scholarship, as the first-person orientation inherent in contemplative
pedagogy enables connections between the cognitive, emotional, and experiential
dimensions of learning. Barbezat and Bush (2014), alongside Hill (2020), argue that
contemplative pedagogy seeks to build students’ capacities, deepen their understanding of
complexity, foster compassion and resilience, and support exploration of their inner worlds
and human nature. Similarly, Gillespie and Litfin (2017) suggest that such approaches
encourage students to engage with larger existential and societal questions and, in doing so,

begin to investigate their own unique role in contributing to potential solutions.

2.8 Soft Skills

During the thematic analysis, soft skills emerged as a recurring and significant theme within
the data. For the purposes of this discussion, soft skills are defined as the personal attributes
that enable individuals to engage effectively and harmoniously with others (Musnandar,
2020). Despite their importance, these interpersonal competencies are often
underrepresented in formal education, a gap that can hinder students’ capacity for effective
teamwork and limit their future success (Hays, 2024; Office Dynamics International, 2024).
Devedzic et al. (2018) list soft skill attributes as personality traits, social graces,
communication, language, personal habits, and interpersonal skills that characterise one’s
relationships with other people, including “skilled and comfortable communication,
collaboration and teamwork, critical thinking, problem-solving abilities, leadership and
responsibility, decision making, flexibility and adaptability, time management, initiative and
self-direction, social and civic competences, [and] entrepreneurship” (Devedzic et al., 2018,

p. 283). | would add intrapersonal skills to this list (Balcar, 2016).

When consulting with a team member from the external program for my research, they

clarified how critical soft skills were integral to the PBL process, as much of it involved in-
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depth group work. Conversely, the CE component did not require strong teamwork skills,
although some of the activities were constructed to build upon this skill. The discussions,
topics, and activities were designed for students to explore their experiences collectively,
and then to work through areas that they felt necessary to become an adult who had
navigated adolescence successfully. This meant that teachers’ roles became more aligned
with the work of a counsellor who listened and assisted students in this journey. Facilitating
the curriculum became a by-product of the CE workshops rather than the focus, as teachers
moved regularly into the counselling domain, needing to counsel students on intimate topics.
This is consistent with Dewey's (1910) vision of the teacher as a facilitator who guides,
supports, and encourages learning rather than simply imparting knowledge, an approach
that empowers young people to take responsibility for their own learning and to foster a love

of discovery and exploration (Dewey, 1910).

Contemporary society places great value on standardised achievement tests; however,
these high-stakes tests miss valuable information because they do not adequately capture
“soft skills, personality traits, goals, motivations, and preferences that are valued in the
labour market, in school, and many other domains” (Heckman & Kautz, 2012, p. 451). The
importance of soft skills in the labour market cannot be overstated, and their assimilation is a
predictor of success in life. Programs such as PBL and CE that enhance these skills are a
critical component in an effective educative portfolio, underscoring the relevance and

significance of this topic.

Balcar (2016) agrees that two types of skills are pivotal for triumph in the labour market:
“hard skills (embodied in acquired qualifications) and so-called soft skills (e.g., overcoming
barriers in communications, building relationships with customers, work planning,
cooperation with others, etc.)” (p. 453). However, despite its pivotal role, education often fails
to accord these soft skills the importance they deserve, raising concerns about students’
preparedness for the real world. Nevertheless, the potential of soft skills to transform
education and students’ potential in the labour market is immense. This could inspire a

hopeful outlook for the future in students.

Heckman and Kautz (2012) assert that standardised achievement tests are primarily
designed to capture “general knowledge” produced in schools and through life experiences.
This data is considered relevant to students’ success inside and outside the classroom.
However, it is crucial to acknowledge the limitations of these tests. They are often validated

using other standardised achievement tests or other measures of cognitive ability, a practice
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that, while common, is a “circular approach that may not provide a comprehensive

understanding of a student’s abilities and potential” (p. 451). Furthermore,

no single measure of cognitive ability predicts much of the variance in these
outcomes, and measurement error does not account for most of the remaining
variance, leaving much room for other determinants of success. (Heckman &
Kautz, 2012, p. 451)

This highlights the inadequacy of standardised tests and the urgent need for a more holistic
and comprehensive approach to assessing students’ abilities and potential, one that
considers the value of soft skills (Hendarman & Cantner, 2018). Hence, it was essential to

consider soft skills when investigating the blending of PBL and CE curricula for this study.
2.9 21st-Century Learning Challenges

Australian academics, including Sahlberg (2012), Dinham (1993), McLean Davies (2015,
2022), Keddie (2015, 2020), Blackmore (2009, 2010, 2013), and Parr and Bulfin (2015),
have made significant contributions to debates about contemporary educational challenges
in Australia. Despite his Finnish origins, Sahlberg (2012) has had a profound influence on
Australian education discourse. His critique of the growing emphasis on standardised
testing, such as NAPLAN, and the global shift towards competitive, market-driven education
systems, has strongly resonated within the Australian context. Sahlberg advocates for
holistic education that prioritises student wellbeing, equity, and social justice. He emphasises
the need for education policy to address broader social inequalities and to support the whole

child, rather than focusing narrowly on academic performance and test outcomes.

Dinham (1993) similarly challenged Australia’s reliance on high-stakes standardised testing,
arguing that such measures fail to capture the complexity of teaching and learning. He
highlights the unintended consequences of these approaches, including curriculum
narrowing, increased pressure on teachers and students, and the promotion of teaching to
the test. Dinham advocates for more meaningful approaches to teacher professional
development and a stronger emphasis on teacher quality as central to improving educational
outcomes, rather than an overdependence on accountability measures. McLean Davies
(2015, 2022) has focused on the ongoing challenges within teacher education and workforce
sustainability in Australia. She critiques policy responses that prioritise quick-fix solutions to

teacher shortages, arguing instead for more comprehensive and systemic approaches to
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preparing, supporting, and retaining high-quality teachers. Her work highlights the
importance of sustained professional learning, mentoring, and structural support for early-

career teachers as essential to building a resilient and sustainable teaching profession.

Parr and Bulfin’s (2015) research on teacher becoming further deepens understandings of
the teaching profession by positioning teachers as relational, narrative, and continually
evolving practitioners. They argue that professional learning is not a linear process of skill
acquisition, but rather an ongoing process of identity formation shaped by social, cultural,
and contextual influences. This perspective foregrounds the complexity of teaching and
reinforces the importance of reflective, situated, and relational approaches to professional
practice. In “Professional Learning and the Unfinalizable: Educators Writing and Telling
Stories Together”, Parr and Bulfin (2015) critique the standardisation of professional
development, arguing that prescriptive approaches narrow teacher agency and suppress
professional voice. In contrast, their advocacy for dialogic and narrative-based
methodologies—including autobiographical storytelling and collaborative writing—positions
teachers as co-constructors of meaning and knowledge. This framing resonates strongly
with a view of teaching as a living praxis, where educators continually story their experiences
to make sense of their professional and ethical commitments. Parr and Bulfin’s (2015) notion
of the unfinalizable self—the idea that teacher identity is always in flux—aligns with a
transformative, contemplative pedagogy such as this combination, which sees teaching as a

humanising and regenerative act rather than a technocratic one.

These academics offer diverse perspectives of learning challenges in the 21st century, but
they share a common concern for ensuring that Australian education meets the needs of all
students, particularly in addressing inequalities and improving the quality of teaching. They
call for systemic changes that move beyond high-stakes testing and competition to a more

equitable, student-centred approach to learning.

2.9.1 Neoliberalism, Equity, Leadership, and Reform

A core theme in the work of Brathwaite (2016), Keddie (2012a, 2012b, 2020), Blackmore
(2013), and Ball (2016) is the critique of neoliberal reforms and their consequences for
education and inequality. Neoliberal policies—characterised by performativity, market logics,
and managerial governance—have reshaped schools into competitive enterprises,
undermining the democratic and relational purposes of schooling (Ball et al., 2012). Keddie

(2012b) articulates how accountability and performance measures narrow educational
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outcomes and erode the ethical and emotional labour of teachers. Similarly, Blackmore
(2013) explores how market-driven approaches have shifted the purpose of education from
collective transformation to individual responsibility and competition. Wilkins et al. (2020)
expand upon this, arguing that neoliberal performativity pressures reconstitute educators’
moral and professional commitments in ways that often conflict with equity and social justice
aims. Blackmore (2009) also critiques how equity itself is redefined under neoliberalism, not
as a commitment to redistribution and justice but as an individualised opportunity to

“compete fairly” within systems that remain structurally unjust.

Both Keddie and Blackmore argue that meaningful school reform must place equity and
social justice at its centre. Keddie (2012a) distinguishes between “thin” forms of inclusion,
where students are simply accommodated within existing structures, and transformative
approaches that address systemic inequities. Drawing on Nancy Fraser’s (2008) concept of
participatory parity, Keddie (2012b) advocates for reforms that balance redistribution
(resources), recognition (cultural respect), and representation (voice in decision-making).
Blackmore (2013) brought a feminist lens to her critique, arguing that educational reforms
often ignore the intersectional dimensions of gender, race, and class, which are essential to
any substantive understanding of equity. She emphasises the relational and emotional
dimensions of schooling, noting that these are frequently marginalised by bureaucratic

reform agendas.

Leadership is another key domain through which Keddie (2012) and Blackmore (2013)
examine both the enactment and resistance of school reform. In contrast to dominant
models of leadership focused on data-driven outcomes and managerial efficiency, both
scholars advocate for transformative leadership that is context-responsive, relational, and
equity-oriented. In 2020, they argued that leadership for socially just schooling must be
informed by deep ethical commitments, not just technical solutions. They called for leaders
who engage critically with policy, centre student voice, and foster collaborative professional
cultures that resist reductive forms of accountability. This resonates with earlier work by
Blackmore and Sachs (2007), who emphasise that leadership must be performative, not in
the neoliberal sense but in terms of actively enacting equity through everyday school
practices. Keddie also draws on Ball et al.’s (2012) work to analyse how teachers and
leaders do policy within complex micropolitical contexts, seeing policy as actively interpreted
and contested rather than static. Importantly, she foregrounds student voice, particularly that
of marginalised youth, as a critical component of socially just reform (Keddie, 2015). Her
research demonstrates how dominant reform agendas often silence those most affected by

systemic inequality, while inclusive pedagogies could re-centre those voices.
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Taken together, Keddie’s (2012) and Blackmore’s (2013) scholarship has significant
implications for both policy and practice. Their work suggests that reforms must be locally
grounded and relational rather than imposed top-down; leadership must be oriented towards
ethical and social justice commitments; teachers and students should be treated as active
agents rather than passive recipients of reform; equity must be understood structurally, not
simply as access or achievement gaps; and resistance to reform should be seen not merely

as oppositional but as a creative act of imagining otherwise.

In summary, Keddie (2012) and Blackmore (2013) offer a compelling, justice-oriented vision
of school reform that challenges dominant neoliberal narratives. Through their critique of
performativity, advocacy for relational and transformative leadership, and emphasis on
equity as structural, their work provides a vital theoretical and practical foundation for

rethinking schooling in more democratic and inclusive ways.

2.10 Narrative Inquiry in Australian Education

Narrative inquiry has emerged as a powerful methodology within Australian educational
research, particularly in its capacity to explore the lived experiences of teachers and
learners, examine identity formation, and foreground voice in processes of educational
change. Scholars such as Hopman, Davies, Henderson, and Groundwater-Smith have each
contributed distinctive perspectives to the narrative inquiry landscape, collectively offering a

nuanced understanding of its pedagogical and political possibilities.

Hopman'’s (2013) work centres on the use of narrative inquiry to support preservice teachers
in exploring their professional identities. Her research illustrates how reflective narrative
practices enable future educators to articulate their values, beliefs, and understandings of
teaching in ways that foster self-awareness and agency. By guiding preservice teachers to
construct and deconstruct their stories of becoming, Hopman (2013) positions narrative
inquiry not only as a research methodology but also as a pedagogical tool that empowers
learners to locate themselves within broader educational discourses. Her emphasis on
storytelling within teacher education aligns with a growing recognition of the need for deeply
contextualised and humanised teacher preparation models. Hopman argues that narrative

inquiry supports the development of a critical stance towards teaching by enabling
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participants to disrupt normative scripts and cultivate more socially responsive educational

practices.

Davies (2006) significantly expands the scope of narrative inquiry in education through her
engagement with poststructuralist theories of subjectivity. Her work explores how identities
are produced through discourse, power relations, and storytelling. The concept of collective
biography, developed by Davies and Gannon (2006), invites participants to collaboratively
narrate and analyse lived experiences, thereby destabilising fixed notions of the self and
opening spaces for ethical and transformative engagement. For Davies, narrative is not
merely a means of recounting experience but a site of political and ethical becoming. Her
theoretical framing highlights how narratives are shaped by social, cultural, and institutional
forces, while also functioning as tools for resisting them. Through this lens, narrative inquiry
becomes a method for educators to critically examine the conditions of their work and

imagine alternative possibilities (Davies, 2000).

Henderson (2017) employs narrative inquiry to investigate educators’ experiences of
navigating curriculum reform and systemic change. Her examination of teachers’ responses
to curriculum shifts underscores the importance of narrative in making sense of complex
professional transitions. Henderson demonstrates that storytelling enables teachers to
articulate tensions, reflect on evolving practice, and reclaim professional agency within
contexts often dominated by compliance and performativity. Her work is particularly
significant for its application of narrative methods to broader structural issues in education.
Henderson positions narrative inquiry as a democratic and inclusive practice that invites
educators to contribute their professional knowledge to reform processes, thereby

challenging top-down and technocratic approaches to professional learning.

Groundwater-Smith (2009) has also been a pivotal figure in advancing narrative inquiry
within participatory and practitioner research frameworks. Her collaborative work with
students and teachers emphasises the ethical dimensions of narrative inquiry, particularly in
amplifying marginalised voices. Groundwater-Smith and Mockler (2009) advocate for
research approaches that position participants as co-researchers, using narrative to cultivate
reflective dialogue, critical consciousness, and shared responsibility for educational change
(Kemmis, 2011). A key contribution of Groundwater-Smith et al. (2005) is their insistence on
ethical reflexivity in narrative inquiry. They caution against extractive research models and
instead promote dialogic and iterative storytelling processes that respect participant agency.

This commitment is particularly evident in their work on student voice initiatives, where
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narrative inquiry is used to explore learners’ perspectives on schooling, curriculum, and
wellbeing (Groundwater-Smith & Mockler, 2009).

Across their respective contributions, Hopman, Davies, Henderson, and Groundwater-Smith
demonstrate the richness and versatility of narrative inquiry within Australian educational
contexts. Collectively, their work illustrates how storytelling can illuminate the inner lives of
teachers and students, challenge structural inequities, and foster ethical, dialogic
engagement in education research. Taken together, these scholars affirm narrative inquiry
as a transformative methodology that not only investigates educational practice but also

intervenes in the lived realities of schooling.

2.11 Research Gap

Although PBL and CE have each been extensively researched, a significant gap remains in
understanding how these approaches can be meaningfully blended within educational
curricula. The distinct contribution of the current investigation lies in addressing this gap by
examining how the integration of contemplative practices within PBL can foster a more
holistic and transformative educational experience. Ross et al. (2022) highlight the
increasing use of contemplative practices in education and underscore the crucial role
educators play in promoting social justice through these approaches. By establishing
pedagogical connections between contemplative practices and disciplines such as
sociology, educators can cultivate empathy and hopefulness in students. This perspective
suggests that CE has the potential to address not only individual wellbeing but also broader

societal challenges when thoughtfully integrated into curricular frameworks such as PBL.

Morgan (2014) traces the historical development of CE through three key phases: its early
introduction through Chinese immigration and Buddhist traditions in the 1840s; the
emergence of tertiary institutions dedicated to contemplative theory and practice in the late
20th century; and the establishment of the Centre for Contemplative Mind in Society in 1995,
which facilitated new developmental frameworks. Morgan (2012, 2014) argues that this
trajectory demonstrates the enduring relevance of CE as a foundational component of
learning, emphasising its capacity to evolve and intersect with transformative educational
paradigms. Given the longevity of CE and the growing interest in transformative learning, an
increasing convergence between contemplative and transformative pedagogies is evident
(Morgan, 2014). However, the potential for CE to enhance empathy, reflective depth, and

relational engagement within PBL contexts remains underexplored. This study seeks to
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address this gap by investigating the synergistic effects of blending CE and PBL, with the
aim of identifying new pathways for fostering meaningful learning and sustained student

engagement.

2.12 Conclusion

In this chapter | have outlined the theoretical foundations and contemporary perspectives on
transformative pedagogies such as PBL and CE. The literature underscores that
transformative learning is underpinned by key factors, with a significant focus on the roles of
the teacher and student in the learning process. These factors, as highlighted by the chosen
theorists, include collaboration, active engagement, and student ownership. The literature
also accentuates their pivotal role in fostering meaningful and transformative educational
experiences. Furthermore, the research demonstrates that by situating learners in real-world
contexts, PBL and CE can foster critical thinking and creativity, and address issues of

inclusivity and cultural responsiveness.

The critical analysis of the literature highlights that while the transformative potential of these
pedagogical approaches is widely recognised, their successful implementation necessitates
intentional efforts directed towards fostering a supportive, reflective, and participatory
learning environment. The insights gained from this review will inform the subsequent
sections of the research, providing a conceptual framework for exploring how transformative
pedagogies can be applied in educational settings to promote both individual and broader

growth.

74



Chapter 3: Methodological Undertakings

3.1. Introduction

This chapter outlines the methodological framework underpinning this study and explains
how | investigated the implementation of a blended pedagogical approach—project-based
learning (PBL) and contemplative education (CE)—within a Year 9 classroom in a school
located in the Western suburbs of Melbourne. The inquiry was conducted within a cohort
supported by a team of 13 educators, with my role as researcher—leader shaping the
direction and coherence of the inquiry process. In this capacity, | guided the development of
shared pedagogical directions and facilitated opportunities for professional dialogue that
informed my ongoing reflection on practice. The study sought to understand how these two
transformative pedagogies were interpreted, enacted, and negotiated within the everyday
realities of classroom practice, with particular attention to my own leadership and

pedagogical decision-making.

Any professional dialogue or informal sharing of pedagogical experiences that occurred
within the team context was voluntary and grounded in established professional trust;
however, colleagues were not participants in the research. As both researcher and team
leader, | remained mindful of the dual responsibilities inherent in this role and took deliberate
steps to ensure that research activities were clearly distinguished from leadership
responsibilities. This distinction was essential to maintaining collegial integrity and ensuring
that no individual was positioned as a subject of the research. Accordingly, the study drew
upon my own reflective practice, leadership experiences, and Field Notes generated through
my teaching and coordination, rather than formal observation or documentation of

colleagues’ practice.

This chapter details how data were generated within these relational parameters and how
my positionality as both Program Director and classroom teacher shaped access,
interpretation, and analysis. By making these dynamics explicit, the methodology

foregrounds the situated, relational, and practice-based nature of the inquiry.
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Grounded in autobiographical narrative inquiry, the research was further enriched by critical
reflective practice and self-study methodologies. As a practitioner-researcher directly
involved in implementing this blended curriculum, my reflections offer unique insights into
how students and teachers may experience the combination of PBL and CE; insights that
could only be captured by someone with educator experience. The chapter outlines the
methodological framework, describes how the study was enacted in practice, and explains
how the narratives were analysed to explore student engagement and the role of the
teacher. This inquiry was driven by the central research question: What were the challenges

and opportunities associated with blending PBL and CE in an Australian Year 9 classroom?

At the time of the study, | held the role of Year 9 Program Director while also teaching within
the Humanities and CE cohort. This dual positioning shaped both the relational and practical
conditions of the research. My leadership responsibilities involved curriculum coordination,
collaborative planning, and ongoing professional dialogue with colleagues. My presence in
classrooms occurred primarily through team teaching, shared planning, and program
support, rather than evaluative observation. Any engagement with colleagues’ classrooms
was negotiated collegially and formed part of the normal professional interactions associated

with the Year 9 program.

This study drew on an autobiographical narrative inquiry undertaken within a secondary
school context. As the research centred on self-reflection rather than direct involvement of
students or colleagues as participants, formal ethics approval was not required. Data were
generated through field notes recorded following the design and implementation of learning
and teaching experiences, which served as a basis for critical reflection on practice (see
Appendix A). The field notes document my experience of introducing PBL and CE to Year 9
students aged 14—15. The cohort was highly diverse, including many learners from migrant
backgrounds for whom English was an additional language. A cultural disconnect was often
evident between students’ lived experiences and the structures of the education system,
further shaped by many parents having had limited access to formal schooling in their
countries of origin. While this sometimes influenced their understanding of academic
success within the Australian context, families consistently demonstrated strong aspirations
for their children and viewed education as a valued opportunity. Within this context,
deliberate efforts were made to bridge cultural and educational gaps and to foster stronger

alignment between students’ home lives and their learning experiences.
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This challenge was complicated by the fact that the PBL units did not consistently draw upon
the broader cultural and experiential knowledge present within the learning community (Moll
et al., 1992), representing a missed opportunity to create meaningful connections that might
have fostered richer engagement and dialogue beyond the classroom. These challenges
were further amplified by notable content gaps across both the PBL and CE curricula, which
presented obstacles from the outset. The original intent had been to design authentic, real-
world projects grounded in the local context of Western suburbs of Melbourne. In retrospect,
it remains an open question what might have been achievable had the curriculum been fully
oriented around the immediate environment and the cultural knowledge inherent in the

community.

The study employed autobiographical narrative inquiry to examine my own observational
narratives as both teacher and researcher. The autobiographical dimension was grounded in
lived experience—not simply as a recounting of events, but as a means of transforming Field
Notes into meaningful data. As such, | was not retelling my experience to myself; instead, |
was reinterpreting my professional experiences to better understand both myself and the

broader educational phenomenon under investigation.

The narrative inquiry approach was guided by the seminal work of Clandinin (2006), who
conceptualises narrative inquiry as the study of experience. Building on this foundation,
Clandinin and Huber (2010) state that:

Narrative inquiry follows a recursive, reflexive process of moving from field (with
starting points in telling or living of stories) to field texts (data) to interim and final
research texts. Commonplaces of temporality, sociality, and place create a
conceptual framework within which different kinds of field texts and different
analyses can be used. Narrative inquiry highlights ethical matters and shapes new

theoretical understandings of people’s experiences. (p. 436)

My autobiographical narrative inquiry Field Notes reflected upon the experience of
implementing PBL and CE within secondary school contexts. At the time, | was working with
Year 9 students, a cohort who are often recognised as being at a transitional stage,
navigating complex physical, cognitive, and emotional changes while also beginning to

consider their future pathways (Cole et al., 2006).

In this setting, my role was to explore the potential of combining PBL and CE as an

approach to strengthen student engagement and learning outcomes. PBL was trialled across

77



several core subject areas—including Humanities, English, and Science disciplines—that the
Australian Curriculum identifies as foundational to the broader learning areas of English,

Mathematics, Science, Health and Physical Education, Humanities and Social Sciences, The
Arts, Technologies, and Languages. Alongside this, CE principles were embedded through a

program designed to support the personal and emotional development of Year 9 students.

My reflections highlight how these pedagogical approaches were deliberately positioned as
responses to challenges in student engagement and readiness for the transition into senior
schooling. For many students, particularly those from culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds, traditional educational models did not always align with their lived experiences
or family expectations. Within this context, PBL and CE offered alternative ways of
connecting learning to students’ identities, aspirations, and personal growth. The research
therefore documents both the practical processes of implementation and the broader
possibilities of blending PBL and CE as strategies for reimagining Year 9 as a more holistic
and student-centred stage of schooling. Both curricula were purchased from external

sources.

Despite the well-intentioned adoption of this innovative pedagogical approach, a significant
challenge emerged—the pre-purchased curricula had not been developed with the specific
needs of this student cohort in mind. That limitation was further accentuated by the broader
context of the research, conducted in Victoria, Australia, where students experienced 262
days of strict lockdowns due to the COVID-19 pandemic, spending extended periods
confined to their homes. Under these circumstances, both the CE and PBL programs
presented inherent complexities that necessitated careful adaptation to ensure their
effectiveness and relevance for the students. The CE program had been introduced in 2019,
a year prior to my appointment, and appeared, on the surface, to engage students in
personal reflection and dialogue about their transition from adolescence to adulthood. The
use of the term adolescent is intentional, as CE is grounded in the idea of supporting

students through the developmental shift from adolescence into adulthood.

PBL was introduced in 2021, adding a further layer of complexity by requiring a shift in
teaching practice, from teacher-led instruction to a more student-centred, facilitative
approach. My understanding is that this represented an entirely new way of teaching and
learning for many educators at the school. This raised an important question: Had enough
consideration been given to the pedagogical demands and professional learning needs

required for successful implementation?
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The decision to adopt these blended pedagogies, while visionary, may have underestimated
the contextual and instructional challenges involved in enacting them meaningfully within a
specific school setting. Both curricula had valuable strengths. CE delivers excellent topics to
be covered for Year 9 level, with the intention of exposing students to what it means to move
from adolescence to adulthood, and from junior secondary to senior school. The PBL course
of study is powerful in developing “soft” skills and 21st-century skills such as creativity and
innovation, critical thinking, problem-solving, decision-making, learning to learn,
metacognition, communication, collaboration, information literacy, information and
communication technology (ICT) literacy, citizenship (local and global), life and career skills,
personal and social responsibility, and social justice. The PBL platform also provides
appropriate topics for this age group, albeit not closely aligned with their worldview, and is
user-friendly. Both, however, shared common issues when it came to the details of the

content.

This chapter details the methodological framework for the study, describing how it was
enacted in practice and how reflective narratives were generated and analysed. As noted
above, because this research focused on self-reflection rather than the collection of data
from students or colleagues, formal ethics approval was not required. Data were derived
from Field Notes, capturing the iterative process of implementing and adapting PBL and CE
within Year 9 learning contexts. The chapter also situates the study within broader
secondary education considerations, including the challenges of diverse cohorts, cultural
and linguistic variation, and the alignment of purchased curricula with student needs and

local contexts.

Finally, this chapter explicates how autobiographical narrative inquiry, guided by the
conceptual frameworks of Clandinin and Huber (2010) and Levesque (2021), enabled the
transformation of lived professional experience into research data. This approach
foregrounds the reflexive interrogation of practice, allowing insights into the enactment of
blended PBL and CE to be interpreted not merely as procedural outcomes but as reflections
on the possibilities and constraints inherent in creating more holistic, student-centred

learning environments.

3.1.1. Philosophical Orientation

| believe that, at any level, every child is competent and capable of understanding and

learning when supported by the right environment and guided by the right attitude from the
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educator. This conviction underpinned the philosophical orientation of the research, which
blended humanistic, progressive, critical, and contemplative traditions to frame education as
a deeply humanising and transformative practice. Rather than viewing learning as
transmission or standardisation, this stance positions teaching and learning as relational,
reflective, and socially situated processes that nurture agency, equity, and justice.

A humanistic orientation grounded the study in the belief that education must attend to the
intellectual, emotional, and social dimensions of learners (Firdaus & Mariyat, 2017;
Noddings, 1984). It should reject reductive approaches that privilege outcomes over

experiences, affirming instead the dignity and potential of each learner.

The progressivist and pragmatist influences of Dewey (1916, 1938) are evident in the focus
on experience, inquiry, and reflection as central to learning. PBL, which informed the
research, embodies this orientation by engaging learners in authentic, real-world contexts
where knowledge is actively constructed (Thomas, 2000). This stance is also informed by
critical pedagogy, particularly Freire’s (1970) notion of education as a practice of freedom.
Here, education is understood as dialogical and transformative, enabling learners to
interrogate dominant structures and envision alternative possibilities for themselves and their
communities (Giroux, 2010; hooks, 1994).

The integration of CE extends these commitments by emphasising mindfulness, presence,
and self-awareness. Contemplative practices offer a counterbalance to the medicalisation
and instrumentalism that often characterise contemporary schooling, cultivating reflective
and ethical dispositions that support deeper engagement in both teachers and students
(Ergas, 2019; O’Donnell, 2015; Palmer, 2017; Zajonc, 2013). As noted above, this study is
not examining or critiquing the approach but rather examining PBL and CE as holistic
measures. Together, these orientations position this research within a constructivist
epistemology, whereby knowledge is not discovered but co-constructed through reflection
and interaction (Bruner, 1996; Vygotsky, 1978), which has direct implications for
methodology.

The use of autobiographical narrative inquiry is consistent with this philosophical stance, as
it acknowledges the researcher’s lived experience as both a source of knowledge and a site
of meaning-making (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Narrative inquiry honours the storied
nature of human experience (Clandinin, 2013, 2016), while the autobiographical focus
situates the researcher’s own journey as central to understanding the interplay of PBL,

contemplative practice, and transformative pedagogy.
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This philosophical orientation therefore justifies the methodological choice; the blending of
humanistic, critical, and contemplative traditions requires a research approach that is equally
reflexive, relational, and storied. Autobiographical narrative inquiry provides such a
framework, allowing the research to illuminate how personal and professional experiences

intersect with broader educational, social, and philosophical commitments.

3.2 Motivation for Research

According to the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2023), Australian children
struggle with life, interconnectedness and mental health in an increasingly medicated and
overstimulated world, which impacts their education. As noted in the introduction, nearly two
decades ago | experienced a life-threatening incident that took me from a vital, forceful
human being, to one who was afraid to leave the house. | chose to pursue many alternative
therapies to assist myself with this. | was relentless in finding something that worked for me
and was lucky to find a path that allowed me to build myself back into the person | was
before the incident. As Head of Performing Arts, | often observed students become
debilitated with anxiety and stress at the thought of performance exams. Many of them
turned to medication to assist them through this plight—this was of concern to me. This
personal journey, coupled with my professional observations, catalysed this research, as did

my desire to find other potential ways in which | could support these young people.

As previously discussed, the evolving concept of chaos highlights its generative potential
rather than solely its negative connotations. Viewed through this lens, moments of
uncertainty or disruption in education can foster creativity and innovation. This framing is
particularly relevant to student agency, as it positions learners not as passive recipients of

order but as active participants in navigating complexity and constructing meaning.

To deepen this argument, it is important to distinguish between chaos and havoc. Whereas
chaos can be reimagined as a fertile ground for creativity and innovation, havoc is inherently
destructive. The Macmillan Dictionary (2023) defines havoc as damage, destruction, or
disruption so severe that normal functioning is no longer possible. In education, this
distinction matters: classrooms that appear chaotic—alive with overlapping conversations,
multiple tasks, and energetic inquiry—may in fact represent a highly generative learning
state. By contrast, a classroom descending into havoc reflects dysfunction, where learning is

neither valued nor supported. | have often witnessed the difference in practice.
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In both young and mature learners, there is a moment when confusion gives way to clarity,
when the spark of understanding becomes visible. In well-facilitated environments, this
productive form of chaos nurtures discovery, risk-taking, and authentic engagement.
Learning thrives in such spaces, affirming the resilience and adaptability of both students

and teachers.

This distinction also extends to the notion of the “perfect storm.” While commonly associated
with negative outcomes, Merriam-Webster (2023) observes that the term can also describe a
rare convergence of positive elements leading to extraordinary results. It was with this
interpretation in mind that | titted my thesis Chaos versus Havoc: Project-Based Learning
and Contemplative Education—An Educator’s Experience of Creating the Perfect Storm for
Learning. The title encapsulates the transformative potential of combining PBL and CE—two
approaches that, when implemented with care, can spark deep engagement and meaningful

growth.

After more than two decades in education, my transition into research emerged as a natural
extension of reflective practice and a commitment to educational transformation. | soon
recognised striking parallels between teaching and researching, both of which are grounded
in curiosity, inquiry, and the pursuit of meaningful knowledge. My interest in blending PBL
and CE was driven by concern over the increasing medicalisation of difference in schools
(Fish, 2022) and a desire to explore holistic, evidence-based alternatives that promote
wellbeing, agency, and authentic learning. The programs offered to teachers and students
include pre-designed PBL and CE units developed by experts, premised on the assumption
that all necessary content and guidance can be delivered through an online platform. Yet, as

this study demonstrates, the reality of implementation has revealed far greater complexity.

Guided by a qualitative design, the inquiry was framed through an autobiographical narrative
methodology informed by critical reflection and a critical narrativist lens (Hickson, 2016),
which enables researchers to gain deeper insight into a phenomenon by engaging with
personal stories (Gavidia & Adu, 2022). This approach was selected after careful
consideration of ethnography, which | had previously explored during my Master of Drama
Education. While ethnography initially appeared to be a viable and familiar framework, the
unprecedented disruptions to schooling brought about by global events—particularly the
widespread transition to distance learning mode (DLM)—made it less feasible. | required a
methodology that would be less intrusive in classroom contexts and not reliant on the direct
participation of students or teachers. These constraints necessitated an alternative approach

that could accommodate remote conditions while still generating meaningful insights.
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Autobiographical narrative inquiry emerged as the most fitting method, as its strength lies in
its capacity to position personal experience as a lens for examining broader educational
issues, enabling individual reflection to intersect with collective concerns. In this study, it
provided a means of critically analysing my own professional journey while illuminating
systemic challenges and possibilities for transformation. By foregrounding lived experience,
this methodology not only preserved authenticity but also aligned with the study’s
commitment to agency, reflexivity, and the exploration of holistic, humanising pedagogies
such as PBL and CE. Over the course of an academic year, | documented my experiences
implementing two blended curricula through a series of reflective autobiographical
narratives. These reflections, while recollections of events, became the primary means
through which meaning was constructed from professional practice. Bell (2002) describes
this process as “making sense of random experience by the imposition of story structures”
(p. 207), a framework that allowed me to critically examine my own practice. Similarly, Beres
and Fook (2019) note that narrative inquiry allows researchers to “talk about [their]
experience” (p. 11) and uncover new understandings, transforming assumptions and

generating meaningful insights.

The critical narrativist perspective complements this approach by emphasising reflexivity and
the interrogation of social, cultural, and institutional forces that shape educational practice
(Hickson, 2016). By integrating narrative inquiry with critical reflection, this study positions
my professional experiences not only as data but as analytical tools for exploring how PBL
and CE interact with, and challenge, existing educational paradigms. The narratives
constructed over 12 months of sustained implementation were documented through diarised
records, providing a foundation for iterative cycles of self-study, critical reflexivity, and the
continual reinterpretation of practice—each shaped and deepened through my consistent
use of storytelling as an interpretive and analytical tool (Lewis & Hildebrandt, 2020). This
approach situates the researcher’s own practice as both the subject and site of inquiry,
providing a rich, reflective lens through which the transformative potential of blended

pedagogies could be examined.

3.3 Thinking with Theory: The Influence of Freire and Dewey

My investigation into blending PBL and CE in a school context was significantly influenced
by Freire's (1970) and Dewey's (1892) theories. Freire (1970) introduced two pivotal

concepts that shaped my approach—the “banking” concept of education and “problem-
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posing” education. Freire (1970) described the traditional educational model as one where
the teacher narrates, and students mechanically memorise, transforming them into
"containers" or "receptacles" to be "filled" by their teachers. The more thoroughly students
absorb the information, the better they are perceived to be, while teachers are judged by
their ability to fill these containers (Freire, 1970). This model promotes rote learning and
inhibits critical thinking, creativity, and genuine understanding. Freire (1970) argued

that true knowledge emerges only through continual inquiry, reinvention, and dialogue
practices. These concepts guided my use of PBL and CE, prioritising inquiry-driven, student-

centred learning over rote memorisation.

Freire’s (1970) critique of traditional education was further developed by Albaradie (2018),
who observes that didactic teaching is often marked by the systematic delivery of information
aligned with narrowly defined learning objectives. Similarly, Muhammad (2019) characterises
didactic pedagogy as a rigid, scientific approach centred on the transmission of knowledge
for memorisation and recall. Although still prevalent, this approach has been widely criticised
for promoting surface-level engagement rather than fostering deep understanding. Ahmed
(2017), referencing Duff et al. (2003), argues that rote learning encourages superficial
interaction with content, whereas deeper learning emerges when students are actively
involved in constructing meaning. These critiques underscore the need for alternatives such
as PBL and CE, both of which prioritise critical inquiry, reflection, and meaningful
engagement over passive absorption. Morgan (2015) contends that PBL can open pathways
to "higher dimensions of learning," resonating with Freire’s (1970) vision of education as a

transformative and emancipatory process.

Dewey’s (1892) constructivist paradigm also framed the theoretical foundations of this
research, providing a robust basis for experiential, inquiry-based learning. Ultanir (2012)
describes constructivism as an epistemological stance in which learners actively build
knowledge by drawing on their prior experiences and cultural backgrounds. Within this
framework, the role of the teacher shifts from authoritative expert to facilitator, co-learner,
and guide, supporting students as they question, challenge, and construct meaning (Ultanr,
2012). In applying Dewey’s theory, both PBL and CE in this study positioned educators as

mentors and, at times, as counsellors supporting students’ holistic development.

Holt (2020) highlights Dewey’s enduring belief that learning is an ongoing, experiential
process: “always in the state of becoming and, if correctly managed, improving but never
achieving completeness or finality” (p. 144). This philosophy of continuous, reflective growth

informed both the methodology and pedagogical orientation of the research, emphasising
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opportunities for students to question, explore, and evolve. Maida (2011) notes that Dewey’s
conception of the school as a “social laboratory” has profoundly influenced educational
policy and argues that PBL builds directly on this legacy by promoting experiential, student-
driven learning. My research built on this connection, positioning the blending of PBL and CE
as a means of enhancing student agency, collaboration, and deep engagement. Almulla
(2020) supports this view, identifying strong correlations between PBL and key dimensions
of effective learning, such as interdisciplinary integration, collaboration, iterative processes,
and authenticity, all of which contribute to improved student engagement. Unlike the banking
model of education critiqued by Freire (1970), PBL and CE offer participatory, student-
centred environments in which knowledge is actively co-constructed. The interplay between
Dewey’s experiential learning and Freire’s emancipatory pedagogy was therefore
foundational in shaping the research design of my study, transforming the learning process

into a dynamic and agentic journey rather than a passive transfer of content.
3.4 Narrative Inquiry

This research was grounded in autobiographical narrative inquiry methodology, incorporating
self-study and critical reflective practice (CRP). Narrative inquiry rests on the epistemological
belief that humans "make sense of random experiences by the imposition of story structures"
(Bell, 2002, p. 207), making it particularly well-suited to exploring the lived realities of
teaching and learning (Caine et al., 2013, 2019). This approach enabled me, as a teacher-
researcher, to document and reflect on the implementation of PBL and CE in a lower
secondary school context. My reflections, observations, and Field Notes formed the
foundation for analysing how these pedagogical approaches unfolded in real-world

classroom settings, capturing both practical challenges and theoretical alignments.

Narrative inquiry has emerged as a powerful methodology in Australian education research,
particularly in its ability to explore teacher and learner experiences, identity formation, and
the role of voice in educational change (Craig, 2011; Mertova & Webster, 2019; Sharma &
Phillion, 2021). Scholars such as Hopman (2013), Davies (2000), Henderson (2017), and
Groundwater-Smith (2005, 2009) have each contributed valuable perspectives to the
evolving landscape of narrative research, highlighting its pedagogical and political potential
(Colorado State University, n.d.). These contributions underscore the value of using
narrative not only as a method of data generation but also as a means of surfacing the

complexities, contradictions, and transformations inherent in educational practice.
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Mertova and Webster (2019) argue that narrative inquiry has become a “nascent research
methodology in its own right” (p. 8), particularly apt for addressing the dynamic and
multifaceted nature of learning and teaching. This aligned with the methodological aim of

investigating how PBL and CE could be blended and embedded into a Year 9 curriculum.

The research was influenced by Connelly and Clandinin’s (1990) understanding of narrative
inquiry as rooted in John Dewey’s (1910) philosophy of experience—particularly his view
that learning is transactional, continuous, and best understood through reflective
engagement. Adopting this Deweyan lens, | consistently reflected on my teaching decisions
and the learning processes that unfolded, treating the potential of this blended curricula as a
dynamic space for growth and transformation. Lewis (2020) emphasises that narrative
inquiry involves the intentional selection and representation of lived experience within social
and cultural contexts. In my study, the stories | shared captured key moments of
implementation, tensions, breakthroughs, and professional learning that occurred as |

navigated the implementation of the blended PBL and CE curricula.

Critical reflective practice was integral to this methodological approach. Influenced by
Smyth’s (1986, 1989, 1999) CRP model, | examined my assumptions, choices, and actions
through a critical lens to deepen my understanding of their implications for student learning
and curriculum design. As Cunningham (2012) notes, CRP is particularly effective for
teacher-researchers who use journaling as a means of inquiry. My narratives, often written in
a stream-of-consciousness style, functioned as raw yet authentic reflections on classroom
practice and pedagogical experimentation. These reflections were instrumental in capturing

the emotional, intellectual, and ethical dimensions of the teaching experience.

Brookfield (1995, 2017) and Smyth (1999) advocate for the adaptability of CRP
methodologies to suit the personal and contextual nuances of practitioner inquiry. In this
spirit, | documented and analysed daily experiences and reflections to articulate my own
voice as a teacher-researcher. Cunningham (2012) further highlights the importance of CRP
in acknowledging the practitioner's dual role as both educator and inquirer. The cyclical
process of reflection and responsive action enabled me to refine my pedagogical strategies
in real time, attuned to the needs of both students and colleagues engaged in the

implementation.

Aligned with Benade’s (2015) argument that reflective practice is essential for preparing
students to navigate a complex and uncertain world, my research aimed to foster holistic

development through pedagogical innovation. Benade also stresses the importance of
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reflective practice in addressing global and societal challenges, a view that resonated deeply

with my intention to create transformative learning experiences grounded in PBL and CE.

The narratives | composed served not only as a means of reflection but also as a rich source
of qualitative data. They offered insights into how the integration of PBL and CE influenced
student engagement, identity development, and learning outcomes from my perspective as
an experienced and senior educator. Re-examining these narratives through Field Notes and
critical analysis allowed me to explore the nuances of implementation and refine my practice
accordingly. As Lewis and Hildebrandt (2020) observe, narrative understanding is an innate
human capacity; we think, live, and dream in story form, a notion that validated the use of

storytelling as a method of inquiry into the realities of education.

By combining autobiographical narrative inquiry with CRP, this methodology facilitated a
deep exploration of the interplay between theory and practice, contributing to a grounded
and transformative understanding of educational innovation. It enabled me to chronicle the
lived experience of implementing new curricula, reflect on my evolving professional identity,
and engage in a process of continual learning and growth. Ultimately, this methodological
approach ensured that the research remained both personally authentic and theoretically

rigorous, bridging the often-separated domains of academic inquiry and classroom practice.

3.4.1 Autobiographical Narrative Inquiry

| assume that amid all uncertainties there is one permanent frame of reference:
namely the organic connection between education and personal experience.
(Dewey, 1938, p. 25)

Dewey’s (1910, 1916, 1938) ontological and epistemological framework provided the
foundation for adopting a narrative inquiry approach in this research, grounded in my lived
experience as a teacher implementing PBL and CE. His emphasis on experience as both the
basis of knowledge and the medium of learning made narrative inquiry a fitting methodology
for exploring how experiential, inquiry-driven pedagogies can enhance student engagement.
Hutchinson (2015) notes that narrative inquiry is deeply embedded in Deweyan thought,
which conceptualises knowledge as constructed through lived, relational experiences.
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) similarly argue that narrative inquiry is not simply a method
but a worldview, a way of understanding and engaging with experience. Clandinin (2013)

reinforces this, asserting that narratives are not merely representational tools but also
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constitute lived experiences in themselves: “thinking narratively about a phenomenon, that

is, about people’s experiences, is key to undertaking narrative inquiries” (p. 38).

In the context of my study, blending PBL and CE created a fluid and dynamic classroom
environment in which each experience informed the next. Dewey’s (1938) theory of
experience, particularly the principles of continuity and interaction, was captured in my Field
Notes, creating the perfect opportunity for this research to take a critical, reflexive approach
to my role as educator and researcher as it provided a valuable lens through which to
understand the evolving nature of pedagogical implementation. Dewey maintained that
experience and education are intrinsically linked; reliance on static, decontextualised
knowledge, he argued, undermines the development of critical, reflective thought. His notion
of continuity—that each experience shapes and is shaped by what comes before and after—
underscored the importance of examining how my earlier attempts at the process of
implementing PBL and CE informed subsequent adaptations and refinements (Hutchinson,
2015).

Equally relevant was Dewey'’s principle of interaction, which posits that experience emerges
through the interplay between personal purposes and the surrounding environment. In my
study, this meant paying close attention to how my values, intentions, and decisions as a
teacher-researcher interacted with student responses and broader school dynamics. The
interplay between self, students, and context illuminated how PBL and CE fostered
meaningful engagement, especially when grounded in inquiry and mindfulness. These
moments of interaction were captured in my narrative accounts, illustrating how learning

unfolded not in isolation but in deeply relational and context-specific ways.

To analyse these experiences, | adopted Clandinin’s (2016) three-dimensional narrative
inquiry framework, which encompasses temporality (past, present, and future), sociality
(personal and social dimensions), and place (physical and situational context). These
dimensions enabled a more nuanced understanding of my teaching practice over the 12-
month period, during which | recorded reflective journal entries. Temporality aligned closely
with Dewey’s experiential continuum, while sociality and place provided insight into how
institutional and interpersonal factors shaped implementation. Through this lens, my
narratives became sites of analysis, revealing the ways my pedagogical approaches evolved

within a specific cultural and institutional context.

Clandinin (2016) emphasises that lived stories pre-exist their telling, allowing researchers to

trace how meaning is shaped and reshaped over time. This understanding aligns with
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Smyth’s (1999) CRP model, which supported my journaling method. As a form of inquiry,
CRP enabled me to interrogate my assumptions, decisions, and actions, contributing to a
deeper understanding of my pedagogical practice. Cunningham (2012) highlights the value
of CRP for teacher-researchers, particularly through journaling, which captures both
reflective and reflexive insights into everyday teaching. In my case, stream-of-consciousness
journaling became a vital tool for capturing the challenges, breakthroughs, and adaptations
that emerged during the implementation of PBL and CE. Brookfield and Smyth (1995)
encourage educators to adapt CRP methods to reflect the realities of their own contexts.
This flexibility proved essential as | responded to shifting classroom dynamics, student
needs, and institutional constraints. My reflective practice not only informed pedagogical
adjustments but also allowed for deeper engagement with the ethical and relational
dimensions of teaching. Benade (2015) emphasises the importance of reflective practice in
preparing students to engage with a complex, globalised world, a goal that closely aligned

with my intention to foster critical thinking and holistic development through PBL and CE.

The three commonplaces of narrative inquiry—temporality, sociality, and place—outlined by
Clandinin (2000) proved essential for contextualising the lived experiences | documented.
These dimensions situated my practice within the broader sociocultural and institutional
fabric of the school, revealing how the dual implementation of PBL and CE intersected with
student identities, curricular demands, and the evolving priorities of the educational
landscape. Grounding my research in Deweyan and Clandinian principles enabled a robust
and context-sensitive examination of how the blended pedagogies of PBL and CE could
potentially foster student agency and engagement. Finally, Lewis and Hildebrandt (2020)
observe that narrative understanding is a core human capacity, making narrative inquiry a
highly relevant foundation for qualitative research. Storytelling, they maintain, plays a central
role in qualitative research because humans naturally think, live, and dream in story form,
making narrative one of the key modes of meaning-making (Denzin & Lincoln, 2017; Shaw,
2017).

My narratives, while deeply personal, also served as a means of generating knowledge
about the transformative potential of combining PBL and CE. Through sustained critical
reflection, situated storytelling, and iterative adaptation, this research illuminates how
experiential and contemplative pedagogies can be meaningfully integrated to support deep,
authentic learning. In this way, the inquiry offered not only a window into my own
professional journey but also broader insights into the pedagogical possibilities of narrative,

reflection, and educational change.
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3.5 The Critically Reflective Practitioner

Smyth’s (1986, 1989, 1999) influential model of CRP proposes that teachers should engage
as critically reflective practitioners (Larrivee, 2000). Twenty-four years later, Thompson and
Thompson (2023) reaffirmed this stance, asserting that educators were increasingly
encouraged, if not expected, to engage in reflective practice, which they described as "a
foundation for all professional practice" (p. xi). Central to this research was the question of
how such reflection could be undertaken with authenticity and rigour, particularly in a way
that aligned with the principles of self-study. This concern also echoed Nowell et al.’s (2017)
call for research to be conducted in "a rigorous and methodical manner to yield meaningful
and useful results” (p. 1). Smyth’s four-stage model offered a structured framework for

maintaining critical and methodological integrity while exploring my narratives.

CRP is a research method whose definition is embodied in the three words that make up the

name:

critical or critically, relating to critical education theory, reflective for reflecting on
actions, and practice describing an educator's day-to-day practice in the workplace.
The CRP method is most commonly associated with education research and has
evolved from blending action research and critical autoethnography. (Cunningham,
2012, p. 5)

CRP emerged from concerns that much educational practice relies on unexamined,
unconscious assumptions. Cunningham (2012) emphasises CRP’s importance in enabling
teachers to examine the socioeconomic and political forces shaping their practice and to
“find ways to reshape their teaching in a way that is better aligned with their philosophy of
education” (p. 49). Smyth and Mclnerny (1999) contend that CRP’s central aim is to give
voice to teachers by documenting their everyday classroom experiences. Dewey (1910)
defined reflective thought as “active, persistent, and careful consideration of any belief or
supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it, and the further
conclusions to which it tends” (p. 6). Benade (2015) extends Dewey’s ideas by asserting that
reflective practice demands intentional, proactive cognitive engagement. Freire (1998)
affirmed the ethical imperative of CRP, arguing that education is inherently political and that

teachers must engage in ethical, critically reflective decision-making.
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When investigating the blending of PBL and CE in Year 9, it became clear that CRP could
greatly enhance both my research and teaching practice. PBL and CE rely on real-world,
authentic learning experiences that promote critical engagement with social issues.
Incorporating CRP allowed me, as a teacher, to thoughtfully design learning experiences
that were culturally responsive and socially just. It helped me continuously reflect on how my
assumptions and teaching strategies might impact student learning, engagement, and
participation in meaningful projects. This approach fostered a collaborative learning
environment where teachers and students co-construct knowledge, echoing Freire’s call for

ethically grounded pedagogy.

The CRP methodology outlined by Smyth (1999) and Cunningham (2012) provided a
structured framework that aligned closely with my inquiry into integrating PBL and CE.
Central to this approach was systematic reflection, particularly through descriptive journaling,
which became pivotal to my research design. Journaling functioned both as a reflective tool
and as a method for generating data. To guide this process, | drew on Smyth’s (1999) four-
stage model—describing, informing, confronting, and reconstructing—which offered a

reflective framework for shaping and refining my practice.

The first stage of CRP, describing, involved documenting and reflecting on professional
practice, including events, thoughts, and feelings encountered during teaching. This process
provided the foundation for deeper reflection and subsequent analysis. Cunningham (2012)
distinguishes professional journaling from personal diary-writing by noting its need for
reflective depth and analytical engagement. Journaling becomes, as Street (1990, p. 15) and
Cunningham (2012 p. 50) both explain, a narrative tool to “tell the story of professional
practice over time”, a process central to my exploration of CE and PBL integration. Both
authors also emphasise that journaling is a learned skill, requiring the “capacity to
comprehensively describe an engagement in professional practice [which] is an essential
part of developing researchable data” (Street, 1990, p. 6). This was consistently reflected in
my own narrative entries, as data emerged through reflective documentation. Cunningham
(2012) reiterates that CRP was developed in response to concerns over educational
practices built on largely unexamined assumptions. Thompson and Thompson (2023) also
argue that, when ethically applied, reflective practice not only enhances professional

learning but can also significantly improve teaching effectiveness.

Dewey, Benade (2015) notes, defined reflective practice as "active, persistent, and careful
consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that

support it, and the further conclusions to which it tends" (p. 44), all of which informed how |
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engaged with my narratives. Cunningham (2012) differentiates professional journaling from
personal diary-writing by emphasising that the former requires reflective depth and analytical
engagement with professional events. Journaling, as described by Street (1990) and
Cunningham (2012), becomes a narrative tool to tell the story of professional practice over

time, which is congruent with my approach to blending PBL and CE.

Cunningham (2012) describes stage two of the CRP model as informing, in which the
practitioner-researcher must step back from the immediacy of the descriptions written in their
reflective journal to consider what issues outside their control affected their work. Smyth
(1999) explains stepping back as the “how to” section of the analysis. In the informing stage,
the practitioner-researcher must step back from the immediacy of the descriptions written in
their reflective journal. This is a step | was required to take to consider what issues were
outside my control and how they affected the implementation of the pedagogies. The
questions that arise at this stage of the analysis begin with the interrogative pro-adverb
“‘how” to enable critical engagement with the narratives around the implementation. For

example, in my study such questions explored:

e teachers’ actions in certain circumstances;
e my actions in specific instances;
e outside factors that informed the pedagogies; and

e assumptions that | brought to the pedagogies in decision-making.

Stage three of Smyth's (1999) CRP model is the concept of confronting. In this research,
confronting is the step where |, the practitioner-researcher, made sense of the information
and created links that emerged from stage two reflections. This step is where the practitioner
“theorises and attempts to construct adequate explanations for why one does what one does
in the workplace” (Cunningham, 2012, pp. 53-54). This occurred through discussion with my
supervisors about the many themes that had emerged when analysing the narratives. These
were distilled through multiple discussions to three themes, which will be discussed in the

data analysis chapter.

Stage three required me as the practitioner-researcher to critique the information uncovered
about the broader cultural and political assumptions that informed my practice. For my
research into blending PBL and CE, this stage involved deep interrogation of how dominant
cultural narratives, such as the prioritisation of standardised testing in schools, shaped

educational practices and hindered holistic, student-centred learning. By critiquing these
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assumptions, | aimed to explore how CE, which emphasises mindfulness and reflection,
could serve as a counterbalance, promoting wellbeing and more meaningful learning
experiences. Smyth (1999) maintains that the CRP methodology allows educators to move
their research from criticism to active engagement in change-making practice. In this
context, the critique extended beyond pedagogy to question systemic norms and structures

that influence the adoption of transformative methodologies like PBL and CE.

This stage is pivotal because reflexivity should come to the fore, and the practitioner-
researcher should lead changes in practice and organisation based on their reflections
(Cunningham, 2012). My reflections on current educational norms, informed by Smyth's
framework (1999), aimed to identify and dismantle barriers to integrating contemplative
practices with PBL. This critique also highlighted areas for personal growth and addressed

systemic issues, encouraging a reimagining of schools as spaces for deeper learning.

The final stage of Smyth's CRP process is reconstructing. In this stage, the practitioner-
researcher envisions ways to analyse, deconstruct, and reconstruct one's practice. For my
research, this involved envisioning a new model of teaching that blends contemplative
practices with PBL to foster critical thinking, creativity, and wellbeing. By recognising the
problems uncovered in stage three, | aimed to reconstruct pedagogical approaches that
valued students’ intrinsic motivation and community engagement. Smyth (1999) argues that
this stage can move practitioners beyond their old practices to create new, informed, critical

working modes.

Smyth (1999) describes how in stage four a practitioner-researcher can go from
acknowledging the political nature of their work in education to embracing their responsibility
to be a powerful, intellectual force. This resonated with my research focus, as blending PBL
with CE requires educators to challenge entrenched educational norms and advocate for
practices that nurture the whole child. Smyth's (1999) argument underscores the importance
of embracing this responsibility as an ethical leader who prioritises not only academic
outcomes but also students' mental health and long-term engagement with learning.
Furthermore, CRP provides a framework for exposing the high-stakes decision-making
involved in adopting such innovative approaches, offering these insights to the broader

educational community for critical dialogue and shared learning (Cunningham, 2012).

Reflective practice, as articulated by Baxter et al. (2021), Benade (2015), and Thompson
and Thompson (2023), underscores teachers' ethical and professional responsibility to

examine their assumptions and actions. Applying this to PBL and CE ensured that the
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learning experiences | designed were culturally responsive, socially just, and aligned with
students' needs. CRP allowed me to critically assess whether my teaching fostered genuine
student ownership and collaboration, as well as the core principles of PBL and CE, while

identifying areas for improvement.

In this investigation, my role as Director of the Year 9 program was to enhance student
learning through the integration of PBL and CE. The program had a specific title that was
based on a Hebrew term that means to grow, become great or important, promote, make
powerful, praise, magnify, or do great things. This name was chosen intentionally, as the CE
curriculum was designed to support students in their growth from adolescence to young
adulthood, and PBL was considered to encourage mastery of self and meaningful
engagement with the world. The cohorts were based in low socioeconomic areas and were
highly multicultural, with many students identifying as English as an Additional Language
(EAL) learners. This diversity created both opportunities and challenges, particularly around
student engagement. The students ranged in age from 13 to 19 years. The following section

outlines the formal role description for this position (see Table 5).

Table 5: The formal role description for Program Director

Year 9 Program Director

Teaching and ¢ In conjunction with the Deputy Principal Learning and

Learning Teaching create and implement the vision for the Year 9
Program moving forward.

e Central figure in establishing an effective environment and
positive learning relationships between staff and students.

e Working towards ensuring the Year Level is united in their
learning approach, that there is a common direction and
purpose for the Year Level.

e Leading Year 9 teachers in implementing the Year 9 learning
priorities.

e Being responsible for all learning that occurs at the Year 9
level.

¢ Manage in conjunction with the Deputy Principal — Teaching
and Learning, the development, implementation, monitoring
and review of the Year 9 curriculum including Project-Based

Learning (PBL) and associated policies, providing for

accessibility, equity and relevance to student needs.
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e Ensure that all areas of the Year 9 curriculum incorporate
appropriate Learning Technologies.

¢ Organise learning opportunities that support the aims of the
Year 9 Program.

o Assist the transition process in relation to subject selection
for Years 8-9 and 9-10, including identifying students
eligible for acceleration, in conjunction with the Deputy
Principal — Teaching and Learning.

¢ Organise and coordinate Year 9 NAPLAN online testing.

e Coordinate internal examinations in conjunction with the
Deputy Principal — Teaching and Learning.

e Ensure that the delivery of the Year 9 curriculum is reflective
of the Year 9 Program aims.

¢ Act as the College contact person for curriculum matters in
Year 9.

e Be responsible for the maintenance of high standards of
teaching effectiveness in the subject areas and the quality of
curriculum development and evaluation.

e Be familiar with educational research in regard to Teaching

and Learning for the specific subject areas and encourage

the adoption of the most up to date pedagogy.

When applying for this role, | was initially led to believe that | would be creating the
curriculum for the Year 9 cohort from nothing. My role included the implementation and
supervision of CE and PBL curricula with a team of 13 teachers. However, the curriculum
development did not turn out as | had imagined, as the school had already purchased two

distinct programs—one for CE and the other for PBL.

For over 20 years, the CE program had delivered unique educational offerings across
schools and organisations, and was designed to support the development of self-aware,
responsible, respectful, resilient, reflective, and resourceful individuals (Lines, 2023). This
aligned with the program | was tasked with implementing, which aimed to positively impact
the school community by helping students understand and nurture their unique gifts and
talents (Lines, 2020). The alignment with transformative pedagogies highlighted the
program’s potential to drive meaningful change, an essential aim of its design and

implementation. CE also encompasses discourse analysis, dialogue with others, and
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reflection to foster deeper understanding and informed action (Gredler, 2012; Mezirow,
1996; Vygotsky, 1978). These elements were central to implementation with the lower

secondary test group:

Cura’s PBL units teach curriculum through engaging and immersive projects. Each
project gives students the chance to make and create using what they learn. Hands-

on learning brings your classroom to life. (CURA, 2023, n.p.)

Therefore, it was anticipated that integrating PBL and CE in Year 9 through a CRP lens
could lead to transformative educational experiences that not only supports the development
of critical thinking and creativity but also fosters social responsibility and active citizenship.
This approach could potentially transform the classroom into a more engaging, socially
aware learning space. It also provided me, as a teacher-researcher, with a meaningful
framework to interrogate and improve my practice. In summary, CRP offered a
methodologically sound framework for my investigation into Year 9 PBL and CE by fostering
structured reflection and professional growth. It enabled me to systematically evaluate and
adapt my teaching and research strategies, ensuring that the integration of PBL and CE
remained meaningful, transformative, and responsive to both educational goals and real-

world contexts.

3.5.1 Critical Reflexive Practice (CRP)

CRP, Cunliffe (2004) maintains, draws upon very different ways of thinking about the nature
of reality and about management learning. This concept of reflexivity was central to my
research into blending PBL with CE as it challenges traditional assumptions about learning
and teaching. By engaging in critical reflexivity, | acknowledged that educational practices
are often influenced by entrenched norms and ideologies prioritising standardisation and
disembodied knowledge acquisition. This perspective aligns with Freire’s (1972) critique of
traditional pedagogies, particularly his argument that the dominant banking approach to
education, where knowledge is deposited into passive learners, fails to foster critical
consciousness. Freire (1972) emphasised the need for pedagogical models that redress this

imbalance by promoting active, critical engagement with knowledge.

Applying this to my research, Freire’s critique supports the blending of PBL and CE as an
alternative to the traditional, transmissive approach to learning. In PBL, students engage in

real-world problem-solving, fostering critical thinking and collaboration. CE complements this
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by emphasising mindfulness, reflection, and the integration of mind and body in learning.
Together, these approaches disrupt the notion that learning is purely an intellectual activity,
as Cunliffe (2004) points out, and instead promote a holistic model that values emotion,
embodiment, and reflective action.

Cunliffe’s (2004) observation that we often act into existing structures, norms, and ideologies
was patrticularly relevant when considering the current educational context, where
standardised curricula and performance metrics dominate. My research critiqued these
norms by proposing a model of education that prioritises knowledge acquisition and
students’ wellbeing, critical consciousness, and connection to their communities. Reflexivity,
in this sense, involved examining how educational practices can either reproduce or
transform existing social realities. By blending PBL and CE, | aimed to reconstruct
educational practices in ways that empower students to become agents of change rather

than passive recipients of knowledge.

Moreover, Cunliffe (2004) argues that “teaching often involve[s] aligning individual actions
with organisational efficiency and effectiveness goals” (p. 409). In contrast, my research
advocates for an approach that values process over efficiency and individual growth over
standardised outcomes. PBL emphasises creativity, collaboration, and innovation, while CE
fosters self-awareness, empathy, and inner growth—qualities often overlooked in traditional
educational models driven by measurable outputs. This shift challenges the traditional
assumption that learning is purely cognitive, and that knowledge can be applied uncritically
to practice (Cunliffe, 2004). Therefore, the aim of this study was to move beyond these
constraints by examining the effects of transformative pedagogies such as PBL and CE. This
research consequently investigated the transformation of reality that occurred through a
critical pedagogy, using critical thinking and dialogue to develop a more humanistic

approach to learning. As a result, CRP was an optimum method for my research.

In summary, CRP, as described by Cunliffe (2004) and Freire (1972), underpinned my
research by encouraging a re-examination of the assumptions that guide current educational
practices. By blending PBL and CE, | aimed to create a pedagogical framework that
integrates critical thinking, emotional engagement, and social responsibility, ultimately

contributing to a more transformative and holistic educational experience.

3.6 Self-Study
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Berry and Forgasz (2018, p. 45) argue that contemporary teacher educators’ knowledge has
become "increasingly professionalised, standardised and deprivatised," leaving few, if any,
"private spaces" for educators to exercise autonomy or professional judgement. They
propose that self-study offers a remedy to this constrained context, which is why it formed
the foundation of the current investigation. Self-study enables educational practitioners to
critically challenge policy frameworks that have fostered narrow and instrumental
conceptions of teacher education (e.g., Darling-Hammond, 2015; Murray, 2008; Lingard,
2010). Berry and Forgasz (2018) maintain that teacher educators must “go public” and “be
political” (p. 48), positioning themselves as legitimate knowledge-makers. This sentiment
reflects my own transition from educator to educator/researcher, aiming to contribute

meaningfully to educational discourse.

In this research, self-study was not merely a tool for refining practice but a means of
exploring praxis and theory in ways that transcend immediate, instrumental aims. Rather
than addressing only the fundamentals of practice, this inquiry contributes to a broader
educational conversation by offering alternative pathways and perspectives. At its core, self-

study is a reflective practice.

Berry and Forgasz (2018) emphasise that through reflection, teacher educators begin to
recognise the "difficulties, contradictions and dilemmas of consistently enacting their beliefs
and ideals" (p. 45), especially within a profession increasingly constrained by standardisation
in program design, delivery, and assessment. Graduate teacher standards further reinforce
this standardisation, leaving little room for educator agency. Berry and Forgasz (2018)
maintain that teacher educators have been reduced to technicians, implementers of

externally mandated content measured through external mechanisms.

In this context, self-study emerged as a form of “insider research,” paying deliberate
attention to the experiential knowledge of teacher educators as it is "understood and lived
within the immediate context of practice and within the wider educational, organisational and
structural contexts of their work" (Berry & Forgasz, 2018, p. 45). When teacher educators
embrace self-study as a core component of their professional practice, the landscape of
teacher preparation begins to shift (Dinkelman, 2003). Berry and Forgasz (2018) further
suggest that experienced teachers often lack opportunities to share their insider knowledge
or “secret stories.” This study addresses that gap by exploring the intersection of PBL and
CE through self-study.
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To conceptualise my work, | drew on Clandinin and Connelly's (1995) metaphor of
professional knowledge landscapes (PKL), which highlight the multiple, often contradictory
and dilemma-filled contexts in which educators work (Berry & Forgasz, 2018). Central to this
methodology is the use of tools that support critical reflection and inquiry, such as
assumption hunting, which involves identifying, questioning, and examining the underlying
assumptions that shape my beliefs, decisions, and actions—analysing the alignment
between my beliefs and practices, noticing the unexpected, and revealing potentially
overlooked aspects of teaching practice. These strategies helped surface the complexities
and challenges of professional life. Self-study also involves systematic data generation

and a commitment to rigorous self-examination.

As Berry and Forgasz (2018) explain, this form of research “goes beyond anecdotes or
descriptions to communicate knowledge in a form that is useful, useable and relevant for
others working in a similar environment” (p. 47). Unlike other forms of practitioner research,
self-study as employed here takes the shape of an autobiographical narrative inquiry. It
distinguishes itself through its dual role as both a process for promoting reflective teaching

and an end goal that enriches the field of teacher education (Dinkelman, 2003).

In summary, the purpose of self-study in this investigation was not to provide definitive
solutions, but to clarify, deepen, and continually question what can be known. Knowledge
was treated not as static but as emergent, shaped through ongoing engagement and inquiry.

For these reasons, self-study played a central and critical role in this research.

3.7 Mapping the Theoretical Approach

Dewey'’s theory of experience, articulated in his seminal 1892 work, remains a foundational
pillar of contemporary educational theory and social reform. Central to Dewey’s philosophy is
the belief that human experience should guide educational practices and shape curricula.
This principle directly informed the design of the combination of PBL and CE initiatives at the
heart of this investigation. By foregrounding experiential learning, these pedagogical
approaches echo Dewey’s (1892) assertion that meaningful education must be rooted in

real-world engagement and active participation.

The adoption of autobiographical narrative inquiry as the methodological framework for this
study aligns closely with Dewey’s educational philosophy. His contention (1892) that

educators are fundamentally defined by what they do, underscores the vital role of lived
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experience in shaping pedagogical practice. Autobiographical narrative inquiry captured this
dynamic by allowing me to critically reflect on and analyse teacher educators’ professional
experiences. This reflective process not only resonated with Dewey’s emphasis on
experience but also facilitated a deeper exploration of education’s transformative potential

for both the practitioner and the learner.

Building on Dewey’s foundational theory, Seaman (2019) introduced the concept of the
“living present,” highlighting the immediacy and authenticity of experiences that shape
learners’ understanding of the world. In this research, the implementation of PBL and CE
sought to harness the power of the living present by engaging students in authentic, real-
world problem-solving and community-based projects. These pedagogies, grounded in
Deweyan principles, provided learners with opportunities to develop knowledge within
contexts that reflect real societal challenges, thereby enhancing both the relevance and the

impact of their education.

Jumaat et al. (2017) further affirm the alignment between Dewey’s philosophy and PBL,
arguing that the model demands the cultivation of problem-solving skills in authentic settings.
This approach reflects Dewey'’s vision of education as an ongoing process of inquiry,
experimentation, and growth. By immersing students in complex, real-life challenges, PBL
fosters critical thinking, creativity, and adaptability, skills Dewey identified as essential for

both personal development and societal advancement.

Ultimately, Dewey’s (1892) conviction that all knowledge must be grounded in lived
experience provided a compelling rationale for selecting autobiographical narrative inquiry as
the primary methodology for this research. This methodological choice honours Dewey’s
legacy while enabling a nuanced, practice-based investigation into the transformative
capacities of education. By integrating Dewey’s theoretical insights with contemporary
pedagogies such as PBL and CE, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of how

education can catalyse both personal growth and collective social change.

Freire, widely recognised as a pioneer of critical pedagogy, conceptualised education as a
fusion of “politics, art, and knowing” (Shih, 2018, p. 230). He urged educators to pursue
intentional objectives through pedagogical praxis and dialogic pedagogy. Central to his
approach is a humanistic vision that situates education at the intersection of freedom,
agency, and historical context. Arnett (2002) expands upon this view by describing Freire as
a humanist who narrated “a story of literacy and liberation” (p. 508). When liberation

becomes narrative, it transcends the personal to open pathways for political, social, and
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cultural transformation. Arnett (2002) further reflects that in Freire’s pedagogical framework,
we can “witness in the lives of learners the potential of the pen as mightier than the sword”
(p. 508).

Shih (2018) affirms Freire’s enduring significance, describing him as one of the most
influential educators of the 20th century. Freire maintained that “real educational praxis must
be linked to its social context and the complexity of the environment,” and emphasised that
“pedagogy is the dialectic between theory and practice, which involves the actual dialogue
between teachers and students” (Shih, 2018, p. 231). While this research did not include
direct student dialogue, it sought to illuminate this dialectic through an exploration of the
combination of PBL and CE. These approaches were also examined using CRP, not only as

a methodological supplement but also as a framework for interrogating pedagogical praxis.

Although the current study did not engage in direct dialogue with students due to ethical
constraints and broader directives from the education department, Freire’s emphasis on
praxis underpinned its methodological approach. The aim of this investigation was to
illuminate the dialectic between theory and practice in the implementation of PBL and CE. To
support this, the study employed CRP as a theoretical framework for examining both

pedagogical strategies and their underlying assumptions.

Dewey (1910) posited that reflective practice is integral to all disciplines, including education.
Hickson (2016) builds on this, noting that qualitative researchers use narrative approaches
to investigate how stories are constructed and positioned. CRP offers a rigorous framework
for interrogating stories through the lenses of knowledge, power, and reflexivity. When
combined, these approaches give rise to the critical narrativist—a role that synthesises
narrative scholarship with critical reflection. Yet, as Hickson (2016) cautions, “the separate
threads may be conceptually and practically separated” (p. 381), underscoring the

complexity of weaving reflection and narrative into a cohesive methodological stance.

Fook and Gardner (2007) explain that CRP can serve both as a primary research framework
and as a complementary tool within broader methodologies. In this study, CRP provided a
critical lens through which |, as the researcher, could analyse practice and uncover the
assumptions embedded in curriculum design and implementation. CRP has been applied
across educational research to enhance understanding of key issues (Hickson, 2013), and
has also been recognised as a methodology in its own right (Morley, 2008, 2011). Hickson
(2016) further proposes a two-stage CRP model of deconstructing and reconstructing

assumptions, a process especially relevant when navigating the tensions between theory
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and practice. These principles informed the research design by guiding the critical

examination of pedagogical decisions and embedded beliefs.

Beres and Fook (2019) argue that CRP facilitates deep learning by enabling practitioners to
make more meaningful sense of personal experiences “through a process of unsettling and
examining deeply hidden assumptions in order to create better guidelines for action and so
improve professional practice and develop a more ethical and compassionate stance” (p. 3).
Within this investigation, CRP was employed to critically reflect on the implementation of
PBL and CE with a Year 9 cohort. This methodological stance enabled a deeper
understanding of both student outcomes and the pedagogical shifts required to support

transformative learning experiences.

Narrative inquiry was used in tandem with CRP to capture my reflective process as a
teacher-researcher. As Hickson (2016) states, qualitative researchers use narrative to
explore the construction and positioning of stories, making it an effective tool for examining
knowledge, power, and reflexivity. As noted above, when integrated, narrative inquiry and
CRP give rise to the critical narrativist role, allowing both the telling and interrogating of lived

experience. This research embraced their intersection to deepen understanding.

In summary, this study drew on Deweyan and Freirean pedagogies, narrative inquiry, and
CRP to explore the implementation of PBL and CE. CRP supported a robust analysis of the
interplay between theory and practice, while narrative inquiry captured the evolving journey
of educational praxis. Together, these frameworks illuminated the transformative potential of
education when grounded in real-world contexts and subjected to rigorous reflection. This
transformation lies in education’s power to foster critical thinking, nurture student agency,
and inspire meaningful engagement. Through this multifaceted approach, the study sought
to contribute to a deeper understanding of how reflective, socially grounded pedagogy can

catalyse both personal and collective change.

3.8 Data

The data for this research were drawn from detailed Field Notes documenting my
experiences of implementing PBL and CE in Year 9 classrooms over 12 months. These
notes were compiled regularly and included rich, descriptive accounts of classroom
interactions, lesson outcomes, and student responses. The Field Notes served as a

comprehensive record of my evolving practice, capturing both the planned and emergent
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aspects of the teaching and learning process. They were structured to include reflections on

student behaviour and engagement in the learning experiences in my classes, my reflections
on the effectiveness of various teaching strategies, feedback from colleagues, and instances
of CRP.

Within this research, the observational component was understood as a reflexive process,
focusing on my professional responses to the implementation of PBL and CE rather than on
the students themselves. My Field Notes captured how particular learning designs and
classroom structures appeared to shape levels of engagement, collaboration, and
participation across the cohort. Over time, these reflections enabled me to trace shifts in
classroom dynamics and to consider how different pedagogical choices influenced the
overall learning environment. This approach foregrounded my role as practitioner-
researcher, using reflexive analysis to generate insights into both the academic dimensions
of PBL and the social-emotional potential of CE. Its emphasis on mindfulness and self-
awareness provided a framework through which | could critically examine how classroom

practices created space for reflection, metacognition, and critical thinking.

Reflections were crucial to the data-generating process, enabling me to continually
interrogate my assumptions and biases. As Cunliffe (2004) and Freire (1972) have argued,
critical reflexivity required me as an educator/researcher to question how broader cultural
and institutional norms shaped my practice. My reflections often focused on the tensions
between adhering to curriculum and data generation requirements and fostering a student-
centred, reflective learning environment. For instance, | struggled to balance the structured
nature of PBL with the fluid, introspective qualities of CE and the school’s requirements for
assessment. These reflections helped identify key moments where my practice required

adaptation and reconstruction, aligning with the principles of CRP.

CRP was integral to this research, as it enabled me to continuously evaluate the cultural,
political, and ideological influences shaping my teaching. Following the framework
suggested by Smyth (1999) and Cunliffe (2004), | engaged in ongoing cycles of reflection,
critique, and adaptation, moving from questioning my practice to actively reconstructing it.
This iterative process deepened my understanding of the complexities involved in blending

PBL and CE and informed concrete changes in my teaching methods.

In summary, the Field Notes provided a rich, multifaceted dataset that captured both the
intended goals and unintended consequences and findings regarding implementing PBL and

CE. This qualitative data offered a nuanced understanding of how these pedagogical
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approaches interacted in practice and how they could be adapted to meet the diverse needs
of students. By adopting a critically reflexive stance throughout the 12 months, | was able to
move beyond merely documenting my practice to engaging in an ongoing process of

professional growth and transformative pedagogy.

3.8.1 Data Analysis

Data for this research were drawn from my Field Notes that captured my experiences of
implementing PBL and CE in a lower secondary school for one year. The aim was to analyse
the journal entries in order to consider the sacred, secret and cover stories (Clandinin, 1996)
evident in the implementation of PBL and CE. Within these findings, | explored the question:
What were the challenges and opportunities associated with blending PBL and CE in an

Australian Year 9 classroom?

The three-stories approach provided a valuable map to study the relational dynamics
between teachers' personal, practical and professional knowledge (Clandinin, 1996). The
theory-driven practice—that has been investigated and shared by practitioners,
policymakers, and theoreticians—enables the sacred story to emerge from the analysis
(Clandinin, 1996; Crites, 1971). The sacred story in this research was a synthesis of school
policies, the current trends in education in regard to PBL and CE, and the aims of the

pedagogically informed project around PBL and CE.

The cover stories were formed from my reflections and the stories | shared openly. Olson
and Craig (2005) note that cover stories emanate from institutional prescriptions; they are
situated at the juncture between teachers’ reports and school stories and can arise from
conflicting philosophical stances concerning change. In my cover stories, | refer to my post-
implementation reflections on the curricula and my insights and professional experience of
working with PBL and CE.

Experiences in the classroom—the lived stories—are considered secret stories. These live
deeper, and although they are sometimes presented to other teachers in secret spaces, they
can be hidden from the narrator. My secret space was the narratives | shared on paper for
analysis. These were the stories that were yet to emerge from the analysis. Clandinin (2006)

offers a metaphor based on Dewey’s criteria of continuity, interaction, and situation:
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The three dimensions of the metaphoric narrative inquiry space are the personal and
social (interaction) along one dimension; past, present and future (continuity) along a

second dimension; [and] place (situation) along a third dimension. (p. 47)

As | engaged in my inquiry, | worked within this space as my research puzzles were framed
and negotiated. Clandinin (2006) argues that | cannot bracket myself out of the inquiry.
Rather, | needed to find ways to inquire into both the observed experiences and my own

experiences, as | am complicit in the world | am studying.

In conjunction with analysing the stories accessible to me, | sought themes that emerged
through thematic analysis. While reading, rereading, and revisiting the narratives, | looked
for common threads or themes that linked the texts | had created (Clandinin, 2013, 2016).
Nowell et al. (2017) maintain that with increased recognition of qualitative research, it must
be conducted rigorously and methodically to be deemed 'trustworthy' (p. 1). This can assist
the researcher in completing their investigation using sophisticated tools to facilitate
trustworthy qualitative research. King (2004) argues that if researchers only report the codes
and themes from transcripts, the results will offer a meagre descriptive account with little
depth and not do justice to the richness of the data. According to Starks and Trinidad (2007),
the researcher becomes the instrument for analysis, making judgements about coding and
theming, and decontextualising and recontextualising the data; therefore, | was cognisant of

the ramifications of doing this robustly.

Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analysing, organising, describing, and
reporting themes found within datasets, and in qualitative research can be used across
many epistemologies and research questions (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017; Nowell et al.,
2017). Boyatzis (1998) describes thematic analysis as a translator for those speaking the
languages of qualitative and quantitative analysis, enabling researchers who use different
research methods to communicate with each other. Advantages of thematic analysis include
its flexibility and its accessibility as an analytic approach. However, | needed to be clear
about the emergent themes, as one of the disadvantages of this method is that “the flexibility
can lead to inconsistency and a lack of coherence when developing the themes derived from
the research data” (Nowell et al., 2017, p. 2). This was overcome with many discussions and
an in-depth exploration of the emergent themes with my supervisors, who carefully
examined my Field Notes, critiquing my experiences to ensure that | was not simply

documenting professional insights.
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In this phase, it was essential to acknowledge the tension of being both the narrator of the
Field Notes and the researcher interpreting the stories of my experiences being told from my
perspective (Steeves, 2006). This was informed by Nowell et al. (2017) who draw on
established qualitative criteria for trustworthiness—credibility, transferability, dependability,
confirmability, and audit trail—originally outlined by Lincoln and Guba (1985). Credibility was
enhanced through strategies such as prolonged engagement, persistent observation, data
triangulation, researcher triangulation, and peer debriefing, which in this study involved
consultation with supervisors. These criteria guided the methodological rigour of the
research providing a framework for auditing my research process throughout the
investigation. Transferability refers to the generalisability of the inquiry; as the researcher, |
needed to provide “thick descriptions,” which are detailed, rich descriptions of the research
context, enabling others to judge whether the findings could be applied to their own contexts

(Nowell et al., 2017, p. 3). This was demonstrated through my detailed Field Notes.

Dependability involved ensuring that the research process was logical, traceable, and clearly
documented. | achieved this by maintaining robust Field Notes that recorded each step in
the process. Confirmability required that interpretations and findings be grounded in the
data, which | ensured during the thematic analysis phase. Finally, the audit trail served as a
record of my decisions and their rationale, offering transparency and justification for my
research choices. Keeping reflexive notes, which are personal reflections on the research
process and its outcomes, was essential, as they helped my supervisors and me to
systematise, relate, and cross-reference the data extracted from the narratives, thereby

maintaining the integrity of the research.

These principles of qualitative inquiry directly informed my research in blending PBL and CE.
By providing thick descriptions, | aimed to facilitate the future transferability of my findings to
other educational contexts, enabling educators to adapt PBL and CE frameworks to their
unique settings. The logical, traceable, and clearly documented research process ensured
dependability, offering a blueprint for future studies seeking to replicate or build upon this
work. Confirmability was critical, as it ensured that my interpretations were grounded in the
data, particularly in the context of transformative pedagogy where the blending of PBL and
CE relies heavily on nuanced and context-specific narratives. The audit trail, including
reflexive notes, further reinforced the transparency and rigour of my research process, which

was vital in demonstrating the integrity of the findings.

Narrative research is regularly used in educational practice and experience research

because educators are storytellers who individually and socially lead storied lives (Moen,
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2016). Narrative inquiry strongly emphasises dialogue, albeit written, and the voice uttering
the dialogue cannot exist in isolation. Therefore, it is never neutral: “The voice producing an
utterance always addresses someone. An individual always exists in relation to others, and
living means being in an endless dialogue with others” (Moen, 2016, p. 58). Moen’s
assertion closely aligns with the principles of CE and PBL in my research, where educators
and students collaborate and engage with the broader community. This reciprocal
engagement fosters shared narratives and co-constructed knowledge, embodying the
dialogic nature of narrative inquiry, which is a process of mutual understanding and learning

through shared stories and experiences.

Moen (2016) also argues that there is a need to go beyond the isolated individual when
trying to understand human development and functioning. This perspective was central to
my research on PBL and CE, which emphasise learning as a communal and collaborative
process rather than an isolated activity. By embedding learning within real-world community
contexts, PBL and CE create opportunities for students to participate in authentic, socially
situated experiences that promote personal growth and collective problem-solving. The
intertwining of individual narratives with communal engagement highlights the transformative
potential of this blended pedagogical approach, as students and educators co-create
meaning through sustained dialogue and reflection. Therefore, my task as the researcher
was to find a way to avoid the pitfalls of individualistic and societal reductionism (Moen,
2016). It was evident that delicate care was necessary as | portrayed my professional

insights.

3.8.2 Thematic Analysis

When thinking about how to undertake my qualitative research, thematic analysis emerged
as a means by which | could compartmentalise some of the themes that arose from my Field
Notes. Macquire and Delahunt (2017) emphasise that data analysis is crucial for credible
qualitative research. They describe thematic analysis as a process for identifying patterns in
qualitative data, noting its flexibility due to its independence from specific theoretical or
epistemological perspectives, which makes it particularly useful in the diverse field of
teaching and learning. Nowell et al. (2017), Braun and Clarke (2006, 2019, 2022), and Braun
et al. (2019) acknowledge the growing recognition of qualitative research but stress that it
must be conducted rigorously to ensure trustworthiness. They suggest that thematic
analysis, with its accessible and adaptable approach, can support researchers in conducting

sophisticated investigations. While its flexibility is advantageous, especially for early-career
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researchers, Nowell et al. (2017) caution that its relative lack of literature compared to more
established methods like ethnography could potentially pose a challenge. They offer six
phases for this type of research, which assisted me in ascertaining the themes that became

apparent:

e Phase One: Familiarising yourself with the data
¢ Phase Two: Generating initial codes

e Phase Three: Searching for themes

e Phase Four: Reviewing themes

¢ Phase Five: Defining and naming themes

e Phase Six: Producing the report

These phases provided a framework to assist in analysis of my narratives and discussions
with my supervisors. They also provided me with tools to “engage with the analysis as a
faithful witness to the accounts in the data, being honest and vigilant about” my
“perspectives, preexisting thoughts and beliefs, and developing theories” (Nowell et al.,
2017, p. 5).

In phase one, | immersed myself in my narratives through repeated reading of the data,
searching for patterns and meaning. From initial readings it was evident that there were
several emerging themes that would sit under various subheadings—the implementation, the
purchased curricula and teacher satisfaction with them, the stages of implementation, and
the disconnect between authentic PBL and CE and the school’s requirements for data.
Phase two saw me create a database whereby my notes could be stored and patterns
highlighted. In phase three, | elucidated emerging themes that occurred through sorting and
collating the data, and sought to determine if the initial reading of my narratives and the
emerging themes were all that existed or whether others were evident. Phase four required
me to review the themes to see if they matched the initial themes that emerged, or if a
different pattern had been revealed. This required in-depth discussion, feedback, and
analysis with my supervisors. In phase five, themes were categorised by defining and
naming them. This was considered over several sessions with my supervisors. Phase six

was when the themes were fully established.

3.8.3 Use of NVivo
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While electronic data analysis has long been associated with quantitative methods, very few
qualitative researchers report using it (Zamawe, 2015). However, recent research indicates
that one popular CAQDAS tool, NVivo, offers evidence-based benefits for qualitative inquiry.
NVivo supports three major aspects of the research process: analysis of data, theoretical

development, and presentation of findings (Lewis, 2018; Qureshi, 2016).

The key message is that, unlike statistical software, the primary function of NVivo is not to
analyse data but rather to aid the analysis process, in which the researcher must always
remain in control. In other words, researchers must understand that “no software can
analyse qualitative data” (Zamawe, 2015, p. 13). Hence, it was suggested that my narrative
inquiries should be investigated with the aid of this software. After downloading the software,
| began coding with NVivo 12. The recommendation when commencing was not to censor
myself but to “simply” code and allow themes to emerge. With the assistance of NVivo, |
gradually moved from lower-order to higher-order themes, making constant comparisons to
identify the most significant findings (see Appendix B). Making systematic comparisons at
every stage of the analysis helped to establish analytical distinctions by identifying variations

in patterns found in the data (Querishi, 2016).

The data analysis process progressed until theoretical saturation and density were achieved.
Theoretical saturation refers to when | reached the point in the research process where no
new information or themes were emerging from the data, indicating that the data generation
could be considered complete. Density, on the other hand, refers to the richness and depth
of the data, ensuring that | thoroughly explored all relevant concepts. Undertaking this
process confirmed that no new significant themes emerged, and all relevant concepts were
thoroughly explored. During the initial reading of the narratives, | employed open coding by
creating a node for every word or phrase that appeared significant. This preliminary stage
yielded numerous salient terms, including project-based learning, contemplative

education, domain leaders, and implementation. As | delved deeper into subsequent
readings, axial coding allowed for the emergence of less obvious but equally crucial
concepts such as purest form, prior knowledge, and interconnectedness, which had not

been immediately apparent during the initial coding phase.

Throughout this process, | relied on NVivo's robust capabilities to support both deductive
and inductive coding approaches, providing a solid foundation for the research. The
deductive approach utilised a pre-determined coding scheme informed by themes identified
in the Field Notes. In contrast, the inductive approach enabled the generation of new codes

as patterns emerged organically from the data. By iteratively refining the codes and
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exploring the relationships between them, | was able to develop a nuanced and

interconnected thematic framework that captured the complexity of the data.

3.9 Conclusion

This chapter outlined the methodological approach to exploring how blending PBL and CE
influenced the teaching and learning experiences. Recognising that student engagement is a
significant concern not only in Australia but globally, the study focused on the central
question: What were the challenges and possibilities associated with blending PBL and CE
to create a perfect storm for learning? The methodological framework combined
autobiographical narrative inquiry, CRP, self-study, and thematic analysis, drawing on the
theoretical perspectives of Freire and Dewey. This framework, grounded in a Deweyan
ontological and epistemological lens, was employed to investigate whether the

implementation of these transformative pedagogies enhances student learning.
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Chapter 4: Emergent Themes

4.1 Context

This chapter presents the analysis of the Field Notes recorded during the implementation of
a blended pedagogy. It explores how the blending of project-based learning (PBL) and
contemplative education (CE) both supported and challenged the central inquiry: What were
the challenges and opportunities associated with blending PBL and CE in an Australian Year

9 classroom?

The findings of this investigation are organised around three interrelated themes that
emerged from the analysis and were interpreted through the theoretical lenses of Freire and
Dewey. The themes were authenticity, teachers as facilitators and counsellors, and “the fog”.
Together, these themes illuminate both the possibilities and complexities inherent in

blending PBL and CE within contemporary schooling.

Analysis of the Field Notes suggested that meaningful integration of these pedagogies
demanded a genuine commitment to designing learning experiences that were authentic—
relevant, purposeful, and cohort-specific, particularly within institutional contexts driven by
measurable outcomes and accountability. This emphasis resonates with Dewey’s advocacy
for experiential, inquiry-driven learning (Dewey, 1916, 1938) and Freire’s notion of praxis, in
which reflection and action are inseparable elements of transformative education (Freire,
1970).

The second theme explored teachers as facilitators and counsellors. Evidence from the Field
Notes indicates that educators engaged in this dual pedagogical approach often found
themselves inhabiting a liminal space, oscillating between the roles of facilitator, mentor,
and, at times, counsellor. As they navigated complex content and supported students
through emotionally and ethically nuanced inquiries, questions arose concerning
professional identity, role expectations, and the types of institutional support necessary to

sustain this expanded practice.
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The third theme, metaphorically captured as “the fog,” reflected the uncertainty and
ambiguity experienced throughout the research process. This included the unpredictability of
data generation, the lack of clarity around certain pedagogical choices, and moments of
resistance or hesitation from the educators involved. The fog also symbolised the uncertainty
and shifting ground of studying an educational model that is still taking shape, while being

part of the very environment in which it is unfolding.

Collectively, these themes offered nuanced insights into the tensions and transformative
potential that emerged when PBL and CE intersected. They foregrounded the ongoing
negotiation between theory and practice and provided a framework for understanding how a
humanising pedagogy might be enacted in real-world educational contexts. The chapter now

turns to the first theme: authenticity, specifically in PBL.

4.2 Aligning Values, Ideals, and Actions

Authenticity in PBL and CE lies in the seamless alignment of values, ideals, and actions
within a teacher’s pedagogical approach. When | was tasked with implementing PBL and CE
for a Year 9 cohort, my goal was to ensure this alignment, creating a learning environment
where students could engage deeply and meaningfully with the material. This concept is
well-supported by contemporary educational research, which highlights the necessity of
coherence between instructional methods and educational objectives to enhance student

learning outcomes (Huang & Shideler, 2021).

This research was grounded in the understanding that authentic PBL and CE must be
student-centred, fostering deeper learning and enhancing student agency. A key challenge,
however, was that assessment data from standardised testing did not align with the
principles of these pedagogies. While authentic PBL and CE prioritise real-world projects in
which students demonstrate understanding through meaningful outcomes, traditional
assessment relies on rigid, grade-based rubrics (e.g., A—E). This misalignment between
assessment expectations and pedagogical integrity emerged as a pivotal finding in the
thesis. Field Notes 2 further supported this contention, illustrating the tensions between

institutional requirements and the transformative potential of PBL and CE:

Authentic PBL is not assessment-driven; to be fully authentic, the students drive their

learning and work on projects that are meaningful to them. This work has a direct

112



impact on the world around them. For example, we discussed creating vegetable
gardens for local community centres or aged care facilities in the interview. Another
way of keeping PBL authentic is for students to advocate for a cause. The school has
a large cohort of Sudanese students, and on Saturdays, a group gathers to work on
language skills; getting students involved with this and other like-minded projects
would be more in keeping with authentic PBL. However, the units are concerned with
content and assessment that focuses on Bangladesh boat builders, which is foreign

to these students, albeit important. (Field Notes 2, para 2)

In practice, this research demonstrates that both PBL and CE embody an authentic mode of
delivery. Authentic PBL is deeply rooted in students’ engagement with real-world problems,
developing tasks and projects based on their investigations into issues of personal and
societal relevance. These real-world problems extend beyond the classroom, fostering
meaningful connections with the wider community and enabling students to make tangible

impacts.

In both PBL and CE, the educator shifts from being the primary source of knowledge to
serving as a facilitator, guiding students as they explore and critically examine these real-
world issues. This shift was a key outcome of the investigation. Unlike traditional curricula,
authentic PBL and CE do not rely on standardised testing. Instead, students demonstrate
their understanding through diverse projects that align with their interests and have real-
world significance. These projects allow students to meet, exceed, or continue working
towards set benchmarks, emphasising growth over rigid assessment structures. Teachers
play a pivotal role in ensuring the successful and meaningful implementation of these

blended pedagogies.

Analysis of Field Notes 2 highlighted the first major obstacle to authentic PBL: the
requirement for assessment data to rank students. This ranking system, which determines
student placement and contributes to end-of-year awards and accolades, relies on
standardised assessments that are inherently misaligned with authentic PBL. As noted in

Field Notes 2, “Authentic PBL is not assessment driven.”

A second significant challenge was the curriculum content itself. Many topics focused on
distant global issues, such as those in Bangladesh and Eastern Europe, which were
unfamiliar to students in the Western suburbs of Melbourne. Authentic PBL necessitates that
students investigate topics relevant to their lived experiences and “funds of knowledge,” a

concept introduced by Moll et al. (1992) to describe the cultural and social resources unique
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to individuals and communities. The lack of connection between the curriculum and students’
local realities hindered engagement and limited the potential impact of such pedagogies.
These findings underscored the tension between institutional assessment requirements and
the core principles of PBL and CE, raising critical questions about how schools, if focused on

data, can meaningfully integrate these approaches while maintaining their authenticity.

4.3 Emergent Theme One: Authenticity

In my effort to blend PBL and CE, the original vision for these transformative pedagogies
was shaped by several challenges. First, the requirement for assessment data and rank
ordering introduced a structural constraint, as these elements were not typically central to
PBL or CE. This created a tension between the pedagogical approach and institutional
expectations. Second, the ramifications of COVID-19, particularly in Victoria, led to repeated
lockdowns that significantly disrupted the formation of meaningful connections between
teachers, students, and the wider community. The shift to distance learning mode (DLM)
further eroded the classroom’s sense of intimacy, making it difficult to foster the close
collaboration on which these pedagogies relied. As a result, the authenticity of PBL and CE
was compromised. The irregular delivery of content, necessitated by online learning,
hindered deep engagement. As | reflected, both students and teachers struggled to interact
meaningfully with the material, ultimately affecting the depth and impact of their learning

experiences. This was evident in Field Notes 3:

DLM also affected the ability of the teachers to deliver CE curriculum

successfully. The teachers reported a decrease in engagement with the content,
some of it due to the personal nature of the topics and students were less likely to
share from the confines of their homes, with parents or siblings in attendance [...]
When the teachers were facilitating this work onsite at school, teachers felt that
students were free to discuss their feelings and emotions much more accessibly;
when moved to DLM, the facilitation of this became increasingly complex, and some
students were experiencing situations that called for much greater training for the
educators, as they are not trained psychologists or counsellors. This was not ideal,
and teachers reported being unhappy about not being able to sufficiently help their
students. (Field Notes 3)

Throughout this investigation, | was acutely aware that, much like PBL, authentic CE

required students to move beyond passively absorbing content. Instead, they were required
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to actively participate in projects that cultivated self-awareness and deepened their
understanding of the world around them. The original goal was for students to identify and
undertake self- and community-focused projects that aligned with their interests and values
while also serving the wider community. However, due to the unforeseen circumstances

mentioned, this vision proved impossible to fully realise.

My initial plan for integrating PBL and CE envisioned students engaging with a variety of
hands-on, meaningful projects such as establishing school and community vegetable
gardens, organising cake stalls, and pursuing initiatives of their own choosing. These
projects would have provided students with opportunities to apply their learning in tangible,
real-world contexts, fostering both personal growth and community. | also believed that
removing formal assessment from authentic PBL and CE, as | had proposed, would have
further enriched the blended curriculum. Without the pressure of standardised tests, students
would have been free to focus on delivering projects in ways that were meaningful to them,
rather than adhering to rigid grading structures. Moreover, the absence of strict timelines
would have allowed for deeper exploration of concepts, offering both students and teachers

greater flexibility in their learning journeys.

This approach was met with enthusiasm at the outset of the research and was particularly
evident in the initial phases, as documented in Field Notes 8. However, as implementation
progressed, external constraints challenged the feasibility of maintaining this level of

autonomy and authenticity.

Some distressed teachers indicated that from the initial excitement, the project had

become a nightmare for them. (Field Notes 8)

Attempting to implement an authentic blended PBL and CE curricula, one that did not
conform to traditional curriculum and assessment models, required a fundamental shift in
teaching practice. For many educators, this departure from conventional instructional
methods presented significant challenges. The Field Notes reflected how the struggle to
balance the open-ended nature of the combination of PBL and CE with the rigid structure of

standardised testing became a major obstacle for teachers.
My original vision of removing the constraints of formal assessment deadlines would have

allowed teachers the flexibility to tailor their programs to the specific needs and interests of

their students. To support this, | developed a comprehensive 60-page activity guide,
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designed to provide educators with a diverse range of project ideas and adaptable
strategies. The unit concluded with a summative assessment regime

reflection time, contemplative journaling, gratitude reflections, intention-setting rituals,
mindful listening exercises, circle dialogues, think—pause—share protocols, perspective-
taking writing task, ethical pauses during inquiry procedures, body scan practices, mindful
movement or stretching, reflective drawing or visual journaling, nature observation
reflections, slow reading of texts, silent problem contemplation before discussion, values
clarification activities, end-of-lesson reflection prompts, and “what changed in my thinking?”
exit slips. This level of detail and flexibility in choices for the teachers aimed to give students
greater input in shaping their own learning experiences, fostering a sense of ownership and
agency. However, the practical implementation of PBL and CE proved more complex than

anticipated.

As documented in Field Notes 8, | was aware that teachers initially expressed enthusiasm
for the approach, embracing the potential for deeper student engagement. Over time,
however, their excitement gave way to frustration as they encountered obstacles in aligning
the curriculum with existing school expectations. Their primary concern centred on the
content itself, which did not seamlessly integrate with the standardised frameworks to which
they were accustomed. This tension highlighted the ongoing challenge of embedding
authentic, student-centred pedagogies within an educational system that prioritises

assessment-driven outcomes.

Lack of exemplars, teaching resources and direction led to a great deal of stress for
them in creating lesson plans that would have ordinarily been there if they had taught
the tried and tested unit of work from the previous year. The need for prior knowledge
for teachers and students was also cited as a point of contention. Some admitted that
their students were engaging with the work and the platform mode of presenting, but
others felt that students were over it and the unit had taken too long to deliver, due to
the alternative methodology in teaching. Their experience of the implementation was

so different to mine, although it ran parallel to mine! (Field Notes 8)

A lack of exemplars, teaching resources, and clear direction emerged as a significant
challenge, particularly in relation to curriculum design and lesson planning, which had
traditionally drawn on established units from previous years. The absence of sufficient prior
knowledge within the broader teaching and learning context became a critical point of
tension. Limited preparation time for course delivery and the variability in learners’

foundational knowledge highlighted the importance of scope and sequence in curriculum
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planning. Without clear continuity, there was a perception that participants were entering

new areas of study without adequate grounding.

At the same time, contrasting experiences of engagement surfaced. On the one hand, the
integration of platform-based presentations and alternative modes of learning created
opportunities for deep engagement and enthusiasm. On the other hand, some instances
reflected declining engagement and perceptions of an overly prolonged unit. This
juxtaposition of opportunity and challenge underscores the transformative potential of
implementing PBL and CE. While they offer real-world relevance, their effectiveness relies
on careful curriculum planning, sustained professional support, and an informed balance
between innovation and practicality. In reviewing my Field Notes 3, the relevance of the CE
curriculum was evident; however, the shifting role of the educator within this model also

became a central point of reflection.

The CE curriculum offers a really good foundation for working with the Year 9s. It
was certainly designed to make them think about moving from adolescence to
adulthood, but although the structure is good, there are gaps in the content that
teachers pointed out. | have spent a lot of time curriculum planning for this course,
creating activities that suit each of the sections and will give teachers a bank of
activities they can resource and make their own. [...] There is discussion about the
Physical Education/Health teachers being more suited to this work because they
have this skillset through their training. Where does that leave the staff who have
participated in this course for the past couple of years and are invested in working

with the students in this area? (Field Notes 3)

It is my contention that for CE to thrive, the school is required to provide the necessary
upskilling for teachers to be able to provide a structure that empowers both teachers and

students, fostering curiosity, agency, and meaningful connections.

4.3.1 Standards

Throughout the implementation of PBL units in the Humanities, we encountered several
challenges. The first unit, which explored globalisation and its impact, did not fully adhere to
the principles of authentic PBL. Instead, it straddled traditional Humanities curriculum
structures and PBL methodologies, resulting in tasks that did not provide the depth of inquiry

and student autonomy that authentic PBL is designed to foster. While the unit did encourage
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critical thinking and interdisciplinary learning, it also raised concerns about its alignment with
both formative and summative assessments in key curriculum areas. The unit concluded
with a summative assessment regime structured around three highly detailed rubrics. These
were designed to give students and teachers sufficient information to work with for the
assessment of learning and ranking. The rubrics articulated explicit performance criteria
across disciplinary knowledge, process skills, and presentation, with graduated descriptors

intended to increase transparency, consistency, and comparability in judgement.

While this structure aimed to support clarity and fairness, it sat uneasily alongside the
principles of authentic PBL and CE. Both pedagogies privilege inquiry, emergence,
reflexivity, and process-oriented growth. In contrast, the highly specified rubric regime risked
narrowing attention to predefined outcomes and performance indicators. The emphasis on
ranking and measurable achievement potentially shifted the focus from intellectual risk-
taking, ethical reflection, and relational learning towards strategic compliance with
assessment criteria. In this way, the summative framework reflected the institutional demand
for standardised accountability rather than the open-ended, transformative intentions of PBL
and CE. The tension between authenticity and auditability became a defining feature of the
unit's implementation, revealing how innovative pedagogies can be reshaped when filtered

through conventional assessment structures.

A significant challenge was evident from the leadership team’s expectation that all learning
experiences should be academically rigorous and contribute to measurable student
achievement, including rank orders and Year 9 DUX results—a title awarded to the highest-
performing student in the cohort. The pressure to produce quantifiable academic outcomes
complicated efforts to implement a more flexible, student-driven approach. This tension
between authentic PBL principles and the school's established assessment framework was
documented in Field Notes 2, highlighting the broader challenges of integrating innovative

pedagogies within traditional educational structures.

The implementation of the PBL units is underway. PBL in its purest form
is not what we are delivering for this first run. The first unit examines the
interconnectedness of the work and whether globalisation benefits or detriments

humans in poorer countries. (Field Notes 2)

As the implementation continued, the assessment framework began to reveal significant

” o«

cracks. The three-level structure of “working towards standard,” “at standard,” and “above

standard” proved inadequate for collecting the nuanced assessment data needed for year-
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level prizes and academic rankings. Established assessment practices, which typically
combined multiple formative assessments across the term with a final summative task,
raised concerns about the capacity of the new system to generate the data required for
Year 9 rank orders and DUX calculations. This created a point of tension with the broader
assessment structure operating across the school. The three achievement levels | was
proposing were therefore deemed to be broad categories that were ill-suited to generate the
detailed numerical data required for academic awards and rankings, as Field Notes 2

explains:

Working with the first unit is challenging because the school has purchased units
from a STEM company that provide a fairly good overview for teachers to teach with.
The problem becomes apparent that the formative and summative assessments will
provide challenges as they need more information and only a few areas that match
the curriculum. [...] Again, leadership requested that these units provide
academically rigorous learning experiences that can be used for rank orders and
student DUX results. With this in mind, the current working at standard, below
standard and above standard provide little scope to match a percentage scale. (Field
Notes 2)

Therefore, to address the assessment challenges, | revisited an outcomes-based approach
prevalent in the late-1990s to mid-2000s that focuses on achieving specific learning
outcomes rather than traditional grades. It was considered an essential step in student
learning as it allowed students to progress at their own pace. The emphasis was on meeting
the requirement of a skill rather than earning a grade (Matthews, 2023). The teachers were
to use detailed checklists to record whether students had met outcomes, providing a clearer
picture of individual achievement. This method also resonated with the principles of PBL,

which emphasise skill mastery over numerical scoring.

Despite these adjustments, challenges remained in aligning the outcomes-based approach
with leadership’s expectations for data-driven results. However, the ongoing refinement of
the Humanities PBL units was a testament to our commitment to addressing these
challenges. Field Notes 2 further highlighted the complexities of achieving authenticity in
PBL while satisfying traditional academic requirements. Balancing these competing

demands continued to shape the ongoing refinement of the Humanities PBL units.

So, the work begins on how to achieve this within the parameters of PBL. My solution

was to create a formative assessment checklist similar to the outcomes-based
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checklists | used in Queensland and then focus on creating challenging and
comprehensive rubrics for the three summative assessments. These rubrics match
curriculum documentation and are a little longer than anticipated. They are, however,
an assessment tool with which students can clearly see their strengths and
weaknesses and a tool with which teachers, by highlighting the rubric, can inform

students of comments they may have ordinarily had to write. (Field Notes 2)

As a result, to address these challenges, a two-pronged approach was undertaken. First, a
formative assessment checklist was introduced, modelled on the outcomes-based checklists
used in Queensland. These checklists allowed teachers to track student progress more
effectively and provided a structure for addressing gaps in learning. Second, comprehensive
rubrics were designed for the three summative assessments in the unit. Although these
rubrics were more detailed and longer than initially anticipated, they served as a dual-
purpose tool. They offered a streamlined approach to feedback, enabling performance to be
indicated through descriptors rather than extensive written comments, and also provided

learners with clear guidance on both their strengths and areas for development.

4.3.2 Standardised Testing

The limitations of standardised testing as a measure of meaningful learning have long been
critiqued by educational theorists. Dewey (1899) argued that such assessments create
obstacles to achieving real-world outcomes driven by genuine motivation, while Freire (1970)
viewed them as barriers to truly transformative education. Despite these critiques,
standardised testing remains deeply embedded in many school systems, where ranking and
ordering students for year-end prizes are regarded as necessary institutional practices.

This presented a fundamental challenge to the implementation of the authentic PBL
curriculum in the school, which prioritises deep inquiry, student agency, and real-world

application over rigid assessment structures.

As documented in Field Notes 4, it became necessary to develop tools and strategies to
communicate both the strengths and limitations of this approach to students, teachers, and
school leadership. However, as the project progressed, increasing demands for assessment
data and measurable outcomes began to erode the potential of integrating PBL and CE
curricula. Ultimately, these shifts placed greater emphasis on assessment results, steering

the focus away from the original intent of authentic learning experiences. This challenge was
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further explored in Field Notes 4, which highlighted how the pressure to conform to existing

evaluation methods hindered the full realisation of PBL and CE principles:

The brief | was given when implementing this work was that there was to be
‘academic rigour,” and the school required that the work be marked and ranked for
domain prizes. That presents a disconnect to authentic PBL, as the unit needed
considerable work to make this happen. Rubrics provided with the purchase do not
provide sufficient scope to create ranks and mark students with sufficient feedback.
The formative tasks are the same; hence, | have created a formative checklist to give
teachers something to work with for formative tasks: assessment for learning. The
summative assessment has ended up with three very detailed rubrics, but this gives
the students and the teachers sufficient information to work with for the assessment

of learning and ranking. (Field Notes 4, para 9)

Field Notes 4 revealed that as the focus increasingly shifted towards assessment
requirements, significant time was diverted to refining assessment tools and criteria. This
detracted from the core aim of implementing an authentic PBL curriculum where learning is
driven by inquiry rather than evaluation metrics. Alongside these adjustments, | was also
tasked with expanding the curriculum content for both PBL and CE to provide teachers and
students with greater flexibility and depth. To support this shift, | developed extensive
resources for each PBL module, ensuring that students had access to a structured yet
exploratory learning experience. This occurred simultaneously with the CE curriculum, which
was enhanced to guide teachers in facilitating meaningful, student-led projects. Despite
these efforts, Field Notes 6 captured the mixed reaction among staff as the school

transitioned from traditional didactic pedagogies to PBL:

There is no doubt there is trepidation about PBL. The teachers who have been
teaching for a long time think it is IBL [inquiry-based learning], and this is another
cycle of reinventing the wheel. Others are faced with change that many people do not
embrace readily. [...] The differences between IBL and PBL are subtle, but ultimately,
the teachers in these domains must stop spoon-feeding students; instead, they must
facilitate great questions and see how far the students can take them. In essence,
that is what is different from continually giving them the questions that guide their
ongoing learning. [...] There are big expectations, but one team member appears to

have a similar vision. (Field Notes 6, para 4)
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There was a prevailing sentiment that the school was merely recycling past learning models,
particularly inquiry-based learning (IBL), which had previously been a dominant framework.
While the pedagogical value of IBL was recognised, the introduction of PBL was perceived
as both an opportunity and a challenge. For some, it appeared as a reinvention of
established practices, prompting scepticism and hesitation. For others, it represented a
significant departure from familiar approaches, highlighting the broader tensions and
resistance that often accompany educational change. This divide between embracing
innovation and maintaining tradition became a defining challenge in the implementation

process.

At the heart of this transition, for me, lay the question of student engagement and the role of
the teacher. Unlike IBL, where educators guide students with predetermined questions to
scaffold learning, | was aware that PBL places the onus on students to generate their own
questions and navigate their own learning journey, a subtle nuance that is often overlooked
when comparing the two. This fundamental difference challenged teachers to step back from
spoon-feeding information to instead facilitate a space for deep inquiry and critical thinking
about what students thought was important. The shift required a reimagining of classroom

dynamics, and for some teachers it was evident that this leap felt daunting.

As described above, the introduction of detailed and comprehensive rubrics sparked
significant debate. Teachers also questioned whether these tools were too advanced or
dense for students, particularly those needing to learn the academic language required to
access them. Teaching half of the Humanities cohort at this year level, | believed many
students would rise to the challenge, provided they were engaged in the process. However,
knowing this cohort as | did, it was also clear that some students would need scaffolding to
grasp the expectations outlined in the rubrics, although | believed that unpacking the rubric
and its expectations was part of our pedagogy. With three units to deliver across three
subject areas, this was a dynamic that would unfold over time. Field Notes 6 discussed the

perceived issues with the rubrics:

The rubrics were questioned for a couple of weeks; were they too dense or too
advanced for our students? Teaching 50% of the Humanities cohort at this year's
level, | believe that many young people will rise to the challenge, and others will need
to be taught some of this language. We have three units across three subject areas
to teach, so this remains to be seen. Students in the past have risen to the challenge
if engagement is present, so we will see [...] Despite the initial trepidation of the

teachers, the potential of PBL to foster authentic engagement was a recurring theme
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at the forefront of my mind. Through additional research it appeared that students
historically demonstrated remarkable growth when working with PBL when they
found the material relevant and captivating. The success of this approach was seen
to depend on the ability of teachers to inspire curiosity and guide students towards
taking ownership of their learning. Encouragingly, one team member shared a similar

vision, offering a glimmer of hope for collaboration. (Field Notes 6, para 3)

The shift from didactic to transformative pedagogies, specifically the combining of PBL and
CE, represented a pivotal moment for the school, marked by big expectations and growing
pains. If the educators could have embraced the facilitative role required by PBL and CE,
this research demonstrates that the curricula would have offered opportunities to empower
students to think critically, ask great questions, and pursue learning in a way that was

genuinely their own.

4.3.3 Student-Centredness

At the heart of this journey, my role as both an educator and a researcher was deeply
intertwined with Dewey’s (1938) progressive educational model, which asserted that the
student lies at the centre of the pedagogical act. As an educator, my goal was to create
student-centred learning experiences, fostering agency, autonomy, and active engagement.
As a researcher, | was driven by a fundamental question—to what extent could students'

learning evolve if they were truly in control of their educational journey?

This exploration was not merely an academic pursuit; it was a critical inquiry into the
transformative power of student agency in education. The significance of this dual
perspective became particularly evident in Field Notes 4, where students’ decision-making
and autonomy played a pivotal role in shaping their learning experiences. My Field Notes
reflected that rather than passively receiving information, students became active
participants, engaging deeply with the content and taking ownership of their learning. They
selected their research topics, designed their presentations, and delivered their findings to
peers, demonstrating how authentic, student-driven approaches fuel curiosity, creativity, and
a sense of empowerment. This experience reaffirmed for me that when given the
opportunity, students are not just learners but leaders of their own educational journeys.

Nevertheless, some teachers resisted implementation, as described below:
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We have commenced the implementation of PBL in the Humanities. Science was
supposed to commence simultaneously, but teachers were concerned that they
required explicit instruction that still needed to be created. So, it was pushed back a
term. [...] The school has purchased three work units from a company that prides
itself on this work. The Humanities unit has considerably more information than the
other two; however, it still lacks many of the teacher resources that | consider
necessary for a rich curriculum. This will be addressed in more detail, as there will be
considerable feedback from the team who taught this unit. [...] Several conversations
are going on. Like the Science teachers, some of [the] Humanities teachers are
resistant to the idea of PBL. | do not know why; my focus is on the students and the
fact that student engagement seems slightly different. IBL has been mentioned, but
most of the team are younger teachers who would have had little to do with IBL. [...]
Change is never easy, but the resistance is of interest. | understand that the
Humanities is a subject at this year-level with teachers assigned to it that may need
to gain expertise in this area, hence the comments about the lack of teacher
resources for the unit. The platform itself is easy for students to use, with the videos
and the material all embedded in one place. The unit is administered through the
school’s online learning platform, which was familiar to students and straightforward
to navigate. Task descriptions and submission requirements allowed students to
clearly access expectations and monitor their progress. The platform streamlined
communication and submission processes, reducing technical barriers and
supporting efficient feedback and grading for some assessment. Its accessibility and
ease of use contributed to procedural clarity; however, the structured and criteria-
driven nature of the assessment regime required by the school also reflected the
broader institutional emphasis on measurable outcomes and ranking. The case
studies are set out with questions at the end of each; this makes it easy for students
who are faster at the work to continue on to other tasks, and those who need more

time can work at their own pace. (Field Notes 4, para 8)

When | became a PhD researcher, my focus expanded beyond simply facilitating learning

experiences. | became fascinated by the depth of learning that could emerge when students

were in control of their learning. What does it mean, | began to ask, for students to engage

with learning on a profound level, beyond completing tasks or meeting benchmarks? How

does this agency affect their ability to connect with complex ideas, solve real-world

problems, and develop 21st-century skills that transcend the classroom? As a researcher, |

also started to explore the layers of student engagement and the conditions necessary for

deep, meaningful learning to occur in this blended approach. The analysis considered how

124



learners navigated challenges, constructed knowledge, and collaborated with peers when
afforded greater autonomy in their educational journey. The findings indicated that when the
teacher’s role shifted and learners were empowered to take the lead, outcomes often
surpassed expectations (Pedler et al., 2020). Participants engaged with ideas and concepts
at levels of depth and innovation not commonly associated with traditional, teacher-led

approaches, regardless of learning preferences or neurodivergence.

My dual perspective as both an educator striving to cultivate student-centred learning and a
researcher exploring its potential has profoundly shaped my understanding of what else is
possible in education. Through this lens, | continue to investigate how agency, combined
with thoughtful facilitation, can unlock the deepest potential of student learning. The role of
the educator in facilitating student agency is not just important but also integral to the

process, making us all valuable contributors to education.

Santi and Gorghiu (2017) assert that Dewey’s educational methodology places a strong
emphasis on “the motivational structure of the student’s personality” (p. 77) and the fund of
knowledge that students bring to the learning process (Moll et al., 1992). | align with these
perspectives, particularly the argument that an approach centred on these variables
“harnesses and maximises students’ natural potential” (Santi & Gorghiu, 2017, p. 77).

This view reinforces my belief that education should be a collaborative process, one that
respects and builds upon students’ unique experiences, talents, and aspirations. When
learning is designed to align with students’ intrinsic motivation and prior knowledge, it

becomes not only more engaging but also deeply empowering.

This approach fosters a sense of ownership over learning, encouraging students to see their
skills and interests as valuable components of their educational journey. The transformative
potential of this methodology became particularly evident in Field Notes 8, where a specific

classroom experience highlighted the power of student-centred learning in action:

In reflecting on my experience, | became aware of how personal interests and
specialised knowledge can emerge in ways | had not anticipated. What first appeared
as ambiguity or disengagement later revealed itself, through my own noticing, as a

site of depth and meaningful connection. (Field Notes 8, para 4)

Dewey’s (1899) emphasis on authentic learning experiences with tangible outcomes is
vividly illustrated in my own reflections, as described in Field Notes 8. Dewey highlighted

how engagement in meaningful tasks transforms the atmosphere of learning from passive
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receptivity to one of “buoyant, outgoing energy” (Dewey, 1899, as cited in Westbrook, 1999,
p. 52). This shift was palpable in my experience, where an encounter with highly specialised
knowledge and enthusiasm revealed how depth of interest can generate sustained dialogue
and meaningful connection. Such moments mirror Dewey’s belief in learning as an active,
purposeful process that energises and empowers. They underscore the crucial role of
educators and researchers in cultivating environments responsive to intrinsic interests, as

these form the foundation of educational experience.

4.3.4 Cohort Challenges

In one context, a Year 9 cohort drawn from diverse migrant backgrounds, many of whom
spoke English as an Additional Language (EAL), faced notable challenges. Although families
often held high expectations, a lack of alignment between the PBL units and the cultural
funds of knowledge within the community constrained opportunities for meaningful
engagement. This misalignment, coupled with existing curriculum gaps, limited the potential
for authentic, real-world projects that could have drawn upon learners’ immediate contexts to

foster deeper connections and understanding.

Ultimately, my task as Program Director of this endeavour was to provide practical learning
experiences that built upon students' prior knowledge and engaged them with the school and
wider community. Cognisant of my role, | acknowledged the caution in Freire's (1970)
“banking” concept of education, that “knowledge is a gift bestowed by those who consider
themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to know nothing” (p. 45). This
was not what | wanted to encourage in this role. My goal was to ensure that students were
considered at every phase of the implementation and that the learning experiences were
authentic and relevant to the cohort. This was problematic because the PBL curriculum
addressed world affairs as opposed to local events and happenings. To me this meant that
students were not receiving learning experiences that built upon their funds of knowledge or
their environment. Evidence-based research (AERO, 2022) indicates that the selected
curricula should tap into learning experiences developed on students' prior knowledge in
order to motivate engagement. This could only be achieved if the students were considered
stakeholders in the curriculum development process, and the products purchased were

focused on their prior knowledge. Field Notes 1 highlighted the challenges that arose:
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The units of work also focus on a world stage, whereby | would like to see students
focus on an Australian arena and their backyard and create projects that make a

difference in the community here. (Field Notes 1, para 7)

Freire (1970) argued that leaders who impose decisions without dialogue manipulate rather
than organise people, thereby perpetuating oppression rather than fostering liberation. In this
research, the student-centred nature of blended pedagogies was intended to provide a form
of liberation, enabling learners to take greater ownership of their educational journey. Freire
(1970) also contended that overcoming the teacher—student contradiction requires both roles

to be enacted simultaneously, creating conditions for mutual learning.

In practice, however, tensions emerged. Limited resources, a lack of exemplars, and
insufficient direction for new projects created stress within the implementation process,
particularly when contrasted with the familiarity and stability of established units. | reflected
on how patterns of engagement were similarly mixed. While some learners responded
positively to the new approach, others disengaged, underscoring the need for more
deliberate preparation and sustained support. Rugut and Osman (2013) emphasise the
value of collaborative reflection, where educators and learners critically examine their
experiences, emotions, and understanding of the world. This perspective aligned with the
aspirations of these pedagogical approaches, yet the research process required a more
critical stance, one that considered not only their transformative potential but also the

practical limits of what could be achieved in the given context.

The role of the educator is not to provide answers but to foster critical thinking and
encourage learners to challenge and explore their understanding of the world. Through the
authentic implementation of PBL and CE, it is possible to create spaces where students can
imagine alternative realities and see the world as open to transformation. In my research,
this approach was intended to offer students a new and enriched learning experience, one
that moved beyond traditional classroom norms and empowered them to take ownership of
their learning. However, implementing these transformative pedagogies revealed significant
challenges early on, as reflected in the narratives | have presented. These obstacles
underscored the complexities of introducing radical shifts in teaching methods within
established educational structures. This tension between innovation and tradition became a
focal point of my research, highlighting both the potential and the difficulties of fostering

transformative learning experiences in practice.
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When considering this emergent theme, it is evident that my exploration of authenticity in
PBL and CE examined the alignment of values and actions, showcasing its centrality in
meaningful pedagogy. Authenticity in PBL emerged when students engaged with real-world
challenges, guided by educators who facilitated rather than delivered knowledge. However,
the tension between authentic learning and assessment-driven systems highlighted
significant challenges. Similarly, CE fostered in-depth exploration of relevant topics through
teacher mentorship but struggled to balance authenticity with the constraints of traditional
assessment frameworks. Both approaches championed student-centred learning, striving to
unlock students’ potential through transformative pedagogy while also addressing the
diverse experiences and backgrounds students brought to the classroom. This journey
illuminated the pressing need to adapt assessment methods to better support authentic,

impactful learning experiences.

4.4 Emergent Theme Two: Teachers as Facilitators and

Counsellors

Adjacent to authenticity, a second emergent theme appeared—of teachers as facilitators and
counsellors. My definition of a facilitator in education is paraphrased from Landreman
(2023), who asserts that a teacher acts as a guide to assist students in learning for
themselves, as opposed to a counsellor who is trained to give guidance on personal or
psychological problems (Okumu, 2018). The role of the educator has changed over my two
decades of teaching, and this shift has become especially apparent over the past few years
(Robinson, 2015; Robinson & Aronica, 2015). Increasingly, it is one that blurs the distinction

between facilitator and counsellor.

The word “vocation” has often been used in place of “career” to describe educators' work in
the classroom. Vocation emphasises the 21st-century educator's role as more than a
content deliverer, highlighting the need to address students' lives and experiences within the
educational process. This was evident when addressing some of the concerns of teachers
about their lived experience and their training in delivering CE. For example, in Field

Notes 1:

The teachers who have not taught CE before also have trepidation about the content

of the curriculum, what if they do not have the lived experience to deal with the

stories/information that may be elicited in these workshops? There are big
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expectations, but one team member appears to have a similar vision. (Field Notes 1,

para 16)

This research explored the complexities and challenges of implementing PBL and CE in the
classroom, focusing on my perspectives. It became clear that many educators, especially
those with long teaching tenures, felt apprehensive about the new expectations, as reflected
in Field Notes 1. Their resistance to change, coupled with a common misperception of PBL
as simply IBL, highlighted the need for clear differentiation between these approaches and
robust professional development. The design and accessibility of rubrics also emerged as
crucial factors. | reflected on how some educators questioned whether the rubrics were
appropriately scaffolded for students, while others recognised that when engagement is

prioritised, young people can rise to the challenge, as discussed in Field Notes 1:

These expectations often see the teachers delivering in both these curricula,
oscillating between facilitator and advisor, blurring the lines between teacher and
counsellor due to the nature of the learning mode and content. This has been flagged
as problematic by teachers who have taught CE prior. [...] The necessity to shift from
spoon-feeding students to fostering inquiry and exploration, which marked a key
distinction of PBL and CE, demands that teachers facilitate critical thinking rather
than direct learning paths. Additionally, the focus on local, community-based projects
highlights the potential for authentic and meaningful learning experiences rooted in
students’ immediate environments. [...] However, CE’s content presents unique
challenges for the teachers, particularly in navigating sensitive narratives and
personal stories, which often blurred their roles between teacher, facilitator, and
counsellor. These tensions underscore the need for professional readiness and
alignment in vision among teaching teams to effectively deliver transformative

pedagogies. (Field Notes 1, para 18)
In hindsight, it was worth questioning whether there was sufficient consideration of teachers'

qualifications to teach this very intimate curriculum that delved into personal data for the

second-year iteration.

4 4.1 Resources

More resources and training were needed for teachers to facilitate the unique learning

experiences. These materials needed to align with the requirements of 14—15-year-olds
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living in the Western suburbs of Melbourne, including immigrants. This significantly impacted
the educators' ability to facilitate both curricula effectively. When | read the list of knowledge
and skills that students would engage with and could assimilate through these courses of
study, | remembered that central to critical pedagogy is the notion that the learning modes
we use to educate our young people in schools are explicitly related to their future. The
potential existence we hope for them should offer “a life that leads to the deepening of
freedom and social justice” (Dander, 2017, p. xiv). The ability of the teachers to effectively

facilitate both curricula was highlighted as a concern in Field Notes 3:

The program offers an excellent foundation for working with the Year 9s. It was
undoubtedly designed to make them think about moving from adolescence to
adulthood, but although the structure is good, there are gaps in the content that
teachers pointed out. | have spent a lot of time curriculum planning for this course,
creating activities that suit each of the sections and will give teachers a bank of
activities they can resource and make their own. [...] Although these activities are
worthwhile, | question the ability of the average teacher to deliver contemplative
education on more than a surface level due to lack of training. In these workshops,
they are bordering on counsellors; this can be problematic, and some have

highlighted their concerns. (Field Notes 3, para 1)

These notes highlight that the CE program provided a solid foundation for engaging Year 9
students, guiding them in their transition from adolescence to adulthood. Its structure was
well-designed and encouraged critical thinking and self-reflection, fostering personal growth.
However, despite these strengths, content gaps were identified that required further
refinement. To address these shortcomings, significant time was dedicated to curriculum
planning and the development of targeted activities aligned with each section of the
program. These activities were designed as a flexible resource bank that could be adapted
to suit diverse contexts and learner needs. In this way, the intention was to bridge the

content gaps and ensure the program remained relevant and engaging.

[But] this is problematic in both curriculums. Teachers have been given two
curriculums, with minimal upskilling and a couple of one-day inductions. | recall
stressing the importance of mindfulness training; maybe it is not just mindfulness that
requires appropriate training. | also question some of the issues the teachers have to
address, not being psychologists or counsellors. [...] This appears to be more than a

knowledge gap, a large void that | am unsure how to fill. (Field Notes 3, para 5)
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While my curriculum enhancements strengthened the program, a critical concern remained
—the capacity of the average teacher to facilitate CE beyond a surface level. Many of the
educators lacked the necessary training in reflective and emotional development practices,
making their role in these workshops complex. Teachers were increasingly expected to act
as both facilitators and informal counsellors, a responsibility that some found overwhelming
and beyond their professional expertise. Interestingly, this challenge was evident across
both curricula. Teachers believed they were given limited professional development, with
only brief inductions before being expected to navigate sensitive discussions with students.
Albrecht’s (2017) emphasis on the importance of mindfulness training came to mind;
perhaps, beyond mindfulness, there are broader emotional and psychological competencies
that require structured training (Roeser et al., 2012). Furthermore, the nature of some
discussions within the curriculum raised ethical concerns, as educators were not trained

psychologists or counsellors.

A growing debate emerged around whether educators with a background in health and
wellbeing were better positioned to lead this work. This shift, however, raised a broader
dilemma—how to recognise and integrate the contributions of those who had facilitated the
program in previous years, bringing valuable experience and commitment despite lacking
formal health training. Their involvement highlighted the importance of continuity and
expertise built through practice, yet questions remained about how their roles would be
situated within the evolving structure of the program. This issue extended beyond a simple
knowledge gap, representing instead a wider concern about professional preparedness that,

as observed in Field Notes 3, remained unresolved:

There is discussion about the Physical Education/Health teachers being more suited
to this work because they have this skillset through their Health training. This poses
the question of where does that leave the staff who have facilitated this course for the
past couple of years and are invested in working with the students in this area:

teachers who are not Health trained? (Field Notes 3, para 8)

The concept of Physical Education teachers taking over this curriculum was notable. |
contend that these pedagogies and the curricula would not have been successfully delivered
if only specialist teachers were timetabled. Some of the affective experiences in the CE
curriculum facilitated by non-specialist teachers left a lasting impression on the students—
the relationships mattered (Klem & Connell, 2004; Kopershoek et al., 2019). The resource
gaps that impacted the facilitation of both curricula were also evident in Field Notes 7. When

the cohort was required to move to DLM, both PBL and CE were affected.
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Project-based learning has posed many obstacles; the unit was not as ‘complete’ as
the teachers had ‘been promised’ and was ‘led to believe it would be’; there were too
many platforms, rubrics, and ‘places to go’ that was problematic, but none more so
than the switch to DLM. [...] When we were placed in a sudden lockdown just prior to
the assessment phase of the unit, both teachers and students struggled. Teachers
demanded something ‘give,’” so the assessment was reduced to one piece. They
were acutely aware that they could not facilitate the learning as it was intended in the
DLM space. [...] On the other hand, students struggled with the demise of face-to-
face learning and the impact on their group connections. Even placing them in
breakout rooms in lessons of 75 minutes did not appease the need to be with their
group physically to have group discussions and make group decisions. (Field

Notes 7, para 8)

Many questions arose for me at this point in the investigation, as | considered how the

facilitation of these curricula was progressing. These were evident in Field Notes 7 (see

Table 6) and, on the surface, appear to be relevant to the PBL implementation that focused

on teachers as facilitators. It could be argued that questions 1, 2, 3, 5 and 6, however, could

also be applicable to the facilitation of CE.

Table 6: Questions that arose in Field Notes 7

QUESTION | FIELD NOTES 7

1 Does project-based learning always require a group effort?

2 How can students be facilitated to work more optimally in group situations?

3 Do you need a backup plan if it does not work for particular groups?

4 Have the groups been successful? Answer—across the board—not really—why?

Is Year 9 too late? In Year 7 Drama, | witnessed significantly heightened
behaviours when students had to work in a group! Why don't we do more group

work earlier?

Can PBL work for individuals?

Can a classroom successfully work with PBL in different forms, groups, individuals,

or pairs?
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When analysing these questions after my experience in the school, it became evident that
for effective implementation of PBL and CE, resource development, cohort specificity, and
teacher expertise were integral to educators assuming the roles of effective facilitators and

counsellors.

4.4.2 Global Challenges Affecting the 21st-Century Classroom

The COVID-19 pandemic had a profound impact on students and their learning journeys,
with ongoing research shedding light on just how significant these effects were. Carello
(2020) and Roman et al. (2021) emphasise that trauma-informed teaching principles became
central to most classrooms and DLMs, due to the "traumatic nature of the COVID-19
pandemic and its immense influence on youth mental health" (p. 7). Teachers, too, were
deeply affected by the crisis, as many were not adequately trained to address the

vulnerability and specific needs of students facing mental health challenges (Billett, 2022).

The implementation of unique curricula, such as PBL and CE, during this time required
teachers to demonstrate not only compassion but also an ability to support students
navigating vulnerable and often personal topics. This experience highlighted the growing
reality of the compassionate, caring teacher who, while not a counsellor, found themselves
stepping into roles that blurred the lines between teaching and emotional support. As |
reflected on my own experiences, it became increasingly evident how this shift unfolded.
Teachers were called upon to address the mental health needs of students, often taking on a
role that combined both teaching and counselling responsibilities. This shift was especially
apparent during the pandemic, when students faced heightened levels of anxiety,
depression, and social isolation. School counsellors, while reporting an increase in demand
for mental health services, struggled to provide adequate support due to limitations on in-
person interactions and organisational constraints (Alexander et al., 2022; Jorm & Kitchener,
2021). As a result, teachers often had to step in, offering emotional support alongside their
instructional duties. This dual role became even more pronounced in remote and hybrid
learning environments, where the boundaries between educators and counsellors became
increasingly blurred (ASCA Ethics Committee, 2022). Teachers found themselves navigating
a new and challenging space during the lockdowns, which added a layer of complexity to an

already difficult situation (Billett, 2022). This was particularly evident in Field Notes 7:

Disaster comes to mind when | try to sum this experience up in one word. This term

has yet to be successful, but what has been successful is the feedback! [...]
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Why was it not successful? The school purchased units based on the opinion of
someone who never implemented them, having left after ordering them. Did that
person know what the units contained, or were they sold the same bill of goods as
the teachers who were so difficult to work with this term? Not all were difficult; one of
the group members was a pioneer for the exercise and championed the project all

the way through. Seeing this person so distressed at a term debrief at the end of

delivering the unit was very sobering. (Field Notes 7, para 7)

CE was also severely affected by the transition to DLM, as teachers continued to try to

navigate and facilitate the personal nature of the course content through the digital world.

When CE was delivered on the school campus, inviting environments were created whereby

students were at ease and could be implicitly themselves, understanding that the discussion

would only move beyond the space if chosen by them. Transferring this inviting and

completely trusting energy to the DLM space, where students often had family members

nearby or their computer screens off due to privacy compliance, was considered nearly

impossible by the teachers. They believed this significantly hindered the effective facilitation

of CE content, as evident in the following Field Notes:

DLM also affected the ability of the teachers to deliver the Program curriculum
successfully. The teachers reported a decrease in engagement with the content,
some of it due to the personal nature of the topics and students were less likely to
share from the confines of their homes, with parents or siblings in attendance. [...]
When the teachers were facilitating this work onsite at school, teachers felt that
students were free to discuss their feelings and emotions much more easily; when
moved to DLM, the facilitation of this became increasingly complex, and some
students were experiencing situations that called for much greater training for the
teachers as they are not trained psychologists or counsellors. This was not ideal, and
teachers reported being unhappy about not being able to sufficiently help their

students. (Field Notes 3, para 4)

It is apparent from these Field Notes that the learning experiences and facilitation did not

have what Dewey (1899) would consider an education: "a fostering, a nurturing, a cultivating

process" (p. 14). Freire (1970) would also argue that the teacher in this position could not

fulfil his/her role of an artist; they could not shape the students and make it possible for them

to become themselves in this situation.

The analysis of the Field Notes revealed the importance of teachers as facilitators and

counsellors—the second theme—in implementing both curricula. Critical to the success of
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the student experience in both PBL and CE was the ability of the teachers to oscillate from
facilitator and mentor mode to counsellor when required. In PBL, this was required when
students were assimilating soft skills; in CE, this occurred when topics touched upon
sensitive issues, and the learners needed further care from the teachers. The Field Notes
clearly alluded to the fact that a particular type of teaching and learning was significant to the

successful implementation of this work.
4.5 Emergent Theme Three: The Fog

The final theme in the trilogy is the most complex. It is the notion of “the fog” that applied to
several areas. The fog that accompanied me on this research journey was a dense mist that
was the unknown, the as-yet-not-found answers to my research question (Attard, 2008). It
was also the fog that existed in the teachers' minds when it came to delivering a very
different learning mode in their classrooms (Cook, 2009). This fog also represented the
unknown curricula and techniques necessary for successful implementation of PBL and CE
and the unanswered question about why this was being done. A quote from Freire, included
in Horton et al.’s 1990 book, We Make the Road by Walking; Conversations on Education
and Social Change, is relevant: “The educator has the duty of not being neutral” (p. 181).
This presented a conundrum for me between being the educator and the researcher. It was
my intention to not be neutral as an educator and to also give the implementation of PBL and

CE the best possible chance of engaging students in their learning.

This created a tension between what | was supposed to know and what | was finding out,
highlighting the gaps in knowledge of the school and the research investigation | was

undertaking, as indicated in Field Notes 3:

| was asked an excellent question about WHY we are implementing PBL in Year 9,
and | could not answer this as well as | would like. | understand that student
engagement in this year's level changes; why? There are many reasons, but why
does the school think this will change with PBL at this year's level? | am looking at
two curriculums | must merge to create a better educational experience for the Year
9s (OR do I?). The program is where | can get the most traction from contemplative
education, and the broader curriculum in the core subjects is where PBL is

implemented. (Field Notes 3, para 7)
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The following analogy presented itself when | contemplated what | meant by the fog:

This tension between contemplative education and PBL leaves me, in many ways, ‘in
a fog.” To draw an analogy, | imagine a train track with two parallel lines: one
representing CE and the other PBL. Both hold the promise of guiding my students
toward a richer education—one that deepens their love of learning and fosters
greater joy in the process. Yet, between these tracks lies the fog: the unknown space

| seek to explore and better understand. (Field Notes 3, para 3)

The notion of the fog persisted throughout the implementation of PBL, particularly when it
extended into different academic domains. While initially observed in elective subjects, Field
Notes 5 highlighted a distinct shift when PBL was applied to core subjects like Science and
English. In these areas, the fog manifested differently, as teachers grappled with balancing
curriculum demands, standardised assessment expectations, and the shift from traditional
instructional models to student-driven inquiry. The Science educators also struggled with
ensuring conceptual rigour while fostering open-ended exploration, whereas English
teachers navigated the tension between explicit literacy instruction and the organic
development of ideas within PBL frameworks with ease. This evolving complexity
underscored the need for ongoing support, clear pedagogical strategies, and professional
development to ease the transition and sustain teacher confidence in PBL methodologies, as
described in Field Notes 5:

It is now the turn of Science and English to work on the PBL through the platform.
This is an expensive exercise for the school, and | am interested in seeing what
happens with these two very different domains. [...] Science is not on board with
project-based learning, and reluctance has been demonstrated from the get-go. Two
male science teachers are keen on working with the platform and PBLs, but the
female teachers are not so keen. | wonder if it is because of the technology. On the
other hand, English teachers are incredibly enthusiastic and want to engage their
students with a different type of learning. The teacher in English driving the Year 9

work is fantastic and a Shakespeare lover. (Field Notes 5, para 6)

On the one hand, the fog in the following section of Field Notes 5 represented a “brick wall”
in the Science domain, as it was dense with the reluctance | was met with from these
teachers. On the other hand, the fog was not as prevalent in the English domain, but was

still like the unsettling mist of a Shakespearean play:
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When | met with the Science domain leader, | requested to visit classrooms to
observe PBL in action but was told that teachers were not truly engaging with the
platform. Instead, they had printed the workbooks and were bypassing the program
itself. This point needs clarification. [...] As group work began to take shape and
teams were allocated, we were suddenly shifted into another round of Distance
Learning Mode (DLM). This was lockdown number 6.5, which extended into
confinement number 7 in Victoria, Australia. For Science teachers, this became the
reason to abandon group activities and disengage further from the platform. This
continued until the Deputy Principal of Learning and Teaching discovered the lack of
use, at which point material directly from the site began to reappear. Interestingly, in
a recent leadership meeting, both Science and Mathematics reported working on
new units for Years 7 and 8 that included elements of PBL. English maintained its
use of PBL, though assessments had to be flipped and reduced to a single
adaptation to fit within DLM restrictions, disrupting the group work. [...] DLM also
posed challenges for CE, given its inherently personal dimension and the difficulty of
sustaining it when students had cameras off and were not connecting as they would
in person. It seems we are all navigating uncharted territory, and my ‘fog’ resonates

with all of us. (Field Notes 5, para 7)

Reflecting on Dewey’s (1938) ideas, | see a connection between his analogy of the educator

as a helmsperson, guide, or director, and my own thoughts on fog. In essence, it is clear to

me that we cannot solely focus on the teacher while ignoring the student, or vice versa.

Learning is an active process that the student must engage in for themselves, with the

initiative lying with the learner. As Dewey (1938) maintained: “The teacher is a guide and

director; he steers the boat, but the energy that propels it must come from those who are

learning” (p. 140). | would extend upon this idea by suggesting that my research

demonstrates that we cannot focus exclusively on the curriculum while neglecting the needs

of both educators and students, as all are interconnected.

4.6 Conclusion

This chapter examined the Field Notes generated through the implementation of PBL and

CE within a school context. Analysed through the theoretical lenses of Freire and Dewey,

three interrelated themes emerged: authenticity, the evolving role of the teacher, and the

metaphorical fog of uncertainty. Together, these themes illuminate both the transformative
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potential and the structural tensions involved in enacting student-centred, experiential

pedagogies within contemporary schooling.

Authenticity emerged as foundational to the effectiveness of PBL and CE, yet also as a site
of significant tension. While authentic, real-world learning experiences align closely with
Dewey’s emphasis on experiential education and Freire’s concept of praxis, the Field Notes
revealed ongoing misalignment between these pedagogical intentions and institutional
assessment requirements. This tension underscores the challenge of sustaining meaningful,
student-centred learning within systems that prioritise standardisation and measurable
outcomes, raising critical questions about coherence between pedagogical values and

educational structures.

The second theme highlighted the shifting role of teachers as they navigated identities as
facilitators, mentors, and, at times, emotional counsellors. This evolution expanded the
relational and ethical dimensions of teaching, while simultaneously placing new demands on
educators’ professional capacity and wellbeing. The findings suggest that the successful
integration of PBL and CE requires not only pedagogical adaptability, but also robust
institutional support to sustain educators as they negotiate these expanded and often

ambiguous roles.

Finally, the metaphor of the fog captured the uncertainty inherent in both researching and
implementing innovative pedagogies in real time. Unpredictable data generation, resistance
from some educators, and the broader challenge of embedding transformative practices
within traditional school frameworks all contributed to this sense of indeterminacy. Rather
than signalling failure, however, this fog reflects the complexity of educational change,
revealing uncertainty as an intrinsic feature of pedagogical innovation rather than an

obstacle to be eliminated.

Taken together, these findings affirm that while the blending of PBL and CE holds genuine
transformative promise, this potential is neither automatic nor assured. Its realisation
depends on sustained attention to authenticity, intentional support for educators, and a
willingness to embrace uncertainty as part of a humanising educational process. By
foregrounding these dynamics, this chapter contributes a nuanced understanding of how

transformative pedagogies are lived, negotiated, and constrained in practice.

As the thesis now moves into the Discussion chapter, these insights will be further

interrogated to explore how the interplay between theory and practice shaped the outcomes
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of this research. In doing so, the discussion will consider broader implications for educators,
institutions, and policymakers seeking to reimagine schooling through more relational,

student-centred, and humanising approaches.
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Chapter 5: Discussion

5.1 Introduction

The contemporary classroom calls for research that supports the implementation of
transformative pedagogies such as PBL and CE in response to the evolving demands of
21st-century education. This investigation highlighted both the necessity and the difficulty of
enacting such pedagogies within systems still largely shaped by standardised testing
regimes, rigid curricular structures, and institutional inertia. These conditions create
significant tension for educators seeking to prioritise depth, relevance, and human

connection in learning.

This chapter synthesises the findings of this research, demonstrating how the blending of
project-based learning (PBL) and contemplative education (CE) shifts aspirational claims
about what such pedagogies might achieve under ideal conditions towards a grounded

account of what they produced in practice within the classroom context.

Drawing on Field Notes, reflective narratives, and documented critical incidents generated
throughout the research process, this study foregrounded lived experience as a central lens
for examining how these pedagogical approaches are enacted and sustained in practice.
Positioned as both educator and researcher, the inquiry adopted an insider perspective that
enabled a nuanced exploration of the complexities, tensions, and possibilities that emerge
when theory is translated into classroom practice. Investigating the blended application of
PBL and CE within the policy, curriculum, and cultural constraints of a school environment
allowed for a rich and situated understanding of pedagogical transformation. In doing so, the
research illuminates the evolving role of educators as designers of learning experiences,
facilitators of inquiry, and relational agents who cultivate reflective, responsive, and ethically

grounded learning environments.

The philosophies of Dewey (1915, 1938) and Freire (1970) are treated as dialogic
companions to practice in this research, rather than positioning theory as an abstract ideal.
Dewey'’s experiential and democratic vision informed the program’s design, while Freire’s
humanising and dialogical commitments shaped its ethical orientation. This chapter

demonstrates that alignment was neither seamless nor assured. As a result, theory
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functioned less as blueprint than compass, guiding pedagogical decision-making amid
accountability pressures and institutional demands, and underscoring the partial, negotiated

nature of educational transformation.

Educators were the focus of this research and three findings frame this discussion: the
centrality of authenticity, the redefinition of teachers’ professional roles, and the persistent

presence of what this study terms “the fog”:

1. Authentic, personalised curriculum: examining how authenticity was pursued,
constrained, and negotiated within institutional and assessment frameworks, and
how students’ funds of knowledge (Moll et al., 1992) shaped curriculum enactment.

2. Transformative, student-centred pedagogies: analysing how PBL and CE were
experienced by educators and students as lived pedagogical practices, rather than
idealised models, and how these practices reshaped classroom relationships and
learning processes.

3. Redefinition of teachers’ roles: interrogating how educators inhabited and
negotiated expanded professional identities as Engagement Architects, Pedagogical

Wayfinders, and Stewards of Reflection within the fog of uncertainty.

This discussion also highlights three conceptualisations of teachers’ practice: as
Engagement Architects, deliberately crafting conditions for relevance and agency; as
Pedagogical Wayfinders, navigating uncertainty alongside students; and as Stewards of
Reflection, sustaining the emotional and ethical dimensions of learning that emerged from
this research. Together, these insights offer a reflexive account of how humanising, student-
centred pedagogies were implemented, revealing both their promise and their fragility within

contemporary schooling systems.

5.2 Emerging Conceptualisations

Emerging from the analysis is a deeper understanding of the shifting professional
orientations required when educators attempt to enact transformative pedagogies within
conventional schooling structures. Rather than functioning primarily as transmitters of
knowledge, teachers in this study assumed more fluid and responsive roles that required
intentional design, adaptive decision-making, and sustained attentiveness to the relational
dimensions of learning. These evolving orientations reflect the complex work of supporting

inquiry-based, student-centred environments where learning unfolds through dialogue,

141



reflection, and collaborative meaning-making. The following sections therefore examine
three conceptualisations of practice that emerged from the research—teachers

as Engagement Architects, Pedagogical Wayfinders, and Stewards of Reflection—each of
which illuminates a distinct yet interconnected dimension of the educator’s role in sustaining

humanising, inquiry-driven learning environments.

5.2.1 Pedagogical Wayfinders

In this research, wayfinding draws from the ancient Polynesian practice of navigating vast
ocean expanses through deep knowledge, disciplined observation, and attunement to
celestial bodies and ocean swells (Walsh, 2022). Wayfinding requires cultivated perception,
relational awareness, and trust in an inner compass. Within Polynesian traditions, one

becomes a Wayfinder when there is a deep yearning to follow that inner orientation.

From this epistemological grounding emerges the conceptualisation of Pedagogical
Wayfinders, a term used to describe educators working within a blended PBL and CE
curriculum. The findings suggest that in this role teachers move beyond the transmission of
knowledge to engage in the more nuanced work of navigating the complexities of learning as
it unfolds in real time. They attend closely to the subtle dynamics of classroom life—student
emotion, the evolving direction of inquiry, moments of tension, and flashes of insight—
drawing on pedagogical expertise and relational attentiveness to guide learning through
uncertainty. Much like skilled navigators who read the rhythms of the sea and sky, these
educators remain responsive to shifting conditions, discerning when to maintain direction,
when to recalibrate the learning journey, and when to encourage students to rely on their

own emerging sense of intellectual orientation.

This research deepens the conceptualisation of the educator’s role by illustrating how
engagement within blended PBL and CE contexts is actively shaped through pedagogical
practice. Field Notes captured moments where students moved through the ambiguity of
authentic inquiry—often described as finding their way through the fog—highlighting the
importance of teacher presence in sustaining momentum and direction. In these moments,
educators did not simply facilitate predetermined learning sequences; they participated in the
unfolding inquiry, responding to emerging needs, tensions, and insights. Engagement
therefore emerged not as a fixed student disposition but as a relational and pedagogically
cultivated process. When teachers intentionally design learning experiences, remain

attentively present, and respond thoughtfully to the evolving dynamics of the classroom, they
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create conditions in which students are more likely to remain intellectually curious,

emotionally invested, and socially connected to the learning journey.

Within this framing, the complementary concept of Engagement Architects foregrounds the
deliberate and holistic work educators undertake in shaping these conditions. Teachers craft
learning environments that interweave authentic inquiry with contemplative practices,
ensuring that learning experiences are both intellectually challenging and personally
meaningful. As Pedagogical Wayfinders, they guide students through the uncertainties
inherent in inquiry-based learning (IBL), supporting them to navigate complexity while
gradually developing their own sense of direction. A third conceptualisation that emerged
from the findings is that of educators as Stewards of Reflection. In blended PBL and CE
environments, reflection becomes a central organising principle rather than a peripheral
activity. Teachers intentionally cultivate spaces for students to pause, interpret, and integrate
their experiences, modelling reflective habits that deepen understanding and ethical
awareness. Reflection functions as a point of reorientation within the learning process,

enabling students to reconnect with purpose and recalibrate their inquiry.

Together, these conceptualisations resonate with longstanding educational scholarship that
situates learning within experience, dialogue, and reflection. Echoing Dewey’s (1915, 1938)
emphasis on experiential learning and Freire’s (1970) dialogical understanding of education
as a process of reflection and action, this research positions teachers as educators who
intentionally design, relationally guide, and contemplatively deepen the learning process.
This triadic framework also provides an important bridge to the following section

on authentic, personalised curriculum. If teachers operate as Wayfinders navigating
complexity, Architects designing conditions for engagement, and Stewards safeguarding
reflective depth, then curriculum itself must be responsive and co-constructed, capable of
connecting disciplinary knowledge with students’ lived experiences, identities, and emerging

questions.

5.2.2 Authentic, Personalised Curriculum

This research was grounded in my lived experience as both practitioner and researcher
within an autobiographical narrative inquiry framework. Occupying this dual role enabled me
to examine not only what was implemented, but how pedagogical practices were
experienced, negotiated, and sustained in real time. Through this process, and as a

Pedagogical Wayfinder in my own right, | came to understand that progressive pedagogy is
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maintained less through design intention alone and more through ongoing relational work,
emotional labour, and adaptive decision-making. Theory and practice were therefore not
sequential but mutually constitutive, each continually reshaped by the pressures and
possibilities of daily enactment. Within this dynamic process, authentic and personalised
curriculum emerged not merely as differentiation, but as a pedagogical stance—one in which
learning pathways are intentionally designed yet flexibly navigated, enabling students to

locate meaning, agency, and purpose within their educational journeys.

In practice, blending PBL and CE generated a productive yet demanding tension between
outward-facing action and inward-facing reflection. Community-based inquiries provided
collaborative structure and public purpose, while contemplative practices—journaling,
mindful walking, and facilitated dialogue—invited ethical and emotional depth. These
approaches frequently deepened engagement and metacognitive awareness, but also
surfaced moments of discomfort, resistance, and vulnerability. Rather than being
engineered, engagement emerged through the careful cultivation of reflective, relational, and

inquiry-driven learning environments.

This process shaped the conceptualisation of teacher identity in this research. Through the
analysis, educators became Pedagogical Wayfinders, responding to ambiguity alongside
students rather than directing them from certainty. Collaboration revealed the relational
intensity of the model: PBL required negotiation and shared responsibility, while CE
practices nurtured empathy and reflective dialogue. These challenges were identified in the
Literature Review (see, for example, p. 73). In facilitating these dynamics, teachers also
emerged as Stewards of Reflection, intentionally safeguarding spaces for pausing, meaning-
making, and ethical discernment. Their role extended beyond instruction into mentoring and
pastoral care, requiring emotional resilience, professional trust, and collective coherence

among staff.

Assessment illuminated further tensions (see the Literature Review, p. 24). Performance-
based measures aligned readily with PBL, yet contemplative outcomes—ethical awareness,
self-understanding, relational growth—resisted quantification. Translating reflective depth
into assessable artefacts often required simplification, exposing the limits of institutional
frameworks in recognising holistic learning. Transformative intentions were frequently

constrained by accountability structures not designed to capture them.

Addressing the central research question—What were the challenges and opportunities

associated with blending PBL and CE in an Australian Year 9 classroom?—Ied to the
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metaphor of a “perfect storm” for learning. This did not signify harmonious convergence, but
a volatile confluence of pedagogical ambition, structural constraint, relational intensity, and
uncertainty. Meaningful learning occurred not despite the fog, but through it—through
ongoing negotiation, adaptation, and ethical attentiveness—and by teachers becoming

Engagement Architects, Pedagogical Wayfinders, and Stewards of Reflection

5.2.3 Authentic Enactment

While PBL and CE are well established as standalone pedagogies, this research provides a
situated account of their intersection in practice. Rather than presenting an idealised
integration, the findings reveal the lived realities of blending these approaches within

contemporary schooling, reframing transformation as partial, contingent, and relational.

Central to these realities was the question of authenticity, particularly in relation to curriculum
design. Authentic enactment of PBL and CE required a curriculum responsive to context
rather than reliant on generic or externally imposed structures. Early reflections within the
research process revealed concerns that some PBL units were framed around global or
abstract contexts rather than inquiries grounded in students’ local environments. This
prompted reflection on the importance of situating learning within students’ immediate
communities, where projects could meaningfully contribute to issues within their own

Australian contexts and neighbourhoods.

At the same time, institutional expectations constrained this aspiration. Leadership
emphasised the need for academically rigorous units that could generate measurable
outcomes, including data suitable for rank ordering and the identification of high-performing
students. These expectations reflected the broader accountability pressures shaping
contemporary schooling and created a tension between inquiry-oriented learning and

performative measures of academic success.

The adoption of externally developed curricula further complicated this dynamic. Although
purchased to support innovation, these programs were not designed for the specific
institutional, cultural, or professional context in which they were implemented. Educators
were therefore positioned between maintaining fidelity to purchased materials and adapting
curriculum to align with inquiry-based and contemplative intentions. In practice, this tension
risked positioning curriculum as a mechanism of compliance rather than as a responsive

framework for learning.
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Within the contemplative dimension of the program, similar challenges emerged. Some
educators expressed uncertainty regarding their preparedness to facilitate contemplative
content, particularly when discussions might surface complex emotional or ethical issues.
This hesitation highlighted the extent to which personalisation in contemplative education is
not solely a matter of curricular design but also of educator confidence, lived experience,

and professional readiness to hold reflective spaces for students.

These experiences illustrate that curriculum personalisation was shaped not only by
pedagogical intention but also by professional confidence, ethical responsibility, and
institutional conditions. Navigating these dynamics further affirmed educators’ roles
as Pedagogical Wayfinders, requiring discernment, adaptation, and relational judgement as

they worked within—and sometimes against—the constraints of contemporary schooling.

Contrary to one-size-fits-all models, the findings indicate that deliberate curriculum
personalisation strengthens the integrity of a blended PBL-CE approach. In this research,
personalisation did not refer to individualised learner pathways alone, but to educators’
capacity to shape curriculum around local contexts, ethical concerns, and professional
judgement. Curriculum therefore emerged as a living construct—developmental, evolving,

and responsive—rather than a fixed program for implementation.

In the absence of such conditions, the limits of standardised curriculum models became
evident. The research demonstrated that transformative pedagogies dependent on flexibility,
reflection, and contextual responsiveness cannot be authentically enacted through rigid
structures. Curriculum personalisation therefore emerged as a foundational condition for
authenticity, positioning educators not as implementers of predetermined programs, but as
active designers, relational navigators, and Stewards of Reflection within a complex and

shifting educational landscape.

5.2.4 Pivotal Findings: Blending PBL and CE

Situated within the realities of a contemporary secondary school, this study revealed that
blending PBL and CE was not simply a pedagogical adjustment but a professional
reorientation. The findings—personalised and authentic curriculum design, the negotiated
enactment of student-centred pedagogy, and the redefinition of professional roles—emerged

not as discrete outcomes, but as intertwined and ongoing processes shaped by institutional
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constraint and ethical intention. As both educator and researcher, this research identified
that the most significant shifts did not occur at the level of rhetoric, but in the daily decisions,

compromises, and relational work required to sustain non-traditional approaches.

One of the key insights from the research was the finding that authenticity is not a curriculum
feature or an assessable component but rather a stance that must be continually negotiated.
While |, the educator, designed inquiry-based, real-world learning experiences that
integrated reflective and contemplative practices, these intentions were frequently mediated
by standardised assessment regimes, mandated curricula, and accountability pressures.
Through the research, it emerged that authenticity survives not through structural permission
but through professional judgement. This was evident in the small but deliberate decisions
that preserved coherence between values and practice, even when external systems

privileged compliance and comparability.

The shift from didactic to transformative pedagogy in practice was most visible in teacher
decision-making. Blending PBL and CE required moving from content delivery towards
facilitation, co-inquiry, and ethical attentiveness. Yet this shift was uneven and fragile. The
metaphor of the fog captures what the findings identified as a key outcome from this work:
uncertainty without clear procedural templates, uneven collegial confidence with
contemplative approaches, and the absence of predictable benchmarks for success. Rather
than signalling failure, the fog demanded reflexivity. Through the research | learned to
operate less as an expert with answers and more as what | have referred to as the

Pedagogical Wayfinder—holding direction without claiming clarity.

The research also reshaped my understanding of professional identity. Incorporating
contemplative practices required heightened relational awareness and careful boundary-
setting. Through analysis of the Fields Notes it was evident that teachers became facilitators,
mentors, and ethical stewards of learning spaces, attending not only to academic progress
but to emotional and interpersonal dynamics. While this expansion of an educator’s role
enriched practice, it also revealed the emotional labour embedded within transformative
pedagogy. Sustaining such work requires institutional recognition, shared language, and

collective support; without these, the burden rests disproportionately on individual educators.

Assessment illuminated another critical lesson. Performance-based approaches aligned
relatively well with PBL structures, yet the contemplative dimensions of learning—ethical
reflection, self-awareness, relational growth—resisted quantification. Translating these into

measurable artefacts often required simplification, exposing the limitations of prevailing
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assessment frameworks. The research revealed that transformative aspirations are
frequently constrained not by lack of pedagogical coherence, but by systems designed to

value what is easily measured over what is deeply experienced.

Ultimately, this study demonstrated that blending PBL and CE does not produce
transformation through seamless integration. Instead, it generates a dynamic and often
unstable pedagogical space where possibility and constraint coexist. Transformation, in this
context, is neither technical nor guaranteed; it is ethical, relational, and contingent. By
foregrounding my lived experience as the teacher-researcher, these findings render visible
the ongoing negotiation required to enact humanising pedagogy within contemporary
schooling. The tensions remain unresolved—but it is within that very tension that meaningful
professional growth and student learning became possible. This brings me to the second

conceptual term that emerged from this study: Engagement Architects.

5.3 Engagement Architects

While Engagement Architects has not been a widely established term in education, the idea
of teachers as architects of learning or architects of engagement is a common theme in
educational discourse. As Engagement Architects, | believe teachers assume responsibility
not simply for delivering curriculum, but for designing the conditions under which meaningful
engagement can occur. In this study, that work involved intentionally crafting learning
environments that privileged relevance, dialogue, and shared inquiry, even when formal
curriculum documents and assessment regimes prescribed content coverage and

standardised outputs.

My research identified that, to be considered Engagement Architects, educators would be
required to make strategic design decisions: framing inquiry questions around authentic,
real-world issues; structuring collaborative processes that distributed responsibility;
embedding reflective practices to deepen metacognitive awareness; and sequencing tasks
in ways that maintained intellectual rigour while preserving student voice. Engagement,
therefore, was not left to chance or personality—it was engineered through pedagogical

intentionality.

Crucially, this design work unfolded within constraints. Standardised assessment
frameworks often narrowed the scope of inquiry, while mandated curricula limited flexibility in

pacing and content emphasis. In response, teachers had to learn to work creatively within
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these boundaries—aligning authentic projects with required outcomes, translating dialogical
learning into assessable artefacts, and safeguarding moments of agency within tightly
structured programs. Authenticity became something to be protected and negotiated rather

than assumed.

This role also demanded heightened relational awareness. Fostering agency required
building trust, modelling intellectual humility, and creating spaces where uncertainty was
permissible. As Engagement Architects, educators curated both the cognitive architecture of
tasks and the emotional climate of the classroom. They balanced openness with structure,

ensuring that inquiry remained purposeful rather than diffuse.

What emerged from this research is that engagement is not a by-product of innovative
pedagogy; it is the result of deliberate professional design enacted under imperfect
conditions. Even where institutional systems constrained authenticity, educators retained
agency in how learning was framed, facilitated, and experienced. In this sense, Engagement
Architects represented a form of pedagogical leadership when it came to student-centred
transformative pedagogies—an active shaping of environment, relationships, and purpose to

sustain meaningful, student-centred learning within contemporary schooling contexts.

5.3.1 Student-Centred Transformative Pedagogies

Student-centred transformative pedagogies are widely theorised as departures from
transmission-based models, foregrounding inquiry, dialogue, and experiential engagement
(Dewey, 1915; Freire, 1970). In this study, however, these traditions operated not as
abstract foundations but as orienting influences shaping the decision to blend PBL and CE
within a contemporary secondary school. Rather than presuming their transformative
potential, | examined how these philosophies were interpreted, enacted, and constrained

within curriculum mandates and accountability pressures.

Conceptually informed by Vygotsky’s (1978) constructivism and Kolb’s (1984 ) experiential
learning cycle, as an educator | initially positioned PBL and CE as complementary
frameworks privileging inquiry, reflection, and contextualised knowledge. Yet the research
illuminated the instability of this positioning in practice. Implementing these approaches
required relinquishing predictable instructional sequences and working within what | have

described as the fog—conditions of ambiguity in which outcomes were emergent rather than
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assured. The literature offered coherence and aspiration; the lived experience revealed

contingency and negotiation.

Existing scholarship conceptualises PBL as enabling experiential, inquiry-driven
engagement (Cole, 2024), and CE as cultivating educator reflexivity and contemplative
awareness (Jitchayawanit, 2023; Karadjova, 2021). This study extends that scholarship by
examining their deliberate integration within a single pedagogical design. Rather than
presenting PBL and CE as parallel innovations, the analysis foregrounds how their
intersection reshaped teacher practice, professional identity, and the ethical texture of
classroom life. The contribution lies not in reiterating theoretical promise, but in analysing

lived convergence.

A central finding was that transformative pedagogy manifested less in student outcomes
alone and more in shifts in educator stance. Implementing PBL and CE required movement
from content delivery towards facilitation, co-inquiry, dialogical engagement, and reflective
guidance. This repositioning was uneven and mediated by institutional structures that
privileged linear progression and measurable outputs. Transformative intention was
therefore sustained largely through professional judgement rather than systemic
endorsement. Early reflections within the study indicated that both teachers and students
often lacked the prior knowledge or pedagogical grounding required to engage confidently
with these approaches, highlighting the need for explicit professional development and

structured preparation when introducing such pedagogies.

5.3.1.1 Developmental Transitions

The transition was developmental as much as pedagogical. Guiding inquiry-based and
contemplative processes required confidence in ambiguity, careful boundary-setting, and
sustained reflexivity—capacities not consistently foregrounded in traditional instructional
preparation. Within the contemplative dimension of the program, expanded relational
expectations became particularly visible. While these practices deepened connection and
dialogue, they also intensified emotional labour and ethical responsibility for educators.
Reflections from the research process revealed concerns that teachers had been asked to
implement two unfamiliar curricula with minimal upskilling, often limited to brief introductory
sessions. This raised questions about whether educators were being positioned to navigate
complex emotional or reflective conversations without the depth of preparation typically

associated with fields such as counselling or psychology.
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These experiences highlight that transformative pedagogy cannot be reduced to
methodological adjustment alone. Rather, it requires a substantive reconfiguration of
professional identity, supported by sustained professional learning that addresses educator
wellbeing, ethical facilitation, and reflective practice—not solely instructional technique.
Throughout the study, | was also compelled to interrogate my own positioning as

an Engagement Architect. Transformative pedagogy demanded humility and
responsiveness, particularly when carefully designed plans proved insufficient in practice. At
such moments, | drew upon both the orientation of the Pedagogical Wayfinder and the
intentional design work of the Engagement Architect to recalibrate direction. Freire’s (1970)
notion of conscientizagdo informed this stance; however, the research demonstrated that
critical reflection does not arise automatically from dialogical design. Instead, it must be
intentionally scaffolded and relationally sustained. Literature illuminated possibility, while

practice clarified fragility.

Personalisation, often celebrated in the literature (Cole, 2024; Jitchayawanit, 2023;
Karadjova, 2021), acquired a more complex meaning in practice. Rather than signifying
individualised learner pathways alone, it referred to educators’ capacity to adapt curriculum
and pedagogy responsively within institutional constraints. Pre-designed curricula and
standardised assessment frameworks limited this flexibility, exposing tensions between
pedagogical aspiration and compliance. Although transformative approaches align
conceptually with higher-order thinking frameworks such as Bloom’s taxonomy (Bloom,
1956), translating these ideals into everyday enactment required ongoing reflexivity and

professional courage.

Authenticity emerged as the organising ethical principle underpinning this pedagogical
reorientation. Aligning with Malmqyvist et al. (2021), the study affirms authenticity as
foundational to transformative practice, yet also reveals it as contingent and negotiated
rather than assured. Accountability frameworks frequently constrained authentic inquiry,
requiring educators to recalibrate between pedagogical values and institutional demands.
Authenticity therefore functioned less as a structural guarantee and more as a professional

commitment sustained through judgement and relational attentiveness.

Institutionally, PBL and CE were adopted to align schooling with the demands of a complex
and uncertain world. The findings suggest that while these pedagogies hold genuine
potential to reimagine educational purpose beyond narrow academic metrics, their

enactment exposes structural tensions embedded within contemporary schooling systems.
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Consistent with critiques highlighting the context-dependence of transformative reform
(Fullan et al., 2020; O’Grady, 2023), this study demonstrates that scaling such approaches
without attention to structural and professional conditions risks superficial adoption. At the
level of leadership and systemic design, the findings resonate with Shields’ (2017)
conception of transformative leadership as ethically oriented and holistic. However, they also
affirm Mezirow’s (2000) observation that the effects of transformative learning resist
quantification and often unfold beyond formal metrics. The most meaningful shifts observed
within this study were relational and dispositional, challenging dominant evaluation

paradigms.

Taken together, this research positions student-centred transformative pedagogy not as a
stable model validated by theory, but as an ethically demanding and contextually contingent
process of professional learning. The promise of blending PBL and CE lies not in the models
themselves, but in the conditions that enable educators to enact them with integrity. By
foregrounding lived professional experience, this study contributes a situated account of how
transformative intentions are negotiated, sustained, and at times constrained within

contemporary schooling systems.

5.3.2 Potential for Professional and Pedagogical Empowerment

The integration of PBL and CE in this study extended beyond instructional technique,
prompting a reconsideration of power, agency, and purpose within everyday classroom
practice. Rather than defining empowerment as an individual learner outcome, this emerged
as a pedagogical condition—one shaped by curriculum design, relational intentionality, and
institutional positioning. Blending these approaches required deliberate attention to how
knowledge was constructed, how authority was distributed, and how teaching was oriented

towards ethical and dialogical engagement.

Central to this reorientation was the evolving role of the educator. While Mercer and Dornyei
(2020) emphasise the influence of positive interpersonal relationships on learning, the
findings illustrate how such relational capacity becomes foundational when PBL and CE are
enacted together. Drawing conceptually on Grift and Major’s (2023) notion of educators as
architects of engagement, this study as aforementioned extends that framing by positioning
teachers as Engagement Architects: professionals who intentionally design pedagogical
spaces prioritising connection, relevance, dialogue, and shared inquiry. What | learned is

that relational climate is not incidental to transformative pedagogy; it is its infrastructure.
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Thematic analysis further revealed that so-called “soft skills"—communication, collaboration,
adaptability, ethical awareness—were not peripheral outcomes but core pedagogical
orientations. Although often marginalised in assessment-driven systems (Devedzic et al.,
2018; Musnandar, 2020), these capacities became central within the blended model. PBL
foregrounded collaborative problem-solving and dialogue, while CE deepened reflective and
ethical awareness. Together, they required me, as the teacher-researcher, to conceptualise
learning as relational and developmental rather than exclusively cognitive. This reframing
exposed tensions between what was cultivated in practice and what was formally recognised

within institutional metrics.

This orientation aligns with Dewey’s (1910) conception of teaching as facilitation rather than
transmission. Yet enacting such facilitation demanded movement beyond conventional
professional boundaries. In particular, contemplative practices heightened attentiveness to
emotional undercurrents and interpersonal dynamics, at times positioning educators in roles
adjacent to mentoring. This research shows that such expansion enriches pedagogical depth
but also carries precarity, especially in the absence of structured institutional support.
Transformative pedagogy, therefore, is sustained not only through intention but through

professional containment, ethical clarity, and collective coherence.

The emphasis on relational and dispositional growth also illuminated misalignments with
prevailing accountability frameworks. As Heckman and Kautz (2012) and Balcar (2016) note,
standardised systems privilege measurable knowledge over interpersonal competence and
adaptability. The findings substantiate this critique: the integration of PBL and CE surfaced
qualities essential to holistic development yet resistant to quantification. This tension
reinforced the insight that empowerment within schooling is constrained when institutional

measures fail to value relational and ethical dimensions of learning.

Shifts in power dynamics constituted another significant insight. The blended approach
redistributed authority from fixed curricular scripts towards dialogical processes, resonating
with Freire’s (1970) conception of education as emancipatory and Gadotti’s (1994)
understanding of education as becoming. However, in this study, such redistribution
occurred through design and stance rather than guaranteed learner transformation.
Empowerment emerged structurally and relationally—fragile and contingent upon systemic
support. Without alignment across leadership, policy, and assessment, the transformative
potential of PBL and CE remained vulnerable to pressures of standardisation and

performativity.
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Collectively, these findings reposition empowerment as a professional and institutional
condition rather than an abstract aspiration. Through the lived blending of PBL and CE, the
research identified that meaningful transformation depends on whether educators
themselves are empowered—recognised as Engagement Architects and Pedagogical
Wayfinders capable of navigating uncertainty with ethical intent. The promise of
transformative pedagogy lies not only in student agency, but in the extent to which
educational systems sustain the relational, reflective, and context-responsive work required
to cultivate it. This brings me to the final conceptual term that emerged from this

investigation: Stewards of Reflection.

5.4 Stewards of Reflection

As aforementioned, this study elucidated that the teacher was not simply a facilitator within a
combined PBL and CE curriculum, but also an architect of emotionally resonant, critically
engaging learning experiences. Teachers who implement this approach are required to
design environments that foster curiosity, critical thinking, and emotional awareness,
qualities evident in Field Notes 6: “Big expectations, but there is a team member who
appears to have a similar vision” (para 8). These are central to both Deweyan and Freirean
visions of education. As the teacher-researcher, | found that there was potential for student
engagement to deepen when an educator is responsive, adaptive, and willing to co-create

knowledge with learners.

The teacher’s capacity to scaffold learning, nurture relational trust, and engage with
students’ emotional and cognitive landscapes proved essential in this study, aligning with
Dewey’s (1938) and Freire’s (1970) theories of education. Thus, the findings of this study
demonstrate that transformative engagement arises not from static curricula, but from
pedagogical relationships built on authenticity, responsiveness, and shared inquiry. As a
result, this research builds upon the work of Iversen and Pedersen (2017) and Quinn (2019),
who demonstrate that teachers’ ability to adapt, scaffold, and co-create knowledge with

students directly influences the level of engagement that students experience.

Moreover, the contemplative dimensions of this pedagogical approach placed renewed
emphasis on the teacher’s role in cultivating attentiveness, reflection, and relational depth
within the classroom, which is why | called them Stewards of Reflection. The teacher’s

presence, both physically and through intentional pedagogical choices, created a learning
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environment in which students could feel genuinely seen, heard, and motivated to
participate. This study demonstrated that when the teacher-researcher integrated
contemplative strategies with PBL, there was significant potential to sustain and deepen

student engagement.

This integration foregrounded relationships, mindful awareness, and the human-centred
dimensions of learning, moving beyond a purely cognitive model of engagement. By shifting
the focus of student engagement from student characteristics to teacher agency, the
research directly challenged deficit-based models of engagement that located responsibility
for participation and motivation solely within the student. Deficit-based engagement
discourses frame disengagement as a problem within the student, often overlooking the
sociocultural and institutional conditions that shape teaching and learning. These narratives
pathologise students, particularly those from marginalised, neurodivergent, or linguistically

diverse backgrounds, by treating difference as deficiency (Graham, 2023).

Such assumptions, Graham (2023) argues, ignore how rigid curricula and exclusionary
pedagogies can themselves disable learners. She calls for inclusive practices that recognise
how engagement is shaped by the environment educators create, thereby emphasising the
crucial and valued role of educators in student engagement. This investigation highlighted
how engagement emerged from the teacher’s capacity to design meaningful learning
experiences, how they responded to students’ emotional and intellectual needs, and their
ability to construct authentic connections. In doing so, this study reasserts the teacher’s role
as a transformative presence in the classroom that not only facilitates learning but actively

shapes the depth, relevance, and relational quality of the learning process.

Delivering this curriculum required the creation of learning environments where silence,
introspection, and metacognition were valued alongside collaboration, dialogue, and hands-
on problem-solving (Weare, 2019; Zoogman et al., 2014, 2019). Both pedagogical
approaches also necessitated a reconsideration of assessment practices, prompting
educators to move beyond traditional grading systems towards more holistic forms of

evaluation that recognised learning processes, self-awareness, and intellectual curiosity.

At the same time, the research required ongoing reflection on my role as educator navigating
tensions between institutional demands—such as curriculum coverage, standardised testing,
and academic ranking—and the slower, more reflective orientation of CE, which privileges

depth over breadth (Weare, 2019). Field Note reflections throughout the study revealed how

frequently educators were required to trust the process, embrace uncertainty, and relinquish
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a degree of control in favour of student agency. While this shift proved challenging, it also

became one of the most transformative aspects of the blended approach.

These tensions were visible in uneven uptake across subject domains. Some areas of the
curriculum expressed early reluctance towards PBL, with hesitancy linked to concerns about
technological platforms, unfamiliar pedagogical structures, and perceived disruption to
established teaching routines. In contrast, other subject areas demonstrated strong
enthusiasm for inquiry-driven learning, with teachers actively seeking ways to engage
students through project-based approaches and interdisciplinary exploration. These
variations suggested that receptivity to pedagogical change was shaped not only by
curriculum design but also by professional confidence, disciplinary culture, and educators’

prior experience with innovative practices.

Despite these challenges, reflections across the research period revealed a gradual shift in
classroom dynamics. Increased student initiative, sustained inquiry, and engagement with
complex, contextually rich material began to emerge. Teachers noted moments where
students demonstrated deeper cognitive and emotional engagement with the work,
articulating nuanced understandings and drawing meaningful connections between ideas. At
the same time, some educators expressed concerns about the length or pacing of particular
units, suggesting that while the approach fostered depth, maintaining momentum over

extended projects required careful calibration.

Moreover, reflections highlighted both the promise and variability of blended PBL and CE
approaches. While these approaches can cultivate more individualised and meaningful
learning trajectories—particularly in contexts where conventional approaches may have
previously fallen short—the experience is not uniform across classrooms or students. The
research therefore prompted deeper questioning about why some educators remained
reluctant to adopt or fully engage with the blended pedagogy despite observable student
benefits. Despite potential student gains with the curricula, the research challenged me to
question this resistance. Why were some educators reluctant to adopt or even engage with

this blended pedagogical approach, despite some clear student benefits?

The answer appeared to lie in a deeper tension at the heart of pedagogical change.
Blending PBL and CE required educators to relinquish elements of control, listen closely to
students, and embrace uncertainty and emergent learning processes. For some educators,
this shift proved energising and liberating. For others, it generated discomfort, often rooted in
fear of failure, professional vulnerability, or the challenge of unlearning deeply ingrained

instructional habits. These dynamics suggest that authentic transformation requires more
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than new pedagogical tools; it also requires support for educators to reflect on and

renegotiate their professional identities.

Team culture emerged as a particularly significant factor in this process. Where teachers
shared enthusiasm for inquiry-driven learning and collaborative experimentation, the blended
approach flourished. In these contexts, educators actively sought opportunities to reimagine
curriculum and engage students through creative, project-based inquiry. This contrast
reinforced the importance of collegial trust, shared vision, and collaborative professional

culture in sustaining pedagogical change.

The findings therefore suggest that the success of PBL and CE depends as much on
relational and cultural conditions within teaching teams as on curriculum design itself.
Trust—both in students and among educators—appears essential. Transformation thrives
where risk-taking is encouraged and collaboration is normalised. Consequently, professional
learning must extend beyond strategic implementation to include reflective and dialogical
spaces where educators can question assumptions, explore evolving professional roles, and
imagine alternative possibilities for practice. Only within such cultures of shared inquiry and
openness can schools fully realise the transformative potential of blending PBL and CE—an
approach that not only enhances student agency but also redefines what it means to teach

and learn in contemporary education.

5.4.1 21st-Century Teaching and the Complex Role of the Educator

This research revealed that blending PBL and CE required a substantive reimagining of
professional identity and pedagogical responsibility. Through analysis of Field Notes, |
identified two intertwined shifts: the educator as facilitator of inquiry and the educator as
relational and emotional guide. These were not abstract role descriptions but lived transitions
that unsettled conventional hierarchies of authority and expertise. Working within institutional
contexts shaped by standardisation and accountability, | learned that adopting
transformative pedagogies meant relinquishing certainty and embracing co-inquiry, design

responsibility, and relational presence.

In practice, the distinction between facilitation and emotional guidance was often indistinct.
The contemplative orientation of CE invited ethical reflection and engagement with lived
experience, frequently surfacing emotionally charged material. As a result, professional

practice extended beyond academic orchestration into affective domains. This expansion
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deepened classroom connection but also intensified emotional labour and sharpened
awareness of professional boundaries. The research highlighted that intellectually rigorous
inquiry and relational care were not competing demands; rather, they were mutually
constitutive within the blended model. However, sustaining this integration required

reflexivity, ethical clarity, and collegial trust.

Field Notes further demonstrated that the most immediate effects of implementation were
experienced by educators themselves. Designing meaningful inquiry, maintaining coherence
amid uncertainty, and adapting responsively to emergent dynamics proved professionally

demanding in the classroom, but especially during the intensity of the lockdown periods.

Values often associated with character education—ethical awareness, responsibility,
relational attentiveness—emerged not as measurable outcomes but as by-products of
pedagogical stances that emerged through difficult times. This insight reframed
transformation as something enacted through educator disposition and curriculum

intentionality rather than guaranteed student change.

Grounded in social constructivist principles (Chitamba & Yearwood, 2025; Granado-Alcon et
al., 2020), both PBL and CE position knowledge as dialogically constructed. In enacting this
orientation, | experienced firsthand the shift from didactic authority towards relational
facilitation. The importance of authentic and purposeful curricular design became evident:
when inquiry lacked coherence or relevance, frustration quickly surfaced. Meaning and
context were not enhancements to learning; they were prerequisites for sustaining
engagement. These findings resonate with Dewey’s (1915, 1938) critique of
decontextualised instruction and Freire’s (1970) rejection of hierarchical transmission. Yet
the study extended these philosophies by demonstrating the professional demands
embedded in their enactment. Transformative pedagogy depended not solely on adopting
innovative frameworks, but on educators’ willingness to inhabit dialogical, participatory, and

reflexive roles under conditions of ambiguity.

Contemporary scholarship calling for expanded professional roles (OECD, 2018b; Zhao,
2020) was substantiated in practice. Enacting PBL and CE required functioning
simultaneously as designer, organiser, mentor, community builder, and project manager.
Authority shifted from positional control to relational leadership—exercised through
intentional design and ethical presence rather than directive instruction. Engagement, as

suggested by Skinner and Pitzer (2013) and Amerstorfer and von Munster-Kistner (2021),
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was co-constructed; educators became the linchpins mediating intellectual challenge

alongside emotional complexity.

At the same time, tensions were evident. Intensified emotional labour and blurred
boundaries surfaced in the Field Notes, particularly in the absence of formal preparation for
contemplative facilitation. This grey zone exposed the vulnerability of transformative
pedagogy when institutional supports are limited. The work required balance—guiding open-

ended inquiry while safeguarding professional integrity and wellbeing.

Ultimately, the professional identity emerging from this study is characterised by agility and
reflexivity. Teaching through blended PBL and CE demanded movement between roles—
designer, facilitator, mentor, listener—within a landscape marked by uncertainty.
Transformative pedagogy did not reside in technique alone; it emerged through the
deliberate creation of conditions in which rigorous, ethical, and context-responsive learning
could unfold. The central lesson was that meaningful transformation depends as much on

the educator’s evolving professional stance as on the pedagogical model itself.

5.4.2 21st-Century Innovative Teaching Methods

In my experience of blending of PBL and CE as a researcher-educator, this investigation
revealed a powerful pedagogical approach that engaged cognitive, reflective, and relational
dimensions of learning design. While PBL foregrounded inquiry, critical thinking, and
collaborative problem-solving, CE enriched this process through contemplative practices that
emphasised mindfulness, focus, and ethical awareness. This research shows that together,
these pedagogies functioned as an integrated and transformative approach to curriculum
enactment (Chakraborty, 2024; Mezirow, 2008; Kuruc et al., 2024). Rather than operating as
discrete methods, PBL and CE worked synergistically to support holistic educational aims.
This integration represented a shift away from narrowly instrumental models of education
towards approaches that value reflective judgement, ethical reasoning, and meaning-
making, alongside technical competence. However, the transition from didactic instruction to
learner-centred pedagogies was not without challenge. As documented in the Field Notes,
this shift demanded a significant reorientation of educator mindset and practice, highlighting
the necessity of sustained resourcing, professional learning, and institutional support during

periods of pedagogical change.
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This study also illuminated how the integration of PBL and CE aligned with broader
conceptions of 21st-century capabilities. These pedagogies acted as catalysts for
collaborative, inquiry-driven learning environments and fostered capacities commonly
described as soft skills, including teamwork, lateral thinking, collaboration, and problem-
solving. The Field Notes also illustrated how structured strategies such as the “jigsaw
method” redistributed responsibility within learning designs, fostering interdependence,
accountability, and shared knowledge construction within group contexts. These are in
keeping with the evolving demands of the 21st-century workplace, particularly in the context
of automation and artificial intelligence (Al), which have elevated such capabilities as a new
form of professional currency (Huang et al., 2019). Skills related to emotional intelligence,
communication, collaboration, and adaptability are increasingly recognised as essential for
innovation and resilience. Lee (2019) describes these attributes as interpersonal and
behavioural capacities grounded in self-awareness and conduct. This research found that
PBL and CE naturally cultivated these capacities through pedagogical designs that required
reflection, ethical consideration, and collaborative sense-making. Through contemplative
practices and project-based structures, learning environments consistently engaged both

intrapersonal and interpersonal dimensions of professional competence.

Deming (2017) notes that such capabilities are often assessed indirectly due to their
subjective nature, despite their long-standing value in professional contexts. Hendarment
and Cantner (2018) further argue that these capabilities complement “hard skills"—defined
as technical or disciplinary expertise—and that their interplay is critical. Within this study,
pedagogical designs consistently integrated both domains. Practices such as active
listening, collaborative problem-solving, peer feedback, and relational awareness were
embedded alongside the development of technical and digital proficiencies required to
navigate contemporary learning platforms (Lamberti et al., 2021). Gnecco et al. (2024)
highlight that the disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic intensified the need to
intentionally redevelop such capacities, making their integration into curriculum design a

renewed priority.

As the teacher-researcher, | identified these capabilities as essential in the early stages of
implementation, and their deliberate cultivation was prioritised across both pedagogical
frameworks. This emphasis was reflected in Field Notes 7, which documented the seamless
integration of social-emotional dimensions with technical and procedural learning demands.
The blending of PBL and CE signalled a deliberate move away from traditional, teacher-
centred models towards more democratic and participatory learning environments.

Ukpokodu (2009, 2022) argues that transformative pedagogy requires educators not only to
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implement strategies but to embody its values, asserting that educators must “walk the talk”
(p. 8). This orientation was evident in Field Notes 3, where educators described adapting
established practices to support inquiry, relational depth, and shared responsibility within

learning environments.

Eskrootchi and Oskrochi (2010) and Allen (2022) similarly emphasise that learning is most
effective when knowledge is actively constructed through experience and social interaction.
These principles are central to both PBL and CE, where responsibility for meaning-making is
embedded within the pedagogical structure itself. Chung and Chow (2004), alongside Krajcik
and Shin (2021), argue that inquiry-based models such as PBL are associated with
increased motivation and engagement when learning is situated within authentic contexts.
These theoretical perspectives aligned with Field Notes 1, 3, 4, and 7, which documented
heightened professional engagement and coherence when PBL and CE were enacted

authentically.

The pedagogies examined in this study also underscored the importance of individualised
and context-responsive learning design, further redefining the role of the educator. Teachers
were repositioned not as content transmitters but as curators of learning environments
capable of supporting intellectual rigour, relational depth, and ethical reflection. This learner-
centred orientation necessitated not only curricular adaptation but also a reconfiguration of
professional identity. As reflected across the Field Notes, this shift required educators to be
flexible, reflective, and responsive to the cognitive and emotional dimensions of pedagogical

practice.

5.4.3 Collaborative Learning Environments

Within the blended PBL and CE context of this study, collaborative learning environments
were intentionally designed to engage learners across multiple dimensions—physical
interaction with materials, social interaction through dialogue and cooperation, and cognitive
engagement through critical thinking, problem-solving, and reflective decision-making.
Learning designs emphasised clearly defined roles and responsibilities, encouraging
participants to approach complex issues from multiple perspectives and to move between
individual inquiry and collective synthesis. While such structures can support meaningful
participation, their effectiveness depends on careful facilitation; without this, collaboration
may become uneven, with disparities in confidence, experience, or voice shaping learning

outcomes.
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Project-based tasks sought to balance individual accountability with collaborative
negotiation. Students were often required to generate independent responses before refining
them through group dialogue to reach shared outcomes. Inquiry tasks organised around
thematic areas such as education, economics, travel, or trade invited learners to assume
roles related to research, strategy development, or policy design. This approach
foregrounded both autonomy and interdependence, integrating “hands-on” and “minds-on”
learning processes that align with Kwok and Tan’s (2004) assertion that such pedagogies
can activate complex cognitive and metacognitive engagement when appropriately
scaffolded. However, role-based collaboration does not automatically ensure equitable or
deep learning, and group dynamics may privilege some participants over others unless

inclusion is deliberately supported.

Analysis of the Field Notes indicated that learning frequently extended beyond rote
memorisation by situating inquiry within authentic, real-world contexts. Learning was often
framed as purposeful and action-oriented, emphasising relevance and application rather
than task completion alone, supporting Moursund’s (2009) argument that effective PBL
prioritises engagement over passive recall. Where authenticity was meaningfully aligned with
learners’ interests and contexts, the data suggested enhanced creativity, critical thinking,
and emotional investment. Nonetheless, authenticity proved to be constructed rather than

inherent, requiring deliberate design and sustained negotiation.

Consistent with Dorji et al. (2020), the Field Notes further suggested that inquiry, reflection,
and negotiation can foster intellectually rich and collaborative learning environments in which
assumptions and perspectives are surfaced and critically examined. Knowledge was
frequently co-constructed through dialogue rather than transmitted unidirectionally. Yet these
dialogical processes demanded time, facilitative expertise, and curricular flexibility, raising
questions about feasibility within systems constrained by standardised assessment and

coverage requirements.

Educators consequently adopted more facilitative roles that prioritised guidance, inquiry
support, and reflective pauses over authoritative knowledge delivery. While this repositioning
aligns with Dewey’s (1915) and Freire’s (1970) advocacy for democratic and dialogical
learning environments, it also introduced tensions. Learners accustomed to directive
instruction sometimes required additional structure, underscoring the need to balance

openness with clarity and support.
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Overall, the findings suggest that PBL and CE do not automatically generate collaborative or
transformative environments, but instead create conditions in which such outcomes may
become possible. Collaborative learning within these contexts is therefore best understood
as negotiated and contingent, emerging through deliberate design, critical facilitation, and

responsiveness to contextual constraints rather than guaranteed by pedagogy alone.

5.5 Real-World Resistance

This research revealed that several educators initially resisted the proposed curriculum shift,
perceiving it as aligned with earlier iterations of IBL that they considered outdated or
ineffective. This resistance was evident in Field Notes 1, 4, and 8. Educators articulated
concerns regarding the practical demands of implementation and expressed a need for
substantial professional learning in both contemplative practice and PBL methodologies. A
key challenge identified was the balance between providing structured project guidance and
intentionally creating space for stillness and reflection—an approach that required a

reconsideration of conventional teacher preparation and instructional pacing.

An unexpected outcome documented through the Field Notes was the emergence of
enhanced emotional and relational capacities within learning environments following the
integration of contemplative elements. While early reflections focused primarily on
anticipated cognitive outcomes, Field Notes 8 highlighted a noticeable shift in the overall
tone of collaboration, marked by increased calmness, attentiveness, and reflective
engagement. These changes appeared to be associated with the incorporation of
contemplative practices that supported emotional regulation, stress awareness, and

empathetic interaction within collaborative contexts (Ortiz & Sibinga, 2017).

Within PBL implementation, collaborative processes were supported through highly
structured group frameworks that included clear expectations, defined roles, and contractual
agreements. These structures provided strong parameters that supported sustained
engagement and accountability. Upon reflection, this level of scaffolding appeared to
contribute significantly to the effectiveness of collaborative work. Increased autonomy and
self-regulation are not characteristic features of traditional didactic models; therefore,
another key finding was that authentic PBL environments can initially challenge both
educators and participants due to their open-ended nature. However, the integration of

contemplative practices—such as mindful reflection and metacognitive pauses—appeared to
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mitigate this challenge by supporting focus, intentional decision-making, and navigation of

complexity, as evidenced in Field Notes 8.

The perceived benefits of contemplative practices also appeared to address common
concerns regarding the open-ended structure of PBL. A prevailing assumption within some
educational contexts is that experiential learning does not necessarily lead to deep retention
of knowledge. However, the integration of structured reflection within CE challenged this
assumption. Field Notes 3 and 8 indicated that guided reflective practices, which involved
intentional processing of experiences, supported more durable and transferable
understanding across contexts. This suggests that the inclusion of reflection as a formal

component of learning design may enhance depth of learning and knowledge retention.

Another significant finding was the creation of more inclusive and equitable learning
environments, as documented in Field Notes 3 and 8. While PBL is often positioned as a
universally accessible approach, the inclusion of contemplative elements appeared to
broaden its inclusivity. Practices such as structured breathing, journaling, and quiet reflection
supported varied cognitive and sensory needs, particularly in environments where
overstimulation or executive functioning demands might otherwise present barriers. These
findings suggest that contemplative practices can function as accessibility tools, enhancing

the inclusiveness of inquiry-based pedagogies.

A notable tension identified through the Field Notes was the challenge of reconciling fast-
paced, outcome-driven learning expectations with the slower, reflective tempo required by
contemplative practices. Mindfulness and structured reflection required deliberate and
intentional integration to realise their full pedagogical value. Analysis indicated that when
thoughtfully embedded, these practices contributed not only to deeper cognitive engagement
but also to more constructive collaborative dynamics. Mindfulness practices supported
patience, active listening, and emotional awareness, offering a framework for navigating

interpersonal complexity within group-based learning environments.

Collectively, these findings underscore the importance of intentional scaffolding when
blending PBL and CE. Resistance to implementation was not solely ideological but was often
rooted in practical concerns regarding time, training, and role complexity. However, when
these pedagogies were thoughtfully integrated, contemplative practices enriched both the
process and quality of collaborative learning, reinforcing their value as a complementary

dimension within transformative educational design.
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5.6 The Perfect Storm

The blending of PBL and CE has been presented as both a pedagogical innovation and a
philosophical repositioning of education towards critical inquiry, ethical engagement, and
personal development. However, this integration warrants careful scrutiny. While PBL and
CE offer complementary possibilities, their convergence is neither seamless nor inherently
transformative; outcomes remain contingent on context, facilitation, and institutional support.
Rather than functioning as universally effective methodologies, they operate as flexible

frameworks whose impact is shaped by the conditions in which they are enacted.

Taken together, the convergence of PBL and CE offers the possibility of balancing inquiry
with reflection, and action with attentiveness. Rather than representing a “perfect storm” for
transformation, this intersection may be better understood as a productive tension—one that
creates opportunities for deeper engagement while exposing contradictions between
reflective pacing and the demands of curriculum coverage and accountability structures. In
this respect, the approach aligns with Dewey’s (1915) conception of experiential learning
and Freire’s (1970) dialogical, emancipatory vision of education, while also illustrating the

challenges of translating these ideals into contemporary systems.

In practice, the integration of these approaches enables the design of learning experiences
that foreground relevance, reflection, and real-world complexity. Within a PBL framework,
inquiry-based projects may be structured around socially significant themes such as mental
health, wellbeing, and community resilience, allowing learning to extend beyond abstract
content into applied contexts (Galla, 2016). Such projects often incorporate research,
collaborative knowledge-building, and the production of creative artefacts for authentic
audiences, contributing to situated and purposeful learning. At the same time, these designs
require considerable time, resources, and pedagogical expertise, and without careful
scaffolding may privilege product over process or reinforce inequities in participation and

assessment.

CE further enriches this process by embedding structured opportunities for reflection and
attentional awareness. Practices such as mindfulness exercises, journaling, and dialogical
circles introduce intentional pauses within the learning cycle, supporting deeper sense-
making and ethical consideration. These reflective dimensions may foster intrapersonal
awareness, empathy, and emotional literacy. Yet CE practices are not without critique.

Questions regarding cultural positioning, the potential individualisation of systemic issues,
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and the risk of reflection becoming procedural rather than critical highlight the need for
thoughtful and context-sensitive implementation. Without explicit links to analysis and action,

contemplative activities may inadvertently depoliticise learning rather than deepen it.

Overall, the blending of PBL and CE emerges not as an idealised solution but as a promising
yet complex pedagogical response to the demands of 21st-century education. Its value lies
less in any inherent transformative power than in its capacity to create conditions in which
thoughtful, relational, and ethically responsive learning may occur when enacted critically

and contextually.

5.7 Limitations

This research, which explored the blending of PBL and CE, was subject to several notable
limitations. First, its autobiographical and reflective design meant that the findings were
shaped by the researcher’s positionality and interpretive lens. While this approach allowed
for deep, situated insight into pedagogical practice, it necessarily limits generalisability. The
reliance on Field Notes as the primary data source, without triangulation through additional
perspectives or institutional data, constrained the breadth and robustness of the empirical

claims.

Methodological limitations were further compounded by the contextual conditions under
which the research was conducted. The COVID-19 pandemic imposed significant restrictions
on data generation, including ethical constraints that precluded engagement with additional
participants and the rapid shift to remote and disrupted learning environments. These
conditions not only narrowed the scope of data but also altered the pedagogical context in
which PBL and CE were enacted, influencing both implementation and observation. As such,
the findings should be interpreted as contextually situated rather than universally

representative.

Despite these constraints, the study remains theoretically grounded within established
educational traditions that privilege experiential, dialogical, and humanising approaches to
learning. Dewey’s (1938) advocacy for learning through experience and social interaction
provided a strong conceptual foundation for the pedagogical practices examined in this
research. The Field Notes documented learning designs characterised by inquiry,

negotiation, and collaborative problem-solving, reflecting Dewey’s notion of “learning by
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doing” and illustrating how experiential approaches can support deeper engagement and

critical thinking when appropriately structured.

Similarly, Freire’s (1970) conception of education as a dialogical and reflective practice
underpinned the integration of contemplative elements within the pedagogical design. CE
practices emphasised critical reflection, attentional awareness, and meaning-making,
aligning with Freire’s view of learning as a process of co-constructed understanding rather
than knowledge transmission (Maylor, 2022). These theoretical alignments strengthened the
legitimacy of examining the intersection of PBL and CE, even within a limited empirical

scope.

To address these limitations, future research could adopt collaborative inquiry and mixed-
methods designs, incorporating qualitative and quantitative data from a broader range of
educational stakeholders and contexts. Conducting similar studies in post-pandemic
conditions would enable comparative analysis under more stable learning environments and

provide clearer insight into the sustained impact of blended PBL and CE approaches.

Further research could also deepen the theoretical analysis by explicitly examining the
intersection of PBL and CE through the lens of transformative learning. Mezirow (2000,
2008) emphasises critical reflection as central to perspective transformation, a process
closely aligned with CE’s emphasis on reflective depth and meaning-making. Investigating
how these pedagogies jointly support transformative change could yield valuable insights
into the development of agency, critical consciousness, and resilience within learning

environments.

Additionally, Gardner’s (2011) theory of multiple intelligences suggests that integrating PBL
and CE may support a broader range of cognitive and relational capacities, particularly
interpersonal and intrapersonal domains. Palmer’s (2017) focus on the “inner life” of
education further underscores the value of pedagogies that attend to emotional authenticity,
relational depth, and personal meaning. These perspectives point to fertile avenues for
future inquiry into how holistic pedagogical designs support the full spectrum of human

learning.
Montessori’s (1976) emphasis on autonomy and intrinsic motivation also aligns closely with

the self-directed learning encouraged by PBL and CE, while Robinson (2015) and Robinson

and Aronica (2015) advocate for creativity-driven and personalised approaches to education.
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Exploring these intersections could contribute to the development of practical frameworks for
educational renewal that prioritise adaptability, innovation, and social responsibility.
Importantly, the research also revealed that blending PBL and CE places considerable
demands on educators. Balancing the structured outcomes of PBL with the open-ended,
introspective nature of CE requires careful planning, pedagogical flexibility, and sustained
reflective practice. Future research should therefore investigate the implications of this
pedagogical complexity for educator identity, professional learning, instructional design, and

wellbeing.

Ultimately, while limited in scope, this study contributes to a growing body of scholarship
exploring holistic and transformative pedagogical approaches. By extending this work
through broader engagement, methodological diversity, and longitudinal analysis, future
research can further examine the long-term implications of integrating PBL and CE for
educational practice, professional cultures, and learning design. Such inquiry is essential to
informing policies and practices that seek to cultivate inclusive, reflective, and future-focused

educational environments.

5.8 Conclusion

PBL and CE extend beyond innovative teaching strategies to represent a transformative
educational philosophy suited to the complexities of 21st-century education. By integrating
cognitive, ethical, and relational dimensions of learning, these pedagogies support holistic
educational aims while responding to contemporary social and professional demands. The
findings of this research indicate that PBL and CE are not simply progressive alternatives but
essential pedagogical approaches for a world characterised by complexity, interdependence,
and rapid change. Their integration reframes learning as a dynamic, participatory process
that cultivates critical consciousness, social responsibility, and adaptive thinking, offering
educators, leaders, and policymakers a framework for reimagining education beyond

compliance-driven models towards more humanising and future-focused systems.

This chapter addressed the research question of what were the challenges and opportunities
associated with blending PBL and CE in an Australian Year 9 classroom. The findings
suggest that meaningful innovation often emerges through navigating the ambiguity that
accompanies pedagogical change, described metaphorically as the fog. Within this space,
educators assume expanded professional roles—as Engagement Architects, Pedagogical

Wayfinders, and Stewards of Reflection—designing learning environments that are
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intellectually rigorous, relationally grounded, and ethically responsive. Rather than signalling
uncertainty or failure, the fog represents a fertile pedagogical terrain where experimentation,
reflection, and shared inquiry can generate new possibilities for curriculum and practice.
These insights extend beyond the immediate classroom, contributing to broader discussions
about curriculum design, teacher identity, and the development of learning environments
capable of responding to the uncertainties of contemporary education, while laying the

groundwork for the thesis’s concluding chapter.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion

6.1 Introduction

This research investigated the blending of project-based learning (PBL) and contemplative
education (CE) as both a pedagogical innovation and a philosophical reorientation of
educational practice. By adopting a narrative inquiry approach, the methodological design
enabled a unique examination of innovative practices. While student engagement initiated
this research, the study identified the significance of the teacher and examined the new roles
and pedagogical approaches required to overcome the challenges—and grasp the
opportunities—of blending PBL and CE. This concluding chapter reflects on the research
question: What were the challenges and opportunities associated with blending PBL and CE
in an Australian Year 9 classroom? The chapter considers what emerged from a teacher-
researcher’s reflexive experience of leading and teaching in a pedagogical space that was
defined by inquiry, reflection, and relational engagement. The role of teacher-researcher is
highlighted as a strength of this research, offering a unique opportunity to contribute my own
extensive experience as a contribution to knowledge. This chapter considers the implications
for educational practice and policy and situates the findings within broader conversations
about the future of education in a world marked by complexity, interdependence, and
change. Finally, | return to the concept of a “perfect storm” for learning as an emergent

condition shaped by courage, uncertainty, and ethical attentiveness.

This research did not seek to argue for the transformative potential of blending PBL and CE;
rather, it examined what occurred when these pedagogies were enacted within the realities
of an Australian Year 9 classroom. The implementation was beset with practical and cultural
challenges, including time pressures, curriculum constraints, varying teacher readiness, and
students’ unfamiliarity with contemplative practices. Grappling with these tensions became
the most instructive aspect of the project. Through reflexive engagement as both leader and
participant, | came to understand that transformation in practice is less about the
pedagogical model itself and more about how educators and leaders negotiate resistance,
institutional expectations, and uncertainty—what | refer to as “the fog.” One crucial insight is
that meaningful change emerges through relational leadership, patience, and the willingness
to adapt practices to the context rather than rigidly implement them. For me as a leader, this

meant shifting from directing the process to holding space for experimentation and dialogue;
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as a participant, it required acknowledging the vulnerability and discomfort inherent in trying
new approaches. The “so what” of this research, therefore, lies not in proving the value of
PBL or CE, but in revealing how educators navigate the complexity of implementing
innovative pedagogies, and how these moments of challenge become sites of professional

learning, reflection, and gradual cultural shift within the classroom and school.

6.2 Reimagining Education: The Role of the Teacher/Educator

A reflective entry recorded in Field Notes 5 captured an enduring orientation that has guided
this study: a commitment to approaching teaching and learning with courage, creativity, and
care, even in conditions of uncertainty. Over the course of the research, this stance came to
represent not merely a personal aspiration but a professional necessity within educational
contexts increasingly characterised by complexity, standardisation, and student
disconnection. The findings suggest that responding to these conditions requires
pedagogies that attend simultaneously to intellectual rigour, relational depth, and learner

wellbeing.

This research was shaped by growing concerns about disengagement and youth mental
health in Australian schools. To explore these issues, the study examined the blending of
PBL and CE as one possible response to these contemporary challenges. Rather than
positioning these pedagogies as discrete strategies, the research investigated the role of the
teacher in integrating them to create learning environments that were inquiry-driven,
reflective, and socially responsive. When enacted intentionally, this combination supported
curricula that met academic goals while also cultivating attentiveness, ethical awareness,
and meaningful engagement. At the same time, the study emphasises that such outcomes
are contingent on context, teacher expertise, and institutional support, underscoring that

pedagogical change is neither automatic nor universally transferable.

Across the findings, the role of the teacher emerged as central. Teachers were not simply
implementers of prescribed methods but active designers of learning environments,
facilitators of dialogue, and stewards of reflective practice. The conceptual framings
developed in this study—Engagement Architects, Pedagogical Wayfinders, and Stewards of
Reflection—serve as interpretive lenses through which to understand this expanded
professional identity. These conceptualisations illuminate the relational, ethical, and adaptive

dimensions of teaching in classrooms where PBL and CE were blended, highlighting how
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educators navigated uncertainty, balanced structure with openness, and responded to the

diverse needs of learners.

Importantly, the study offers a contextual account of how integrating these pedagogical
approaches can create conditions in which deeper engagement, collaboration, and reflection
become possible. Their significance lies in their capacity to open pedagogical spaces where
cognitive, emotional, and relational dimensions of learning are addressed together rather
than in isolation. A central insight concerns how this blending reshaped the enacted role of
the teacher. Rather than functioning primarily as instructors or transmitters of content,
teachers adopted more facilitative and design-oriented roles, creating conditions in which
inquiry, collaboration, and reflection could flourish. The aforementioned conceptual terms
developed in this thesis—Engagement Architect, Pedagogical Wayfinder, and Steward of

Reflection—capture these evolving dimensions of practice.

Within PBL contexts, teachers designed authentic and interdisciplinary inquiries that
connected learning to students’ lived realities, requiring flexibility, responsiveness, and
careful scaffolding. Professional expertise was expressed less through direct instruction and
more through structuring meaningful experiences and supporting collective problem-solving.
CE complemented this orientation by introducing deliberate moments of pause,
introspection, and ethical consideration. Practices such as reflective journaling, mindful
attention, and structured dialogue supported emotional awareness and relational depth

alongside cognitive development.

Taken together, these approaches highlighted the importance of balancing action with
reflection and productivity with attentiveness. This balance appeared particularly beneficial in
diverse classrooms, where students brought varied cultural, cognitive, and emotional needs.
Multiple modes of participation—including portfolios, exhibitions, and reflective artefacts—
provided broader entry points for demonstrating learning and challenged one-size-fits-all

models of assessment.

Importantly, these outcomes were not automatic. They depended on thoughtful design,
sustained facilitation, and supportive school cultures. The findings therefore reinforce that
holistic pedagogies require intentional enactment rather than simple adoption, and that the
teacher’s capacity to navigate complexity remains central to creating meaningful and

responsive learning environments.
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6.3 Dissonance and Disruption: Challenging the Status Quo

Within this context, the blending of PBL and CE was explored as a pedagogical response.
PBL offered opportunities to restore relevance and student agency through inquiry-based,
real-world problem-solving, while CE foregrounded reflection, presence, and emotional
awareness. Together, these approaches suggested ways of counterbalancing the reductive
tendencies of highly standardised schooling systems by reintroducing relationality, meaning,

and attentiveness into everyday classroom practice.

However, the implementation of these approaches unfolded within institutional structures
that were not always conducive to such pedagogical shifts. The contemporary schooling
environment was frequently shaped by tightly prescribed curricula, assessment regimes, and
accountability measures that privileged measurable academic outcomes and efficiency over
slower, process-oriented forms of learning. Within these conditions, teachers had to work
within limited timeframes and crowded curriculum schedules that left little room for extended
inquiry, reflection, or interdisciplinary exploration—features that are central to both PBL and
CE. The pressure to meet mandated learning outcomes and prepare students for
standardised assessments therefore constrained the depth and continuity of project-based
inquiry and reduced opportunities for contemplative practices that required pauses for

reflection and dialogue.

Structural constraints were also evident in the organisation of school timetables and subject
boundaries. Traditional scheduling structures, typically divided into short lesson periods and
discrete subject areas, made sustained project work difficult to maintain and fragmented the
continuity of inquiry. PBL benefits from extended time blocks and collaborative planning
across disciplines, yet such conditions were not always available within the conventional
secondary school structures. Similarly, contemplative practices such as journaling, mindful
reflection, or dialogue required a classroom culture that values pause and attentiveness—
conditions that can feel at odds with the pace and productivity expectations of many school

environments.

Teacher preparedness and professional culture also shaped the enactment of these blended
pedagogies. Implementing PBL and CE required pedagogical confidence, facilitation skills,
and a willingness to work with uncertainty as learning unfolds in less predictable ways. For
some educators, particularly within systems accustomed to teacher-directed instruction, this

shift in role—from instructor to facilitator and designer of learning experiences—felt both
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professionally and culturally challenging. Without sufficient sustained professional
development and collegial support, teachers struggled to maintain these approaches amidst

competing demands.

Institutional support further influenced the extent to which these pedagogical practices could
be sustained. School leadership, resource allocation, and broader organisational cultures
played a significant role in enabling or constraining experimentation. Where leaders
encouraged reflective practice and pedagogical innovation, teachers were more able to trial
new approaches and adapt them to their contexts. Conversely, in environments where
compliance and performance metrics dominated, the space for experimentation was more

limited.

These challenges highlight that the blending of PBL and CE does not function as a simple
pedagogical solution to complex systemic issues. Rather, their contribution is best
understood as incremental and context-dependent. Within existing structures, teachers often
engaged in acts of careful negotiation—adapting projects to curriculum requirements,
embedding contemplative moments within tightly structured lessons, and balancing inquiry
with accountability demands. In this way, the implementation of blended PBL and CE

involved working both within and sometimes against institutional constraints.

The significance of these approaches therefore lies not in their capacity to replace existing
systems, but in their potential to create small but meaningful openings within them. Through
intentional design and reflective practice, educators were able to cultivate moments of
deeper engagement, dialogue, and attentiveness, even within structured schooling
environments. These moments suggest that while systemic constraints remain powerful,
thoughtful pedagogical practice can still introduce relational and reflective dimensions of

learning that support both academic engagement and student wellbeing.

6.4 Transformative Implications: Teachers, Systems, and

Equity

The implications of this research extend beyond individual classroom strategies to broader
considerations of teacher identity, professional learning, and systemic support. The blending

of PBL and CE positioned teachers as relational and ethical actors who navigate uncertainty,
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respond to student needs, and co-construct learning with their communities. Such work

demands not only pedagogical skill but also emotional and reflective capacity.

Equity emerged as a critical consideration throughout this study. Rather than equating
fairness with uniformity, the findings suggest that responsive and culturally sustaining
practices allow teachers to adapt learning experiences to the diverse identities and
knowledges students bring. In this sense, equity is enacted through flexibility, relationship-
building, and shared agency rather than standardisation alone. The blending of PBL and CE
created opportunities for such responsiveness by valuing multiple forms of participation,

expression, and meaning-making.

6.5 Implications for Practice and Future Directions

This research demonstrates that meaningful pedagogical change need not depend on large-
scale reform. Instead, modest and intentional shifts—such as integrating reflective pauses
within inquiry, co-designing projects with students, or diversifying assessment practices—
can gradually reshape classroom cultures. Over time, these incremental adaptations may

accumulate to influence teacher identity, student engagement, and broader school practices.

The research shows that educational leaders and policymakers also play a role in enabling
such work. Time for collaboration, trust in professional judgement, and evaluation
frameworks that recognise relational and ethical dimensions of learning alongside academic
outcomes are likely to support more sustainable innovation. Broadening definitions of
success beyond standardised metrics may better reflect the complexity of contemporary

educational aims.

Future research may further explore how blended approaches operate across different
contexts, year levels, and systems, as well as how teachers can be supported in navigating
the tensions inherent in inquiry-based and contemplative pedagogies. Continued
investigation into scalability, equity, and long-term impact would deepen understanding of

both the possibilities and limitations of these approaches.
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6.6 Conclusion

In conclusion, this research offers a contextually grounded account of how education might
be approached differently—through practices that balance intellectual rigour with emotional
awareness, and action with reflection. The conceptualisations of teachers as Engagement

Architects, Pedagogical Wayfinders, and Stewards of Reflection encapsulate this expanded
understanding of professional identity, emphasising the ethical and relational dimensions of

the work.

Ultimately, the contribution of this study lies in demonstrating that education can be both
academically demanding and humanising. When inquiry and contemplation are brought into
dialogue, classrooms may become spaces where learning is purposeful, collaborative, and
attentive to the full complexity of human experience. In this way, this research highlights a
set of possibilities for educators seeking to navigate the challenges of contemporary

schooling with thoughtfulness, care, and professional agency.

| have described throughout this study how this approach offers what | refer to as a “perfect
storm” for learning. This is not a storm of chaos, but one of alignment: a convergence of
pedagogical intention, authentic engagement, and human connection. The careful
investigation of my role as an educator blending PBL and CE in the classroom, alongside my
role as a researcher drawing on theory and a narrative inquiry methodological approach,
demonstrates how education can be reclaimed as a site of transformation—one that not only

prepares students for the world but empowers them to actively shape it.

Through this process, | have also grown as both an educator and a researcher, developing a
deeper capacity for reflexivity, relational leadership, and inquiry that attends to the lived
complexity of classroom practice. Ultimately, this research shows that teachers are not
merely practitioners within the system but agents of transformation, creating spaces that

empower, reimagine, and reshape education itself.
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