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Abstract
This paper reports on interviews exploring pre-service English as an Additional 
Language (EAL) teacher attitudes towards the inclusion of controversial issues in 
EAL classrooms. The paper examines how teachers perceive the role of the teacher 
in fostering EAL students’ democratic understandings, skills, and dispositions, and 
whether these perceptions lead teachers to consider including controversial topics 
such as terrorism for discussion in EAL. Pre-service teachers report that they per-
ceive the discussion of controversial topics to be beneficial in both breaking down 
stereotypes and misrepresentations and in developing students’ knowledge and skills 
as active citizens, in agreement with a body of international research that recom-
mends the discussion of controversial issues as a fundamental democratic practice. 
However, analysis suggests that despite this positive attitude towards the discussion 
of controversial topics, many pre-service teachers often defer the decision to include 
such topics to external authorities over concerns related to negative professional 
consequences and sensitivity to student well-being.

Keywords  Citizenship · Controversy · Discussion · Democracy · English as an 
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Introduction

… a couple of students started asking me questions about ISIS: “What do you 
think, sir?” “Do you think they’re powerful?” Faced with the question, ‘Do I 
or don’t I talk about this?’ and, ‘If so, how do I go about that?’ I erred on the 
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side of thinking that we should talk about this … So we had a discussion about 
the sorts of power ISIS has. Within a couple of minutes my mentor teacher 
was telling me to sort of cut the conversation and move on.

These comments are from one of the authors of this article, made while undertak-
ing professional experience as a pre-service teacher in an English as an Additional 
Language (EAL) classroom in a state secondary school in suburban Melbourne. The 
conversation highlights the author’s concern with the place of controversial topics 
in EAL classrooms and schools. Following the events described, the author spoke 
with colleagues and peers, and found a lack of consensus as to whether controver-
sial topics such as terrorism should be addressed in EAL classrooms. In part, this 
uncertainty about the place of controversial topics in the EAL classrooms may be 
related to the lack of explicit curricula guidance specifying the content of EAL 
study. However, it may also reflect broader anxiety on the part of teachers about rais-
ing and engaging with potentially dangerous conversations in schools (Hess 2009). 
This anxiety may be further intensified when working with EAL students who are 
characterised by their linguistic and cultural diversity (Parker 2011). In light of these 
concerns, this paper reports on interviews we conducted with pre-service teachers to 
explore their attitudes towards teaching controversial topics with EAL students, find-
ing that while teachers see value in addressing controversial topics with their stu-
dents, in many cases the pressures of school curriculum, policy, administration and 
student sensitivities lead them to avoid taking responsibility for such discussions.

The politics of English language learning and teaching

English language learning programs provide vital support for students for whom 
English is an additional language or dialect. In Australia, EAL provisions in the 
Australian Curriculum respond to the country’s significant linguistic and cultural 
diversity by providing support to teachers in assisting students to develop the lan-
guage skills required to access the curriculum and communicate effectively in Eng-
lish. The overall curricular aims for EAL learners are extended from the English 
curriculum and are thus the same as for all students, with the study of English in the 
Australian Curriculum positioned as central to creating ‘confident communicators, 
imaginative thinkers and informed citizens’ (ACARA n.d.). This notion of informed 
citizenship forms a key component of the policy framework underpinning the Aus-
tralia Curriculum, as outlined in the Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals 
for Young Australians (MCEETYA 2008), which includes the goal that all young 
Australians become what Westheimer and Kahne (2004) have termed “participatory 
citizens”.

The strength of the association between English language proficiency and active 
and informed Australian citizenship has been brought into sharper focus in recent 
debates about language testing for citizenship. In 2017, the Australian Government 
proposed and then introduced legislation to parliament to implement an English lan-
guage test requiring applicants to demonstrate competency in English prior to being 
eligible to sit the existing citizenship test (which is conducted in English). Though 
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subsequently rejected, this association of Australian citizenship with English pro-
ficiency, and thus the study of English, is typically uncontroversial. As Starkey 
(2007, p. 57) observes, language education for citizenship characteristically associ-
ates citizenship exclusively with nationality, identifying ‘languages with nations and 
imagined, politically constructed national cultures,’ and thus misunderstanding the 
complexity of citizenship in globalised and increasingly multicultural polities that 
demand ‘multiple identities and wider loyalties.’

Critical approaches to language learning have long advocated for the need to 
understand the language classroom as both a product of, and productive of, broader 
society (Pennycook 2001). In stressing the importance of language to citizenship and 
social participation, English language teachers have been regarded as socio-cultural 
‘gatekeepers’ (Gee 1994). Nevertheless, as a discipline, English language teaching 
has tended to be framed as apolitical, characterised by often benign views of teach-
ing English language skills framed around technical and functional discussions of 
pedagogy, curriculum and assessment within ‘a traditional blinkered stance which, 
eschewing political, social and historical questions to focus narrowly on pedagogical 
technique, has portrayed ELT … as ideologically neutral at the very least, and at best 
as ideologically and instrumentally beneficial’ (Pegrum 2004, p. 9). In Australia this 
stance of English as natural, neutral, and beneficial (Pennycook 1995) might be read 
in the ways the EAL curriculum resources advise teachers within a ‘technical view 
of effective teaching’ (Allard et al. 2014 p. 427) that positions English proficiency as 
necessary for social integration and economic participation but fails to attend to the 
power of writing, speaking, and listening in English in democratic society. As Apple 
(2014) argues:

The value of writing, speaking, and listening should not be seen as access to 
“refined culture” or to “life skills” for our allotted (by whom?) places in the 
paid and unpaid labor market, but as a crucial means to gain power and control 
over our entire lives. (p. 45)

The explicit identification of English language with the performance of Austral-
ian citizenship is arguably an effect of broader society that impacts directly on the 
lives of students and teachers in EAL classrooms. A question then arises for teach-
ers: in a complex contemporary educational context that makes ‘decision-making, 
professional practice and leadership seem difficult’ (Seddon 2015, p. 529), how can 
diverse EAL students be supported to use English to become active and informed 
democratic citizens?

The case for discussing controversial topics in the EAL classroom

There is a powerful case to be made that all students can benefit from the discus-
sion of controversial topics, centred on notions of democratic citizenship education. 
In this paper we conceptualise controversial topics per Dearden’s (1981) suggestion 
that ‘a matter is controversial if contrary views can be held on it without those views 
being contrary to reason’ (p. 38). Similarly, Hand (2008) argues that:
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to teach something as controversial is to present it as a matter on which dif-
ferent views are or could be held, and to expound those different views as 
impartially as possible … teaching something as controversial is properly 
contrasted with teaching it as settled or resolved. (p. 1)

Hess (2009) notes that who decides what is controversial in schools and 
classrooms remains a crucial question, with educators playing a central role in 
determining whether a topic is discussed as open or closed, or indeed whether 
it is discussed at all. Hess (2009), then, describes a ‘controversial issue’ as 
one that is approached as an ‘open question’ provoking discussion, debate, and 
disagreement.

Osler and Starkey (2005, p. 154) argue that ‘education for citizenship should 
be [emphasis added] a space where political claims can be debated and contro-
versies examined rather than avoided.’ Osler and Starkey, drawing on the work of 
John Dewey, write that:

Democratic dialogue in schools is an opportunity for all concerned to exam-
ine their values and their behaviours and to be responsive to the perspec-
tives of others. Dewey’s vision is of a cosmopolitan democracy in which the 
horizons of all members are constantly extended by opportunities to learn 
from those from other backgrounds. (2005, p. 141).

Fulfilling Dewey’s vision, write Osler and Starkey, ‘will require teachers to 
engage with controversial issues’ (2005, p. 141). Apple (2014) argues that plac-
ing classroom deliberation of serious public controversies at the centre of student 
and teacher interactions ‘can be employed in powerful ways to build thoughtful 
and democratic citizens’ (p. 191). Similarly, Kahne et al. (2013) contend that the 
open and informed discussion of societal issues may promote civic engagement 
and the intention to engage in active political activity by normalising the con-
flictual nature of political engagement, fostering the construction of moral and 
civic understandings, and increasing student interest and engagement with issues. 
Campbell (2008) agrees that it is through the discussion and debate of political 
issues that students are likely to be introduced to how the political process works 
including ‘fundamental democratic principles and practices’ (p. 440). Likewise, 
Hess (2009) claims that:

the purposeful inclusion of controversial political issues in the school curricu-
lum, done wisely and well, illustrates a core component of a functioning dem-
ocratic community, while building the understandings, skills, and dispositions 
that young people need to live in and to improve such a community. (p. 5)

Focussing on the role of discussion, Hess (2009) sees the discussion of contro-
versial topics as central to a ‘form of civic education that purposely teaches young 
people how to do democracy’ (p. 15). According to Hess (2009), the discussion of 
controversial topics can contribute to the building of political tolerance through 
exposure to opposing views, and produce better informed individuals through the 
deliberation of new ideas and different perspectives. Hess and Gatti (2010), writing 
in the context of higher education, state that:
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Classrooms are rich sites for the discussion of controversial issues in large 
part because the students who populate them bring with them a diversity 
of perspectives, ideologies, and experiences. Classrooms can and should be 
places where students build deep knowledge about important controversies 
facing the body politic and where they learn how to talk and disagree about 
political controversies in ways that are inclusive and productive. (p. 19)

Further, Hess (2009) argues, ‘the listening and talking that constitute dis-
cussion physically represent a core goal of democracy; self-governance among 
equals’ (2009, p. 15). The discussion of controversial issues thus has two aims: 
the development of the listening and talking skills that constitute democratic dis-
cussion and the development of knowledge about the issues themselves. If Eng-
lish language proficiency and EAL are to be linked with informed and partici-
patory citizenship, then it is here that we find some guidance on what writing, 
speaking, and listening in English are to be used for: the discussion of controver-
sial topics as a fundamental democratic practice.

Nevertheless, there are many barriers to the inclusion of controversial politi-
cal issues in classrooms. Prominent among these are perceptions of constraints 
imposed by mandated curriculum or syllabus (Duckworth 2014; Yamashita 2006; 
Misco and Patterson 2007; Ho et  al. 2014), feelings of inadequate topic knowl-
edge (Yamashita 2006; Misco and Patterson 2007), self-censorship out of a desire 
not to offend or appear biased (Heybach 2014; Misco and Patterson 2007), and 
the fear of potential repercussions including job loss (Ho et al. 2014; Misco and 
Patterson 2007). Duckworth (2014) argues that at least the barrier of curricu-
lum constraints can be regarded as political inasmuch as it reduces the teacher’s 
role to the mere implementation of an external curriculum. Furthermore, Parker 
(2011) points to the fact that many teachers feel inadequately equipped to con-
structively incorporate politically charged topics in classrooms, a feeling that is 
intensified where these classrooms include diverse students, as is necessarily the 
case in EAL (Bickmore 2005; Parker 2011; Yamashita 2006). Such effects echo 
Auerbach’s (1995) contention that delivering a mandated curriculum while sup-
pressing students’ interests and questions renders a teacher a mere ‘agent of the 
dominant ideology’ (p. 15), becoming all the more concerning given Yamashita’s 
(2006) finding that students are aware of teacher self-censorship and attempts at 
political correctness, but nonetheless crave frank and sophisticated discussions of 
controversial topics. Gerulek (2012), echoing the centrality of debate and discus-
sion to democratic life, makes the powerful case that:

events that shape our history and our politics are integral to the way in which 
people live their lives; potentially removing these debates from classrooms 
minimizes the way in which individuals are able to address substantive press-
ing issues that are relevant in society (p. 114).

While Gerulek (2012) acknowledges the moral complexity of arriving at a rea-
soned stance on any issue, she argues that closing down discussion is antithetical to 
democratic principles, and that ‘the critical element is that one must first be allowed 
to enter into the debate’ (p. 70).
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Our study, premised on the assumption that EAL teachers can support diverse 
students to become active and informed democratic citizens through participation in 
the discussion and debate of controversial issues, explores teachers’ ambivalences 
towards enacting this concern to support EAL students. Our research question, then, 
is: what are the tensions and contradictions involved in discussing terrorism as a 
controversial issue with students in the EAL classroom?

The study: Attitudes towards teaching about terrorism in EAL

The data presented in this article derive from a study of six pre-service teacher edu-
cation students in an EAL specific unit at an Australian university. While this is a 
small sample size, the data are useful in indicating the presence, if not prevalence, 
of particular attitudes towards addressing controversial topics in the EAL classroom. 
All the participants were multilingual, speaking English and at least one other lan-
guage, including Cantonese, Japanese, French, Italian, German, Mandarin, Espe-
ranto, Turkish, and Spanish. Five of the participants were Australian citizens and 
one was an international student from China. Two were male and four were female. 
While none of the participants identified with a religious tradition, the five Austral-
ian participants did come from a range of cultural backgrounds, including Japanese, 
Italian and French, with one born overseas. All five Australian participants com-
pleted the majority of their schooling in Australia and could be characterised as rela-
tively privileged. One of the participants openly identified as queer.

All participated in one semi-structured, in-depth, one-on-one interview lasting 
approximately 60 min. The interviews were conducted by the first author who was 
not known to the participants. Pre-service teachers were selected as participants in 
line with Lortie’s (1975) suggestion that pre-service teacher’s dispositions remain a 
powerful socialising influence even after initial teacher education. Given the lack of 
focus on controversial topics and democratic practices in EAL initial teacher educa-
tion, we focussed on pre-service teachers attitudes towards teaching controversial 
topics in EAL as a predictor of their likelihood of including or addressing such top-
ics in EAL classrooms.

To elicit attitudes towards teaching controversial topics in EAL classrooms, we 
asked pre-service teachers to consider whether they would address terrorism as a 
topic in EAL. Terrorism was chosen as an exemplar controversial topic because of 
the double controversy around firstly, whether an issue such as terrorism should 
be discussed at all in the EAL classroom; and, secondly, if discussed, whether it 
should be treated itself as a controversial issue: that is, a topic on which a range 
of reasonably different views could be held. In other words, we conceptualised ter-
rorism as a controversial issue because of both the lack of consensus as to whether 
it should be discussed at all and whether it should be treated as a topic for legiti-
mate discussion or a closed question (Hess 2009). Such questions are significant in 
an Australian context characterised by increased anti-Muslim sentiment that often 
conflates terrorism and violence with Islam and religious extremism (Keddie et al. 
2018), pointing to a need to problematise terrorism as a concept. These concerns 
were also heightened in an educational policy context that increasingly positions 
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schools and teachers as part of a ‘front line of defence against radicalisation and 
threats to social cohesion’ (Birmingham and Keenan 2016) in the case of Australia, 
and that directs schools to formulate anti-radicalisation policies, identify vulnera-
ble youth, and actively safeguard against extremism in the case of the United King-
dom’s “Prevent” strategy (Bryan 2017; Davies 2016; Mayssoun and Tannock 2016). 
Much recent research on the role of schools and teachers in relation to terrorism 
has focussed on the ways anti-radicalisation/anti-terrorism policies, such as Prevent, 
have potentially reconstituted teachers’ work in ways opposed to democratic dia-
logue. Coppock (2014) and Coppock and McGovern (2014), for example, explore 
the ways that Prevent ‘contradicts and undermines the assertion that schools offer 
children and young people “a safe environment in which to explore controversial 
issues”’ (p. 122) by producing an environment in which the airing of opinions, or 
worse, grievances becomes politically risky, especially for young Muslim students 
stereotyped as vulnerable to radicalisation and extremism. O’Donnell (2018) argues 
that this has ‘implications for any student who adopts a dissenting or radical position 
that involves questioning, for example, fundamental British values (FBV) or British 
foreign policy’ (p. 982). Policies such as Prevent position teachers and schools to 
‘“prevent” and “intervene” to “take action against violent extremism”’ (Mayes 2018, 
p. 4), employing student engagement in democratic dialogue and debate as a means 
to surveil and discipline students positioned as vulnerable, at-risk, and in need of 
intervention (Mayes 2018). In such an environment it is difficult to see how a topic 
like terrorism can be presented as a matter unsettled or unresolved.

Hess (2004) identifies four approaches to teaching controversial topics: denial, 
privilege, avoidance, and balance. Denial occurs when a teacher does not acknowl-
edge that an issue is controversial, but rather believes that there is a ‘clear right 
answer that student should be taught to believe’ (Hess 2004, p. 259). Privilege, in 
contrast, involves acknowledging that an issue is controversial, but also privileges a 
particular perspective on the issue in teaching. Avoidance also involves the recogni-
tion of an issue as controversial, but for this reason excludes the issue from the cur-
riculum. Hess (2004) notes two stated reasons for avoidance, firstly, teachers fearing 
the repercussions of including controversial issues in the curriculum, and secondly, 
in contrast to the privilege position, teachers acknowledging that their own strong 
views on a particular issue might prevent them from teaching the issue in a ‘ped-
agogically neutral’ manner (p. 260). Finally, balance  involves an attempt to teach 
an issue without privileging any particular perspective and ensuring students have 
access to different perspectives. The subsequent sections draw on Hess’s framework 
to provide a descriptive and analytic account of the pre-service views towards dis-
cussing terrorism in the EAL classroom.

Findings and discussion

Benefits of teaching controversial issues in EAL

All participants perceived advantages to or benefits from teaching a controversial 
topic such as terrorism in the EAL classroom. These benefits could be categorised 
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in two main ways: firstly, breaking down stereotypes and misrepresentations; and 
secondly, learning to be informed and active citizens.

Developing knowledge of controversial issues

Participants identified the discussion of controversial topics as useful and important 
way of building students’ knowledge and increasing students’ understanding of top-
ics that they would in any case know about, perhaps incorrectly, outside the class-
room. In this excerpt, an Australian female undergraduate Australian pre-service 
teacher describes how:

I think if I could see students perhaps talking about it outside class, like in the 
yard or something like that, that would be another reason I would want to talk 
about it, or if really big events have happened in the media perhaps that are 
quite shocking. … So it can be important for students to gain, I think, a deeper 
understanding of it rather than just what they’ve heard from the media as well.

Dispelling media (mis)representations was commonly cited as a benefit of dis-
cussing a topic like terrorism in the EAL classroom. Several participants expressed 
the view that discussing terrorism would be advantageous because it could help 
breakdown potentially disparaging misrepresentations—particularly of Islam and 
Muslims—that they felt were prevalent in media representations of terrorism and 
terrorist attacks. One participant, an Australian male Master of Teaching student, 
spoke about the conflation of terrorism with Islam in the media, arguing that the 
value of including the topic in the curriculum was as a way to resist what she called 
an ‘us’ and ‘them’ mentality, in line with Gerulek’s (2012) observation that the 
prevalence of this “us and them” dualism oversimplifies complex issues, limiting 
available perspectives and discouraging debate in ways opposed to dispositions of 
democracy:

The advantage, I think, is to teach it in a way that you don’t create us versus 
them. Because unfortunately the media is so good at doing this that now it’s 
creating people who have … a distorted view of what Islam is. For example 
… you ask some people, “What do you think of Islam?” and some people say, 
“Oh it’s terrorists,” “They’re terrorists,” or, “They … objectify women,” blah, 
blah, blah. But it’s like, well, have you actually spoken to, you know, Muslims 
yourself?

The notion of correcting understandings of terrorism and terrorists through class-
room discussion was commonly cited as a benefit of including terrorism as a topic 
in EAL classrooms, particularly to address the “dominant discourse” that equated 
terrorism with Islam. The following statement illustrates a balanced approach, dis-
puting the conflation of terrorism with Islam, but acknowledging the controversial 
and complex nature of the topic and reflecting on ways to ensure students are given 
access to different perspectives on the topic:

Well, of course, a very sensitive, touchy topic, especially if you’ve got-. I mean, 
generally, you associate terrorism with Islam because that’s just the main dis-
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course at the moment. If you’ve got Muslims in your class be especially care-
ful not to look at them more than you should be. Don’t lead it towards them, 
but distance yourself. I mean if you’re looking at terrorism in a social educa-
tion context, you’re not just going to be looking at modern terrorism. You’re 
going to be looking at, say, the IRA or Asia, with the Tamil Tigers and stuff, 
and you might also bring in questions like-you could bring the whole question 
of is one man’s terrorist another man’s … it’s not a war hero, it’s another one 
…. Help me out. Freedom fighter, that’s it!

Developing democratic practices

Most participants also agreed that the discussion of topics like terrorism would be 
advantageous in teaching students to engage in debate and discussion and to under-
stand the difference between fact and opinion as fundamental democratic practices 
(Campbell 2008). For example, one participant, a mature-aged female Master of 
Teaching student, who previously worked as a lawyer, described how:

I like to distinguish between fact and opinion and I think that’s a really good 
exercise in any subject to teach. I’m free to hear any opinion, but then I like 
to drill down into what is actually fact and how we know it’s fact and how we 
know it’s reliable. So if that’s the fact, how have you formed this opinion and 
[what is] the difference between it? Something like terrorism would be a really 
good way to explore that … being good citizens and being involved as a citi-
zen involves being aware of the political agendas of the world.

Balanced approaches to including terrorism in EAL are seen here as beneficial 
inasmuch as they facilitate critical approaches to language and literacy that develop 
students’ abilities to differentiate, as in this example, fact and opinion, and to talk 
productively about controversial issues (Hess and Gatti 2010). In this sense, the 
advantage of discussing a topic like terrorism in the classroom is, as one participant 
described, that it:

elicits a lot of opinion very quickly. It’s something people have opinions on 
and speak up and that’s part of language and it’s a part of culture. It’s a part of 
our Australian culture. If you’re teaching Australian English, you’re teaching 
Australian culture.

What is interesting here is that the participant has conflated critical language 
and literacy skills with citizenship, politics, and culture, reflecting Apple’s (2014) 
claim that the value of writing, speaking, and listening lie in their function as 
a means to exercise control over our lives and worlds. A balanced approach to 
teaching an issue like terrorism in the EAL classroom is beneficial in generat-
ing discussion, with this discussion, grounded in fact or opinion, and employing 
argument and rhetoric, positioned as a crucial element of participation in Aus-
tralian culture: what English language is for in a cosmopolitan democracy. As 
Bickmore (2005, p. 4) notes, crucial to this participation is ‘students’ practice 
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with democratic processes and skills [including] dialogue, conflict analysis and 
resolution, constructive discussion of controversial issues, deliberation and deci-
sion making.’

The concept of citizenship was also raised explicitly by the undergraduate par-
ticipant, who invoked the concept of a “good education.” When asked to clarify, 
she stated:

I guess it’s … I’m very subjective. I think one that empowers you as an indi-
vidual to be an active and informed citizen … I think some of the benefits 
… are definitely that it is important for them to know about such a contro-
versial topic in society and for them to be able to be informed and develop 
their own opinions. Or if they already have opinions, I guess expand their 
rationale or thinking of potential things that they need to think about in con-
sidering this topic. Yeah, I guess it’s important to include them in the con-
versation so then, like I said, towards my goal of being active and informed 
citizens as a goal of education.

Responses like this position EAL education as a means to developing active 
and informed participation as citizens through the development of knowledge 
about both the issues themselves and the practices of democratic discussion 
needed to take part in “the conversation.” Although other participants did not 
explicitly cite active and informed citizenship as a rationale for the inclusion of 
controversial topics in curriculum, notions of knowing about and acting responsi-
bly in the world were present, as in the following excerpt:

I feel like it’s very important for my students to know what people are 
doing, what some people are suffering from, you know, from being con-
strained by some power … So it’s very important for students to know what 
is happening in this world and what kind of things we can do to change this 
world. To make this world become a better place to live. So terrorism is 
very important for them to know. If they don’t know this they would be, you 
know, they would be … they kind of never have the chance to know what 
is happening in other places. They would never be compassionate of other 
people. They would never have, you know, build overall, I don’t know how 
to say it … spirit. Yes, so it’s very important to know because it’s happening 
in this world. We are entitled to know everything happening in this world. 
So that’s why terrorism should be taught in EAL class.

Overall, participants reported believing that controversial topics such as ter-
rorism should be included in EAL curriculum to provide students with ‘correct’ 
representations of issues that constituted events in their lives and to develop the 
kinds of fundamental democratic practices that would position them to engage 
with society and culture as active and informed citizens. Participants’ responses 
evidenced a nuanced understanding of the role of the EAL teacher that, while 
acknowledging the work of EAL in the development of students’ linguistic skills, 
also recognised a broader social involvement of EAL teachers in connecting 
EAL students to Australian communities, culture, and society. All participants 
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identified a non-exclusively linguistic role for EAL teachers ranging from pas-
toral care and advocacy of minority students through to enabling access to new 
communities and navigating new moral landscapes, as shown in the following 
interview excerpts:

I mean the purpose of EAL is that 30 weeks class for EAL students, for them 
to enter the mainstream system, mainstream English classes. So … the role of 
an EAL teacher is to help prepare EAL students … for the mainstream classes. 
To help scaffold their understanding of English and help them to reach that 
next level.

But also I think that includes things like understanding language and culture 
… Also I think EAL teachers have a bit more of a pastoral role to play because 
they spend so much time with their students, hopefully, and are able to often 
understand them better perhaps than other teachers. So students often feel 
more comfortable coming to you with their problems.

I think the EAL teacher is kind of like a bridge, you know? You bridge the 
international students to a new culture and a new language context. So it’s 
quite important. An EAL teacher also delivers … the right things, such as you 
help the students to distinguish from right from wrong in a brand new context. 
In my placement, most of my student are from China. I know their background 
is totally different. So as a teacher, you’re not only a person to teach them lan-
guage, but also to help them to accommodate this new culture, and new … 
context.

These comments are indicative of pre-service EAL teachers who perceive them-
selves, students, and classrooms as existing beyond narrowly technical definitions 
of EAL, centred on linguistic proficiency alone. For them, rather, the classroom is a 
place both produced of, and productive of broader society (Pennycook 2001), with 
the EAL teacher playing a vital role in helping students to access a new society and 
culture, both through English language proficiency and through the development of 
fundamental democratic principles and practices.

Avoidance of controversial issues

Deferral to authority

However, despite acknowledging benefits of and expressing a willingness to teach 
about controversial topics such as terrorism, most participants were equivocal when 
explicitly asked if they would teach about terrorism in their EAL classrooms, offer-
ing only conditional agreement and deferring the decision to a higher authority. For 
example, these three pre-service teachers, all Australian students, remarked:

I would teach a topic like that if it was asked of me by a school or a curriculum 
or probably if I was told too, I guess.

If terrorism was something I’d have to tackle.
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If I was put in a spot of teaching terrorism in EAL class.

Most participants noted the influence of various forms of external authority 
over the decision to include a topic like terrorism, including policy, curriculum, 
management, and school community or ethos. For example, one participant, an 
Australian undergraduate student, remarked that:

I think it can be important to broach …. But I think it also needs to be done 
in consultation with perhaps other teachers or approval from your leader. I 
think you need to also consider that—what the parents may say depending 
on the context as well.

When asked why she considered it important to consult with school leadership 
or parents, she continued:

So I think in order to cover your bases as such, I think it’s important to 
just run it by management or whoever your head teacher is or whoever you 
report to, to see what they think about the issue and the importance of it. 
Because at the end of the day as well, I think you are restricted about what 
the school believes in and the school’s ethos as well. So it’s difficult but at 
the end of the day you’re employed as part of that school and you need to 
follow what that school believes in, implements as well.

If a manager or superior to me said, “That’s probably not something that 
we would like to talk about,” then of course … I wouldn’t do it. You’ve got 
to cater to what they want at the end of the day because the parents and the 
school are employing you for a specific purpose that they already have in 
mind, not necessarily what your purpose is in educating people.

These statements echo Hess’ (2004) findings of a general aversion to the inclu-
sion of controversy in democratic education programs, in part stemming from the 
‘fear that adding controversy to the curriculum creates controversy, as opposed to 
simply teaching young people how to deal more effectively with the kinds of politi-
cal controversies that exist outside of school’ (p. 258). Hess (2004) notes two rea-
sons for avoiding controversial issues: firstly, the fear of controversy about contro-
versial issues, and secondly, teachers’ concerns about the undue influence of their 
own views on their ability to teach in a balanced manner. For these participants, it 
appears that the potential consequences of incorporating controversial topics in the 
classroom was the more significant concern, though participants did consider their 
own capacity to teach their students in a balanced manner, noting that ‘you don’t give 
your own opinion, but you just showcase the fact,’ and more forcefully, ‘I don’t think 
you can force your ideals of education onto other people or onto a school.’ In these 
statements, teachers expressed the need for a ‘distanced’ and ‘general’ approach to 
teaching the topic, detached from teachers’ personal social or emotional concerns, 
one that in some ways are contrary to their belief that they should play an active role 
in breaking down perceived bias and stereotypes in media representations.

We suggest that such avoidance, predicated on the deferral to authorities 
such as the school, policy, and curriculum, is a cause for concern. In a policy 
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environment characterised by the reconstitution of teachers’ work around the 
prevention of terrorism, and constructed around stereotypes of terrorism located 
in Islamic cultural and religious practices that position young Muslim students 
as vulnerable and at-risk of ill-defined notions of radicalisation and extremism 
(Coppock 2014), such deferral can only lead to further ‘silencing and marginalis-
ing students and staff who might otherwise wish to engage in the exploration of 
difficult questions and ideas’ (O’Donnell 2016, p. 54).

Furthermore, deferral and avoidance are not inevitable, as demonstrated in this 
excerpt, taken from our interview with an international Master of Teaching student 
from China, who presented a notable counterpoint to participants’ typical responses:

Student: Teach or not teach…um…maybe the, I mean the…um…the author-
ity, maybe my principal don’t not want me to teach, the coordinator don’t 
want me to teach.

Interviewer: And in that sort of situation, how would you act? Would you 
listen to them? Would you do your own thing? What would be your thoughts 
about in that sort of situation?

Student: I would negotiate with them, because this is very important to 
teach. If most of my students are from this territory or this area, doesn’t 
mean that I should not teach, because you teach them, you don’t want them 
to build any hatred. Instead, you want them to be peaceful, you want them to 
have the love sit in their heart. You know, you inspire them how to do this. 
Because if you don’t teach them, they would never know. They would be 
discriminated by people. You want them to know that you’re different from 
the terrorists. I want you to know and you could do a lot of things to change 
this situation. We are entitled to know everything happening in this world. 
So that’s why terrorism should be taught in EAL class.

This counterpoint asserts a refusal to simply defer to authority. Instead the par-
ticipant constructs the role of the teacher as an agent rather than a mere facilitator 
and EAL students as active citizens who are both able and entitled to engage in 
difficult discussions.

Sensitivity to students’ backgrounds

Most participants also identified the importance of considering student backgrounds 
and being sensitive to the emotional needs and past experiences of students as an 
important consideration in deciding to teach or not teach a topic like terrorism. In 
this way, some participants were keen to avoid “causing students to relive traumatic 
experiences,” noting that “if it just ends up in an emotional turmoil you’re not going 
to ultimately learn as much.” Participants noted that as EAL teachers, their students 
may have come from refugee and war-affected backgrounds. As this participant, a 
mature-aged Master of Teaching student noted, this meant they would need to be:
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… sensitive, obviously, as to what material you might show. If you’re going 
to show visuals, you’ve got to think of-. I mean the school I was at, they 
had some kids from some backgrounds of refugee status and coming from 
other war-torn parts of the world. Just be aware. But that’s with a lot of your 
teaching. You’ve got to be aware that there are going to be issues that touch 
everyone.

Similarly, the international Master of Teaching student expressed the need not 
to “irritate students”—particularly on vexed political questions–and to be sensi-
tive to students’ backgrounds:

For example, one of my classes, most of them are from China, only one 
student is from Japan. If I taught the Second World War I would have to be 
very careful … I mean, I may irritate the students. So likewise, if I teach a 
class of students who are from these countries … who wear a headscarf, I 
have to be very careful of my language. Because, for example, if I want to 
tell them that a lot of terrorists are Muslims, they might be irritated. “Oh 
why do you equate us to terrorists? Muslim and terrorist are totally different 
things.” So I have to be careful of my language.

While such concerns are well-intentioned, and possibly warranted, our concern 
here is that our participants, speaking largely from the position of being well-
educated, Australian-born teachers, have little embodied experience of the kinds 
of cultural and religious backgrounds and conditions students may have experi-
enced, and thus potentially little insight into whether the discussion of such topics 
might prove beneficial or traumatic for students. We see here the risk of paternal-
ism, grounded in a conception of the political as the preserve of adults (Coppock 
2014), that, while well-intentioned, might limit young EAL students’ opportuni-
ties to engage in democratic discussion of controversial topics.

Several participants also advocated for the EAL classroom as a ‘safe space,’ 
but one allowing students to initiate discussions about their own experiences. 
Here, discussing terrorism in the classroom was also seen as a way of being sensi-
tive to students from marginalised backgrounds by providing them with an oppor-
tunity to enter debates about representations of their worlds (Gerulek 2012):

So I think openly talking about it would be okay, but for some of those mar-
ginalised students actually openly talking about it in perhaps a more objec-
tive manner can be good for them. Because they might not have necessarily 
the space to talk about it in other areas of their lives because they don’t, 
they’re perhaps scared to talk about it or things like that. Or for students that 
haven’t been exposed to it, it can be an important talking point because I 
guess it is sort of in the media and it is talked about.

Overall, this discussion reveals that despite advocating for the value of includ-
ing discussions of controversial issues in the EAL classroom, participants on the 
whole expressed ambivalence about taking responsibility for this inclusion, based 
largely on a fear of potentially negative consequences to themselves and their 
students.
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Concluding discussion

This article has explored the attitudes of pre-service teachers towards the notion 
of including discussions of controversial topics such as terrorism in Australian 
EAL classrooms. We found broad support for the idea of such discussions as a 
way of teaching students about world events outside their classrooms and prepar-
ing students for active and informed participation in Australian society. Despite 
this, however, we found that participants, with one notable exception, were 
ambivalent about including such discussions in their own classrooms, and were 
willing to avoid such discussions by deferring the decision to include such topics 
to authorities including the school, policy, principal, parents, and curriculum.

These pre-service EAL teachers demonstrated that they understood the role of 
the EAL to extend far beyond simply supporting the development of students’ 
linguistic proficiency. They implicitly recognised that students’ lives exceed the 
boundaries of the classroom and extend into global events and contemporary poli-
tics. They implicitly connected their students’ development of English proficiency 
to concepts of citizenship, such as engaging in discussion, deliberation and debate 
around substantive issues that are relevant to students’ own lives, and advocated 
for supporting students’ social, cultural, and moral development as informed and 
active citizens of an inclusive Australia. Of significance was participants’ percep-
tions of the teacher’s role in challenging dominant or mainstream representations 
of diversity that were perceived to be biased, thereby positioning the EAL teacher 
as a critical gatekeeper and mediator between mainstream society and EAL stu-
dents. For these teachers, teaching about terrorism seemed to involve approaching 
terrorism as an open question in which dominant discourses and media represen-
tations of terrorisms conflated with Islam needed to be examined and discussed. 
Also of significance was that no participants voiced an opinion that as becoming-
English speakers in the process of developing English language proficiency, EAL 
students would be incapable of engaging in discussions of controversial topics. 
As Morgan and Fleming (2009) suggest, these participants viewed EAL students 
as ‘sources of critical, participatory insights’ (p. 268), demonstrating their con-
fidence in students’ capacity to engage in practices of democratic life despite 
their English proficiency (Youniss 2011). Useful pedagogical frameworks exist 
that can be used to explore social issues connected to the development of linguis-
tic proficiency, such as Humphrey’s (2010, 2016) work on the “civic domain” of 
adolescent literacies. Drawing on Martin’s (2004) notion of “Positive Discourse 
Analysis”, the civic domain represents a space for the discussion and debate for 
public issues separate from adult-led political processes. Civic literacy pedago-
gies support students to access and deconstruct powerful discourses as well as 
developing the civic literacies needed to build reasoned and persuasive arguments 
(Humphrey 2010).

However, what became clear from our discussions is that participants largely 
deferred the decision to include controversial topics to other authorities, avoiding 
responsibility for introducing controversy to the classroom out of fear that this 
may itself generate controversy (Hess 2004). Such an approach is commonplace 
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and understandable; including controversial topics in the EAL classroom is 
potentially controversial. As Bickmore (2005) notes:

to teach for democratization, in the context of student diversity and globaliza-
tion, requires more substantive knowledge, more skills, and more comfort with 
openness and uncertainty than to teach for unquestioned dominant ‘common 
sense.’ This can feel overwhelming, especially for novice teachers. Such com-
plexity is not easy to handle, especially in the context of educational systems’ 
social pressures and sanctions. (p. 3)

It is concerning that many pre-service teachers are already limiting their personal 
discretion as teachers to align with assumptions about school and institutional poli-
cies, positioning themselves as facilitators of an externally imposed curriculum that 
limits students’ opportunities for frank engagement with controversial topics and 
democratic practices. What this suggests is that within the commonplace framing 
of English and EAL as natural, neutral, and beneficial, students are less likely to 
find opportunities to develop their knowledge of controversial issues and democratic 
skills in EAL classrooms. Likewise, the research points to the need for all teach-
ers to carefully consider how to respond to students in a way that is critical of both 
their personal biases and the increasingly politicised framing of teachers’ work. This 
knowledge is crucial if we are to equip EAL students with the fundamental demo-
cratic principles and practices they require to gain power and take control of their 
lives in Australia.
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