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The study described here explored the perceptions of eight Year 5 and Year 6 students 
of their Australian identity in an independent Western Australian metropolitan school. 
The epistemological approach for this research was constructivism with an interpretivist 
theoretical perspective. We aimed to understand the perspectives of the eight student 
participants by use of a phenomenological methodology. Semi-structured interviews and 
student drawn pictures provided the data. Results revealed common values, citizenship, 
and a strong sense of belonging as important attributes of the participants’ perceptions 
of their own Australian national identity. The results provide insights into how students 
perceive their sense of Australian national identity. This research is significant as it 
suggests a contemporary pluralistic interpretation of students’ national identity may lead 
to a more active and integrative Australian national identity.  

 
Introduction  
 
Everchanging political, economic, and environmental climates across the world mean 
school students today are faced with a different set of challenges than past generations in 
understanding their nation and its place in the world (Osler & Starkey, 2018). Australia’s 
diverse multicultural population also presents a challenge for teachers, who are tasked 
with teaching students about inclusivity and social cohesion via shared national values 
(ACARA [Australian Curriculum and Reporting Authority], 2025; Reichert, 2016). A 
review of existing research on the development of Australian students’ national identity 
provides insights into what constitutes an active and informed citizen (Peterson & 
Bentley, 2017; Tudball, 2023).  
 
Background 
 
For this research, the construct of national identity considers children’s developing sense 
of belonging to, and being a member of, a specific geopolitical entity. The entity for this 
research is Australia, a country populated by a diverse amalgam of indigenous and 
immigrant cultures (Fabiansson, 2018). This diversity of cultures creates a complex 
multicultural community which can be confusing and confronting to school age children, 
particularly those with a minority cultural background. An Australian national identity can 
be overwhelmed by a child’s assumed or pervasive ethnic identification (Fabiansson, 2018; 
Fozdar & Martin, 2020; Osler & Starkey, 2018). A child’s ethnic or cultural identification 
is strengthened through daily experiences at home with family, celebrations, food, and 
spoken language, yet it is generally not something students or educators consciously 
contemplate throughout the school day (Renshaw, 2019). Proficient educators inherently 
acknowledge the school’s responsibility to foster identity development in students, 



1606 The perceptions of Australian identity by Year 5 and Year 6 students  

including development of their national identity as an integral facet of developing the 
whole child (Darling-Hammond et al., 2020; Muldoon et al., 2017). 
 
Australian identity as a personal construct, and not just a predefined label, calls for 
children to be provided with opportunities to explore and express their individual identity 
beyond the limitations of the pre-determined Anglo-Saxon notion of ‘Aussie’ 
characteristics and arguably superficial societal values prevalent in contemporary media 
(Harvey, 2022). It may be convenient to presume an individual’s national identity is 
inherently linked to ‘shared values’ observed in popular culture, mass media or traditional 
characterisations; however, it begs the question of whether these values are actually shared 
amongst individuals in a multicultural society such as Australia (Fozdar & Martin, 2020).  
 
There has been a persistent endeavour by consecutive Australian Governments to 
continue to define Australia’s identity in similar terminology as the Howard Government’s 
National framework for values education in Australian schools (Department of Education, Science 
and Training, 2005). Namely, this framework involves ascribing colloquially acknowledged 
‘Aussie values’ as exemplary elements of Australia’s national identity. Past efforts to 
delineate a definitive conception of what it means to be an Australian have been widely 
panned and ultimately abandoned, however the National framework for values education in 
Australian schools and the resultant values education initiatives have been successful in 
informing the current Australian curriculum (Heggart et al., 2019). 
 
Parents, teachers, mass media and policy makers are recognised as being primary 
influencers of children’s national identity in Australia (Muldoon et al., 2017; Renshaw, 
2019). As the formation of personal identity is shaped by an individual’s unique life 
experiences and is informed by one’s observations of behaviours both within the familial 
environment and within the educational context, it is imperative educators appreciate their 
significant role in influencing student identity (Queensland Government, 2025; Wills & 
Eaude, 2021). 
 
There appears little research regarding students’ voice and perceptions of their Australian 
identity. It is important to explore how students identify as being Australian, particularly 
considering escalating global influences on Australia’s culture (Fabiansson, 2018; Osler & 
Starkey, 2018). Our qualitative research is part of a larger study exploring the perceptions 
of students, teachers and a principal regarding Australian national identity (Nahajski, 
2023). The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of Year 5 and 6 students 
regarding their Australian identity in one independent school in Western Australia. The 
research question for this study was: How do Year 5 and 6 students perceive their own 
Australian identity? 
 
Research design 
 
The epistemology adopted for this qualitative research was constructivism with a 
theoretical perspective of interpretivism. An interpretive lens requires the researcher to 
seek insights into how participants constructed meaning from their lived experience 
regarding a phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Constructivism is an epistemological 
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approach that refers to the way people seek to understand the world they live in and 
construct meaning (Braun & Clarke, 2022). The methodology used for this research was 
phenomenology. A phenomenological methodology was chosen to enable participants to 
reflect on and describe their personal experiences regarding their Australian identity. Four 
data collection methods were utilised in this study. These were: 
 
• A picture drawn by the student participants reflecting their understanding of what it 

means to be Australian.  
• Face-to-face semi-structured interviews with the students. 
• Researcher field notes kept during the interview process. 
• A handwritten researcher journal kept throughout the entire study. 
 
Participants 
 
The participants were eight primary students (four from Year 5 and four from Year 6) 
with an equal mix of male and female students. Students in Year 5 and 6 have been 
learning the HASS (Humanities and Social Sciences) civics and citizenship curriculum 
content since Year 3 and are currently at an age (9-12 years) where they are able to 
communicate their thoughts, ideas, and opinions. While the sample size is small, it is 
purposeful, in line with the interpretive perspective applied to the study (Braun & Clarke, 
2022; Creswell & Poth, 2018). 
 
Site 
 
The research was undertaken in one independent coeducational Pre-Kindergarten to Year 
6 school in a southern suburb of Perth, Western Australia. Independent schools are free 
to develop their own school culture to reflect their schools’ priorities (AISWA 
[Association of Independent Schools WA], 2019), giving them flexibility to create a 
learning environment that best reflects their school ethos. The participating school 
embraces a holistic approach to nurturing the whole child in and out of the classroom in 
its application of the Western Australian curriculum. The school states that it offers 
flexible learning spaces that encourage collaboration and inclusion amongst students.  
 
Data analysis 
 
Inductive data analysis requires the researcher to review the research data for emerging 
themes and categories (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Creswell & Poth, 2018). The data in this 
qualitative study were analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2022) seven step thematic 
analysis process, with themes highlighted relating to the research question. The seven 
phases comprised: transcription; reading and familiarisation of the data; coding; searching 
for themes; reviewing themes; defining and naming themes; and writing. 
 
Results 
 
Research participants were asked what it means to them personally to be Australian. 
Additionally, they were asked if they identified as Australian and to explain their 
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perspective. They were invited to draw a picture of what it means to be Australian and 
explain their picture. Three themes and several sub-themes were identified. The first 
theme was values with sub-themes of inclusivity, safety and Australian behaviours. The 
second theme was citizenship with sub-themes including birth location, feelings and 
freedom. The third theme was belonging with sub-themes of multiculturalism and 
community. Each of these themes will be described in detail. 
 
Values 
 
All eight research participants attributed values to their perceptions of their Australian 
identity. Although a range of different values were identified, all values readily aggregated 
into clear sub-themes of inclusivity, safety, and attributed Australian behaviours. Most 
participants indicated the importance of inclusivity as a value. Phrases such as, ‘one’; 
‘united’; ‘acceptance’; as well as ‘equality’ were used to express the value of inclusiveness. 
Several students spoke of inclusivity when communicating what it means to them to be 
Australian. As one student remarked, “To probably be kind and accept others.” Similarly, 
another student said, “To be kind and welcoming and accepting, no matter who they are.” 
One student linked a sense of inclusion with feeling good about oneself, noting, “probably 
being Australian is like a great thing to be. Not saying that any other countries are terrible, 
but it’s probably because, everyone includes you and it makes you feel good about 
yourself.” 
 
Another student suggested, “If you’re Australian you should be nice and include others 
even if they’re different to you.” This participant’s drawing also reflected inclusion as a 
value (Figure 1). 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Student drawing number one of “What it means to be Australian” 
 
When asked to explain their drawing the student said, “So basically, I did the word ‘one’ 
because Australia is one nation and it’s not like there’s these types of people and this type 
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of people: we’re all Australians.” The student commented further, stating “I’ve done some 
of the colours of the Aboriginal flag and some of the colours of the Australian flag. I’m 
trying to make it, it’s not perfect, because nothing’s really perfect. Australia’s not perfect, 
but it’s a nice place, a welcoming place.” 
 
Another student reflected on the notion of unification when they stated, “…to be united 
as one”, when asked to elaborate on their answer to the question “what do you think it 
means to be Australian?” This student’s picture (Figure 2) also reflected the value of 
inclusivity. As they explained, “… it means one nation. So, we’re all together and it 
doesn’t matter where you come from or what race you are or anything. We’re all together 
in one big thing.” 
 

 
 

Figure 2: Student drawing number two of “What it means to be Australian” 
 
Students also identified safety as a sub-theme within values that represented what it meant 
to be Australian. One student said, “… it’s a very safe country and it welcomes everyone.” 
Likewise, another student said, “I think it means that you’re safe since not many bad 
things happen here.” The student elaborated adding, “Well, you’re not really hurt by any 
wars or anything.” This participant reflected the sub-theme of safety, as protection from 
external threats, in their drawing (Figure 3).  
 
They explained their drawing by saying, “So that’s a couple of bad guys and that’s me 
basically in Australia’s borders safe from everyone.” When prompted, the student 
confirmed the two shields on either side of the person (the Australian) represented 
Australia’s protective borders. The two ‘enemies’ of Australia were ‘Covid-19’ and a 
‘Ninja.’ 
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Figure 3: Student drawing number three of “What it means to be Australian” 
 
A third sub-theme identified by students was Australian behaviours, which were described 
using words such as ‘kindness’; ‘work ethic’; and ‘being nice’. These behaviours were 
consistently mentioned by student participants when asked what they thought it means to 
be Australian. For example, one student said, “I’m kind and caring, which all Australians 
probably should be as well.” Student’s responses described interpersonal behaviours and 
personal interactions they believed are quintessentially Australian in character. One 
student remarked that being Australian “is great… how everyone’s nice and everything”.  
 
Two students identified a positive work ethic as an Australian value when answering the 
question, what makes them Australian. One student said, “Always working hard, never 
giving up and always doing the right thing.” They then went on to say, “I always want to 
do my best in everything I do, and I want to work hard and do everything to the best of 
my ability.” The second student described being Australian as, “To be recognised for your 
success, and to recognise others for their success.” 
 
Citizenship 
 
A second theme identified was citizenship. All eight students in the research responded in 
the affirmative when asked if they were Australian during the semi-structured interviews. 
Sub-themes identified within the overarching theme of citizenship were birth location, 
feelings of being Australian, and freedom. 
 
Most of the students cited their geographical birth location as the qualifier for identifying 
as Australian. Replies to the question “Are you Australian?” and “why?” were similar 
amongst all students. They included responses such as, “I have grown up and was born in 
Australia” and “I was born in Australia, and so was my mum, and I also live in Australia.” 
One student said, “I was born here in Perth”. When asked to elaborate they said, “My 



Nahajski, Chambers & Lavery 1611 

relatives were also born here, and my family was as well.” Another student used the word 
citizenship in their response, although not initially. This student said, “I was born here, and 
I live here now, and this is just my home and my country where I like to be in.” When 
asked to expand on this response and explain why they were Australian they added, “I was 
born here, and have one of these citizenships or something….”. 
 
Some student responses to questions regarding what makes them Australian focused on 
their family lineage. One student remarked, “My parents are Australian”. Another student 
responded, “…because my family is from Australia, and I am Australian. I was born here, 
and I grew up here”. Another student said that to be Australian you should, “Have a life 
in Australia… at least have a background in Australia”. When asked to explain further 
they said, “I have made many friends and I don’t wanna move anywhere, and I just wanna 
stay in Australia”. 
 
Some students believed feelings of ‘Australianness’ were a factor that was what made 
them Australian. One student stated, “I was raised in the country, and it really suits me”. 
They continued, “I feel like Australia is my home”. Another student, who was not born in 
Australia, still identified as Australian. They said, “I was born in Ireland, but I moved here 
when I was quite young”. When asked why they felt they were Australian they responded, 
“Well, I’ve been welcomed into this country and most of my friends are nice, and that 
kinda makes me feel as if I’ve been here all my life”. Once prompted they added, “I think 
I’m Australian because so many people around me are Australian, so that kind of makes 
me feel as if I am Australian”. 
 
In contrast, some students struggled to answer when asked the question, what makes 
them Australian and why. One student’s response was, “I’m not really sure”. Field notes 
highlighted some students’ difficulty in articulating an answer where a few students 
needed more time to respond or to have the question rephrased. For example, one 
student responded by saying, “What makes me Australian?... that’s actually a hard 
question”. 
 
One student when asked what it means to be Australian claimed, “Living here and just 
being Australian and having the opportunity to live here”. After they were asked to 
explain what they meant by opportunities they revealed, “Good laws and good beaches 
and a good environment”. This student reflected their positive feelings towards the 
environment in the picture they drew about what it means to be Australian (Figure 4). 
They explained, “My picture is about me and the animals and the bush and the beach, and 
how we are lucky that we have this bush and all the trees we have”. When prompted to 
explain why they felt lucky they said, “Because many other countries are cold, and they 
don’t have a lot of sand or trees. Like England they have rocky beaches”. 
 
Freedom was a perception commonly identified when answering questions regarding what 
makes participants Australian and why. A student remarked, “To be free and to do what 
you want to do and make your own path and make your own choices”. The same student 
also reflected this statement in their picture (Figure 5). 
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Figure 4: Student drawing number four of “What it means to be Australian” 
 

 
 

Figure 5: Student drawing number five of “What it means to be Australian” 
 
This student explained their picture by saying, “It represents the freedom that Australia is, 
that everyone can live their own life and do what they want, and it’s only them who’s 
keeping them back in life.” When asked what they meant when they said freedom they 
replied, “You are free with all our choices and democracy is very free, we get to choose 
who you want to control and help the country”. They went on to say, “So you get to make 
important choices, you get to do what you want to do.”  
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Another student acknowledged freedom by including the word ‘free’ in their picture 
(Figure 6). This participant described their picture saying, “So I wrote ‘free’ because what 
I think it means to be Australian is you have a lot of freedom, and you feel free – well 
that’s something I feel. You have all the flags here – I tried to draw the Torres Strait 
Islander flag. I made it one flag because we should be one people.” 
 

 
 

Figure 6: Student drawing number six of “What it means to be Australian” 
 
One student, when asked what it means to be Australian, answered, “I think it means it 
doesn’t matter if you’re born in Australia, but if you live here and like being here, you just 
are free to be here.” Their drawing also reflected this perception (Figure 7). 
 

 
 

Figure 7: Student drawing number seven of “What it means to be Australian” 
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This student described their picture saying, “Whenever I think about Australia, what it 
means to be a true Aussie, I always think about barbecues with my friends and we go 
surfing and I have to help, and I just wrote some words that I think represent Australia.” 
They continued, “This country is free, you’re not stuck in this place, and you’re allowed to 
have a voice and say something, not like other countries around the world where people 
are forced to do things.” Finally, they added, “And with a democracy we’re allowed to 
vote for who we want as our leader.”  
 
Belonging 
 
A third theme identified from the data was belonging. Belonging can be described as a 
feeling of connectedness with people and/or places. Two sub-themes were identified 
within this theme: multiculturalism and community.  
 
Some students acknowledged multiculturalism when answering questions regarding their 
own Australian identity. As one student noted, “We learn stuff about how it’s not just us 
in Australia, it’s all different people.” Asked to expand on this answer they continued, 
“Like, say you’re from another country, it doesn’t mean you can’t be Australian. Like, you 
can be Australian no matter where you’re from.” Another student remarked, “It doesn’t 
matter where you come from or where you live or look you can be an Australian.” 
 
Several student participants reflected the theme of belonging and sub-theme of 
community in their responses to questions regarding how they perceive their Australian 
identity. One student said, “What I think it means to be Australian is to be in Australia or 
at least feel a belonging in Australia and feel at home and be free and have a life in 
Australia.” Another student said, “…be part of a welcoming community who accepts all.” 
Similarly, another student highlighted the notion of community when they said, “We all 
gather together. We learn about community and how we have to stick together as one 
Australia.” When one student was asked what makes them Australian, they replied, “I 
have been… I am part of the community… and I try to welcome all, no matter where 
they’re from and like who they are.” 
 
One student participant’s picture in response to the question what it means to be 
Australian reflected the main theme of belonging. Their picture and description revealed 
both the identified sub-themes, multiculturalism, and community. The picture and the 
student’s explanation of their drawing can be seen in Figure 8. 
 
The student explained their drawing, saying “Well, this is like people coming over to 
Australia, because the flags here are Italian and Australian as well. So that’s all my Italian 
relatives coming over to Australia, and this is like a beach where we have hot dogs and 
Australian food.” They continued, “Then here is all the amazing animals and environment 
and nature, and then here’s the sun because we get very good weather.” Finally, they 
added, “And then the Aboriginal flag because we’re on the Aboriginal land, which helped 
make Australia what Australia is today.” 
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Figure 8: Student drawing number eight of “What it means to be Australian” 
 
Discussion 
 
The Year 5 and 6 students were asked questions regarding their perceptions of their 
Australian identity. Their overarching perceptions were clearly linked to the areas of 
values, belonging and citizenship. Participant responses to interview questions asking what 
they think it means to be Australian frequently contained references to personal values. 
Values such as inclusion and safety, along with Australian behaviours reflecting individual 
values (such as being hardworking), were identified. Values were a significant theme 
within the data and revealed insights into the respondents’ personal identities. 
 
The values noted by the participants strongly reflected the Howard Government’s 
National framework for values education in Australian schools (Department of Education, Science 
and Training, 2005). The Framework’s intent was to instil specific values education in 
Australian schools. The Framework promoted a range of values deemed important to 
teach young Australian students. This reflection suggests the Framework has continued to 
impact students 18 years after introduction. Of the nine values included in the 
Framework, participants consistently cited three as being particularly important to them: 
freedom; doing your best, and understanding, tolerance and inclusion. 
 
Inclusivity sets the foundation for fostering a sense of belonging by creating an 
environment where individuals from diverse backgrounds can feel welcomed and included 
(Park et al., 2023; Watkins et al., 2016). Inclusivity as a value was seen by participants as 
representing what it means to be Australian. Fostering tolerance and inclusivity in the 
classroom supports the development of the whole child and is a precursor to students 
becoming active global citizens. Several student pictures illustrated the value of inclusivity 
by amalgamating the Australian flag and the Aboriginal flag and by including Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous elements to construct an Australian identity.  
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Some participants clearly noted a dichotomy between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
peoples, almost an ‘us’ and ‘them’ perspective. It is possible that although the participants 
know that Indigenous perspectives should be a feature of their identity, they are still 
struggling to make this a reality. The identification of non-Indigenous identity as 
important may be a direct reflection of the content of the curriculum, specifically the 
general capability of intercultural understanding. The persistence of distinct identities for 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians warrants further investigation (Austin & 
Fozdar, 2018) and could be interpreted as indicating the journey towards a fully unified 
national identity for all Australians is ongoing. Expanding the teaching of understanding, 
tolerance, and inclusivity to incorporate all cultures would work towards advancing 
understanding of all people’s place within the shared Australian national identity. 
 
The value of inclusivity was also reflected in participant responses that indicated inclusive 
traits such as being welcoming and accepting of all. Student comments such as “being 
respectful to everyone” demonstrated how important inclusive traits are to their 
Australian identity. Participants mainly discussed inclusivity in relation to Indigenous 
culture rather than referencing a broader pool of international cultures. This 
understanding is unlikely to be the result of limited exposure to other cultures as the 
student population represents a diverse range of international cultures. It is possible the 
student participants did not reference inclusivity for other cultures or immigrants, even 
those present within their community, as a reflection of the curriculum which only 
includes a limited range of international cultures.  
 
The National framework for values education in Australian schools (Department of Education, 
Science and Training, 2005) encouraged the development of a shared national identity for 
all Australian school students. Several studies have confirmed a shared national identity 
leads to feelings of affiliation and well-being, which in turn lead to social cohesion, 
particularly important in nations with large immigrant populations (Hodgins et al., 2016; 
McAllister, 2018). Australia is a country with a large immigrant population for which a 
shared national identity could yield psychological benefits for its residents. Benefits 
include citizens feeling they are part of the same community and can collectively face 
shared challenges thereby leading to a common identity and an enhanced sense of 
security. Conversely, a poor sense of identity may foster civil unrest and defiance, making 
it difficult for governments to govern populations who feel insecure. Additionally, The 
Alice Springs (Mparntwe) education declaration (Department of Education, 2019) states in goal 
one that Australian education needs to contribute to a socially cohesive society that values 
cultural diversity. Enactment of this goal will lead to all members of society feeling 
connected and secure, irrespective of their cultural background. 
 
Several students directly linked the value of safety with their definition of being 
Australian, through identifying Australia as a safe place to live. Attributing safety as a 
defining value of their Australian identity is possibly the result of the absence of overt 
external conflict between Australia and other nations. A few participants described what it 
means to be Australian by highlighting what Australia is not compared to other places in 
the world. As Australia is not currently at war with another country and Western Australia 
was arguably not as negatively affected by the pandemic compared to other places around 
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the world, the respondents described Australia as being safer than other parts of the 
world. Renshaw (2019) noted that safety is often linked with national identity and feelings 
of belonging in specific spaces. It is likely that students identify safety given the backdrop 
of a largely unknown, insecure, and daunting global context. 
 
Articulating Australia’s identity in terms of its appeal compared to other places is another 
way students expressed their Australian identity. Some responses compared and 
contrasted Australia to other places rather than utilising more conceptual descriptions, 
however this may have reflected their immature verbal communication skills and perhaps 
also their lack of abstract conceptualisation skills. There is a lack of contemporary 
research into the role safety and security play in students’ perceptions of national identity. 
 
Several students identified a range of Australian behaviours that defined their Australian 
identity. Participants frequently used terms such as being hard working, doing their best 
and doing the right thing. These value-driven behaviours tend to be cognitive expressions 
of what is Australian rather than what it means to be Australian, suggesting children prefer 
to provide a concrete response, than engage with more complex, abstract concepts 
(Queensland Government, 2025). Alternatively, lack of definition of what it means to be 
Australian may be attributed to indirect teaching practices, where the meaning of being 
Australian is not explicitly taught. There may also be a lack of specificity in the curriculum. 
Brett et al. (2024) argued that teachers are provided with curriculum content in the civics 
and citizenship area that is ‘thin’ (mainly focused on knowledge building, rather than in-
depth engagement) and that they approach it cautiously. They suggested that “…with 
CCE the processes of framing in terms of interpretation and translation by both schools 
and teachers are potentially fuzzy and epistemologically complicated” (p. 175-176).  
 
All students stated that they identified as Australian. Participants attributed the fact they 
were born in Australia as the primary reason for their sense of Australian identity. Only 
one student was born overseas and claimed moving to Australia as an infant helped him 
to identify as Australian because he grew up in Australia surrounded by Australian people. 
Birthplace is a typical attribute cited by individuals when asked to describe their national 
identity (Murphy, 2018). Birthplace as an attribute of identity raises the question of the 
impact of students not born in Australia on their development of national identity. This is 
an important consideration for teachers with classes comprising students born overseas. 
Overemphasising the value of place of birth in defining one’s national identity may 
generate exclusivity amongst students born in Australia and may diminish a sense of 
Australian identity within those born overseas. 
 
Austin and Fozdar’s (2018) review of two decades of research on national identity clearly 
established that national identity can be considered in two categories: exclusive/ethno-
nationalist identity; and inclusive/civic identity. An ethno-nationalist identity is considered 
the more exclusive of the two categories, as it prioritises one’s place of birth, a fixed 
attribute, as a primary factor in defining a national identity (Alemán & Woods, 2018; 
Austin & Fozdar, 2018; McAllister, 2018). Stating that being born in Australia is the 
reason for being Australian suggests an alignment with the exclusive notion that not being 
born in Australia makes one less Australian. No students mentioned government-issued 
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documents such as passports or certificates of citizenship as contributing to their sense of 
being Australian. This indicates statutory or other formal instruments that verify national 
citizenship either don’t materially impact these students’ perceived Australian identity or 
are simply unknown to them. 
 
In contrast to the exclusivity of an ethno-nationalist identity, inclusive/civic identity 
establishes a sense of belonging based on common values which can change over time 
and can be influenced by external factors such as educational curricula (Austin & Fozdar, 
2018). The feeling of being Australian aligns with an inclusive/civic identity where people 
feel a sense of belonging based on kinship and common values (Alemán & Woods, 2018; 
McCallister, 2018). Responses citing feelings or values as elements of their Australian 
identity corroborated the role civic/inclusive factors play in student’s development of 
national identity (Alemán & Woods, 2018; McAllister, 2018). Some student participants 
justified their assertion they were Australian by mentioning feelings of Australianness such 
as claiming Australia is their home because it is where they feel they belong. Positive 
feelings towards being an Australian citizen surfaced frequently in responses expressing 
feelings of belonging to Australia or expressing satisfaction with where they lived. 
 
Understanding the distinction between exclusive and inclusive identities is important for 
classroom teachers wishing to support development of national identity in a classroom 
comprising students born both in Australia and overseas. However, focusing only on 
these two aspects fails to consider the pluralism that may exist among students (Benjamin 
& Kuusisto, 2015) and is undesirable (Alemán & Woods, 2018). Pluralism can be 
demonstrated through a student’s complex sense of connectedness to their social group 
and environment.  
 
Students did not only express their sense of national identity with individual attributes 
such as place of birth or their feelings such as belonging; some participants expressed their 
sense of national identity by drawing concrete examples of the Australian environment 
taken from their lived experience. These concrete examples included Australian animals, 
the bush and beach. Students referred to Australia as a beautiful country which supports 
their positive association towards their Australian citizenship. The Queensland 
Government (2025) noted that young children often represent their identity by sharing 
images or artefacts. Student participant responses represent an amalgamation of their 
innate attributes, their social connections, and their symbolic associations in the holistic 
description of how they perceive their Australian identity. 
 
An important element of their Australian identity expressed by many students was 
freedom. The freedom to express views and to choose elected leaders was mentioned 
several times. All references to freedom were made in a positive context expressing 
freedom as an important benefit of being Australian. Many participants stated being ‘free’ 
or ‘freedom’ was something that was important to them as Australians. Student 
participants articulated being free meant democracy and having a voice by voting in 
government elections. These responses align with the Western Australian Year 5 HASS 
curriculum civics and citizenship subject that specifies students are to be taught about 
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rights and responsibilities and participation in elections as key values that support 
Australia’s democracy (SCSA, 2025).  
 
These views are consistent with the curriculum’s definition of Australia as a democracy 
that guarantees certain freedoms (rights) while assigning certain responsibilities 
(obligations) to its citizens. The responses, however, did not extend to convey a thorough 
understanding of the obligations linked to the active citizenship elements of the 
curriculum. In addition, Ferguson and Brett (2023), in their paper describing global 
citizenship, suggested that active participation is lacking in the Australian curriculum 
which mainly focuses on knowledge attainment. Similarly, Brett et al. (2024), stated that 
‘real’ outcomes are lacking in the development of civics and citizenship in the Australian 
curriculum and that planning for action is rarely translated into practice. 
 
When students described their community, a general sense of belonging and cultural 
inclusivity were frequently cited as primary attributes of their community. The link 
between a sense of belonging and national identity is clearly established in the literature 
(Halbert & Salter, 2019, Moran & Mallman, 2019; Muldoon et al., 2017). The association 
of multiculturalism with the community to which they identified as being a member was 
clear to the respondents; being Australian means belonging to an inclusive and 
multicultural society. In contrast to the findings of Fozdar and Martin (2020; 2021) that 
ethnic identification can overwhelm a child’s Australian identity, in the current research 
exclusive attributes such as cultural background or place of birth contributed 
constructively to the respondents’ developing sense of national identity through an 
enhanced sense of belonging. A strong sense of belonging empowers a student to 
consider their place within a broader community comprising other cultures and ethnic 
backgrounds (Grey & Thomas, 2019; Park et al., 2023). It is reasonable to posit that the 
positive acknowledgement of a student’s individual cultural background is a valuable 
catalyst to their developing sense of national identity. It is also possible to argue that the 
inverse is true, in so much as discounting or ignoring a student’s cultural background in 
the classroom will diminish their capacity to develop their individual sense of belonging 
and identity within a wider community. 
 
Australia’s cultural diversity comprises both immigrant and First Nations cultures, which 
reinforces the importance of educators understanding how multiculturalism impacts 
culturally diverse students’ sense of community membership no matter their cultural 
background. Hodgins et al., (2016), McAllister (2018) and Reichert (2016) clearly 
demonstrated that a sense of belonging and its relationship to national identity is 
especially important in communities comprising large immigrant populations. The 
associated positive feelings of belonging for students of all cultures will facilitate their 
development of a sense of national identity. 
 
Students strongly associated belonging to their community with their Australian identity. 
Some students prioritised their local community (civic/inclusive) membership over their 
family’s cultural (ethnic/exclusive) background by describing themselves as Australian 
even though they came from another county. This finding reflects Moran and Mallman’s 
(2019) research on the impact of collective identity and shared values on a strengthened 
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sense of “belonging.” It also indicates community membership and sense of belonging is 
flexible and can be influenced by one’s lived experiences (Benjamin & Kuusisto, 2015), 
which is arguably presumed by all educational curricula related to developing national 
identity in students irrespective of where they were born. 
 
Belonging was articulated by some students in terms of acceptance of others with 
different cultural backgrounds. This theme was clearly illustrated in student drawings by 
the integration of Australian and multicultural (including First Nation) icons. This positive 
reflection of multiculturalism in the student’s expressed national identity supports Alemán 
and Woods (2018) findings that an inclusively civic identity is preferred by populations 
with immigrant or ethnic backgrounds over an exclusively ethnic identity. 
 
Australian identity has been recognised as fluid and everchanging both in this research and 
existing literature (Benjamin & Kuusisto, 2015; Wills & Eaude, 2021). The students 
identified a flexible view of Australian identity by stating that any individual who identifies 
as an Australian is Australian. These responses illustrate that national identity may mean 
different things to different people. Brett (2013) recognised the dynamic nature of 
multicultural societies and the differences between communities within them and argued 
such diversity conflicts with efforts to seek a coherent national identity. Living with 
people of different cultural backgrounds and witnessing multicultural celebrations and 
traditions arguably has elevated respondents’ awareness of the variable nature of their own 
national identity. Such varied interpretations of individual identity seem to reinforce the 
value and importance of nurturing a sense of belonging within a classroom of students 
with diverse cultural backgrounds. A well-established sense of belonging is an enabling 
precursor to developing a cohesive national identity amongst diverse individuals.  
 
To promote national identity, specific direction regarding how to teach the knowledge and 
understanding of civics and citizenship is required, without the need to access the other 
dimensions of the curriculum (cross-curriculum and general capabilities). Even though 
most of this content can be found in the curriculum, it is often overlooked or not clearly 
visible to teachers. The guidance may take the form of providing clearly defined shared 
Australian national values and guidance on how these shared values help to define the 
Australian national identity. Although this research indicates civics and citizenship 
curriculum knowledge was successfully imparted to students as demonstrated by their 
drawings and interviews, the participatory element of active citizenry appeared to be 
absent. Explicit curriculum content to promote active participation may include 
opportunities for students to participate at the local, national and global levels of civic 
government. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This research has added to the body of knowledge regarding perceptions and 
development of Australian national identity in Year 5 and 6 students and is significant as it 
explores how students perceive their Australian identity and will potentially provide 
insight into how the curriculum can be enhanced to promote a shared understanding of 
Australian identity. The research supports adoption of a contemporary pluralistic 
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interpretation of student’s national identity for the Western Australian Year 5 and 6 civics 
and citizenship curriculum on active citizenship over a more traditional approach. A 
traditional approach would fail to accommodate the multicultural aspects of a typical 
Australian classroom. The student respondents in this research communicated a sound 
sense of Australian national identity. Accommodating modern student identities will 
enhance development of a more accepting and integrative Australian national identity. 
 
Limitations 
 
There were two limitations of this research. The first is that the research is limited to a 
small sample size of participants: eight students. The second limiting factor is that only 
one metropolitan independent school was involved. These limitations will have an impact 
on the transferability of the results. However, the research provides a distinctive 
perspective of one primary school’s perception of Australian identity development which 
is valuable in and of itself. The research also stimulates debate among the educational 
community and acts as a catalyst for future research in the area. 
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