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Abstract

Aims: To describe an Aboriginal cultural immersion delivered to dietetics stu-
dents at a large university in Australia and assess its effectiveness as a method
to teach Aboriginal history, culture, diet, and health in dietetics.

Methods: Taking a strength-based approach, Aboriginal processes of learning
were privileged, with the cultural immersion being co-designed with immer-
sion educators, a First Nations researcher, and dietetics academic. The cultural
immersion consisted of an opening ceremony and four stations of yarning,
weaving, bush tucker, and artefacts/medicines. A mixed-methods approach
was used, with triangulation of data from pre- and postsurveys, station map-
ping, and focus group interviews. Quantitative and qualitative data were
simultaneously analysed from participating first-year Master of Nutrition and
Dietetics students and then drawn together for an integrated understanding of
the impact of the cultural immersion on student learnings.

Results: Fifty-three students completed pre- and postsurveys and 36 partici-
pated in focus groups. Through sharing lived experiences, learning through
culture, and keeping sessions practical and Aboriginal leadership, each cul-
tural immersion station utilised Aboriginal processes of learning that meaning-
fully engaged students with Aboriginal education content, appreciate holistic
health and increased their general knowledge on Aboriginal history, culture,
diet, and health (all p < 0.001).

Conclusion: Cultural immersion is one teaching method to enhance student
knowledges and can be a part of a programmatic and integrated approach that
embeds Aboriginal content throughout the whole curriculum. It is necessary
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1 | INTRODUCTION

The First Peoples of Australia are proudly represented by
two distinct and culturally rich groups, Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples. Aboriginal peoples refer to
the rightful custodians of mainland Australia and the
Torres Strait Islander peoples are those traditionally owning
the Islands in the Torres Straits, between Queensland'’s
Cape York Peninsula and Papua New Guinea." Aboriginal
cultures, lore, customs, and traditions have established a
65 000-year-old knowledge system that is holistic and
deeply relational to the physical and metaphysical environ-
ments, of which is reflected in their ways of knowing, being
and doing.” Ensuring that all health professionals including
dietitians appreciate the complexity of this knowledge sys-
tem and understand the detrimental impacts on health and
wellbeing that colonisation continues to have is critical for
the provision of culturally safe healthcare.

As future health professionals who will engage in front-
line person-centred care, the importance of enhancing die-
tetics students’ knowledge of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander history, culture, diet, and health cannot be under-
stated. Though nuances may exist in the content being
delivered across universities, of equal importance is the ped-
agogies or processes being used, that is, ensuring Aboriginal
processes of learning are utilised to engage students with
Aboriginal educational content. This is explained through
the 8-Ways Aboriginal Pedagogy Framework, which pro-
motes educators to include Aboriginal perspectives by using
Aboriginal learning processes.” Aboriginal perspectives are
derived not only from Aboriginal content but also from
Aboriginal processes of learning. The 8-Ways Aboriginal
Pedagogy Framework (referred to as processes of learning
here after) has been used by primary and secondary
educators,” as well as in tertiary educational®’ and health-
care settings.® These processes of learning are interrelated
and have been described in literature to include story shar-
ing, learning maps, non-verbal, symbols and images, land
links, nonlinear, deconstruct/reconstruct, and community
links. It is recognised that these processes are innate cultural
approaches in which Aboriginal learnings are transmitted.

In a proactive measure to address the health ineq-
uities experienced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples,” universities across Australia are
increasingly required to embed Aboriginal and Torres
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that institutions recognise the value of cultural immersions to student learn-

ings and commit to providing ongoing support.

Aboriginal, Australia, cultural immersion, dietetics, pedagogies, Torres Strait islander

Strait Islander health and wellbeing content in health
curricula.'”!" Dietitians Australia, the peak governing
body of dietetic and nutrition professions in Australia,
have Accreditation Standards for Dietetics Education
Programs that involve embedding Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples’ history, health, wellbeing, and
culture as an integrated process across the curriculum.'?
In addition, the National Competency Standards for Die-
titians were updated in 2021 with four explicit competen-
cies relating to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples and valuing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
ways of knowing, being and doing, where previously,
they were not distinguished from other cultural groups.'?

Community engagement and partnering with Aborigi-
nal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and communities in
the development of the curriculum content is fundamental
for dietetics education programs.'* One educational method
that universities can utilise to foster community engage-
ment and, in return, value and empower communities are
cultural immersion.'*"> Cultural immersion experiences
allow students the opportunity for direct interactions with
culturally diverse populations in supervised settings.'* A
systematic review that included nine international studies
in healthcare degrees reported cultural immersion as an
effective educational method for increasing cultural knowl-
edge and sensitivity, particularly for counselling-based
health fields.!® In Australia and New Zealand, cultural
immersion experiences have also been implemented across
curriculum with positive outcomes for medical,">"’
nursing,'* and other interprofessional health students.'®

Students studying dietetics, a strong counselling-based
profession, could also benefit from interactive, intercul-
tural learning experiences, although there has been no evi-
dence to date regarding the implementation of cultural
immersion within dietetics. The aim of this study was to
describe an Aboriginal cultural immersion delivered to
dietetics students at a large university in Australia and to
assess its effectiveness as a method to teach Aboriginal his-
tory, culture, diet, and health in dietetics.

2 | METHODS

The Aboriginal cultural immersion content was tailored
for nutrition and dietetics students. Taking a strength-
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based approach, processes of learning were privileged,
with the cultural immersion being co-designed with
immersion educators, a First Nations researcher, and die-
tetics academic.

This approach empowered the immersion educators
of the Dhawarral, Walbunja, Djiringanj, and Gunai/
Kurnai peoples to deliver personalised educational con-
tent through their innate cultural processes of learning
(Table 1).

The Aboriginal cultural immersion was held on the
university campus in October 2022, over 5 h for first-year
Master of Nutrition and Dietetics students. The day com-
menced with an opening ceremony (Welcome to Coun-
try, Smoking Ceremony, and cultural dances) before
dividing into smaller groups for four station rotations of
yarning, weaving, bush tucker, and artefacts/medicines
(Figure 1).

A mixed-methods approach was used, with triangula-
tion of data from pre- and postsurveys, station mapping,
and focus group interviews.

Seventy first-year Master of Nutrition and Dietetics
students were invited to participate in pre- and postsur-
veys and focus groups via convenience sampling. Recruit-
ment was facilitated by professional university staff not
known to students and took the form of advertisements

TABLE 1 Processes of learning with description.
Process Description
Story sharing Teaching and learning through narrative

Learning maps Explicitly mapping/visualising processes

Non-verbal Hands-on learning, critical reflection,
and least-intrusive management
strategies. Ancestral/spiritual knowledge
also comes through this way of learning

Symbols and Exploring content through imagery and

images using visual cues and signals

Land links Place-based pedagogy, linking content to
local land and environment

Non-linear Indirect management strategies, lateral
thinking, comparing and synthesising
diverse cultural viewpoints, innovating,
adapting, working with cycles and
working with holistic knowledge

Deconstruct/ Modelling and scaffolding, balancing

Reconstruct teacher instruction with independent

learning, and working from wholes to
parts

Community links Grounding learning content and values
in community knowledge, working on
community projects, and using or
displaying knowledge products publicly
for local benefit

posted between August and October 2022 on Canvas, an
interactive learning management system.

Quantitative process measures were derived from
pre- and postsurvey data collected and managed via RED-
Cap.™ A set of nine pre- and postquestions were developed
to assess the impact of the cultural immersion on student
knowledge of predetermined categories of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander history, culture, diet, and health;
interest and perceived confidence in working with Aborig-
inal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in a health setting;
and interest in placement opportunities in a Community
Controlled Health Service. To inform the delivery of future
cultural immersions, additional postsurvey questions were
asked about the organisation, facilitation, overall satisfac-
tion, and if they would recommend the experience to
another dietetics student. A question was also included on
students’ identifying as being of Aboriginal and/or Torres
Strait Islander descent. There was no pilot testing of the
survey beyond the research group. The presurvey was
completed 1-10 weeks prior to the students attending the
cultural immersion (File S1) and postsurvey within 1 week
of the cultural immersion (File S2).

Qualitative process measures were derived during co-
design and from focus group interview data. To under-
stand what processes of learning were utilised innately
by Aboriginal immersion educators, meetings were held
over 6 months in preparation for and lead up to the cul-
tural immersion during the co-design process. The First
Nations researcher and dietetics academic yarned with
the immersion educators about the student learning out-
comes and topics areas of Aboriginal history, culture,
diet, and health; immersion educators yarned with the
First Nations researcher and dietetics academic about
their desired content, approach, and format of delivery of
topic areas at each station, with a final meeting to yarn
on logistics.

A focus group interview guide was developed with
five questions to provide unique insight into the impact
on knowledge in predetermined categories of history, cul-
ture, diet, and health; experiences and perspectives on
engagement with each station; and impact on journey as
a dietitian (File S3). Four focus groups with eight to nine
students in each group were conducted face-to-face on
campus for 30 min, 1 week after the cultural immersion.
Focus groups were structured in accordance with the
methodology suggested by Krueger and Casey,”® to
ensure good discussion and exploration of themes. The
focus groups were jointly facilitated and moderated by
experienced dietetics academics and dietetics research
students (PhD and second-year Master's) and followed a
semi-structured format to maintain consistency in the
information provided to all groups while also allowing
for some level of flexibility in participant contributions.*
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FIGURE 1
(c) weaving and bush tucker stations.

Determination of the sample size was guided by the prin-
ciple of information power”? and suggested sample
recommendations.*

Quantitative and qualitative data were simultaneously
analysed and then drawn together to achieve an integrated
understanding of the impact of the cultural immersion on
student learnings. A Likert-scale scoring system was
applied (one scale with three points and one with five
points) for the pre- and postsurvey questions. The median
(IQR) and mean Likert score change (SD) was reported.
The Wilcoxon signed rank test and paired samples test
(two sided) were used to compare scaled pre- and postre-
sponses. SPSS version 28 was utilised for statistical ana-
lyses. Significance was set at p < 0.05. Descriptive analyses
were used for additional postsurvey questions.

As described during co-design, the processes of learn-
ing used innately by the immersion educators as
described during co-design were mapped to each applica-
ble station as station processes (Table 2). Focus groups
were audio-recorded and transcribed via Otter.ai applica-
tion. Transcripts were edited by the second-year Master's
research student dietitian and checked by a dietetic aca-
demic. Transcripts were de-identified but not returned to
participants for any further checking. Audio data files

Images from the Aboriginal cultural immersion. Row (a) opening ceremony; (b) artefacts/medicines and yarning stations;

and transcripts were stored on the universities secure
Research Data Store. De-identified transcripts were
imported into NVivo (release 1.7.1). A framework
method of analysis generated categories and codes and
incorporated both deductive and inductive thematic anal-
ysis. This approach allowed for the exploration of specific
themes (e.g. knowledge and understanding of history,
culture, diet, and health), while not restricting the emer-
gence of unanticipated themes (e.g. impact on journey as
a dietitian) and was flexible enough that non-interview
data (such as notes taken or reflexive considerations)
could also be included.*?

This research was reported according to the Good
Reporting of a Mixed Methods Study guidelines.>*** Par-
ticipation was voluntary, and written, informed consent
was obtained prior to the commencement. The study was
approved by The University of Sydney Human Research
Ethics Committee (project 2022/365).

3 | RESULTS

There were 70 entries submitted for the presurvey. Seven-
teen were excluded due to multiple entries of individuals
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TABLE 2

Station

Yarning

Weaving

Bush Tucker

Artefacts/Medicines

DAVIES ET AL.

Description

In this station, the cultural immersion educator yarned about significant
historical events and celebrations, kinships, intergenerational trauma and
dietitian/patient interactions. Learning maps were used to map clans based on
geographical features. An interactive dialogue was encouraged.

In this station, the cultural immersion educator yarned about the cultural
significance of weaving including men's and women's business, while weaving.
The students were encouraged to participate (watch then do) while yarning with
the facilitator.

In this station, the cultural immersion educator displayed local native foods and
plants and yarned about their traditional and contemporary uses and nutritional
value. Select foods and beverages were pre-prepared for tastings. An interactive
dialogue was encouraged.

In this station, the cultural immersion educator displayed an array of cultural
artefacts, tools, and medicinal plants and yarned about traditional practices and
ancestral/spiritual connections and knowledges. An interactive dialogue was

Cultural immersion stations with description mapped to the processes of learning during the co-design process.

Processes of learning

Story sharing

Learning maps

Land links

Non-linear
Deconstruct/Reconstruct
Community links

Story sharing
Non-verbal
Deconstruct/Reconstruct
Community links

Story sharing
Non-verbal

Land links
Community links

Story sharing
Learning maps
Non-verbal

encouraged.

(n =9), no postsurvey (n = 7), and completing the pre-
survey after attending the cultural immersion experience
(n = 1). The final sample included n = 53 students (76%
response rate). Student duplicates were due to reposting
of the presurvey when a change of date for the cultural
immersion occurred due to the immersion educators
attending to Sorry Business (period of mourning or cere-
mony following the death of an Aboriginal and/or Torres
Strait Islander person). First responses were used for con-
sistency. Most participants were female (n = 48) and
aged 20-25 years (n = 46), with no students identifying
as being of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander
descent.

All processes of learning were utilised innately by the
immersion educators, and Table 2 provides a description
of each station mapped to relevant processes of learning
utilised.

Of the 53 students who completed the pre- and post-
surveys, 36 participated in the focus groups. Using the
framework approach, the data were initially categorised
deductively into knowledge gained (history, culture, diet,
and health). These were then explored inductively and
within this framework six themes emerged (Figure 2).

The cultural immersion improved students’ general
knowledge on Aboriginal history, culture, diet, and
health (Table 3 and File S4, Figure 1).

The sharing lived experiences from the immersion
educators were a commonly expressed theme that
impacted knowledge of Aboriginal history from ‘a little’
to ‘working’ knowledge (mean change (SD): 0.89 (0.95);

» Symbols and images
» Community links

Category Themes
History

Sharing lived experience
Culture

Learning through culture

Diet and health
Keeping sessions practical

Impact journey as a dietitian
Self-efficacy

Emerging themes
Breaking barriers through Aboriginal leadership
Holistic health

FIGURE 2 Categories and themes developed during analysis.

p < 0.001). An example is illustrated through the yarning
station where immersion educators used story sharing to
develop deeper insights on Aboriginal history.

..I agree, because I didn't get much [...]
knowledge or education around the topics of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander. [...]
Yeah, history and all I could do before this
immersion day was go to museums, |...] local
councils [...]. So that's how I learned but then
to hear it from a first-person firsthand expe-
rience with her like history and how much
how much emotion she had, I was like, Oh,
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TABLE 3 A comparison of first-year Master of Nutrition and Dietetics students’ (n = 53) knowledge of Aboriginal and Torres Strait

Islander history, culture, diet, and health; interest and confidence in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health; and interest in placement

opportunities in an Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Service pre- and postcultural immersion.

Precultural
immersion

(median + IQR)

Rate general knowledge®

Aboriginal history (past and present) 2.00 (1.00)
Aboriginal culture (beliefs, customs, and 2.00 (1.00)
values)
Aboriginal diet and health (traditional foods, 2.00 (1.00)
medicines)
Torres Strait Islander history (past and 2.00 (1.00)
present)
Torres Strait Islander culture (beliefs, 2.00 (1.00)
customs, and values)
Torres Strait Islander diet and health 1.00 (1.00)
(traditional foods, medicines)

Questions
Interest in Aboriginal and Torres Strait 3.00 (2.00)
Islander health®
Confidence working in Aboriginal and Torres  2.00 (2.00)
Strait Islander populations in a health
setting®
Interest in an Aboriginal Community 3.00 (1.00)

Controlled Health Service for Placement®

Postcultural
immersion Mean Likert
(median + IQR) p-value® score change (SD) p-value®

3.00 (1.00) <0.001 0.89 (0.95) <0.001
3.00 (1.00) <0.001 1.11 (0.87) <0.001
3.00 (1.00) <0.001 1.17 (0.87) <0.001
3.00 (1.00) <0.001 1.04 (1.02) <0.001
3.00 (1.00) <0.001 1.02 (1.03) <0.001
3.00 (1.00) <0.001 1.08 (0.94) <0.001
3.00 (1.00) 0.085 0.25 (0.98) 0.074
3.00 (1.00) <0.001 0.81 (1.13) <0.001
2.00 (1.00) 0059  —0.15(0.57) 0.059

“Key: 1 = No knowledge; 2 = A little knowledge; 3 = Working knowledge; 4 = Sound knowledge; 5 = A lot of knowledge.

"Key: 1 = Not very; 2 = Somewhat; 3 = Fairly; 4 = Very; 5 = Extremely.
“Key: 1 = No; 2 = Maybe; 3 = Yes.

dWilcoxon signed rank test.

Paired samples test, two-sided.

my God, stop, my, my heart [...]. I could feel
a lot more rather than [... | museum and just
stand there and look through a glass win-
dow. Whereas this was more like she's telling
her story. She's [...] being so open and vul-
nerable. It's just a whole new level of under-
standing, and understanding [...] the Koori
mob, and how it is located and [...] it really
integrated my knowledge from theory to a
more personable way

(Participant 37)

Learning through culture was identified as
occurring at all stations. This improved student
knowledge in Aboriginal culture from ‘a little’ to
‘working’ knowledge (mean change (SD): 1.11 (0.87);
p < 0.001). The opportunity to hear about culture
whilst being able to interactively immerse themselves
enabled students to begin to grasp cultural concepts
such as relationality. An example was illustrated

through non-verbal in the station of artefacts/
medicines.

...I really loved it [furs, bark and other arte-
facts] because the presenter, she had a really
like spiritual side to it, which was kind of
unexplored. I've never really heard much
about that before in Aboriginal culture, so
and she was still so connected with it as well,
which was really fascinating to me. And she
spoke from such a place of passion, which
just like really interests me as well [...]
(Participant 36)

Keeping sessions practical was effective in promoting
student knowledge on Aboriginal diet and health from ‘a
little’ to ‘working’ knowledge (mean change (SD): 1.17
(0.87); p < 0.001). An example was illustrated using land
links in the bush tucker station, which enabled students
to link foods to the local place and contextualise diet.
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When they talk about the bush food, and one
of them is the pig face. Yeah. And I searched
on Google, oh, it looks like this. And when
we go to our (University Building), to eat
lunch and then wow, there's lots of pig face
outside of the building! And then mm, okay,
that could be food, and they eat like this as
salad. I would never try that

(Participant 50)

The cultural immersion improved students’ general
knowledge on Torres Strait Islander history (mean
change (SD): 1.04 (1.02); p <0.001); and culture
(mean change (SD): 1.02 (1.03); p < 0.001) from ‘a little’
to ‘working’ knowledge; and diet and health from ‘no’
knowledge to ‘working’ knowledge (mean change (SD):
1.08 (0.94); p < 0.001) (Table 3). Conversely, students
expressed in the focus groups a desire to specifically learn
more about Torres Strait Islander peoples.

wer [ ...] I don't feel like we were told about
Torres Strait Islander peoples and so lots of
the questions I find really hard to answer
on the survey because pre survey I didn't
know much about Torres Strait Islands,
post the day I still don't know much about
Torres Strait Islands, so it would have been
nice to have some part of the day that kind
of acknowledged the Torres Strait Islander
people and how their culture is similar or
different I still don't really know how that
fits in

(Participant 6)

The cultural immersion improved students perceived
confidence working in Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander populations in a health setting (mean change
(SD): 0.81 (1.13); p < 0.001). No change was reported in
students’ interest in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
health (mean change (SD): 0.25 (0.98); p = 0.074), and
interest in a Community Controlled Health Service for
placement decreased, although not significant (mean
change (SD): —0.15 (0.57); p = 0.059) (Table 3 and File S4:
Supplementary Figure 2 and Supplementary Figure 3).

The impact the cultural immersion had on a student's
journey as a dietitian was one of increased self-efficacy
and the students’ perceived confidence working in
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander populations signifi-
cantly improved from ‘somewhat’ to ‘fairly’ (mean
change (SD): 0.81 (1.13); p < 0.001).

[...] you were always told that, you know,
there's a certain way to interact with

Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander people
and this and that and it builds kind of this,
it's almost scary when it comes to that. And I
feel like that workshop really broke down
those barriers and showed us, [...] here are
the practical things to know when you want
to, you know, have a respectful and normal
interaction. So, I thought that's how it con-
tributed my knowledge it was really practical
and broke down barriers

(Participant 1)

A theme that emerged was breaking down barriers
through Aboriginal leadership. The opportunity for learn-
ing to be led by local Aboriginal community members
provided a unique learning opportunity that may not
have otherwise be experienced.

[...] T really appreciated the fact that we did
this in person with actual people from those
cultures because, yes, it could have easily
been delivered by a Professor that we know
and like done like a lecture PowerPoint, but
I think it's not as powerful and effective than
someone coming in and telling us about their
own experience because I think there are
ways of interaction especially like, how you
would write down the medical problems and
give it to the patient as a list so they can tell
it to their family, things like this, I think
could only come from the people themselves
and their own experiences. So, I think that's
much more powerful and something we will
actually remember and utilise more than
someone telling us to do this in a lecture
(Participant 24)

As well as developing an appreciation of holistic
health.

Overall, just a greater appreciation for the
holistic nature and that people look at health
so differently, and that's something you need
to prioritise, always. You just have to get out
of your own head a bit. And when you meet
culturally diverse people assessing what are
your values around health and making that a
priority of the assessment. Just understand-
ing that

(Participant 66)

Students were ‘very’ or ‘extremely’ satisfied with the
cultural immersion (85%) and would recommend the day
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to other dietetics students (96%). The cultural immersion
was ‘very’ or ‘extremely’ well organised (81%), and the
immersion educators contributed ‘very’ or ‘extremely’
positively to their experience (91%).

4 | DISCUSSION

This novel paper for the discipline of dietetics describes
cultural immersion as an effective method for teaching
dietetics students about Aboriginal history, culture, diet,
and health. Through sharing lived experiences, learning
through culture, and keeping sessions practical and with
Aboriginal leadership, each cultural immersion station
was able to utilise processes of learning that meaningfully
engaged students with Aboriginal education content,
appreciate holistic health, and increase student confi-
dence with working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander populations in a health setting.

A programmatic and integrated approach needs to be
adopted when embedding Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander educational content across the whole curriculum,
including mapping student learning to the Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Health Curriculum Framework.**>*’
Recognising that student prior learnings relating to Aborigi-
nal peoples, history and culture may differ at the com-
mencement of their degree,” this cultural immersion was
positioned early as a first progressive stage in the dietetics
curriculum?®” and therefore did not form part of an assess-
ment. Rather, it was a compulsory activity, purposed as an
interactive cultural learning experience to develop students’
foundational knowledges and understanding of Aboriginal
peoples by learning their beliefs, values, practices, and expe-
riences (cultural awareness).”” This experiential learning is
to be built upon and assessed through an integrated curric-
ulum that moves students across a continuum of learning
towards becoming culturally capable dietitians.”” The provi-
sion of ongoing education and interactive learning experi-
ences may further develop students’ interest in Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander health and placement in an
Aboriginal Community-Controlled Health Services.'®

The benefits of delivering cultural immersions are
recognised and increasingly being utilised within health dis-
ciplines to provide unique learning experiences for stu-
dents."*'®*® One such program run over 3 days provided
additional content on health conditions through an inter-
professional learning experience.'® Dietetics students may
also benefit from such an interdisciplinary learning experi-
ence in the final progressive stage in the dietetics curriculum.
This may help to consolidate knowledge, understanding of,
and sensitivity towards, Aboriginal cultural beliefs and prac-
tices, and the ability to interact in ways that are considered
appropriate (cultural capability).”’ This emphasises the
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importance of a programmatic and integrated approach
that embeds such tailored learning experiences appropri-
ately within respective curriculums.

Accreditation and National Competency Standards
prioritise the promotion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander health in meaningful ways,"*'* and however, dif-
ficulties arise when Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
allied health professionals are underrepresented.” For
example, in dietetics there are only 40 Accredited Practis-
ing Dietitians including student members who self-identify
as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander peoples."
There are also challenges in recruiting and retaining
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff in allied health
tertiary education settings when institutions fail to align
with their needs, cultures, and aspirations.® The incorpora-
tion of cultural immersion can help to overcome these
challenges. Aboriginal communities are well positioned to
support academic staff with content delivery through cul-
tural knowledge and lived experiences; however, it is key
that institutions recognise the value this brings to student
learnings and commit to providing ongoing support.'®

Today, in academic institutions across Australia,
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander university staff may
be constrained to teach their educational content within a
colonised educational framework, westernised setting, and
processes.”” Whilst this provides a platform for appropriate
content and lived experiences to be delivered to students, it
is incumbent upon academic institutions to also support
Aboriginal content being delivered through Aboriginal ped-
agogical processes, such as experiential learnings or learn-
ing through country.*! The benefits of Aboriginal processes
have been highlighted within our cultural immersion. An
underlying sentiment expressed by students was one of
timidness when contemplating future interaction with
Aboriginal peoples, but through learnings being led by
local Aboriginal community members this fear was over-
come. It is suggested that every student should meet
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples during place-
ment. Given Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
only represent 3.8% of the total Australian population,** it
cannot be assumed that clinical interactions will occur in
mainstream healthcare services. Furthermore, allocating
students to Aboriginal Medical Services or an Aboriginal
Community Controlled Health Service may not always be
feasible given the limited number of services available; lim-
ited capacity for student supervision within each service;
and competing universities’ interests for student place-
ments. Therefore, not every student will have the opportu-
nity and many new graduates may complete their degree
with little or no experience working interactively with
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community mem-
bers.>> Cultural immersion provides a safe platform for
authentic interactions for all students.
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This cultural immersion was delivered through an
Aboriginal cultural group, with no Torres Strait Islander
content delivered, yet there was a reported increase in
students’ knowledge of Torres Strait Islander peoples’ his-
tory, culture, diet, and health. These findings should be
interpreted with some caution as focus group data
revealed students not knowing about, and a desire to spe-
cifically learn more about Torres Strait Islander peoples,
and how the culture is ‘similar or different’. It is impor-
tant to recognise Torres Strait Islander peoples’ culture,
linguistics, customs and belief systerns,1 to further enrich
students understanding of both of Australia’s First Nation
cultural groups. Therefore, universities and other health
disciplines wishing to conduct a tailored cultural immer-
sion need to include Torres Strait Islander content when
co-designing, or to deliver in conjunction a standalone
Torres Strait Islander culture immersion.

Cultural immersion is one teaching method that
interactively exposes students to Aboriginal ways of
knowing and ways of doing, which then appears to pro-
mote students’ appreciation of Aboriginal ways of being.
Strengths of this study were that it was co-designed with
Aboriginal immersion educators and a First Nation
researcher and that it utilised processes of learning to
engage students with Aboriginal knowledges. Although
participation in the surveys and focus groups was volun-
tary, most of the first-year dietetics cohort was repre-
sented in this study, but the sample may not be
generalisable to other universities. This study is not with-
out limitations. Due to unforeseen circumstances, the
cultural immersion was delivered later in the academic
year than planned. This affected the timetabling for focus
groups such that the time available for each focus group
was limited and may have impacted on the opportunity
for focus group participants to interact and provide dee-
per insights on their experiences. This cultural immer-
sion was delivered by an external provider engaged by
the dietetics staff and others should be aware this incurs
a need for funding. There is potential for future qualita-
tive studies to explore students’ interest in Aboriginal
health and placements to extend the evidence base pre-
sented. Considerations for delivering future cultural
immersion programs would be to have smaller groups for
station rotations and including a closing process to recap
and consolidate knowledge learnt.

In conclusion, cultural immersion is an effective
teaching method that utilises Aboriginal processes of
learning to enhance dietetics students’ knowledge about
Aboriginal history, culture, diet, and health. There is a
need for universities to support Aboriginal content being
delivered through Aboriginal processes of learning and
commit to ongoing support of such programs. Universi-
ties and/or health disciplines wishing to conduct a

tailored cultural immersion experience need to consider
ways to additionally embed Torres Strait Islander con-
tent. Cultural immersion is one teaching method to
enhance student knowledge and can be a part of a pro-
grammatic and integrated approach that embeds Aborigi-
nal content throughout the whole curriculum.
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