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Future Directions: Cultural Competence
and the Higher Education Sector
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Introduction

In one sense or another, the chapters in this book have all acknowledged that cultural
competence is a set of behaviours, attitudes and/or policies that come together in
the higher education sector or among professional and academic staff, and students
enabling them to operate efficiently in intercultural contexts (Cross, Bazron, Dennis,
& Isaacs, 1989). There is also acknowledgement that in the Australian context,
cultural competence is built on an Indigenous foundation that includes the three
domains of knowing, doing and being, where knowing is about knowing and under-
standing history, culture, customs and beliefs; doing is culturally appropriate action
and behaviour; and being is about awareness, authenticity and openness to examining
own values and beliefs (Martin, 2003). Engagement in a culturally competent setting
requires values-driven participation, which has a moral dimension with a focus on
and commitment to ethics, moral purpose, values and beliefs, the appreciation of
diversity and the establishment of authentic relationships.

Universities Australia (UA), the peak body representing Australian universities,
developed the Indigenous Cultural Competency project as a key source of guidance
and direction in informing the case for cultural competence within the Australian
higher education sector. UA recommendsmaking cultural competence in universities
all encompassing, including in research practice, teaching and learning methodolo-
gies, and employment practices, and sees the role of universities as agents of change,
committed to a social justice agenda. As a result, education is seen as the foun-
dation for the practice of self-determination and achievement of social justice and
Indigenous equality (UA, 2011).
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University Australia’s project on cultural competence aimed to provide the
Australian higher education sector with a best practice structure that included
the theoretical and practical instruments needed to incorporate Indigenous cultural
competence at a systems level (UA, 2011). The project identified five themes—
governance and management; teaching and learning; Indigenous research; human
resources; community engagement—and these themes are used to provide some
thoughts about future directions.

Governance and Management

University governance systems that have significant participation of Indigenous
employees in decision-making in at least their vertical framework have a much better
opportunity of success in all fields of Indigenous activities, including student results
(UA, 2011). For this, the vision of change to be realised within the academy requires
leadership that is geared towards a socially just and equitable system. This creates
an opportunity for further research that has a focus on an audit of existing leadership
policies, strategies and initiatives, and examples of best practice across the higher
education sector from which best practice principles can be distilled. For Indigenous
leaders working at the governance and management levels, research that explores the
challenges of merging workplace and Indigenous expectations may provide valuable
insights (Doyle & Hungerford, this volume).

Teaching and Learning

It would be difficult to argue from a historical standpoint that the teaching on
Australian Indigenous studies and the including of Indigenous knowledges (IKs) and
perspective in higher education curriculum has been adequately addressed, although
in more recent times there has been a shift towards addressing this imbalance. The
Review of Australian Higher Education stated that:

Indigenous involvement in higher education is not only about student participation and
the employment of Indigenous staff. It is also about what is valued as knowledge in the
academy. Indigenous students and staff have unique knowledge and understandings which
must be brought into the curriculum for all students andmust inform research and scholarship.
(Bradley, Noonan, Nugent, & Scales, 2008, p. 32)

This also calls for a culturally responsive pedagogy (Willsher and Oldfield, this
volume) that develops appropriate content and learning resources, teaching strategies
and assessment methods, for not just Indigenous students but all students, to ensure
academic development and engagement with tasks. In essence, there is an ongoing
requirement for the co-generation of knowledge that challenges the academy to be
more inclusive of intercultural perspectives within and across disciplines. The aim
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here is to produce graduates who are invested with sophisticated understanding,
abilities and characteristics of cultural competence through achieving embedded
formal graduate qualities.

Indigenous Research

Research that is culturally responsive relies on establishing processes to guarantee
that the research is culturally secure and beneficial to Indigenous people and the
community from which the study is taken (UA, 2011). This calls on the higher
education sector to develop processes, rules and procedures with Indigenous staff,
students and communities to guarantee that research is culturally and methodolog-
ically sound. Culturally competent research depends on an organisational setting
that embraces Indigenous knowledges and practice in creative and more inclusive
ways. At a university level, a whole-of-institution approach should include a commit-
ment to revise and assess student and staff capacity to implement culturally compe-
tent research, with a focus on engaging communities as co-partners in the research
enterprise. This localised model of research is suited to the context and commu-
nity of interest and, some argue, is a methodologically sound approach (Doyle and
Hungerford, this volume).

Human Resources

Indigenous people are under-represented at all levels as staff of Australian universi-
ties. This under-representation gives an adverse signal to both Indigenous and non-
Indigenous students and staff about Indigenous people’s place in higher education.
It also undermines other approaches directed at engaging Indigenous people and
their communities in the higher education sector (UA, 2011). Smith and Robertson
(this volume) found in their research that recruitment, retention and professional
advancement were all significant variables in the development and maintenance of
qualified Indigenous higher education staff across all sectors of the university and
that employment of Indigenous people in leadership and management positions was
important.

Nguyen and Hartz (this volume) extend the argument for cultural competence to
the employability of international students and identify the aspects of cultural compe-
tence that can allow global learners to improve their employability when searching
for job in Australia. These aspects include understanding, social projects, flexibility,
the capacity to recognise various worldviews, emotional stability and self-reflection.

From a human resources perspective, in the context of employment and employ-
ability, there is a need for ongoing work in developing induction processes which
include cultural competence training for all new staff.
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Community Engagement

Significant involvementwith Indigenous groups and organisations outside the univer-
sity should be the main pathway for constructing Indigenous cultural competence
within the higher education sector that encompasses governance and management,
teaching and learning, research and human resources. Universities also have a signifi-
cant part to play in disseminating cultural competence practices and attitudes towards
non-Indigenous groups (UA, 2011). At the heart of engagement is partnerships:

Engagement requires partnerships. Equitable partnership approaches involve individuals,
community members, organisational representatives, and researchers in all aspects of
community engagement. Partners contribute their expertise and share responsibilities and
ownership to increase understanding and incorporate the knowledge gained with the engage-
ment. Partnership approaches build on strengths and resources within the community; facil-
itate collaborative, equitable involvement of all partners; integrate knowledge and action for
the mutual benefit of all partners; and disseminate program findings and knowledge gained
to all. (Frawley, Larkin, & Smith, 2017, p. 8)

Engagement also requires conversations where there is constant change and
fluidity, providing room for fresh understanding and culture formations constructed
around confidence, reciprocity, appreciation and regard (Davis, this volume). UA
(2011) recommends that mechanisms, cultural protocols and codes of conduct need
to be established to provide the higher education sector with a guide for engagement
with Indigenous people, communities and organisations.

Conclusion

Developing cultural competence in higher education needs extensive organisational
policies that place universities as agents of change and transformation. This book
has drawn together academics, policy-makers, practitioners and professionals who
have provided perspectives, understandings and knowledge of strategies and prac-
tices related to cultural competence in higher education. The overarching theme
throughout the book has been cultural competence and its interaction with the higher
education sector through a range of multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary perspec-
tives, and descriptions of applied strategies and practice. While there seems to be a
consensus that cultural competence as a concept eludes a unifying definition, there is
general agreement that cultural competence is a journey which is ambitious, cumu-
lative and lifelong. This book represents a map of sorts—not a static map, but one
that is in a state of change as new features are added and modifications made. And
as a map, it will assist with navigation and direction.
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