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Recruionen: and retension of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander (ATS]) aussing studemss kas been the concern of
many faculties of aursing acress Australia for some rime.
Multipls factors and issues have been raised 1w address
recruitment. and mast important retention. of ATSI smudents
in undergraduate nursing programs. This article, through a
review of the literature, explores and describes discoveries
and discusses the imporvance of culturally meaningful straze-
gies and knowledge as significont in addressing this core
issue. Strazegies for change in refation to curriculum design
and faculry education in trarscultural nursing are described.

Althougu Aboriginal and Torves Strait Islander (ATSI)
people comprise about 1.6% of ihe Australisn population
(Australian Bureau of Seatstics. 1996), their health status at
all sges is much worse than that of aonindigencus Austra-
lians. Lifc cxpectancy is approximately | 10 20 years less for
men and women thaa the astional avecage. They ars affected
by Western lifestyls diseases (¢.g.. heart and respiratory dis-
eases, disbetos, and hyperisasion) ia addition ® those dis-
sases common to developiag countries, such as rachoma,
mainurition, anemia, and chrosic ear infactions that result in
hearing loss (Australian Instituts of Health, 1990; National
Aboriginal Health Strategy, 1989). Smallwood (1990), an
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Aborigisal surse leader, auributed the reasons for the poor
state of Aboriginal health to the fact that most health pro-
grams had been direcied from 3 Western, White middle-class
perspective. She emphasised a holistic approach as the only
way 0 achisve an accepiable level of heaith among ATSIs.

For these reasons, all receat governments have promoted
policies 10 assist ATSI students to pursue not only health pro-
fessions bur also » wide reags of professions. The ultimate
aim is (0 rodress soms of the social and economic disadvan-
tages that ATSI people has been subjecied to since White set-
tement in 1788,

DEFINING CULTURE AND ITS SIGNIFICANCE

Culture has besa defined as “a way of life belonging (0 2
designated group of people™ (Leininger, 1970, p. 48). Edward
Tylor (1874), 2 pioncer anthropologist, defined culture as
“that complex whols which includes knowladge, belief, ant,
morals. law, customs, and say other capabilities and habits
acquired by man a3 2 member of socisty.” Based on ecology
and adaptation, Eckermana ¢t al. (1996, p. 6) defined cul-
wre as

What is precty and what is ugly; what is right and what is
wroag: culuure iaflusnces eur preferred way of thinking, of
babmving, of makiag decisions . . . culsure is living, breaching,
changing and not natic. Becauss of this, it is important lor us
(o understand the forcas which lead to changs and adsptation.

For examgle, family and kiaship play a significant role in
the life of ATST people. Family is the source of strength and
security ia Abociginal lifeways (Winch, 1989). This deeply
rooted sense of being a member of 2 tribe is in sharp contrast
ta the belisf sysiem of other Australians and is often difficult
for. the nomindigenous populstion to grasp (Hayes &



Monaghas, 1995). Oncs in the university, such familial
resources ars aot usually available 1o ATS! students. imparn-
ing 2 greatar sense of isolation thaa is fek by other students.

Gaold (1993) and Johason (1992) highlighted the sigaifi-
cance of culture in her snidy of ATST people and their views
about health. Johnson (1992) stated thai the concapt of health
a3 known in the Western world is linguistically forsign and
uaknown 0 most ATSI cultures. Health, a5 described by
Aborigines, is more thas a persona! defisition. It encom-
passes physical, social, emotional, cultural, and well-bsing of
both the individual and the community.

Nurses are expecied t0 have a therapeutic relationship
with their pauents, which canmot be achisved without an
undersianding and respect of other cultures. Multiple authors
(Andrews & Boyle, 1999; Eckarmann st al.. 1996; Kanitsaki,
1988: Leininger. 1997 Lipson & Swiger, [996; Melais,
19935; Omeri & Nahas, 1993; Pitmaa & Rogers. 1990) have
stated that aurses have beea guilty of bowh: ethnocentrism and
of making geasralisations about specific patieat groups that
lead todiscrimination and racism in their peactics. In contrast,
1 recsptive and an understanding atitude by nursss and health
workers will lead (0 valuable insigis and special knowledge
about indigenous cultures and their valuss and belisfs.

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

Although gencratly referred 10 together for adminisaative
purposss, ATS! psoples are differsnt and have distinct cul-
wres. langusges. and visws on land, spirit, mind, and body
(Hayes & Momaghan, 1999). The diversity of ATS! lifestyles
x& the tims of the Buropean settiement in 1738 has beea well
described (Bush & van Holst Peilekaan. (999; Keen. 1988;
Reid & Trompf, 1990). This diversity consisted of 200 dis-
tinct spokea languages and 600 dialects across Aboriginal
Australia. British colonisation. with its owa ethnocentrismm
and lack of cultural sensitivity, disregarded this diversity by
imposiag monocultural values. belisfs, snd educationsl and
legal practicas that included a common lenguage, religion,
and lifestyle (BEckermnana st al., 1996),

Government assimilation polices of the 19308 were based
on the belief that Aboriginal lifestyle would disappear and
sveatually be absorbed into the dorinant Whits society. Dur-
ing this period, many childres. cspecially thoss who wers
light in colour, were emoved from their aanural families. a
“stolen generation” 10 live with White familiss (Cummings,
1990; Edwards & Read, 1989). This had a devastating effect
on the morals of Aboriginal psople across the land (Cray &
Prait, (993). Despits the fact that this pectics of emoving
ATSIchildren from parents ceased ia 1969, the effects of this
policy are still evident at the present time (Reid & Trompf,
1990). ATSI children were particularly disadvantaged in edu-
cations! settings. o fact later reflecwd ia their reduced aum-
bers in the higher education sector. [a 1982, the sumber of
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ATSI persans educated at the university level was 0.3% of the
total university student popuiation. In 1995, the aumber of
ATSI srudents had increased only to 1.2% (Bourke, Burden, &
Moore, 1996).

In 1972, the then Prime Minister, Gough Whitlam, estab-
lished the Deparunent of Aboriginal Affairs, which imple-
mented programs ia education, health. legal aid. housing, and
madical sarvices specifically (o this populstion (Bin-Sallik,
1989). The Aboriginal heaith workes, & new category of
health worker chosea from indigesous Auswralians, was also
introduced in the (970s (Goold, 1999). However. thers has
been a0 improvement in the averall health of Aboriginals
siace the initiation of these programs (Australian Bureau of
Statistics, 1996. Mardiros, 1992; Reid & Trompi. 1990;
Wiach, 1989).

Advocating change in the health care status of Aboriginal
people, Winch (1989) ideatified education and participatioa
as two sigaificant aress 10 be addressed. Johnson (1992)
advocsied the World Health Orgsaization's (WHO's) pri-
mary health cars moda! and the “Health for All by the Year
2000" swrategy. Based on empowerment, holistic care, multi-
sectora! collaborstion, community control, and equality and
justics, she stated that primary health care would be an effec-
tive way to improve the health of Aborigina! peopls (Joha-
son, 1992).

SCARCITY OF ATS! NURSES

Although the significance of the role of ATSI aurses in the
heslih and weli-being of indigenous people has been
sckmowledged (Bush & van Holst Pellekaan, 1995; Goold.
1995; Hayes & Mosaghan, 1995; lobmson. 1992; Winch,
1989), the number of ATS! aurses remains significantly low.
Only 0.03% of the tona! registered nurss population in Austra-
lia are ATSI (Goold, 1994),

The 8rst Austnaliaa Aborigias 10 graduass from the Uni-
veusity of Sydnsy was Charles Perkins in 1966 (Bin-Sallik,
1939). Nearly 10 years later, the first Aboriginal aurse gradu-
ated from the University of Sydney Faculty of Nursing, Cum-
beriand Campus. in 1993. Thess figures, although dismal. are
80t surprising given that on any indicator that examines social
and ecOROMIC issuss, such as health. income. housing, educa-
tioa, and employment. ATS!ls emergs as the most disadvan-
taged group in Australia. Nevertheless, the successful pro-
gression of indigenous swdsats trough an usdergraduate
aursing program has been witnessed.

Scamt amation has been given to the issus of the scarcity
of ATSTaurses. Only a few studies about ATS! student nurses
have been conducted. primarily about their performance at
the higher education level, Howsver. as recently as 1983,
Aaderson and Vervoorn siated that “very few Aboriginals
sver mach 3 position whers they can realistically consider
sducation a: 2 higher levei” (p. 120). ATSI Australions in



uss knowledge of the ratural worid o lears (Bush & van
Holst Pellekaan, 1999).

PROPOSAL FOR CHANGE

The following strategies are suggested as possatial ways (o
improve recruicment and retsation of ATST nurses at the uni-
versity level. The ultimate goal is w improve the health and
waifare of indigemous Auswralians. )

Faculty prepared in iranscultural aursing. The prepars-
tion of faculty in Tanscultural aursing smdiss, with specific
focus on ATSI cultures, is of paramount imporancs. A
aumber of myths have gives raascultural sursing a fictitious
status in Australia. Oue of thess myths relases 10 the stTone-
ous belief that aursing faculty can tsach trenscultural mursing
or work with different cultures without forme! preperation in
transcultural nursing sudies and research. Pechaps that myth
emerged from a lack of adequass altarnatives. However, the
aumber of courses of study in ramscuinwal aursing bas
slowly increased over the past decads in Australia (Omeri,
1996). Therefore, it seems approprists that sursiag faculties
undertake & concarted effort 0 encourage intarested faculty,
both indigenous and sonindigencus, 10 enroll in traasculnral
aursing studies locally or twough universities overseas. la
addition, faculty education programs seed (0 bs initiated in
rural-remote areas. “The first sage in the inchusion of cultural
hcmiuuuc\uﬁwlmismcﬁmﬁolofhalqm
administrators™ (Leininger, 1973, g. 436).

In 1991, an Australia-wids survey of all schools sad facul-
ties of aursing was conducted 10 dstermine the sumber and
types of transculwursl nursing components ia uadergraduate
and gradustis nursing courses (Omeri, 1991). The results
schools of aursing with insdequaie and almost a0 formal
preparation in transcultural nursiag, Not surprisingly. the sur-
vey results also revealod thet mursing facuities lacked prepa-
ration in ranscultural aursing and showed oaly a moderats
comwnitment 1 initisse such sndertaking. In resporss © the
questions relating to the qualifications accessary for a tsacher
of traascultural nursing, [9% of the responding institutions
considered personal intersst and conunitment 28 beiag ade-
quate (or teaching ia the field, whereas 8% considered that no
special qualifications wers necsssary sad a significant 44%
gave no response.

[n a comparative snudy ia Victoria, D'Cruz and Tham
(1993) inwrcorreiated basic demographic vacisbles of cul-
tura} and linguistic profiles of the patient population, the Vic-
toriaa population at large. the aursing profession, and nursing
swdents enrolled ia preregisration programs & Victorian
universities betweea (985 and 1989. The results of the survey
showed that 13.7% of the population of Victoris wers from
noa-Eaglish-speaking countnes, with ¢ million speaking a
laaguage other than English at homs, predominamly Gresk
and lialisa. Eightesn percent (18%) of Victorias hospital

Omari, Ahern / ATS! RECRUITMENT/RETENTION 153

patients represented the non-English population, whereas
oaly 5% of aurses wers from non-English-speaking back-
grouads. The study found that cultursl content in the under-
gradusis qursing courses was not adequately developed. The
findings of the Victorian survey and the smudy by Omeri
(1991) highlight the ssed for wransculturally prepared nurses
and health cars professionsls to provide knowledgesble, cul-
wrally congrueat aursing care. With this preparation, these
aurses could incorporate into practice the care values and
belie{s specific to the diverse and multicuitural populations in
Australia

The leaming of Aborigiaal ianguages by the faculty will
aeed (0 bs encouraged because language and culwmre ars
closely interlinked (Brink, 1976: Haviland. 1990; Hersko-
vits, 1953; Lsiningsr, 1970; Spradly, 1979). “The way people
from different cultural backgrounds use words. vocal utter-
aaces, gestures and language symbols would be of much
interest to nurses workiag with clisnts” (Leininges. {970, p.
26). [dentified comparative and descniptive language forms
and meanings are siguificant linguistic knowledge for nurs-
ing aad will snhance nurses’ cue response and communica-
tioa with patients (Johason. 1992; Lsininger, 1970, 1978,
1993; Ometi, 1997).

Finally, faculty ased 10 begin the conduction of transcul-
tural aursing research studies. Research-based wanscultural
aurting knowledge will add w0 the knowledge bass of differ-
eai cultures and will provide che essential 100! for aurse fac-
ulty working and teaching courses in which ATSI swdents
are entolled.

Changes in curricula philosopky and contens. Changes in
curricula to accommodate the cultural, educational, and envi-
roamental needs of ATS1 people and prospective students are
urgently nesded. These chaages need (0 g0 beyond a superfi-
clal mention of the importancs of culturs. Core courses of one
10 two semasters durstion should cover such topics as socio-
political. ecosomic, sducationa!, eavironmental, technologi-
cal, religious and philosophical factors. language. cultural
lifewsys, gender roles, worldvisws. and family-kinship
sysiems.

Contextual features alsg should be highlighted. Faculty
should clarify how these comexiual factors influence wradi-
tional expressions of care and their views of health, illness.
and well-being and ultimaisly how they relate to aursing
practice and educiion. As stated by Smallwood (1990), a
curriculum based oa Westera ideologies is a serious block 1o
reseation of ATSI studeats. Procsssing of information, learn-
ing stylas, study habits, emotiona! aatitudes. and motivational
factors as well as levels of anxiety are culturally patterned.
Therefors. aew and differeat teaching strategies, coagruent
with the cultura! lifeways of ATSI people. need to be devel-
oped. Traasculturally prepared facuily who become knowl-
edgeable about the specific ATS! cultures will be well
informed of the significance of such srategies and will adopt
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gencral are poarly reprasented in the higher education sys-
tom. with 1.2% of ATSI Auswralians aueading the waiversity
compared (0 4.8% of the sonindigenous group (Australian
Deparunent of Employment, Education, Trainiag and Youth
Affairs [DEETYA], 1996). They aiso have higher drop-out
and completion razes than nomindigeaous groups (Eckermaan
at al., 1996; Goold, 1993: Griffin, 1995; Townsend & ds
Vries. 1999). Furthsrmors, authors questioned the attracti ve-
ness of an educasions! system that had sither ignored or
dobased their culoure.

In spite of ongoing cffons by aursing faculties 1o enhance
the recruitment and reseation of ATS! smdents ia aursing pro-
grams az the baccalaureais level, very faw pragrams for ATS!
nursing students have shown any degree of success (Pia-
combe. 1986). In cxamining the aumber of Aboriginal murses
satering schools of sursing in the 10-yesr period from 1983
1993, Goold (1995) found hiswrical faciors, aloag with
racism and discriminatory peactices, as accounting (or both
the low enrollment and the low reteation of Aboriginal aurs-
ing students. [n particular, Goold (1994) citd the oppressive
asture of the relasionship betwesn Black and Whits women as
being a major reason for the low recruitment into aursiag of
prospective ATS] students. Most revesling were comments
by nonindigencus saff and swudents indicanng racist at-
tudes and discriminatory practices. isadequase educational
preparation of the ATSI students, and lack of educational and
social support systems. A later study by Lawier, Abern, Stan-
loy. and West (1997) examined all s for premurs-
ing programs in New South Wales. Oaly 61 ATS! students, or
1.26%. applied to earoll in aursing. The study did not report
bow many actusily wers admited or cejected aa offer of
enroliment.

{n 3 report released by DEETYA in 1996, 25 recommenda-
tions were mads 10 improve the parformancs of ATS] Ausma-
lians at ths university level. Many of thess recommendarions
ars currently in place today. These inciude the appropriate
selection of studeats for particular courses, furnishing of ade-
quate informatioa sbout specific courses through oriestation
m:nmhrATSIMm.muumﬁﬁonofmg
additional academic, social. and financial support for these
students.

Unfortunately. oaly one of the recommendacions refers o
the significance of understandiag the ATSI culture by soin-
digenous siatT, who have in the past unknowingly offended
ATSI snudents. This recommendation, akhough significant,
fails w0 describe whas aspects of their culture need 10 be
lsamed. The result bas besa 2 lauk of both standardization of
coatent aad sufficient depth of knowledge about the cultures.

Now that the federal recommendations have besn imple-
mented for several years. it is time to svaluaie the methods
and w“::i:e found useful by gradusss ATST students a the
process 4 cdmuioa.l:mldapwumuduuy that
fwwnmumcuhmmwmhmuofmu
studies be exploced and understood,

CULTURALLY CONGRUENT
EDUCATIONAL STRATEGIES

One of the first initiatives specifically designed to promote
creteation of ATSI students was the Aboriginal and Torres
Strait [slander Nursing Education Program (AINSEP, 1992),
which was developed at James Cook University in North
Queensland in 1990. This program, which highlights the sig-
sificance of culturs in the education of indigenous Austra-
lians, focuses on ATS] caring practices and aims 1o develop
cultrally sensitive aursing care practices. However, an
svaluation of the outcomes of such a program needs 10 be
coaducted (0 determine its impact on the retention of ATSI
students and, ultimately, on thair coaribution to the improve-
ment of the health and wslfass of ATSI peopie (Hayes &
Moasghan, 1993; ATS! Goals & Targets, 1992).

Assesting leamming styles and study strategies provides
one method for examiniag differcnces in how leamers leam
cather than just focussing solely on their curren: abilities.
Keans (1993) examined the influsacs of specific background
factors, such as primary laaguage, ethaiciry, and lengih of
time in residencs, on preferred leaming styles and study
saegies in a culturslly and liaguistically diverse baccalau-
reais aursing student populstion ia the United States. The
study revealed a positive association between English as a
primary language and seif-study as a leamning swasegy. In
addition, higher anzicty levels were found in studeats with
diverse cultural backgrounds. These students, as well ag hav-
ing t0 adjust (0 the pressures of 3 new eavironment. may also
have 10 process information ia another language. On the other
hand, a positive correlation was found between length of stay
in the United Staies and information processing as a learning
urategy.

Studies by Witkin (1976) and Lesser (1976) have reporied
that different cultures process information differently. Arm-
sroag (1997); Duan, DeBellow, Brennan. Kromsky, and
Murrain (1981); and Weiastain, Zimmerman, and Palmer
(1983) aiso have indicased that 10 enhance educational effec-
dveness this variability of bow iaformation is processed
teeds w be assessed. Decker (1983) siated thac certain cul-
awal groups. dus (0 their field-sensitive nature, may not fiad
cognitive style leaming to be the most efficieat mode of
learning. Decker suggests that thess learners may benefit
from frequent teacher-saudent interaction, emotional support.
and collaborative group experiences.

Witrock (1985) also reported that instructional srategies
€an be improved by uadersianding the cognitive and study
processes of swudents. Saggers and Gray (1991) highlighted
the coatrast betweck Western and wraditional methods of
teaching, observing that the Western methods of teaching
have not becn a3 successful in wraditional societies in which
waching is doas in the courss of daily activities. Traditional
societies, such as the ATSI. emphasizs observation. memory,
calculation of such concepes as distance, and most important.
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cultunally congruent and mors meaningful ways of teaching
ATSI srudents.

The philosophy and content of aursing curticula based on
Waesnum ideologies is quits foreiga and nct useful for ATS!
students (Goold, 1995; Gray & Prau, 1999). Perhaps custicu-
lar modsls such as the ons at James Cook University, North
Quesnsiand (Smallwaod, 1990), and the primary health care
model as suggestsd by Josn Winch (1989) migin be more
suitsbis altsrnatives. New and innovative cutticuls aced to be
developed based not only oa aceds identified by policy mak-
a3 and noo-ATS] qurse leaders but in collaboration with
thoss who have an in-depth understanding of the health and
welifare nesds of the ATS! communities. Thess staksholders
includs Aboriginsl community leaders who are familiar with
the cultural needs and values, beliefs. and practices of the
ATSI peoples and their traditional practices, as well as ATS1
nurse lsaders, lawyers, and saviroamestalists. Such a cultur-
ally anunsd aad collsborstive group could crests a design
suitable to the cultural aseds of ATS] swdents.

Recognition of comtextual factors. Family and kinship
play a significant role in the life of ATS] studeats. Removing
ATSI students from an enviroament that values kinship and
family tics and immersing them into aa enviroament that pro-
motes individualism, independencs, aad high techaology sets
up the potsatial for cultural ciash. It lends w0 aaxiety and grief
frora the loss of closs tiss and support. which differs vasty
from Westsrn mssas of support provided through cadigel
programs. (Cadigal refers to the academic, social, and finan-
cial support program for ATSI scudeats at the University of
Sydaey Cumberiand Campus.) To maintain kiaship ties. con-
sideration noeds o be given to the possidility of a Nexibls
deli very of curriculum contest. This could include iaching
some poctioas of the curriculum by means of distancs lsare-
ing wchaiques. thus allowing ATSI students to remain closs
nmﬁuﬁllauuppmsymumlluhviumw
nity 0 observe their waditional health care practicss Grsi-
hand. Nurses prepared as waascultural coasultants, both
ATS] aad aca-ATSI, could direct such programs.

CONCLUSION

This article has explored, described. and analysed factors
that have been identified as having influenced the recruitreent
and retencion of ATST aursing sadents withia the tertiary uni-
versity level in Australisa umiversities. The central core of the
aricle has besn based on the utilisstion of culmrally mean-
ingful educational swategios 10 emhance recruitment and
retention of ATS! studenus iaw sursing programs i the
higher education sector in Auswralin. Suramgies for change
have besn described (0 encourage aurss leaders who are
involved in planning, coordinating, sad implementing

curricuia for smdeats of ATSI origing 10 become informed
and knowiedgesble as they taks on such leadership roles.
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