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Abstract 

This article examines the experiences of non-Indigenous academics who provide culturally competent 

design education to international students, with a focus on supporting an Aboriginal digital health and 

wellbeing research project. Employing critical reflexivity and autoethnographic methods, the study 

examines both supportive and restrictive factors of cross-cultural collaboration, as well as the positive 

outcomes that emerged. Throughout the semester, the academic team met regularly to discuss cross-

cultural perspectives, experiences, and outcomes observed by the non-Indigenous academics. Iteratively, 

the educational team developed reflexive research questions that served as the guiding framework for 

autoethnographic reflections. Key findings highlight the importance of integrating cultural competency and 

strengths-based approaches in cross-cultural education, the challenges of navigating complex cross-cultural 

dynamics, and the need for ethical, sustainable engagement with Aboriginal stakeholders. This article 

emphasises the importance of improving cross-cultural relations through cultural competency education. 

Key findings include increased awareness among non-Indigenous academics of the complexities of cultural 

competency, the necessity of maintaining ethical partnerships with Aboriginal stakeholders, and how 

collaboration has enhanced cross-cultural understanding among students. To support social change in the 

Aboriginal and non-Indigenous Australian cross-cultural context, cultural competency should be regarded 

as an essential and valuable educational component that fosters improved cross-cultural understanding, 

collaboration, and relationships. 
 

Keywords: Aboriginal, Wellbeing, Cross-cultural, Cultural competency, Digital health, Design education, 

Critical reflexivity, Autoethnography 

 

Introduction 

As the first peoples of Australia, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders’ socio-cultural, health, and wellbeing 

outcomes are negatively impacted by colonial influences of non-Indigenous society (Sherwood, 2013). 

Colonisation and colonialism have been detrimental to cross-cultural relations between Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous peoples, leading to complex challenges that inhibit opportunities 

to generate social change through collective action (Maddison, 2012). For many generations, the need to 

improve cross-cultural relations between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous peoples 

has been recognised as essential for developing a more equitable Australian society (Herring et al., 2013). 

To support improved cross-cultural relations in this context, enhancing cultural competency is key 

(Maddison, 2015; Truong et al., 2014). 

 

Cultural competency is a reflexive process that aims to foster social change by enabling ethical relationality 

and collaboration in intercultural settings (University of Sydney, 2025d). Within the Australian University 

sector, upskilling in cultural competency knowledge and skills is a nationwide policy strategy endorsed as 
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necessary for enhanced cross-cultural outcomes to materialise (Universities Australia, 2022). At the 

University of Sydney (USYD), strategic investments in cultural competency and cross-cultural engagement 

through education, research, and service demonstrate that improving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

and non-Indigenous cross-cultural relations is an institutional priority (University of Sydney, 2025c). 

Without countering hostile cross-cultural relations stemming from colonisation and colonialism, Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander peoples will continue to experience unjust socio-cultural, health, and wellbeing 

outcomes. Therefore, it is paramount that non-Indigenous peoples have meaningful opportunities to 

ethically contribute towards supporting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, organisations, 

and affairs. 

 

This article explores the cross-cultural collaboration experiences of non-Indigenous academics who 

facilitated a postgraduate design unit of study at the University of Sydney, Australia. In sharing non-

Indigenous autoethnographic reflections informed by critical reflexivity, this article provides insights into 

the supportive and restrictive factors, as well as the positive outcomes, of facilitating the unit of study 

IDEA9301 Graduation Studio (IDEA9301) (University of Sydney, 2025a). For non-Indigenous academics, 

facilitating IDEA9301 involved multiple cross-cultural considerations. These included supporting an 

Aboriginal-specific design brief focused on the use of digital health technologies to support enhanced 

Aboriginal wellbeing outcomes. This required non-Indigenous academics to support IDEA9301 design 

students in enhancing their personal and professional cultural competency by delivering cross-cultural 

education to a cohort of mostly international students. 

 

Before exploring autoethnographic reflections from non-Indigenous academics, this article will overview 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander concepts of social and emotional wellbeing (SEWB) and cultural 

determinants of health (CDH), the lead author’s (JG) digital health and Aboriginal wellbeing research 

project, Aboriginal digital health research approaches and projects, and the cross-cultural collaboration 

approach that informed the work of IDEA9301. This work is premised on research that shows design 

education for social change in the Aboriginal and non-Indigenous Australian context needs to prioritise 

enhanced cross-cultural understandings and relations (St John, 2016; St John & Edwards-Vandenhoek, 

2021). This article aims to support these efforts by generating social change through cross-cultural 

collaboration, informed by cultural competency and reconciliation. Without Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander and non-Indigenous peoples having ethical and meaningful opportunities to improve cross-cultural 

relations, the complex challenges presented by colonisation and colonialism will continue to perpetuate 

adverse socio-cultural outcomes. 

 

Background 

Social and emotional wellbeing and the cultural determinants of health 

Improving the mental health and wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples is a national 

public health priority (Commonwealth of Australia, 2021). Through research and education, opportunities 

exist to support Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and organisations in identifying, 

developing, implementing, and evaluating initiatives that address socio-cultural, health, and wellbeing 

inequities. SEWB and CDH are culturally specific concepts of holistic health and wellbeing for Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander peoples, comprising evidence-based domains that contribute to positive outcomes 

(Dudgeon et al., 2014; Verbunt et al., 2021). SEWB is a holistic concept that arises from a network  

of relationships among individuals, families, kin, and community. It also recognises the importance  

of connection to land, culture, spirituality and ancestry, and how this affects the individual  
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(Dudgeon et al., 2025).  

 

CDH is an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander specific model of health and wellbeing, comprising cultural 

practices, beliefs, and values that inform positive health outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people (Verbunt et al., 2021). Increasing investment in public health research, services, and supports that 

aim to enhance SEWB and CDH outcomes is viewed as an essential reform for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander communities and organisations (National Indigenous Australians Agency, 2025). In an attempt to 

leverage design innovation for social change, the lead author’s (JG) research explores how virtual reality 

(VR) could be used to enhance SEWB and CDH outcomes for Aboriginal peoples in Sydney, New South 

Wales, Australia. 

 

The research partnership is interdisciplinary and cross-industry, involving Aboriginal and non-Indigenous 

academics in public health and human–computer interaction, an Aboriginal community-controlled 

organisation, and an Australian immersive-technology storytelling company. The goal of the research 

partnership is to co-design, develop, implement, and evaluate a culturally tailored VR application to 

support enhanced SEWB and CDH outcomes. For the research partnership, collaboration with non-

Indigenous academics and students involved in IDEA9301 was seen as a valuable opportunity to identify 

additional digital health approaches that could complement the existing approach of utilising VR to 

enhance SEWB and CDH outcomes for Aboriginal peoples. 

 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander wellbeing and digital health 

Approaches that leverage digital health to support Aboriginal wellbeing are an emerging field of research 

(Jones et al., 2017; Puszka et al., 2016). Many opportunities exist to establish evidence that contributes 

towards understanding how digital health approaches can support Aboriginal health and wellbeing 

outcomes. In Australia, achieving equal digital inclusion for Aboriginal peoples is one of the 17 targets in the 

Federal Government’s Close the Gap strategy (National Indigenous Australians Agency, 2025). Notable 

Aboriginal digital health research evidence includes recognition of the need to develop an Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islande- specific best practice framework for eHealth interventions (Chelberg et al., 2022; 

Chelberg et al., 2024), the development of culturally relevant digital SEWB resources that inform digital 

SEWB training programmes through the work of WellMob (Bennett-Levy et al., 2021), and evaluation 

insights from other digital health applications implemented to support a diverse range of Aboriginal health 

and wellbeing challenges (Dimopoulos-Bick et al., 2023; Tighe et al., 2017; Weatherall et al., 2022). 

Research involving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, First Nations, Indigenous peoples and emerging 

technologies, such as VR, augmented reality (AR), and mixed reality (XR), has demonstrated the use of 

these technologies to specifically support cultural and wellbeing outcomes (Leavy et al., 2007; Linnaranta et 

al., 2024; Seon et al., 2023; Wallis & Ross, 2020). This article contends that utilising digital health 

technologies to support enhanced Aboriginal SEWB and CDH outcomes is a novel example of driving social 

change through design innovation. 

 

IDEA9301 Graduation studio 

IDEA9301 is the culminating educational experience for Master of Interaction Design and Electronic Arts 

(MIDEA) postgraduate students at the USYD (University of Sydney, 2025b). IDEA9301 provides students 

with opportunities to support real-world projects provided by client collaborators by integrating MIDEA 

knowledge and skills to create assessment deliverables. In response to client collaborators’ design briefs, 

MIDEA students generate design concepts, prototypes, and reports, aiming to deliver outputs that are 



 

30 

 

translatable and beneficial to each real-world project. In semester 1 of 2024, the lead author (JG) engaged 

with IDEA9301 as a client collaborator. To complete IDEA9301, the student groups were tasked with 

delivering two work-in-progress presentations, a professional design report, a digital design portfolio, and  

a design prototype, showcased at the IDEA9301 student exhibition. To support the research partnership 

with identifying how digital health technologies could support enhanced SEWB and CDH outcomes for 

Aboriginal peoples, the students had to explore potentially beneficial digital health application designs, 

concepts, and prototypes in response to the design brief question: ‘To explore how digital health 

applications and experiences could be designed and implemented to enhance SEWB and CDH outcomes  

for Aboriginal people’. Before the commencement of semester 1, 2024, co-design meetings with staff in 

leadership positions at each research partner organisation led to the endorsement of the educational 

collaboration with IDEA9301. 

 

For IDEA9301 students and staff, it was the first time an Aboriginal-specific client design brief had been 

offered. Recognising this significance, our collaboration began with several strategic planning meetings, 

during which we discussed the knowledge and skills perceived as required for postgraduate students to 

engage ethically and meaningfully in cross-cultural education and design work. Across meetings, 

understanding cross-cultural support needs for non-Indigenous academics and students became 

imperative. Collectively, our academic team established that students would consistently engage with 

education focused on the fundamental concepts of cultural competency and strengths-based approaches 

as they worked on the design brief. Throughout the semester, IDEA9301 students received education and 

practical guidance on cultural competency and strengths-based approaches, enabling them to deliver 

culturally appropriate design work in response to the design brief. The following cross-cultural and 

educational support activities were embedded within IDEA9301 throughout the semester (Table 1): 

 

Table 1: Cross-cultural and educational support activities. 

Week 1: Cross-cultural education activity 

1. 2-hour client collaborator presentation with Q&A on key concepts, terminology, practices, and 

challenges. 

2. Provision of Aboriginal culture, health, and wellbeing academic publications and case studies. 

3. Student engagement with USYD cultural competency modules. 

Week 1: Cross-cultural education focus  

1. Cultural competency  

2. Social and emotional wellbeing 

3. Cultural determinants of health 

4. Aboriginal research ethics 

5. Aboriginal co-design and stakeholder engagement 

6. Digital health, emerging technologies, Aboriginal/Indigenous use cases. 

Week 6: Cross-cultural education activity 

1. Client collaborator workshop, critical discussions with Q&A on student design concepts. 

Week 6: Cross-cultural education focus 

1. Cultural competency  

2. Social and emotional wellbeing 

3. Cultural determinants of health 

4. Aboriginal research ethics 

5. Aboriginal co-design and stakeholder engagement 



 

31 

 

6. Digital Health, emerging technologies, Aboriginal/Indigenous use cases 

Week 8: Cross-cultural education activity 

Student group consultation and support meetings with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

colleagues from the Gadigal Centre at the USYD. 

Week 8: Cross-cultural education focus 

1. Cultural competency  

2. Aboriginal co-design and stakeholder engagement. 

 

Arising from strategic planning meetings, our academic team recognised a unique opportunity to conduct 

evaluative research exploring the cross-cultural experiences of non-Indigenous academics facilitating 

IDEA9301. Critical reflexivity and autoethnography were recognised as suitable approaches to guide non-

Indigenous evaluations throughout the semester. During regular meetings, non-Indigenous academics 

critically discussed their perspectives, experiences, and outcomes with the lead researcher (JG), based  

on observations and written documentation of their experiences throughout the semester. This allowed 

evidence to be generated that examined the non-Indigenous academics’ experiences of delivering cross-

cultural education in IDEA9301. 

 

Methods 

Critical reflexivity and autoethnography 

Critical reflexivity acknowledges that individuals and groups innately possess subjective biases that 

influence research (Coburn & Gormally, 2017). As a research method that supports evaluation, critical 

reflexivity emphasises the importance of understanding how research design and activities are influenced 

by the intentions of individuals, interpersonal relationships, power dynamics, positionalities, and subjective 

cultural worldviews (Francisco et al., 2022). Whether positive or negative impacts occur, critical reflexivity 

can help facilitate evaluative processes that make sense of how biases influenced these impacts. For 

individuals and groups involved in research, critical reflexivity reinforces that social, cultural, and 

professional identities are influential factors that can support or restrict the integration of specific 

worldviews, knowledge, and practices into research design (Cary, 2006). When embedded in research, 

critical reflexivity processes can help ensure that outcomes consider the diversity of stakeholder 

perspectives, expectations, and contributions during research facilitation (Gemignani, 2017). Rather than 

focusing on outcomes that arise from traditional data collection and analysis, critical reflexivity encourages 

the documentation of subjective insights, enabling evidence that reflects on the experiences of researchers 

to be privileged. 

 

Autoethnography is a research method that engages researchers in critical analysis of specific phenomena 

(Denshire, 2014). This method involves systematically documenting, reflecting on, and evaluating personal 

experiences, observations, and outcomes throughout the research process. When used by researchers, 

autoethnography can generate subjective insights that explore the social, cultural, and ethical contexts 

relevant to the research (Hernandez-Carranza et al., 2021). Sharing autoethnographic data provides value 

to researchers and research communities, enabling subjective insights to guide the evaluation of research 

experiences, practices, and outcomes. Critical reflexivity and autoethnography methods were employed in 

this research to guide non-Indigenous academics’ evaluations of cross-cultural experiences during the 

educational facilitation of IDEA9301. 
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Data collection and analysis 

Critical reflexivity was leveraged to identify and understand individual researcher positionalities, variations 

between interdisciplinary approaches to education, cross-cultural support needs for students, and key 

themes of inquiry that would inform the framework of researcher evaluations. Autoethnography was used 

to inform the documentation of key experiences aligned with the reflexive themes of inquiry established 

during regular meetings. Regular virtual conferences were held throughout the semester to discuss the 

experiences of non-Indigenous academics and to iteratively establish the autoethnographic evaluation 

framework. Each virtual meeting was recorded and reviewed by the lead author (JG), who documented 

cross-cultural observations, reflections, and outcomes provided by the non-Indigenous academics. Key 

insights and emerging themes of relevance were shared with the research team at each meeting, 

prompting critical discussions that explored cross-cultural experiences during the educational facilitation  

of IDEA9301. During this process, our research team identified that specific cross-cultural factors became 

the primary focus of discussions. Iteratively, our research team established three reflexive research 

questions that served as the guiding framework for autoethnographic reflections (Table 2). The lead author 

(JG), as an Aboriginal (Darkinjung/Ngarigo) Australian academic, was responsible for independent analysis 

of the non-Indigenous autoethnographic reflections, tasked with evaluating cross-cultural experiences and 

structuring the results. Each researcher provided evaluation feedback on the data analysis and results, 

ensuring that the discussion was structured to incorporate any contrasting views. The reflexive questions 

based on key themes resulting from discussion during meetings are provided in Table 2. 

 

Table 2: Cross-cultural reflexive themes and questions. 

Cross-cultural themes 

1. Cultural competency education 

2. Cross-cultural considerations 

3. Aboriginal design brief and stakeholder engagement 

Reflexive questions 

1. What was your experience delivering education focused on Aboriginal culture and wellbeing?  

2. How did cultural competence influence staff and student work? 

3. How did different cultural perspectives and values influence staff and student work in 

IDEA9301? 

4. How did the involvement of Aboriginal stakeholders influence staff and student work  

in IDEA9301? 

 

Results 

Cultural competency education 

For non-Indigenous academics, providing foundational cultural competency knowledge and skills to the 

IDEA9301 cohort was integral. With minimal prior experience in Aboriginal-specific education and design 

work, the non-Indigenous academics reported multiple tensions. Facilitating cross-cultural education from 

non-Indigenous positionalities on complex cultural issues, such as colonisation, colonialism, and 

paternalism, was emotionally and professionally challenging. Although cultural competency education was 

provided to the students in various modes, including the USYD cultural competency online module, client 

collaborator presentations on Aboriginal culture, health, wellbeing and ethics, and tutorial activities 

targeted towards developing strengths-based co-design approaches, the non-Indigenous academics 

reflected on the need to engage more deeply with other supports from a more diverse range of resources. 

Student progression in cultural competency was viewed by the non-Indigenous academics as an ongoing 
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process rather than solely through structured educational activities. Engagement with cultural competency 

education focused on developing student awareness of how colonisation and colonialism influence 

Aboriginal socio-cultural, health, and wellbeing outcomes. Table 3 presents non-Indigenous academics’ 

reflections that provided critical evaluations of this approach, sharing insights into the perceived outcomes 

of facilitating cultural competency education. 

 

Table 3: Cultural competency education. 

Restrictive factors 

Personally, I often experience a mix of excitement and trepidation when delivering 

education focused on Indigenous issues. There is a tension. It is a balance between 

wanting to engage and contribute to the space and to wellbeing but also recognising 

that this is a different cultural space to my own, and one where there is historical and 

current paternalism and colonisation. (Author, Rohan) 

Whenever I am teaching or working on a project that involves cultural competence,  

I feel somewhat anxious. This situation was no different. The reason for this feeling of 

anxiety is the sense that students perceive my authority or expertise as a teacher and 

conflate my knowledge in design with expertise in Aboriginal culture and wellbeing.  

It felt essential for me to highlight that as educators, we are experts in stewarding  

a process (design) in new, complex, and socially impactful contexts. (Author, Mariana) 

The challenges in delivering the subject stemmed from my limited knowledge and the 

lack of resources on cultural competency. Early on, I began to question my position 

and role in teaching cultural competence within this subject. At times, I was careful in 

delivering sensitive content around Indigenous knowledge. However, learning about 

all global Indigenous (and non-Indigenous) cultures from students helped provide  

the subject. (Author, Rully) 

Supportive factors 

I found that engaging with cultural competence that was free and accessible was  

a lot harder. I was relieved that the university had a free course that students (and 

teachers) could enrol in. Still, the cost of additional external cultural competency 

opportunities often served as a barrier to entry for upskilling. What the barrier 

meant, though, was that we got creative with our research and were able to find 

engaging resources like the many Aboriginal-designed/created documentaries and 

shows on SBS (SBS On Demand) and looking at Councils for their free community 

engagement activities with Elders and Aboriginal communities (e.g. La Perouse 

festival). It highlighted for me that cultural competence is more than training; it’s the 

consistent and persistent engagement (the wanting to learn) with all different forms 

of culture (smoking ceremonies, music, pop culture, reading Aboriginal news, and not 

being afraid to interact with the Aboriginal community). (Author, Mariana) 

Positive outcomes 

For my students, this emphasis on cultural competence broadened their perspectives 

and enhanced their engagement with the material. One student, reflecting on the 

stigma surrounding mental health in East Asian countries, found the topic of 

Aboriginal SEWB both challenging and enlightening. As someone of Asian descent,  

I can personally attest to the pervasive stigma surrounding mental health within Asian 

communities. This taboo creates substantial barriers to seeking help and 
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understanding these crucial aspects of wellness. Mental health problems are often 

seen as weaknesses, discouraging openness and seeking professional help, 

exacerbating isolation and hindering support system development. Delving into 

Aboriginal SEWB confronted these preconceptions and introduced new perspectives 

on holistic health. This exploration broadened her understanding of holistic health 

practices and inspired her to prioritise her own mental wellbeing. (Author, Shirlene) 

I believe that cultural competence – and increasing it – was a key learning outcome 

achieved through this unit. The Aboriginal focus creates a necessarily challenging 

brief that requires students to reflect and develop their understanding. However, 

there was a sense among the students and studio teaching staff that many had 

successfully navigated the brief and produced respectful responses, in several cases, 

insightful. (Author, Rohan) 

 

Cross-cultural considerations 

IDEA9301 comprised a mostly international student cohort, presenting unique cross-cultural education 

requirements. One key challenge for the non-Indigenous academics was providing education that helped 

students understand how socio-cultural, health, and wellbeing inequities stem from colonisation and 

colonialism. Navigating deficit discourses, biased stereotypes, and misguided student perspectives were 

consistently identified as uncomfortable cross-cultural experiences that, while confronting, were also 

significant opportunities to engage in critical discussions that supported the development of improved 

cross-cultural perspectives among the cohort. Rather than viewing ill-informed cross-cultural 

misunderstandings as problematic or intentional, one non-Indigenous academic reflected on the supportive 

approach of an Aboriginal colleague from USYD, who collaborated with IDEA9301 to give feedback on 

student design concepts.  

 

During the cross-cultural experience of facilitating this feedback, the importance of maintaining strengths-

based approaches in challenging moments was identified as a valuable educational lesson and practical 

opportunity to counter negative cross-cultural perspectives. The non-Indigenous academics’ reflections 

valued the process and outcomes of witnessing international students becoming more familiar with a 

foreign culture for the first time. During student support experiences, the non-Indigenous academics 

reported that they, too, benefited from opportunities to re-engage with their own subjective beliefs in the 

cross-cultural context of Aboriginal and non-Indigenous Australia. The non-Indigenous academics reported 

that education on the impacts of colonisation and colonialism in the Australian context prompted cross-

cultural reflection among international students, who identified similarities in the effects of colonisation 

across other countries in the Asia-Pacific region. This was a significant cross-cultural outcome, with the 

student recognising how broader socio-cultural experiences have led to collective negative impacts for 

many cultural groups in society (Table 4): 
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Table 4: Cross-cultural considerations. 

Restrictive factors 

I think as a non-Indigenous teacher involved in this space, we can get overly 

critical/reactive when students may do something we feel is paternal or 

disrespectful, rather than focusing on it as a learning and cultural competency 

opportunity. (Author, Rohan) 

Supportive Factors 

One aspect of the teaching I facilitated early in the unit was consulting with a staff 

member from the Gadigal Centre [at the USYD]. I recall feeling uncomfortable with 

some students’ comments, but the Gadigal staff member remained focused on 

learning, supportive, and non-reactive. One of the groups I felt uncomfortable with 

developed a project where the final artefacts were impressive in their cultural 

competency. The students were learning about culture and how to interact in an 

Aboriginal-focused space through the process. (Author, Rohan) 

Having an Indonesian background was insightful, as it allowed me to view other 

cultural perspectives and values through this lens. I used this perspective as an 

opportunity for students also to embrace their cultural backgrounds in the subject. 

For example, the importance of their own values, belief systems, minority groups, 

rituals/celebrations, religions, and alternative medicines. Students began to develop 

a deeper understanding through this lens, drawing on their own experiences and 

knowledge. There was high interest and opportunity for international students to 

learn more about Aboriginal culture during their time living and studying abroad. 

(Author, Rully) 

Positive outcomes 

Our international students demonstrated that reflecting on their individual culture 

and story when connecting with a new culture helped Australians engage with our 

own Aboriginal history in fresh ways – as if it were a new cultural experience. It 

makes me think of travelling and tourism as a metaphor: anyone can visit a place but 

not engage with the culture. These students have gifted us ways of travelling within 

our history, in ways that are deeper and more meaningful than the transactional 

approach often found among tourists. The learning for me here is that foreign 

cultural experiences can help us see our own cultural/historical roots in new ways. 

(Author, Mariana) 

The power of storytelling has been a significant theme in our discussions. One 

student reflected on Korea’s historical colonisation by Japan and explored storytelling 

as a means of cultural preservation and emotional release. Students acknowledged 

that while these stories might not alter their daily lives, they emphasised the 

universal need for cultural expression and the healing potential of narratives. 

(Author, Shirlene) 

 

Aboriginal design brief and stakeholder engagement 

Ethical engagement with Aboriginal stakeholders, who could provide cross-cultural support to the non-

Indigenous academics and students, was considered integral to the collaboration. However, the 

consultation and engagement processes also presented challenges. Aboriginal stakeholders included the 

lead author (JG) and staff from the Gadigal Centre, who are responsible for providing cultural and 
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educational supports to all Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander students at the USYD. The non-

Indigenous academics frequently expressed concerns that Aboriginal stakeholders engaging with the 

collaboration faced the risk of culturally inappropriate experiences occurring. These risks were associated 

with low levels of cultural competency knowledge and skills among the cohort, which could increase the 

likelihood of adverse cross-cultural outcomes for Aboriginal stakeholders. The non-Indigenous academics 

reported on this tension, reflecting that they always strived to avoid positioning Aboriginal stakeholders in 

culturally inappropriate situations. Yet, at the same time, as non-Indigenous academics, they did not feel 

comfortable providing certain views and information that should be from an Aboriginal person’s lived 

experience and positionality.  

 

For the client collaborator and Gadigal Centre staff, the non-Indigenous academics explained that their 

involvement was essential for providing cross-cultural support to the non-Indigenous academics and 

IDEA9301 students. From the perspective of a non-Indigenous academic, this was a practical cross-cultural 

experience that reinforced the need to establish, maintain, and strengthen cross-cultural and professional 

relationships with Aboriginal stakeholders, both at the USYD and externally. One non-Indigenous academic, 

who learnt that students had taken the initiative to engage with external Aboriginal cultural and 

community experiences not offered within IDEA301, reported that this undoubtedly enhanced the abilities 

of the students to deliver culturally appropriate and meaningful design concepts, prototypes, and reports in 

response to the client design brief (Table 5). 

 

Table 5: Aboriginal design brief and stakeholder engagement. 

Restrictive factors 

I think we should have done a better job of involving Aboriginal stakeholders. What 

it revealed for me is how disconnected we are from our Aboriginal community on 

campus. I do know it was important to us to involve the Aboriginal community, and 

I’m glad we worked hard to find stakeholders in our own community to engage.  

It was gratifying to have Gadigal Centre staff join us (from a teaching perspective), as  

I could see how much the students gained from their presence. Still, equally at the 

Exhibit where we had Gadigal staff attend, they seemed to get a lot from it too! It 

was gratifying to hear the positive feedback. Personally, I felt a sense of relief that 

we were entering the space with good intentions and following through on those 

aspirations. (Author, Mariana)  

Learning and understanding Indigenous culture and SEWB simultaneously was a lot 

to absorb within a short period of time. Students struggled to engage with 

Indigenous support from both the community and its leaders. Learning about 

foreign cultures through text can be dry and often too broad. In this case, it would 

be great for students to engage with their audience. (Author, Rully) 

Supportive factors 

In the context where the project’s Aboriginal focus created tension for non-

Aboriginal teaching staff, Jasper’s buy-in, presence, and leadership were key to 

enabling staff to remain in the Aboriginal space rather than retreat. Jasper was not 

in class or on site often, but we had regular check-ins for this paper, which were 

opportunities to reflect and process. It provided a mechanism for us to have an 

Aboriginal elect, with us and supported by us, in this place. He was both a client and 

a mentor to the teaching team in some respects. This worked well, I think – in that it 
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meant Jasper didn’t need to be front and centre with the associated cultural load 

himself but could instead support us in exploring the space with the students. 

(Author, Rohan) 

The feedback and guidance from Aboriginal stakeholders helped my students 

develop deliverables that were not only academically sound but also culturally 

appropriate and impactful. It was gratifying to see students grow in their cultural 

competence and to witness their projects evolve, with a genuine understanding and 

appreciation for Aboriginal perspectives. (Author, Shirlene)  

Positive outcomes 

For my students, direct interaction with Aboriginal stakeholders added profound 

depth to their learning experience. Hearing firsthand about the challenges and 

strengths within Aboriginal communities enriched their understanding and informed 

their project work in ways I could not have anticipated. This involvement encouraged 

students to approach their projects with greater sensitivity and respect for 

Aboriginal culture. One student group sought authentic Aboriginal experiences by 

attending the ‘Bush Tucker Explorer Tour’ to learn about native Aboriginal plants and 

cooking practices. Another group watched and learnt Aboriginal dance for their 

project. These immersive experiences allowed students to gain a deeper 

appreciation for the cultural significance of these practices and incorporate that 

understanding into their work.  

 

These experiences provided them with a tangible connection to Aboriginal culture, 

which they creatively integrated into their projects. Students also represented their 

learning journey about Aboriginal culture and SEWB through their design projects. 

Many created VR games that were both adventure-based and educational, reflecting 

their personal exploration and understanding of these concepts. This approach not 

only made their work more engaging but also highlighted the academic potential of 

combining traditional knowledge with modern technology. (Author, Shirlene) 

 

Discussion 

Based on the reflections and experiences of non-Indigenous academics, this research highlights the 

importance of incorporating cultural competency and strengths-based approaches in cross-cultural 

education. Using critical reflexivity and autoethnography enabled consistent evaluation throughout the 

collaboration, leading to the identification of meaningful cross-cultural outcomes. From the perspective  

of the non-Indigenous academics who led the educational facilitation of IDEA9301, possessing sufficient 

cultural competency was a critical supportive factor. Despite being aware of this, the non-Indigenous 

academics reported that at times, their personal expertise regarding cultural competency and cultural 

safety felt insufficient. Making use of available cultural resources at the USYD, publicly available resources 

external to the USYD, and encouraging IDEA9301 students to be proactive in ethically engaging with 

external Aboriginal cultural and community events helped mitigate this perceived shortfall. Notably, the 

non-Indigenous academic perspectives indicated that within their own academic work (IDEA9301) and 

more broadly across the USYD, there was a need to reaffirm and enhance commitments to embedding 

cultural competency and cultural safety education. These findings suggest that if Aboriginal education and 

research are to be supported by non-Indigenous academics and students, cultural competency and cultural 

safety must be incorporated. Non-indigenous academic reflections support this outcome, suggesting that 
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regardless of discipline, cross-cultural context, or scope of work, cultural competency is beneficial to  

all educational experiences that aim to foster enhanced cross-cultural relations. 

 

Although the collaboration aimed to embed meaningful cross-cultural opportunities with Aboriginal 

stakeholders to support students, the non-Indigenous academics reported that this did not adequately 

occur. Barriers that inhibited this process stemmed from the need to balance cross-cultural tensions. These 

tensions arose from working with a student cohort with limited cultural competency, from ethically 

engaging Aboriginal stakeholders to support students in developing enhanced cross-cultural perspectives 

without causing adverse outcomes, and from the complexity of leveraging misguided cross-cultural 

perspectives as strategic learning opportunities. While challenging, the non-Indigenous academics justified 

that working with an Aboriginal-specific design brief did lead to positive outcomes for IDEA9301 students. 

These included engagement in discussions that correlated cross-cultural experiences and impacts of 

colonisation in the Asia-Pacific region, and how IDEA9301 led to enhanced student understanding of the 

importance of connecting with components of personal and cultural wellbeing. 

 

Working with an Aboriginal-specific design brief allowed the non-Indigenous academics to reassess the 

need for and importance of genuine partnerships with Aboriginal communities and organisations. The non-

Indigenous academics shared that it was a pivotal learning experience, realising that much work was 

required to establish and maintain mutually beneficial relationships and partnerships with Aboriginal 

communities and organisations. While the involvement of the lead author (JG) and Gadigal Centre staff was 

positive, it became evident that there was a further need for non-Indigenous academics and IDEA9301 to 

ensure that other Aboriginal stakeholders could assist with future cross-cultural work. For the IDEA9301 

students who took the initiative to engage with external Aboriginal cultural and community opportunities, 

the non-Indigenous academics identified noticeable benefits, as evidenced by more successful outcomes  

in culturally appropriate and relevant student assessments in the SEWB and CDH domains. This represents 

a promising outcome of the collaboration, demonstrating that engaging students in cross-cultural 

education can inspire them to pursue real-world cross-cultural experiences that are personally, socially, 

culturally, and educationally enriching. 

 

Conclusion 

This article offers insights into the supportive and restrictive factors, as well as the positive outcomes, from 

the IDEA9301 cross-cultural collaboration. Overall, this research identified meaningful cross-cultural 

outcomes that are conducive to supporting social change in the Aboriginal and non-Indigenous Australian 

context. The on-indigenous academic reflections demonstrate an increased awareness of the necessity and 

complexities of cultural competency and cultural safety, the need to engage with Aboriginal communities 

and organisations more ethically, and that, despite challenges, enhanced cross-cultural understandings of 

students and culturally appropriate student assessments did eventuate. To foster social change in the 

Aboriginal and non-Indigenous Australian context, ethical education and research partnerships must exist 

with Aboriginal communities and organisations, cultural competency must be further incorporated into 

staff and student education, and misguided cross-cultural perspectives must be leveraged as critical 

educational opportunities that can help facilitate positive social change in cross-cultural contexts. Moving 

forward, we intend to use these cross-cultural outcomes to enhance our own engagement with cultural 

competency and strengths-based approaches in supporting cross-cultural education and research. By doing 

so, we will be better positioned to drive social change through innovative educational approaches that 

improve cross-cultural relations. 
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