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Executive summary
This report documents the context, approach and impacts of the project, ‘An
interdisciplinary model and resources for culturally competent service-learning in Aboriginal
Community Controlled Organisations (ACCOs)’. The project presents a case study
demonstrating the successes and challenges that arise when creating and sustaining
partnerships between an Australian university and ACCOs.

Project aim
The project had two aims:



to support university engagement, collaboration, coordination, teaching and
student service-learning with ACCOs
to enhance graduates’ employability skills by appropriately preparing students and
monitoring and assessing cultural competence outcomes of their service-learning in
ACCOs.

Project approach
This project was developed in 2014, and funded in 2015, to contribute to and support the
development of a culturally competent service-learning model, including the development
of cultural competence resources to prepare students.
A distinction was made between the running and development of the Service-Learning in
Communities (SLIC) program, which was the responsibility of staff in the Office of the
Deputy Vice Chancellor, Indigenous Strategy and Services (DVC ISS) portfolio at the
University of Sydney, and this project, which focused on the model and resources of
culturally competent service-learning. The project team worked closely with the SLIC team
to support the development of the SLIC concept and model, and delivered cultural
competence training, but were not involved in running the program.

Project impact
The most profound finding of this project report has been the impact of the program for
community partners, students and staff involved in the program. In November 2018, a
symposium was held to provide an opportunity for ACCOs, students and staff to share their
experiences of the program. The seminar consisted of three panels, which were filmed and
can be viewed on the website, and a workshop that showcased some of the cultural
competence training delivered to students.
During the panel discussions, it became clear that the project was changing lives, with
valuable educational experiences for students and tangible outcomes for communities.

Student panel
It was a transformative experience that provided profound opportunities for students to
learn to do things differently. Students reported that the experience allowed them to reflect
on what it means to act ethically in intercultural settings. Through the program they were
able to dissolve personal assumptions, recognise their own cultural lens, and understand
that the university is not the expert in these relationships and in communities. They
recognised the importance of the prioritisation of community as the decision-makers. They
An interdisciplinary model and resources for culturally competent
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found that the interdisciplinary approach allowed for a different execution and delivery, and
enabled a well-rounded project with clear project outcomes. Overall, they found the
program to be aspirational, detailed and led to practical outcomes for both students and
communities.

Community panel
The community leaders were moved by hearing the students talk about the experiences of
working with them. They want to hear that people who come into communities are listening
and found that students came with a different approach. They also made it clear that the
relationship with the university needs security and long-term commitment to be
sustainable.

Staff panel
The academic and professional staff appreciated that it was community-driven and
interdisciplinary. It was recognised that there was accountability and that the university was
honest and realistic about how it can contribute.
From a cultural competence perspective, the importance of including perspectives that
addressed social justice, human rights, decolonisation, and contributed to discontinuing
harm was important. Cultural competence cannot be learnt soley from a textbook; you must
have some sort of experience and opportunity for reflection, which this program provides.

Project findings and recommendations
The relationship between ACCOs and the university, which is core to the program’s success,
was important.
For ACCOs, the relationship is valued because it offers support and increases capacity to
deliver their aspirations through high-level input and expertise that they might not
otherwise have available to them. However, recognising the expertise and knowledge that
ACCOs hold is also vital to the relationship. Service-learning projects must be driven by
community needs and priorities.
For universities, there are clear benefits in providing these opportunities to students. There
are also some challenges that need to be overcome if universities can genuinely and
effectively balance ACCO priorities with institutional educational policies and operational
structures.
One obvious challenge is how to provide an interdisciplinary unit available to students
across a range of degree programs. Some degrees do not have room for more electives and
the timing of placements in semester can be an issue. However, even though the unit is
interdisciplinary, there must be a faculty home with academic and organisational
responsibility for the unit.
In addition to ensuring the most effective academic structure is in place, appropriate
cultural protocols and practices must be embedded within the model and practice. This
requires the right team to implement and nurture the vision, as well as the right academic
staff to provide appropriate disciplinary knowledge and support.
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The cultural competence of staff must be given weight when putting together the team.
Students need to be supported through the experience and the cultural knowledge and
competence of academic and professional staff must be well-developed.

Recommendations










Service-learning projects must deliver real and tangible benefits to the community,
as identified by the ACCO.
Students must receive clear academic benefits as well as real-world experiences.
Service-learning must encourage mutual benefits for students’ learning and
community outcomes. Embedding the program in an effective academic program to
both support and increase the students’ experience and learning is essential.
The interdisciplinary aspect of the program is recommended as it gives students
cross-cultural experience as they learn to work with diverse knowledge systems,
including disciplinary and Aboriginal knowledges. It also reflects the interdisciplinary
nature of ACCOs’ work.
The reporting process must include an ability for ACCOs to co-develop reports and
appropriate outputs which ensure that they have been heard and which are useful
for them to use, for example, when seeking external funding.
University funding commitments must be long-term and transparent. The cost of
providing service-learning experiences can be expensive depending on location.
Therefore, it is necessary to have clearly defined funding models with long-term
timeframes that can provide ACCOs with certainty and tangible evidence of a
university’s commitment.
Pre-placement cultural competence training is essential, but equally important to
both students and community is the necessity of ACCOs to educate students in
community.

Conclusion
The SLIC program has been a vision and a journey, and ultimately it has worked. There is a
real place for this kind of work in remote communities. It is a fresh exciting approach which
provides a transformative experience that will improve things in the future, both by direct
impact on communities now and by the changes to the views of students who, it is hoped,
will carry a broader world view throughout their lives.
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Chapter 1: Project context
Project overview
The project had two distinct aims:



to support university engagement, collaboration, coordination, teaching and
student service-learning with ACCOs
to enhance graduates’ employability skills by appropriately preparing students and
monitoring and assessing cultural competence outcomes of their service-learning in
ACCOs.

The service-learning program on which this project was based came to be called ServiceLearning in Indigenous Communities (SLIC). It was a collaboration between The University of
Sydney (the University) and two Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations (ACCOs).
The Murdi Paaki Regional Assembly (MPRA) is a peak representative structure that
represents the interests of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in 16 communities
across western New South Wales. The Gundjeihmi Aboriginal Corporation (GAC) represents
the rights and interests of the Mirrar people in the Northern Territory. The project also
came to include the participation of the Tiwi Islands Regional Council (TIRC). The program
was run by the Office of the Deputy Vice Chancellor (Indigenous Strategy and Services, DVC
ISS). The partnerships were established to facilitate the development of service-learning
opportunities that provide intercultural and interdisciplinary placements for university
students in Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations while working towards
community-identified goals.
In taking such a collaborative approach, the project confirmed the essential requirement for
teaching and learning frameworks that necessarily include localised and contextualised
Indigenous knowledges. The service-learning model aimed to not only provide
transformative learning experiences for students but to also contribute to the delivery of
community-driven solutions to real-world problems within Aboriginal contexts in Australia.
The proposed service-learning model sought to bring about a paradigm shift in the way
ACCOs and universities develop and conduct partnerships. It was responsive to community
needs and aspirations and centred on localised Aboriginal knowledges. It recognised the
diversity of Aboriginal contexts and utilised the expertise of ACCOs members. The servicelearning model prioritised ethical engagement and, importantly, aimed to provide tangible
outcomes for ACCOs when working in service-learning partnerships with universities.

Project rationale
In the context of increasing diversity and multiculturalism, and a growing Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander population, higher education institutions in Australia have a
responsibility to prepare students to be both globally and locally employable by helping
them develop their intercultural skills (Universities Australia, 2011).
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The project concept was also influenced by the teaching, learning and engagement
principles outlined in Universities Australia and the Indigenous Higher Education Advisory
Council’s Guiding principles for developing indigenous cultural competency within Australian
universities (2011b, p. 9), which recommended that ‘all graduates of Australian universities
should be culturally competent’. Additionally, that ‘Universities will operate in partnership
with local Indigenous communities and will help disseminate culturally competent practices
to the wider community’ (Universities Australia, 2011b, p.9).
Cultural competence training considerations continue to require development within the
higher education setting. Training for cross-cultural service-learning placements has been on
the increase since the 1970s (Young, 1999). However, what has been missing in previous
attempts to introduce real improvements in service-learning experiences is a pervasive lack
of sufficient sensitivity to recognise that the focus of training is often on cultural awareness,
which educates people about Indigenous peoples, cultures and histories (Downing & Kowal,
2011; Fredericks, 2006), rather than one that facilitates societal or systemic change (Young,
1999). Furthermore, a continued absence of cultural competence development among
university students could result in graduates being under-prepared as they enter the
workforce. This has the potential to lead to harmful practices in their trade or career
(Trudgen, 2000; Universities Australia, 2011).
From the start, this project was driven by a desire to ensure that the SLIC program was
embedded with principles and protocols to engage respectfully and effectively with
communities and to prioritise working with community-identified needs and aspirations.
Critical to this project was the preparation of students to engage with communities in a
more nuanced way. This means receiving a considered context-based orientation along with
the development of knowledge and skills of cultural competence. Developing critical selfreflection capabilities and gaining a deep understanding of one’s own cultural complexities
and positioning is essential to cultural competence.
The project was designed to provide participating students with opportunities to develop
high-level cultural competence skills that are relevant to working with Aboriginal
communities, but which also translate to other domestic and international workplace
contexts. The project aimed to increase students’ global employability through developing
their capacity to engage ethically and effectively in intercultural spaces.
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Chapter 2: Theoretical framework and literature
review
This chapter examines literature on service-learning and cultural competence, including
outlining key capabilities, and makes the case for cultural competence to be integral to
service-learning programs.
Increasing interconnectedness at a global level throughout the 21st century has opened
communities to diverse cultures, beliefs and events that inform understandings of the world
(Bamber, 2016). In the realm of tertiary education, service-learning opportunities can
enhance the relationships between communities and universities that facilitate personal
and professional development.
Service-learning as an educational experience was inspired and informed by the work of
educational philosopher, John Dewey (Delano-Oriaran, Penick-Parks & Fondrie, 2015).
Through his work on the value of quality educational experiences (Dewey, 1938), and
democratic education (Dewey, 1916) Dewey stimulated new ways of thinking about
effective and relevant educational practices (Flecky, 2011). These philosophical foundations
paved the way for educational reform and motivating movements during the 1960s and
1970s to improve service to communities, transform education for students, and address
issues of social and economic justice (Stanton, Giles & Cruz, 1995). Various approaches to
community-based learning such as volunteerism, service-learning, internships, workintegrated learning and practicums emerged from these movements (Lim & Bloomquist,
2015; Moore, 2010). Service-learning programs have predominantly been established in the
United States (Carrington & Iyer, 2011) and have expanded to countries in Europe, Africa,
Asia, the Americas and Australia (Langworthy, 2007).
Service-learning opportunities are a particularly useful means for students and staff to
develop their cultural competence (Butin, 2010; Kolb & Kolb, 2005). In the Australian
context, there is a need for students to develop an understanding of cultural safety and
work towards developing the capabilities to enable them to work respectfully and
effectively in and with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander contexts (Universities Australia,
2011). Service-learning is not new to tertiary education and universities; however, it is more
typical for projects to be discipline-based and focused on individual faculties establishing
partnerships and student placement programs within Aboriginal contexts, often in an ad hoc
manner.
It is essential to effective service-learning with ACCOs that projects do not reinforce
stereotypes of dysfunction (Herring, Spangaro, Lauw & McNamara, 2013; Sherwood, 2009).
The persistence of racism within Australian society and institutions confirms the real and
present need for tertiary education institutions to undertake productive innovative projects
that genuinely value Aboriginal ways of knowing, being and doing (Riley et al., 2013).
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Defining service-learning
Due to the ambiguous distinctions between service-learning and other types of service,
there is no one acceded definition of the term. Bringle and Hatcher (1996 p.222) define
service-learning as a
credit-bearing educational experience in which students participate in an organised service
activity that meets identified community needs and reflect on the service activity in such a
way as to gain further understanding of course content, a broader appreciation of the
discipline, and an enhanced sense of civic responsibility.

What differentiates service-learning from other types of service is the focus on a critically
reflected credit-bearing activity that has been identified by community, which supports a
balance between the service and learning objectives.
Jacoby (1996, p.5) defines service learning as a form of ‘experiential education in which
students engage in activities that address human and community needs together with
structured opportunities intentionally designed to promote student learning and
development.’ Reflection and reciprocity are key constructs of service-learning. Servicelearning as educational methodology combines community service with clear learning
objectives, preparation for community work, and purposeful and critical reflection (Gelmon,
Holland, Driscioll, Spring & Kerrigan, 2001). According to Scott and Graham (2015), servicelearning concerns the collaborative engagement between students and a community. It
must respond to a need identified by the community and for students. The process should
include specific learning goals and a systematic form of reflection. Without reflection,
service-learning has the potential to lead to damaging circumstances, including stereotyping
(Mobley, 2011).
Research shows that students can come away from service-learning with a change in their
attitude or raised consciousness from being immersed in communities that are different or
even similar to their own (Carlan & Rubin, 2005). This personal shift has influenced the
association between service-learning and the notions of social justice, ethical practice and
civic responsibility (Carrington & Iyer, 2011). However, students’ abilities to engage with all
aspects of the service-learning depends on their understanding of their own socio-cultural
background, their developmental stage of learning readiness and the privileged situation
that allows students to come into these experiences in the first place (Jones 2002).

Cultural competence and service-learning
Much of the literature about service-learning privileges the perspective of the teaching
institution and focuses more on the students’ learning and less on the impact and benefit
for host communities. Bartleet et al. (2014) note that while there is a growing body of
literature exploring ways of working appropriately and respectfully with Indigenous
communities in Australia, there is still limited research on service-learning within Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander communities (Bartleet et al., 2016, p. 174). Finely (2017, cited in
Miller, Mehta and McCauley, 2019) states that much of the literature around servicelearning in higher education is focused on measuring effectiveness of student learning and
academic growth. Of those studies related to cultural competence, the focus has been on
how students develop cultural competence through service-learning (Amerson, 2010;
Goldberg & Coufal, 2009. The focus in service-learning programs is often biased towards
An interdisciplinary model and resources for culturally competent
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student learning goals rather than community outcomes and perspectives (Crabtree, 2008;
Stoecker & Tyron, 2009).
To ensure that community perspectives are central to the program and students are
sufficiently prepared to work in communities, Walker, Schultz and Sonn state that ‘cultural
competence needs to be considered within a broader, system-wide social, historical,
political and economic context as well as at the level of individual professional practice’ (p.
204). Furthermore,
[f]or individuals, cultural competence requires far more than becoming culturally aware or
practising tolerance. Cultural competence is the ability to identify and challenge one’s own
cultural assumptions, values and beliefs. It is about developing empathy and connected
knowledge, the ability to see the world through another’s eyes, or at the very least to
recognise that others may view the world through a different cultural lens. (p. 200)

Essential, too, is the necessity to address issues such as White race privilege, racism, the
perpetuation of Eurocentric discourses and stereotypes, as well as developing the ability to
reflect on one’s own culture (Battiste, 2013; Bodkin-Andrews, Denson & Bansel, 2013;
Downing & Kowal, 2011; Fredericks, 2006; Larkin, 2011; Riley, Howard-Wagner, Mooney &
Kutay, 2013). We cannot move forward while there is an implicit dominance of White
knowledge systems, and a rendering of Indigenous knowledges as being without legitimacy
or value, particularly when working with ACCOs.
Reviewing literature on service-learning and student impact can provide insight into some
common views held by students who participate in service-learning. In a study of over 300
students who participated in service-learning experiences, Wang and Jackson (2005) found
that students identified charity as the main type of community engagement. Boyle-Baise
(1998) measured perceptions of pre-service teachers undertaking community placement
and found that initially, for many students, their experiences were shaped by stereotypes,
colour-blindness or perceptions of cultural deficiency. By the end of the service-learning
Boyle-Baise notes that student reflections demonstrated understandings that were still
‘reflective of dominant position perspectives’ (Boyle-Baise, 1998, p. 58). One pre-service
teacher, who undertook service-learning in a remote Australian community, noted in their
reflection that initially they felt the community ‘needed to be cleaned up and cared for’
(Lavery, Cain & Hampton, 2014, p. 11). The deficit perceptions initially held by the students
in these examples illustrate the need for greater integration of cultural competence content
and skills into service-learning preparation.
While limited, some work has been undertaken to critique and revise existing servicelearning models. Murphy and Rasch (2008) argue that before students undertake servicelearning placements, concepts such as community, stereotypes, diversity and challenges to
inclusion should be discussed at length in the classroom.

Chapter 3: Project approach
The idea of developing service-learning programs with ACCOs became a reality at The
University of Sydney in 2014. Service Learning in Indigenous Communities (SLIC), as it
became known, was developed by, and run from, the Office of the Deputy Vice Chancellor
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(Indigenous Strategy and Services), (DVC ISS). This project was developed in 2014, and
funded in 2015, to contribute to and support the development of a culturally competent
service-learning model including the development of cultural competence resources to
prepare students.
A distinction was made between the running and development of the SLIC program, which
was the responsibility of staff in the DVC ISS portfolio, and this project which focused on the
model and resources of culturally competent service-learning. The project team worked
closely with the SLIC team to support the development of the SLIC concept and model and
delivered cultural competence training, but were not involved in running the program.
SLIC was driven by the need to engage respectfully and ethically with ACCOs and to achieve
shared benefits for community members and university students. Appropriate principles for
engagement with Aboriginal peoples, organisations and communities are critical to
developing good relationships. Developing good relationships is ‘about a type of behaviour
and practice between engaged participants and less an institutionalised, document focused
and prescriptive approach’ (Riley et al., 2013, p. 259).
To establish the service-learning projects each ACCO signed a Memorandum of
Understanding with The University of Sydney that set out a partnership agreement to
collaboratively develop interdisciplinary service-learning opportunities. The model clearly
articulated a process of developing ethical and engaged relationships and identified
appropriate interdisciplinary student teams to engage in the placements. The SLIC model
included identifying community needs and priorities and defining specific projects,
identifying relevant faculty partners for each project/location, developing student
placement strategies and work plans with the ACCO for each project, identifying projectspecific student preparation and assessment processes, identifying key elements of
appropriate cultural competence training, and developing and implementing strategy to
produce specific resources.
To support the SLIC program and meet the aims of this grant the project team took the
following steps to develop and prepare students for service-learning placements in ACCOs:





developed and refined appropriate learning resources to support the development
of students’ cultural competence skills and exposure to key cultural competence
concepts prior to their placement
supported the SLIC team and ACCOs to ensure that students were provided with
localised cultural awareness training on Country
rolled out student preparation resources with the first cohort of students in 2016
integrated identified improvements into the resources and preparation process.

The SLIC model
Service-learning hubs were established at Jabiru, Northern Territory with GAC and in
western New South Wales with MPRA. In 2017, a hub was also established on the Tiwi
Islands with TIRC.
Between 2016 and 2017 a total of 90 students participated in service-learning placements
across four sites, working on six separate projects including weed management, energy
An interdisciplinary model and resources for culturally competent
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solutions, aged care, local government and governance. Students spent approximately 10
days working in communities before returning later to present their reports.
Regardless of the specific projects, students and community organisations adhered to the
same key principles of the model, including:







the establishment of principles of engagement specific to each location
a process to address university academic and logistical processes and structures
community-based staff to facilitate the development of the projects and support
student placements
localised cultural competence and cultural knowledge activities at the respective
service-learning hubs
cultural competence preparation workshops relevant to the Aboriginal context
ongoing support for students onsite and on campus.

Cultural competence preparation (pre-placement)
Effective and ethical engagement with ACCOs is achieved through ensuring that students,
and staff, are well prepared and have well-developed cultural competence. The cultural
competence training aims to support a transformative process which develops students’
ability to unpack the sociopolitical context in which the SLIC program takes place. It is
developed though a social justice and decolonising lens and recognises the centrality of
Indigenous knowledges to the program. At the university, students were guided through
workshops to develop their critical self-reflection skills to understand their own cultures.
The workshops introduced them to the concept of cultural competence and helped them
explore and understand their own identities and how they were formed through engaging
with concepts such as socialisation and world views; biases, conscious and unconscious; and
understanding stereotypes.
The workshops aimed to introduce them to concepts and capabilities of cultural
competence and did not attempt to impart cultural knowledge specific to each of the sites.
That was done on location and was particular to each location.

Limitations of the project
In 2017, changes within the university and specifically within the DVC ISS impacted the
project. The SLIC program was suspended pending a formal internal review of the program.
As the project was focused on the SLIC program, it was unable to proceed during that time.
The review recognised the value and early success of the SLIC program but also highlighted
some of the start-up challenges of fitting an innovative interdisciplinary initiative into
appropriate academic and administrative structures. It was identified that while running the
program out of the DVC ISS portfolio ensured that it was conducted in culturally appropriate
ways, the DVC ISS portfolio did not have the appropriate administrative and educational
infrastructure to host credit-bearing programs. It was recommended that SLIC should
remain in the DVC ISS portfolio, but the program and unit of study must also have a faculty
home. This would then ensure that appropriate academic governance processes were in
place, as well as addressing issues such as clearer timetabling and a close relationship with
the existing Indigenous Studies major. The recommendations of the review were
implemented in 2018 and students resumed placements in 2019, after the end of this
project. The suspension and review impacted on this project specifically in terms of moving
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from pilot testing of the resources and model to full evaluation, which remains to be
undertaken.
Another limitation that arose was the plan to conduct a comparative study to make the case
for targeted cultural competence training. It was proposed to do this with two programs
where students were placed in Aboriginal communities without specific cultural
competence training. The sites chosen were partner institution, The University of Notre
Dame Australia (UNDA) and the Faculty of Health Sciences at The University of Sydney. This
study did not proceed because the sample size of eligible participants was too small at
UNDA thus rendering the study unreliable. In addition, students from the Faculty of Health
Sciences participated in the SLIC program and therefore participated in the cultural
competence preparation.

Project timeline
Year

Item

2015



2016




2017



2018
2019



Application submitted for Promotion of Excellence in
Learning and Teaching in Higher Education grant
Grant awarded
First placement takes place with MPRA and GAC. Cultural
competence workshops are piloted
Interdisciplinary ‘Service-Learning in Indigenous
Communities’ Units of Study are established
Program suspended and reviewed





SLIC program suspension continues
Culturally Competent Service-learning Symposium
Placements resumed (post project)
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Chapter 4: Project outputs and findings
Project findings
The project’s aims to support university engagement, collaboration, coordination, teaching
and student service-learning with ACCOs and to prepare students to develop their cultural
competence capabilities were supported by the following findings:

Engagement and collaboration
The strength of the relationship between ACCOs and the university partner is core to the
program’s success. Service-learning projects must be driven by community needs and
priorities and effectiveness is strengthened by bringing together interdisciplinary teams of
students.
For ACCOs, the relationship is valued because it offers support and increases capacity to
deliver their aspirations through high-level input and expertise that they might not
otherwise have available to them. However, recognising the expertise and knowledge that
ACCOs hold is also vital to the relationship.
Continuity of relationships and demonstrable long-term commitments are important to
ensure enduring trust relationships. While the projects can extend over several years and
each semester brings a different team of students, the importance of a strong institutional
relationship cannot be overstated. This includes a clear and realistic commitment from the
university to the ACCO and effective and ongoing communication.
Also essential is a sustainable process of identifying and prioritising projects. The process for
this will vary from community to community and must drive the commitment from the
university to bring the right students to the project, rather than trying to fit projects to
specific disciplines.
At a seminar in November 2018, community members, students and university staff
reflected on their experiences of SLIC. They overwhelmingly reported on the success of the
program and the impact of the effective collaboration.
Understanding our jurisdiction, our drive towards self-governing, autonomy and selfdetermination. They are the main principles we want to share with people. We are out
here driving our aspirations and if you think that you can assist us in that drive we are
happy to partner up … The university is probably one of the better ones that we’ve
partnered up with and ... and we’ve got a lot of learning ourselves out of how important
Unis are in our development and growth. Des Jones, chairperson, MPRA
The [cultural competence preparation] prepared us really well for our trips on Country but
at the same time … the stuff that we learnt, that really important reflection and the way it
forced us to think about ourselves and our place in the university and the project as settlers
in Australian society ... Those lessons really took on another significance going into Kakadu
and going to work with GAC. It was one thing to learn and consider these things in a Uni
context and relatively academic environment and then in Community … their recent history
has been so shaped by a lack of cultural competence … I am constantly questioning my
place in the world and what it means to be a settler in 21st-century Australia … It will last
with me longer than anything else I’ve learnt at university. Hugo Venville, student
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The report that was written by students is going to help us sustain our culture on Country.
So what I will say is that students did listen and it was cross-referenced by the Elders and
the Ngamba people. With all credit to them and the University because it’s not what we
are used to. We’re used to middle management coming out and saying this is how you do
business otherwise you won’t get money. We haven’t been able to sustain our culture on
Country with that type of continually being invaded by different services who are bringing
their culture on Country. Jason Ford, co-chairperson of the Brewarrina Community
Working Party (MPRA)
I found it really surprising and sometimes a bit challenging to reflect on my own position. I
think that it’s very unique to the program, as in other university units you don’t get forced
to look at yourself and the way you do things. It’s very much, ‘let’s look at other scholars’.
I regularly think about the things I uncovered about myself by thinking and reflecting. Liv
Grivas, student on the pre-placement CC workshop
These are real-world challenges that we are getting students to work on and I see this as
an opportunity to challenge the system on many fronts. If we speak about anti-colonial
agency we speak about Aboriginal people driving their own change. This is exactly what
anti-colonial agency looks like. And so all of the students that are involved are hand-picked.
They are vetted. We think these students are going to be tomorrow’s leaders and because
of that they are going to be in positions that drive their understanding and knowledge that
they’ve learnt from working on the ground with community. Dr Kalinda Griffiths, former
academic coordinator SLIC

Structural and organisational considerations
There are clear benefits to universities providing these opportunities to students. There are
also some challenges that need to be overcome if universities can genuinely and effectively
balance ACCO priorities with institutional educational policies and operational structures.
One obvious challenge is how to provide an interdisciplinary unit available to students
across a range of degree programs. Some degrees do not have room for more electives and
timing of placements in semester can be an issue. However, even though the unit is
interdisciplinary, there must be a faculty home with academic and organisational
responsibility for the unit.
In addition to ensuring the most effective academic structure is in place, appropriate
cultural protocols and practices must be embedded within the model and practice. This
requires the right team to implement and nurture the vision, as well as the right academic
staff to provide appropriate disciplinary knowledge and support that will depend on the
project being undertaken.
The cultural competence of staff must be given weight when putting together the team.
Students need to be supported through the experience and the cultural knowledge and
competence of academic and professional staff must be well-developed.
It can be challenging to incorporate adequate preparation time into the unit of study given
the time commitment of the placement in community and assessment requirements. While
cultural competence training is recognised as intrinsic to the success of the program,
timetabling enough face-to-face components can be challenging.
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Recommendations










Service-learning projects must deliver real and tangible benefits to the community,
as identified by the ACCO.
Students must receive clear academic benefits as well as real-world experiences.
Service-learning must encourage mutual benefits for students’ learning and
community outcomes. Embedding the program in an effective academic program to
both support and increase the students’ experience and learning is essential.
The interdisciplinary aspect of the program is recommended as it gives students crosscultural experience as they learn to work with diverse knowledge systems, including
disciplinary and Aboriginal knowledges. It also reflects the interdisciplinary nature of
ACCOs’ work.
The reporting process must include an ability for ACCOs to co-develop reports and
appropriate outputs which ensure that they have been heard and which are useful
for them to use, for example, when seeking external funding.
University funding commitments must be long-term and transparent. The cost of
providing service-learning experiences can be expensive depending on location.
Therefore, it is necessary to have clearly defined funding models with long-term time
frames that can provide ACCOs with certainty and tangible evidence of a university’s
commitment.
Pre-placement cultural competence training is essential, but equally important to
both students and community is the necessity of ACCOs to educate students in
community.
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Chapter 5: Project impact, dissemination and
evaluation
As identified in the Australian Learning and Teaching Council (ALTC) dissemination
framework (2008), for dissemination to be effective people and systems need to be ready to
change, or at least able to be convinced that change is worthwhile; effective dissemination
needs to occur throughout the project; and outcomes need to be both findable and
adaptable. As identified in Chapter 1 of this report, the sector is ready for change and this
project provides resources to meet that demand.1
Our dissemination strategy aimed to ensure impact beyond the life of the project and to
date has orientated around conference presentations and a seminar held in November
2018. It will also include the website.
The impact and dissemination strategy anticipated some barriers. Specifically, (a)
universities’ resistance to change, (b) lack of space in the curriculum to accommodate new
learning units, and (c) limits to the capacity of ACCOs to provide service-learning
opportunities across the higher education sector.
As the project progressed it was found that these barriers were present to some degree:
1. The University had immense enthusiasm for an interdisciplinary service-learning unit
of study, which was supported by its strategy and education policy. However, there
were some systemic challenges, which included an appropriate unit of study,
crowded curriculum, staffing across disciplines and the cost of the program. This was
experienced less as resistance to change and more as roadblocks, all of which were
ultimately overcome.
2. There is no doubt that some disciplines were challenged to find space for the unit,
particularly in years 3 and 4. The fact that at the University the education policy
clearly articulated a commitment to providing students with real-world and capstone
opportunities supported the development of the program.
3. Partner ACCOs and the University were limited by capacity. Small groups are most
effective and, as demand increases, the impact on ACCOs must always be
considered.
Moving forward, the project’s impact will be monitored through tracking website hits and
downloads of materials, and citations of project outputs in journals and conference papers.
The model and suite of resources resulting from this project will be applicable across all
Australian universities.
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Project impact: Service-learning symposium
The most profound finding of this project report has been the impact of the program for
community partners, students and staff involved in the program. In November 2018, a
symposium was held to provide an opportunity for ACCOs, students and staff to share their
experiences of the program. The symposium had 90 registrations from a range of other
universities and organisations. The symposium consisted of three panels, which were filmed
and can be viewed on the website. The second half of the symposium was a workshop that
showcased some of the cultural competence training delivered to students.
During the panel discussions it became clear that the project is changing lives and providing
valuable educational experiences for students and tangible outcomes for communities. The
following is a synopsis of how SLIC has impacted each group.

Student panel
Students reported that the experience allowed them to reflect on what it means to act
ethically in intercultural settings. Through the program they were able to dissolve personal
assumptions, recognise their own cultural lens, and understand that the university is not the
expert in these relationships and in communities. They recognised the importance of the
prioritisation of community as the decision makers. They found that the interdisciplinary
approach allowed for a different execution and delivery and enabled a well-rounded and
clear project and project outcomes. Overall, they found the program to be aspirational,
detailed and led to practical outcomes for both students and communities.

Community panel
The community leaders were moved by hearing the students talk about their experiences of
working with them. The SLIC program has been a vision and a journey and ultimately has
worked. There is a real place for this kind of work in remote communities. It is a fresh
exciting approach which provides a transformative experience that will improve things in
the future.
The model works and has brought opportunities for partnerships between ACCOs and
universities. They want to hear that people who come into communities are listening and
found that students came with a different approach. They also made it clear that the
relationship with the university needs security and long-term commitment to be
sustainable.

Staff panel
Staff on the panel were a mix of academic and professional staff who had been involved in
different aspects of the project. Overall, they appreciated that it was community-driven and
interdisciplinary. It was recognised that there was accountability and that the university was
honest and realistic about how it can contribute. It was a transformative experience that
provided profound opportunities for students to learn to do things differently.
From a cultural competence perspective, the importance of including perspectives that
addressed social justice, human rights, decolonising, and contributed to discontinuing harm
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was important. Cultural competence cannot be learnt from a textbook; you must have some
sort of experience and opportunity for reflection, which this program provides.
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Appendix B: Project impact plan 2
Inputs

Activities

Research income
Staff
ACCO and University
infrastructure

Outputs

Research work and
training
Community and
stakeholder engagement
Workshop/conference
organising

Creation of a new Unit of Study
within the University
Signed Memorandums of
Understanding with partner ACCOs
Conference presentations
Symposium hosting

Outcomes

Improved ethical engagement and
partnerships between the University and
ACCOs
Enhanced University student experience
through experiential learning
Interdisciplinary experience for University
students

Benefits

Working towards community-identified
goals
Higher quality graduates
Job creation

2

Project Impact Plan adapted from Australian Research Council, ‘Research Impact Pathway’, sourced via:
https://www.arc.gov.au/policies-strategies/strategy/research-impact-principles-framework
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1. INTRODUCTION
This report outlines details and findings of an external evaluation of the project entitled An
interdisciplinary model and resources for culturally competent service learning in Aboriginal
Community Controlled Organisations (the OLT Project) originally started by Dr Gabrielle
Russell, Mr Joseph Cavanagh and Dr Lynette Riley from the lead institution, the University of
Sydney. The project partners were led by Professor Juanita Sherwood from the University of
Technology Sydney (UTS), and Ms Julia Maakrun from the University of Notre Dame.
The Project was funded by the Australian government through the Department of Education
and Training (Project reference: ID15-4962) and the total amount of funding was $435,000.
The internal evaluation was conducted by Dr Jack Frawley, Dr Tran Nguyen and Ms Tammie
Smith from the National Centre for Cultural Competence, the University of Sydney.
The following sections outline the purpose and intentions of the Project, the functions,
scope, approach and procedures of the evaluation, key evaluation findings and overall
conclusions

2. PURPOSE OF THE PROJECT
The overall purpose of the OLT Project was to develop an interdisciplinary service learning
model (Service Learning in Indigenous Communities model – ‘SLIC program’) that would
underpin a suite of innovative resources in support of student preparation, monitoring and
assessment. Collaboration between two Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations
(ACCOs), the Murdi Paaki Regional Assembly (MPRA), the Gundjeihmi Aboriginal
Corporation (GAC), and the University of Sydney (Sydney) would develop service learning
opportunities which provide intercultural and interdisciplinary placements for students. The
programs developed would not only be transformative learning experiences for students
but contribute to the delivery of solutions to real world problems within Aboriginal contexts.
The aims of the OLT Project were to:
1. to support university engagement, collaboration, coordination, teaching and student
service learning with ACCOs; and,
2. to enhance graduates’ employability skills by appropriately preparing students and
monitoring and assessing cultural competence outcomes of their service learning in
ACCOs.
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The OLT Project proposed several deliverables:
1. a cross-faculty interdisciplinary model for student service learning programs in ACCOs;
2. a public website from which a suite of resources including manuals, case studies,
simulations, scenarios, research papers, presentations and best practice examples to
enable faculties to embed Aboriginal cultural competency skills-based training in
service learning programs could be accessed;
3. context specific learning units to prepare students to enter service learning within the
MPRA region and the GAC; and,
4. a comparative analysis of two ‘business as usual’ models and the innovative which
would provide a business case for further development of service learning
relationships between Australian universities and ACCOs.

3. FUNCTIONS AND SCOPE OF THE EVALUATION
The evaluation included questions focused on the OLT Project’s effectiveness, impact, and
sustainability:
A. Effectiveness
1. To what extent were the aims achieved?
2. What were the major factors influencing the achievement or non-achievement of the
aims?
3. To what extent were the deliverables achieved?
4. What were the major factors influencing the achievement or non-achievement of the
deliverables?
5. Were the activities delivered as planned in a coherent manner?
6. What processes were planned and what were actually put in place for the OLT Project?
7. Were there any variations from the processes that were initially proposed, and if so,
why?
B. Impact
1. What were the observable outcomes?
2. What lessons have been learned from this OLT Project and how might these be of
assistance to other institutions?
C. Sustainability
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1. To what extent are the benefits of the OLT Project likely to continue after funding has
ceased?
2. What are the major factors which will influence the achievement of sustainability of
the OLT Project?
3. What measures have been put into place to promote sustainability of the OLT Project's
aims?
The evaluation was based on a summative evaluation and the evaluators were given access
to all OLT Project documentation and relevant personnel to assist with the data collation
process.

4. APPROACH AND PROCEDURES
A process-outcome approach was adopted for the evaluation. This involved the evaluators
reviewing OLT Project data generated during the course of the project in order to assess the
project’s aims, outcomes, and deliverables. The search for documents was purposeful and
the data included OLT Project documents and online material associated with the project.
The data analysed included:


Condition of Grant (n=1)



ACCO agreements (n=2)



ethics application (n=1)



reference group meetings minutes (n=2)



project team meeting minutes (n=6)



meeting minutes between project team and ACCOS (n=4)



meeting minutes between project team and faculties (n=2)



email exchanges between project team members (n=8)



project abstracts (n=2)



project briefs (n=2)



project information packs for staff and students (n=3)



Project Fieldwork Safety Plan (n=1)



Executive Briefing (n=2)



project website (n=1)



literature reviews (n=1)



conference presentations (n=2)
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student presentations (n=4)



student and staff evaluations (n=4)



OLT reports (n=2)



the University’s internal review report (n=1)

Content analysis used a directed approach and was guided by a structured process. An inbetween coding approach began immediately with the predetermined codes of (a)
operational; (b) implementation; and (c) measures, and lessons. Data that could not be
coded were identified and analysed later to determine if they represent a new category or a
subcategory of an existing code. Coded data were then analysed against the criteria of
effectiveness, impact and sustainability.

5. FINDINGS
As previously noted, the evaluation’s functions were identified as:


clarifying the structure, and operations of the program;



appraising the implementation of the project; and,



identifying measures and lessons.

Findings in relation to these functions are outlined in the following sections.

5.1 Project operations
The successful management of a project includes:


identifying requirements;



establishing clear and achievable objectives;



balancing the competing demands for quality, scope, time, and cost; and,



adapting the specifications, plans, and approach to the different concerns and
expectations of various stakeholders

The operations of this OLT Project included processes of planning, communication,
meetings, logistics and finances. Each of these elements influenced the extent to which the
OLT Project was effective in contributing to achieving the overall purpose, aims, deliverables
and outcomes.
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Planning
The original planning included a set of OLT Project activities which were modified during the
implementation of the project (Table 1). The OLT Project plan consisted of project items and
associated activities, and a proposed time-frame for completion over 36 months.
Year One

Activity

Timing

Learning Resources

Development of Unit of Study (UOS) and associated

1-9 months

resources
Ethics

Gain ethics approval

1-3 months

Recruiting students

Process for recruiting students into the 3 groups

1-6 months

Prepare students

Roll out student preparation resources for 2016 cohort

7-9 months

Baseline data

Pre-placement student surveys – pretesting students.

7-9 months

Student placements

Student placements begins Semester one and two 2016

7-15 months3

Monitoring

OLT Project team monitoring visits: 2 visits to each CSH

7-15 months4

site per Semester.
Evaluation

Evaluation post placements by ACCO, Students and

7-15 months5

Faculties in “treatment group”. Standard evaluation and
cultural competence evaluation of control groups.
Analysis

Analysis of evaluation data

13-15
months6

Improvement

Integration of improvements identified in evaluations

16-18
months7

Review projects

Reassess progress of projects & student work plans in

16-18

Community Service Hubs (CSH)

months8

Year Two

Activity

Proposed

Student recruitment

Recruitment for 2017 CSH placements

16-18
months

Preparation

Student preparation for 2017 – pre-evaluation

16-18
months

2nd stage student

Placements semester one and two

placements

19-21
months

3

Activity continues into Year 2
Activity continues into Year 2
5
Activity continues into Year 2
6
Although listed in Year 1, planned for Year 2.
7
Although listed in Year 1, planned for Year 2
8
Although listed in Year 1, planned for Year 2
4
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Monitoring
Evaluation

Project team monitoring visits: 2 visits to each site per

19-30

Semester

months9

Evaluation post placements by ACCO, Students and

22-30

Faculties in “treatment group”. Standard evaluation and

months c

cultural competence evaluation of control groups.
UOS

Identify UOS components& develop UOS

1-15
months10

UOS to Faculties for approval

16-18
months

UOS in Faculty handbooks

19-21
months

UOS available to students

31-33
months11

Dissemination

Journal papers and Conferences – ongoing

7-36 months

Year Three

Activity

Proposed

Evaluation of

Final evaluation of model and resources

28-36

program
Model

months
Disseminated in resources

28-36
months

Website

All resources available on website

1-36 months

Papers and journal

Ongoing development

7-36 months

articles
Table 1: SLIC Project Plan

The pre-application OLT Project plan was further refined in order to develop a moredetailed Project plan for the project implementation. In order to adjust the OLT Project plan,
activities and outcomes were continuously reviewed to see if the planned activity delivered
the intended results.
The OLT Project Manager carefully planned how to carry out the project providing detailed
activities to be undertaken, relationships to develop, an order of activities. Working with the
OLT Project team, a project timeline was developed over the three-year period addressing
major items to ensure the successful implementation of the project. OLT Project team
members were assigned clear and specific tasks. The OLT Project team had access to
Year 2 activity continuing into Year 3.
Year 1 activity continuing into Year 2.
11
Although listed in Year 2, planned for Year 3.
9

10
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planning documents including documents related to the development of the OLT
application, the project partnership agreement, the Condition of Grant (COG), and ethics
approvals.
In addition to the OLT Project plan, a milestones plan was developed (Table 2) which
assisted in project monitoring and review, and tracking progress.
Stage Activities

Duration

Milestones

1

August 2015 – April

Identify Unit of Study (UOS) components,

2018

develop and make UOS available to

Unit of Study

students.
2
3

Preparatory stage

August 2015 – April

Preparation of student resource;

for 2016 cohort

2016

Recruiting and pretesting students.

Student

February – November

Two monitoring visits per site per

placements 2016

2016

semester; Evaluation past placement and

cohort
4

Review projects

analysis of evaluation data.
November 2015 –

Reassess progress of projects and student

January 2016

work plans; Integrate improvements
identified in evaluations.

5
6

Preparatory stage

November 2015 –

for 2017 cohort

January 2016

Student

February 2017 –

Two monitoring visits per site per

placements 2017

January 2018

semester; Evaluation past placement and

cohort
6

Program evaluation

Recruiting and pretesting students.

analysis of evaluation data.
November 2017 – July

Final evaluation of the model and

2018

resource; Resources available on the
website.

Table 2: Planned project milestone

Communication
Communication protocols and processes were included as a management function at the
core of the OLT Project. The OLT Project team identified the information that they needed in
order to work together; the information about the project progress to identify and react to
problems and success; and, information about decisions and changes within the project and
external to the project.
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The OLT Project Team and ACCOs had opportunities throughout the life of the project to
communicate about progress and any issues that need to be addressed. Face-to-face
communication was essential for effective project management, and where this was not
possible ongoing communication included phone calls, teleconferences and emails.
OLT Project team members had regular contacts with each other and ACCOs which was
useful to run the project effectively. Such contacts also provided opportunities to discuss
related issues, which is crucial to guarantee the OLT Project's success.

Meetings
The frequency of OLT Project meetings was planned and agreed to but there was a degree
of flexibility given other demands and priorities that project team members needed to
attend to outside of this project. The OLT Project team met to discuss matters related to the
implementation of the project and there were clear agenda for each meeting. There was a
range of meetings:


OLT Project team – these were held regularly to discuss project related issues including
progress reports, scope of project including developments, student preparation
workshops, team roles, and other relevant business.



ACCOs – the OLT Project team met with MPRA and GAC to discuss project related
issues including the development of MOUs, project overview and progress,
engagement protocols, confirming practicalities around ACCO project support staff,
development of and logistics around student preparation workshops, and updates on
University of Sydney faculty coordination/student selection processes.



Faculty – the OLT Project team met with interested Faculties of Health Sciences,
Business, Arts and Social Science, and Engineering to discuss the OLT Project including
the opportunity, processes and procedures for students to participate in placement in
line with the objects of the University’s Student Placement Policy (2015).



Reference Group – the OLT Project team established and met with the Reference
Group to discuss a Terms of Reference, overview of OLT grant aims and deliverables,
and updates of Project progress.

Logistics
In the operational phase of the OLT Project, the project team considered travel
requirements (including transport, accommodation, and per diem), any requirements for
ACCOs, and preparing for student placements including safety plans and guidelines.
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Finances
Once the funds were allocated to the olt Project, an account was established through the
University’s Research Portfolio: Research Grants and Contracts department. The overall
responsibility for financial management rested with the lead organisation (the NCCC
through the University of Sydney) and expenditure was in accordance with clause 4.1 (c) of
the COG and the OLT Budget (Table 3).
Item

Year 1

Year 2

Year 3

Personnel

In-kind

In-kind

In-kind

Project support

62,401

76,711

44,026

Project activities

67,820

104,798

31,170

OLT compulsory items

3,000

3,000

0

Institutional overhead levy

39,534

3,000

0

TOTAL funding OLT

$435,000
Table 3: OLT Budget summary

Effectiveness summary
This evaluation considered the effectiveness of the OLT Project operations covering the
project activities of planning, communication, meetings, logistics and finances. Effectiveness
is summarised (Table 4) in terms of the extent to which these activities were addressed in
the OLT Project, and is arrived at by an analysis of the available data i.e. the data that the
evaluators had access to and requested.
OPERATIONS

Significantly

Reasonably

Slightly

Not at all

PLANNING



Evidence

OLT Project plans milestones, OLT application, the Project partnership
agreement, the Condition of Grant (COG), and ethics approvals

Comment

A comprehensive and flexible Project plan.

COMMUNICATION 
Evidence

Letters to participants, correspondence with ACCOs, copy of email,
correspondence in Project meetings minutes

Comment

Regular information flow from within the project to internal and external
participants. The Project Team could have considered developing a formal
project communication strategy.

MEETINGS



Evidence

Meeting agenda, meeting minutes, meeting action plan.

An interdisciplinary model and resources for culturally competent
service learning in Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations

29

Comment

Some face-to-face meetings was essential for effective project management.
The Project Team decided on the frequency of meetings although this was
flexible. A more formal process of regular agenda and meeting minutes
which are filed in a logical and accessible format would assist in tracking the
Project’s progress.

LOGISTICS



Evidence

Minutes of meetings.

Comment

Logistics planning for the implementation stage was comprehensively
discussed in preparation for Project participants travel.

FINANCES



Evidence

Invoice & Expenditure reports, copies of invoices, finance spreadsheets

Comment

Expenditure tracked efficiently throughout Project.
Table 4: Project operations effectiveness summary

5.2 Project implementation
To implement a project means to carry out the proposed activities to achieve the aims and
deliverables. The OLT Project’s success depends on many internal and external factors.
Some of the most important ones are a very well organised project team and effective
monitoring of project progress and related expenditures.
To guide the project implementation a project plan and project milestones (Tables 1 and 2)
were first described within the COG, and then revised and updated as the Project was
implemented. OLT Project implementation included progress against the achievement of
deliverables; monitoring of activities and risks; modifications and variations; reviews; and
progress and final reports. Each of these activities influenced the extent to which the project
was effective in achieving a successful implementation. The implementation of the OL
Project was viewed with a degree of caution expressed by the Chair of the Reference Group.
Such caution was necessary to implement the project with care and consideration.
Achievement of aims
As noted above, the proposed OLT Project aims included:
1. to support university engagement, collaboration, coordination, teaching and student
service learning with ACCOs; and,
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2. to enhance graduates’ employability skills by appropriately preparing students and
monitoring and assessing cultural competence outcomes of their service learning in
ACCOs.
The OLT Project team managed to establish close partnerships with ACCOs during the
implementation of the project. The OLT Project team members had meetings with the
community representatives to discuss and identify the community's problems and needs.
This was an important starting point to develop the project' specific activities that can be
beneficial to the community. The meetings with the community representatives also helped
to address other related matters in the project such as hiring a project officer, or how best
to prepare students locally. The project team also carefully considered how the project
could benefit the communities effectively. For example, a series of email exchanges dated 6
December 2016 between project team members highlighted the great extent to which
those members cared about the project in general, and their concerns of whether or not the
project was benefiting the communities in particular. In those email exchanges, the OLT
Project Manager raised a few important questions to other senior team members to discuss:
I agree that we need to ensure that the individual project does keep in line with the
broader MPRA vision and principles – how do we do this? Can we have some check
in points with the Chair? And/or can we be clearer in our project briefing that we
are not only looking at innovative solutions we are also looking for innovative ways
of valuing or appraising the solutions. For example, asking the students to think
about what would change in their suggestions if we made self-determination a key
value to assess the viability of a project...Is this the service learning research piece
that we could do? We are definitely developing a model that achieves fantastic
results and is an exemplar of good community driven development and engaged
service learning. But is it paradigm shifting in the sense of changing the fundamental
ways

of

developing

the

projects

in

synch

with

Aboriginal

people’s

values/cultures/aspirations. Can we change the way we approach projects so that
costs by default doesn’t become the prime driver?

To better support the University’s engagement and collaboration with ACCOs, the OLT
Project team issued important and useful documents such as Project Abstracts and Project
Briefing to support faculties and students in their decision process when applying and
selecting for a placement to work on the related projects. These documents provided
information about service learning, details about the specific project including key activities
identified by the communities, timelines for students' placements, and potential
participating faculties.
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Evidence of effective engagement and collaboration between the University and ACCOs can
be found in the reports of students participating in the project following fieldwork
placement in the communities. For example, students participating in the Murdi Paaki
Energy Solutions Project - Phase 1 in Weilmoringle identified the communities' current use
of energy, and proposed related solutions to minimise costs. This is an example of the
project's aim achievement illustrated by the development of collaboration between the
university and the community, and assistance to enhance students' employability by
furthering their understanding of how to work effectively with Aboriginal communities.
The OLT Project aimed to enhance graduates’ employability skills by appropriately preparing
students and monitoring and assessing cultural competence outcomes of their service
learning in ACCOs. It was thus useful that prior to the cultural competence preparation
workshop, a cultural competence evaluation was conducted for both students and staff to
give a better understanding about their cultural competence baseline. Results were
assessed qualitatively and quantitatively. Asking students to do an evaluation of cultural
competence prior to any pre-placement preparation indicates the project team's careful
selection of students participating in the SLIC program, as well as careful preparation for
students before fieldwork trips. The project team delivered a series of workshops prior to
fieldtrips to help participants be well-prepared when working with the communities. The
workshop themes had a focus on cultural competence. As reflected in the University’s
internal review conducted in December 2017, students participating in the SLIC program
considered the workshops and training provided prior to placement both valuable and
adequate.
However, a number of factors that might have adversely affected the project’s achievement
of aims are also identified. First, service learning has not been effectively and adequately
incorporated into the University faculties’ teaching program, and this resulted in the
faculties not being well prepared when undertaking their roles in the SLIC program. This
certainly influenced the degree to which the university engaged and collaborated with
ACCOs in terms of providing service learning for students. According to the meeting minute
of OLT Reference group on 16/2/2016, it was up to the faculties to develop the actual SLIC
program agreements in partnership with communities. Nonetheless, the University's
internal review of the SLIC program conducted in December 2017 (p.3) suggested that
relevant faculties were not well prepared for such roles. Academic staff participating in the
review commented that they experienced the organisation of their participation in the SLIC
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program as somewhat last-minute and lacking in clarity of expectation. Some staff members
recalled that their contribution in the SLIC program was not recognised in School and
Faculty workloads.
Furthermore, the above internal review pointed out one of the weaknesses of the SLIC
program which relates to its organisational home. SLIC program was administered by
professional staff in the Deputy Vice Chancellor Portfolio of Indigenous Strategies and
Services. The fact that the service learning is administered by a unit other than a Faculty,
according the internal review panel, is unusual and counter to the Teaching and Learning
Policy 2015 due to the lack of academic administrative expertise and delegations, including
for the management of assessment and appeals.
Additionally, the University’s partnership with the Aboriginal communities, which is one of
the key aims of the OLT Project, can also be negatively influenced if the community
expectations are not met during the implementation of the SLIC program. As stated in the
program manager's report to the OLT office in September 2018, the project’s partnership
with one of the ACCOs participating in the SLIC program, the GAC, has been uncertain. It is
not clear from the program manager’s report why this happened, however, as reflected in
the University’s internal review conducted in December 2017 (p.5), the GAC were especially
concerned that undergraduate students arriving in the community for service learning were
not what they had been expecting, and the needs of the SLIC program for the GAC were not
yet realised. According to the review, this is possibly because there was insufficient
academic rigour in the student approach, or because the identified projects required
sustained research attention from postgraduate students and/or academic staff.

Summary of achievement of aims
AIM
To support university engagement, collaboration, coordination, teaching and student service
learning with ACCOs
Level of

Fully achieved

Partly achieved 

Not achieved

achievement
Evidence

MOUs between ACCOs and the University, Units of Study (SLIC 2000,3000, 4000,
6000)
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Comment

While the collaboration with one of ACCOs, the Murdi Paaki, is strong, partnership
with another ACCO, the GAC, is uncertain as a result of the organisation’s unmet
expectations when participating in the SLIC program. To build better collaboration
between the University with the communities, therefore, requires clear
understanding from both sides from the beginning about what the SLIC program can
deliver, and what it cannot. Furthermore, the internal review conducted in
December 2017 by the University of Sydney found that for that partnership to work
requires further attentions need to be made on student experience and support,
academic leadership, establishing an academic base, managing expectations, and
programming and continuity.

AIM
To enhance graduates’ employability skills by appropriately preparing students and monitoring
and assessing cultural competence outcomes of their service learning in ACCOs.
Level of

Fully achieved 

Partly achieved

Not achieved

achievement
Evidence

Students’ project reports, cultural competence workshops, cultural competence
evaluation for students

Comment

The University’s internal review conducted in December 2017 suggested that some
academic background in Indigenous studies would be beneficial for students
participating in the program.
Table 5: Summary of achievement of aims

Achievement of deliverables
As noted above, the proposed OLT Project deliverables were:
1. a cross-faculty interdisciplinary model for student service learning programs in ACCOs;
2. a public website from which a suite of resources including manuals, case studies,
simulations, scenarios, research papers, presentations and best practice examples to
enable faculties to embed Aboriginal cultural competency skills-based training in
service learning programs could be accessed;
3. context specific learning units to prepare students to enter service learning within the
Murdi Paaki region and the GAC; and,
4. a comparative analysis of two “business as usual” models and the innovative which
would provide a business case for further development of service learning
relationships between Australian universities and ACCOs.
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The OLT Project issued ACCO deeds of agreements, project briefs, Executive briefing packs,
student placement agreements, engagement protocols, and safety information. The SLIC
program participants (including Project team, the Executive, ACCOs, and students) were
provided with information about service learning, details about the specific interdisciplinary
projects including key activities identified by the communities, timelines for students'
placements, and potential participating faculties.
Four Units of Study (UOS) were developed and are currently listed: SLIC2000, SLIC3000,
SLIC4000, SLIC6000. The UOS provides students with the opportunity to work on an
interdisciplinary project in one of the University's Indigenous Service Learning Hubs.
Students work on real-world projects that have been prioritised and identified by ACCO,
applying their disciplinary expertise and gaining valuable experience in working across
disciplinary boundaries. Students integrate cultural competence learning and meaningful
community service with instruction and reflection through project-based learning. The
learning model includes an initial trip to, and accommodation at the ACCO Service Learning
Hub, project work during semester at the University and a return trip to the ACCO Service
Learning Hub to present the project finding to the ACCO and Service Learning Hub
stakeholders.
These interdisciplinary projects with GAC and MPRA, at the initially planning stage,
consisted of:


MPRA: Aged Care Solutions, Alternative Energy Solutions



GAC: Shared Decisions and Benefits

The OLT Project team delivered a series of workshops prior to fieldtrips to help participants
be well-prepared when working with the communities. Students were placed in the finalised
ACCCO Project activities as planned. Students were provided with clear and specific SLIC
program details regarding their fieldwork trips including itineraries, contact person, safety
guidelines, and the objective of each activity. Participants in the fieldwork were provided
with the Emergency Safety Plan, and the SLIC program supervisors were equipped with
supporting tools such as 2way talk handheld radio, satellite phones and remote location
First Aid kits.
Students reported their findings to the ACCOs and University following fieldwork placement.
This engagement between the university and the ACCOs enhanced students' employability
by further their understanding of how to work effectively with the Aboriginal communities.
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Summary of achievement of deliverables:
DELIVERABLE
1. A cross-faculty interdisciplinary model for student service learning programs in ACCOs.
Level of achievement
Evidence

Fully achieved 

Partly achieved

Not achieved

Deeds of Agreement, Units of Study (UOS), Workbooks, Guidelines

Comment While the SLIC model is effective, an internal review conducted in December 2017 by
the University of Sydney found that further attention needs to be made on student
experience and support, academic leadership, establishing an academic base,
managing expectations, and programming and continuity.
DELIVERABLE
2. A public website from which a suite of resources including manuals, case studies, simulations,
scenarios, research papers, presentations and best practice examples to enable faculties to
embed Aboriginal cultural competency skills-based training in service learning programs could
be accessed.
Level of achievement
Evidence

Fully achieved

Partly achieved 

Not achieved

The development of a website: www.culturallycompetentservicelearning.edu.au.

Comment The website will be completed in 2019. The Project Team is currently interviewing
community, students and University representatives to form a learning resource
around the key issues to do with the model and ethical and appropriate engagement
with ACCO.
DELIVERABLE
3. Context specific learning units to prepare students to enter service learning within the MPRA
region and the GAC.
Level of achievement
Evidence

Fully achieved 

Partly achieved

Not achieved

Units of Study: SLIC2000, 3000, 4000, 6000

Comment Although the UOS were developed and approved, the same internal review
conducted in December 2017 by the University of Sydney found that the coordination of the SLIC program should be embedded within a Faculty/School home,
thereby ensuring that the program is supported, developed and reviewed in
accordance with the policies and procedures governing all other undergraduate units
of study.
DELIVERABLE
4. A comparative analysis of two “business as usual” models and the innovative which would
provide a business case for further development of service learning relationships between
Australian universities and ACCOs
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Level of achievement
Evidence

Fully achieved

Partly achieved 

Not achieved

Participant self-assessment, student evaluation, research data

Comment Although a first round of data was collected, the comparative analysis did not
proceed.
Table 6: Deliverables achievement summary

Monitoring
Monitoring project progress is an on-going process and provides vital information on the
overall performance of the OLT Project. Effective monitoring keeps track of whether the
project is being implemented according to the plan. Techniques for monitoring include
regular updates through project meetings, formal and informal reports, financial status
reports, and progress reports against timelines and milestones. While there were ample
project data that showed acceptable monitoring, no formal monitoring plan and risk
management plan could be located.

Modifications and variations
The OLT Project team had responsibilities for addressing project modifications and
variations. This included changes in project personnel, and adjusting project plans and
milestones. Early in the project, three team members were replaced and a mid-term
internal review resulted in changes. The OLT Project team considered how the modifications
and variations affected project resources and outcomes, and requested budget changes and
an extension to the project. The OLT Project team ensured that the approved modifications
were incorporated in the Project structure and, at the time of writing, plans are in place for
this to occur.

Reviews
While the OLT Project team meetings considered updates and ongoing reviews, the project
also experienced an internal review as a result of senior management changes to the DVCISS. This was beyond the control of the project and affected its implementation resulting in
a delay. The Review Panel found that the SLIC program had contributed during its initial
phase to transformational learning experiences for many students but that there was
substantial room for improvement in two key respects. The first was academic; the SLIC
program was seen as needing stronger academic oversight, a more coherent academic
framework and more effective academic coordination and support. The second area for
improvement was in improving the outcomes for ACCO as partners in the SLIC program.
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These are now in the process of being addressed by the Project. The current status is that
the Project has resumed in terms of working with ACCO to develop the next service learning
interdisciplinary projects and ramping up the logistics of the SLIC program. Student
placements are not scheduled to recommence until first Semester 2019.

Reporting
The COG outlined the reporting requirements for the OLT Project. These are Progress
Reports at six-monthly intervals, a Final Report which includes this evaluation, and an
Acquittal Report. The data shows that two written Progress Reports were made and the
evaluators understand that verbal reports were an acceptable method. The OLT Project
Manager had overall responsibility for coordinating the reports. At the time of writing this
evaluation, the Final Report was in development.

Effectiveness: the extent to which the project implementation contributed to
the achievement of aims and deliverables.
This evaluation considered the effectiveness of the project implementation in the
achievement of deliverables, monitoring, modifications and variations, reviews, reports.
Effectiveness is summarised in terms of the extent to which the project implementation
contributed to the achievement of the OLT Project aims and deliverables (Table 5 & 6), and
activities of monitoring, modifications and variations, reviews, and reports (Table 7). The
evaluation is arrived at by an analysis of the available data i.e. the data that the evaluators
had access to and requested.
IMPLEMENTATION Significantly

Reasonably

Monitoring



Evidence

Slightly

Not at all

Project meetings, formal and informal reports, financial status reports, and
progress reports.

Comment

The Project could have been strengthened through the development of a
formal Monitoring Plan to include a risk management plan.

Modifications &



variations
Evidence

Project reports, minutes of Project meetings, Project plans, Project
milestones

Comment

Modifications and variations were addressed, and Project plans and
timelines adjusted to attend to delays brought about by the internal review.
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Reviews



Evidence

Service Learning In Communities Program Review, DVC (Education)

Comment

Review recommendations are being addressed.

Reporting



Evidence

Two written reports.

Comment

Verbal reports should be recorded or noted.
Table 7: Project implementation effectiveness summary.

5.3 Project lessons
A project’s impact and sustainability should be major principles of any OLT project and
lasting benefit needs to be ensured within the project partner organisations, including the
University and ACCO. This involves capitalising on the lessons learned.

Impact
This evaluation considers the planned OLT Project impact at the completion of the project.
Further research would be required to assess the impact at six months, twelve months and
twenty-four months post-completion. The OLT Project’s Impact Plan includes anticipated
changes at various levels including team members and students.
The OLT Project team listed a number of measures in order to boost the project’s impacts.
Those measures included: (a) the provision of the comparative analysis which will help build
the business case for change; (b) wide dissemination of the project’s findings and the
interdisciplinary model through conference presentations, journal papers, a website that
hosts the project’s different resources, teaching the cultural competence units, organising
workshops and symposiums, and (c) an enhancement of ACCOs’ capacity to provide service
learning.
At the time of writing this evaluation, some measures listed above have been achieved
which contribute significantly to strengthening the project’s impacts, while other practices
are either in progress or unachievable. The OLT Project’s findings and the SLIC program
model have been widely disseminated through both national and international conferences.
In 2017, the project manager – Dr Gabrielle Russell delivered two presentations at the 17th
International Association for Research on Service-Learning and Community Engagement in
Ireland. The presentations were titled ‘Putting cultural competence into service learning’,
and “Knowing Self, knowing others: developing cultural competence for service learning”. In
2018, at the Healing Our Spirits Worldwide – the Eighth Gathering in Sydney, Australia, she
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convened a panel discussion on community engagement and the success of the SLIC
program from the community partners’ perspectives. The panel was titled: “Service Learning
in Communities from the university perspective.” The eight community panellists included
members from one of the ACCOs participating in the project – the Murdi Paaki Regional
Assembly, and other academic staff involved in the project. The project team members,
Professor Juanita Sherwood and Dr Gabrielle Russell also co-delivered a presentation titled
“Partners in learning: community driven service learning in Aboriginal Community
Controlled Organisations” in the same event.
A public website that will provide a suite of resources including manuals, case studies,
simulations, scenarios, research papers, presentations and best practice examples to enable
faculties to embed cultural competence skills based training in service learning programs is
expected to be launched in 2019. A symposium was held in November 2018 on the theme of
culturally competent service learning. In the symposium, different stakeholders in the SLIC
program that include community partners, students and academics spoke about their
experiences of being involved in the SLIC program. The symposium focused on the two key
elements that underpin the SLIC program’s philosophy: ethical engagement with Aboriginal
communities, and preparing students with cultural competence training to support their
skills in cross-cultural engagement. Other targeted measures such as a comparative analysis,
however, was not achieved due to the lack of comparable data. Nonetheless, this is not
likely to significantly affect the program’s impact.

Sustainability
The benefits of the OLT Project are likely to continue reasonably after funding has ceased.
The COG stated that the NCCC will be responsible for supporting and sustaining the project
outputs. The OLT Project team outlined a number of key measures to promote the SLIC
program’s sustainability. The website and resources will be housed and managed by the
NCCC. The unit of study will be developed, evaluated and updated by the SLIC team in the
DVC-ISS in collaboration with ACCOs and relevant faculties. The interdisciplinary
collaborative model for engaging with ACCOs will be evaluated more broadly within the
University and potentially provided to DVC Education for ongoing implementation. At the
time of writing, the development of the website and resources has been in progress. This
website is expected to be launched in 2019. The proposed unit of study has been
developed, and following a postponement in 2018, will be delivered again in 2019.
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Operational and implementation lessons
A project’s success depends on many internal and external factors including a very well
organised project team and effective monitoring of project progress and related
expenditures. This evaluation has identified some lessons applicable to the OLT Project’s
operation and implementation. First, the project’s aims can become more achievable if the
project team and other stakeholders were clear prior to the project’s implementation about
specific issues such as expectations of the community and students when joining a SLIC
program, and whether or not the project can meet such expectations. In the University’s
internal review conducted in 2017, staff and community representatives identified a
challenge in managing community and student expectations and all parties were resolute
that expectations and deliverables need to be agreed ahead of time. In the same internal
review, the GAC, one of the ACCOs participating in the SLIC program, was especially
concerned that undergraduate students arriving in the community for service learning were
not what they had expecting, and the needs of the SLIC program for the GAC were not yet
realised.
Second, the OLT Project team could have considered the development of a formal project
communication strategy to facilitate more effective communication between different
stakeholders in the project. This would allow different stakeholders in the project to
perform their roles robustly and timely. For example, the COG stated that faculties and
ACCOS will be responsible for developing the core discipline specific components of the SLIC
program. This arrangement was also confirmed in the meeting minute of OLT grant team on
14/9/2015: 'It is up to the faculties to develop the actual project agreements in partnership
with communities’ (p.1). However, the University’s internal review conducted in 2017 (p.3)
suggested a lack of effective communication between the OLT Project team and the
faculties, as well as between different faculties participating in the project. According to the
review (p.3), ‘academic staff who participated in the program believed there was a need for
stronger academic co-ordination and greater clarity on contacts for both academic and
pastoral support… Teaching staff also expressed particular concern about the lack of
organisation and focus and reliance on last-minute and reactive problem solving’.
Third, a more formal process of regular agenda and meeting minutes which are filed in a
logical and accessible format would assist in tracking the OLT Project’s progress. Currently,
in the project’s data system, the project’s agenda and meeting minutes are filed in different
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folders under different themes. This has caused some difficulty for evaluators to track how
the OLT Project was developed and progressed.
The University’s internal review conducted in 2017 (p.2) also highlighted a number of issues
that from the implementation of the SLIC program. These SLIC program issues include:


lack of academic direction in terms of the Unit of Study co-ordinator role and
consequential concerns for the academic rigour of the educational experience in the
unit;



lack of Working with Children checks for both staff and students, and the need to
ensure compliance with the University policy and procedures particularly with regards
to placements and community engagement;



insufficient cultural competence induction both at the university and in the
community, including lack of an ethical framework for engagement with communities,
and evaluation of and reflection on program success; and



high delivery costs, including substantial payments to communities, and associated
concerns around sustainability in the medium- to long-term.

6. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The overall purpose of this OLT Project was to develop an interdisciplinary service learning
model that would underpin a suite of innovative resources in support of student
preparation, monitoring and assessment. The core element of the OLT Project is the
collaboration between two ACCOs – the MPRA and the GAC – and the University of Sydney
that aimed at developing service learning opportunities for students through intercultural
and interdisciplinary fieldwork placements. The Project was expected to be beneficial to
both students and the Aboriginal communities by enhancing students’ employability, and
contributing to addressing real world problems within Aboriginal contexts.
The evaluation examined the project’s effectiveness, impact and sustainability by clarifying
its structure, and operations, appraising the implementation of the project, and identifying
measures and lessons. This involved the evaluators reviewing project data generated during
the course of the project in order to assess the project’s aims, outcomes and deliverables.
The OLT Project has provided significant insights and ways forward concerning the
achievement of its overall purpose and aims. As stated in the project’s final report, in terms
of student engagement, between 2016 and 2017, a total of 116 students participated in
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service learning placements across seven site-specific interdisciplinary projects. In line with
the University’s strategic vision, participation in these placements enhanced students’
employability skills through developing their cultural competence capabilities and their
ability to work in interdisciplinary contexts. At the same time, the reciprocal partnerships
between the University and the ACCOs have signified the importance of prioritising ethical
engagement when collaborating with the Aboriginal communities. With ongoing
organisational commitment and transparent communication, these relationships will
continue to make meaningful change into the future. The key challenges now lie in the
University’s efforts to advance the project’s academic rigour. This requires stronger focus to
incorporate service learning into the University’s teaching and learning plans, as well as
finding a suitable organisational home for the SLIC program.
The University’s internal review conducted in 2017 has provided a number of useful
recommendations as below:


that coordination of the Service Learning in Communities program be embedded within a
Faculty/School home, thereby ensuring that the program is supported, developed and
reviewed in accordance with the policies and procedures governing all other
undergraduate units of study;



that the University determine the appropriate form of an academic home for the program
and for Indigenous Knowledge and Culture more generally;



that better use be made of intensive modes, especially the utilisation of Summer and
Winter Schools for the intensive community component of the unit;



that students be sufficiently academically and culturally prepared for work in
communities;



that the community focus for undergraduate students be closer to the Sydney region; and



that the engagement with the GAC be re-oriented to have a stronger and more sustained
research focus in order to meet community expectations.

While in agreement with the above recommendations, this evaluation report also specifies
the following recommendations to strengthen the project’s benefits and impacts:


that the University continues to support and promote service learning units of study;



that a formal monitoring plan and risk management plan be developed;



that clear understanding and agreement with ACCOs are reached prior to the start of
a SLIC program; and
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that a formal communication strategy is developed to facilitate effective collaboration
between different stakeholders in a SLIC program.

The OLT Project team has concluded a substantial and significant amount of work which will
support university engagement, collaboration, coordination, teaching and student service
learning with Aboriginal controlled community organisations, and enhance graduates’
employability skills. Credit for persistence and hard work must be given to the OLT Project
team as they have completed a very difficult task with widely separated ACCOs in an
accomplished manner.
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