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INTEGRATED SYSTEMATIC REVIEW ON EDCUATIONAL STRATEGIES THAT 
PROMOTE ACADEMIC SUCCESS AND RESILIENCE IN UNDERGRADAUTE 
INDIGENOUS STUDENTS   
 

Introduction 

Globally, there is little question that education can be transformative towards ‘closing the gap’ agenda 

and improving the socio-economic position of Indigenous peoples (Hossain, Gorman, Williams-

Mozely, & Garvey, 2008; Pechenkina, Kowal, & Paradies, 2011; Rossingh & Dunbar, 2012). The 

negative impact of colonisation on the health and wellbeing of Indigenous peoples around the world is 

indisputable. In countries like Australia, New Zealand (NZ) and Canada, health disparities between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people are well documented (Australian Institute of Health and 

Welfare, 2015; New Zealand Ministry of Health, 2014; Government of British Columbia, 2013). 

Alongside numerous reports of health disparities are recommendations about the essential role 

Indigenous health workers have in the provision of healthcare to their own people. However, in order 

to improve health outcomes and establish parity for Indigenous peoples in leadership roles across all 

health professions, higher education must be seen as a natural pathway. 

 

Despite the myriad of recommendations, education providers continue to struggle to demonstrate 

valuing the world views and perspectives of Indigenous peoples in flexible, responsive and inclusive 

ways (Behrendt, Larkin, Griew, & Kelly, 2012). There is a dearth of evidence around educational 

strategies that address the adverse academic experiences of Indigenous students. The purpose of this 

review is to examine available research on effective educational strategies that support Indigenous 

student success in undergraduate programs in higher education.  

 

Indigenous student success in undergraduate programs  

An analysis of data from the Commonwealth Department of Education (2012) Canadian Government 

(Government of British Columbia, 2013) and the United States of America (USA) (Inglebret & 

Krebill-Prather, 2011) indicates that little has changed over the last decade to address poor Indigenous 

student outcomes. In Australia, for example, there has been little change to participation rates with only 

1.2 % of all commencing higher education students identifying as Indigenous (Commonwealth 

Department of Education, 2013). In New Zealand although participation rates have increased from 

11% to 13% for Māori students and 13% to 16% for Pasifika students, these groups are still under-

represented compared to their non-Indigenous peers (29% versus 54%) (Curtis et al., 2012). 

Furthermore, less than 50% of commencing Indigenous students complete their undergraduate 

programs, compared with 72% for non-Indigenous students (Asmar, Page & Radloff, 2011). 

 

The transition to higher education for Indigenous students can be difficult (Oliver, Rochecouste, 

Anderson, Forrest, & Excell, 2013). Page, DiGregorio and Farrington (1997) found that educational 

strategies that support success had various characteristics. Successful strategies acknowledged 

students’ Indigenous culture; recognised students as novice university learners, prioritised family 

support for students, and encouraged participation in study groups. Research has also found that 
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Indigenous students are more likely to succeed in universities where acknowledgement is given to the 

importance of sharing responsibilities, partnerships, and the establishment of Indigenous education 

support units (IESU’s) (Oliver et al., 2013).  

 

In New Zealand the national government has stated its responsibility to work collaboratively with 

Indigenous communities to effect change (New Zealand Government, 2014). By embedding strategies 

into legislation to improve student outcomes, the State acknowledges the rights of Indigenous people 

and recognises the economic benefits to individuals and society from improved levels of education 

(New Zealand Government, 2014). Such strategies have been making small increases to Indigenous 

student participation levels in higher education but are yet to show marked increases in successful 

completion rates (New Zealand Government, 2014). 

 

Critical framework for this review 

Traditionally, systematic reviews in education use a structured framework to critique interventions, 

measures and tools. For example, Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-

Analysis (PRISMA) (Moher, Liberati, Tetziaff & Altman, 2009) and Critical Appraisal Skills Program 

(CASP) (CASP, 2014) were considered but deemed to not be culturally appropriate for the current 

review.  An alternative framework of analysis was therefore developed and included components of 

Feminism (Harding, 2004), Indigenous (Martin, 2008; Moreton-Robinson, 2013), and Cultural (Bilic, 

2012) Standpoint theories and is titled “Reframed Standpoint Theory” for the purpose of this review.  

 

Reframed Standpoint Theory  

A Standpoint Theory framework allows for flexibility and validation of the participant’s voice (Martin, 

2008). A combination of feminist, Indigenous and cultural standpoints were used to inform the current 

framework. Feminist Standpoint Theory emerged during the 1970s and 1980s from feminist critical 

theory and focused on the connection between the production of knowledge and practices of power 

(Harding 2004). It was also presented as a mechanism towards empowerment of oppressed groups, 

valuing their experiences and legitimising difference (Harding, 2004). More recently Indigenous 

researchers have begun to develop a Standpoint Theory that reflects their Indigenous cultures 

(Moreton-Robinson, 2000; Martin, 2008). Moreton-Robinson (2000) in her early discourse represented 

an Indigenous standpoint of Australian feminism, giving voice to Indigenous women, challenging the 

dominance of ‘whiteness’ and exposing this as a position of power and privilege. Both Martin (2008) 

and Morton–Robinson (2013) present a paradigm towards cultural safety by using the concepts of 

ontology (ways of being) epistemology (ways of knowing) and axiology (ways of doing).  

 

As two of the authors are non-Indigenous researchers, consideration of these elements was deemed to 

be an important process in critiquing the studies in this review. The paradigm of Cultural Safety had its 

beginnings from a colonial context in response to the poor health of Māori people in New Zealand. 

Cultural safety places an obligation on the practitioner (such as a nurse, midwife, or educator) to 

provide care whilst recognising and respecting difference. The Cultural Safety paradigm also addresses 
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power relationships between provider and user of the service. The person receiving the ‘care’ 

determines the extent to which they feel safe (Papps & Ramsden, 1996). With cultural safety in mind 

the non-indigenous authors aimed to conduct a culturally safe integrative systematic review of the 

literature, whilst acknowledging their place of privilege and power and as outsiders trying to look in. 

 

From a Cultural Safety paradigm perspective, Standpoint Theory is an appropriate framework from 

which to consider issues that stem from the tension between the dominant higher educational culture 

and Indigenous or First Nations students. The application of feminist, Indigenous and cultural 

standpoints allow for an interpretive flexibility when reviewing the literature while giving voice to 

participants from the included studies. Bilic (2012) used a Standpoint Theory as a framework for her 

research into the tensions between women’s and cultural rights. Six elements of Standpoint Theory 

were used to scrutinise this issue; strong objectivity, double consciousness, heterogeneous women’s 

experience, representation of other, reflexivity, and navigating outsider/ inside status within research. 

In the current review, these six elements have been integrated under the headings of: ‘ways of being’ 

including representation of other, ‘ways of knowing’ including heterogeneous women’s experience and 

‘ways of doing’ including strong objectivity, double consciousness, reflexivity and navigating 

outsider/insider to critique the included papers (Martin, 2008; Morton-Robinson, 2013).  

 

Search Procedure 

A search of four databases: Scopus, ProQuest, Informit and Web of Science was conducted between 

October 2014 to January 2015.  A search of Google Scholar was also undertaken to locate any other 

relevant material from conference reports, government reports and other significant documents. 

Reference lists of all retrieved articles were scanned manually. The search was limited to English 

language and studies published from 1995 to 2015.  

 

The inclusion criteria were: peer reviewed research articles from scholarly journals that referenced 

Indigenous, Aboriginal, First Nation or Māori students. The most commonly used term in research with 

‘First Peoples’ is Indigenous. It is with the utmost respect that this term is used in this review whilst 

acknowledging that Indigenous people in different countries have their own preferred identity, for 

example, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders in Australia, Māori in New Zealand, and First Nations 

in Canada. 

 

The search terms were used individually and in combination (including and/or) and applied to the title, 

abstract and body of all works. The search was conducted sequentially using the data base search 

engines and combinations of key search terms. These results are presented in Table 1 (search results).  

After applying all search terms sequentially 156 articles were located across all four databases; a filter 

was applied to remove any that did not focus on higher education. This final search revealed 24 

research papers and 11 Government reports which were saved into a standard software tool for 

managing citations and references (Endnote X7). Government reports were used for reference purposes 

only. The remaining articles were evaluated to assess relevance according to the search criteria and 
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reveal duplication. Fifteen articles were excluded during this process. Reference lists were scanned and 

a further three papers were retrieved, and a manual search resulted in four more papers. 

 

Results 

The results are presented according to elements of the Reframed Standpoint Theory in regard to ‘ways 

of being’ ‘ways of knowing’ and ‘ways of doing’.  A total of 16 research papers met the inclusion 

criteria and are presented in Table 2.  Included papers were summarised under the following headings 

of author/year/country, research design, education approach/strategy, tools/measures, ways of being, 

ways of knowing, ways of doing, implications for nursing and midwifery education and limitations. 

 

Research design  

A qualitative research design was used in 11 of the 16 research papers (Adams et al., 2005; Plater, 

2013; Oloo, 2007; Usher, Lindsay, Miller & Miller, 2005; Kippen, Ward & Warren, 2006; Digregorio, 

Farrington & Page, 2000; West, Usher, Foster & Stewart, 2014; Bingham, Bearchief Adolpho, Jackson, 

Alexitch, 2014; Day & Nolde, 2009; Hall, Rata & Adds, 2013; Craven & Dillon 2013), four were 

mixed methods (West, Usher, Buetther, Foster & Stewart, 2013; Asmar et al., 2011; Oliver et al., 2013; 

Bennett et al., 2002), and a quantitative research method was used in one study (Pechenkina, Kowal & 

Paradies, 2011).  

 

Ways of Being 

For the purposes of this review, sample characteristics were included under ‘ways of being’, which 

acknowledges the cultural diversity of participants across the included papers. Eleven studies were 

undertaken in Australia (Adams et al., 2005; Plater, 2013; Usher et al., 2005; Kippen et al., 2006; 

Digregorio et al., 2000; West et al., 2014; Day et al., 2009; Craven & Dillon, 2013; West et al., 2013; 

Oliver et al., 2013; Pechenkina et al., 2011), with two studies from Canada (Oloo, 2007; Bingham et 

al., 2014) and two from New Zealand (Hall et al. 2013; & Bennett et al., 2002).  One of the Canadian 

studies recruited participants across the south west of the United States of America (Bingham et al., 

2014) and another study recruited participants from the Australasian region (Asmar et al., 2011). 

 

Indigenous students were either surveyed or interviewed as individuals or in focus groups. Different 

demographic data were collected. The Indigenous voice is heard in 14 of the included research papers 

and involved Indigenous students, stakeholders, Indigenous community leaders and Indigenous staff 

members. Indigenous students revealed that having positive relationships with faculty contributed to 

their sense of satisfaction with their program of study and enabled them to more successfully navigate 

through their academic experience.  

 

The number of included university sites ranged from 4 to 40. Two studies also included non-

Indigenous participants (Oloo, 2007; West et al., 2014). The gender of participants was reported in five 

papers (Bennett et al 2002; Bingham et al., 2014; Hall et al 2013; Oloo 2007; West et al 2014). These 

studies all reflected a similar ratio of female to male Indigenous students as reported in the Australasian 
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survey of student engagement (Asmar Page & Radcliff 2011). Compared to their non-Indigenous 

counterparts, Indigenous students were more likely to be predominantly female (Asmar Page & 

Radcliff 2011).  Furthermore, most participants acknowledged being ‘first in family’ to attend a facility 

of higher education. An exception was the study by Day et al (2009) who reported that nine out of the 

12 participants interviewed were second-generation university students.  

 

Representation of other 

Representation of ‘other’ acknowledges different worldviews and affirms the importance of cultural 

support. Representation of other validates participants’ experiences in their own words and different 

cultural ways of being are acknowledged and validated (Bilic, 2012). This was evident in a number of 

papers and was often demonstrated by the inclusion of Aboriginal community members or elder 

representation on the research team (Adams et al. 2005; Kippen et al. 2006; DiGregorio et al. 2000; 

Oliver et al. 2013; Hall et al. 2013). Conversely, the notion of being ‘culturally different’ was also 

described as a negative by participants. Cultural difference was described as ‘being treated differently’, 

being seen as different, experiencing racism, and compared in undesirable ways to non-Indigenous 

students (Hall et al. 2013; Bennett, 2002; West et al. 2014; Usher et al. 2005; DiGregorio et al. 2000).  

 

The importance of family and connection to community were noted as crucial to the success of 

Indigenous students (Kippen et al. 2006; Usher et al., 2005; West et al. 2013; Day et al. 2009; Bingham 

et al. 2014). Most authors also confirmed the importance of cultural, financial & academic support 

students gained from IESU’s. The existence of these units was associated with improved student 

success, retention and engagement if an adequate level of support was received (Oliver et al., 2013; 

Pechenkina et al., 2011, West et al., 2014; Day & Nolde, 2009).  

 

Ways of Knowing 

Shared knowledge and common experiences inform ways of knowing. An oppressed group share the 

experience of problems faced when living outside the dominant culture (Bilic, 2012).  From a positive 

perspective, ways of knowing enables Indigenous people to represent themselves and be acknowledged 

as different (Moreton-Robinson, 2013, Martin, 2008). The provision of culturally safe teaching 

approaches and learning spaces are examples of strategies that recognise ways of knowing. 

Additionally, Standpoint Theory acknowledges that an oppressed person may have a distinct viewpoint 

that is privileged because she/he has heightened insights. Participants in most of the included studies 

described the importance of inclusion, valuing Indigenous content and knowledge in curricula, and 

presenting the truth about history and impact of colonisation. A clear, respectful presence of 

Indigenous culture throughout their time at university was seen as protective of Indigenous student 

success. Conversely, participants in a number of papers described being surprised and offended about 

lack of respect for Indigenous culture and knowledge in courses (Digregorio et al. 2000; Oloo 2007; 

Kippen et al. 2006; Usher et al. 2005; Oliver et al. 2013).  

 

Heterogeneous experience 
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Heterogeneous experience acknowledges that knowledge ‘starts from participants’ lives’ (Bilic, 2012) 

and recognises the responsibility of higher education institutions in creating a welcoming environment. 

In order to gain an Indigenous student standpoint, 12 studies interviewed participants. The motivation 

of many participants to enrol in higher education programs came from the influence of their 

communities, being first in family to attend University, and potential for financial security through 

increased earnings from a professional career. A strong motivation to succeed in order to ‘make a 

difference’ and better themselves were also described (Adams et al. 2005; Usher et al. 2005; Asmar et 

al. 2011; Hall et al. 2013). Bennett (2002) described the importance of building links between 

westernised education and Māori heritage that would foster cultural security. Similarly, Hall et al., 

(2013) acknowledged the importance of teaching students how to learn in a different cultural 

environment. West et al (2011) further recommended strategies (such as peer mentoring and building 

secure relationships) to ensure Indigenous students utilised all possible support mechanisms available 

across the university as well as those provided by IESU’s. 

 

Ways of Doing 

Ways of doing are informed by being and knowing. By listening, hearing and observing, a researcher 

can become cognisant of the knowledges and experiences of participants, and can reflect on what they 

have been told and why it is important (Moreton-Robinson, 2013). Research that starts from the 

‘everyday life’ of participants or the oppressed group will lead to knowledge claims that are less partial 

and distorted than those of the dominant group, this perspective was described by Harding (2004) and 

Bilic (2012) as strong objectivity. 

 

Strong objectivity 

Methodologies that collected data by interviews with Indigenous students about their experiences in 

higher education often used purposive sampling approaches. Interviews were used in 12 of the included 

studies. DiGregorio et al., (2000) inductively analysed interview data and checked with participants to 

confirm the ‘correctness’ of the analysis. Similarly, the environment and place of interviews were 

considered important (Usher et al. 2005; Bingham et al., 2014). Plater (2013) stated that her 

professional knowledge of teaching Indigenous students in academia enriched her understanding of the 

data. Oliver et al. (2013) used a mixed methods approach and triangulated responses to an online 

survey with interview data to increase the richness of findings.  West et al., (2011) also used a mixed 

methods approach as well as a secondary analysis of student interviews using narrative analysis to 

enhance objectivity. 

 

Reflexivity 

Reflexivity helps researchers to see participants’ knowledge as empowering (Bilic 2012). Non-

Indigenous researchers face challenges when exploring the experiences of Indigenous students.  

Reflexivity from Standpoint Theory acknowledges that one’s own knowledge and experiences are 

partial and situated (Bilic, 2012). Reflexivity can also be conceptualised as the researcher being 

cultural respectful and safely manage the knowledge gained from participants. Only one researcher 



 7 

positioned herself as an Aboriginal woman (West et al. 2014). In a number of included studies, 

reference was made to the importance of Indigenous community input in the research process (Adams 

et al., 2005; DiGregorio, Farrington & Page, 2000; Kippen et al., 2006; Oliver et al., 2013). In another 

research paper, the reflexive process involved a female member of the research team interviewing 

female college students from culturally diverse backgrounds (Bingham et al., 2014).  

 

Strategies to enhance trustworthiness of the data analysis included integrating the researchers’ 

experience with data analysis (Day et al. 2009), writing down their impressions of interviews and 

reflecting critically on their reactions to participants’ stories (Plater 2013), crosschecking between team 

members (Usher et al. 2005), inductive thematic analysis (Hall et al. 2013), and using the university 

database as a cross-reference for data collected from participants (Bennett, 2002).  

 

Double consciousness 

Double consciousness is described by Hook (2004) as a way of ‘looking from the outside in and from 

the inside out’ and has the potential to affect societal change for the better. The Standpoint Theory 

framework also includes the notion of ‘double consciousness’ which is the heightened awareness of 

one’s own life and life of the dominant group. For example, some authors reported that many 

participants described the necessity of being well versed in their own Indigenous culture as well as that 

of the dominant culture (Bingham et al, 2014; Oliver et al, 2013).  

 

It is important to see the standpoint of participants in order to understand the impact of the dominant 

culture in higher education (Usher, et al., 2005). This standpoint was described in a number of studies 

as ‘vulnerability’, a tension between the person’s own cultural experience, and the novelty of the 

learning environment. Some Indigenous participants valued smaller teaching spaces and extra 

academic support (Kippen et al., 2006; Asmar et al. 2011; Bennett 2002).  A number of researchers 

commented that new policies, institutional structural change, and commitment to social equity would 

help support Indigenous student success (Kippen et al., 2006; Oliver et al., 2013; West et al., 2014). 

 

Navigating outsider/insider 

Notions of insider/outsider include the role of the researcher as an outsider looking into a worldview of 

the participant, how this is managed, and consideration of issues from the standpoint of the oppressed 

group. Bilic (2012) described the outsider/insider standpoint as positioning herself as the researcher, 

while simultaneously being an outsider from the oppressed group she was researching. From the 

participant perspective, Indigenous students noted that academics lacked an understanding from their 

worldview, which sometimes created barriers to learning (Usher et al., 2005). Academics who had a 

conscious awareness of their position were able to facilitate a more culturally safe learning 

environment and promote student success (Usher et al., 2005). 

 

In a number of studies, participants described their concerns about a perceived lack of knowledge about 

‘things Indigenous’, perceived disinterest and aloofness of academic faculty, and failure to recognise 
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the importance of cultural needs (Oloo 2007; Kippen et al. 2006; Usher et al. 2005; Oliver et al. 2013; 

West et al. 2014; Hall et al. 2013). Conversely Asmar et al., (2011) found that Indigenous students 

reported positive interactions with faculty.  

 

Discussion 

This review aimed to evaluate interventions to improve Indigenous student success and resilience from 

a Reframed Standpoint Theory perspective. Much of the literature to date describes issues and 

identifies strategies, however, studies that test the efficacy of these interventions were rare. 

Multifaceted, multi-layered support was found to be crucial for Indigenous student success but there 

was little evidence of integration of support strategies throughout the student journey. This discussion 

links components of the Reframed Standpoint Theory with the identified elements of success.  These 

include cultural, academic and financial support, as well as the relevant principles of respect, 

relationships, and responsibility for Indigenous student success.  

 

Cultural Support 

Indigenous students need support from multiple sources and organisations such as other Indigenous 

students, their family, and communities, as well as schools, faculties, universities and professional 

bodies.  For many Indigenous students’ relationships and connectedness are foundational to their 

culture. Acknowledging Indigenous students’ knowledge as a heterogeneous experience recognises 

diversity as well as the strong influence and importance of community. This review found that support 

from family, community and other students/peers was pivotal to student success.  

 

Cultural support was found to be best placed inside IESU’s with links to schools and faculties. This 

finding is reinforced in a number of government reports that made commentary about the important 

influence of IESU’s. Students reported a number of positive benefits from the IESU’s however the 

specific elements that lead to success remain largely unknown. Representation of ‘other’ could offer 

insight into the success of IESU’s for Indigenous students by offering a different representation of the 

university world that meets their specific needs. The level of support offered by IESU’s ranged from 

cultural, emotional and counselling support especially when coping with racism.  

 

Given the diverse overwhelming needs reported by participants across all studies, it is imperative that 

IESU’s are well resourced, tailored to meet the unique needs of Indigenous students, and can provide a 

holistic approach to support. Successful IESU’s require commitment from universities at all levels as 

well as guidance from members of the relevant Indigenous communities. Clear guidelines and strong 

partnerships with individual schools, academics and university wide are paramount (West et al, 2011). 

With these aspects in mind, and through the lens of double consciousness (looking from the outside in 

and inside out) IESU’s in a partnership model with schools and faculties need the resources and have 

the capacity to be involved in recruitment and enrolment of students; assessment and support of “at 

risk” students, and the ability to provide mentoring and positive role models.  
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Financial Support  

Practical support primarily needs to address financial demands of students’ academic, literacy, travel, 

and living costs. Financial hardship had a significant impact on Indigenous students’ ability to continue 

in their program of study, most researchers recommended support in the form of scholarships, 

especially to assist with the purchase of books, computers and travel when away from home. The 

financial burden was also described as having a cultural component in that often students were working 

part time while studying in order to help support their family back home. Financial hardship also had a 

gender component (a way of being), as statistically more Indigenous students in higher education are 

female and are more likely to have carer and cultural responsibilities (a way of doing) including 

providing financial support to others. Authors debated the source of financial support across studies 

and recommendations included the need for financial support from government, universities, 

Indigenous communities and philanthropic sources.  

 

Academic Support 

Practical support to address the academic needs of Indigenous students was often mentioned. 

Indigenous students tend to be ‘first in family’ to attend universities (way of being & heterogeneous 

experience). They often come into higher education through alternative pathways and do not have the 

same insights and academic preparation as non-Indigenous students (navigating outsider/insider). 

Indigenous students expressed feeling unfamiliar with university systems and often did not understand 

the prescriptive academic writing styles required in all academic departments (double consciousness). 

In Australia universities have received funding from the Federal Government to provide individual 

tutorial support to Indigenous students, however, in recent years funding cuts by successive 

governments have limited these services (Holland, 2015).  

 

Respect  

Issues related to respect were conceptualised as cultural respect,  safety, and racism. Indigenous 

students reported wanting their culture honoured and preserved.  Indigenous students wanted to feel 

culturally safe and not be exposed to racism. It is important to take these complex issues into 

consideration for Indigenous students’ success in higher education. Academics, administration staff 

and peers have significant impact on Indigenous students’ safe journey through their educational 

experience. Offering on-going professional development for academic staff may assist in consciousness 

raising the worldview of the student and their ‘outsider’ position.  

 

A clear respectful presence of Indigenous culture throughout the university and in academic programs 

was seen as protective of resilience in Indigenous students. Programs such as ‘Strengthening of 

Cultural Identity’ have been used as a primary prevention strategy against poor academic achievement 

in Māori students in New Zealand/ Aotearoa (Bennett, 2002).  

 

Culturally appropriate contributions by academics can also make a difference. It is equally important 

that academics are well supported, and any issues associated with a lack of cultural awareness are 
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addressed promptly. West et al., (2013) concluded that faculty who are respectful and acknowledge 

Indigenous culture have the potential to significantly influence successful outcomes for Indigenous 

students. If academics are reflexive they are able to see how empowering Indigenous student 

knowledge can make a difference in the classroom and in the eyes of other students. 

 

Many of the studies reviewed reported on culturally unsafe teaching practices and Indigenous students’ 

perceptions of being treated differently in adverse ways. Some Indigenous students experienced and 

reported racism from academics and other students (representation of other). Everyone has a 

responsibility to ensure and contribute to an educational environment that is built on cultural respect 

and safety. Transformative teaching methods will increase Indigenous students’ resilience when 

dealing with these challenging situations. Additionally, academics in health programs have a duty of 

care in the provision of culturally safe clinical practice experiences for students. There is a lack of 

research examining Indigenous students’ experiences in the clinical practice area. Given approximately 

50 percent of health program content involves clinical practice, awareness of students’ experience in 

this context is essential to their academic success. 

 

Relationships 

Indigenous students expressed satisfaction about their education when they had positive relationships 

with academics and other students. West (2011) identified that Indigenous students require a different 

sort of relationship with academics. When faculty are sensitive to students’ needs, students are more 

likely to successfully navigate their way through the system. Many Indigenous students reported 

experiences of a one–way, didactic educational process that did not meet their needs. Indigenous 

students are more engaged with their learning when interactions with teachers are flexible and less 

traditional. They want academic staff to honour and recognise the importance of family issues and 

commitments and have a flexible approach to support these values (way of being & way of knowing). 

Indigenous students endorse blended approaches to delivery of programs, as these approaches enable 

them to attend their studies from their home communities. Offering teaching in short intensive blocks 

of time can also enable Indigenous students to integrate their learning with work and family 

commitments. Nursing and midwifery degrees in New Zealand, Canada and Australia are increasingly 

being offered in flexible ways. 

 

Responsibility  

Higher education institutions have a responsibility to Indigenous students in creating a welcoming 

environment that honours and celebrates their culture. In a number of included papers, Indigenous 

students described the notion of having to live or try to negotiate living in ‘two-worlds’. Universities 

have a responsibility to offer Indigenous students a seamless admission process, academic support and 

systems that enable progress and completion of programs. Indigenous students bring a richness to the 

higher education environment that needs to be acknowledged and valued. Findings from the standpoint 

element of double consciousness should prompt higher education facilities to recognise the impact of 

the dominant culture and have a heightened awareness of how this new environment can be 
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challenging for Indigenous students. Policy guidelines also need to be actioned and resourced 

appropriately. Universities also need to build strong partnerships with professional bodies and industry 

partners as part of their responsibility to Indigenous students. Universities could offer education that 

respects Indigenous students for who they are and what is applicable to their worldview.  

 

Implications for Nursing and Midwifery Education 

Evidence from this review indicates that nursing and midwifery education in countries with Indigenous 

populations are yet to offer programs that are culturally safe for Indigenous students. A culturally safe 

nursing or midwifery program would embed Indigenous knowledge and pedagogy in courses as well as 

offer Indigenous specific courses that expose students to the impact of colonisation on the health and 

wellbeing of Indigenous peoples.  Nursing and midwifery education must provide culturally safe 

learning environments for Indigenous students in both the academic learning space and in clinical 

practice. Across the studies reviewed students spoke of unsafe environments where racism was a 

common experience. Schools of nursing and midwifery education need to adopt policies, guidelines 

and actions that provide cultural safety training for academics, clinicians and other students, so that 

Indigenous students feel valued and feel connected to their chosen profession. Furthermore, schools 

and universities have a role to play in connecting students to their respective nursing and midwifery 

professional bodies. The role of professional groups needs to be visible to students in their transition 

from student to beginning practitioner, and as part of their future career. Similarly, competencies and 

standards for practice need to value a diverse, culturally safe and competent workforce.  

 

Limitations 

There are limitations associated with this integrative review. The first author comes from a position of 

cultural responsiveness and has been influenced by cultural knowledge and experience of biculturalism 

gained from being born, raised and working within the midwifery profession in New Zealand where 

cultural respect and competence forms part of everyday working life. The review team were all female 

and included an Australian Aboriginal woman and these combined perspectives may have affected the 

conclusions of the review, hopefully in positive ways. 

 

The review only accessed papers published in English and some work outside of non-English speaking 

countries may not be published. There is some likelihood that not all appropriate studies were located if 

they were not presented in indexed journals. The qualitative nature of the majority of included papers 

meant that some databases were less effective in the search. For example, Web of Science has a 

predominance of quantitative studies in journals with an impact factor. A number of Government 

reports were used as reference material from Australia and New Zealand; however, access to 

Government reports from other countries could not be easily obtained, limiting the generalisability of 

results. 

 

Conclusions 
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This integrative literature review critiqued studies by using a framework that acknowledged differences 

within the research process and enabled new insights about the success and resilience of Indigenous 

students in undergraduate nursing and midwifery programs in higher education. Although a number of 

factors appear to impact of the success of Indigenous students the most crucial factor is one of support. 

Support for Indigenous students’ needs to be multi-layered and multi-faceted. Indigenous students are 

more successful when they have the support of their communities and families and their ‘way of being, 

knowing & doing’ is acknowledged as a right and equity issue. As evidenced in the literature students 

attending universities with IESU’s are more likely to report receiving mentorship and have positive 

relationships with ‘others’, as well as strong cultural, and academic support. Furthermore, Indigenous 

students who are financially resourced do better. Indigenous students want their culture visible to them, 

within curricula and within the policies and guidelines of the institution. They want to be valued, feel 

culturally safe in the learning environment and be able to navigate the ‘two worlds’ in a restorative 

manner.  

 

In conclusion further research is required that examines interventions that measure success for 

undergraduate Indigenous students. Higher education institutions need to take a conscious and 

deliberate approach to the challenge of incorporating multi-dimensional support of Indigenous students 

and make a commitment to acknowledge and incorporate Indigenous knowledges and cultures into 

curricula. Higher education institutions need to support the provision of professional development for 

staff in cultural safety programs. Improving the academic success and resilience of Indigenous students 

in higher education has the potential to be transformative for Indigenous students as well as other 

students and ultimately impact on health care practices and outcomes for the community.   
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