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This scoping review is the first of three publications that are part of a research project funded by the Queensland Department of Education through their 2021 Horizon Grant funding scheme. This scoping review provides an analysis of contemporary literature that identifies approaches currently being used by educators to successfully engage with culturally and linguistically diverse and Indigenous students, families, and their communities to increase their cultural capabilities. A systemic selection process delivered 21 articles that were included in this Scoping Review. The first four Stages of the study identify and discuss four common areas in which educators can improve cultural capabilities: (i) eldership; (ii) connections; (iii) relationships; (iv) practice. In Stage 5 aspects of these four areas are analyzed in a series of case studies along with an in-depth summary of the literature presented in the scoping review. The literature from this scoping review will inform an engagement strategy that will help improve upon the cultural capabilities of educators working with students in Australian South Sea Islander Communities.

KEYWORDS
scoping review, culturally and linguistically diverse, Australian South Sea Islanders, engagement strategies, education, Critical Race Theory (CRT)


Introduction

Australian South Sea Islanders are people of Pacific Islander ancestry and are descendants of South Sea Islanders brought to Australia in the late 19th Century, primarily as laborers to work in the sugar cane industry. They came from Melanesian countries of Vanuatu, New Caledonia, the Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea. The Australian South Sea Islander community has a unique cultural heritage that is influenced by their islands of origins and their lives in Australia. They have faced discrimination and marginalization since their arrival, despite sustained efforts to recognize and address their historical and ongoing experiences of injustice (Bobongie-Harris and Fatnowna, 2023).

The overarching study is grounded in Critical Race Theory (CRT) and how CRT relates to improving cultural capabilities of teachers. Critical Race Theory is a framework that examines the ways in which race and racism intersect with social, cultural, and economic power structures (Applebaum, 2010; Gillborn and Ladson-Billings, 2010). The emphasis of CRT in education is important to recognizing and challenging systemic racism in educational institutions. Teachers need to be culturally competent and aware of their own biases and assumptions. “Culturally relevant teachers utilize students' culture as a vehicle for learning” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 162). Cultural capabilities of teachers refer to the knowledge, skills, and attitudes necessary for teachers to effectively engage with students from diverse cultural backgrounds (Gay, 2018). Teachers with strong cultural capabilities can recognize and address ways in which racism manifests in educational systems and use this knowledge to create more equitable learning environments.

Critical Race Theory in education highlights the importance of valuing and affirming the cultural identities of students from diverse backgrounds. Teachers with cultural capabilities can

a. recognize and appreciate the diversity of their students and create inclusive learning environments that reflect and celebrate cultural backgrounds and; b. are better able to incorporate diverse perspectives and experiences into their curriculum (Menash, 2021), creating a learning environment the promotes critical thinking, dialogue and understanding across cultural differences (Brown, 2007).

Many educators across the world struggle to build and maintain their cultural capabilities to successfully engage with and teach students from culturally and linguistically diverse and Indigenous backgrounds. Research on Australian South Sea Islanders in the education space is limited. The purpose of this scoping review is to synthesize contemporary worldwide literature that focuses on current approaches used by educators who engage with marginalized groups in their communities to improve cultural responsiveness and capabilities. The review methodology is designed to “scope” the literature to identify common elements in approaches with culturally and linguistically diverse and Indigenous groups across the world. In doing so, it draws strength from the similarities shared by many of these groups internationally. The review will describe approaches to increase cultural capabilities currently being used by educators to successfully engage with marginalized groups in their communities.



Methods

Scoping reviews are designed to clarify key concepts, identify characteristics, and analyse knowledge gaps evident in literature (Munn et al., 2018). This scoping review adopted a scoping review guideline first proposed by Arksey and O'Malley (2005, p. 22) which includes the following five stages: Stage 1: identify the research question; Stage 2: identify relevant studies; Stage 3: study selection; Stage 4: charting the data; and Stage 5: collating, summarizing, and reporting the results. In this review we advance on Arksey and O'Malley's (2005) Stage 5 to contextualize the review results by developing a concise and coherent set of approaches that can be used to produce an engagement strategy and inform a practice guide, that aims to improve upon the cultural capabilities of teachers engaging with Australian South Sea Islander students, families, and communities. That engagement strategy and practice guides are separate documents.

Below we describe in detail the five stages of the methodology followed for this scoping review.

Stage 1: Research Questions:

Research questions are designed to refine the parameters and provide direction for the research (Khoo, 2005) Considerations for questions that related specifically to the Australian South Sea Islander education contexts included defining what is important when improving upon educators' cultural capabilities, and what is similar and different for various minority groups around the world. The following key research questions informed the systematic search strategy for the review:

1. What approaches have been used and proven to be effective in improving the cultural capabilities of educators?

2. What similarities and differences are evident across the approaches identified?

3. To what extent do any of the identified approaches:

- employ teacher engagement and/or connection to Country (place) and community (people) and/or,

- embed cultural content as part of the teaching and learning programs, and how?

Stage 2: Identify Relevant Studies

A systematic search strategy was used to identify the relevant studies. This was conducted through systematic searches of the three most relevant scholarly database platforms: Informit, EBSCOhost, and ProQuest. Google Scholar was also searched to identify gray literature such as relevant government departmental strategy documents. Furthermore, two key education journals were hand-searched to identify papers that may have been missed in database and reference list searches, these were: The Australian Journal of Teacher Education, and the Australian Journal of Indigenous Education. The latter journals were specifically included to ensure a comprehensive capture of possible literature pertaining to the Australian context. The search strategy by database is shown in Table 1.


TABLE 1 Databases and journals searched, and search terms used.
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Database filters were applied to ensure papers were full text accessible, peer-reviewed, written in the English language, and published between the years 2000 and 2020. Search strings for each database were refined in several iterations to ensure these were picking up on the most relevant studies. Searches were further refined to capture terminology used in different countries. In becoming familiar with the countries' use of different terminology to describe teachers, students, minority groups, and engagement strategies, the search was further refined particularly by using the specific name of the minority group. A comprehensive set of keywords from Table 1 was applied in the different databases. Table 2 shows the databases searched, number of records screened, number of titles and abstracts read, the full text read, and included studies. Stage 3 describes the inclusion and exclusion categories for the screened records.


TABLE 2 Screening process.
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Stage 3: Study Selection

The search for studies centered around the cultural capabilities of educators engaging with families and communities. As noted above, studies eligible for inclusion were:

1. Written in the English language,

2. Published between the years 2000 and 2020,

3. Full text accessible,

4. Peer reviewed, and

5. Focused on cultural capabilities of educators (using the search terms listed above).

Studies not eligible for inclusion were:

1. Non-empirical studies, revisions, letters to the editor and editorials,

2. Content of the study not related to school education, and

3. The population not being school age and/or a minority group.

Figure 1 shows the study flow diagram, presenting the result of the search strategy, applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria from beginning to end. The screening was completed by a project research assistant (RA) who discussed study selection throughout the course of the project with the chief investigator (CI). The full texts of studies were read by both the RA and the CI, with uncertainties resolved through discussion until agreement was reached with the CI having the final say. The relevant information was extracted from the papers and analyzed by the CI to inform the review.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Study flow diagram. Adapted from Arksey and O'Malley (2005).


There were 2,685 papers identified from: (i) online database and journal searches (n = 2,384) and (ii) reference lists and manual hand-searches (n = 301). In total, 2,648 papers were excluded after the abstracts were screened because they were non-empirical (for example, revisions, letters to the editor, or editorials). From the titles and abstracts of the remaining papers (n = 37), 16 were excluded because the content of the study was not education related, or the study population did not include school aged students or minority groups. This left a total of 21 studies to be used in the scoping review. The final studies (n = 21) thus all met the inclusion criteria.



Results


Charting the data

There are three core research questions directing this study. The first question: “What approaches have been used and proven to be effective in improving the cultural capabilities of educators?” was the overarching question. The corpus of articles for this review comprised studies where teachers took culturally responsive approaches to engage with communities. Of the 21 studies, four had been conducted in Australia with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. One case study was about a program that was being implemented in New South Wales Schools, two were research-based case studies and one was a literature review.

There were no studies that specifically focused on Australian South Sea Islander students or engaging with their families and communities as studies in this area do not yet exist. The data charting process involved reading and re-reading each of the papers, and manually extracting excerpts of relevant texts, coding the texts and tabulating results. The initial scoping analysis revealed a potential suite of six educator engagement strategies. These included:

1. culturally responsive teaching (CRT),

2. connecting to the community and country (or place),

3. understanding culture and histories of minority groups,

4. a vision of teaching and learning in a diverse society,

5. building relationships,

6. Elder demonstrations and sharing of knowledge in schools.

The second question, “what similarities and differences are evident across the approaches identified?”

Upon further analysis, and mindful of overlaps between the categories, these six strategies were condensed to four as some of the strategies aligned themselves closely with others. Culturally responsive teaching, understanding the culture and histories of marginalized groups and a vision of teaching and learning in a diverse society were three original strategies that became one strategy based on the concept of culturally responsive practice. The four final strategies include: (i) eldership, (ii) connection to place, (iii) relationships, and (iv) practice. Table 3 lists all 21 included studies and identifies the engagement strategies evident in the studies.


TABLE 3 Included studies and engagement strategies identified, by minority group.
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Discussion


Collating, summarizing, and reporting the results

The following discussion summarizes, reports, and interprets the results of the scoping study. It highlights approaches to increasing educators' cultural capabilities that have been successful in communities where minority and marginalized groups exist. The data extracted from each paper is included in the summary of each strategy.



Eldership

Community expertise is delivered in multiple contexts and includes community Elders (Thomas et al., 2020). Inviting Elders and community members into the classroom creates a time not only for children to learn, but also for educators and their own learning (Oskineegish, 2014). Relationships forged between educators and community members are important. Turner et al. (2017) describe how Gumbaynggirr Elders were brought together with teachers in a collaborative effort to create a Bush Tucker Garden. This “Pathway of Knowledge” created a space where teacher knowledge and understanding were strengthened and provided an enriched learning experience for students.

In New Zealand, Tuakana-teina is a system where Elders support and mentor younger people (Hayes and Clode, 2012). These relationships enable educators to learn who is available and willing to come into the schools, as well as the proper protocol for inviting Elders and guests into the school and classroom (Oskineegish, 2014). Where possible, educators should introduce content through a narrative presented by a community elder (Lewthwaite et al., 2014). “Elders are rich sources of knowledge for language and cultural transmission” (Neganegijig and Breunig, 2007, p. 310) and have influence over younger generations. The way in which they communicate with younger people takes on traditional forms and is “lived out in contemporary society” (Oskineegish, 2014, p. 515). Localized experiences, where educators visit significant cultural sites and are given talks by Elders, are a crucial element for building relationships with Elders (Lloyd et al., 2015).

In Canada, much First Nations knowledge, culture and language instruction is often undervalued with more time being spent on Western content. This lack of regard sends the harmful message that the latter is more important. First Nations knowledge is part of the whole student and their relationships with community (Oskineegish, 2014). The participation of Elders and families in teaching culture at school is encouraged (Lloyd et al., 2015). Glynn et al. (2010) speaks about the positive experiences in New Zealand of sharing the teaching role with (Maori) Elders and their extended families or whanau.



Connections

Knowledge holders embody the traditional culture and understandings that involve spiritual, social, environmental, and educational connections to “place”. Australian Aboriginal people have a strong connection to Country which is intrinsic to their being (Turner et al., 2017). There are many lessons to be learnt from Indigenous people across the world and their connection to Country, land, or place. Land-based education allows non-Indigenous educators to incorporate what they know about the values and practices of a community into the learning process (Oskineegish, 2014). Educators must be willing to take students out onto the land (Oskineegish, 2014). Lowe et al. (2019) speak about being an effective educator and establishing a multi-layered connection to kin and Country or place. Context-specific learning is influential when specific to place (Lewthwaite et al., 2014). For example, in New Zealand different iwi (tribes) might have different stories about their connections to Land, to the mountains or harbors depending on their tribal area (Glynn et al., 2010).

Oskineegish (2014), a First Nations educator in Canada, stated: “whenever we try to bring cultural activities into the school it doesn't really work, we have to take the students out into the land and the teacher has to be willing to go to these activities too” (p. 516). Partnerships with community bring a different perspective and cultural knowledge into the school and in turn create a new knowledge set for all (Turner et al., 2017). Similarly, speaking of embedding Lakota history and culture and highlighting Native voices, Stowe (2017) strongly suggests the importance of being mindful of the larger picture of history which includes many perspectives and stories, and not just a western-dominated view.

In many cultures there is a strong emphasis on family and kin (Cholewa et al., 2012). For educators to understand community context, it may require an interdisciplinary approach to engage in rich history and culture (Stowe, 2017; Johnson et al., 2021). Connecting with community may involve home visits, consultations with communities where students reside (Villegas and Lucas, 2002) and participating in community events (Thomas et al., 2020). For students to see their culture reflected in the curriculum helps them better understand their identity and important ways in which their culture has contributed to the curriculum (Milner, 2011). Furthermore, it is important for educators to know other cultures to be able to interact more effectively with their students, families, and communities (Ukpokodu, 2011, p. 450).

In Turner et al.'s (2017) study, content endorsed by Aboriginal Elders provides non-Aboriginal teachers with an understanding and appreciation of local Aboriginal knowledge that flows through to the students in the classroom. A similar effect is felt with the presence of community people in the greater school-wide context in New Zealand via cultural performances and the recognition of Maori language, signage, and community information (Hayes and Clode, 2012). However, Whitinui (2010) warns that there is still a lack of understanding about how teacher discernment of cultural connections improves overall students' wellbeing. Teachers can include localized and contextualized content through modeling and developing culturally and socially rich learning experiences within the classroom (Burgess and Cavanagh, 2015). Connecting to land and place contributes to a deeper understanding of a larger connection to identity, and identity provides a sense of pride and ultimately with a motivation to learn (Oskineegish, 2014).



Relationships

It is important to understand the importance of building and sustaining relationships between educators and students (Milner, 2011; Ukpokodu, 2011). Positive relationships between teachers and students can be formed through both verbal and non-verbal actions. Open communication with students helps teachers gain trust and build close relationships (Johnson et al., 2021). Building relationships involves just being another human being. Students need to be listened to respectfully when they communicate their feelings (Lowe et al., 2019).

Community mentors may serve as cultural ambassadors and provide insight into the values of families within the community (Thomas et al., 2020). Children are more likely to experience racism, stereotyping and low expectations if a school lacks cultural diversity in its representation of staff and curriculum (Demie, 2019). A welcoming environment is synonymous with nurturing qualities that characterize a teacher's relationships with their students (Rattenborg et al., 2019). Celebrating cultural diversity and increasing cultural immersion has a positive impact on building relationships and cross-cultural understanding between students and staff and furthermore enhances relationships with the broader community. A genuine collaboration with community improves achievement (Lloyd et al., 2015). Principals and leaders are important in connecting schools with communities and progressing the development and maintaining of authentic relationships (Burgess and Cavanagh, 2015).

Students from non-dominant groups should be encouraged to build on individual and cultural resources they bring to the school. Respect for students provides a basis for meaningful relationships between educators and students which produces favorable academic results (Villegas and Lucas, 2002).

A simple approach for acknowledging student voices is a strategic goal to success (Hayes and Clode, 2012) which may include the building of trusting and respectful relationships between educators and students (Glynn et al., 2010). This emotional connectedness fosters a sense of attachment and emotional bonding between educators and students (Cholewa et al., 2012), which can lead to improvements in educators' professional practice.



Practice

Culturally responsive teaching should reflect and validate educational experiences that promote student culture and language. This should be reflected and encouraged from leadership and the management and operation of the school but also in the curriculum and the pedagogies used (Lewthwaite et al., 2014). Culturally responsive pedagogy uses cultural knowledge to facilitate the teaching and learning process (Ukpokodu, 2011). There is not one method of developing culturally responsive lessons. There is importance in the engagement and the experiences built through relationships with people and place (Oskineegish, 2014). Cholewa et al. (2012) also recognizes the importance of communication styles and cultural identities of students. Successful schools provide purposeful leadership and high expectations for students and educators. An inclusive curriculum has strong links to the community, the involvement of parents, extensive use of mentors and role models, and a strong commitment to equal opportunities. The engagement of parents and the community is a key strategy to student achievement (Demie and McLean, 2007; Demie, 2019).

Lloyd et al. (2015) encourages a syllabus that is flexible; a curriculum negotiated at the local level for teachers to address their students' knowledge, culture, and interests. Content should provide practical hands-on activities, engagement, and opportunities for student reflection (Lowe et al., 2019; Thomas et al., 2020). For example, the literature reviewed shows that there are several benefits and advantages when integrating different aspects of students' culture into various subjects and across the curriculum. Including Maori knowledge as part of the curriculum can support the learning needs of Maori students (Whitinui, 2010), while Cholewa et al. (2012) describe the importance of utilizing the common aspects of communication styles of African American communities, that include oral storytelling and narratives.

Students should have the opportunities to understand multiple cultural perspectives and not be restricted to a Eurocentric history (Stowe, 2017). Culturally Responsive Teaching promotes discussions that are regularly excluded from the classroom. It allows students to build on their personal cultural strengths and examines the curriculum from multiple perspectives, further building on students' cultural strengths, making the classroom inclusive (Gay, 2002; Villegas and Lucas, 2002). Best cultural practices include the development of resource materials that respond to student and family cultural backgrounds (Lewthwaite et al., 2014; Oskineegish, 2014; Burgess and Cavanagh, 2015).

Teachers who are engaged with their communities have the potential to develop as culturally responsive educators (Thomas et al., 2020). Teachers should reflect on their own view of culture and its role in teaching (Ukpokodu, 2011). Culturally responsive pedagogy presents challenges to mainstream teachers whose teaching practices represent the dominant culture (Glynn et al., 2010). Culturally responsive pedagogy addresses the negative effects that students can experience from not seeing one's history and culture represented in the curriculum. Teachers who see culture as an asset to student success use culturally responsive pedagogy to empower and include their students (Milner, 2011).




Conclusion

Through contemporary research, this scoping review has highlighted empirically supported approaches that are currently being used by educators across the globe to increase their cultural capabilities and successfully engage with culturally and linguistically diverse and Indigenous groups in their communities. The four elements that emerged from the literature; eldership, connections, relationships, and practice, have implications for educators working in the Australian South Sea Islander context. Twenty years ago, the Mackay and District Australian South Sea Islander Association (MADASSIA) received funding to put together a protocols document. The limitations of this document are that it is specific to one community, and not specific to the education context. The literature from the scoping review, supports the information in this document and not only contextualizes it for the Australian South Sea Islander community but for educators as well.

The second part of this Horizon Grant project is to use this scoping review for the development of a separate engagement strategy focusing on potential strategies for educators working in communities with high populations of Australia South Sea Islander students and families. More broadly, the results from this research could potentially be used to assist other culturally and linguistically diverse and Indigenous groups with their engagement strategies between school and home.
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