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Abstract The Sydney School of Veterinary Science (SSVS), University of Sydney,
recognises the ever-increasing importance of cultural competence (CC) and cultural
capacity in professional and research practice and has been working since 2012 on
the embedding of CC into the pre-veterinary programmes: Bachelor of Veterinary
Biology (BVB) and the Doctor of Veterinary Medicine (DVM). During both their
professional lives and while studying, veterinarians work in culturally and linguis-
tically diverse teams and environments. Cultural perspectives can impact animal
health, welfare and/or research outcomes and also relationships with communities.
It is therefore important to build cultural capacity in graduates and prepare themwith
relevant skills such as the ability to reflect on cultural belief systems and worldviews
present in themselves and in those with whom they interact. To address this, we intro-
duced a broad framework (graduate qualities, learning outcomes and a rubric) that
defines CC beyond the context of cultural and linguistic diversity and includes other
self-defined cultural groups, and incorporates cultural awareness and competency
for working across cultures. We embedded CC vertically into seven units of study
within the pre-veterinary BVB and postgraduate DVMprogrammes. Themajor areas
that were embedded include: Indigenous perceptions and knowledge about animals;
principles of cultural competence; effective communication across cultures; and the
impact of CC on professional practice, animal management and research. This initia-
tive constitutes a crucial milestone for students and outcomes indicate that students
have been inspired to develop core knowledge and skills in this critical area, skills
which they will carry with them when approaching extramural rotations in remote
communities and overseas, as well as in their future veterinary and animal science
careers, including in their places of work. To date, one DVM class has graduated
with an increased awareness of the importance of CC and ways to apply it, and many
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students have expressed that they see the relevance of CC in the curriculum and to
their future careers.

Keywords Cultural competence · Veterinary · Professional practice · Culture ·
Diversity

The Importance of Cultural Competence

There is a growing national and international recognition of the importance of cul-
tural competence and capacity in education, professional practice and community
work and its role in helping to facilitate development of relationships and creation of
opportunities to work collaboratively and respectfully with groups from diverse cul-
tural and linguistic backgrounds including First Nations Peoples (Bradley, Noonan,
Nugent, & Scales, 2008, Universities Australia, 2011a, b). Aligning with this, inter-
national and local veterinary accrediting bodies and associations have recommended
that cultural awareness, cultural competence and diversity competence should be
incorporated as one of the core graduate qualities in veterinary education, and have
developed a competency framework to guide their members in the endeavour to fos-
ter respect, and collaborate with and in culturally and socially diverse groups and
environments to promote animal, human and environmental health and wellbeing
(AVBC, 2016; Hodgson, Pelzer, & Inzana, 2013; Molgaard et al., 2018; NAVMEC,
2011).

The disciplines of health and medicine have developed foundational and best-
practice approaches in cultural competence in professional practice (e.g., CARE,
2009; Goode, Harris Haywood, Wells, & Rhee, 2009; Kodjo, 2009; Kurtz & Adams,
2019; Sobo, 2009; Sobo & Loustaunau, 2010; Trudgen, 2000). This is also the case
in One Health, when veterinarians are working in interdisciplinary environments and
the following factors are also important: the human–animal–environment interface;
understanding global issues; and community development (Kahn, Kaplan, Monath,
& Steele, 2008; Maud, Blum, Short, & Goode, 2012; Zinsstag, Schellingm, Wyssm,
& Mahamatm, 2005).

The 2016 Australian census highlights the richness and diversity of cultural and
social groupswhich are the clients that veterinary studentswill be dealingwith during
their professional practice. Australia is a culturally, demographically and linguisti-
cally diverse country. This poses great challenges and opportunities for veterinarians,
especially when Australia has the highest rate of pet ownership in the world (62%
of households for ~24 million pets) (AMA, 2016). Here we describe and reflect on
a journey we took to assist in servicing of these social realities that started in 2012
when we designed the rationale, learning outcomes, content and pedagogy to embed
cultural competence into the curriculum of the combined Bachelor of Veterinary
Biology (BVB) and Doctor of Veterinary Medicine (DVM) program at the Sydney
School of Veterinary Science (SSVS).
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Defining Cultural Competence in the Context
of the Veterinary Programme at Sydney School
of Veterinary Science

Cultural competence was the major focus of the current work, and it was defined as
a graduate quality for the BVB and DVM programmes as follows: On graduation
students will confidently and competently be able to demonstrate an understanding of
the manner in which culture and belief systems impact delivery of veterinary medical
care while recognising and appropriately addressing biases in themselves, in others
and in the process of delivering their professional practices.

Elements of cultural humility (commitment to self-assessment to manage and
reduce the power imbalances in the practitioner–client interface: Tervalon&Murray-
García, 1998), intercultural competence (capacity toworkproductively andpositively
within professional, working and educational environments of diverse cultures and
perspectives: Gurin, Dey, Hurtado, &Gurin, 2002; Lee et al., 2018) andmulticultural
competence (ability to work with and interact with others who are culturally different
from oneself in meaningful ways: Chun & Evans, 2016; Pope, Reynolds, &Mueller,
2004), were also embedded into pedagogy and curriculum content.

Cultural Competence in the Veterinary Curriculum

Through a consultation process (meetings and workshops) that occurred during the
design phase for the BVB and DVM programmes over two years, including Indige-
nous peoples and centres for cultural competence and benchmarking with other
veterinary schools, we identified some guiding principles for our approach. These
include making learning outcomes evident and assessable across the degree pro-
gramme, focusing on a curriculum that is relevant and linked to the veterinary pro-
fession. Other principles include embedding cultural competence vertically across
the programme in existing units that we thought suitable to presentation of the cur-
riculum content in a way that demonstrates the relevance of the material for the
veterinary profession. Thus, we designed a roadmap of learning outcomes, which
correspond to 24 sessions of face-to-face teaching, tutorials and practicals and var-
ious pieces of independent work across seven units of study. Teaching of cultural
awareness in particular about Indigenous cultures started in the pre-veterinary units
of study while cultural competence and other levels of cultural capacity were further
developed through years 1 to 3 of the DVM, so students were equipped with knowl-
edge, skills and resources to prepare for their intramural and extramural, clinical and
non-clinical, rotations that take place mainly in year 4 of the DVM programme.

We framed and mapped the learning outcomes in a progressive way. Specifically,
we take students through cognitive and affective domains (Bloom, 1956; Krathwohl
& Anderson, 2009; Lynch, Russell, Evans, & Sutterer, 2009; O’Neill & Murphy,
2010) when understanding principles of cultural competence, their application to
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approaching real and simulated case scenarios underlined by reflections on the impact
of the human–animal bond, and unconscious biases on interactions with clients and
communities across cultural settings.

After considering a range of potential pedagogical approaches, we agreed that
using a repertoire of teaching and learning methods would suit the multicultural and
diverse international and local student cohort of the BVB and DVM programmes.
We supported a vision for the teaching of cultural competence so that the skills,
behaviours and values developed in students are considered to go deeper than only
outcomes related to awareness of concepts.

Through diverse pedagogical approaches (Brockbank & McGill, 2007; Gewurtz,
Coman, Dhillon, Jung,&Solomon, 2016; Kapur, 2008; Roselli, 1999; Strijbos&Fis-
cher, 2007; Solomon, 2005; Sugerman, Doherty, & Garvey, 2000), we facilitated and
fostered transformational learning to give students the opportunity to make a major
shift in their perspective on the world, including in relation to areas like gender, race
and class. We also supported students to take a critical perspective on the dominant
culture. We approached curriculum content by following an adapted cultural compe-
tence continuum from cultural awareness, cultural knowledge, cultural sensitivity to
cultural competence (Cross, Bazron, Dennis, & Isaacs, 1989, 2012; Chun & Evans,
2016; Farrelly & Lumby, 2009; Kiefer et al., 2013). We also enhanced understand-
ing about the concept of cultural competence by introducing other dimensions and
elements of cultural capacity such as diversity competence, cultural responsiveness,
cultural humility, intercultural competence andmulticultural competence (Abermann
& Gehrke, 2016; Alvarez, Gilles, Lygo-Baker, & Chun, 2019; Bennet et al., 2004;
Bennett, 2004; Bennett & Bennett, 2004; Brown, Thompson, Vroegindewey, & Pap-
paioanou 2006; Gallardo, Johnson, Parham, &Carter, 2009; Ippolito, 2007; Tervalon
& Murray-García, 1998; Wagner & Brown, 2002) as illustrated (Fig. 6.1).

Fig. 6.1 Curriculum flow and cultural diversity dimensions used to implement the current work in
the BVB and DVM programmes. The spiral denotes the dynamic interactions and movements of
the different stages and dimensions of cultural competence and of cultural capacity
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Highlights of the Implementation

Pre-veterinary Bachelor of Veterinary Biology Units of Study

The units of study topics included use of animals across cultures, non-human kin
relationships in Indigenous cultures, Indigenous practices and knowledges in con-
servation and management of biodiversity, and weather knowledge related to ani-
mals (Green, Billy, & Tapim, 2010; Hart, 2010; Kutay, Mooney, Riley, & Howard-
Wagner, 2012; Moller, Berkes, Lyver, & Kislalioglu, 2004). Various methods were
used including co-teaching with Indigenous knowledge holders and development
of or use of publicly available resources under the guidance of these knowledge
holders. Students had the opportunity to engage with smoking ceremonies, cultural
performances and workshops related to the presence and significance of animals in
Indigenous dance, songs, paintings and storytelling.

Doctor of Veterinary Medicine

Cultural competence was introduced to DVM students as part of a One Health field
trip activity in a local parkland frequented by humans, dogs, horses and wildlife.
Students rotated through five learning stations focussing on: animal health; animal
management; infectious diseases; zoonoses; and the impact of cultural competence
and bias on the profession. This work is further described in Mor et al. (2018).
Subsequently, we engaged students in individual and group reflections on their own
and others’ perceptions of animals and the significance of this when interacting with
clients, with use of pre-recorded talks by people from diverse cultural heritages.
Studentswere engaged in learning principles of culture, cultural diversity and cultural
competence with a particular emphasis on unconscious and conscious biases and
stereotypes and strategies to manage these.

Students were engaged in a class reflection on potential questions about the ben-
efits of veterinarians learning about effective communication in cross-cultural envi-
ronments. The focus was on principles of culturally effective communication across
cultural environments and social groups as well as strategies to deal with tensions
in cross-cultural environments (Adams, 2009; Bonvicini & Keller, 2006; Kodjo,
2009; Kurtz, 2006; Shaw, 2006). Students were also engaged in strategies related to
the practice of active listening, types of questions and communication strategies in
cross-cultural settings.

Teaching was structured to give students the opportunity to work through case
studies based on experiences of practitioners and students during overseas placements
and a space for self-reflection on conscious and unconscious biases and power-
imbalance between practitioner and client, and ways of managing these challenges.
To provide a context for cultural competence, one case study focused on shelter
practice, veterinary euthanasia and cultural influences in Bangkok, Thailand.



68 J. Gongora et al.

Cultural competence was integrated within the topic of Animal Management
Systems. Case studies on animal husbandry and management in rural and remote
Australia and overseas were used to reflect on cultural competence opportunities and
challenges. This included management of a conservation programme, and animal
health in remote Australian Indigenous communities.

The pedagogy and curriculum content was one of the most complex in the
DVM programme. It focused on the relevance and practice of cultural compe-
tence in research practice (Papadopoulos & Lees, 2002; Shalowitz et al., 2009) and
community-based work and included all of the cultural capacity aspects described in
previous units, but developed further. Students were introduced to the general aspects
of the ethical and working guidelines (Queensland Health, 2015; NHMRC, 2018;
RACGP, 2012) and history of dispossession, trauma, sorry business, gender roles,
non-human kinship relationships and ethical guidelines when undertaking research
in Indigenous communities by using the University of Sydney’s Aboriginal Kinship
Module and the Aboriginal Sydney Massive Open Online Courses.

Discussion

We have embedded diverse dimensions of cultural capacity, with an emphasis on
cultural competence and some elements of intercultural competence and cultural
humility, into pedagogy and content in seven units of study across the BVB and
DVM programmes in the SSVS. This vertical integration of principles of theory
and practice into veterinary curriculum addresses some of the recommendations
by the international and local accreditation and association bodies for veterinary
education (AVBC, 2016; Hodgson et al., 2013; Molgaard et al., 2018; NAVMEC,
2011). This work is a practical example of how to develop important non-technical
skills in BVB/DVM students and graduates, so they are in a better position to engage
effectively and respectfully with the global and local context of their professional
practice, including in animal conservation, program management and community
development (Brown et al., 2006; Graham, Turk,McDermott, &Brown, 2013;Kiefer
et al., 2013; Shaw, 2006; Wagner & Brown, 2002).

The approach adopted was to introduce students to fundamental levels related to
awareness which was scaffolded onto more complex levels of cultural competence
and humility. The ultimate aim is to enhance students’ ability to reflect on the impact
of cultural belief systems present in themselves and in those they interact with dur-
ing their professional practice across different cultural environments, diverse social
groups and within intercultural settings. Furthermore, this work provided opportu-
nities for students to increase awareness of the historical context of dispossession,
exclusion, inequity and injustice towards minorities and underrepresented groups
such as Aboriginal peoples, and how this has generated intergenerational trauma
(e.g., Atkinson, 2013; Brice, 2004; Bobba, 2019) that needs to be considered in pro-
fessional practice. This awareness and the incorporation of some Indigenous perspec-
tives as well as the contribution to a better climate and environment that celebrates
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and recognises Indigenous cultures is a first step towards decolonising (Harvey &
Russell-Mundine, 2019) the veterinary curriculum.

The current work has contributed to the implementation of the principles rec-
ommended by Universities Australia (2011a, b) by enhancing the cultural capacity
of veterinary students and developing a more inclusive veterinary curriculum that
celebrates and recognises the contributions and cultures of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples. We consider that this curriculum work is also having a posi-
tive influence in fostering inclusive classroom environments for the retention of and
satisfactory achievement by Indigenous students (Drysdale, Chesters, & Faulkner,
2006; Oliver, Rochecouste, & Grote, 2013). The SSVS has also influenced cultural
change across the University of Sydney as it has been considered one of the best
practice examples for the integration of CC into curriculum. We found that when
the University of Sydney established cultural competence as one of the graduate
qualities for all academic programmes and developed a rubric to assess this, there
was significant alignment of requirements with what we had developed for the BVB
and DVM programmes since 2012.

Conclusions

We have enhanced cultural capacity in veterinary students by integrating cultural
competence vertically into curriculum and developing contextual learning activities
with increasing sophistication to align with students’ interests and to progress them
along the cultural competence continuum. This work has contributed to a trend of
positive change in behaviours and attitudes in veterinary students to give them foun-
dational skills in cultural competence to effectively and respectfully interact within
multicultural and diverse social environments. To achieve this, we have introduced
students to the cultural competence concept, allowing them to identify the challenges
whenworking in cross-cultural environments, develop strategies and then implement
them through repetition, reinforcement and reflection.
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