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and to New Canaan Village left participants wrestling with the idea of how those who have so 

little be perceived as being so happy: 

You see everyone so happy yet living in such poor conditions. I then reflected on my 

own life. I was getting upset because they were so happy and there was so much love 

and we just don’t have that back home. (PS10) 

After the visit to New Canaan Village, reflections included the factors that lead to happiness, as 

captured in the following: 

I have really started to question my own happiness. You walk through the camp and 

you can just feel the happiness, it really highlights how materialistic we are. It doesn’t 

matter what physical items we have it is the connections that you make that essentially 

make you. (PS12) 

Perhaps these views reflect a naïve understanding of happiness, confusing it as being a 

lasting trait, rather than a fleeting, changeable state? What did become clear from journal 

entries was that whatever participants’ frame of reference was, happiness was not something 

found in material possessions. The above quotation reflects an understanding that happiness, 

rather than being found in material possessions, is attained through human connection. The 

idea of human connection and the value of relationships as a measure of happiness was also 

articulated by PS3: 

I’ve contemplated and thought about people having the bare minimum. I struggle with 

what the bare minimum is, what is the bare minimum, when we have so much? I feel 

that they have so much, that we don’t have. Their sense of community and 

independence and their sense of connection is something we miss back home. (PS3) 

The visits to both the Giotto dump slum and New Canaan Village caused participants to 

grapple with economic and social dissonance. This dissonance was predominantly articulated 

through an expression of feelings. Feelings that initially centred on notions of guilt and shame. 

Written reflections and the opportunity to verbally express and process their thoughts and 
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emotions allowed for a more philosophical perspective to emerge. This perspective was 

enhanced through a cultural contextualisation provided by three Kenyan nationals and centred 

on the concepts of gratitude and happiness. The following quotation, captured in the 

researcher’s fieldnotes, articulates in very real terms this change in perspective: 

We all need to be students of life. We need to ensure everyone knows they have the 

right to be happy. When you start smiling, others smile; when you are peaceful, others 

are peaceful and this is how you change the world. (researcher fieldnotes) 

Relationships Build Community and Foster Positive Connections 

The placement of participants with homestay families was another key facet of this 

immersion program and was reflected upon in journal entries. The benefits of staying with 

local families included the opportunity for participants to build cultural understanding and 

form relationships with members of their host family. Whether through the sharing of stories 

over meals or by spending time with the family on the weekends, homestay accommodation 

fostered the development of relationships: 

We stayed in the houses throughout our time there and I think without that it wouldn’t 

have been the same trip because you did get to know the community that you were 

staying in. The family that you stayed with gave you their personal stories and just 

walking through the town to get home you got to see different things, meet different 

people. Everyone was so welcoming and they are so accepting and happy and willing to 

share their stories. (PS6) 

The experience of being warmly welcomed into their homestay family and, by its association, 

into the community, highlighted for many participants the degree of connection they were able 

to make with members of the local community: 

We lived quite close to the camp where my homestay was, we actually backed on to the 

camp. Every morning and afternoon we would walk passed local children, children who 

didn’t even attend the school, families every morning waved, say ‘jambo’ or ‘hello’, 
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just stopping to have a conversation, even just stopping on the side of the road to buy 

bananas and fruit from one of the local ladies, it was just taking any opportunity you 

could to get to know people and see what their story was and how they were connected 

to each other. (PS15) 

The sense of community connection participants experienced within the community 

was again highlighted during their visit to New Canaan Village. Here, participants were 

introduced to and welcomed by the village elder, Joseph. After the official welcome, 

participants were able to spend time walking through the village, many being invited to visit 

the homes of children who were in their classes at Aberdare Ranges Primary School. As with 

the dump slum, participants reflected on the contrast in values between what they were seeing 

and experiencing compared to their lives back home: 

I was a bit taken aback by the welcoming nature of people. It didn’t really change 

whether they were in town or at the rubbish dump or at the village, they are just good 

natured people and you could see that shining through. Just real people, no egos, no 

nothing, they were just living, it was pretty good to meet such people. (PS10) 

Beyond community connections, at the familial level, participants noticed the depth of 

the connection that existed between people: ‘I think one thing that has really stuck out for me 

has been the sense of community and belonging with the people here’ (PS7). In noticing this 

connection, participants made comparisons with their own cultural frame of reference: 

The local community was really special. I was in the car with my host dad and we were 

driving down the road and another car was coming the other way and they both just 

stopped and then our host dad got out of the car and then they just started talking to 

each other in the middle of the road. It was a really big communal sense of people 

taking care of each other. I feel like in Sydney I sometimes try and avoid people just so 

you can avoid a conversation, so the communal sense was really fascinating, especially 

after everything they have been through. In times, when you just lose everything, like 
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houses, all material possessions just having each other is the most essential, crucial 

thing you could have. (PS13) 

Such a cultural juxtaposition, reflective of Western cultural values that tend to support 

individualism over collectivism, was articulated by PS19: ‘Sometimes in our society we can 

feel as individuals fighting our own battles. But here, they come together as a community and 

help each other and there is a sense of belonging within a community beyond their immediate 

family members’. 

Beyond human connectedness, food is also an important part of cultural identity. Often 

the sharing and exchange of stories, the building of connections, was done over a meal. 

Beyond building connections, values around food were also reflected on, not in the cultural 

dishes being served, but how participants viewed food as part of their personal identity: 

Normally, I am a fussy eater but when you are put into another country where food is 

so scarce you just enjoy it and eat it and when you are given a meal that is prepared for 

you, you just eat it and enjoy it, you appreciate the food more. (PS1) 

Such an appreciation for food was also encountered at Aberdare Ranges Primary 

School. An important aspect of the school day was the communal lunch served to all the 

children, school staff and participants. Cooked in the school kitchen, lunch was typically a 

large serving of rice or ugali (a maize porridge) with either kale, beans or, occasionally, goat 

meat. Children, and the participants, would typically use their hands to eat lunch. Lunch was 

provided by the school as a way to ensure that all children had at least one meal per day. 

Participants were able to reflect on the importance of food, on their own values and 

perspectives in their home culture: 

I was extremely shocked at the portion sizes much like the plate I was served at dinner 

last night. Despite the mountain of ‘chakula’ (food), students in ECD (Early childhood) 

were able to fit it all in their stomachs in no time at all. I was so surprised and 

wondered how they were eating so much, until I was told that in some cases, this meal 
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was their only one for the whole day and that is why the portions are always large. This 

information shocked me and I was upset and a bit frustrated because I had not even 

thought about the lives that each child may be living when they return home. It made 

me think about all of the lifestyles each child would have and how different it would be 

from the children back in Australia. (PS2) 

Perhaps the understanding that for many of the children, this was their only meal for the day 

led participants to articulate an appreciation of the value of food and the need to ensure that 

they themselves were not seen to be wasting it by leaving any on their plates: 

It got to lunch time and I helped in the kitchen. It’s so amazing to see the big drums full 

of beans and rice. I’ve never seen that much rice in my life. We ran out of food and 

some of the kitchen staff didn’t get to eat but they made sure we all ate. I found that 

extremely selfless. I didn’t know what these people had at home but it probably wasn’t 

as substantial as what they got at school. I made sure that everything that was on my 

plate was eaten. I wasn’t going to let any food be thrown out. (PS18) 

Participants’ reflections on human connectedness were framed through an articulation 

of experiences with both their host family and with members of the broader community. 

Through their experiences, participants discerned a degree of belonging and connection that 

members of their host family or local community had with each other. This connection was 

contrasted with the perceived absence of one in their own home culture. Their reflection on 

food was part of a broader perspective and discourse around privilege. In participants’ home 

culture, access to food is generally assured; however, when placed in a context where access to 

food is scarce, participants articulated a greater appreciation for it. 

Relationships and Understanding are at the Core of Teaching 

During their time at Aberdare Ranges Primary School, participants were able to 

experience and practice aspects of their teaching pedagogy, previously only espoused in 

courses as part of their degree program. They were now able to apply their pedagogy in a 
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cultural context that would typically not be in place back in Australia. Key aspects of 

pedagogy, which participants reflected on, were the building of relationships with the children 

at the school and the importance of language to aid understanding when engaging the children 

in activities: ‘When interacting with the children, I’ve noticed how important non-verbal 

communication can be when English is an Additional Language (EAL). Just a smile is such a 

strong connection and way of communication’ (PS11). Another participant further typified the 

importance of non-verbal communication as an aspect of pedagogy: 

I’d had the preschool/kindergarten age for the time that we were there teaching, and we 

developed really quickly a bond with the kids, they knew us and they saw us every 

morning and we got to know them very quickly because we did a lot of hands on, play 

based learning with them, interacting with them, talking with them. It was hard at first 

to build a connection because they didn’t speak any English compared to some of the 

other children because they were a lot younger, but we picked up really quickly how to 

communicate with them. (PS5) 

A key aspect of fostering effective relationships and communication was to ensure that 

a degree of understanding existed between the participants and the children as to what was 

required for participation or the activity at hand: 

The children had a lot of trouble understanding us if we were using English, so we 

would take them outside and used actions which they were then able to copy. With 

sharing stories, we used a lot of actions to tell the story, which the children really liked. 

(PS14) 

For others, connection and understanding came using music, which some researchers suggest is 

able to cross both language and cultural barriers (Mehr et al., 2019): ‘Whenever I was in doubt, 

I’d play music and suddenly I’d have all of their attention and then they would all be able to 

follow me’ (PS19). 
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Experiencing such success in classrooms, where the language of instruction is not 

English, enhanced participants’ confidence in being able to respond to this challenge in their 

own teaching practice. As one participant wrote, ‘One challenge from this trip was the 

language barrier and being able to make it through lessons where the kids new zero English, 

was such an achievement and gives me confidence when teaching’ (PS13). Such increases in 

professional efficacy, as well as broader aspects of professional knowledge, were fostered 

through this immersion experience. Such an experience is constitutive of the opportunities for 

broader learning available to students who participate in cultural immersion programs 

(Sutherland, 2011). Another participant noted, ‘Professionally, working with students who 

don’t understand English, is not a daunting one. I feel I have a greater understanding of how to 

teach, make things easier, explain things or show things to them as part of the lesson’ (PS20). 

Being placed in classroom environments where participants were not able to draw 

solely on the use of the English language to facilitate learning led to increases in both 

professional knowledge and professional efficacy. Participants discerned that professional 

knowledge was centred on the kinds of strategies that were able to foster a degree of 

understanding between them and the children. The element that grounded participants’ 

knowledge and efficacy was the formation and building of relationships. The ability to form 

relationships with the children at the school was vital to the participants’ overall experience. 

Conclusion 

The structuring of this immersion program to include a range of critical experiences 

both influenced and heightened the range of dissonances participants encountered. Dissonances 

included social, historical and environmental (Kiely, 2005). Fundamental to all these 

experiences was connecting participants to members of the local community. Through these 

connections, participants grappled with the lived experiences of others. Experiencing others 

living in abject or relative poverty, juxtaposed with their own perceived privilege, led to 

dissonances that were both visceral and emotional (Kiely, 2005). Journaling and group 
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discussion allowed participants the opportunity to process the range of emotions they 

experienced. Group discussions were greatly enhanced when mediated by three Kenyan 

nationals. The cultural contextualising provided by these nationals during discussions 

contributed towards participants shifting their own personal frames of reference. The critical 

experiences described above embodied encounters with Ubuntu, the foundation of which 

includes notions of connection, relationships, and community. For the cultural other, Ubuntu, 

from the Zulu, is a nebulous concept of common humanity, at times translated as ‘human 

kindness’, but its meaning is much more encompassing, embodying the ideas of connection, 

community, and mutual caring for all: ‘Ubuntu … speaks of the very essence of being human. 

… “My humanity is caught up, is inextricably bound up, in yours.” We belong in a bundle of 

life. We say, “A person is a person through other persons.”  (Tutu, 1999). The term ‘Ubuntu’ 

thus came to symbolise this three-week intercultural immersion to Kenya by 20 preservice 

teachers from a private university in Australia. Ubuntu lies at the nexus between immersion 

programs and critical intercultural experiences where participants develop not only an 

awareness of self but an equally important understanding of others. 

4.3 So, What Changes? Insights after an International Immersion Program 

Abstract 

Immersion programs are conduits for transformational learning. Through immersion programs, 

holistic learning processes allow for experiences to be felt, perceived, engaged with, and 

reflected upon, often during attempts to navigate challenging situations. Thus, participants are 

provided with an invaluable opportunity to evaluate their own perspectives and values; build an 

understanding of the complexity of social structures; and develop values of tolerance, social 

justice and equity (Mezirow, 2000). This cultural immersion program involved 20 Australian 

preservice teachers in a three-week immersion in Kenya. This article explores the effects that 

immersion had on the participants up to two months after their arrival back in Australia. 
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Analysis of participants’ responses in a post-immersion questionnaire and two semi-structured 

focus group interviews revealed the following four themes: immersion programs foster 

personal transformation, immersion programs strengthen teacher dispositions and affirm the 

value of education, understanding of the ‘cultural other’ is strengthened through community 

engagement, and reconciling personal transformation in home culture is challenging. 

Keywords 

Transformation, personal, professional, cultural identity, values, relationships, community, 

education. 

Introduction 

The outcomes of international cultural immersion programs are well documented in the 

research literature. Such programs have been found to increase participants’ sense of personal 

efficacy, awareness of the world, awareness of personal value and levels of engagement 

(Meaney et al., 2012; Moely & Ilustre, 2014). Additionally, they enrich individuals’ sense of 

community and belongingness (Bringle, Studer et al., 2011) and enhance respect for, and 

tolerance of, diversity, allowing a greater awareness of societal issues alongside developing a 

greater moral and ethical sense (Moely et al., 2002). Roose (2001) contends that international 

programs allow an opportunity to recognise the importance of culture; its connection to 

community; and the relationships among and between language, culture, and practice. Further, 

such programs have the ability to be both personally and professionally transformative 

(Kearney et al., 2014). 

As experiential learning, participation in immersion programs is linked to perspective 

transformation (Strange & Gibson, 2017) and development of intercultural competence for 

global leaders (Ng et al., 2009). Such experiences allow ‘Participating individuals to acquire a 

new understanding about life, culture, self and others’ (Walters et al., 2009, p. 152). Ideally, 

such experiences push participants to undergo personal transformation that makes them more 

aware of others’ cultural realities (Pence & Macgillivray, 2008; Willard-Holt, 2001). 
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In many cases, these opportunities can even question the very cultural identity of those 

who experience them (Dolby, 2004). However, while the benefits of immersion programs are 

evident, not all participants are transformed as a result (Jones et al., 2015). Such experiences 

provide an opportunity to transform, not a guarantee of transformation (Fullerton, 2010). This 

follows the work of Kiely (2004), who suggests that evidence to substantiate both the 

understanding and meaning of transformation is severely lacking. Kiely’s perspective is further 

supported by Nickols et al. (2013), who assert that while the culmination of the experience has 

the potential to be transformative, the process by which transformation occurs lacks 

exploration in the research literature. 

Perhaps, in a rapidly globalising world, the ultimate outcome of such programs should 

be ‘growth of tolerance, acceptance of self and others, and independence’ (Willard-Holt, 2001, 

p. 506). Such outcomes require changes to occur at the personal level. It is at this level that 

one’s perspectives around identity, culture and behaviour change. This kind of personal change 

is labelled by Mezirow (2000) as perspective transformation. According to Mezirow (2000), 

perspective transformation is posited as a non-sequential process, applicable in contextual 

situations where critical reflection and reasoning are at work. Millican et al. (2011) describe 

how students participating in a service-learning opportunity experienced perspective 

transformation and shifts of their worldview when their learning was influenced by 

transformative learning theory. Transformative learning theory focuses on how individuals 

learn to negotiate confronting or unfamiliar situations to evaluate their own or others’ 

purposes; critically evaluate their own and others’ values; and understand the complexity of 

social structures through the values of tolerance, social justice and equity (Mezirow, 2000). 

Mezirow describes 10 phases in the transformative learning process: 

a disorienting dilemma; self-examination; a critical assessment of assumptions; 

recognition of a connection between one’s discontent and the process of transformation; 

exploration of options for new roles, relationships, and actions; planning a course of 
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action; acquiring knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans; provisionally 

trying of new roles; building competence and self-confidence in new roles and 

relationships; and a reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated by 

one’s new perspective. (2009, p. 19) 

Any transformation by participants would be the result of a series of adjustments. These 

include adjustments to both cognition and behaviour. Interestingly, Young (2014) posits that it 

is often more challenging for participants to readjust to their home culture upon return from an 

international or cross-cultural experience than it is for them to adjust to a new culture in a 

foreign community. 

Immersion experiences as transformational learning accommodate the situations and 

circumstances that lead to changes in perspective. Four of Mezirow’s phases are pertinent to 

this article’s analysis of the immersion program: a disorienting dilemma, self-examination, a 

critical assessment of assumptions and viewpoints, and the connection between one’s 

discontent and the process of transformation. These phases connect directly to the participants’ 

lived experiences in Kenya and their experiences upon their return home to Australia. 

Method 

As a mini-ethnographic case study, this research study is situated within an 

interpretivist paradigm. One advantage of working within this paradigm is multiple 

representations of participant experiences, contained within their own individual frames of 

reference. By adopting this approach, qualitative evidence was produced that was able to 

adequately describe the effects of the immersion experience on participants. The researcher 

was positioned within the study as both a faculty academic and participant. This positioning 

was purposeful to aid in constructing a detailed understanding of the potential transformations 

of participants in the immersion program. Although seeking to be objective and report 

accurately, this researcher acknowledges that their own understandings, inherent 

predispositions and choice of data collection methods to present the findings are all 
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contextualised and ‘exist within and are the products of the same contextual web’ (Zimmer, 

2006, p. 315). 

Data collection was conducted two months after participants returned home to 

Australia. (With data collection having also occurred during the pre-immersion and during 

immersion phases of the research study.) This allowed participants time to re-enter their home 

culture and process the entire immersion experience. In this final phase of the research study, 

data were collected via a questionnaire and two semi-structured focus group interviews. The 

questionnaire sought written responses to the following: 

• Have you been impacted personally by the program? If so, in what ways? 

• Have you been impacted professionally by the program? If so, in what ways? 

• Reflecting back on the culture in Kenya, what are some things that stood out for 

you? 

• What have you found most confronting since returning to Australia? 

Both datasets were coded. Coding was achieved through word repetitions. Analysis of 

the data employed Braun and Clarke’s (2019) reflexive thematic analysis. This type of analysis 

was used to understand the impact of the immersion program on participants. The data were 

read and re-read before responses were coded and then categorised as ‘personal’, 

‘professional’, ‘Kenyan culture’ and ‘return to Australia’. Each dataset was analysed separately 

before being collectively synthesised to determine emerging themes. 

Participants 

This study centred on a group of 20 undergraduate students who, in 2016, elected to 

voluntarily participate in an intercultural immersion program to Kenya. The majority were 

female (90%, n = 18), with two males (10%). All participants were aged between 19 and 27 

years old and were primary preservice teacher education students studying at a private Catholic 

university in Sydney, Australia. Eighteen of the participants were in the final two years of their 
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four-year degree program. Participants travelled to Kenya for the immersion program at the 

end of November 2016 and returned to Australia in mid-December 2016. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis will be presented in two parts: participant responses to the questionnaire 

and analysis of the semi-structured focus group interviews. Findings from the post-immersion 

questionnaire are summarised in Table 4.7. 

Table 4.7 

Post-Immersion: Questionnaire Codes and Participant Identifier Numbers 

Category Code Participant identifier number 

Personal  Appreciation: Gratitude 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 12, 13, 14, 15 

Opportunities 1, 15, 16, 19 

Perspective: Privilege 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 10, 14, 15, 16, 17, 

18 

Responsibility 1, 14, 17 

Professional Focused 5 

Communication: Relationships: 

Connections 

2, 3, 5, 13, 14, 15, 16, 19, 20 

Education is important 1, 5, 6, 7, 14, 18, 20 

Flexible: Spontaneous: Improvise 2, 4, 14, 15 

Kenyan culture Community: Homestay 2, 4, 5, 8, 10, 13, 19 

Food 2, 4, 5, 6, 12, 13 

Return to 

Australia  

Selfishness: Waste 2, 5, 7, 8, 11, 13, 15, 16, 18, 

20 

Consumerism 1, 3, 6, 8, 14, 17, 18 

Technology: Social media 1, 3, 18 
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Category Code Participant identifier number 

Sharing the experience 2, 4, 9, 10, 11,12, 15, 18, 19, 

20 

Note. Listed participants are those with a questionnaire response(s) that matched the respective 

category and code. 

Findings from the two separate semi-structured focus group interviews are presented in 

Table 4.8. Each code is represented by the relevant focus group (1 or 2) followed by an 

individual participant identifier number. 

Table 4.8 

Post-Immersion: Semi-Structured Focus Group Interview Categories, Codes, Participant 

Groups and Participant Identifier Numbers 

Focus group interviews: Group 1 (PS: 7, 8, 10, 15, 18), Group 2 (PS: 1, 6, 9, 12, 13) 

Category Code Group:Participant (PS) 

Personal  Connections 1:10, 1:15, 2:1 

Appreciation 2:6, 2:1 

Perspective 2:6, 2:12 

Professional  Build competence: Confidence 2:1, 1:7, 1:8 

Relationships: Connections 2:6, 2:9 

Spontaneity: Flexibility 1:10, 1:15 

Kenyan culture Relationships: Community 2:1, 1:10, 2:13, 1:15, 1:8, 2:6 

Diet/Food 1:18, 2:1, 2:12, 2:13 

Return to Australia Privilege: Responsibility 2:1, 2:12, 1:10 

Waste 2:1, 2:6, 1:18, 1:10 

Perspective: Choice 1:8, 1:18, 1:15, 2:13, 2:9 

Sharing the experience 1:7, 1:18, 2:13, 2:12, 2:1 
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Note. Listed participants are those with an interview response(s) that matched the respective 

category and code. 

A synthesis of the two datasets is presented in Table 4.9. Themes were established 

through identifying word repetitions. Word repetitions are one of the most straightforward 

ways to establish themes. Table 4.9 lists the categories, codes and themes that emerged during 

data analysis. Four themes were identified: immersion programs foster personal 

transformation, immersion programs strengthen teacher dispositions and affirm the value of 

education, understanding of the ‘cultural other’ is strengthened through community 

engagement, and reconciling personal transformation in home culture is challenging. 

Table 4.9 

Post-Immersion Reflections: Categories, Codes and Themes 

Category Code Theme 

Personal Appreciation: Gratitude 

Opportunities 

Perspective: Privilege 

Responsibility 

Connections 

Confidence 

Immersion programs foster personal 

transformation 

Professional Focused 

Communication: Relationships 

Education is important: Impact 

Flexible: Spontaneous 

Build competence: Confidence 

Spontaneity: Flexibility 

Immersion programs strengthen 

teacher dispositions and affirm the 

value of education 

Kenyan Culture Community: Relationships Understanding of the ‘cultural other’ is 
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Category Code Theme 

Homestay 

Diet/Food 

strengthened through community 

engagement 

Return to 

Australia 

Sharing the experience 

Selfishness: Waste 

Consumerism 

Privilege: Responsibility 

Perspective: Choice 

Reconciling personal transformation in 

home culture is challenging 

Discussion 

Immersion Programs Foster Personal Transformation 

For Taylor (1998), experience is at the core of transformative learning—it is the 

experience of a disorienting dilemma that prompts the process of critical reflection discourse, 

resulting in a transformed perspective. Experiential learning has the ability to be 

transformational. Such transformation to either behaviour or cognition comes through the 

actual lived experience. As one participant framed it, ‘You can watch or read something, but 

you don’t take the same things from the experience, unless you’re actually immersed in it’ 

(PS19). 

All except one of the participants affirmed that they had been personally affected by the 

immersion. Though an outlier, the one participant (PS4) who did not recognise any personal 

affect or impact would reflect research by Jones et al. (2015), who assert that not all 

participants are affected by such programs. This participant indicated that they were not 

personally affected by the program: 

There was no personal effect from the program as I anticipated … I think that this 

experience confirmed my prior feelings to the world and our society, while also 

opening my eyes to issues and their possible solutions which are more complex and 

greyer than black and white. A few personal goals that I have set myself as a result of 
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this trip are to be more mindful and, in the moment, and to exercise gratitude more 

deeply and more often. (PS4) 

For this participant, the idea or concept of any impact was reliant on preconceived 

assumptions and, as such, these assumptions did not result in any perceived effects. It could be 

contended that this participant’s view is egocentric in nature, given that the viewpoint fails to 

even recognise the potential for change to have occurred. While the participant contended that 

they did not experience any personal effect, their above statement suggests otherwise. The 

notion of opening one’s eyes to social issues and the subsequent setting of personal goals are 

constitutive of personal change, being that such change is both cognitive and behavioural in 

nature. Perhaps one way to curb the influence of egocentric thought is to suspend any thoughts 

or assumption being made in the first instance. PS19 articulated that they had no assumptions 

prior to the immersion and that personal change ensued: 

To be truthful, I intentionally had no assumptions about the trip … What I didn’t expect 

was the intrinsic change within myself, it’s hard to explain, but in thinking we were 

going over to help children, resulted in a much greater impact on me. (PS19) 

Interestingly, this participant did not seem to recognise that thinking they were going 

over to help children was in itself an assumption. It is acknowledged that an understanding of 

one’s self is the critical first step if one is to authentically try to engage with and understand the 

cultural other. PS19’s contradictory stance may be the result of a lack of any real personal 

introspection or understanding of self. Although all participants attended a series of pre-

immersion workshops, perhaps, in the preparation, there needed to be workshops on a better 

understanding of self. 

Being immersed in the experience, which placed participants in a socio-cultural 

environment that was different to their own, resulted in reflections that included the use of the 

terms ‘gratitude’ and ‘appreciation’ (n = 9). PS15 summed up their understanding and 

perspective of gratitude as follows: 
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I think it has taught me appreciation and how grateful I am, the privileges I have and 

what I can do with that … I didn’t choose where I was born, just as the children we met 

didn’t choose to be born in Kenya. What I can choose is what I am going to do with my 

life and appreciate the endless opportunities I have in life. I’m going to start 

appreciating every opportunity I have and not take anything for granted. (PS15) 

An appreciation of the opportunities afforded to this participant may just be a statement of self-

awareness. Whether it leads to any behavioural changes, at this juncture, cannot be guaranteed. 

What this participant, like others, articulated, was an appreciation for what their socio-cultural 

context provides them: provisions not available to members in the host culture. For example, 

PS18 noted, ‘Being grateful for what I have—I think no matter how many times someone tells 

you to be grateful for something it won’t change you. But when you encounter these things for 

you self, firsthand, that’s what changes you’. 

Participants underwent two critical experiences during their immersion—visiting the 

Giotto dump slum and New Canaan Village. These allowed participants to witness absolute 

poverty and the related insecurity of meeting life’s essentials, including food, health and 

housing. In addition to these experiences, one participant reflected on the impact that living 

with a host family had on them and their level of gratitude: 

To experience another way of life, to live with the families and experience part of their 

day to day changed my perspective on my own life. The people in Kenya deal with a 

certain level of ‘real’ stress daily, like water supply, food, clothing, paying for 

essentials and so on, things that as an Australian, I take for granted. This experience has 

allowed me to be truly grateful for everything I have. (PS7) 

Reflection on the lived experience for this and other participants was facilitated through 

a comparison of the lived reality of the host culture with that of their own home culture. Such a 

comparison led to participants articulating the impact on themselves through use of the terms 

‘perspective’ and/or ‘privilege’ (n = 11). These terms were often used in conjunction with each 
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other as participants’ perspectives led to them critically reflecting on their notions of privilege. 

Such a shift in perspective could, as Jones (2014) surmised, be the result of an understanding 

of their own socio-cultural privilege. The privilege of a relatively higher standard of living and 

access to material goods and resources was highlighted through the immersion experience: 

I think the trip has impacted my entire life. Since returning from the trip I am so much 

more grateful for the things I have and the way I live. I have always been grateful for 

what I have, but seeing and comparing it to how people live in Kenya has put it so 

much more into perspective for me. (PS5) 

Such introspection around one’s life circumstances afforded the participants an opportunity to 

reflect on their own socio-cultural background. This included an understanding and articulation 

of their own privilege: 

During this time, I gained a lot of perspective and came to the realisation that I was 

born into an extremely fortunate situation. Upon realising this, I can’t help but ponder 

and imagine the power I have living in Australia, receiving an education and being able 

to work and earn money. (PS3) 

Of interest here is the association of an articulation of privilege to include the notion of 

power. One conjecture could be that having access to opportunities such as education and 

employment are not only privileges but also invoke a certain degree of power. This researcher 

would (subjectively) like to believe that any understanding of power is one applied to bring 

about social equity. 

PS12 viewed their privilege through an understanding of not knowing your privilege 

until something is taken away from you: 

I have most definitely been personally impacted by this program in so many ways. It 

has engrained in me to appreciate the things I have in my life, no matter how small they 

may be. It isn’t until something is taken away that you are able to understand how much 
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of an impact it has on the privileged life we lead with its comfort and conveniences. 

(PS12) 

Reflection on their own privilege enabled the participants to acknowledge the opportunities 

afforded to them but also the responsibility associated with such opportunities, for example: 

The biggest thing for me was seeing how other people live and react to situations they 

have encountered throughout their life. Personally, I have attained a greater 

appreciation for what I have, where I live, the opportunities I have been given whether I 

have decided to take them or not. We are extremely lucky people and I feel like with 

what I have been given I can in numerous ways help people who aren’t as fortunate. 

(PS1) 

Another participant noted: 

I’ve come to realise just how much privilege I have in my life. Even with such simple 

things as a flushing toilet and running water. As a teacher I know I have a responsibility 

to ensure that all the children I teach are aware of the inequality that exists in our world. 

(PS17) 

This participant, like others, acknowledged their privileged circumstances but also 

recognised that with such privilege comes a degree of responsibility. Beyond the immersion 

experience, such a responsibility was perhaps born out of the fact that all participants were 

studying to become teachers (a profession essentially altruistic in nature), or were students at a 

Catholic university and had an awareness of social justice, or simply had experienced a lived 

reality that was quite different to their own reality (i.e., through the cultural immersion 

program). 

Beyond participants reflecting on their perspectives of the actual lived experience, the 

dissonance surrounding the immersion program extended to include broader social issues. The 

following participant response reflects intercultural competence in noting that by understanding 
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oneself, one is better equipped to understand the other. The response also sums up the totality 

of the collective cognitive and behavioural impact: 

Most definitely! This program challenged me to reflect upon myself and opened me up 

to how ignorant we can be and how much we take our first world ‘simplicities’ and 

‘conveniences’ for granted. Travelling to Africa allowed me to view issues such as 

pollution, access to clean water, living standards, health care, etc., in a different light. 

Just by being born in Australia we are granted privileged lives. We are given a 

multitude of opportunities through education. In becoming aware of our privilege, we 

must also acknowledge our responsibility. We have so much more than we need so how 

are we going to utilise these blessings to make a difference in our world? (PS17) 

It is evident that through this immersion experience there was personal transformation 

for the majority of (if not in all) participants. Such a perspective transformation resulted in a 

change of the ‘very form by which we are making our meanings’ (Kegan, 2000, p. 53). For the 

majority of participants, personal transformation was articulated through the cognition of a 

deep sense of appreciation and gratitude. Appreciation and gratitude for the opportunities they 

have been afforded, resulting from the relatively higher standard of living that they all enjoy. 

Further, there was an understanding and articulation of their own socio-cultural privilege and 

the accompanying notion of responsibility. 

Immersion Programs Strengthen Teacher Dispositions and Affirm the Value of 

Education 

Immersion programs as an enacted component of experiential learning theory (Kolb & 

Kolb, 2005) provide for holistic development—holistic in that the experience of the 

participants is felt, perceived, engaged with and reflected upon. All four learning processes are 

non-linear and interact interdependently with each other (Kennedy-Reid, 2020). 

As preservice teachers, the participants reflected on how the immersion program had 

affected them professionally. All participants responded in the affirmative, with responses 
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ranging from the impact on their professional dispositions to a broader articulation of the 

importance and influence of education in bringing about social change. The development of 

professional dispositions was accentuated by the fact that participants had experienced an 

environment where English was not the main language of classroom instruction. As future 

teachers, this challenge resulted in a recognition of the value and ability to be able to 

communicate effectively. For example, PS2 noted the importance of communication skills that 

allow for a degree of understanding between the sender (participant) and the recipient 

(students): 

Communication is very important, and these skills have been developed while I was 

teaching in Kenya because I learnt to communicate in different ways such as 

gestural/actions or through facial expressions. I have been professionally impacted by 

experiencing language barriers in the classrooms, by realising when an activity is not at 

all working and thus having to be flexible and think on my feet. (PS2) 

Given the language barrier faced, participants realised that communication was more 

effective when they were able to be flexible or responsive to classroom situations: ‘The 

experience was good to challenge my improvisation skills and how I communicate with 

students whose first language is one that I understand little of’ (PS4). PS14 succinctly 

articulated these dispositions and the impact on their teaching: 

Teaching at Aberdare Ranges also challenged me to be flexible and creative. With not 

fully understanding the culture and customs in the community and in the classroom, it 

required a lot of improvisation and thinking on my feet. I had to be creative with the 

use of resources, behaviour management strategies, instructing through language 

barriers, etc. Although we were only able to teach for a short period of time, working in 

Aberdare Ranges gave me professional experience and a different professional 

perspective that will no doubt stick with me throughout my teaching life. (PS14) 
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In responding to language barriers, the capacity to communicate effectively was 

premised on an ability to develop positive relationships with the children, underpinned by the 

understanding that all communication is centred on relationships. Relationships allow for 

communication skills to be improved, developing skills in listening, empathy, teaching and 

conflict resolution. Understanding the importance of the need for relationships with the 

children they were interacting with was articulated by many of the participants, for example: 

The importance of relationships in the classroom was highlighted over our time in the 

classrooms in Kenya. We are taught how important it is to build connections, but until 

you’re in a different situation do you realise how important they are. (PS20) 

Further, PS9 recognised the importance of such relationships as she reflected on education in 

Australian classrooms: 

I already had a great appreciation for education, but it’s stronger now. Were so well off 

in Australia and I think at times we get distracted with what we have and what we don’t 

have in our classrooms and sometimes these distractions just get in the way. I think you 

can never underestimate the importance of the relationships you have with the children. 

(PS9) 

For teachers, the understanding and importance of building relationships is often 

associated with the concept of a classroom community. In such a community, all leaners feel 

valued, safe and capable. PS13 alluded to the importance of a classroom community, one 

centred on the development of positive relationships: 

Through making connections we were able to build a classroom community. The 

importance of this is something I will definitely take into the classroom, making 

individual connections with each student and building a community helps not only the 

teacher but also allows the children to feel safe and welcome in the environment. In this 

way they are able to take the most from each activity and lesson. (PS13) 
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While the formation of relationships with the children was important to the participants, 

it would be naïve to think that these were ever going to be easy. One participant shared the 

cognitive dissonance she faced as a result of these relationships: 

Whilst I loved making connections with the children, I always had in the back of my 

mind that I’m probably never going to see them again, but they were such strong 

connections, I didn’t know what to do, part of me wanted to bring them home with me 

as I didn’t want to leave them there, especially in some of the situations they were in. 

The hardest thing was leaving them and saying goodbye and then having to deal with 

my emotions. (PS9) 

Indeed, such dissonances as those articulated above are reflective of holistic learning 

processes. Learning that resulted from the experience of making connections; learning that was 

felt, perceived, engaged with and reflected upon. In grappling with such dissonances, there 

emerged a desire to do something: 

Now I feel such a strong desire to take action but I’m not sure what that action is yet, 

but I know I have to, that I can’t just let it bother me, that’s not enough. So, yeah, I feel 

like I have this responsibility and I think I have more confidence in myself that I can 

take steps towards doing something. (PS9) 

Perhaps this participant will go on to take action, or perhaps, despite the learning, no action 

may ensue. Dissonance, therefore, may not necessarily lead to any action being taken—perhaps 

self-awareness is sufficient? As one participant put it: 

I think I could quite easily go back to the way I was living only because of the person 

that I am and because of the way society is, but I am making every conscious effort to 

change the way things are for me. (PS6) 

Participants’ enhanced perception of the role of education as an agent for social change 

and the importance of their role as future educators was apparent, for example: 
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I think that the experience confirmed to me that I want social justice and open-

mindedness to different people/cultures/places to be a significant part of my teaching. 

(PS3) 

It has made me realise that I have power being an educator and I should use this power 

to educate people whose lives aren’t as easy. (PS1) 

This is perhaps somewhat expected given that all participants were studying at a Catholic 

institution where the principles of social justice are overt and further influenced by specific 

units of study that focus on local and global social issues. PS14 reflected on their view of 

education prior to and post immersion: 

As a future teacher, I have a deep appreciation for education, however, Kenya allowed 

me to see how truly lucky we are to have opportunities for education. Before 

experiencing this program, I valued education but didn’t see the power of education and 

the implications it has when a person is striped of the right to be educated. Kenya 

taught me to not take my own, or others education for granted. (PS14) 

Participants’ responses in the two semi-structured focus group interviews indicated that 

their level of professional confidence increased as a result of the immersion program. For 

example: 

I have built a lot more confidence, as a result of the trip, due to working with children 

with little or no English and meeting new people. (PS7) 

I know I’ve changed as a teacher; the experience has given me a lot more self-

confidence to be able to work with children from all different backgrounds. (PS8) 

As aspiring teachers undertaking tertiary study, participants had knowledge and 

understanding of experiential learning. The professional impact of the immersion was such that 

it led to further development of teacher dispositions, as well as a greater understanding and 

appreciation of their role as teachers and the value of education as an agent of social change. 

For example: 
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I have developed a greater global awareness and awareness of some of the challenges 

and issues that people face around the world. I have also developed a greater awareness 

of cultural differences and cultural sensitivity and as such I have an increased 

motivation to become a quality teacher and an increased understanding of the impact 

that education can have. (PS20) 

I believe that I have become a better teacher because of this immersion. I will teach 

future students to be grateful for what they have as simple as being able to attend 

school. I will empower them to be in charge of their own education, teach them how to 

be sustainable and understand that not everyone is as lucky to be brought up in a 

country like Australia, that there are many people who struggle to survive. (PS18) 

Immersion programs as experiential learning are opportunities for professional 

development. Banks (2004, p. 197) suggests that teacher-based professional development 

programs should achieve at least one of five things: 

1. allow teachers to uncover and identify their personal attitudes towards racial, ethnic, 

language and cultural groups 

2. allow teachers to acquire knowledge about the histories and cultures of diverse 

racial, ethnic, cultural and language groups 

3. allow teachers to become acquainted with the diverse perspectives that exist within 

different ethnic and cultural communities 

4. allow teachers to understand the ways in which institutionalised knowledge within 

schools, universities and popular culture can perpetuate stereotypes about racial and 

ethnic groups 

5. allow teachers to acquire the knowledge and skills needed to develop and 

implement an equity pedagogy. 

This immersion program gave participants an opportunity to strengthen their professional 

dispositions and develop the requisite skills required to be able to respond in appropriate ways 
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to cultural diversity in classrooms. Participants’ professional dispositions included the ability 

to effectively communicate to foster positive relationships with the children at Aberdare 

Ranges Primary School. Additionally, participants grew in their confidence to improvise, 

developing the ability to be flexible in what they were seeking to achieve. Beyond dispositions, 

there was a strengthening in their awareness of the role that education plays in bringing about 

social change and equity. 

Understanding of the ‘Cultural Other’ is Strengthened through Community Engagement 

All participants were placed in groups of four to eight people and assigned to a 

homestay family for the duration of the immersion program. Each homestay family was 

different in their family makeup, as was each of the physical homestay houses. Participants’ 

reflections again centred on the relationships they built with members of their host family. 

Homestays allowed the participants time and opportunities to engage with a host family, with 

one participant sharing: 

I loved the homestay, being able to be fully immersed with a family and the culture by 

participating in everyday activities was so beneficial. From walking home, to helping to 

cook and helping with the goats to unwinding with the family, experiencing such a 

different home life at times felt surreal. (PS15) 

The feeling that the homestay experience was surreal—in other words, completely different to 

experiences participants would have in their home culture—allowed opportunity to reflect on 

various socio-cultural differences and examination of participants’ own values. One participant 

shared: 

I remember being in the car with my host dad and we were driving down the road and a 

car was coming in the opposite direction and both cars stopped and my host dad got out 

of the car and they just started talking to each other in the middle of the road. When I 

asked my host dad why he stopped, he said that he stopped because he knew him. It 

made me realise the communal sense of people taking care of each other. This 



153 

 

communal sense I feel is missing in Sydney, just having each other is the most 

essential, crucial thing you can have. (PS13) 

Additionally, the experience of staying with a homestay family became a catalyst for self-

reflection. For example: 

The family I stayed with have faced and overcome horrific situations that no one should 

ever have to experience in their lifetime, yet they live lives based around faith, hope 

and love. The strength and will of the family was truly inspiring and was something 

that has really forced me to reflect on my life and values. I have learned and am still 

learning, about the greater meaning of life and what it means to be living. (PS14) 

Not all participants articulated such a profound impact from staying and engaging with 

their host family. Perhaps PS14 experienced the holistic learning processes far more acutely 

than other participants. 

The culture of community in Kenya became a point for further reflection and 

comparison with participants’ perspectives of community in their home culture: 

I have also been impacted by the close sense of community and inclusion in Kenyan 

culture. It saddens me that I do not experience this in Sydney at all and I can’t walk 

down my street and name all the people in it. ‘Loving thy neighbour’ is something 

Catholics pride themselves on however I don’t think we have a full understanding of 

what that entails. (PS19) 

Studying at a Catholic university, where an understanding of social justice and Catholic social 

teaching is evident, may have contributed to this participant’s response. Additionally, 

participants, as part of their pre-immersion preparation, were introduced to the African concept 

of Ubuntu. Ubuntu, from the Zulu, is a nebulous concept of common humanity, at times 

translated as ‘human kindness’, but its meaning is much more encompassing. It embodies the 

ideas of connection, community and mutual caring for all. The concept of Ubuntu appears to 

have become one part of the holistic learning process for the participants. 
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A prominent part of culture is food. Each day, participants shared lunch with children at 

the Aberdare Ranges Primary School and ate breakfast and dinner with their host family. 

Reflections around food scarcity, sourcing food and differences in diet were reported. Despite 

evidence suggesting that food scarcity is an issue in Australia (Australian Institute of Family 

Studies, 2011), participants appeared to view this as an issue experienced only outside of their 

own country: 

Normally I am a fussy eater, but when you are put into another country where food is 

so scarce, you just enjoy it and eat the meal prepared and given to you, in eating and 

enjoying it you appreciate the food more. (PS6) 

Perhaps the socio-economic status of PS6 shielded them from experiences of scarcity. For 

another participant, such an awareness came about as a result of the school’s food program: 

‘The lunch servings were so huge at the school, realising that for some kids this is their only 

meal of the day’ (PS4). 

Consideration of where food is sourced, for some of the participants, came about as a 

result of their homestays. Some host families had small plots of land used to grow much of the 

food the participants enjoyed for breakfast and dinner. For example: 

The food was very, very different to home, there was no fibre. We had a lot of veggies, 

but they were all unbelievably fresh. Our house mamma grew all her own veggies and 

crops. Each afternoon we would go with her and pick our own spinach and tomatoes 

and anything else for cooking that night. Reflecting back, it was really cool to eat their 

food and be completely a part of their culture. (PS12) 

I loved the food; it was always super simple and often included beans and rice. At 

home, my host mum kept chickens, which on occasion she would kill one and let us 

know that we were having chicken that night. It was so organic, from the backyard to 

our plates. Everything seemed so much fresher and tastier. (PS13) 
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The experience of food, centred on what was eaten and how it was sourced, led to an 

appreciation of food: 

I have learnt to appreciate where our food comes from, meat in particular. After 

witnessing a goat killing, I acknowledge the hard work that needs to be done to produce 

meals and respect the many people who grow their own produce and live organically. 

(PS2) 

Empathy relies on understanding the ‘other’. However, no understanding of 

significance can be reached without first understanding the ‘self’. Homestays allowed 

participants to immerse themselves with their host families and engage with the community. 

The connections formed allowed them to experience day-to-day living with their host family. 

This experience led to reflections on aspects of their own visible culture, most notably that of 

food but also their own cultural values. 

Reconciling Personal Transformation in Home Culture is Challenging 

This theme elicited a response from all the participants. It was obvious from their 

responses that many struggled upon returning to Australia. This may have been made more 

challenging given that the participants returned to Australia in the two weeks leading up to 

Christmas—a time of the year often dominated by food, material items and indulgence. 

For some of the participants, there was no honeymoon period (Young, 2014); their 

struggle was felt as soon as they arrived at Sydney airport: 

I found it really challenging coming back. Even at the airport, I did not want to be here; 

it was also difficult when people asked me about the trip, their response showed they 

didn’t get it, it wasn’t just a good experience it was so much more than that, it was so 

hard to communicate what you experienced, especially with the people that I’m closest 

to. (PS18) 

A recurring theme was the challenge of communicating the totality of the immersion 

experience. How does one fully communicate what was felt, perceived, and engaged with in a 
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manner that one feels does justice to the experience? PS19 summarised this as: ‘I feel like you 

just can’t put it onto words. You just can’t explain the experience unless you were there and 

experienced it for yourself’. PS11 articulated the difficulty faced in sharing the experience with 

others who had not directly experienced it, also acknowledging the emotion of frustration: 

It can be difficult to discuss my experience of the trip with others, especially since the 

people I am discussing it with would not be able to empathise as they are so far 

removed from the circumstances that I experienced throughout the immersion. It can be 

difficult and frustrating to discuss such an impactful experience while, in the same 

conversation, your friends are discussing their own first world problems. (PS11) 

This and other’s responses alluded to the concept of empathy—empathy simply being the 

ability to understand another’s perspectives through their own personal frame of reference. The 

immersion placed students in and with a community where they were afforded opportunities to 

understand someone else’s perspectives or worldviews. 

As previously mentioned, likely compounding the challenge was participants returning 

to Australia in the two weeks leading up to Christmas, generally a time for gift buying and 

giving, food and overindulging. The incongruence between what they had just experienced and 

what they were returning to was now brought into stark focus: 

Since coming home, I have found it challenging to accept that we live in a culture that 

is so materialistic and focused on consumption while there are other places where 

people struggle to survive and fulfil their basic needs for enough food, clean water and 

shelter. (PS4) 

Interestingly, this was the same participant who had indicated that they did not feel as though 

they had been personally affected by the trip. Perhaps the two months post return had provided 

time for deeper reflection. It could be argued that the timing of the immersion and participants’ 

return to their home country presented an opportunity for participants to grapple with deeper 



157 

 

feelings and perspectives. For some, the culture and reality of consumerism, heightened by the 

time period of their return, became a recurring theme. For example: 

After returning from Nakuru, where people have so little or have to rummage through a 

dumpsite to find food or materials to sell, it irks me that people feel pressured into the 

consumer culture of buying things because that’s what is done at Christmas. I suppose, 

more so than ever, I understand that it’s not the giving of stuff that matters, its more 

about sharing goodness and time together. (PS11) 

Since returning to Australia, I have found that the priorities of people living here are 

vastly different to what we experienced from the community on Kenya. (Materialism, 

being up to date with technology and trends, always dissatisfied with what we have, 

concentrating on what we don’t have.) I have found that people in Sydney are so often 

in a rush and consumed by their own business that relationships and basic privileges are 

taken for granted. I have also been confronted by our wastefulness with purchases and 

food. (PS18) 

Further to this, participants intersected their home culture and its perceived focus on 

consumerism with the importance of social justice. One participant noted: 

I think the most confronting thing upon my return would have to be constantly seeing 

the ignorance towards social justice in our community and the lack of selflessness. 

When friends have asked me about my trip it was difficult to produce an answer 

because no matter how I explain it, they are unable to understand how I feel and what’s 

worse is that they don’t seem to really care. Its confronting to know that it took a trip to 

Africa to open my eyes to see the ignorance and selfishness. (PS2) 

Another noted, ‘I now have a better understanding of social justice, equality and the need to 

help other people and a greater desire for education and the value of it to change people’s lives’ 

(PS7). 
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Clear from participants’ responses was the difficulty they experienced upon returning 

home to Australia. One challenge, perhaps stemming from frustration, was how to adequately 

communicate to others what they themselves had experienced. Such an experience allowed for 

deep cognitive dissonance. Such dissonance appeared to be further heightened by the timing of 

their return back into their home culture. The timing—the start of the two-week run-up to 

Christmas—challenge participants as they grappled with notions of consumerism and waste. 

Conclusion 

The immersion program’s effects on participants can perhaps best be related to the 

concept of Ubuntu, which ‘speaks of the very essence of being human. … “My humanity is 

caught up, is inextricably bound up, in yours.” We belong in a bundle of life. We say, “A 

person is a person through other persons.” This encapsulates the depth and breadth of the 

immersion program—a program that immersed participants with cultural others and exposed 

them to experiences that allowed for shifts in their own perspectives. Homestay 

accommodation allowed a cultural immersion in the day-to-day life of the ‘other’, resulting in 

empathetic relationships. The profound effects of these relationships resulted in participants 

feeling frustration as they struggled in their attempts, after returning to Australia, to adequately 

share their experiences with family and friends. The effects of the immersion included personal 

and professional changes, which were articulated by participants. Personal impacts included 

changes in participants’ perspectives of their own culture and personal values. Professional 

impacts included participants’ increased confidence in their teaching and ability to respond 

cultural diversity, and a richer understanding of the role and importance of education. 

Despite the program only being three weeks long, its impacts on participants may 

perhaps never be fully understood. This study sought to address identified gaps in the literature 

by adding to our knowledge and understanding of how short-term, international, cultural 

immersion programs affect the development of intercultural competence in Australian 

preservice teachers, thereby also offering insight into the process of intercultural competency 
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development in general. Additionally, the study illustrated one way that teacher educators can 

design a cultural immersion program - pre, during and post which include structured 

homestays, in country activities and the provision of service to enhance the development of 

intercultural competence. The findings are particularly relevant for tertiary education 

institutions involved in preservice teacher education that seek to utilise cultural immersion 

programs to enhance students’ intercultural competence.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

This chapter discusses the study’s findings, grouped by research phase—pre (Section 

5.1), during (Section 5.2) and post immersion (Section 5.3). The various themes that emerged 

are discussed, followed by a discussion centred on the intersections between immersion and 

intercultural competence (Section 5.4) and the overall research question (Section 5.5). As data 

extracts were used extensively throughout Chapter 4, sections in this chapter will include a 

single illustrative comment for each of the themes to support the overall reading of this chapter. 

5.1 Pre-Immersion 

The following questions were used to understand participants’ perspectives prior to the 

immersion program: 

• What expectations do you have of participating the Kenya immersion? 

• What are you most/least looking forward to as part of the Kenya immersion? 

Expectations were largely centred on participants seeking to understand themselves (egoistic) 

through their participation in an altruistic experience. Participants’ altruistic need to make a 

difference to the lives of others was reflected in their expectations for participation in the 

immersion program. Participants most looked forward to engaging with the ‘cultural other’ so 

as to better understand themselves as cultural beings and engage with the cultural plurality of a 

globalised world. Participants looked forward to immersing with their host family and with 

members of the school and local community. Additionally, participants’ expectations of 

engaging with others led to an understanding that they would be stepping outside of their own 

comfort zones. Participants would have opportunities to meet new people, form new 

relationships and engage in experiences in a culture different to their own, which they expected 

would lead to a better understanding of themselves. 
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5.1.1 Theme 1: Through Intercultural Experiences, One is Better Able to 

Understand Oneself 

The participants’ expectations of the immersion were diverse, but commonalities in 

their comments reflected social obligation theory. Participants felt an obligation or desire to 

given back to society, stemming from their socio-economic privilege (Fitch, 1987). From a 

desire to give back, to be challenged, to build relationships and learn from those relationships, 

participants articulated both a desire to make a difference and a responsibility to do so. The 

desire to make a difference accompanied by the responsibility to do so is congruent with 

altruistic motives. Many were about to embark on an experience that was going to challenge 

their sense of self and other, and they expected to change as a result of that challenge. Their 

articulation of what that challenge could represent and how it might change them included 

aspects of their own cultural selves, which were inclusive of both their values and beliefs. 

Additionally, they expected the immersion to challenge their own positions of privilege and 

what that actually meant in the wider world. Underlying all these ideas was a desire to learn—

that they would go to Kenya; they would build social capital through relationships with each 

other and with members of the host community; and they, as an inherent disposition, would 

allow themselves an opportunity to build empathy. The following quotation reflected 

sentiments from this theme: 

You always hear about those less fortunate, and I feel like this is the perfect opportunity 

for me to actually put words into actions and do something that would benefit someone 

else. To be in a position to be able to do something for someone else, especially 

something as life changing as the Kenya Trip, would be an amazing experience and I 

know I would regret it if I didn’t apply. (PS19) 

5.1.2 Theme 2: Teacher Pedagogy is Informed through Cultural Immersions 

As preservice teachers, participants acknowledged the potential of experiential learning 

to allow them to connect theory to practice—a practice that would be enhanced by being 
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placed in an environment perceived as one that was going to professionally challenge them. 

Such a challenge was viewed positively, as one that would present an opportunity to develop 

their pedagogical practice. By learning in situ, participants noted that their teaching practice 

would be enhanced by learning strategies that would allow for communication and 

understanding between themselves and the children at the host school. Further, they anticipated 

that some of the requisite dispositions for teaching, including confidence, flexibility and 

resilience, would also be increased. Through developing their pedagogical practice, 

participants acknowledged that the immersion would also allow for greater levels of empathy, 

ultimately allowing them to appropriately respond to diversity. Finally, participants 

acknowledged that education was a driver for social change. The following quotation 

summarises this theme: 

I believe students will benefit in terms of development, growth and achievement. It 

engages you in active learning, allowing you to achieve learning goals. It translates 

theory into practice and ideas into actions. In helping those who are in need you are 

enhancing your skills in teaching and widening your perceptions. (PS9) 

5.1.3 Theme 3: Through Intercultural Experiences, One is Able to Build 

Relationships with Others 

Participants’ cultural expectations centred on the idea that the immersion would allow 

an opportunity to experience a different way of life. Immersing in a culture by staying with 

local families allowed relationships to be built, empathy to be developed, cultural knowledge to 

be enhanced and an opportunity for participants to reflect on their own values. All these 

activities strengthened relationships as illustrated by the following comment: 

I am most looking forward to observing and being connected to a vastly different 

world. I feel that it is going to have an immense effect on my engrained western values 

and expectations. I am also looking forward to teaching ESL [English as a Second 

Language] students and making strong connections with children and the families I stay 
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with. I can’t wait to learn about Kenyan customs and way of life and this immersive 

experience will allow me to do that. (PS19). 

5.1.4 Summary 

The altruistic value of making a difference, reflective of social obligation theory, 

featured prominently in participants’ pre-immersion responses. The degree to which 

participants thought they were willing to immerse themselves in the culture and lives of the 

other allowed for an articulation of how they understood the role of service in such an 

endeavour. This idea of service was premised on two notions: 1) acknowledging the 

opportunities afforded to them through their socio-economic privilege and 2) recognising a 

level of social responsibility. Participants self-funded their participation in the immersion and 

referred to their socio-economic privilege in providing them with the opportunity to participate. 

Participants recognised they had a responsibility to be agents for social change and that a sense 

of greater social responsibility was important. Participants expected that the immersion was 

going to be beneficial for their future profession as teachers. They expected that both 

classroom pedagogy and professional dispositions would be improved and enhanced. One of 

the main expectations for pedagogy was improving their ability to engage children who did not 

understand English. Expectations for professional dispositions included developing greater 

confidence and flexibility in their approach to teaching. To assist them with their work at the 

host school, participants undertook fundraising efforts to purchase resources to be used in their 

teaching time at the school or donated to the school. The formation of relationships was a key 

expectation for participants. Opportunities existed for forming relationships between 

themselves and members of the host community, including their host family and the children 

and staff at Aberdare Ranges Primary School. Relationships with the cultural other would 

require a degree of openness, a sense of curiosity and a willingness to learn about others. The 

pre immersion results reflected aspects of Deardorff’s (2006) attitudes required for the 

development of intercultural competence. These included openness to others and a degree of 
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curiosity and for many  participants required them to step outside of their comfort zones. Pre-

immersion reflection had the benefit enabling the participants to ready themselves for the 

experience and understand the types of dispositions that would be necessary to fulfil their pre-

immersion expectations. By doing so, the individual can move into a position of seeking to 

understand the other, allowing for a more empathetic individual to emerge.  

5.2 During Immersion 

Participants were in Kenya for three weeks and, upon entering the community, all 

participants enjoyed the experience as everything was new, exciting and fascinating. The 

cultural hosts were seen to be polite, gracious, and most welcoming (Gullahorn & Gullahorn, 

1963). All participants recounted the welcoming and friendly nature of community members. 

Each critical experience provided participants with an opportunity to grapple with degrees of 

socio-cultural and economic differences. These differences resulted in deep, critical 

dissonances as participants navigated the incongruence between their own cultural perspectives 

and values and those they were now experiencing (Kiely, 2005). What resulted from these 

experiences was authentic holistic learning; participants deeply felt, perceived, engaged with, 

and reflected upon each critical experience. 

Participants’ journal entries documented the following experiences: teaching at 

Aberdare Ranges Primary School, a visit to the Giotto dump slum, spending time with children 

at Miti Mingi Village, visiting New Canaan Village and homestays. At Aberdare Ranges 

Primary School, participants taught creative arts and sports programs, interacted with school 

teaching and administrative staff, and participated in the school’s lunch program by either 

serving food to approximately 400–500 children or cleaning plates afterwards. As children 

from Miti Mingi Village attended the school, after school finished, participants would walk 

with the children to the village (where they spent time playing games, reading, or doing arts 

and crafts). The visit to the Giotto dump slum was facilitated through local STC staff and 
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occurred on one afternoon after school had finished. Each of these critical experiences was an 

opportunity for participants to engage both cognitively and affectively with the place itself and 

the people. 

5.2.1 Theme 1: Through Critical Experiences, Emotions are Heightened and 

Values are Questioned 

For participants, the most notable critical experience was the visit to the Giotto dump 

slum. This visit was acutely sensed, perceived, and engaged with, and, as such, led to deep, 

critical reflection. Participants’ cultural perspectives and privileged economic positions were 

deeply challenged. Witnessing others living in abject poverty, juxtaposed with their own 

perceived privileges, led to dissonances that were both visceral and emotional (Kiely, 2005). 

Emotions expressed were varied and included guilt, sadness, anger and happiness. Given that 

all participants were studying to become teachers, a profession with children at its core, this 

visit was made more confronting by the large numbers of children who lived at the dump site. 

Interestingly, the cognitive dissonance surrounding this critical experience also included an 

articulation of the emotion of happiness. Its emergence is attributed to the group’s debrief and 

discussion immediately following the visit to the dump slum. The discussion was co-facilitated 

by three Kenyan nationals (STC employees) and centred on an articulation and understanding 

of our global humanity—a shared and interconnected humanity built on the concept of Ubuntu. 

At its core, an interconnected humanity emphasises the value and understanding of our actions. 

The following quotation is illustrative of the cognitive dissonances experienced by 

participants: 

Being immersed into the community made me really question different things that 

happen back in Australia; we are such a materialistic, wasteful society. I couldn’t help 

but feel guilty about where I was born and the opportunities, I have access too because 

it doesn’t seem fair that not everyone has those same opportunities. (PS20) 
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5.2.2 Theme 2: Relationships Build Community and Foster Positive Connections 

Fundamental to all the critical experiences and dissonances that ensued was connecting 

participants with members of the local community. Reflections on human connectedness were 

framed through the participants’ experiences with their host family and with members of the 

broader community. Homestay accommodation was organised through local employees of 

STC. All homestay families were vetted, and participants were placed in groups of four to eight 

people and assigned to a homestay family. Homestay families ranged in size and composition, 

from single-parent households to nuclear families. Breakfast and dinner were provided to the 

participants as part of their homestay arrangements. In building relationships with their 

homestay families, participants helped cook, went to church, travelled into Nakuru and 

shopped, and watched television and played games during the evenings. Homestays allowed 

participants to immerse themselves in the daily life of the cultural other. Through their 

experiences, participants discerned a degree of belonging and connection that members of their 

host family or local community had with each other. This connection was contrasted with the 

perceived absence of one in their own home culture. Positive connections were also fostered 

through the joint preparation, serving and eating of meals with both their homestay families 

and children at the school. Participants were able to reflect on their own values and 

perspectives regarding the importance of food. Relationships with members of their host 

family, other community members and the children at the school became important for the 

participants as they nurtured empathy and enhanced their communicative skills. 

The importance of relationships in building positive connections with others is 

illustrated in the following quotation: 

We stayed in the houses throughout our time there and I think without that it wouldn’t 

have been the same trip because you did get to know the community that you were 

staying in. The family that you stayed with gave you their personal stories and just 

walking through the town to get home you got to see different things, meet different 
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people. Everyone was so welcoming and they are so accepting and happy and willing to 

share their stories. (P6) 

5.2.3 Theme 3: Relationships and Understanding are at the Core of Teaching 

Through developing their communication skills, participants’ confidence increased and, 

as a result, relationships were strengthened. Being in classroom environments where they were 

unable to draw on the use of the English language to facilitate learning increased participants’ 

professional knowledge and professional efficacy. Professional knowledge centred on 

strategies that enabled for a degree of understanding between themselves and the children they 

were teaching. Strategies included the use of non-verbal gestures, modelling the activity and 

capitalising on music and dance to engage children. Participants discerned the value of 

relationships as being central to any classroom environment. As reflected in the comment 

below, this understanding served to ground participants’ knowledge and efficacy, and the 

ability to form relationships became a vital part of the participants’ overall experience: 

I’d had the preschool/kindergarten age for the time that we were there teaching and we 

developed really quickly a bond with the kids, they knew us and they saw us every 

morning and we got to know them very quickly because we did a lot of hands on, play 

based learning with them, interacting with them, talking with them. It was hard at first 

to build a connection because they didn’t speak any English compared to some of the 

other children because they were a lot younger, but we picked up really quickly how to 

communicate with them. (PS5) 

5.2.4 Summary 

This phase of the research study sought to reflect on critical experiences in Kenya. The 

programmatic structure of the immersion program to include a range of critical experiences 

served to both influence and heighten the range of dissonances encountered by participants. 

These experiences, combined with reflexivity through journal writing, offered opportunities for 

the participants to cognitively engage with their socio-cultural perspectives and values, viewing 
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them in a new light. They were able to explore the meanings of their cultural assumptions, 

attitudes and values, providing valuable insights about themselves and the cultural other. 

The visit to the Giotto dump slum had the greatest impact on participants’ perspectives 

of themselves and others. Participants’ visit to New Canaan Village (formerly the Pipeline IDP 

Camp) also elicited responses that led to personal shifts. These shifts are an important 

component of intercultural competency development as they need to occur before any external 

outcomes or intercultural actions. Shifts were predominantly centred on meanings of privilege; 

participants recognised they had access to opportunities and socio-economic resources that 

were not available to the community living at the dump slum or New Canaan Village. In-

country group discussions allowed participants to verbally process the range of emotions and 

cognitive dissonances experienced. These group discussions were mediated by three Kenyan 

nationals (STC employees). The cultural contextualising provided by these nationals 

contributed towards participants shifting their personal frames of reference in their perspectives 

and values. Feelings initially centred on notions of guilt and shame were replaced by a more 

philosophical perspective centred on the concepts of gratitude and happiness. 

5.3 Post Immersion 

The following questions were used to ascertain what impacts the immersion program 

had on participants: 

• Have you been impacted personally by the program? If so, in what ways? 

• Have you been impacted professionally by the program? If so, in what ways? 

• Reflecting back on the culture in Kenya, what were some things that stood out for 

you? 

• What have you found most confronting since returning to Australia? 

The greatest impacts on participants related to the challenges they experienced after returning 

to their home culture in Australia. Participants became frustrated as they struggled to 
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adequately share their experiences with family and friends. Outside of this frustration, 

participants were able to describe the personal and professional impacts of the immersion. 

Personal impacts were highlighted by changes in their perspectives on their own cultural 

values. These values centred on understandings of connection, belonging and relationships. 

Arriving in Australia during the weeks leading up to Christmas had many participants 

questioning the value of a consumerist and materialistic society. These shifts in perspective 

were influenced by immersing with their respective host family and engaging in various critical 

experiences in Kenya. Professional impacts centred on feeling more confident as a teacher and 

having a greater understanding as to the role and importance of education in bringing about 

social change. 

5.3.1 Theme 1: Immersion Programs Foster Personal Transformation 

Personal transformation was articulated by participants through the cognition of a 

deeper sense of appreciation. Appreciation for the opportunities they had been afforded; 

opportunities that were mainly the result of their socio-economic privilege. Changes in 

meaning were also influenced by participants immersing with their host family and resulted 

from the building of relationships. These relationships centred on the significance of 

connection and belonging, and, as such, also fostered empathy. The various critical experiences 

encountered, and cultural mediation provided by Kenyan nationals also resulted in changes to 

participants’ perspectives and values. One value recognised by participants was that of social 

responsibility; that through education, they were able to be agents for change. Assisting 

participants to make sense of their experiences and the associated cognitive and affective 

dissonances was the concept of Ubuntu. This concept was discussed at various stages 

throughout the immersion by the assisting Kenyan nationals. These discussions assisted 

participants in shifting their worldview from the world as a cultural dichotomy to one that is 

inherently connected. The following quotation encapsulated the degree of transformation: 
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Most definitely! This program challenged me to reflect upon myself and opened me up 

to how ignorant we can be and how much we take our first world ‘simplicities’ and 

‘conveniences’ for granted. Travelling to Africa allowed me to view issues such as 

pollution, access to clean water, living standards, health care, etc., in a different light. 

Just by being born in Australia we are granted privileged lives. We are given a 

multitude of opportunities through education. In becoming aware of our privilege, we 

must also acknowledge our responsibility. We have so much more than we need so how 

are we going to utilise these blessings to make a difference in our world? (PS17) 

5.3.2 Theme 2: Immersion Programs Strengthen Teacher Dispositions and Affirm 

the Value of Education 

The time spent teaching at Aberdare Ranges Primary School allowed participants to 

build and improve various professional skills and dispositions. These included confidence, 

communication, flexibility and relationship building. Perhaps most notable was the necessity 

and ability to effectively communicate without the use of the English language to engage 

children in various activities, which led to positive relationships with the children at Aberdare 

Ranges Primary School. Additionally, participants grew in their confidence to improvise, 

developing the ability to be flexible in what they were seeking to achieve. It was during their 

time at the school that participants developed an appreciation as to the importance of 

relationships in creating a positive classroom environment. In addition to these dispositions and 

skills, participants acknowledged that as future teachers, they were able to effect social change 

through education. 

The following quotation is an example of the immersion experience’s impact on a 

participant’s valuing of education: 

As a future teacher, I have a deep appreciation for education, however, Kenya allowed 

me to see how truly lucky we are to have opportunities for education. Before 

experiencing this program, I valued education but didn’t see the power of education and 
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the implications it has when a person is striped of the right to be educated. Kenya 

taught me to not take my own, or others education for granted. (PS14). 

5.3.3 Theme 3: Understanding of the ‘Cultural Other’ is Strengthened through 

Community Engagement 

In seeking to understand others, empathy is enhanced. However, no understanding of 

significance can be reached without first understanding the ‘self’. Homestays allowed 

participants to immerse themselves with local families and engage with the broader 

community. Homestays allowed participants to experience day-to-day living with their host 

family. Participants helped cook, went to church, travelled into Nakuru town and shopped, and 

watched television and played games during the evenings. These allowed for individual 

narratives to be shared, which in turn strengthened empathy. Engaging with the community 

further led to participants reflecting on aspects of their own visible culture. One aspect that 

stood out for many was that of food. Participants reflected on notions of food scarcity, sourcing 

food and diet. Some of the homestay families had individual plots of land used to grow a 

variety of different plants and vegetables. The interactions participants shared of collecting 

various produce strengthened the relationship bonds. 

The following quotation is indicative of this theme: 

The family I stayed with have faced and overcome horrific situations that no one should 

ever have to experience in their lifetime, yet they live lives based around faith, hope 

and love. The strength and will of the family was truly inspiring and was something 

that has really forced me to reflect on my life and values. I have learned and am still 

learning, about the greater meaning of life and what it means to be living. (PS14) 

5.3.4 Theme 4: Reconciling Personal Transformation in Home Culture is 

Challenging 

Although the program was of a relatively short duration (three weeks), many 

participants experienced challenges upon returning to their home culture in Australia (Young, 
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2014). Participants reported struggling in their attempts to share with others the totality of the 

program they had experienced. Participants became frustrated in their attempts to adequately 

share their experiences with family and friends. Feelings of frustration were amplified by the 

timing of their return to Australia. Returning just before Christmas highlighted some of their 

personal shifts in perspective and values. These shifts centred on connection and belonging, 

which were now considered far more important than individualism. These shifts also led to 

feelings of frustration centred on the cultural value of consumerism and the associated waste: 

The challenges faced after returning home were summarised by one participant as 

follows: 

It can be difficult to discuss my experience of the trip with others, especially since the 

people I am discussing it with would not be able to empathise as they are so far 

removed from the circumstances that I experienced throughout the immersion. It can be 

difficult and frustrating to discuss such an impactful experience while, in the same 

conversation, your friends are discussing their own first world problems. (PS11) 

5.3.5 Summary 

Post-immersion data aligned with the current literature describing the experiences of 

returning to one’s home culture after a period abroad. Participants articulated a disdain for the 

reality of the life they had returned to, and in some cases, participants lacked the motivation to 

do things they had previously enjoyed (Young, 2014). Participants experienced feelings of 

frustration and misunderstanding, and for many this was compounded by not being able to 

articulate to family and friends the totality of what they had experienced abroad. This 

frustration was in contrast to the euphoric feeling participants had experienced upon entering 

the host community in Nakuru, Kenya. Here, homestay families and community members were 

both accommodating and supportive. The participants themselves recognised that they had 

changed but now felt that people around them, including family and friends, either did not 

understand them or, for some, did they have the time to listen to their experiences. The cultural 
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dissonances participants encountered while abroad were again being encountered back in their 

home culture. Based on their experiences abroad, participants now placed importance on the 

values of belonging, community and relationships. Arriving back home, these values were 

being challenged as participants re-encountered values centred around consumerism, 

materialism and individualism. Again, this re-encounter was a cause of frustration and 

intolerance for things participants now deemed to be trivial. 

5.4 Immersion and Intercultural Competence 

The immersion narrative was revealed through a cyclical journey—a journey that 

uncovered numerous intersections with intercultural competence. The journey commenced 

with an introspection of participants’ assumptions and expectations of the immersion prior to 

departure. Participants were subsequently immersed with host families, within a community 

where they experienced, as closely as one can, the cultural other. Following their return to 

Australia, the participants return to introspection, in the form of critically reflecting on the 

internal shifts and challenges faced upon re-entry into their home culture. The following 

sections present the intersections that emerged between the immersion and intercultural 

competence. This goes towards addressing the main research question: In what ways can a 

short-term cultural immersion program impact the development of intercultural competence in 

Australian preservice teachers? 

For individuals, intercultural competence is not an end in itself—it is never complete 

and is always being enriched through various intercultural encounters and experiences (Barret 

et al., 2014). Such encounters and experiences facilitate the development of critical self-

awareness and intercultural relationships. Deardorff’s (2006) process model for intercultural 

competence (see Figure 5.1) is illustrative of a simultaneous interactional process that is 

recursive at all stages, in that it feeds back on itself but also anticipates several specific, 

sequential, causal paths (Barrett et al., 2013). 
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Figure 5.1 

Deardorff’s (2006) Process Model for Intercultural Competence 

 

Note. From Deardorff (2006). 

This model reflects the aspects of intercultural competence agreed upon by leading 

intercultural experts (Spitzberg & Changnon, 2009). Deardorff (2006) posits that the 

development of intercultural competence begins at the level of the individual. It is at this level 

that attitudes required for intercultural competence are highlighted, including respect, 

openness, and curiosity. Additionally, there is a requirement for cultural knowledge and 

understanding, along with the requisite skills for effective communication and relationship 

building. These lead to internal shifts in personal frames of reference, which ideally lead to 

external outcomes or actions indicative of intercultural competence. 
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Synthesis of this immersion with intercultural competence will be presented using 

Deardorff’s (2006) four components for intercultural competence: attitudes, knowledge and 

comprehension including skills, internal outcomes, and external outcomes. Data from relevant 

phases will be used to validate the intersections between the immersion and Deardorff’s 

components. Where relevant discussion will also include intersections with service-learning, as 

the immersion was premised on the principles of service-learning. 

5.4.1 Attitudes 

Using a grounded theory approach, Deardorff (2006) identified attitudes that facilitate 

the development of intercultural competence. These attitudes allow for intercultural behaviour 

that is both appropriate and effective—appropriate in the understanding that behaviours are 

suitable and match the value structures and norms of the cultural other, and effective in that 

mutually shared meanings are derived from the encounter (Ting-Toomey, 2009). Attitudes 

include respect, openness and curiosity. 

In the present study, participants positioned themselves as being separate or different 

from the cultural other. The cultural other lived elsewhere and was perceived as not having 

equal access to requirements for living. The quotation below is demonstrative of such self-

positioning: 

One of the primary reasons I chose to participate in this program is because I realise 

that, in our Western society in particular, we can be completely separated from the 

hardships of people who struggle to feed their families on the other side of the world. 

(PS4) 

Participants’ awareness and understanding enabled an articulation of various attitudes—

attitudes reflective of intercultural competence, including being open, willing and curious to 

engage with and learn about people from a different culture. The following comment was 

reflective of an attitude of openness and curiosity: ‘I am looking forward to meeting the local 
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community and connecting with the students. I am really looking forward to immersing into 

their culture and staying with other students with local families’ (PS10). 

Attitudes that further foster intercultural competence include an ability to tolerate 

ambiguity and uncertainty, which is indicative of the attitude of curiosity and discovery 

(Deardorff, 2006). In this study, this was widely described by participants as stepping outside 

of their comfort zones. For example: 

I am expecting to be pushed outside of my comfort zone. Have my own beliefs and 

skills challenged, develop a better understanding of myself as a teacher and others 

around me. This Kenya immersion is going to be an eye-opening experience and I look 

forward to being stretched emotionally, physically and spiritually. (PS10) 

Participants’ willingness to step outside of their comfort zones and to empathise with 

the cultural other is illustrative of their openness to challenging their own assumptions, beliefs 

and values: 

To be pushed to come out of your shell and put yourself into unusual and challenging 

situations. To have an experience that will develop confidence and wisdom which you 

can use to continue to develop your own understandings and beliefs. (PS17) 

In summary, the pre-immersion data supports the range of attitudes noted by Deardorff 

(2006) as necessary for intercultural competence, including openness and curiosity. 

Mendenhall (2001) suggests that having a sense of curiosity is the cornerstone for developing 

intercultural effectiveness, a position supported by Deardorff (2006). 

5.4.2 Knowledge and Comprehension 

The components of knowledge for intercultural competence include cultural self-

awareness, cultural knowledge and socio-linguistic awareness. Associated skills include 

listening, observing, interpreting and relating. Motivation is understood to be enhanced by the 

influence of these two components (Deardorff, 2006). In combination, motivation, knowledge 

and skills are needed to support shifts in internal perspectives, or frames of reference. Internal 
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shifts enhance empathy, ethnorelativity and adaptability, which in turn lead to appropriate and 

effective actions or outcomes (Spitzberg & Changnon, 2009). 

Cultural knowledge and basic socio-linguistic awareness were addressed by participants 

prior to the immersion. Participants engaged in two full-day workshops. The first workshop 

focused on planning and preparation for their teaching and covered travel logistics. The second 

workshop aimed to ensure all participants had relevant cultural and historical knowledge and 

understanding of the Kenyan context. This specific workshop was facilitated by a Kenyan-born 

Australian and covered cultural norms, the history behind the host school and community in 

which participants would be immersing themselves, and basic communicative language skills. 

The workshops were conducted two weeks apart, with the second workshop held the week 

before departure. Given the self-selecting nature of the participants, their motivation was quite 

high, but it would be once they were in Kenya that the elements within knowledge and 

understanding required for intercultural competence would be enacted and reflected upon. 

During the immersion, opportunities for reflection were ever present as participants 

kept journals. Their journals outlined events and experiences, including both cognitive and 

affective dissonances. What emerged from participants’ journal entries was that their cultural 

assumptions were challenged. Challenges became apparent during various critical experiences. 

The most notable experience for participants was their visit to the Giotto dump slum. This 

experience brought into critical focus their socio-economic privilege and the opportunities that 

such privilege enables. As one participant summarised: 

It was so hard. I couldn’t help but compare what I had to the little that they had. Why is 

this the case? These people don’t deserve this, we’re all humans, and it’s just the 

circumstances we happened to be born into. We were just born in a better place. (PS17) 

Further aspects of cultural self-awareness resulted in an understanding of the value and 

significance of relationships and connection. Community connectedness and the sense of 

belonging that stems from relationships were valued by participants. As one participant noted: 
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Sometimes in our society we can feel as individuals fighting our own battles. But here, 

they come together as a community and help each other and there is a sense of 

belonging within a community beyond their immediate family members. (PS19) 

PS3 further reflected on the perceived absence of this connection in their home culture: ‘Their 

sense of community and independence and their sense of connection is something we miss 

back home’. 

The skills required for intercultural competence (Deardorff, 2006) are those needed for 

effective communication. These skills include listening, interpreting, and relating. For 

participants, communicative awareness was highlighted through understanding the importance 

of language and the way language influences the way one is perceived and understood. 

Through having communicative awareness, the development of socio-linguistic skills became 

paramount as participants attempted to engage with children at both Aberdare Ranges Primary 

School and Miti Mingi Village. These skills included using non-verbal cues, using single 

words in Kiswahili, using visual displays and modelling an activity. The development of these 

skills highlighted the significance of language (verbal and non-verbal) for appropriate and 

effective communication. PS2 reflected on the importance of communication and the skills 

associated with it: ‘Communication is very important, and these skills have been developed 

while I was teaching in Kenya because I learnt to communicate in different ways such as 

gestural/actions or through facial expressions’. 

Thus, language became highly salient as participants attempted to engage children in 

various activities. Communication was further fostered through the relationship’s participants 

developed with their host families and members of the broader community. The quality of 

these relationships was premised on the effectiveness of participants’ communication skills. In 

these contexts, the skills of listening and observing enabled participants to learn about the 

experiences and lives of their host family and the community: 
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The family that you stayed with gave you their personal stories and just walking 

through the town to get home you got to see different things, meet different people. 

Everyone was so welcoming and they are so accepting and happy and willing to share 

their stories. (PS6) 

Relationships with their host family provided further opportunity for participants to 

build cultural knowledge. Kenya’s political history includes internecine political violence. 

While this knowledge was briefly covered in the final pre-departure workshop, greater 

understanding resulted from listening and relating with members of host families and members 

of the broader community—most of whom were IDPs as a direct result of this violence. Such 

understanding was reflected PS13: 

The Kenyans I met overcame horrific situations that no one should ever have to 

experience in their lifetime … the strength and will of the women, men and children is 

something that really forces me to reflect on my own life and values. I have learned and 

I am still learning about the greater meaning of life. (PS13) 

For this and other participants, the skill of critically evaluating situations and their own 

cultural values and perspectives were further developed. Critical reflection is required for 

intercultural competence and is also a key component to service-learning. ‘Reflection has been 

described as turning experience into learning, that is, a way of exploring experience in order to 

learn new things from it’ (Boud, 2001, p. 10). Through critical reflection, participants were 

able to make new meanings from their experiences. Meanings included shifts in their 

perspectives and clarification of their values. The following quotation articulates both an 

experience and the new learning that resulted from it: 

I have really started to question my own happiness. You walk through the camp and 

you can just feel the happiness, it really highlights how materialistic we are. It doesn’t 

matter what physical items we have it is the connections that you make that essentially 

make you. (PS12) 
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As indicated by the quotation above, the immersion experience enabled opportunities 

for all participants to continually reflect on and evaluate their own cultural values. Their 

meaning making during the immersion was further enhanced through the mediation of three 

Kenyan nationals. The visit to the Giotto dump slum was particularly emotional and visceral 

for participants. Following this visit, the cultural mediation provided by the nationals to the 

participants allowed for a personal reframing of cultural values. One example of such 

reframing was described as follows: 

Today we visited the community living on the dump site and I was in disbelief. It was 

such a shock to see vultures and wild pigs living amongst the piles of rubbish which a 

Kenyan community call home. I decided to open my eyes to the amazing things about 

this community, their level of happiness. With the amount of material possessions and 

luxuries we have in Australia, it is almost inconceivable that we do not attain any true 

happiness. (PS2) 

In summary, intersections exist between the knowledge, comprehension and skills 

required for intercultural competence and the immersion experience. Experiences in Kenya 

provided the participants with opportunities to evaluate aspects of their cultural self-awareness. 

Through homestay and community engagement, participants were able to deepen their 

comprehension of aspects of cultural knowledge, and through their teaching at the school, they 

built socio-linguistic awareness and skills. 

5.4.3 Internal Outcomes 

Possessing the requisite attitudes, knowledge, comprehension, and skills is not 

sufficient for intercultural competence (Barrett et al., 2013). Interculturally competent actions 

result from internal shifts which, according to Deardorff (2006), are the result of an informed 

frame of reference—a frame that includes what Bennett (2004) describes as an ethnorelative 

view of the world. In this immersion, ethnorelativism included participants integrating 

themselves into their host family and broader community and empathising with the cultural 
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other, which fostered an appreciation for cultural diversity; enhanced communication skills, 

which allowed for greater understanding; challenged worldviews; and prompted re-evaluation 

of situations from various cultural perspectives. 

Shifts occurred in participants’ ability to adapt and integrate knowledge, understandings 

and skills (Bennett, 2004), resulting in new meanings. New meanings were centred on 

participants’ reframing of meanings associated with their cultural values and socio-economic 

privilege. New meanings that resulted from participants recognising their socio-economic 

privilege led to articulations of appreciation and gratitude, for example: 

I think it has taught me appreciation and how grateful I am, the privileges I have and 

what I can do with that … I didn’t choose where I was born, just as the children we met 

didn’t choose to be born in Kenya. What I can choose is what I am going to do with my 

life and appreciate the endless opportunities I have in life. I’m going to start 

appreciating every opportunity I have and not take anything for granted. (PS15) 

As described by PS7, internal shifts also resulted from participants being immersed 

with their homestay family and through the relationships they were able to build with both their 

homestay families and members of the community: 

To experience another way of life, to live with the families and experience part of their 

day to day changed my perspective on my own life. The people in Kenya deal with a 

certain level of ‘real’ stress daily, like water supply, food, clothing, paying for 

essentials and so on, things that as an Australian, I take for granted. This experience has 

allowed me to be truly grateful for everything I have. (PS7) 

In addition to homestays, the range of critical experiences provided participants with 

opportunities to empathise emotionally and intellectually with the cultural other. From the data, 

as illustrated in the following quotation, it became obvious that high-intensity experiences 

(Kiely, 2004) can greatly influence internal shifts: 
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It was really challenging, really hard. I think a challenging part was that the fact that we 

have so much and sometimes we are not grateful for it and we don’t appreciate the 

things that we have, but these people are living on a dump site. I was overwhelmed 

with guilt of how I’d lived my life and how I hadn’t valued the things that I had, and I 

didn’t appreciate those things. It just really shook my perspective. (PS11) 

In summary, the immersion experience resulted in internal shifts by participants. These 

shifts occurred because of the various experiences within the immersion which provided 

opportunities for participants to have what Deardorff (2006) describes as informed frames of 

reference. These frames of reference were informed through requisite attitudes for the 

development of intercultural competence, the various critical experiences in Kenya, culturally 

mediated discussions, and critical journal writing and reflection. 

5.4.4 External Outcomes 

According to Deardorff (2006, 2011), the desired external outcomes of intercultural 

competence are an individual’s effective and appropriate behaviour and communication and 

the experience of these by others. Effectiveness is determined by the individual, while 

appropriateness can only be determined by the other person. Appropriateness of behaviour or 

communication is related to the adherence of cultural norms by the other person (Deardorff, 

2006). Interculturally competent actions result from the summation of requisite attitudes, 

knowledge, skills and internal shifts. Barrett et al. (2014) contend that all of the components 

required for intercultural competence are lacking if they do not lead to actions. 

The study did not seek to quantify or qualify the effectiveness or appropriateness of 

participants’ behaviour or communication. As the study focused on participants’ experiences of 

the immersion, the effectiveness of their behaviour and communication can perhaps be 

surmised from the degree of engagement and relationships with others. Regarding external 

outcomes, what the immersion is able to demonstrate is that suggested by Barrett et al. (2013), 

that intercultural actions include seeking opportunities to engage with people who have 
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different perspectives and cultural orientations to one’s own. This was demonstrated by the 

participants through their openness and willingness to participate in the immersion and through 

their relationships with their homestay family. Further, the immersion program allowed 

opportunities for participants to act in ways that were interculturally competent. As participants 

engaged in relationships with homestay families, the broader community and the children and 

staff at the school, they were required to communicate in ways that were respectful and 

effective (Deardorff, 2006). Respect here is described as regarding, appreciating, and valuing 

the other (Barrett et al., 2013). For the participants, this valuing was most notable during their 

time at the school. To engage with the children, they were required to develop and utilise 

various socio-linguistic skills to foster a degree of mutual understanding between themselves 

and the other. 

As such, the willingness of the participants to resonate with the cultural other allowed 

them to foster empathy. Empathy resulted from the intercultural skills of listening and relating 

with the other, which participants experienced in homestays, through critical experiences and 

through their teaching time at the school. Galloway-Thomas (2010) would argue that empathy 

has the greatest potential to alter our intercultural actions. 

5.5 Conclusion 

This section returns to the overall research question: In what ways can a short-term 

cultural immersion program impact the development of intercultural competence in Australian 

preservice teachers? Based on the study’s findings, the impact of short-term cultural immersion 

on the development of intercultural competence is illustrated in Figure 5.2. The figure depicts 

the key findings distilled from the main themes that emerged in this study and the connection 

of these to the development of intercultural competence. 

Deardorff (2009) describes intercultural competence as a spiral. Thus, Figure 5.2 

presents the key findings from the present study in the development of intercultural 
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competence as being both spiral and recursive in nature. Support for positing the figure in this 

manner is provided by Barrett et al. (2013), who contend, ‘An individual’s intercultural 

competence is never complete but can always be enriched further from continuing experience 

of different kinds of intercultural encounter’ (p. 8). This immersion is one such encounter. The 

five aspects, which both surround and interconnect with each other and with self-identity, are 

described as permeable constructs, rather than rigid concepts (Kelly, 1970). They are 

permeable in that the perceptions individuals have of themselves; others and the world are open 

to constant shifts in perspectives and in the meanings made from such perspectives. These 

aspects are discussed below. 

Figure 5.2 

Conception of the (Ever-Ongoing) Development of Intercultural Competence 

 

 

 

5.5.1 Self-Identity 

At the core of the proposed model is self-identity. Historically, the words of the ancient 

Greek philosopher Socrates— ‘Know thyself’—is where all wisdom begins. Such wisdom is 
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derived from ‘a person’s sense of who they are and the self-descriptions to which they attribute 

significance and value’ (Barrett et al., 2013, p. 5). These self-descriptions, both personal and 

social, are continually reflected on as individuals position themselves in relation to others. 

Deardorff’s (2006) cultural competency model provided a useful framework to analyse 

participants responses and experience. The model commences with attitudes and the attitudes 

required for intercultural competence are connected to an individual’s sense of identity 

(Fernández-Agüero & Garrote, 2019). Attitudes included valuing of the Kenyan culture, an 

openness and curiosity to discover and learn (Deardorff, 2006). Descriptions of self, include 

personal and social identities, various attributes, relationships and roles, allowing people to 

both define their own individuality and, when in relation to others, their position in the world 

(Barrett et al., 2013). Through a socio-cultural lens, identity is concerned with how individuals 

come to understand themselves and how they ‘come to “see” who they are, through the social 

and cultural “worlds” that they participate in and how they relate to others within and outside 

of these worlds’ (Urietta, 2018, p. 17). Requisite attitudes for intercultural competence reside 

within the knowledge and understanding of self-identity. Savicki (2020) suggests that openness 

and flexibility are prerequisites for continually redefining one’s identity and for personal 

growth—the same attitudes required for the development of intercultural competence. Further, 

at both an individual and collective level, the association between one’s identity and attitudes 

has implications for actions or behaviours (Jaspal & Breakwell, 2014). 

5.5.2 Social Responsibility 

Deardorff (2006) notes that having the right attitude assists in becoming interculturally 

competent. In support, Okayama et al. (2001) suggest, ‘what may be most important is a 

willingness to make changes … underlying attitudes that support everything that can be taught 

or learned’ (p. 97). While research suggests that there is no exhaustive list of attitudes required 

for intercultural competence (Barrett et al., 2013), the disposition of responsibility is rarely 

explicitly mentioned. A finding from the present study that is both of value and interest is that 
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participants articulated a desire to be socially responsible, which they further understood as 

being important (Barrett et al., 2013). The following quotation is indicative of this sentiment: 

‘You always hear about those less fortunate, and I feel like this is the perfect opportunity for 

me to actually put words into actions and do something that would benefit someone else’ 

(PS19). 

In addition to the attitudes suggested by Deardorff (2006) for the development of 

intercultural competence, for participants in the present study, having the right attitude 

included an articulation and understanding of responsibility. From the study’s findings, in light 

of Deardorff’s (2006) process model, an assertion can be made that responsibility may also be 

an antecedent for the development of intercultural competence. As much as a person 

acknowledges that they have a responsibility to decide whether to critically reflect on their self-

identity and whether to acquire requisite knowledge and understanding (not only of themselves 

but of the cultural other), they must then take responsibility for the development of the 

requisite skills to effectively engage with the cultural other. Thus, a degree of responsibility is 

able to facilitate both internal and external outcomes. Social responsibility will be further 

discussed in the discussion of the cultural empathy aspect (Section 5.5.4). 

An articulation of social responsibility reflected participants’ motivations for 

participating in the immersion program. PS3 articulated a similar sentiment to the previous 

participant, but couched it within an understanding of service-learning: 

I think that service-learning programs are attractive as they provide an experience that 

is truly unique and different from the everyday, privileged, Western world that we live 

in. I believe that as fortunate humans, we hold an innate responsibility to help those in 

need. (PS3) 

As mentioned above, knowledge and comprehension, including skills required for 

intercultural competence, are enhanced through motivation (Deardorff, 2006). Motivation, in 

combination with knowledge and skills, support shifts in internal frames of reference. This in 
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turn enhances empathy, ethnorelativity and adaptability, leading to appropriate and effective 

actions or outcomes (Spitzberg & Changnon, 2009). Participants in this immersion were 

motivated by altruistic reasons, which they phrased as wanting to make a difference. This, 

when combined with the service-learning nature of the immersion, may provide further 

justification as to why social responsibility should be included as an aspect for the 

development of intercultural competence. Further, the association between identity and 

attitudes, including social responsibility, have implication for actions or external outcomes 

(Deardorff, 2006). These actions can lead to both individual and social change. 

5.5.3 High-Intensity, Culturally Mediated Experiences 

The development of intercultural competence requires that individuals shift their 

internal frames of reference. Such shifts enhance empathy and adaptability, leading to 

appropriate and effective intercultural actions (Deardorff, 2006). This study was able to 

demonstrate that shifts in perspectives result from high-intensity intercultural experiences 

(Kiely, 2005). According to Yunkaporta (2009), ‘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’ (as cited in Walker et al., 

2014, p. 200). During the immersion, participants were able to build the skill of empathy 

through the various experiences. The most notable experience was the visit to the Giotto dump 

slum. Cultural mediation of this experience allowed participants to recognise that material 

possessions were not really the source of happiness; rather, when viewed through a different 

cultural lens, happiness is sourced internally through connection and belonging. It is 

recognised that cultural immersion programs provide experiences that are experiential and 

unique in nature. The learning within immersion programs results from divergent worldviews, 

which leads to thoughts and actions that are global in nature (Zong, 2009). 
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5.5.4 Cultural Empathy 

Cultural empathy results from an appreciation of and reflection on both the similarities 

and differences between one’s own culture and the culture of others. Depraz (2001) would 

contend that empathy is an ethical responsibility towards yourself as a person. Additionally, 

Galloway-Thomas (2010) would argue that empathy has the greatest potential to alter our 

intercultural actions. With these in mind, the immersion program in Kenya included 

homestays. Through being immersed in the day-to-day lives of their host family, participants 

were able to build a deeper appreciation of the cultural other, which enabled cultural empathy. 

Williams (2005) posits that actual cultural immersion is important if students are to develop 

intercultural capabilities. The participants’ engagement with their host families was such that it 

could foster empathy and also be transformative (Daloz, 2000). Engagements of this nature are 

described by Daloz (2000): 

For the experience to be more than simply an encounter … there had to be some sense 

of empathic connection with people different from themselves. In some significant way 

the inner experience of the other was engaged, a bond was formed, and some deep 

lesson about connection across differences was learned. (p. 110) 

Deep connection and learning also resulted from other experiences, including visits to 

New Canaan Village and the Giotto dump slum, teaching at Aberdare Ranges Primary School 

and exploring Miti Mingi Village. All experiences provided the participants with opportunities 

to both appreciate and reflect on cultural similarities and differences. The cultural differences 

gleaned by participants included a greater appreciation and understanding of the importance of 

community connection, the value of relationships and the significance of belonging. This 

cultural juxtaposition is reflective of Western cultural values that tend to support individualism 

over collectivism. Intersections between the immersion experiences and participants’ 

development of cultural empathy were such that, according to Daloz (2000), they could lead to 
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greater social responsibility. Social responsibility can thus be considered an outward 

manifestation of intercultural competence. 

5.5.5 Relationships 

Any positioning of the self in relation to the cultural other requires that both people 

enter into a relationship. Williams (2005) posits that immersion experiences can develop 

intercultural capabilities only when participants interact with the locals, immersing in the 

culture. Relationships were formed by the participants through immersing with their homestay 

families. These relationships fostered cultural empathy which, in turn, required requisite 

attitudes for intercultural competence. Attitudes that develop intercultural competence include 

openness, curiosity, respect, and flexibility. For the participants, these attitudes, in combination 

with the relationships they formed, strengthened the immersion experience, and fostered the 

development of intercultural competence. Central to the development of these relationships 

was communication. Effective and appropriate communication is the goal of intercultural 

competence (Deardorff, 2006). The importance of communication, including the role of 

language for relationship building, was highlighted throughout the participants’ time at the 

school. Being placed in classroom environments where participants were not able to draw on 

the use of the English language to facilitate learning led to participants’ development and 

employment of socio-linguistic strategies that fostered a degree of understanding between 

themselves and the children. The ability to form relationships with the children was vital to 

participants’ experiences at the school. Underpinned by the service-learning principle of 

reciprocity, this immersion, facilitated through the NGO STC, was also premised on the 

understanding of respectful and mutual relationships. 

5.5.6 Critical Reflection 

Critical reflection is a key component to defining self-identity and personal growth. 

Further, to engage in critical written reflection and discourse should lead to action or external 

outcomes. On both a personal and professional level, action is the outward manifestation of 
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internal shifts in perspective, or frames of reference (Deardorff, 2006). Such shifts result from 

critical reflection and subsequent new learning. Savicki (2020) suggests that the purpose of 

critical reflection is to increase levels of self-awareness and encourage a desire to engage 

dialectically with the world. In this immersion, participants’ reflections were centred on critical 

experiences which allowed them an opportunity to explore and evaluate their culturally held 

beliefs, attitudes and values. The service-learning aspects of this immersion provided shifts in 

frames of reference that importantly created opportunities for participants to grow and develop 

through action (Savicki, 2020). The kinds of action that participants described were both 

personal and professional. Personally, shifts occurred from values reflecting individualism to a 

greater appreciation and valuing of belonging and human connection. As future teachers, 

professional shifts resulted in greater confidence and a desire and willingness to meet the needs 

of culturally diverse students. The immersion provided opportunities for participants to 

empathise with the cultural other, which should further translate into interculturally competent 

interactions and relationships with diverse members within a school community. The critical 

experiences within this immersion were also culturally mediated. The discourse within these 

discussions fostered cultural awareness and knowledge that led to new understandings by 

participants of themselves and the world (Mezirow, 1996). As a result, participants were 

challenged in their understanding of their own socio-cultural privilege and the values 

associated with an individualist culture. 

5.5.7 Summary 

In building on and discussing the findings in Chapter 4 and responding to the main 

research question, this chapter aimed to build an immersion narrative to ultimately demonstrate 

intersections between a short-term cultural immersion experience, relevant aspects of service-

learning and the development of intercultural competence in preservice teachers. The 

acquisition of intercultural competencies is an ongoing process (Deardorff, 2006) that can take 

place during any stage in human life. Central to human life is the individual and their sense of 
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identity; an identity that embodies an articulation and understanding of personal and social 

representations. Such representations are open to evaluation as one positions themselves with 

cultural others. Positioning an individual in high-intensity intercultural experiences, when 

culturally mediated, leads to critical thinking and self-evaluation. In summary, the 

demonstrated impacts of the short-term cultural immersion on the development of intercultural 

competence in preservice teachers allow for the following key assertions to be made: 

• self-identity is an integral component for intercultural competence 

• social responsibility strengthens intercultural competence 

• high-dissonance, critical experiences intensify understandings and skills, heighten 

internal shifts and lead to new meanings 

• communicative awareness and competence are enhanced through authentic 

immersion in the community, and strengthened connections lead to critical thinking 

• cultural mediation enables and strengthens shifts in perspective. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

This chapter revisits the main research question by discussing the key assertions 

elicited in Chapter 5. The chapter then identifies the significance and contributions of the study 

(Section 6.2), the implications of the findings for practice (Section 6.3), the study’s limitations 

(Section 6.4) and recommendations for future research (Section 6.5). 

6.1 Discussion of Key Assertions 

As a mini-ethnographic case study, this study set out to document and understand the 

collective experience of 20 preservice teachers who, in 2016, elected to participate in a short-

term cultural immersion program in Kenya. The immersion was premised on the following 

principles of service-learning: participants engaged in experiential learning, relationships, 

reciprocity and critical reflection. Although the immersion was premised on the principles of 

service-learning, the focus of the research was on the collective perspectives and experiences 

of the participants, pre, during and post immersion. This ultimately aimed to provide a deeper 

understanding of any impacts cultural immersion programs have on the development of 

intercultural competence. The findings and resulting understanding allowed for five key 

assertions regarding the impact of short-term cultural immersion programs on the development 

of intercultural competence in Australian preservice teachers. These assertions are discussed 

below. 

6.1.1 Self-Identity is an Integral Component for Intercultural Competence 

Requisite attitudes for intercultural competence reside within knowledge and 

understanding of self-identity. Two attitudes required for the development of intercultural 

competence are openness and curiosity (Deardorff, 2006), which are also prerequisites for 

continually redefining one’s identity and personal growth (Savicki, 2020). Self-identity became 

a key feature across all phases of the study. In the pre-immersion phase, participants articulated 
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their expectations of the immersion program and their motivations for participating. Of 

significance was the concept of altruism, which was articulated as ‘making a difference’. In 

seeking to make a difference, participants recognised requisite attitudes for intercultural 

competence, including being open to, respectful of and curious about cultural others 

(Deardorff, 2006).. These attitudes served as prerequisites for continually redefining 

participants’ identity, and by doing so, led to personal growth (Fernández-Agüero & Garrote, 

2019). Throughout the during immersion phase, descriptions of the self in relation to the 

positioning of oneself with the cultural other were highlighted. In seeking to understand 

themselves, participants were in a position to become aware of and better understand others. 

Both observing and engaging in the real-life experiences of people at the Giotto dump slum, 

New Canaan Village, homestay families and Aberdare Ranges Primary School allowed 

participants opportunities to reflect on their position of socio-economic privilege. These critical 

experiences enhanced participants’ understanding of the range of opportunities they were 

afforded because of their socio-economic privilege. The post-immersion phase further 

reframed notions of privilege, now viewed through the perceived levels of materialism and 

consumerism evident in participants’ home culture. Participants’ understanding of privilege led 

to an internal shift that reframed the value they place on education and their own personal and 

professional social responsibility. All phases of the immersion echo Deardorff’s (2006) 

assertion that the development of intercultural competence rather than being linear is recursive 

and as such the development of intercultural competence is never complete, always being 

enriched by different intercultural experiences.  

6.1.2 Social Responsibility Strengthens Intercultural Competence 

Articulation of the need to be socially responsible was evident throughout all three 

phases of the study. The findings were not conclusive as to the reason why, though it could be 

argued that such perceived responsibility was due to one or more of the common characteristics 

of the participants: studying to become teachers and studying at a Catholic institution (whose 
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intellectual tradition is based on Catholic social teaching, including the principles of human 

dignity, rights and responsibilities). Research in intercultural competence suggests that 

motivation enhances the knowledge and understanding required for intercultural competence 

(Deardorff, 2006). During pre-immersion, participants were motivated to participate in the 

program for altruistic reasons, with the view to wanting to make a difference. As the 

immersion was premised on the principles of service-learning, the motivation to make a 

difference resulted in participants interrogating their understanding of their own culture and 

seeking a deeper understanding of the cultural other. Such an interrogation encouraged 

participants to view themselves as agents for social change. In combination with their 

understanding of their cultural worldviews, including their privileged socio-economic positions 

(Boyle-Baise, 1998), participants were able to better appreciate the role of education as one 

conduit for social change. This understanding of social responsibility was enhanced through 

the critical experiences encountered in Kenya. In developing intercultural competence, these 

experiences increased empathetic understanding of the cultural other, which then resulted in 

internal shifts in participants’ frames of reference. Empathy has the greatest potential to alter 

our intercultural actions (Galloway-Thomas, 2010). The range of critical experiences within 

the immersion enabled participants to build empathy. As future teachers, their levels of 

empathy enable conscious consideration of ways to respond. As a result of the immersion, they 

placed greater value on becoming a teacher and improved their understanding of the ability of 

this vocation to bring about change. 

6.1.3 High-Dissonance, Critical Experiences Intensify Understandings and Skills, 

Heighten Internal Shifts and Lead to New Meanings 

During this immersion, the range of critical experiences, which were high dissonance 

(Kiely, 2005) intensified experiential learning. The learning that resulted from divergent 

worldviews led to thoughts and actions that are global in nature (Zong, 2009). The immersion 

provided participants with several opportunities to deeply reflect on their own values and 
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beliefs, and they were able to learn about the experiences of people different to themselves 

(Deardorff, 2006; Darling-Hammond, 2006). Such cultural self-awareness is a necessary 

precursor of intercultural learning as it involves recognising cultural differences (Bennett, 

2009; Deardorff, 2006)). Cultural differences that led to new meanings about people and 

culture included the value and importance of belonging and community connectedness. 

Participants recognised that material possessions were not really the source of happiness; 

rather, when viewed through a different cultural lens, happiness is sourced internally through 

human connection and belonging. After their return to Australia, this notion was further 

reinforced as participants contrasted the high levels of material possessions and consumerism 

with the need for and importance of human connection. The immersion experience acted as a 

catalyst for the formation of coherent understandings about culture, cultural identity, and 

intercultural relations, all positively impacting the development of intercultural competence. 

6.1.4 Communicative Awareness and Competence are Enhanced through 

Authentic Immersion in the Community, and Strengthened Connections Lead to 

Critical Thinking 

Communication skills were fostered through the relationship’s participants developed 

with their host family and members of the broader community. Immersing with a host family 

was important to the development of intercultural competence as it allowed interaction with the 

host family and culture (Deardorff, 2006; Williams, 2005). The quality of the relationships 

formed was premised on the effectiveness of participants’ communication skills. In homestay 

contexts, the skills of listening and observing (Deardorff, 2006) enabled participants to learn 

about the experiences and lives of their host family and the broader community. Participants 

were open to and excited by living with a local family and fully immersed themselves in the 

experience; they cooked meals together, shared stories over breakfast and dinner, and spent 

time with their family on the weekends, going into town and to church. Homestay 

accommodation fostered connections that became the currency for the development of 
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relationships. In building authentic relationships, participants needed to explore their own 

beliefs and assumptions to value the experiences of their host family and others (Deardorff, 

2006; Delpit, 2006). Critical introspection of values and assumptions (Deardorff, 2006; Blasko, 

2012) is a key requirement for the development of intercultural competence. Relationships 

were strengthened through participants’ ability to critically reflect on their experiences. 

‘Reflection has been described as turning experience into learning, that is, a way of exploring 

experience in order to learn new things from it’ (Boud, 2001, p. 10). Critical reflection is a 

component of service-learning and is also required for the development of intercultural 

competence. Through critical reflection, participants shifted perspectives and made new 

meanings from their experiences. The shifts from the experiences resulted in increased 

intercultural understanding, empathy, and communication skills. 

6.1.5 Cultural Mediation Enables and Strengthens Shifts in Perspective 

Throughout the immersion, the involvement of cultural mediators enabled discussions 

that bridged cultural differences and promoted deeper thinking of the various experiences. 

Mediation assisted in making shifts in perspectives, which became transformative in nature. A 

significant and notable shift occurred after the visit to the Giotto dump slum. Rather than 

focusing on the community at the dump slum as one that lacked material possessions, 

participants were encouraged to see the strong sense of community and connection that existed. 

The mediation allowed participants to view this experience through a different cultural lens; 

one that developed empathy, connected knowledge and recognised that others’ view of the 

world was different to their own view (Yunkaporta, 2009). The intensity of the experience 

challenged participants to reflect on their own assumptions and biases through the actual 

encounter with the community at the dump slum. The risk of participants further entrenching 

deficit assumptions and deficit cultural worldviews were lessened because of the cultural 

mediation (Hepple et al., 2017). Through culturally mediated group discussions, participants 
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were encouraged to share, consolidate or refute their thinking, and were able to integrate any 

shifts in perspective into their lives and actions. 

6.2 Significance of the Study 

This study sought to answer the research question, ‘in what ways can a short-term 

cultural immersion program impact the development of intercultural competence in Australian 

preservice teachers?’ The significance of the study highlighted that short-term cultural 

immersions, characterised by principles of service-learning, designed as a pedagogical tool, 

delivered as a co-curricular program (with no course credit awarded to students who 

participated) and undertaken outside the parameters of a regular semester, positively impacted 

the development of intercultural competence, specifically in Australian preservice teachers. 

The short-term cultural immersion facilitated preservice teachers to critically evaluate their 

cultural self-awareness, deepen their comprehension of cultural knowledge and improve their 

socio-linguistic awareness and communication skills. Short-term immersion experiences 

provide learning opportunities for students to garner a deeper understanding of being and living 

in a globalised world. Thus, the findings support prior research suggesting that immersions of a 

shorter duration allow teachers to challenge deficit mindsets and foster positive orientations 

towards cultural difference (Sleeter, 2008). Further, short-term cultural immersion experiences 

are a potential way to address Miller’s (2015) finding that preservice teacher training in 

Australia fails to train teachers in the understanding required for cultural responsivity, 

including competencies relating to social and cultural aspects of diverse classrooms. The short-

term immersion positively impacted preservice teacher pedagogy, assisting to address research 

where preservice teachers expressed doubt in their ability to teach in culturally diverse 

classrooms (Helfrich & Bean, 2011). 

Despite the sizable research on intercultural competency, few studies have examined 

the impact of a short-term cultural immersion on the development of intercultural competency 
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in Australian preservice teachers (Wang, 2019). This gap is highlighted by Roy et al. (2019), 

who identified the wide range of cultural outcomes from such programs and reported that most 

of the data focused on students from the United States and Europe. In seeking to fill this gap in 

the literature regarding Australian preservice teachers, the next section will highlight the 

implications of the study findings for the development of intercultural competence in 

Australian preservice teachers. 

The acquisition of intercultural competency is an ongoing process that can take place 

during any stage in human life (Nganga, 2016). Central to human life is the individual and their 

sense of identity; an identity that embodies an articulation and understanding of personal and 

social representations (Urietta, 2018). Such representations reflect the desire to know, to 

understand and to be, which are continually open to evaluation as one positions themselves 

with cultural others. In light of Deardorff’s (2006) process model for intercultural competence, 

self-identity as cognitive constructions and evaluations of self in relation to the cultural other 

was evident and significant throughout the three phases of the study. Given that prior research 

suggests that there is no exhaustive list of attitudes required for intercultural competence 

(Barrett et al., 2013), a noteworthy finding of the study, considering Deardorff’s (2006) process 

model, was that assuming both personal and social responsibility becomes an antecedent for 

the development of intercultural competence. Participants acknowledged that they had a 

responsibility to critically reflect on their self-identity, and a responsibility to acquire requisite 

cultural knowledge and understanding (not only of themselves but of the cultural other). They 

also took responsibility for developing the requisite skills required to effectively engage and 

communicate with the cultural other. Therefore, regarding intercultural competence, the study 

found that having the attitude of responsibility contributed to both internal and external 

outcomes. 

Research suggests that the key focus for the development of intercultural competence is 

the process itself (Deardorff, 2011). The present study found that high-dissonance, critical 
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experiences intensified understandings and skills, heightened internal shifts and led to new 

meanings. The involvement of cultural mediators was a significant aspect of the process of 

development and, in combination with challenging situations, led to deeper levels of 

awareness, understanding and empathy. The study captured pre-, during and post-immersion 

data, which provided a more complete understanding of the process for the development of 

intercultural competence. Such an understanding assists to address research by Buchanan et al. 

(2017) which suggests that there is little evidence as to how intercultural competence is 

developed before, during and after immersion experiences. 

6.3 Implications for Practice 

This study analysed the impact of short-term cultural immersion on the development of 

intercultural competence for preservice teachers. The process model for intercultural 

competence (Deardorff, 2006) provided a useful framework to record and analyse the 

experiences of the participants. As the name of the model suggest, the framework reflects the 

development of intercultural competence as being a lifelong process; thus, it becomes 

paramount that the focus is on the development process and how the necessary attitudes, 

knowledge and skills are acquired (Deardorff, 2011). Given that intercultural competence is not 

a naturally occurring phenomenon, institutions need to be intentional in addressing its 

development through both curricular and co-curricular efforts (Deardorff, 2011). For tertiary 

educators, the process model for intercultural competence framework can facilitate any efforts 

around course or program development by enabling a more comprehensive and integrated 

approach to design (Deardorff, 2011). 

Banks (2004, p. 197) states that any professional development program for teachers 

should achieve at least one of five things: 

1. allow teachers to uncover and identify their personal attitudes towards racial, ethnic, 

language and cultural groups 
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2. allow teachers to acquire knowledge about the histories and cultures of diverse 

racial, ethnic, cultural and language groups 

3. allow teachers to become acquainted with the diverse perspectives that exist within 

different ethnic and cultural communities 

4. allow teachers to understand the ways in which institutionalised knowledge within 

schools, universities and popular culture can perpetuate stereotypes about racial and 

ethnic groups 

5. allow teachers to acquire the knowledge and skills needed to develop and 

implement an equity pedagogy. 

The present study’s findings confirm research that supports offering preservice teachers short-

term cultural immersion opportunities that capitalise on authentic engagement for learning and 

transformation to enhance their intercultural competence (Boyd et al., 2019). 

In Australia’s multicultural classrooms, teachers require a deep understanding of 

cultural diversity and the capability to manage diversity in a culturally competent manner. This 

need is significant given that research suggests that preservice teachers have expressed concern 

and anxiety about feeling unprepared to teach in culturally diverse classrooms (Maloney & 

Saltmarsh, 2016). As such, the findings of this study have implications for practice. The 

findings highlight the impact of short-term cultural immersion on the development of 

intercultural competence for Australian preservice teachers. This experience assisted in shifting 

participants’ internal frames of reference, becoming transformative in nature. Professionally, 

students affirmed dispositions required for teaching, including confidence, flexibility, and 

socio-linguistic awareness and communicative skills to engage children who were culturally 

different. Further, participants developed critical self-awareness and empathy for diversity. 

In light of these findings, providers of teacher education programs can look to integrate 

short-term cultural immersion programs into curricular or co-curricular courses as a way to 

address the need for teachers to be interculturally competent. This is also crucial to counter 
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dominant deficit discourses. This study found that short-term immersion positively impacted 

the development of intercultural competence in preservice teachers. This finding is significant 

for the development of preservice teachers and in their ability to respond both appropriately 

and effectively to cultural diversity in Australian classrooms. 

The growing demand to educate interculturally competent teachers requires the 

analyses of programs that are settings for intercultural learning and the development of 

intercultural competences (Posti-Ahokas et al., 2020). This study has provided a better 

understanding of internationalisation programs in higher education. The study highlighted the 

impact of including short-term immersion as both a service function and research activity in 

institutions (Harman, 2005). Research suggests that by better understanding the expectations of 

participants regarding their participation can lead to sustainable programs being designed by 

institutions (Bruyere & Rappe, 2007). Pre-immersion reflection in the present study enabled 

participants to ready themselves for the experience and also understand the types of 

dispositions that would be necessary to fulfil their pre-immersion expectations. By doing so, 

they were able to move into positions of seeking to understand the other, which allowed a more 

empathetic individual to emerge. 

6.4 Limitations of the Study 

A key limitation of this study’s research design was selection bias. While not unique to 

this study (Wang, 2019), selection bias is acknowledged for this study and deemed to be 

unavoidable given the programmatic design of the short-term immersion. As the immersion 

was co-curricular and self-funded, participants with the requisite financial resources, free time 

and interest in cultural immersion were more likely to apply. A further limitation associated 

with selection bias is those that applied may have previously travelled and spent time abroad, 

increasing the likelihood of them having higher levels of intercultural competence. A further 

limitation of the findings is that all participants were preservice teachers, having chosen a 
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profession that is service oriented and provides a public service. The study was conducted at an 

Australian Catholic university and involved a relatively small number of students (n = 20). A 

small sample size may make the findings difficult to generalise; however, one should leave the 

transferability of the findings to the reader and future researchers to determine (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2016). 

Another limitation is this researcher’s own personal background and experiences, 

having been involved in the immersion programs for five years prior to undertaking the study. 

These will influence the interpretations of the immersion experience; thus, a conscientious 

effort was made to objectively treat the pre-, during and post-immersion data. 

As previously mentioned in Chapter 3, the limitations of the chosen methodology have 

been mitigated to the degree that there was an acknowledgement of my personal background, 

experiences and values; acknowledgement that a relationship existed between insider/outsider 

and researcher/participant; and recognition that this could be view as a strength or a weakness 

(Draper & Swift, 2011). 

6.5 Recommendations for Future Research 

There are several recommendations for future research emerging from this study. These 

recommendations seek to address gaps within this study. Gaps include specific focus on 

participants awareness of their own culture; conceptualisations of privilege; the impact of pre 

immersion preparation and cultural distance on the development of intercultural competence.  

As the overall research project aimed to improve our understanding of the impact of an 

immersion experience on the development of intercultural competence, the themes that 

emerged from the data—as they relate to participants’ awareness of their cultural self, which 

includes values and their interest in the cultural other—warrant further exploration. The 

implications of the complexities for understanding oneself as a cultural being when in 

relationship with a cultural other cannot be understated. While immersion experiences have 
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positive impacts, issues of white privilege and the cultural competence of those who participate 

in and design such programs must be questioned (Kearney et al., 2018). Research on more 

culturally and socio-economically diverse populations in similar short-term cultural 

immersions could provide a juxtaposition to this research to address concerns that these kinds 

of transformative experiences are born from white privilege. 

Participants engaged in two full-day workshops in the lead up to the immersion 

experience. However, these workshops did not constitute part of the study, so one can only 

provide conjecture as to any influence these workshops had on participants in Kenya or on the 

development of intercultural competence. Considering that there appears to be no consensus as 

to the best way to prepare for an immersion experience or on the standard length of time for 

preparation for an immersion experience (Philips et al., 2017), research centred on the specific 

impact of any preparation program may assist to fill gaps in the literature. Preparation 

programs as one variable of immersion experiences can be captured through pre- and post-

immersion surveys and interviews to determine effectiveness and impact. 

The cultural distance between a student’s home culture and the host culture is said to 

predict the extent to which intercultural competence is developed (Roy et al., 2019). 

Comparative research into short-term national and international immersion programs could be 

undertaken to ascertain to what degree cultural distance impacts the development of 

intercultural competence. 

This specific cultural immersion in Kenya was for a short, three-week duration. 

Literature on the impact of the length of time of immersion programs is unclear. Per Cushner 

and Karim (2004, p. 30), ‘it appears that although both short- and long-term study abroad 

programs have an impact on participants, the longer and more fully integrated the program, the 

greater the potential for impact’. The findings of the present study highlighted responses that 

indicated transformation had resulted for participants. Given the short-term duration of the 
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study, there is a need for longitudinal research aimed at understanding the longevity of any 

stated impact. 

Finally, from the perspective of both a teacher educator and researcher, Deardorff 

(2011) questions the level and development of intercultural competence of tertiary educators 

and asks what measures can be undertaken by them to increase their own development. This is 

strengthened by research cited by Maloney and Turunen (2020) that suggests that in various 

global contexts, teacher educators are a neglected research group—there being limited research 

into teacher educators themselves, their identity and the tertiary pedagogy, and the impact this 

may have on the overall experience from the participant students’ points of view. Further 

research in this area could help to determine the impact of the immersion leader/teacher on the 

overall experience and resulting cultural competence of participants. 

6.6 Conclusion 

At the core of intercultural competence lies our humanity. Our humanity is inextricably 

linked to the concept of being global citizens. Global citizenship requires self-reflection, 

acknowledging that our lives and futures are intertwined with others. Essentially, we are all 

members of a global community. In 2020, as this thesis was being finalised, our shared 

humanity was bought into sharp focus as the result of a global pandemic. It would be easy to 

say that throughout the year, the global discourse in the news and across our screens was one 

of cultural duality—the highlighting of differences centred on ‘us’ and ‘them’. Contrary to this 

was the race to find a vaccine for COVID-19, which required an awareness and appreciation of 

cultural relativity, and international cooperation for the benefit of the common good. This year, 

the value of our human connectedness became increasingly significant. 

As the study was set in Kenya, the concept of Ubuntu encapsulates this human 

connection. Ubuntu is a nebulous concept of common humanity, at times translated as ‘human 

kindness’, but its meaning is much more encompassing, embodying the ideas of connection, 
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community and mutual caring for all: ‘Ubuntu … speaks of the very essence of being human. 

… “My humanity is caught up, is inextricably bound up, in yours.” We belong in a bundle of 

life. We say, “A person is a person through other persons” ’ (Tutu, 2012). 

Intercultural experiences, as Deardorff (2006) eloquently writes, become part of our 

continual: 

search for ways to get along together as human beings sharing this one planet, the need 

to transcend boundaries, to bridge and transform our differences, to be in relationship 

with one another, to join in the oneness of our humanity while accepting our differences 

– these needs will continue to drive us as we seek to overcome differences that may 

divide us. In the end, intercultural competence is about our relationships with each 

other and ultimately, our very survival as humankind, as we work together to address 

the global challenges that confront us in this century. (p. 5) 

What is required of the twenty-first-century graduate is to be better able to respond to 

the social inequities in an everchanging world. Thus, how an individual understands 

themselves, the manner in which they respond to an experience and their ability to think 

critically will all affect their ability to be globally minded individuals and interculturally 

competent. The practical implication of this study highlights that the inclusion of international 

inter-cultural immersions, in any form, aid the development of preservice teachers’ capacity to 

better understand themselves as individuals as well as building the competency and skills 

required to effectively engage with cultural diversity.  For preservice teachers, this study has 

demonstrated that a short-term immersion, characterised by the principles of service-learning, 

designed as a pedagogical tool, delivered as a co-curricular program (with no course credit 

awarded to students who participated) and undertaken outside the parameters of a regular 

semester, had a positive impact on the development of intercultural competence. 
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Appendix A: Application Form 

 

 

 
 

Kenya 2016 Immersion Program 
APPLICATION FORM  

Please use BLOCK/CAPITAL letters, indicate with “N/A” where questions are not applicable and tick boxes where appropriate.  
This application can be submitted directly to your program coordinator(s)  

 

WHICH EXPERIENCE ARE YOU APPLYING TO PARTICIPATE IN? 

Kenya- Aberdare Ranges Primary School + Miti Mingi Village (Holding Hand’s Children’s Home) 

 

 
 

PERSONAL INFORMATION 
 

TITLE eg. Mr/Ms/Mrs     SURNAME/FAMILY NAME                          GIVEN NAMES 

   
 

PREFERRED NAME                                                  STUDENT NUMBER                        

  
 

DATE OF BIRTH (E.G. 20 Sept. 1989)        COUNTRY OF BIRTH                                         NATIONALITY (as on passport) 

   
 
 

Age  University Course        University Year   

   
 
 
Do you hold a current passport?            
 
 

Contact Address:  Number:                      Street:  

(the address where you can Suburb:                                                                            Post Code:  

be contacted most times)  

 

Contact Phone Numbers: Home:   Other:   
     

(include all dialling codes) Fax:  Email:   
 

ACADEMIC RECORD 

 

Degree Course: ___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Major( if applicable)______ ________________________________________________________________________________ 
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PERSONAL STATEMENT 
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The purpose of the section below is to determine your health history and any special medical needs you may 

have when travelling. Information provided will be treated confidentially. 

TO BE COMPLETED BY APPLICANT: 

Name of Primary Physician/Clinic: 

Are you generally in good physical condition?  

Are you currently being treated for any physical condition? 

Do you have a heart condition?  

Are you a diabetic? Do you have asthma? 

Do you have, or have you had, any eating disorders? 

What diseases have you had in the past five years (if any)?  Please list: 

 

Have you ever been treated for an emotional disorder/illness? 

Do you have any allergies to foods, medications, environmental factors, insects, etc?   

  

If yes, please list:  

Are you taking any medications?   

 

If yes, please list: 

Are you on a restricted diet (vegetarian, diabetic, allergies)?   

  

If yes, please provide details:  

Do you anticipate needing any health care or counselling while travelling? 

If there is any additional health information that you feel it would be helpful for the University to be aware of 

during your study abroad experience, then please provide details on a separate sheet. 

 

DECLARATION 

I, __________________ __________________________ , certify that all information included in my 

application is factually correct. 

Signed (Student)_____________________________________      Date (day/month/year)____ ____/______ ____/_______ __ 

 
 

 

Privacy Statement: The information provided in this form will be used for the purposes of, and in relation to, your potential 

involvement in the School of Education Immersion Program. Where the privacy principles apply, the University restricts access to 

those staff members who may need the information in the carrying out of their responsibilities in the academic and/or personal 

interests of the student.  The University does not provide, by commercial arrangement or otherwise, the personal information of 

students or other stakeholders except in the following cases:  

a) when authorised in writing to do so, and  b) where required or authorised by law to government and regulatory authorities; 

credit reporting and fraud-checking agencies; to your authorised representatives  (e.g. legal representatives). 
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Appendix B: Participant Information Sheet 
 

Dear Student, 

You are invited to participate in the research project described below. 

 

What is the project about? 

This research project seeks to investigate and understand intercultural competence. Intercultural 
competence is a way of relating and communicating with others across-cultures in order to develop an 
effective relationship.  

 

Who is undertaking the project? 

This project is being conducted by Julie Maakrun and will form the basis for the degree of Doctor of 
Philosophy at The University of Notre Dame Australia, under the supervision of Dr Sean Kearney from 
School of Education and Dr Gabrielle Russell from the University of Sydney. 

 

What will I be asked to do? 

This study is comprised of:  

Complete an application form; 

Complete a pre and post questionnaire to be returned via email, as an attached word document, prior 
to and after the conclusion of your immersion experience. Each question will require a response; 

Maintain a written journal during the immersion; 

Volunteer to participate in focus group interviews pre and post immersion. 

 

Are there any risks associated with participating in this project? 

There are no specific risks anticipated with participation in this study.  

What are the benefits of the research project? 

The data collected will help to inform an in-depth understanding of intercultural competence and 
ways that teacher educators can structure programs that assist in developing culturally responsive 
teachers. 

 

What if I change my mind? 

Participation in this study is completely voluntary. Even if you agree to participate, you can withdraw 
from the study at any time without discrimination or prejudice. If you withdraw, all information you 
have provided can be removed if you so wish.  

Participants who chose to withdraw may do so by informing Julie Maakrun. Alternatively, you can 
contact Dr Sean Kearney.  Even though Julie is a Senior Lecturer at this University your non-
participation or withdrawal from this study will not affect your relationship with her. 
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Will anyone else know the results of the project? 

Information gathered about you will be held in strict confidence. This confidence will only be broken if 
required by law. 

Once data has been collected and analysed, you will then be de-identified and pseudonyms will be 
used when reporting the results of the study. 

Once the study is completed, the data collected from you will be stored securely in the School of 
Education at The University of Notre Dame Australia for at least a period of at least five years.  The 
data may be used in future research but you will not be able to be identified. The results of the study 
will be available to the University Teaching and Learning Committee and will be published as a thesis 
and in peer reviewed journals. 

Will I be able to find out the results of the project? 

Once we have analysed the data from this study we will provide you with a summary of our findings 
via email. 

Who do I contact if I have questions about the project? 

If you have any questions about this project please feel free to contact the researchers: 

Dr Sean Kearney – sean.kearney@nd.edu.au (8204 4436) or  

Dr Gabrielle Russell - gabrielle.russell@sydney.edu.au (9351 8090) or 

Julie Maakrun - Julie.maakrun@nd.edu.au (8204 4206) 

We are happy to answer questions or concerns you may have about this study.  

What if I have a concern or complaint? 

The study has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee at The University of Notre 
Dame Australia (approval number 016141S). If you have a concern or complaint regarding the ethical 
conduct of this research project and would like to speak to an independent person,  please contact 
Notre Dame’s Ethics Officer at (+61 8) 9433 0943 or research@nd.edu.au.  Any complaint or concern 
will be treated in confidence and fully investigated. You will be informed of the outcome. 

 

How do I sign up to participate? 

If you choose to participate you will be required to sign a consent form at the beginning of the first 
focus group session. 

 

Thank you for your time.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Julie Maakrun 

 

 

 

mailto:sean.kearney@nd.edu.au
mailto:gabrielle.russell@sydney.edu.au
tel:+61%202%209351%208090
mailto:Julie.maakrun@nd.edu.au
mailto:research@nd.edu.au
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Appendix C: Consent Form 

• I agree to take part in this research project. 

• I have read the Information Sheet provided and been given a full explanation of the purpose of this 
study, the procedures involved and of what is expected of me.  

• I understand that I will be asked to:  

- Complete an application form; 

- Complete a pre and post questionnaire to be returned via email, as an attached word 
document, prior to and after the conclusion of your immersion experience. Each 
question will require a response; 

- Maintain a written journal during the immersion; 

- Volunteer to participate in focus group interviews pre and post immersion. 

• The researcher has answered all my questions and has explained possible problems that may arise 
as a result of my participation in this study. 

• I understand that I may withdraw from participating in the project at any time without prejudice. 

• I understand that all information provided by me is treated as confidential and will not be released 
by the researcher to a third party unless required to do so by law.  

• I agree that any research data gathered for the study may be published provided my name or other 
identifying information is not disclosed. 

 
 

 
Name of participant 

 

 
 

 
Signature of participant 

 

 
 

 
Date 

 

 
 

• I confirm that I have provided the Information Sheet concerning this research project to the above 
participant, explained what participating involves and have answered all questions asked of me. 
 

 
Signature of Researcher 
 

 
 

 
Date 
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Appendix D: Survey Questions 

Pre-Immersion Questions 

What expectations do you have of participating in the Kenya immersion? 

What are you most looking forward to as part of the Kenya immersion? 

What are you least looking forward to as part of the Kenya immersion? 

 

Post Immersion Questions 

Have you been impacted personally by the program? If so, in what ways? 

Have you been impacted professionally by the program? If so, in what ways? 

Reflecting back on the culture in Kenya, what were some things that stood out for you? 

What have you found most confronting since returning to Australia? 
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Appendix E: Coded Pre-Immersion Question  

What expectations do you have of participating in the Kenya immersion? 

PS Response  Category: 

Personal  

Category: 

Professional  

Category: 

Cultural  

1 I expect this experience to be a once in a lifetime 

Change the way I look at life 

Give me a different perspective of how people are 

educated and for me to bring that experience into my 

future teaching career 

To make life long friends 

Make connections with the families and children in 

Kenya 

once in a 

lifetime; 

Change the way 

I look at life; 

life long friends 

 

different 

perspective; 

bring that 

experience 

into my 

future 

teaching 

career 

connections 

with the 

families and 

children in 

Kenya 

2 To be honest, I have tried to avoid making any 

expectations of the trip. This includes expectations 

of how I will react to the experience. Hopefully, I 

expect to make a difference to the community. 

No expectation; 

make a 

difference to 

community. 

  

3 Perhaps I can expect the immersion to be different to 

my life back at Sydney and be a life changing 

experience for me. To be honest, I have tried to 

avoid making any expectations of the trip. This 

includes expectations of how I will react to the 

experience. I guess the only expectation I have is 

that I will be confronted and challenged in a way I 

have never been before. 

 life changing 

experience; 

be challenged 

  

4 I expect that I will experience feelings of 

satisfaction, joy, shock and emotional exhaustion on 

this trip. Being in the classroom teaching and 

interacting with children always brings me joy and 

satisfaction but since this is such a different 

experience and that we will be seeing the atrocious 

conditions in which many of these people live, I 

expect that I will also experience disbelief at how 

difficult their lives can be and resentment towards 

how life in our society can be so superficial and 

removed from true hardship.  

experience 

feelings of 

satisfaction, joy, 

shock and 

emotional 

exhaustion; 

disbelief; 

resentment  

classroom 

teaching and 

interacting 

with children  

 

5 I have expectations to build relationships with the 

people that I work with, and these friendships will 

last beyond the time we have in Kenya. As we all 

share similar interests and passions, I believe strong 

connections can be made in such a new situation 

that we are immersed in to together. My expectation 

is that Kenya immersion will change and challenge 

my values and perspectives on things such as: 

o my value of education  

o my quality of life 

o my appreciation for things that I 

take for granted sometimes 

o and challenge my current 

pedagogy  

Build 

relationship; 

will change and 

challenge my 

values and 

perspectives 

 challenge my 

current 

pedagogy  

 

 

6 I expect to experience a rollercoaster of emotions 

and amazing life changing experiences.  I expect that 

I will be a bit of overwhelmed and have a culture 

shock.  However, I expect that these experiences 

will help me grow into the well-rounded, honest 

teacher that I aspire to be who is able to share an 

experience like this with students to teach them 

about abundance, displacement, what it means to be 

experience a 

rollercoaster of 

emotions; 

 life changing 

experiences 

help me grow 

into the well-

rounded, 

honest 

teacher  
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grateful and the importance of school and education. 

7 My motivation for going to Kenya this year was 

seeing how much it has changed everyone’s life who 

has gone. When talking to anyone who has gone to 

Kenya their instant reaction is, their faces light up 

and then a massive smile grows on their face, they 

then start talking about how beautiful the children 

and people are but then they stop dead in thought 

because they don’t know how to put it into words. I 

want to know what the part they don’t know how to 

articulate is. I want to be apart of what they are 

trying to do to teach and change the norm for this 

displaced community. I want to make a difference. 

I’ve always thought that because I have grown up 

with everything and anything I could of asked for I 

should give back to the community anyway I can. 

Although, I would like to be apart of any project that 

would benefit the community.  

I want to be 

apart of what 

they are trying to 

do; 

I want to make a 

difference 

 give back to 

the community 

8 My expectations for participating in the Kenya 

immersion is to ultimately give to a community who 

need my assistance. Although the immersion is for a 

short amount of time, I have an expectation within 

myself to contribute positively to the community. 

Moreover, I also have the expectation of broadening 

my own knowledge and understanding of the daily 

challenges that are faced by the community. For this 

to happen I know I am going to be challenged as this 

is not something I have experienced before. 

challenged; 

give to a 

community; 

contribute 

positively to the 

community; 

broadening 

knowledge and 

understanding  

  

9 Not only will this trip broaden my experience, but I 

expect to experience a wide range of emotions from 

happiness, sadness, disbelief. I expect to build 

understanding and compassion with the people there. 

wide range of 

emotions from 

happiness, 

sadness, 

disbelief; 

 build 

understanding 

and compassion 

with the people 

there. 

  

10 I am expecting to be pushed outside of my comfort 

zone. Have my own beliefs and skills challenged, 

develop a better understanding of myself as a 

teacher and others around me.  

This Kenya immersion is going to be an eye opening 

experience and I look forward to being stretched 

emotionally, physically and spirituality.  

pushed outside 

of my comfort 

zone; eye 

opening 

experience 

develop a 

better 

understanding 

of myself as a 

teacher 

 

11 I’m expecting that it will be about my personal 

growth and development of understanding other 

cultures and experiencing these cultures to the best 

of my ability. It was also important for me to 

experience cultural differences and to build 

relationships, that we can learn off each other. I 

know that this experience will change my life and 

my perspective of it. 

change my life 

and my 

perspective of it. 

 personal 

growth and 

development 

of 

understanding 

other cultures; 

build 

relationships 

12 I believe it is hard to imagine what to expect. You 

can have some ideas about what you think it is going 

to be like, and for me I have thoughts about what I 

imagine my Kenyan experience to be, but I also 

think in reality it will be nothing like what I imagine. 

I don’t think you can know what to expect that’s 

why I believe you have to be as open minded as 

possible to all situations as it is nothing what I have 

   



247 

 

experienced before. 

13 I have expectations to build relationships with 

people. I believe strong connections can be made in 

such a new situation that we are immersed in to 

together. I also expect that the experience is going to 

challenge me as I will be stepping outside of what I 

normally know. 

build 

relationships; 

challenge me as 

I will be 

stepping outside 

of what I 

normally know. 

  

14 I have had limited travel experience in the past only 

having been to New Zealand. However, this service 

learning trip is a great opportunity to see the world 

and represent The University of Notre Dame at a 

global level, I can make a difference and be apart of 

something bigger than myself. 

I can make a 

difference 

Something 

bigger than 

myself 

  

15 An expectation that I have through participating in 

the Kenya immersion program is that it will change 

my view towards many areas of life I expect to 

appreciate the simple things in life e.g. family and 

connecting. Also to come back to Australia and be 

disheartened by the consumerist, privilege and 

materialistic values we have. I expect to form strong 

friendships with others on the trip. 

will change my 

view towards 

many areas of 

life; form strong 

friendships 

  

16 I expect that it will be challenging but that I will be 

able to get through these challenges. I also expect 

that I will learn about myself and that this immersion 

will help me grow as a person.  

it will be 

challenging; 

learn about 

myself; 

grow as a person 

  

17 The immersion will allow me to experience another 

new culture giving me the opportunity to learn and 

experience a new language and traditions, as well as 

their general way of life. 

  experience 

another new 

culture; 

18 I really have no idea of what to expect. I hope it 

would still be many things – fulfilling, perspective 

changing, a chance to step outside my comfort zone 

and be of use, rewarding, forming meaningful 

connections etc. I am trying my best to be super 

open-minded about the experience and not have any 

expectations. I guess the only expectation I have is 

that I will be confronted and challenged in a way I 

have never been before. 

step outside 

comfort zone; be 

of use; 

rewarding, 

meaningful 

connections; 

confronted and 

challenged 

  

19 I know that this trip is going to change me and the 

way I look at life. Just from the journey so far, it has 

emphasised the importance of over indulgence, and 

the things that we take for granted. I hope to make 

life long connections, develop a friendly relationship 

with the community, serve endlessly everyday, and 

make the most of the immersion by helping 

wherever is needed. As cliché  as it may sound, I 

expect to make a difference in some way to the 

children and families 

change me and 

the way I look at 

life; life long 

connections; 

serve; helping 

where needed;  

make a 

difference 

  

20 I have expectations that this experience will be a 

life-changing one for me and I will gain deeper 

understandings of the world and myself.  

life-changing; 

deeper 

understandings 

of the world and 

myself. 
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Appendix F: Excerpt from Focus Group Interview Transcript  

[Start of recorded material at 00:00:00] 

Facilitator: I suppose the first question I’d like to ask is prior to the immersion you would have 

had expectations of what it was going to be like for you.  So maybe we can start, 

just share with me how you actually found the immersion experience, did it live 

up to expectations, was it beyond expectations and just share, what the 

immersion was actually like for you. 

Female: [00:00:23] I think before we went we were really, I didn’t have any expectations, I 

wanted to keep clear so I wasn’t disappointed.  And I knew I wasn’t going to be 

disappointed but, I think we were more scared to begin with and I think that as 

soon as we got there it was just gone.  Like we weren’t, I wasn’t scared or nervous 

or …  The whole like pressure with the lessons and it all just kind of flowed so, I 

wasn’t expecting that. 

Facilitator: Can I ask XXXX, what were things that made you use the word scared? 

Female 1: [00:00:52] I think it was just the unknown.  Not knowing … Yeah.  I mean you hear 

what people say about the trip but you don’t actually know how it’s going to feel.  

I didn’t know how I was going to react to hearing stories or how the kids were 

going to react to our lessons and, yeah. 

Facilitator: XXXX, how was the experience for you? 

Female 2: [00:01:13] Yeah well, before coming I was really unsure about it because I think I 

was really scared because I didn’t know what to expect just of the environment.  I 

didn’t know what it would be like but as XXXX said, I did not feel unsafe or scared 

[unintelligible 00:01:32] I didn’t really know what to expect when going but it 

definitely did live up to any expectations or beyond. 

Female 3: [00:01:44] I feel like I went in thinking I didn’t have expectations but I did.  

Because everything felt different from how I subconsciously imagined it.  I think it 

challenged me in different ways than I anticipated so I think I was scared about 

the unknown and not feeling comfortable in the situation and I think it was more 

compacted by how it [00:02:14] affected me emotionally and how I would 

respond to that. 

Facilitator:  Do you want to share with me more on how the experience affected you 

emotionally? 

Female 3: [00:02:23] It was a range of emotions.  There was a lot of joy and excitement and 

a lot of positives as well.  I think seeing mostly the dump site that affected me the 

greatest, yeah that was the strongest feeling. Yeah, I don’t know it was just a lot 

to take in and you don’t know how to respond because you want there to be an 

instant fix but it doesn’t work that way. 

Female 4: [00:02:56] So my expectations were to let everything and anything from anyone 

and just learn more about the culture and it definitely lived to up my expectations 

and more.  And I sort of found that the answers were coming straight to me, I had 

to find them and through the interactions with people I learnt things.  It wasn’t 
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like they were just giving me something on a plate but I had to, but I was learning 

from them.  I had to engage and interact with people to learn [00:03:26] to meet 

the expectation there. 

Facilitator: Can I then ask from the immersion what did you find the most challenging either 

personally for yourself or the experience you had.  What was the most challenging 

for you? 

Female 1: [00:03:44] I think it was processing the emotions like I mean it’s probably not one 

of my big strengths is controlling and learning to, I just manage them and I express 

them and usually I follow everything up but I think while we were over there I kind 

of let everything just out and being with, not strangers but people that you 

weren’t really close with before you went was, and I found that hard opening up 

to someone that you don’t know that well but I found it really easy when we there 

[00:04:14]  So I was kind of like oh I’m not going to, I knew I was going to cry but I 

didn’t think I’d be angry or putting my emotions into words.  Yeah, I really learnt 

how to manage with that over there and … 

Facilitator: XXXX what challenged you the most? 

Female 2: [00:04:33] Probably for me would be making the connections that I made with the 

children and then also having in the back of my mind that I’m probably never 

going to see them again but they were such strong connections and I just didn’t 

want, I wanted to bring them home with me and I didn’t want to leave them there 

especially in some of the situations that they were in.  That was probably the 

hardest thing and then leaving them and saying goodbye.  And also dealing with 

emotions so when we went to the dump site [00:05:03] they were all happy and I 

was fine and then just randomly I just started, yeah broke down and could not 

stop crying and then I think you like embraced their happiness when we were 

singing but I was sort of like in my head, how, it was making me more emotional 

and more sad that they were so happy that they were living there but they were 

still so happy and I think that had more of an impact [00:05:33] on me because I 

couldn’t understand it.  How we are back home, how it’s so easy for us to be 

unhappy. 

Female 1: [00:05:42] Seeing them so happy and us being so sad at them, we’re empathising 

with them like oh so unfortunate but we shouldn’t be sad though.  When you see 

them so happy I was like well I have no right to be sad, when they’re so happy. 

Female 2: [00:06:03] Just [unintelligible 00:06:03] stop crying. 

Female 1: [00:06:04] Stop crying and be happy with them and, yeah.  And once they start 

singing and dancing at the dump site as well it was like, I don’t know, and the lady 

I was dancing with she was like, why are you crying, don’t cry, you should be 

happy, we’re all dancing, singing and it was like, oh okay. 

Female 2: [00:06:21] I think it was a weird emotion for me there.  I had no control over it 

whatsoever. 

Facilitator: XXXX you actually mentioned as well the dump site had a profound impact on you.  

Would you like to share more about that? 
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Female 3: [00:06:34] I saw the joy and the excitement and the dancing but I still saw the 

tragedy in that situation and it just felt so unfair to me seeing the kids in that 

situation.  And I think it’s so amazing that they had those community bonds and 

it’s like a family and that’s incredible but in particular holding onto a baby in that 

situation [00:07:04] that had no say and no control over that, yeah being in that.  

They were born into that and had nothing to do with it and yeah they appreciate 

what they have and they value it and that’s something to take away from it but it’s 

not the right environment for a child.  Just thinking how fortunate I was and how 

different life was for them. 

Female 4: [00:07:30] Me and XXXX when we were there we were actually saying, it’s just 

unfair because they have no choice they’re born, they’re born straight away into 

having a disadvantage and it was just unfair. 

Female 1: [00:07:46] Our household [unintelligible 00:07:47] actually lived there and we 

didn’t know until after but she married a man who lived there and so she basically 

said that she chose that life and that was what she wanted.  She’s happy and she 

has a family and that’s all that matters.  Doesn’t matter what environment she’s in 

but as long as she’s with her family and her children, that’s what makes her 

happy.  It is kind of sad to think that her children have to grow up in that but 

there’s always a possibility of them getting out of it [00:08:17] so …  Yeah. 

Facilitator: XXXX would you like to share your thoughts? 

Female 2: [00:08:22] It was definitely a challenge, just to see it.  I think from the previous 

video I imagined it flat ground with a circle of rubbish in the middle and people 

just … But it was massive mountains and just, it was just so overwhelming. 

Female 3: [00:08:39] I didn’t expect them to be living in the rubbish as well.  I thought they 

lived by it and they would come to it, but yeah. 

Female 2: [00:08:48] And just, when we went to visit someone’s home there we were asking 

how often do you eat and it’s like whenever there’s food.  How often do you get 

water, whenever we can.  Just those things that we can have every day that it just 

isn’t there for them all the time.  And that’s a challenge.  Yeah. 

                 

[End of recorded material at 00:09:10] 

 

 


