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Citation: 
For pioneering an innovative model of experiential learning for nursing students in partnership with a healthcare system in a developing country.

Overview:
This innovative model of experiential learning was inspired by my community engagement activity supporting patients from the Solomon Islands during their hospitalisation at St Vincent’s Hospital in Sydney. I envisaged providing an opportunity for small groups of nursing students to participate in active experiential learning with first-hand experience of primary health care in the Solomon Islands, one of the least developed countries in the Pacific. This would provide learning opportunities not usually available to nursing students in Australia.
Negotiations with the Solomon Islands’ Ministry of Health commenced in 1995 and were enhanced by my credibility as an experienced nurse, midwife and educator. In order to prepare myself for leading a student group to the Solomon Islands, I took study leave to spend 3 months in the Solomon Islands immersed in the culture and undertaking ethnographic research in 10 rural health clinics. I then instigated the development of a new elective unit in the ACU National Bachelor of Nursing, which would provide the vehicle for this model of student learning. 

I accompanied the first student group of eight students on a 2-week learning experience in the Solomon Islands in 1997, with further group experiences in 1998 and 1999. This was the first international learning experience offered to students in the Faculty. Following the civil unrest in the Solomon Islands in 2000, I used my extensive networks in the Pacific to transfer the learning experience to Vanuatu. Through liaison with the Ministry of Health and the Vanuatu School of Nursing the model was adapted to Vanuatu, which has a similar Melanesian culture and offered comparable learning opportunities. I organised and facilitated five group experiences to Port Vila in Vanuatu between 2001 and 2006. 

With increasing student interest, the number of student groups participating in this international learning experience has increased. Since 1997, 103 ACU (NSW) students have completed the program. I mentored two additional staff members to facilitate extra group participation. Due to interest from the ACU School of Nursing (Victoria) in 2003, I arranged for the elective unit to be conducted in Santos, Vanuatu for their nursing students. Victorian staff have now also facilitated these groups  for 3 years.
This successful model of experiential learning has been evaluated on a regular basis and further developed with input from all stakeholders. It has more than met my expectations of providing nursing experiences that are not available in Australia. Beyond their first-hand experience of primary health care in action, the students are able to compare the levels of quality and access to health care between a developed and a developing country. The students’ capacity for critical thinking and reflection are enhanced, as well as their independence and confidence in decision making, particularly in challenging and unexpected situations. This is particularly relevant for their professional development to prepare them for situations which they will encounter in their clinical nursing practice in Australia. Further, student outcomes from this innovative model are transferable to their professional and personal lives as they further develop cultural sensitivity and cultural competence, as members of a multicultural society. 
Although I have been involved in leading student learning experiences in the Pacific over the last 10 years, the following information relates largely to the ACU (NSW) students’ learning experiences in Vanuatu over the past 5 years.

Learning activities for each group of 8-10 students currently involve a week in Port Vila in wards in the hospital and urban clinics, and another week in a rural health clinic. During the second week, each student lives with a family in a village for 3 nights, where they experience the rich culture of traditional village life. 

Criterion 1: Approaches to teaching that influence, motivate and inspire students to learn

I have utilised adult learning principles and experiential learning approaches in developing this model, with a focus on student-centred learning. The preparation for this experience in Vanuatu provides a strong foundation for the students’ learning during their actual experience in the field, where students immerse themselves fully and openly in new experiences. This is followed by reflection on their experience and abstract conceptualisation. Active experimentation allows the students to integrate and apply their learning so that it can be transferred to their nursing practice in Australia. After this experience, the students return to Australia with changed world views.
At least six weeks prior to departure, students commence a web-based orientation package which presents a “snapshot” of what to expect in Vanuatu. This reduces the impact of ”culture shock” and is the first step in preparing them for the experience. I include a strong visual focus in the orientation package which motivates students to engage in learning about the country profile, the culture and the health system. In addition, I have designed a nursing skills workshop to give students the opportunity to practice clinical skills related particularly to maternal and child health care. This prepares them for “hands on” practice in Vanuatu health settings. Students are encouraged to meet informally to develop teams prior to departure. Working in teams fosters peer learning while the students are overseas and contributes to development of the graduate attributes of teamwork and communication skills required in nursing.
After arrival in Port Vila, the capital city, the students are briefed further on details of their planned learning experiences in the health services. At this time students are encouraged to reflect on what they have already learned about the Melanesian culture in the orientation phase and are guided to explore the significance of appropriate cultural and professional behaviour. The School of Nursing in Vanuatu provides an orientation to the hospital and health care system. 
Despite much extensive preparation, once the students are exposed to nursing practices in the hospital and health clinics, they experience a “nursing culture shock”. They are confronted with the basic level of the facilities and a lack of resources. It is imperative at this point that accompanying staff model appropriate values and cultural sensitivity to local Vanuatu culture. My extensive knowledge and experience of the Melanesian peoples enables me to anticipate and respond to students’ needs whilst facilitating their learning. I explore with the students the constraints on nursing practice whilst valuing the differing competencies of Ni-Vanuatu nurses. 
Students analyse their experiences by reflecting on, evaluating and reconstructing those experiences whilst learning to appreciate the cultural challenges of living and learning in a radically different context. The activities are planned to immerse them fully. Students are required to keep a daily reflective journal of their experiences. Each evening, the lecturers and students meet to share experiences and extracts from their journals. Students develop trust in sharing from their journals when teachers also share their own reflections. An example from my journal demonstrates students’ enthusiasm in their learning:
As I watch the students grow throughout this learning experience, I am reminded of Boud’s term “animation of learning” which is reflected by the students as they tell their stories.
As the birth-rate is high in Vanuatu, all students have an opportunity to spend at least one day in the maternity ward and observe a natural labour and birth. This is an experience rarely available in Australia and one which inspires some students to study midwifery as reflected in the following student journal extracts:
I can’t believe that they suffer the pain of childbirth in silence with no drugs – and no partner to support them.
 I was thrilled to see a delivery. I am convinced I want to do midwifery now.

Further experiences that are rarely available to nursing students in Australia include participation in maternal-child-health clinics and outreach visits to local villages to immunise babies and children. The students also engage in health promotion activities in a community centre which includes an adolescent drop-in centre and a reproductive counselling clinic. This internationally recognised health education centre produces local videos and trains theatre groups to perform in schools and villages. This particular experience stimulates students to apply their knowledge of health promotion concepts in a culturally appropriate manner. 
The 3-night experience in a village in North Efate is especially valued by the students as it gives them an opportunity to engage directly in learning about the culture and way of life of Ni-Vanuatu. Each student experiences the normal daily life of a family in a village: for example, subsistence gardening, and being involved in the preparation and sharing of the family meal. One of the learning activities that I have recently included is the development of an eco-map of the family – a creative mechanism for students to explore and document a family’s resources and health needs. The following journal excerpts demonstrate the positive aspects of the village experience, including the warmth and kindness of the families:

I felt so included by the family, who tried so hard to make me feel comfortable – I even referred to “my mum” when we were discussing our journals together each evening. I was so touched by the whole community’s participation together and I loved playing with the piccaninnies.

The village was great! I learnt so much about their customs from talking with my family. They have so little – but they are so happy, it really makes you think!

It is often during this time that students raise social justice questions and express distress at the comparative poverty and lack of resources. As part of the critical-thinking process, such questions identify and challenge assumptions which underlie issues and problems. My nursing and teaching experience is invaluable in exploring these issues with students.
Participation in the local rural health clinic enables students to observe the role of the nurse and midwife. Learning experiences, such as conducting school and clinic health assessments and health teaching, are opportunities which are not available for most nursing students in Australia:
I’m amazed at the responsibility nurses have without doctors to refer to, they have to be the GPs and with such little equipment and they all have to be able to deliver babies.

On return to Australia I run a debriefing workshop as students often experience elements of reverse culture shock. Students are required to submit a written assignment on primary health care in Vanuatu, using excerpts from their reflective journal. This type of assessment supports deep-learning approaches and encourages critical thinking. 
After this experience some students are very interested in volunteering in developing countries. Some have been motivated to explore career pathways in primary health care and then elect to complete a rural clinical elective which includes work in an Australian Indigenous community: 
I will never forget this experience, I would like to do some type of remote nursing or work in developing countries in the future.

The influence of this trans-cultural experience is, indeed, significant and ongoing for students. Stories from Vanuatu resound throughout the campus as well as on clinical placements  in Australia long after the students return. Their enthusiasm supports the impact the experience has on their lives:
I’m overly happy with my elective. I didn’t expect the lecturers, the other students and the experience to be so fantastic.

I learned so much, it has changed the way I think about life and nursing.
Conclusion 

How the program has influenced student learning and student engagement
Students unanimously express the view that participation in this experience has made a significant impact on their personal and professional lives. The experiential approach engages them in active learning and challenges their attitudes and their understanding of primary health care in a developing culture. From their observations and reflection whilst in Vanuatu, students test the implications of learned concepts in their nursing practice situations in Australia. This learning experience stimulates them to examine the influence of cultural patterns on their own health and that of those from other cultures and increases their level of cross-cultural awareness and competency. They begin to recognize issues of global interconnectivity and social responsibility. These are important competencies for nurses to develop. Challenges about global inequity often linger and influence their approach to nursing in Australia, particularly for our own Indigenous peoples. Students are also ethically challenged to assist developing countries, which is evidenced by their fundraising initiatives.  In 2006, on return from Vanuatu, students raised $7,000 to purchase equipment for Vila hospital, the local School of Nursing and health clinics. Students also write to their “families” in the village and send gifts.
Been sustained over time
The program commenced 10 years ago in the Solomon Islands and has operated in Vanuatu for 5 years. A new Memorandum of Understanding has been signed with the Ministry of Health Vanuatu for a further five years. The Faculty is strongly committed to continuing this model of learning.
Gained recognition
a) ACU academic staff report that students often raise issues related to their Vanuatu experiences in their classes and apply their learning in new situations. Staff respond to the students’ enthusiasm by becoming involved in fundraising and donating texts to the School of Nursing in Vanuatu. The success of this model of experiential learning influenced the School of Nursing and Midwifery (Victoria) staff to commence a similar program. 
b) Ministry of Health staff in Vanuatu value the collaborative nature of the partnership in learning, the in-service lectures given by ACU staff and also the resources provided by fundraising efforts. Collaborative research, joint conference presentations and publications are planned with Ni-Vanuatu nurses. There are no other similar arrangements with other universities.
c) The University has enthusiastically supported the program since its inception. Importantly it addresses the ACU mission with respect to community engagement, Christian ethos and social justice as well as in its teaching and learning practices. An indication of the support I received from ACU was a teaching development grant in 2004 to develop the web-based orientation package. In 2006 the program served as a model for the development of quality assurance guidelines for two new study tours by the Faculty to Shanghai and the Philippines.

d) The wider community. This program has been brought to the attention of the scholarly community through presentation of eight papers at national and international conferences, including in New Zealand, Samoa and Canada, and submission of reports and manuscripts for publication. Feedback from conference attendees reflects enthusiastic support for the program. In particular, the Centre for South Pacific Studies in Sociology at the University of New South Wales has given positive feedback on the value of the initiative from such presentations. Further from this current practice basis, I continue my community engagement activities with Solomon Islander patients at St Vincent’s Hospital and networking with aid organisations and Pacific island communities in Sydney.
Australian nurses have a responsibility to be aware of, and be responsive, to the health care needs of developing countries in our Asian-Pacific region. There has been little opportunity for Australian students to experience nursing in a Pacific country, and there does not appear to be any other long-term programs such as this operating from Australia. Further, there are relatively few nursing experiences of this nature reported in the literature. It takes passion, ongoing persistence and much negotiating with the host country to offer an experience such as this but the learning outcomes are obvious and the intrinsic rewards are great for both students and staff alike. 
