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This study explores how work-integrated learning (WIL) in higher education contexts translates for Indigenous 

Australian students and subsequent notions of their employability.  Through a mixed methods survey, the paper 

identifies problematic issues that exist in current comprehensions of Indigenous Australian graduate 

employability readiness; and validates the Indigenous student voice via Western methods.  Insights from 

Indigenous Australian students highlight themes of cultural safety and individualized approaches to 

employability promotion, amongst others.  Survey results inform recommendations for tertiary institutions to 

consider regarding WIL reform.   
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The global market (Dempster et al., 2004) increasingly influences Australia’s educational environment.  

As a result, a politico-economic onus is placed on higher learning institutions to prioritize graduate 

employability within curricula (Rowe & Zegwaard, 2018).  The current work-integrated learning (WIL) 

framework adheres to politicized, top-down expectations (Knight & Yorke, 2002) situating the 

impartation of a set of desirable graduate attributes as the gateway to increasing numbers of university 

graduates with sufficiently developed employability skills (Kinash et al., 2015; Page et al., 2016).  To 

improve alignment of university graduate attributes with industry employability criteria, a transition 

from higher education (HE) theory-based to practice-based learning is on trend (Oraison et al., 2019).  

How this transition impacts HE Indigenous students remains relatively unexplored, outside of deficit-

based attempts to close the gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students.   

More than providing a unique analysis and findings, this study attempts to give Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander students a voice in WIL reform discourse.  For this reason, analysis of survey results is 

deliberately minimal to ensure the student voice is amplified, not distorted.  This amplification aims to 

deny deficit-based contextualization of Indigenous issues within reform arenas.  Prioritizing a strength-

based Indigenous contribution attempts to minimize the impact of embedded discrimination within 

Australian educational structures.  A strength-based standpoint emphasizes “an underlying set of 

values, principles and philosophy” (Hammond, 2010, p. 2) focused on the positive qualities and 

characteristics already possessed by individuals and social groups, and how those qualities and 

characteristics can be used in solving problems.  As Brough et al. (2004) assert, strength-based 

approaches “provide a more balanced approach to understanding Indigenous communities, which are 

often only characterized in terms of weaknesses” (pp. 216-217).  Embracing a student-centered strength-

based paradigm, alongside the use of critical Indigenous methodologies, allows analysis to re-focus on 

employability for Indigenous Australian university graduates through a progressive ethical lens.  This 

is in stark contrast from the pursuit of equality through politicized initiatives such as Close the Gap 

(Australian Government Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2019).  The close the gap 

approach assumes “equal life chances” (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2008, p. 1) are 

achievable for Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians, through reaching parity between the two 
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groups.  Primarily, this parity is posited within mainstream and politicized discourse as achievable 

through increasing the engagement of Indigenous Australians in the Westernized versions of essential 

aspects of Australian society, such as healthcare (Australian Government Productivity Commission, 

2021), and in the case of WIL, both education and employment.  This study takes the position that 

current attempts to close the gap will continue to be fundamentally flawed, and fall short of reaching 

their targets, without the proper consideration of the type of data provided here, in the context of 

employability and discriminatory institutional structures.   

This study aims to simultaneously contribute insight into issues of graduate employability, and amplify 

the Indigenous Australian student voice in relation to employability skills gained through HE.  

Graduate employability and the associated body of literature is an ever-increasing area of focus in 

Australian higher learning institutions (Henderson & Trede, 2017; Jackson, 2015; Trede & McEven, 

2015).  This study intends to fill a gap in literature concerning Indigenous Australian student input into 

the design of WIL programs and initiatives.  To prioritize this input, a structured survey focusing on 

students’ perceptions of their own graduate employability was utilized.  By choosing to give Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander students an opportunity to contribute at this early stage of WIL reform, this 

study accentuates the strengths associated with including this voice early in the decision-making 

process.  This is an attempt to promote cultural safety, democracy, and transparency within the 

institution (Brossard & Shanahan, 2003), contributing to the type of ethical reform processes that 

promote new levels of institutional trustworthiness (Abelson et al., 2004; Christians, 2000; Felt & 

Folcher, 2008) and ultimately improving outcomes for all students.   

Given Australia’s ethnocidal legal and political foundation (Mills, 1915; Moreton-Robinson, 2009; 

Wolfe, 2006), the resulting societal structure has been strictly constructed to represent Western ideas of 

civilization (Anderson, 1994; Miller, 1985; Pascoe, 2014; Roberts, 2008), “’whitewashing’ Australian 

history” (Foley, 2014, p. 1).  While all non-Indigenous Australians may not represent or originate from 

a Western society, historical Australian political policy – such as the White Australia policy2– has 

ensured the subjugation of non-Western influences.  This has dictated that the national hegemonic 

political/social/economic narrative and subsequently, the Australian mainstream, continues along a 

trajectory that aggrandizes the Western and diminishes all others (Barton, 2011; Monsour, 2009; White 

& Tadesse, 2007).  This may not be comparable to other colonized nations, even those considered as 

‘settler-colonial’.  However, providing that the key Indigenous methodological principle of localization 

is applied to any application of this study’s findings, the information contained within potentially 

possesses value for any future WIL reform. This localization process ensures data are “grounded in the 

specific meanings, traditions, customs, and community relations that operate in each indigenous 

setting” (Denzin et al., 2008, p. 6).  Therefore, it is the integrity of the localization process that will 

determine whether the information within is applicable to international attempts to improve WIL 

through utilizing Indigenous perspectives.   

For the purpose of this paper, the terms ‘Western’ and ‘non-Indigenous’ are not necessarily directly 

interchangeable.  Use of the term non-Indigenous not only acknowledges, it emphasizes the point that 

all Australian citizens, even those from non-Western backgrounds, who do not adhere to an 

                                                           
2The White Australia policy commenced as the Immigration Restriction Act 1901, officially spanning the period of 1901 to 1973.  

Drawing comparisons with South African apartheid and German Nazi nationalism, the policy was primarily utilised to control 

‘non-white’ immigration under the premise of preserving the perceived purity of Australia on behalf of the ‘British race’.  

Remnants of the ideology behind such policy is still evident in The Australian Constitution, citizenship laws and social 

structures. 
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Indigenous-centered narrative, therefore, align ideologically with the Western mainstream. 

Additionally, the term ‘Indigenous Australian’ constitutes a diversity rarely acknowledged within that 

mainstream.  Every effort should be made by the reader to discard the mainstream homogenized 

understanding of Indigenous Australian culture, constructed following the commencement of British 

colonization in 1788 (Cook & Price, 1971).  Any true Indigenous perspective is a local one and any 

attempt to standardize the Indigenous corrupts absolutely.   

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Between 2013 and 2019, an abundance of published literature addressed mainstream graduate 

employability in Australia.  For the most part, the narrative generated within quantitative academic 

discourse contextualizes the need for widespread reform of the current approach to employability as 

vital, for both graduating university students and the industries into which they are to enter.  Kinesh 

et al. (2015) emphasize a lull in short-term rates of graduate employment between 2012 and 2013, while 

Oraison et al. (2019) identify various discrepancies between “graduate attributes and professional 

accreditation criteria” (p. 173) as obstacles to meeting increasing industry employment demands 

through HE.  Jackson (2013) and Smith et al. (2014) discuss WIL as being influential in creating job ready 

graduates, allowing them to gain a better sense of the job and necessary skills involved.  Further, when 

it is embedded successfully, and industry partners and programs are not at full capacity, WIL provides 

valuable insights into whether students gain employment relevant to their fields of study (Jackson, et 

al., 2017; Kay et al., 2019).  For Indigenous Australian students, however, politicized notions of closing 

the gap continue to dominate their experiences in education and employment, and to be the catalyst 

for the intent to reform.  This top-down approach to addressing disparity between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous Australians persists, despite diminished efficacy resulting from the continuation of a lack 

of accountability and a genuine commitment to forming community partnerships.  By the Australian 

Government’s own admission, prior to 2021, initiatives to close the gap did not achieve the “structural 

change that commits Australian governments to work in ‘full and genuine partnership’ with Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander people in making policies” (Australian Government Productivity 

Commission, 2021, p. 7).  The top-down, paternalistic approach to correcting negative impacts of 

colonization is a well-established facilitator of the inherent discrimination continuing to plague 

Western institutions (Foucault, 1976/2003; Lynn & Dixson, 2013; Martin et al., 2017; Moreton-Robinson, 

2009; Viaña et al., 2021).   

Within the framework of proposed reform, the closing the gap contextualization of Indigenous 

graduate employability incorporates many of the same attributes, accreditation and industry demands 

discussed in this paper. However, it fails to do so without denying systemic notions of Western 

epistemological, political, and cultural superiority (Althaus, 2020; Denzin et al., 2008; Ford 2013; Freire, 

2005; McLaughlin & Whatman, 2011; Page, et al., 2016; Pascoe, 2014). Axiomatically, these embedded 

notions of essentialist Western ascendancy corrupt any attempts to introduce various Indigenous 

knowledges and methodologies to the educational and employment institutional structures, dooming 

even the most well-intentioned initiatives as mechanisms of appropriation, tokenism, and less overtly, 

assimilation (Denzin et al., 2008; Freire, 2005; Page et al., 2016).  As a result, ongoing top-down 

initiatives promoted as potentially closing the gap are ensuring the settler-colonial ”logic of native 

elimination” (Wolfe, 2006, p. 388) remains systemic.   

The documented systemic failure to negate the ubiquitous discrimination within Australian social 

structures means that the disparity in the scope of Indigenous/non-Indigenous Australian employment 

and educational frameworks persists.  However, in examining the contemporary emphasis on 
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improving graduate employability, government statistics reveal trends that contradict the dominant 

deficit-based views of Indigenous contributions to the Australian workforce.  Funded by the Australian 

Government Department of Education and Training (DET), the Social Research Centre’s (SRC) 2018 

Graduate Outcomes Survey (GOS) National Report (2019), and its complementary longitudinal (GOS-

L) report (2018), examine short-term graduate employment outcomes, four months after graduation, 

and mid-term outcomes, three years after graduation.  Examining 2015 graduates at these short and 

mid-term periods, GOS (2019) and GOS-L (2018) statistics reveal that across most full-time categories 

provided, Indigenous Australian graduates not only exceed the level of employability of their non-

Indigenous counterparts but they also, on average, earn a higher salary than comparable non-

Indigenous Australians at both short-term and mid-term points.  Given the dominant deficit-based 

discourse regarding Indigenous Australians, further research is needed to provide adequate 

explanation for identified trend reversals.  For example, in 2015, 77% of 2015 Indigenous Australian 

under-graduates gained full-time employment, surpassing mainstream graduate employment figures 

by ten percentage points (SRC, 2018, p. 7).  At the mid-term duration of three years, the Indigenous 

Australian advancement over mainstream figures was less, but still exists.  For example, Indigenous 

Australian under-graduate full-time employment sits at 0.7% higher than the mainstream under-

graduate employment rate (SRC, 2018, p. 7).  For those Indigenous students engaged in post-graduate 

coursework studies, their advancement beyond the mainstream figures jumps up to 2.3% when 

comparing mid-term figures (SRC, 2018, p. 42).  The trend of Indigenous Australian graduates 

statistically excelling beyond mainstream Australia when it comes to graduate employment outcomes 

also extends to the salaries of those graduates in full-time employment.  Median annual salaries for 

Indigenous Australian under-graduates start at AUD$5,200 greater than the mainstream population in 

the short-term and stretch out to AUD$5,700 by the three-year, mid-term point (SRC, 2018, p. 7).  

Although not to the same extent, Indigenous Australian graduates of post-graduate coursework 

degrees also earn salaries that exceed the mainstream equivalents at the mid-term employment point 

(SRC, 2018, p. 42).  Despite a lack of certainty as to the cause of this trend reversal, these figures are 

promising given the alarming regularity at which Indigenous educational and employment disparities 

in Australia are addressed and analyzed from a deficit-based standpoint (Askew et al., 2020; Australian 

Government Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2019; Brown, 2019; Hyett et al., 2019; 

Walter & Suina, 2019; Wilson et al., 2019).  This quantitative example supports the promotion of a new 

strength-based contextualization of Indigenous Australian Peoples’ imposed participation in, and 

contribution to correcting, the Western social structure.   

It is vital that quantitative findings are contextualized with qualitative data (Gillborn 2010).  Preventing 

the post-racial politicization of an issue from positioning Indigenous Australian successes, such as those 

discussed above, as evidence that systemic racism has been reduced, or indeed removed, from the 

Australian social structure (Fadil, 2016; Lentin, 2016) has become the responsibility of researchers 

(Christians, 2000; Gillborn, 2010).  Considering these graduate outcome statistics amidst a range of other 

employment and education statistics (Australian Government Department of the Prime Minister and 

Cabinet, 2019) and variables - such as social determinants (Zubrick et al., 2014) - adds to the validity of 

subsequent findings, in an aspirational ethical research context (Christians, 2000).  Combining a well-

rounded contextualization of social issues with the strength-based lens “Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander People have been calling for” (Australian Government Department of the Prime Minister and 

Cabinet, 2019, p. 12), provides an insight previously being overlooked within graduate employability 

discourse.  The above successes for Indigenous Australian university graduates are occurring despite 

systemic disadvantages and deficit-based misunderstandings that persist (Flavell et al., 2013; Martin et 

al., 2017; O’Sullivan, 2019).  Considering the existence of a myriad of structural disadvantages identified 
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in literature (Crenshaw, 1990; Davis, 2011; Flavell et al., 2013; Kinash et al., 2015; Martin et al., 2017; 

O’Sullivan, 2019; Oraison et al., 2019; Page, et al., 2016; Wolfe, 2006), adequate contextualization 

illustrates that Indigenous students are tapping into persistence and efficacy to overcome systemic 

discrimination during their HE journeys at a level that surpasses those of mainstream student cohorts.  

These successes contradict dominant discourse.  Consequently, until adequate and accurate data are 

explored and analyzed through a comprehensive, strength-based research lens, perhaps the top-down 

urgency to introduce curricula to improve Indigenous graduate employability within Australian higher 

learning institutions should be reconsidered.   

Considering a standpoint placing an increased value in ‘the democratization of expertise’ (Evans 2008) 

illuminates the failing of the existing WIL framework to negate an unbalanced top-down power 

dynamic.  Knight and Yorke (2002) state that graduate employability is a “significant expectation that 

governments around the world have, to varying extents, imposed on national higher education 

systems” (p. 261).  Further supporting the notion that a top-down power dynamic affects the perception 

of cultural relevance, a study by Smith et al. (2018) asserts that globally, Indigenous, rural and regional 

students remain underrepresented in the WIL related programs.  This discrepancy reflects the socio-

political dynamic in Australia, reiterating the need for widespread social reform in not only 

Indigenous/non-Indigenous frameworks but in all aspects of the Australian social institution.  

Examining the differences between the relevant Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australian student 

experience within that institution provides the potential to inform reforms needed to produce universal 

benefits.  Similar examination should extend to the factors contributing to the increased efficacy and 

persistence of Indigenous Australian students in relation to their HE, employability and subsequent 

employment.   

CONTEXT 

The University of Wollongong (UOW) is located in the Illawarra region of New South Wales, Australia.  

The Wollongong campus sits approximately 100km south of the Metropolitan of Sydney.  It is a regional 

HE institution with campuses situated on Dharawal, Yuin, Dharug, Eora and Gundungarra Countries, 

as well as international campuses in Dubai, Malaysia, China and Hong Kong (University of 

Wollongong, 2020a).   

Woolyungah Indigenous Centre (WIC) is the primary driver responsible for Indigenous student 

recruitment, transition and support at UOW.  WIC’s programs strive toward equity by supporting 

Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people from entry, through to successful completion 

of their degree.  UOW offers a range of WIL subjects that directly engage students in employability and 

workplace learning.  In addition to specific WIL subjects offered in faculties, a division of the university 

called ‘Careers Central’ offers UOW students a variety of subjects and opportunities to assist the 

development of workplace readiness skills (University of Wollongong, 2020b).  Some individual 

faculties also offer similar services to their students.  While Careers Central subjects are voluntary, there 

are specific schools and disciplines that include the subjects as a requirement of study.  The learning 

outcomes for these subjects include an opportunity for students to partake in WIL experiences to 

complete their coursework.   

Under the umbrella of WIL exists a category including co-curricular WIL opportunities.  Within co-

curricular WIL, the UOW initiative ‘UOWx’ connects students with co-curricular activities in attempt 

to increase a student’s ability for personal and professional development.  UOWx endorsed activities 

contribute to a student’s learning outside of their academic curriculum.  Therefore, no specific subjects 
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are associated with UOWx.  However, participation in endorsed activities appears on the student’s 

academic transcripts upon graduation.  This notation includes the type of UOWx activity undertaken; 

and how many hours the student was involved.  This can then be utilized as an official record of the 

student’s voluntary participation in co-curricular WIL activities (University of Wollongong, 2021).  

Student participants in this study mention UOWx.   

METHODS 

For this project, researchers utilized a structured survey to collect relevant employability skills 

information from Indigenous Australian UOW students.  This research prioritizes cultural safety and 

was approved by the UOW Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC 2019/255).  The sample group 

consisted of the entire Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander student cohort affiliated with WIC.  This 

allowed for responses to provide insight from students at both undergraduate and post-graduate stages 

of the higher learning experience, from first year university students fresh out of high-school, to 

mature-aged students returning to study after years of professional experience.  The survey was made 

available to participants in both a paper-based format and online.  Both formats contained 18 questions 

(Appendix A) aimed at understanding students’ thoughts and expectations relating to participation in, 

and access to, programs that enhance employability.  The survey emphasized the identification of 

notable points within students’ experiences of gaining employability skills through undertaking a 

degree at UOW.  Students were offered an opportunity to win a $200 voucher through a random draw 

should they choose to complete the survey.   

The paper-based survey was printed and placed in the WIC common room, on an information board 

in the foyer and in the student computer room.  A survey release email used a snowballing approach 

as the primary method of informing students of the survey.  The survey was available for a four-week 

period, after that all paper-based printed surveys were removed.  During that time no paper-based 

surveys were completed.  This lack of uptake will shape future research design.   

The online survey was created using Survey Monkey.  It consisted of the same questions as the paper-

based version.  This version was released via the email listserv to UOW students self-identifying upon 

enrolment as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (N=473). In total, 108 online surveys were 

completed.  Table 1 provides details of the responses received.   

The 18-question survey aimed to identify current employability opportunities undertaken by UOW 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. Survey participants were provided a selection of eight 

pre-determined response options; they were then instructed to select a minimum of one ‘employability 

skills opportunity’ option.  Questions allowed for the selection of more than one optional answer.  

Options included opportunities offered both internally and externally to UOW.  

RESULTS  

Notable themes were identified within the survey responses which are presented below in Table 2. 

Prominent themes are discussed below.  
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TABLE 1: Online survey responses. 
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1st release of survey: Monday 

20/06/2018 @ 4:30pm 

Released email with information why and 

attached a flyer advertising chance to win a $200 

egift card. 

21 5 15 8 49 

2nd release of survey: Monday 

2/07/2018 @9:30am 

Similar email released (13th day) however 

specified reminder that survey takes only 4 

minutes. Last week of break. 

11 9 6 14 40 

3rd release of survey (reminder): 

Monday 23/07/2018 @ 9:00am 

Similar email released (34th day) however 

specified 1 week to respond 1st week back from 

mid-session break. 

7 7 3 0 17 

Final notification of survey: 

Thursday 26/07/2018 @ 4:26pm 

Facebook post (37th day). Not a recommended 

way of distributing/notifying of survey as it 

opens up data collection to the public and 

vulnerable to contamination. 

1 1 0 0 2 

  40 22 24 22 108 

 

 

 

TABLE 2: Participation in employability skills opportunities while studying at UOW. 

Employability skills opportunities Total % 

1. Internship arranged by UOW 10 9.8 

2. Internship NOT arranged by UOW 21 20.59 

3. Employability workshop external to UOW 4 3.92 

4. Other paid work opportunities (located on UOW campus) 15 14.71 

5. UOW Employability Workshops 1 0.98 

6. UOWx 14 13.73 

7. Voluntary work( not registered to UOWx) 22 21.75 

8. Woolyungah Cookies and Career chats 3 2.94 

9. None of the above 47 46.08 

 

Internships 

Approximately 30% of survey participants engaged in internships while undertaking tertiary studies 

at UOW.  Through a lens focused on the students’ own perception of work readiness, this outcome 

inevitably limits the ability of a majority of students to perceive themselves improving employability 

through participating in an internship.  Despite the theoretical knowledge gained through obtaining a 

university degree, without the practical experience that a relevant internship can provide, student 

perceptions of their employability will inevitably suffer.  The fact that less than 10% of the sample group 

participated in an internship directly arranged by the institution compounds the relatively low 

internship engagement figure of 30%.   



KEEN, EADY: Amplifying the Indigenous student voice 

 International Journal of Work-Integrated Learning, Special Issue, 2022, 23(2), 219-235  226 
 

 

Employability Workshops 

University workshops promote the identification of “knowledge, skills and networks” (University of 

Wollongong, 2020c) and the utilization of these during the job application and interview processes.  

According to data collected through the survey, less than 5% of participants have participated in 

employability workshops.  Less than 1% of survey participants attended employability workshops 

provided by the institution, with 3.9% attending workshops conducted externally.   

UOWx 

In the survey, 13.7% of the participants said they have undertaken a relevant program facilitated by 

UOWx.  Alongside the skills gained through these programs, participation ensures explicit recognition 

of active employability skills acquisition upon degree completion.  The respondents also indicated that 

14.7% of them entered into paid employment opportunities located on campus, with another 21.6% 

entering into voluntary work arrangements. UOWx accreditation of these paid and unpaid 

employment opportunities provide a wider range of students with recognized employability skills 

upon graduation.   

Participation  

Nearly half of all survey participants (46.1%) have not participated in any employability skills 

opportunities.  This is a concerning statistic considering the increased focus on employability in higher 

learning institutions.  Beyond increasing student work-readiness, engagement in employability skills 

opportunities allows students to relate skills gained through their educational journey to employability, 

in ways that may otherwise not be achieved individually.   

Awareness of Programs 

The majority of survey participants (59.8% ) informed that they were not aware Careers Central offered 

an internship subject.  A total of 77.5% of survey participants were not aware specific faculties offered 

internship subjects.  Furthermore, a total of 63.4% of survey participants indicated that they were not 

aware UOWx offered co-curricular in situ learning opportunities.  These low rates of awareness are 

particularly concerning considering the importance placed on WIL in higher learning.   

Preferred Employers for Work-Integrated Learning 

It is important to understand the preferred places of employment that Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander students would consider.  The survey participants could select more than one option on the 

survey.  Notably, a high number of students (67.7%) advised the type of employer is not important, 

followed by students wanting to have an internship in Aboriginal owned organizations (42.7%).  Table 

3 provides a complete listing of the types of employers identified as preferable in survey responses.   

Preferred Mode of Communication 

To influence the design of the new employability model we asked students their preferred 

communication method to receive information from the institution.  The ‘direct email from WIC’ option 

was the most popular selection.  Figure 1 lists all answers from the survey.  Survey results show a range 

of themed topics that can be addressed at HE institutions across Australia and potentially, beyond.  It 

is vital that WIL reform related dialogue begins to acknowledge, address and prioritize these topics.   
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TABLE 3: Preferred employers. 

Employer type Total % 

1. Aboriginal owned organisation 41 42.71 

2. Multi-national company 24 25.00 

3. Government 32 33.33 

4. Private sector 24 25.00 

5. Not for profit organisation 24 25.00 

6. Doesn’t matter 65 67.71 

 

FIGURE 1: Preferred forms of communication. 

 

DISCUSSION 

To stay on par with the mainstream WIL trajectory, a documented imperative to embed employability 

into core business objectives and Key Performance Indicators (KPI) exists (Smith et al., 2018).  This is 

true for all Indigenous Student Success Centers across Australia.  According to survey data, a large 

percentage of UOW’s Indigenous Australian student population are not engaging in the extra or co-

curricular opportunities taken up by non-Indigenous cohorts to enhance employability skills.  To 

address a lack of culturally safe employability development opportunities, WIC’s implementation of 

an increased employability focus within its business objectives includes the recruitment of an 

employability specialist.  Concurrently, the resulting localized initiatives derived from WIC’s increased 

focus ensure the provision of student-centered, individualized and culturally safe opportunities for the 

engagement of students in employability contexts.  Similarly, WIC’s improved focus allows 
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employability to remain at the forefront for students throughout the undertaking of their degrees.  The 

structural re-prioritization of core institutional objectives undertaken by WIC is essential in increasing 

the number of Indigenous Australian students partaking in WIL opportunities.   

Complementary to the prioritization of WIL is an imperative need for WIC to focus on creating 

awareness of existing UOW employability opportunities.  Increased awareness may be facilitated by 

implementing initiatives such as individualized communication and engagement plans, which ensure 

tracking and promotion of relevant employability skill building opportunities.  In the context of 

opportunity promotion, UOW Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students expressed a desire for 

more direct and personalized approaches from WIC.  This desire should receive foremost priority in 

any future promotional endeavors initiated by WIC, meaning that increasingly, employability 

initiatives should be individualized and tailored for the specific needs of each student.  Taking on this 

responsibility means a vital need exists for WIC to build – and continue to build on – formal 

partnerships with UOWx, Careers Central and other faculties.  Strengthening these relationships will 

allow WIC to ensure employability skills opportunities and subsequent promotions include adequate 

understandings of Indigenous cultural ways of knowing, being and doing as discussed in the important 

work of Martin and Mirraboopa (2003).   

As part of our commitment to employing culturally safe methodology, we have conducted our studies 

using culturally appropriate Indigenous and critical methodologies (Brigden et al., 2020; Denzin et al., 

2008; Eady & Keen, 2021).  In this sense, the study endeavors to engage in a line of critical inquiry that 

Denzin et al. (2008) assert “must be ethical, performative, healing, transformative, decolonizing, and 

participatory…committed to dialogue, community, self-determination, and cultural autonomy” (p. 2).  

Further research conducted with current students is required and should adhere to progressive notions 

of ethics that challenge the status quo (Christians, 2000; Denzin et al., 2008).  The information collected 

through additional research should aspire to influence an ethical and liberatory (hooks, 1991) 

understanding of how to improve graduate employability, and inform improved design of any future 

employability initiatives.   

Directly responding to results, the facilitation of internships is an obvious area in which institutions can 

progress their approach to improving graduate employability.  However, without illumination of the 

influence of subject enrolment and the subsequent subject requirements on these numbers, exactly 

where innovation can be best achieved remains unclear.  Further identification of which degrees 

incorporate internships into course content and the circumstances under which students in those 

subjects are, or are not, assisted in entering into compulsory internships has the potential to add further 

clarity towards possible avenues for progression.  Similarly, the conditions and efficacy of such 

compulsory internships should be examined for an expanded contextualization.   

Beyond improving current approaches to directly facilitating internships, many factors are relevant.  

These include whether to bring in a wider range of degrees and subjects incorporating internships; 

further engaging, expanding and improving relevant external support mechanisms; and the strategies 

undertaken by those students who decline support.  It is advantageous that research should aim at 

identifying exactly what 20.59% of the survey participants are doing to obtain internships for 

themselves.  Understanding the underlying behaviors and attitudes that facilitate desirable outcomes 

in this context, potentially provides valuable insight on how to boost both student employability and 

the students’ self-perception of work readiness.  Potentially, this line of research will additionally 

provide further insight as to how best replicate those attitudes and behaviors facilitating graduate 

employability success   
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Given the current prioritization of graduate employability across the HE landscape, workshop 

participation rates need improvement.  This impetus should be pursued alongside the development of 

alternate ways to distribute employability content.  Concurrently, assessment of the cultural 

competency levels of instructors and administrators working with Indigenous Australian participants; 

alongside the relevance and cultural safety of existing workshops should be undertaken.  Low levels of 

cultural relevance; competency; and subsequently safety, are significant contributing factors to the low 

participation rates recorded in institutional contexts (Robinson, 2012).  Improving cultural safety across 

the board stands to benefit the professional development of not only Indigenous students, but all 

students who engage in culturally competent training and education (Blankvoort et al., 2019).  

Instructor assessments acknowledge the value of ideas promoting cultural humility as an improved 

alternative to cultural competency (Danso, 2018; Fisher-Borne et al., 2015).  Similarly, this type of 

assessment should be applied not only to individual program engagement but to the organizations 

themselves.  In the over-arching context of countering intrinsic institutional oppression of the 

Indigenous student voice, institutions, organizations and initiatives must provide opportunities for that 

voice to contribute early in design processes.  At UOW, UOWx accreditation provides a valuable 

accompaniment to graduating students’ degrees.  For this reason, it would be advantageous to sharpen 

UOWx’s Indigenous lens and have additional culturally significant activities added to those already 

accredited.  Improving Indigenous students’ workshop participation is dependent on improving 

cultural safety.   

Further research is needed to deconstruct the discrepancy between the 67.7% student respondents who 

proclaim no preference for the type of employer they would like to work for and the 42.7% who show 

a preference for Aboriginal owned organizations (Table 3).  Ascertaining whether the preference for a 

cultural focus within employment is linked to the cultural connectivity of individual students, systemic 

factors such as a lack of cultural safety within institutions or a combination of both, will be vital in 

improving WIL initiatives in the future.  Continuing to develop a better understanding of the 

micro/macro continuum and its impact on employability and employment in Australia, particularly in 

an Indigenous context, potentially provides the means to move beyond culturally inclusive theory and 

practice, towards praxis (Denzin et al., 2008; Freire, 2005).   

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Universities should provide relevant WIL opportunities for all students.  At the university in question, 

a program (UOWx) has been created to formally recognize WIL opportunities related to areas of study 

on student transcripts.  However, it is imperative these services be promoted to industry partners, 

increasing the number of WIL opportunities registered at the university.  Considering this, UOW 

compiled a listing of Aboriginal owned organizations from preferred employers indicated in the 

survey.  Subsequently, relationships have been fostered, aiming to encourage these organizations to 

offer at least one  WIL opportunity per year.  Many Indigenous Australian students currently studying 

at UOW are intending to pursue professional careers in an organization that partners with Aboriginal 

and/or Torres Strait Islander communities.  Building strong and formal partnerships between the 

tertiary organization and external Indigenous organizations provides a solid foundation upon which 

individual students can continue to bolster their own personal and professional networks.   

The second recommendation is to learn more from those students engaged in internships not arranged 

by the university.  As identified in the results section, these students potentially provide vital insight 

to the development of programs.  Associated research should be performed exclusively utilizing the 

appropriate critical Indigenous research methodologies dictated by the location of research conducted.  
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It is vital to ensure students have the skills and resources to self-source internships outside of the areas 

identified by the survey.   

This study has also discussed the importance of monitoring the engagement levels of different 

opportunities that universities offer.  To complement statistical data, it is important to take a mixed-

methods approach to ascertain how universities could be reframing the activities that they offer, to 

better suit students and increase participation.  When it comes to Indigenous Australian students, there 

is a strong correlation between their perceived cultural safety and engagement.  Consequently, it is 

particularly important to give Indigenous students a voice and a platform to discuss their experiences 

and their suggestions for change, which the university undertakes to consider and respond to. 

Survey results revealed a lack of awareness of the opportunities available to students.  We recommend 

a more targeted advertising and marketing package strategy is developed, tailored to specific student 

cohorts so that they are aware of the courses and opportunities made available to them.  In the survey 

conducted, it was revealed that students are interested in opportunities, but often do not know where 

and how to access them.  Survey results also recorded that it is important to understand students’ 

interests, that applicable WIL opportunities are made available for students to engage in, and that 

student availability is tracked, ensuring students have an achievable pathway to engage in co-curricular 

opportunities.  Survey participants perceive that increasingly individualized approaches stand to 

benefit student awareness, availability to engage and employability initiative applicability.   

Overall, communication and dissemination of information about employability programs and 

internships is lacking.  Working towards increased awareness across issues of student and graduate 

employability stands to increase accessibility to employability skill-building opportunities for all 

students.  It is important to endorse these programs and associated opportunities, to widen their reach.  

Researchers further recommend that support mechanisms are provided with the statistical data 

collected through learning analytics regarding students who are participating in these experiences.  

This data can then be utilized for the improvement of WIL initiatives.   

Survey results identify where students would prefer to undertake internships.  Researchers in this 

project encourage higher learning institutions identifying similar information to use traditional 

Indigenous methods of data collection, such as yarning circles, to obtain this information ethically and 

appropriately.  Once universities know where their students would like to undertake WIL 

opportunities, there is a need to expand and improve employer relationships in those areas.  This 

network expansion will directly increase the availability of WIL opportunities relevant to future 

graduates’ career intentions.   

Another recommendation is to identify and record, as a point of future reference, cultural competency 

strategies implemented by the non-Indigenous.  Some suggest that a step towards establishing this may 

be the implementation of a Reconciliation Action Plan (Brigden et al., 2020; Cole & Firchow, 2019).  

However, survey results indicate an employability specialist who works with industry partners to 

make employability initiatives accessible and increase the competency of non-Indigenous employers is 

preferable.   

Survey answers shape the following recommendations for universities concerning communication 

methods used to inform students about employability opportunities.  Communication needs to be 

effective.  Survey results indicate many students are not aware of WIL opportunities.  Clearer lines of 

communication and a more direct approach to communication are preferred.  Therefore, institutions 

should use increasingly personalized methods of contact including email, social media and faculty 
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information sessions.  Degrees should include mapped pathways for students to progress towards 

engaging in relevant WIL opportunities.  It is important for different organizations within a tertiary 

institution to ensure that there is clear communication between career centers, faculties, students and 

support mechanisms.  Of the sample group, 50% advised they were not receiving any information about 

employability opportunities.  It is recommended that all university services review their 

communication processes.   

Finally, it is recommended that an employability model is designed including protocol for direct 

contact with Indigenous Student Success Centers at tertiary institutions.  This exchange of information 

potentially facilitates increased accessibility to current employment information in newsletters, blog 

posts, online job boards and on the intranet.  This will provide access to the most relevant WIL 

opportunities and increasingly encourage students to be alerted to these opportunities when posted.   

CONCLUSION 

This study explored in how WIL in HE contexts translates for Indigenous Australian students and 

successive perceptions of their employability.  The survey and subsequent study conducted attempts 

to break down the existing discrimination inherent in Australian institutions by adequately 

‘amplifying’ the Indigenous student voice and allowing it to contribute to the design of WIL initiatives.  

This amplification manifests primarily through recording Indigenous students’ vocalizations via a 

method considered valid in Western contexts, publication.  Consequently, the publishing of this study 

cements the student-centered survey results analysis and findings, as an exemplar of the Indigenous 

student voice, to inform culturally inclusive WIL initiatives in the future.  However, properly 

performing this function requires that the information provided within, be additionally validated as 

applicable and relevant by the local Indigenous community in which the data is to be utilized.   

An indirect by-product of this study reveals that research is needed to investigate the lack of alignment 

between students’ perceptions of employability and preparedness, with industry ideas of work 

readiness and graduate employability.  An overt discrepancy between the two highlights some glaring 

gaps in associated data.  While student perceptions of their own employability upon degree completion 

is low, employment figures indicate that Indigenous university graduates gain and retain employment 

at a high percentage.  Examining why the discrepancy between student perceptions and actual 

employability exists; and theorization on how to reconcile the two, stands to add considerable value to 

graduate employability debates.  This paper has given recommendations for HE to begin to overcome 

only some of the issues existing between students, different faculties, and units across their institutions.  

The types of employment gained by the majority of university graduates potentially illuminates 

another rich source of data to catalyze new directions for future research.  This includes determining 

the relation of said employment to graduates’ degrees and their perceived educational experience.  It 

is a risky proposition to attempt widespread reform of any kind on the basis of individual perceptions 

and industry demands.  To proceed in significant WIL reform without exploring the Indigenous-

centered perspective discussed here and by many others, denies notions of culturally safe, ethical, and 

responsible practice.   
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STATEMENT OF PLACE 

Joel Keen 

My people, my land, my water, my sky and everything they contain is Gomeroi.  Our language is 

Gamilaroi.  Since the onset of the European colonization of Gomeroi, my roots intertwine with a strong 

history of Black activism; my Great-Great-Great Grandmother, Mary Jane Cain, established 

Burrabeedee as a relative safe-haven, allowing a continuation of connection to culture – albeit 

drastically compromised – for local Gomeroi people while Australia systemically outlawed Indigenous 

cultural practices.  As the resident academic at UOW’s Woolyungah Indigenous Centre – authorized 

through Ceremony to generate, hold and distribute knowledge on a Country other than my own – I see 

it as my cultural responsibility to instill students with a strength-based understanding of their own 

Indigeneity, while promoting an Indigenous-centered standpoint within my research and teaching 

practices.   

Michelle J. Eady 

I consider myself of mixed Miꞌkmaq and European ancestry/heritage.  My great grandmother was Clara 

Jack (whose original Mi'Kmaq surname may have been Sak'ej, which was Anglicized to "Jack").  Her 

Mi'Kmaq family are part of a much broader Mi'Kmaq community that lived in the area (off-reserve) 

known today as Sherbrooke.  I bring nearly three-decades of experience living with, accepted in, 

collaborating with, and learning from a variety of Indigenous and First Nations people from Canada 

and Australia, including Fort Severn Cree Nation, Ontario, Canada; Tulita Dene Nation, Northwest 

Territories, Canada; Yolŋu Peoples of Ramingining, East Arnhem Land, Australia; Point Pearce 

Aboriginal Community, South Australia; Wreck Bay Aboriginal community, New South Wales, 

Australia and others.  I also lend my skills as a Doctor of Philosophy whose work fights for the 

recognition of community strength and knowledge from Country and all First Nation Peoples.  I believe 

in the ownership of Indigenous Knowledge and the necessity to maintain cultural integrity in academic 

research.  Where at all possible, Indigenous research must be facilitated by Indigenous researchers, be 

inclusive of, and collaborate with Indigenous community, and be reviewed by Indigenous academics, 

Elders and/or community members of the research in question.   
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APPENDIX A: Survey Questions. 

1. Please indicate if you have participated in any of the following employability skills 

opportunities while studying at UOW? 

2. Are you aware Careers Central can offer you an internship subject (CRLP200) worth 6 credit 

points? 

3. Are you aware the Faculty of Business can offer you an internship subject (COMM291) worth 

6 credit points? 

4. Are you interested in enrolling into an internship subject? 

5. Which internship subject would you be interested in doing? 

6. Are you aware UOWx can offer you paid and voluntary experiences that is recognised on a 

formal document that sits alongside your academic transcript? 

7. Are you interested in participating in the UOWx? 

8. Are you interested in participating in UOWx voluntary or paid experiences on UOW campus? 

9. Please indicate your preferred location(s) for an internship and/or voluntary work. 

10. Please indicate the type(s) of employer you would consider. 

11. Would you consider an employer that does NOT have Indigenous employment or diversity 

strategies? 

12. Would you consider an employer that does NOT have a Reconciliation Action Plan? 

13. Is there any comments you would like to make about employers? If yes, please add comments 

below 

14. Do you currently receive information about UOW employability opportunities? 

15. How do you currently receive information about UOW employability opportunities? 

16. Please indicate your preferred methods of receiving information about UOW employability 

skills? 

17. Do you have any other comments about gaining employability skills while studying at 

university? 

18. Would you like to be contacted to discuss employability skills? 
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Integrated Learning 2022 entitled “Indigenous Perspectives and Partnerships: Enhancing Work Integrated 

Learning”.  The co-editors of this Special Issue envisioned the three entities of community, university, 

and students on the Hawk, working together to help our students soar.   
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