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Introducing Students to Cultural Diversity Training

RCSI, University of Medicine and Health Sciences, is the most internationally diverse university in Ireland, with students from over 100 countries. It was 
Ireland's first higher education institution to publish a Race Equality Action Plan in 2021. The introduction of cultural diversity training in the first year of the 
medical programme reinforces our commitment to ensuring that the experience of our students is defined by respect, equality and inclusion. This has been 
front and centre following the aftermath of the murder of Trayvon Martin and George Floyd, as these cases heightened tensions and a focus on how to 
address issues related to race equality in future healthcare education curricula.
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Introduction

Initiative

Three factors prompted this teaching and learning initiative within the 
new RCSI’s Transforming Health Education Project (THEP 2) 
curriculum. Firstly, attendance at the International Conference on 
Communication in Healthcare, where medical students from different 
ethnic backgrounds, training levels and medical schools (University of 
Iowa, USA, University of East Anglia, UK and RCSI) presented their 
specific experiences of health disparities and racism during medical 
training and a plea for more training to better prepare them for work 
in the current diverse healthcare system. 

Secondly, staff and student feedback following the introduction of 
learning community structure in THEP 2 Year 1 programme; where 
students were mixed from different backgrounds with little preparation 
for the different cultural backgrounds they encountered and finally, 
the RCSI Race Equality Action Plan that calls for more awareness, 
education, and training so our students and staff are prepared as 
healthcare leaders in a racially/ethnically diverse world.

Outcome

Cultural competency in healthcare is the ability of healthcare systems to tailor care to patients by recognising and respecting diverse values, beliefs and 
behaviours. This important topic is being investigated further in a PhD study by Erika Cullen to develop an educational intervention to support healthcare 
students working effectively with patients from culturally diverse backgrounds. This research study is a combination of a systematic review exploring 
effective interventions from the international literature, interviews exploring the barriers and challenges that patients from Africa, Eastern Europe, Asia, 
South America and the Travelling community face in accessing Irish health services and communicating with healthcare staff, and the views of doctors and 
nurses as to what issues they believed migrant patients face using and communicating within the Irish healthcare sector.

Hall’s cultural iceberg model – approach to intercultural understanding

The resulting initiative was the introduction of a specific training 
session for our students on cultural sensitivities delivered in the first 
week of Med 1 as a critical introduction to the nuances of cultural 
diversity. The interactive one-hour session starts with a discussion on 
the nine protected equality grounds, the visible and invisible aspects 
of culture, diverse patient populations, and the impact of culture on 
health and health outcomes. The session then progresses to a 
reflective exercise where the students explore their own identities and 
how these intersect and lead to biases. The session finishes by 
providing the students with skills and tools of communication to better 
manage interactions around cultural sensitivities.
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