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Developing Cultural Competence:
Student and Alumni Perspectives

Anne Petrovich
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ABSTRACT. One of the areas of increased importance to social work
pedagogy is the development of culturally competent practice skills. In fo-
cus groups, first and second year students, and recent alumni reflected on
their growing awareness and competence concerning cultural diversity.
Meaningful patterns emerged emphasizing the importance of psychologi-
cally safe but challenging learning environments, encountering theory
through personal impact, the power of role models, and the need for a
greater focus on the transfer of learning to the world of work after gradua-
tion. Classroom climate and teaching implications of the findings are pro-

posed. [Article copies available for a fee from The Haworth Document Delivery
Service: 1-800-HAWORTH. E-mail address: <docdelivery@haworthpress.com>
Website: <http:/fwww.HaworthPress.com> © 2005 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All
rights reserved.]
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In the context of significant demographic changes in the United
States, it has never been more important for social work educators to

Anne Petrovich, PhD, MSW, is Assistant Professor and Mitzi Lowe, PhD, MSW, is
Assistant Professor and Director of Field Education, Department of Social Work Educa-
tion, California State University, Fresno, 5310 North Campus Drive, Fresno, CA 93740-

Journal of Teaching in Social Work, Vol. 25(3/4) 2005
Auvailable online at http://www.haworthpress.com/web/JTSW
© 2005 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights reserved.
doi:10.1300/J067v25n03_10 157



[California State University Bakersfield} At: 22:21 21 July 2009

Downloaded By:

158 JOURNAL OF TEACHING IN SOCIAL WORK

prepare culturally competent practitioners. The National Association of
Social Workers has responded to the increasing diversity of American
society by charging all social workers with the ethical responsibility of
constructing a learning environment which teaches culturally compe-
tent knowledge and skills (NASW, 2001). Ten standards for culturally
competent practice, prepared by the National Committee on Racial and
Ethnic Diversity, were adopted by the NASW Board of Directors
(2001). Multifaceted in emphasis, the standards emphasize self-aware-
ness; knowledge about, and respectful sensitivity to diverse client cul-
tures; awareness of conflicting and complicated personal, professional,
and cultural values and ethics; communication and referral skills; and
the need to advocate for culturally relevant services at all levels of edu-
cation and practice.

Accomplishing this mandate, however, is a complicated challenge
which is easier said than done. Recent professional literature has elabo-
rated on core concepts involved in an adequate understanding and appli-
cation of cultural competence: social justice, diversity awareness and
competence, adequate systems of care, and an empowerment perspec-
tive. Social justice is generally understood as equal access to resources
and opportunity (Gil, 1998; Gilligan, 1988; Maning, 1997; Reamer,
1998; Robinson & Reese, 2000). Diversity awareness is variously de-
scribed as the ability to identify, understand and celebrate differences
among individuals and to intervene sensitively with respect to these dif-
ferences (Garcia & Van Soest, 1997). Diversity competence refers to
behaviors, attitudes, and policies which come together to provide effec-
tive service and is considered an ongoing developmental process, in-
volving the continual acquisition of knowledge, self-evaluation, and
skill (Cross, 1989). Culturally competent systems of care incorporate
values which embrace differences as positive and construct institutional
responses to specific cultural needs in ways which empower clients
(Cross, 1989). Related to this, an empowerment perspective highlights
problems facing oppressed populations, focuses on mediating the role
powerlessness places in creating and perpetuating social problems, and
encourages and supports clients to become their own advocates (Diller,
1999; Solomon, 1976). This continuum emphasizes a dynamic, ever
changing process involving self-awareness, the acquisition of knowl-
edge and skill; and the application of both at all levels of practice.
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THE CHALLENGE:
PEDAGOGICAL TRANSFORMATION

Curriculum and teaching methods are part of the ethical imperative
for institutional changes needed in order to respond effectively to di-
verse communities; yet faculty members seldom receive preparation in
instructional strategies for a multicultural society. Including cross cul-
tural material in course content, either in specific courses or infused
throughout the curriculum, is only part of what it needed. Diversity per-
spectives ideally need to inform all aspects of the learning environment,
both formal and informal, and should influence teaching methods so that
students can relate effectively to the real worlds of their clients. It was
with this goal in mind that the social work education faculty at this pub-
lic university adopted a mission statement in 1992, focused on the infu-
sion of concepts of social justice, cultural diversity, and empowerment
as guiding principles for the educational process.

The San Joaquin Valley, where the campus is located, offers an array
of both challenging and unique opportunities for social work educators.
Population growth outpaces both state and national growth rates, with
both legal and illegal immigration contributing heavily to the increase.
During the 1990s, the Hispanic population increased by 20 percent; the
Asian population, by more than 50 percent. Unemployment rates aver-
age 14 percent; and per capita income ranks 38th out of 50 counties in
the state. The San Joaquin Valley is officially designated by the federal
government as one of the most multicultural regions in the country. This
diversity exists in the context of high rates of poverty, social unrest, and
crime; the historical class distinctions and power discrepancies of an ag-
ricultural economy; the aforementioned population explosion and
chronic unemployment (Richardson, 2002; Palacio, 2001).

Given the compelling challenges described above, and the commit-
ment of the faculty to a mission statement devoted to making the social
work education process relevant to the population to be served, it was
important to explore to what extent the students experienced themselves
as growing in diversity awareness and competence as they went through
and completed the program. Were the students aware of and influenced
by the mission statement? Did they experience its values throughout all
aspects of their education? From the students’ viewpoints, what gradu-
ate training and educational experiences facilitated or hindered the de-
velopment of diversity competence? The authors decided that the most
fruitful beginning step toward an understanding of the phenomenology
of cultural competence was to use a qualitative, exploratory research
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method with maximum opportunity for flexibility, openness, and varia-
tion of response.

METHODS AND PARTICIPANTS

The respondents for this study were 23 social work graduate students
and recent alumni from the campus environment described above. First
and second year graduate students were recruited by open verbal invita-
tions to all students, delivered by the investigators at the start of re-
quired courses at the beginning of the fall semester, 2001. The authors
briefly described their interest in learning about how students perceive
aspects of their educational experience and asked the students to indi-
cate on a sheet of paper their interest in participating in focus discussion
groups and their time availability. It was emphasized that participation
was completely voluntarily and would have no bearing on grades or
other forms of evaluation. The authors of the study were not teaching
the required courses from which the students were recruited. Students
who participated signed a written consent form, acknowledging their
voluntary participation, the confidentiality of their participation and
their awareness that results would be published in summary form, with
identifying information deleted from any quotations used as examples
of student opinion. Participants were then matched with time slots and
invited to group focus sessions, lasting ninety minutes each. Approxi-
mately 40 first-year and 40 second-year graduate students were present
when the offer to participate was made. Five first-year students were in-
terviewed in two separate focus groups; and six second-year students
participated in a third focus group. Recent alumni were randomly re-
cruited by locating student files of alumni who had graduated the previ-
ous year. Approximately 20 alumni were phoned to invite them to
participate in focus groups. Of these, 15 alumni responded to the phone
calls; and five participated in the study: three in the context of a focus
group and two in individual phone interviews. The ethnicity and gender
composition of the respondents were as follows: 8 Southeast Asians,
9 Caucasians, 6 Hispanics, 14 females, and 9 males.The focus groups
were audio-taped and transcribed, and the researchers also took notes.

Because this research was exploratory and preliminary in nature, a
qualitative focus group methodology was chosen, using the natural set-
ting as the direct source of data and the researcher as the key instrument
(Bogdan & Biklen, 1982). The researchers, a classroom instructor and
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the Director of Field Education, were concerned with how students
make sense of their educational experiences in relation to the develop-
ment of cultural competence. The data collected is termed “soft,” in that
itis rich in descriptive statements about a variety of formal and informal
experiences and is not easily analyzed by statistical procedures. Ques-
tions were formulated to explore graduate education from the student’s
frame of reference. Open-ended in nature, they inquired about responses
to the classroom, assignments, informal and formal contacts with teach-
ers and peers, the composition of the faculty and student body, fieldwork,
special educational conferences and trips, and for alumni, experiences in
the world of work after graduation. Participants were asked to describe
both positive and negative to all aspects of their learning experience and
were invited to add comments about areas the authors may not have
thought to include. For the purpose of this study, the focal point of this
research was to uncover the meaning that students ascribe to the devel-
opment of cultural competence. In contrast to other forms of inquiry,
qualitative inquiry is characterized by depth and attention to the mean-
ing people derive from their environment. Interview, document analy-
sis, and participatory observation were the primary data collection
methods used.

Using grounded theory, responses were analyzed for emergent themes,
which were identified independently by the researchers working sepa-
rately, and then compared for reliability and coherence of meaning. As-
pects of both inductive and deductive inquiry were utilized, in that
questions were formulated, using the aforementioned concepts of cultural
diversity, social justice, and empowerment while allowing for additional
themes to arise from the spontaneous perspectives and experiences of the
students. Interview data was summarized, highlighting salient themes
which included the following: meanings of cultural awareness and com-
petence; classroom and field pedagogy that facilitated or hindered effec-
tive practice with diverse cultures; formal and informal faculty and
student roles in a diverse learning community; and recommendations for
social work educators.

FINDINGS

Distinct themes emerged from an analysis of the data arising from the
focus groups. Detailed descriptions, with illustrative quotes, follow.
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Diversity Competence as a Developmental Process:
Awareness, Competence, Confidence

In response to a request to discuss what the terms “diversity aware-
ness and diversity competence” meant to the participants, differences
existed between first and second year students and alumni. First-year
students tended not to differentiate between awareness and compe-
tence; they emphasized self-awareness and understanding others:

(They mean) having an understanding of different cultural back-
grounds and ethnicities . . . of the differences we have. In order to
understand other cultures we need to understand our own. Other-
wise we couldn’t work with people in our community who come
from so many different cultures.

Second-year students tended to go beyond self and other awareness
to add a focus on skill development and an attitude of respect and accep-
tance, as reflected in the following statements:

To me cultural competence means the ability to engage with a spe-
cific population . . . without depriving them of their dignity, to be
respectful, and not have them be ashamed of their differences . . .
being able to get a certain degree of comfort. I think awareness is
understanding the theoretical and historical point of view, but 1
think the competence comes from the direct experiences and ac-
tual engagements. When you are competent, you don’t bring in
your own judgments. You are more open. You’re not telling peo-
ple what their issues are and what to do about them. If you just
have awareness, that doesn’t necessarily give you the tools to deal
with that family appropriately. I would judge them without know-
ing it. T used to think of a certain client as enmeshed without realiz-
ing how important it was for her to be at home taking care of her
mother.

Alumni added a dimension of role conflict and the need for confidence
in order to maintain accepting attitudes and apply the skills learned in
graduate school, underscoring the need to maintain the stance of a life-
time learner. Diversity competence was seen as an ongoing challenge
throughout one’s career:
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One of the most important things is to be comfortable with not
knowing everything. I am always learning, but now I have the con-
fidence to relate to any ethnic group. I can learn from the client,
and if I don’t know, I can always go look it up. It is an attitude of
respect and not judging. But at work they don’t always practice
what they preach and they (agency staff) are not always open to
what I think just because I got my master’s degree.

These alumni comments are consistent with Green’s (1999) conclusion
that “cultural competence is a systematically learned and tested aware-
ness of the values and behaviors of a specific community and an ability
to carry out professional activities consistent with that awareness.”
These respondents repeatedly emphasized confidence as distinctly
different from competence, in that it was possible to view oneself as
trained in self-awareness, respect for other cultures, and skill in relating
to diverse groups, but at the same time lacking in confidence to put the
skills into practice in a variety of situations. One alumnus stated:

I spent all that time and hard work getting my MSW and learning
how to work with different cultures, but I learned not to rock the
boat on my job. I see things that need to change—for example, they
need different hours and more interpreters—but when I speak up, I
always get a reason why things can’t change. When I got out of
school, I felt like I had a lot to offer, but now I feel less confident,
even when I know what should be done.

In stressing confidence as an unanticipated, but essential component of
diversity competence, these alumni seemed to be describing Bandura’s
(1997) concept of self-efficacy, or the perceived ability to carry out
the skills needed in order to achieve an identified goal. This is a con-
struct increasingly emphasized in social work, as well as in a variety of
other educational, therapeutic and training arenas, and has recently
been cited as an important factor in whether social workers engage in
political participation after graduation (Hamilton & Fauri, 2001).
Very important to alumni, the dimension of confidence highlighted
the complexities students face in translating educational experiences
into practice and in internalizing a professional identity. This alumnus
emphasized his awareness of the process of socialization he had un-
dergone, resulting in his identification of diversity competence with
the essence of his sense of self as a social worker:
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We never stopped hearing about it. It was emphasized in every
class, every paper, every role play, every everything! It’s in my
mind all the time now. It has really changed me.

These respondents were clearly undergoing a transition during their time
in the program. The development of cultural competence seemed to begin
with self-awareness and the awareness and appreciation of difference,
followed by deepened empathy and skill acquisition. The third dimen-
sion—confidence in one’s ability to apply the competence acquired during
education—was unanticipated by the researchers and emerged as vital to
the effectiveness of diversity training.

The Impact of Unacknowledged Cultures

Many participants repeatedly referred to the presence and power of
“hidden” or “invisible” cultures, the need to make them “visible,” and
acknowledged as influential. These were described as the culture of
family of origin, the culture of the dominant society, the minority cul-
ture to which the student may belong, the blend of these cultures in the
current lifestyles of students, the peer culture of the social work student
body as a whole, the subcultures of minority groups within the student
body, the cultures of fieldwork agencies, and cultures of agencies where
students also worked as paid employees, the culture of the university as
a whole, and the culture of the social work department within it. Differ-
ent and often conflicting expectations and norms among these cultures
or subcultures strongly impacted the students and often caused role
strain. A first-year student, who felt she lacked the skill to assert herself
with those in different student subcultures, emphasized:

There are the minority students who hang out together and the
“smart students” who hang out together and everybody knows
who they are.

Several second-year students were concerned that unstated cultural
preferences among the faculty rendered some cultures invisible and
made negative judgments about others:

Some cultures were invisible. When they talk about multicultural-
ism in class, the examples are always specific minority groups,
and others are left out. I have a lot of Native Americans in my field
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placement, but that wasn’t really addressed. There are “favorite”
minority cultures featured—-Hispanic, Hmong, gay-lesbian-but oth-
ers are ignored.

White cultures were either invisible or bad. We always heard
about white culture as if it was all alike, and we always heard what
white people did wrong to oppress other people. It felt like I should
be ashamed to be white. It wasn’t presented as if white people
came from a variety of cultures or that their cultures were a mix-
ture of good and bad. For example, I'm Italian, and I'm proud of
my cultural heritage, but it was never taught. We should be taught
to understand and respect all cultures if we’re really multicultural.

Alumni, reflecting on the multiplicity of cultures, obvious and subtle,
also noted subcultures within the social work faculty and profession, as
well as in their places of employment:

The faculty has its own cultures between the macro and the micro
people. They should respect each other and not badmouth each
other. They shouldn’t fight with each other. We need all kinds of
social workers.

In school and fieldwork we were encouraged to speak out, and our
opinions were valued. But the agency has its own culture, and I'm
supposed to go along with it.

Atall levels, these respondents were aware of, and affected by both the
multiplicity of cultures in the personal, academic, and professional
world and by those “hidden” cultures which were not always acknowl-
edged during their educational experience. Conflicting values in these
cultures had a strong impact on both students and alumni, and for espe-
cially the latter, appeared to affect the dimension of confidence, consid-
ered critical to the application of diversity values in practice.

The Importance of Commonality Within Diversity

One of the most frequent suggestions made by respondents at all lev-
els was to de-emphasize culturally separate groups and to create more
opportunities for students from diverse backgrounds to experience their
commonalities and mutual commitments as social workers. Respon-
dents wanted these opportunities on both a personal and professional
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level, and their notion of commonality extended beyond ethnic identity
to commonality with faculty, part-time and full-time students, and the
community-at-large. Said a second-year Asian student:

The need to mix, as well as separate the ethnicities. I guess I under-
stand the need for African-Americans, Asians, and Hispanics to
have their own identity, but even within these groups there is so
much diversity. All Asians or Hispanics or African-Americans are
not the same, and sometimes I think these divisions assume that.
We need to be together. We’re stronger that way. When I talked
with students from other ethnic groups in class, I discovered that I
had more in common than the differences. That was very impor-
tant to me.

This alumna emphasized the need for commonality in addressing com-
munity issues:

I wish we could all work together on these (referring to suicides in
Hmong community), and I wish we could work from the perspec-
tive of the way the cultures are now, which is different from the
way they were in the past. And students and faculty should work
together with the community on these issues instead of separately.

The desire for unity within diversity, commonality within difference
was a consistent theme among these respondents. Both students and
alumni were interested in the mutual interests which united them and
held values which were inclusive and altruistic. Although their mem-
bership in a particular ethnic or cultural group was salient to them, their
identities as social work professionals who valued promoting social jus-
tice and empowerment for all groups was equally, if not more crucial.
For these respondents, the needs of particular groups in a diverse com-
munity should be the concern of all.

From Theory to Practice:
Personal Encounters Bring Theory Alive

When respondents were asked about the relationship of theory re-
lated to cultural competence to the application of practice skills, a strong
preference for the concrete, personalized encounter with theory, as op-
posed to its study in the abstract, emerged. Both students and alumni
had a difficult time articulating which theories they considered relevant
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to diversity competence. Specific theories mentioned included attach-
ment theory, strengths perspectives, and systems theory, but students
could not easily describe how these theories or perspectives were use-
fully applied. These comments, from an alumnus and a second-year stu-
dent, were typical:

Seems like systems theory comes to mind. I can’t remember all the
other ones. Well, I just think knowing where people come from,
and having a basic understanding of theories . . . you may not use
them all, and you may not be able to follow them step by step, but
if you have an idea, you can kind of incorporate pieces of them to-
gether, I think.

But when presentation of theory either accompanied or followed con-
crete personal encounters, the experience had an impact. One student
wanted more historical encounters with the persons who created theo-
ries:

We need heroes. I wish we had more films or dramatic presenta-
tions or reading from the actual heroes of different cultural groups
or learn more about the original writings or life experiences of the
people who made the theories. That would make theories more
real.

Personal memoirs and media accounts which illustrated diversity
material taught in class were valued highly by all the respondents, as il-
lustrated by these comments:

Ireally got an appreciation for the adolescent culture and how vul-
nerable these kids are when we watched that film about those teen-
agers in Georgia. The theories about identity really hit home.

It was great when we saw, “The Color of Fear.” You could really
see the people changing as it went on. I had all kinds of feelings
too. At the beginning I was angry, but later I understood the differ-
ent points of view better. I went through some of the same changes
as the people in the film.

The theme of emotional impact, heightened self-awareness, and
deepening empathy came up repeatedly whenever students described



[California State University Bakersfield] At: 22:21 21 July 2009

Downloaded By:

168 JOURNAL OF TEACHING IN SOCIAL WORK

assignments which promoted personal encounters with human diver-
sity:

We had a POW from Southeast Asia; we had a Nazi camp survi-
vor. It was interesting to hear how their backgrounds kept them
going—the strengths they had. I think that was more helpful than
anything else in developing awareness and competence.

We had a take-home assignment to interview a family member.
learned so much more about my mom’s experiences. It was so
hard for her to come to a different country. She never wanted to
talk about it before, but she did it because she knew it was a class
assignment and she wants to help me in school.

Similarly, writing assignments which promoted self-awareness about
one’s own cultural heritage and attitudes toward others were highly val-
ued. Journal keeping, in a format requiring exploration of personal feel-
ings, was described by several students as especially useful. A second
year student stated:

I didn’t know I had a culture until I started writing about it and
thinking back on our family traditions. It really helped to realize I
actually have a culture!

This alumnus spoke of the confidence and self-awareness that came
from exploration through writing:

At first I was annoyed to have so much writing to do. Besides, I
never felt any good at it. But when I had to write about what we
talked about in class and apply it to myself or my client, it began to
be real to me, and I could see how I could use it. I wrote and wrote
and wrote. Now I can really say I know how to write. I sometimes
do journaling now to figure out my attitudes about a client.

The Sine Qua Non of Practice Skills

Respondents at all levels were adamant about not sacrificing the teach-
ing of practice skills to generalized theories about cultural diversity. Skill
proficiency was experienced as empowering, enabling these respondents to
put a cultural diversity perspective into practice. Any experiences in which
students were taught intervention skills and had the opportunity to practice
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through role plays, media techniques, or take-home practice assignments
were highly valued. Typical comments included the following:

Ethnographic interviewing is a great way to approach understanding
a client and doing an assessment . . . We need more DSM IV. I don’t
know what they’re talking about, so I keep quiet (at agency field
placement). I have ideas about how they’re not relating to Hmong cli-
ents, but I don’t know how to hold my own in the staff meetings.
They use all these terms I don’t understand . . . I loved the videotaping
of me doing an interview. I could see the mistakes I made. Now I
think about it and notice it when I'm with a client. It made me uncom-
fortable at the time, but now I realize how valuable it was.

At the macro level, these students wanted more training in how to
make speeches and presentations before community groups, large and
small, about issues related to diversity. Stated this alumna:

I wish we had the chance to study and take action on an issue each
year. It takes confidence to speak and make presentations before
community groups. If we could study an issue and make sugges-
tions, we could maybe prevent some of the problems and learn to
be leaders.

Learning about relevant social policy issues by traveling to the state
capital, in order to see laws in the process of development and enact-
ment, was mentioned as extremely valuable in helping students connect
diversity themes to action:

The legislative days were a fantastic experience. I could really tell
how powerful social workers could be. There were so many there in
Sacramento and I didn’t feel like such a small minority.

These hands-on experiences regarding social policy formation and im-
plementation related to diversity issues were empowering to students
who had been intimidated by macro processes previous to their personal
involvement.

A Multicultural Faculty, Student Body, and Community

Many respondents considered the multicultural composition of the stu-
dent body, faculty, and community to be equal in importance to teaching
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or training techniques in contributing to the acquisition of diversity
competence, as illustrated in this comment:

The most important thing is just being here in this valley and this
school with so many different kinds of people. I learn the most
from my friends here. I don’t know how they’d do it in other social
work schools where the students are less diverse. I guess they’d
have to arrange trips to places where students could get a chance to
interact with different cultures, but that couldn’t possibly be as
good as what we have here all the time.

Faculty diversity was valued for the availability of ethnic and racial role
models similar to oneself and for the opportunity to learn from those
dissimilar from oneself. An African-American alumna stated with in-
tense feeling:

I loved watching (names African-American faculty member). I
never thought of myself as smart, but I watched the way she teaches,
and she is nice and always willing to help. I wanted to be like her:
and because of her, I thought I could be just as good as anyone else.

A second-year student expressed his gratitude for the presence of a fac-
ulty member with a disability:

I’'m so glad we have a faculty member who is disabled. I learned so
much from him, and I would have been missing something impor-
tant if he hadn’t been here.

Although a diverse context for learning was considered extremely
helpful and important, respondents commenting on faculty composition
continued to emphasize the primacy of skill acquisition in acquiring di-
versity competence and confidence:

A multicultural faculty is very important, but skill is more impor-
tant. I learned the most from professors who were able to teach me
real skills for helping people.

The Learning Climate: Faculty and Field Instructor Attitudes

This theme contained some of the most deeply felt sentiments, both
positive and negative, of the respondents. Participants continually em-
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phasized the value of being pushed outside their comfort zones to relate
to persons and groups different from themselves. At the same time, they
emphasized the anxiety they felt when doing so and the need for an en-
vironment characterized by emotional safety and support, in order to
take the risks necessary to achieve diversity competence and confi-
dence. Student and alumni described classroom and fieldwork cultures
ranging from engaging to detached and isolated. Factors related to emo-
tional safety in the classroom had to do with size and faculty behaviors
and attitudes. Smaller class sizes, small group or one-on-one experien-
tial exercises in which students did not feel exposed were valued for
their supportive atmosphere. In the aforementioned setting, students
who were naturally shy, struggled to express themselves in English, or
lacked confidence in speaking out, felt able to participate actively and
tackle the challenge of diversity communication. These student com-
ments were typical:

I never talk in big classes. It’s always the same ones talking but
when (names faculty member) had us break into small groups, I
could express myself. . . . I liked the role plays. I would never vol-
unteer to do them, but when we all had to do them in small groups,
it was really helpful. . . . It really helped me to practice the skills at
home too. My family didn’t seem to mind my practicing on them!

Respondents valued faculty members and fieldwork supervisors who
were supportive, approachable role models, teaching by example and en-
gaging in self-disclosure about their own processes of growing awareness
concerning cultural biases and difficulties in multicultural communica-
tion. They were able to identify with these instructors as believable role
models:

I'really like (names professor). She is so encouraging and positive
and patient. It makes her really approachable. . . . Taking time for
us is the most important thing. . . . My supervisor told me every cli-
ent has a special story to tell and it’s up to me to listen. She told me
about times she had made mistakes and felt very awkward with cli-
ents. . .. I watched her do it for awhile, and then she let me try it. It
was great to see exactly how she communicated with them . . . It
helped that my field instructor had a perspective that he modeled.
He showed me literature that addressed the issue from a Hispanic
point of view.
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These comments illustrate the importance of providing coping role mod-
els with whom the learner can identify, elaborated upon by Bandura
(1997), and emphasized as important for the development of desired atti-
tudes toward learning in the adult trainee (Gagne & Medsker, 1996).

Being pushed to take the risks necessary to growth was also impor-
tant to these participants:

Make us do it. We need to be told we have to go out into the com-
munity and find them (persons of a different ethnic group) and re-
ally talk to them and get to know them . . . She challenged me to go
beyond my comfort zone, and that was really good for me (refer-
ring to a field instructor) . . . I wanted to try out an idea about creat-
ing a group of mothers. I wish I’d been encouraged to be creative. |
would have learned more about the rural families.

When the participants perceived faculty or field instructors as arro-
gant, too busy, opinionated, self-righteous, or exploitive, they withdrew
from the challenges of diversity, and became more cautious and cynical,
as illustrated in these comments:

She said she wanted us to express all points of view, but she at-
tacked one student for expressing a point of view different from
hers. That student never spoke up again. She (referring to student
peer) was going through a rough time. It is a culture shock for her
to be here, butI can see her mind opening up slowly. The professor
should have been more sensitive to that.

I'hate it when teachers are arrogant. Tell them not to preach at us—
we can’t learn that way. In fact, the opposite happens because we
stop asking questions . . . itis areal problem when professors take
things personally (describes a particularly painful encounter).
They should be able to respond professionally if they’re asking
us to become professionals.

I'know some of our faculty are brilliant, but they are scary to talk to
and always look busy, as if they don’t really want to spend the
time. Some are real distant, you know. I probably could have
learned more from them if I hadn’t been so scared of them. (Fac-
ulty member) is so negative. Every time I would think I had a good
idea, she would shoot it down. But (other faculty member) always
had something encouraging to say to me so I knew what to do next.
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Southeast Asian participants resented being utilized as interpreters or
practitioners for agency clients who were members of their own ethnic
groups. These students experienced intense role conflict as a result of
what they perceived as a lack of sensitivity to their culture:

They always assign me to the Laotian clients because I can speak
their language. That’s not fair. They should be learning how to
communicate with these families. I was not put here to be an inter-
preter. Besides, these families don’t take me seriously because I’'m
young and female. If my supervisor understood my culture, she’d
know why it’s hard for me to work with them.

My field instructor always wanted me to handle Hmon g clients be-
cause she said she didn’t understand their culture. I didn’t like be-
ing used as an employee. The clients say to me, “I’m Hmong and
you’re Hmong, so I don’t get it.” Now when they see me in the
community, they’ll hate me.

Participants recognized the anxiety involved in the growth process
and welcomed being encouraged to take risks, as long as they were led
to do so by faculty and field instructors who were able to model respect
for diversity, to create safe, supportive learning environments, and to
make themselves available to these learners.

DISCUSSION:
RECOMMENDATIONS
FOR SOCIAL WORK EDUCATORS

Just as human service organizations are increasingly recognizing the
need for diversity competence in their employees and in the structure of
their programs, social work educators are faced with the challenge of
developing pedagogical methods and styles which go beyond curricu-
lum content to facilitate the development of skilled, confident profes-
sionals. The themes which emerged from this study emphasize several
practical applications for social work education:

Personal awareness and skill competency does not necessarily trans-
late into the confidence to apply what has been learned about diversity
in a new setting. Faculty and field instructors would do well to antici-
pate the role conflicts involved in the transfer of learning to professional
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life by creating teaching and training experiences that focus on self-effi-
cacy in the workplace so that graduates feel empowered in a variety of
settings.

All of the diverse cultures that make up the learning community need
acknowledgement and inclusion in the learning process. Definitions of
culture need to broaden to include subcultures among the faculty, dif-
ferences within ethnic or racial groups, and the subcultures within for-
mal and informal student organizations.

Workplace and academic cultures are, at times, in conflict. Educa-
tors train beginning professionals to respect and celebrate culture di-
versity when they model respect for one another, allow for open
acknowledgement of “hidden cultures,” and avoid the impression of
favoring some cultures over others.

The discovery and celebration of commonality is as vital as the aware-
ness of difference. Often the deepest respect for difference emerges out of
an awareness of the common humanity that unites diverse groups.
Teaching methods which promote the experience of unity within dif-
ference have powerful impacts. The professional identity of social
worker is strengthened as students come to view the problems and
strengths of particular groups as the ethical concern of all.

Theories are unlikely to be retained or thoughtfully applied unless
they are encountered on a personal level. The most powerful pedagogi-
cal techniques take students into the community and bring the commu-
nity into the classroom through personal encounters, memoirs, class
speakers, and written reflections. Face-to-face encounters with living
applications of theory heighten empathy, deepen understanding, and
motivate the retention of theory.

Skill development is a necessary precondition for the application of
diversity competence. Acculturating students to the professional val-
ues of social justice, empowerment, and diversity competence is im-
portant, but insufficient for the creation of effective practitioners.
Intensive, repetitive training in micro and macro practice skills, with
many opportunities to practice them in a variety of settings, is essen-
tial to the educational process; otherwise the new professional lacks
the ability and confidence to put diversity theory into practice.

Students benefit from diversity among peers, Jaculty, and community.
Often diverse community groups exist but are isolated from the larger
community, and students often segregate themselves into groups within
which they feel more comfortable. The social work faculty and student
body would ideally mirror and even exceed diversity in the community,
creating an environment where communication within difference hap-
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pens naturally and where the learning environment offers many role
models.

Social work educators are always teaching by example, whether con-
sciously or not. It appears critically important to develop classroom en-
vironments and teaching tools which avoid shaming or humiliating
students for their honest expressions of opinion, and which allow them a
variety of opportunities, in safe settings, to explore their awareness of
self and others. Similarly, being mindful of one’s own struggles with
the complexity of diversity issues, and striving to model warmth, humil-
ity, availability, and encouragement appear to be vital qualities of the
educator with whom the learner can identify. While creating a setting of
sufficient emotional security, it is then possible to challenge students to
open themselves to a deeper self-awareness and to take the ongoing
risks involved in nurturing a just and diverse community.

Future Opportunities

Social work education has an opportunity to provide leadership to
other fields of practice and to the practice community in the development
of culturally competent practice skills. Attention needs to be directed to-
wards the implementation of professional development seminars that ad-
dress the transfer of knowledge from the classroom to the real world of
social work practice.

This study suggests that active teaching methods in the classroom
and the field, using a format that is inclusive, promotes a climate that is
comfortable and engaging. By modeling inclusive teaching methods
with students and field instructors, student engagement in the learning
process occurs. Further research is needed to identify more effective
professional development activities to strengthen the transfer of learn-
ing and the overall quality of classroom and field instruction.
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