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How to Address “Diversity” Issues in Training 
(Without Ever Having to Mention the Word) 

Part One 
 
As OCWTP trainers, an important part of our work is to help trainees understand the importance of 
considering diversity when working with an individual family or child. Considering individual, cultural, or 
other group-related differences in people could make all the difference in our assessments and 
interventions—and ultimately in the outcomes of a case. This article is the first in a series on ways 
trainers might select and address relevant “diversity issues” in their training.  
 
For so many of us, the word “diversity” is a loaded one—often focused on an association with race or 
ethnicity or conjuring up memories of blame or guilt--and therefore a term that seems easier to avoid. In 
this article, “diversity” simply refers to the uniqueness of every individual and family in their unique 
circumstances, which in some cases may call for an adaptation of how we (in child welfare) might assess 
and/or work with them. Ironically, what we or our trainees consider as “normal” or “helpful” or “right” in 
working with families will be influenced by the lens of our own diversity--determined by the values and 
other forces that shape us. What we see as “normal” in our everyday practice may be far from normal or 
right in the world of another—and because we don’t know what we don’t know about the families we 
work with, we can be completely blind to what’s “right” or what “the rules” are for them. 
 
Take something as simple as expressing agreement. Let’s say that in a case-planning interview, a 
worker asks a mother if she will go to counseling because it will likely make her a better parent. When 
the mother pauses at first, then nods her head and answers “Yes” a few times while the caseworker is 
talking, the worker takes her behavior to mean “Yes, I agree,”—when the mom’s intended meaning is 
only “Yes, I understand.” Let’s add that in her cultural circles there is far too much of a stigma attached to 
mental health counseling for her ever to agree to such a suggestion, but that she may have also grown 
up where you just don’t give “No” for an answer—at least not directly, especially to perceived authority. 
Such is the case in many Asian and Latin American cultures—and members of some American-born 
communities as well.   
 
In another case, let’s say the mother actually agrees to counseling when the caseworker mentions it—
but once the worker refers her to a list of recommended therapists unfamiliar to the mother, the 
understanding between them goes downhill from there--since (1) the mother grew up in a culture whose 
members rarely seek help outside of their own community, and (2) she also grew up in circles where 
saying “No” directly is taboo. Such is the case among members of many Appalachian communities.  
  
Consider each of the above case scenarios. Had the caseworkers been more familiar with common 
attitudes and communication patterns in the mother’s community, miscommunication and mistrust might 
have been avoided--and a path toward better outcomes might have been possible. In the case of the 
mother scared of the stigma of “seeing a therapist,” for example, the caseworker might have been more 
successful by locating a pastor or healer from the mother’s community--but with counseling credentials--
and referring her to them as an advisor or “someone to talk to.”  
 
We all know it’s impossible to be knowledgeable of the full range of diversity and how individuals and 
families respond differently to its influence. That being the case, what are steps for our trainees to 
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consider in light of a world of unlimited differences? What are three things you as a trainer can do to 
better prepare workers or caregivers in training to be responsive to a family’s or individual’s diversity?  
 
1. Remind your trainees that first and foremost, being responsive to diversity starts with an  

attitude of “cultural humility”: a mindset that acknowledges and conveys that the families they’re 
working with are the primary informants on their own diversity. This includes their struggles, their 
practices and the beliefs behind them, the strengths and values that inform their actions, and 
what they need to be healthy as a family. A mindset like that allows a caseworker or caregiver not 
to make judgments or prescriptions based on assumptions, but primarily on the information that 
comes straight from the family—including feedback on which interventions will or won’t work for 
them. On the flip side, a worker or caregiver who does not practice cultural humility is already ill-
equipped to be responsive to another’s diversity and related needs. (Ortega and Faller, 2011) 

  
2. A second step to consider as a trainer is to familiarize yourself with the demographics of  

the communities where most of your trainees are doing casework or fostering. Choose to  
learn about some of the cultural values, attitudes, and practices common to at least one  
of the populations in the area you train (perhaps the RTC for that area could provide some 
guidance). Include this information in training as “cultural patterns” that might apply to many 
members of that population. If you are fortunate enough to locate someone who is knowledgeable 
on a population of interest (sometimes referred to as a “cultural consultant”), you can ask if they 
would be willing to review your training content as through the lens of that population. After all, 
what might not be apparent to us as outsiders could be glaringly obvious to someone who knows 
that community. Such a person could serve as an invaluable resource for pointing out sections in 
your training that could be problematic for certain members of that group, or for pointing out 
alternative approaches that might work better. You can enlighten your trainees with the same 
insights you picked up from your consultant.  
 

3.  Finally, always remind your trainees that no one pattern of behavior is representative of  
every member in that community. They should be prepared to find exceptions to cultural patterns 
they learned about in training and adapt to their family’s/child’s needs accordingly.  
 

Being tuned in to the needs of different families is a tremendous challenge. There’s always a risk of 
misunderstanding or causing unintended damage to individuals or communities when intervening in their 
lives. For this reason, let’s encourage our trainees to be diversity-responsive by first educating ourselves 
and then our trainees on diversity-related issues or patterns in the regions we train. At the same time, 
let’s encourage the workers and caregivers we train to learn as much as they can about a family’s 
diversity--most notably from the family members themselves. If we can help instill or inspire this mindset 
in our trainees, we will have done a great service for children and families—and it won’t matter if we 
never mentioned the word “diversity” even once! 
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