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Culture shapes behaviors, values, and institutions—and everyone is influenced by norms and 
expectations. To provide equitable opportunity for all, individuals must assess their own culture 
and learn to manage the dynamics of difference. Four tools help work toward cultural 
proficiency by acquiring the skills and language to engage communities that are served. 
 
Individuals and organizations are defined by their cultures, which reflect the belief systems and 
behaviors that are informed by race and ethnicity and other factors, such as sex, age, sexual 
orientation, and physical ability. Cultural proficiency is an inside-out approach that makes 
explicit the values and practices that enable both individuals and schools to interact effectively 
across cultures. Becoming culturally proficient means raising awareness of and closing the gap 
between a person’s expressed values and how he or she is actually perceived and experienced by 
clients, colleagues, and the community.  
 
To achieve proficiency, individuals must align their values and philosophies with their daily 
practices to create inclusive communities. 
 
Conversation about People Across Differences 
What is the nature of the conversations that you hear about your colleagues and your clients? 
What conversations would you like to have about them? 
What conversations would you like to hear among them? 
What conversations would you like to have with them? 
 
Examine Your Barriers 
What is the nature of your privilege? 
How can you use your privilege to catalyze change in your institution? 
What systemic barriers to cultural proficiency exist in your organization’s culture? 
Identify some of the systems of privilege and oppression in your organization. 
Where is there evidence of a need to adapt to the diversity of your staff and board members, your 
clients, or their families? 
What resistance can you expect to a culturally proficient initiative in your organization? 
How might you intervene to prevent, truncate, or redirect it? 
 
Getting  Started  
-Shift your thinking. Diversity is not the problem. How you respond—or do not respond—to 
diversity is what becomes problematic. 
-Focus. On diversity and inclusion. 
-Consider. What are the needs of tomorrow? Prepare for the opportunity not the past you may 
long for. 
-Define goals. Movement is not progress and progress is not excellence. 
-Identify. What are the components in your system that are functioning well now? Start there.  
Help the good become excellent. 
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The Culturally Proficient Individual 
 
Cultural Proficiency is the set of values and behaviors in an individual, or the set of policies and 
practices in an organization, that create the appropriate mindset and approach to effectively 
responding to the issues caused by diversity.  A culturally proficient organization interacts 
effectively with its employees, its clients and its community.  Culturally proficient people may 
not know all there is to know about others who are different from them, but they know how to 
take advantage of teachable moments, how to ask questions without offending, and how to create 
an environment that is welcoming to diversity and to change.  There are five essential elements 
of cultural proficiency. 
 
As a culturally proficient individual in an organization, you will: 
 
Assess culture. You’ll be aware of your own culture and the effect it may have on 
the people in your organization. You’ll learn about the culture of the organization 
and the cultures of the members of the staff and clients, and you’ll anticipate how 
they will interact, conflict with, and enhance one another. 
  
Value diversity. You’ll welcome a diverse group of individuals into your 
organization and appreciate the challenges diversity brings. You’ll share this 
appreciation with the individuals in your organization, developing a community of 
learning with them. 
 
Manage the dynamics of difference. You’ll recognize that conflict is a normal and 
natural part of life. You’ll develop skills to manage conflict in effective ways. 
You’ll also help others to understand that what appears to be clashes in 
personalities may in fact be conflicts in culture. 
 
Adapt to diversity. You’ll commit to continuously learning what is necessary to 
deal with the issues caused by differences. You’ll enhance the substance and 
structure of the work you do so that all policies, programs, and practices are 
informed by the guiding principles of cultural proficiency. 
 
Institutionalize cultural knowledge. You’ll work to influence the culture of your 
organization so that its policies and practices are informed by the guiding 
principles of cultural proficiency. You’ll also take advantage of teachable moments 
to share cultural knowledge about the staff, board, clients, and the communities 
from which they come. You’ll create opportunities for these groups to learn about 
one another and to engage in ways that honor who they are and challenge them to 
be better still. 


