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Becoming Culturally Competent Is A Journey
by Lee Mun Wah

Cultural competency in the past few years has become a constant buzzword for work places, schools, and social 
agencies. There is not an easy answer or a quick solution to how to become culturally competent, but rather 
it is a process, or, more exactly, a journey that takes a lot of time, curiosity and a desire to widen the scope of 
one’s experiences. The Buddhists say that we do not learn from experience, but rather by our willingness to 
experience. In the Western cul ture, which often boasts of being multicultural, there is still so much to learn 
about each other and so much that is taken for granted. And so, the journey that is needed begins with first 
acknowledging what we don’t know and being open to what it is that we need to learn.

To me, cultural competency requires many facets of understanding. For many, awareness is often just the first 
level of cultural competency. Becoming more aware of the social issues and con texts surrounding another’s cul-
tural history and upbringing is also needed. For example, asking, “What’s good about being Latino and what’s 
hard about being Latino?” Or, “When did you first learn you were different? How did it affect you? How does it 
affect you today?” Though at first these may seem like very simple questions, they are seldom asked and inher-
ently contain many layers of emotions and experiences that can have a profound effect on one’s self-esteem 
and perception of the world.

Here are some important ways to become more culturally competent:

a. Begin where they are, not where you want them to be.
b. Learn to correctly pronounce the name of someone from another culture. Don’t abbreviate or 

change their names. Their names are an important link to their past and family history. Honor their 
names and you honor their ancestors and their heritage.

c. Learn about the important folks in someone’s place of origin such as artists, musicians, dancers, 
philosophers, and writers, not just their foods or holidays.

d. Share your culture, so folks from other cultures don’t think they are the only ones who are different. 
If you don’t know much about your culture ask your relatives, go the library or internet and discover 
more about yourself and your people. Many have a culture that they’ve abandoned or had erased 
because of historical events such as racism and genocide.

e. Invite folks who do not look like your culture into your home for dinner or other occasions.  In 
other words, widen your circle of friends. If your surroundings have few cultures represented, bring 
films, books, pictures, and television programs, music and artwork depicting other cultures into 
your home.

f. Notice and appreciate the colors, rhythms and spirituality of other cultures.
g. Let folks know that you see their color and acknowledge yours. Colorblindness is just  



Copyright ©2005 StirFry Seminars & Consulting
2311 8th Street • Berkeley CA 94710 • 510-204-8840 • www.stirfryseminars.com

Looking for diversity training materials?
www.stirfryseminars.com/resources • www.stirfryseminars.com/store • www.diversitytrainingfilms.com

StirFry Seminars & Consulting

innovative tools for diversity training

another form of denial and marginalizing.
h. Talk about racism, sexism, and classism. Even though you may not believe it exists, that doesn’t 

mean it doesn’t happen. Be curious, empathetic and open to another reality outside of your own. 
Be prepared when someone brings up your ethnicity and what it means to them. Try not to take it 
personally if they say something negative; rather, listen and ask lots of questions. Be open to how 
they are feeling, even it takes the form of anger or hurt. They need to talk and trust that you will 
listen and be understanding.

i. When someone talks about racism or any of the other isms, believe them. Be curious, and be sup-
portive, and not a part of the problem.

j. Avoid making fun of other cultures or telling ethnic jokes. All stereotypes, whether negative or posi-
tive, are simply generalizations and marginalizing.

k. When someone is upset, reflect back what it is they said. Use their words.
l. Notice what someone is saying and what they are not.
m. Try to understand how someone’s past affects who they are and how those experiences might affect 

their relationship with you. 
n. Stay with the process and the relationship, not just the solution. 
o. Emotionally relate to how they are feeling. Nurture the relationship.
p. Be present, not too far back or too far ahead. Stay in the moment.
q. While communicating, notice the impact of your words and not just your good intentions.
r. When someone is angry, try asking, “What angered you about what happened? What hurt you 

about what happened? What’s familiar about this? What do you need or want?” Listen without in-
terrupting. Reflect back what you hear. Stay neutral and be empathetic.

Most folks are often afraid of discussing diversity issues for fear of saying something wrong that might hurt or 
offend someone. Good luck. This country has had five hundred years of a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy when it 
comes to diversity issues. More than likely you will say some thing that will hurt or be painful to someone. The 
important thing is to take responsibility for your mistake and to be open to talking about it. Sincerity is far 
more forgiving when it comes out of love and caring.

Next, stay in the room. Developing a trusting and understanding relationship takes time, especially when mul-
tiple past hurts and hundreds of unfinished conversations have taken place long before your interactions. Yet, 
all relationships, like good gardens take a while to grow and to blossom. They can’t be rushed. They grow and 
develop at their own time and place. There is an old Buddhist saying, “If you knew someday you were going 
to be very happy, would you be in such a rush?” Take your time and let go of your expectations. A good and 
trusting relation ship with someone is something to treasure and to nurture. The time you take now to develop 
the friendship will be the foundation that they will rely on and remember in the years ahead when there is a 
misunderstanding or crisis. Enjoy the journey.
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Creating a Safe and Trusting Environment

1. Model what you are working towards.

2. Be open to hearing what is being shared.

3. Ask lots of questions. Be curious.

4. Take responsibility for your part in the problem.

5. Notice and acknowledge any departures and entrances.

6. Observe the intent and impact of each communication.

7. Notice and acknowledge what is being said and what is not.

8. Begin where someone is, not where you want them to be.

9. Listen to the silence and what is between their words.

10. Acknowledge their courage and honesty.

11. Be real and sincere. Emotionally relate to what is being shared.

12. Reflect back what is being said in their words, not yours.

13. Make room for disagreements and conflicts. View them as opportunities.

14. Close by acknowledging the learning that has taken place.
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The Art of Mindful Inquiry

“What I heard you say was....”
“Tell me more about what you meant by...”
“What angered you about what happened?”
“What hurt you about what happened?”
“What’s familiar about what happened?”
(How did that affect you?
How does it affect you now?)
“What do you need/want?”

*Excerpts from The Art of Mindful Facilitation by Lee Mun Wah
Copyright ©2011 Stirfry Seminars & Consulting

9 Healthy Ways to Communicate

1. Reflect back what is being said. Use their words, not yours.

2. Begin where they are, not where you want them to be.

3. Be curious and open to what they are trying to say.

4. Notice what they are saying and what they are not.

5. Emotionally relate to how they are feeling. Nurture the relationship.

6. Notice how you are feeling. Be honest and authentic.

7. Take responsibility for your part in the conflict or misunderstanding.

8. Try to understand how their past affects who they are and how those experiences affect 
their relationship with you.

9. Stay with the process and the relationship, not just the solution.
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Conversation Starters

1. What are some situations that make it unsafe for you to talk about racism?

2. What would it take for you to feel safe talking about racism?

3. Why do you think it is so hard for whites/people of color to talk about white privilege?

4. What are the costs and rewards of confronting racism?

5. Do you think you will ever see the end of racism in your lifetime? Why or why not?

6. How do you benefit from racism?

7. How are you affected by racism? Your family?

8. If you could say one thing to whites, what would you say? To people of color?

9. What are three questions that you would like to ask people of color?

10. What are some questions you would like to be asked by people of color? Why?

11. What are three questions that you would like to ask whites? What are some questions that 

you would like to be asked by whites? Why?

12. What do you think it will take for whites to get past their “guilt” about racism?
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10 Ways to Begin a Diversity Conversation in the Classroom

1. Have students introduce themselves by name and ethnicity and share one thing about them-
selves that isn’t outwardly apparent to others.

2. Have students bring pictures of their family (including themselves) and say something about 
each picture. Then have the group share one thing that they remember about what they 
heard.

3. Request that everyone have lunch with someone who is different from themselves and who 
they don’t know at least once a week. Then have each pair share what it was like for them 
and what they learned. Encourage the group to ask the pair questions.

4. Have students sit with someone new, so that different folks get to meet each other and break 
up old alliances.

5. Have students share in their native language how to say, “Good morning” and “Thank you”. 
If they don’t know, have them do some research or look around to find someone who might 
know. Have the group repeat each saying and have an oral quiz with prizes to reward those 
who remember.

6. Have students share three things that are special about their culture and why.

7. Have each student share about a famous writer, poet, artist, dancer, musician etc. from their 
culture and what this person means to them.

8. Have each student interview their parents/grandparents about what it has been like living 
and surviving in this culture. Ask the group to share what was similar and what was different 
about each story. 

9. Ask the class to share the many ways ethnic groups are different and similar.

10. Ask students to share what is special about their neighborhoods.
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9 Ways to Begin A Diversity Conversation  
with Teachers & Staff

1. Have everyone share their ethnicity, when they first discovered they were different and how 
it affected them then and now.

2. Have each teacher and staff member share their ethnicity and one thing that is special about 
their culture and why.

3. Have everyone share what their definition of diversity is, how they actualize that in their 
classrooms/work settings, in specific and tangible everyday practices in their relationships 
with the students, and how they integrate diversity into teaching practices and curriculum.

4. Have each teacher/staff share what is good and what is hard in talking about race/racism 
with their students and peers.

5. Have each teacher/staff share their experiences and what they notice about how racism 
plays itself out in their school site amongst students/staff/teachers.

6. Have each teacher/staff share how racism has affected their lives and what it has taken for  
them to get to this room.

7. Have each teacher/staff share how race/racism affects a student’s attitude, self-esteem, be-
havior, and classroom performance.

8. Have each teacher/staff share what they think are effective ways to talk about racism, to deal 
with the issues of racism and to unlearn it. Also, have them mention what kinds of trainings 
they would need to sharpen their skills and knowledge.

9. Fill each classroom and hallway with quotes/pictures from all cultures and discuss what they 
mean with students, teachers, and staff.
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What do you say/do when staff tells you…

1. From day one I haven’t had any kind of training. I’ve been asking for something for five years. 
So, I’m doing what I’m doing.

2. I’m going through problems with my supervisor. She doesn’t supervise. A lot of it is cultural 
—I’m talked to; I’m subpoenaed.

3. I work at two different schools. One principal doesn’t care—she doesn’t treat me well. “You 
come hourly, so you do what I want.” She doesn’t say thank you. The other is always encour-
aging me. This principal treats me as an equal.

4. The district knows we’re valuable, but they don’t really recognize it.

5. We want to be included in their agendas.

6. We should have more independence in our jobs. We all have minds of our own and can be 
creative in our own ways. We’re always following instructions.

7. Basically, we’re human beings; we want to be a part of a working team. We’re people.

8. I think it should be mandatory that all Anglos attend multicultural classes. I mean, what are 
they here for, the kids? If so, let’s talk about it. Let’s communicate.

9. Mandatory multicultural training needs to come from above. Many times a principal feels 
like they accomplish a lot because the secretary can say ‘good morning’ in Spanish. In their 
minds, that’s all it takes.
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What do you say/do when a student shares with you…

1. I feel like I haven’t been helped.

2. Racism shouldn’t be tolerated here at this school.

3. There should be more teachers of color.

4. I never knew there were black colleges.

5. Here, we’re surrounded by all white teachers and students. They don’t know where we’re 
coming from, and they don’t care. They think they’re all open to us, and they’re not.

6. I love being around black people.

7. It would be helpful if teachers got involved.

8. There’s indirect racism, like you should be playing basketball because you’re black.  
It’s offensive.

9. Teachers can’t be playing around with someone’s future. They should be here to help us, not 
just grade us.

10. Teachers should teach around the students. They should be flexible around the students 
they have.

11. Mr. Smith tells me every day to go to college; I’ve never heard that from any other teacher.
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Differences Exercise

Question:  When did you first notice you were different?
How did it affect you and how does it affect you today?

Debrief:

*What did you both have in common?

*In what ways were you both different?

*How did you feel about what you heard?

*What was familiar about what you heard?

*What was good about this exercise and what was hard for you?

*What did you appreciate about your partner’s story ?

*What did you appreciate about your partner’s skills as a listener?
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What We Do Not See

Instructions:  Have everyone pair up with someone they don’t know and who is different from them-
selves. That difference can be anything, not just ethnicity. Do this exercise in total silence. When they 
find their partner, have them face each other and to be sure they are an arm’s length away from an-
other pair. 

Facilitator:

1. Now look at each other from head to foot and share 10 observations that you made about 
this person across from you.  (5 minutes)

2. Now share with your partner which observations are true and which aren’t. (5 minutes)

3. Process the groups’ reactions.  (5-10minutes). Afterwards, one person will be the Speaker 
and the other the Listener.

4. The Speaker will answer these four questions, while the Listener actively listens and doesn’t 
ask any questions. (5 minutes)

a. When people look at you, what do they see? 

b. What do they not see? Why?  

c. What do you wish they’d see?

d. If others wanted to get to know the ‘real you’, what would it take? 

5. The listener reflects back three things that they heard the Speaker say, using their first name, 
“Mary, what I heard you say was…”  

6. Afterwards, the Listener can ask questions from”The Art of Mindful Facilitation” handout 
and any other questions based on the last response of the Speaker. 
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Group Process Questions for  
What We Do Not See Exercise

1. What do others not see in you? 

2. Why do you think we don’t see others as they would like to be seen? Why do you think  
others don’t see you as you would like to be seen? 

3. What have we done in our workplaces and schools to keep from knowing each other  
more fully? 

4. How did we get here?  What did we do that allowed you to be so intimate and honest with 
each other in such a short time? 

5. What did you learn about yourself?  Your partner?  

6. In what ways did you both honor and pay attention to each other’s differences and not just 
what you both had in common? What were your differences?  How could your differences 
be useful to each of you?  

7. In what ways can this exercise help managers, administrators, teachers, supervisors and 
staff?  

8. What did you appreciate about your partner’s sharing and skills as a listener?  



Copyright ©2011 StirFry Seminars & Consulting
2311 8th Street • Berkeley CA 94710 • 510-204-8840 • www.stirfryseminars.com

Looking for diversity training materials?
www.stirfryseminars.com/resources • www.stirfryseminars.com/store • www.diversitytrainingfilms.com

StirFry Seminars & Consulting

innovative tools for diversity training

StirFry Seminars & Consulting

innovative tools for diversity training

Acknowledging Mistakes

“If you acknowledge and accept your mistakes, what I see are not your faults, 
but your goodness. If you make excuses for your mistakes by claiming your 
goodness and good intentions, then all I see are your faults.” 

1. What is meant by this statement?

2. How do you think this statement might be helpful in working with the community?  With 
this agency/school?  

3. What’s familiar about this statement? 
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21 Ways to Stop a Conversation about Diversity

(Circle the ones you’ve said and put an X by the ones you can’t understand why they would stop 
a conversation on diversity.)

1. I don’t see color. We’re all just human beings.

2. We have more similarities than differences.

3. I think deep down we’re all the same.

4. Racism/sexism happens all over the world.

5. I think some people use diversity as an excuse.

6. I think identifying into groups only further divides us.

7. There are lots of other diversity issues besides race and gender.

8. I’ve never seen that happen before. Are you sure it happened?

9. Why does everything have to be so politically correct?

10. I was just joking.

11. Things are a lot better than they used to be. Don’t you agree?

12. We’d hire more women and people of color, but are they qualified?

13. I love everyone.

14. Do you really think it’s that bad?

15. I’m so glad you’re not like one of them.

16. You know, you’re a credit to your people.

17. You don’t see other races complaining.

18. I think it’s reverse racism/sexism.

19. America is the best place to live.

20. Some of my best friends are colored.

21. You speak such good English, where did you learn it from?
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When Someone is Offended by Your Comments

1. What I heard you say was that…

2. Tell me more what you meant by…

3. What angered you about…?

4. What hurt you about…?

5. What’s familiar about…?

6. What do you need or want from…?

Be patient, listen and don’t rush to an apology or solution.
Stay with the relationship and the process.
Empathy and sincerity are the gateways to understanding and compassion.

Process with the Group:

1. Tell_________ one thing you heard. Use his/her exact words.

2. What did you appreciate about what happened?

3. What did you notice was the turning point?

4. What came up for you in watching this? What’s familiar?

5. What’s good and what’s hard about what happened?

6. What did you learn today about listening and responding?
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Let’s Get Real

Questions by Whites for People of Color

1. Would you prefer not to deal with the issue of color? Why or why not?

2. Do you ever dismiss whites simply because of their color? Why or why not?

3. What would a “real” conversation on race look like to you?

4. What makes you “close down” when talking about racism?

5. What suspicions do you have of white folks who claim not to be racist?

6. Is there such a thing as a “positive stereotype”?

7. What are your honest thoughts about white folks?

8. What makes a white person “safe and reliable”?

9. Would you like me better if my skin were the same as yours? Why or why not?

10. Do you ever wish you were white? Why or why not?

11. What does “assimilation” mean to you?



Copyright ©2010 StirFry Seminars & Consulting
2311 8th Street • Berkeley CA 94710 • 510-204-8840 • www.stirfryseminars.com

Looking for diversity training materials?
www.stirfryseminars.com/resources • www.stirfryseminars.com/store • www.diversitytrainingfilms.com

StirFry Seminars & Consulting

innovative tools for diversity training

Let’s Get Real

Questions by People of Color for Whites

1. What’s hard talking about racism with people of color? With other whites?

2. How does guilt and shame keep you from dealing with racism?

3. How do you think you benefit from racism?

4. What do you think keeps people of color and whites apart?

5. What do you need from other whites to feel “safe” talking about racism?

6. What do you think it will take for people of color to trust white folks?

7. In what ways have you been able to avoid talking about racism?

8. In what ways do you perpetuate racism?

9. Where did most of your stereotypes of people of color come from?

10. What percentage of your life is impacted by racism?

11. Why do you think so many whites don’t identify as a group?

12. Why do you question people of color when they tell their story?
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21 Ways to Use Inclusion to Create Community

by Lee Mun Wah 

Inclusion means…

1. Not just representation, but a desire for a meaningful relationship based on trust, safety 
and authenticity

2. Sharing of a variety of ideas

3. Sharing of different approaches

4. Being open to hearing & experiencing  differences

5. Valuing & implementing  different approaches/ideas

6. Having a curiosity about another culture or approach 

7. Beginning where someone is, not where we want them to be

8. Willing to hear what is being said and not said. 

9. Noticing the intent and impact of all our communications

10. Noticing & taking responsibility about how we, ourselves, exclude others…
a. by the way we use certain familiar clichés
b. by noticing only similarities, not our differences
c. by not noticing the subtleties of exclusion because of privilege

11. Asking what does inclusion mean to you? In what ways do you feel excluded  
and/or included? 

12. By asking, “In what ways do I contribute to your feeling of exclusion? 

13. When someone shares how they feel excluded, asking “How does that affect  you?  
What’s familiar about this experience?  How many others also feel this way? 
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14. Discussing what parts of another culture we value and what parts do we not?  What kinds 
of stereotypes do we carry?  How do we relate to others based on those stereotypes? 

15. Learning what to respond to someone if they’ve shared with you…

16. “I only feel safe with people who look like me. When I am with them I can be myself.”  

17. Adjusting how we communicate to meet the needs of another culture.

18. Integrating the values,  perspectives, knowledge, and wisdom of another culture into the 
business practices of the workplace and community.

19. Asking questions of another culture about things we don’t understand. 

20. Desiring to embrace diversity, not just accept it. 

21. A willingness to go beyond tolerating someone, to truly having a meaningful relationship 
and a sense of community. 
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1. What are some good reflections?

2. What are some key issues going on here?

3. What would be some good inquiries/statements that would open up the conversation?

4. What would be some inquiries/statements that would discourage/close down the conversation?

Mindful Facilitation Worksheet
Fill in spaces below, and use the back of this sheet if needed. 



StirFry Seminars & Consulting

innovative tools for diversity training

Copyright ©2012 StirFry Seminars & Consulting
2311 8th Street • Berkeley CA 94710 • 510-204-8840 • www.stirfryseminars.com

Looking for diversity training materials?
www.stirfryseminars.com/resources • www.stirfryseminars.com/store • www.diversitytrainingfilms.com

How Would You Respond?

1. Under-represented minorities here don’t have a voice and they also feel a lack of commu-
nity.

2. There is a denial and discomfort talking about race in our departments. 

3. English-speaking employees feel uncomfortable when others communicate by using their 
first language. 

4. I had a hard time hearing a supervisor say something that was very insensitive and no one, 
including myself, said anything. 

5. I believe that diversity is a polarized word. If one checks the Latin origin of the word, it 
points to “differences, separateness.” In appearance we’re different, but at the core we’re 
the same. It is therefore important if we’re going to talk about diversity that we clarify: Are 
we polarizing the word or should we replace it by another word, say….human?

6. When it comes to diversity issues, I still feel we walk on eggshells around each other.

7. I don’t know what to do or say when I can ‘sense’ that certain folks are uncomfortable 
with someone who speaks with an accent or have a name they can’t pronounce. 

8. I feel that I can’t be my natural self here and so I’m always tense. 

9. I don’t feel like what I bring culturally is valued here. If you’re not white and male, you 
don’t feel acknowledged or respected.  
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Mindfully Tracking (Individual)

Observational Inquiries

1. What I just heard is that you asked a question…

2. What I heard just now is that you made a request…

3. What is the statement behind your question?

4. What did you notice was the group’s reaction as you  were talking? Would you like to 
know? If not, why not?

Reflective Inquiries

1. What’s familiar about this?

2. What were you like when you first came here and what are you like now?

3. What do you leave at the door? Why?

4. What does the company/agency lose when you can’t be yourself? 

5. How do you compensate for how you feel so that no one knows?

Action Inquiries
 

1. If you could say something to ______, what would you say?

2. If you could tell_____ what you need to stay here, what would you say?

3. What makes it unsafe for you here, and what would make it safer? 
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Mindfully Tracking  (Group)
Observational Inquiries

1. What did you notice as ________was talking?

2. What did ______say?  What did ______not say?

3. I noticed that you had a reaction when_____was talking.

4. What did you hear in _________voice?

5. What just happened here? 

Reflective Inquiries

1. What was your reaction when _______was sharing?

2. By a  raise of hands, how many of you know exactly what he/she is talking about because it’s 
familiar?

3. What moved you about what he/she said? 

4. What moved you about what just happened?

5. What isn’t being said here? What’s familiar about that for you?

Action Inquiries 

1. What did you appreciate about what _________shared?

2. How many of you want ________to stay here? Tell _____why?

3. What are you willing to do/say to make this a place a better and safer place to work for 
everyone?

4. What did you learn about yourself and others today? 


