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Welcome

START  WHERE  YOU  ARE

YOU'RE 
NEVER 

BEHIND!

Thanks for sharing your cultural competence journey with us! 
 
We hope this experience will help you continue your journey at
your own pace by providing a framework for developing an action
plan and by supporting your journey through validation, co-
learning and peer support. 
 
We are not experts in cultural competence. As two white people
from the upper Midwest, we have no intention of leading you on
your journey. We can, however, share what we have learned
about positive psychology and behavior change. We can also
share our own journeys and our own vulnerability. Shay Huff says
"Vulnerability is contagious." We hope that's true because we
believe sharing our stories can change the way we think and act,
and by changing the way we think and act, we can deliver more
effective support and care to those we serve. 
 
Like any journey, this one will likely be filled with stops and starts,
frustrations and revelations, pain and progress. Please take it at
your own pace, forgive your mistakes, and keep moving forward.  
 
- Jessica Beckendorf and Bob Bertsch 
 



Making Your Plan
We are going to make our plans by focusing on the 5 "spheres"
below. These spheres should allow you to make a plan that is specific
to you. Start with the sphere that interests you most. 

Journal prompt &
One thing to try 
Each day includes a  

prompt or an action to help 

develop your storytelling, 

communication, or 

relationship skills.

Seeking Out Stories

Practicing Humility

Listening

Asking Questions

Engaging with Others

For each sphere you will: 

Reflect on ideas and questions related to that sphere 
Choose the competencies you want to work on
Find specific ways to practice your competencies
Explore how the sphere relates to your experiences
Prepare to practice your competencies

The work you do in each sphere can be transferred to your Personal
Advocacy Action Plan at the end of this document. 

Sharing Your Experience
As you work on your plan, you can share your experience, ask
questions, and get peer support in the Storytelling for Cultural
Competence Discussion Forum. 
 
Visit militaryfamilieslearningnetwork.org/courses/storytelling to sign up
to participate in this private, safe space. 



Seeking Out Stories

Dr. Jan Carter-Black says, "Storytelling is a universal experience
shared by every social group." Because it is an experience we all
share, comparing our stories across cultures can help us understand
varying perspectives and worldviews. 
 
Dr. Carter-Black recommends personal narratives, family stories,
myths and folktales (in other words, storytelling) as powerful tools in
developing cultural competence. 
 
These kinds of stories are so informative because they often contain
our values, the behavior we want to encourage or discourage, our
fears and our aspirations.  
 
When we read or hear stories from another culture, we are learning
the lessons valued by the people of that culture; the same lessons
they likely learned as children. 

Questions for reflection

Where are you getting your cultural information? Is it erroneous or
incomplete? 
 
Who created the books, movies and other media that have
influenced your understanding of other cultures? Do they include
the voices of the people being depicted? 
 
What are the similarities and differences in the traditional stories
from your culture and the stories of a culture you are trying to
understand?

Source: "Teaching Cultural Competence: An Innovative Strategy Grounded in the Universality of
Storytelling as Depicted in African and African American Storytelling Traditions" - Jan Carter-Black
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Defining Competencies

MilitaryFamiliesLearningNetwork.org 
Source: Adapted from Strategies for Cultural Competency in Indian Health Care, Dixon & Iron 

Seeking Out Stories

My Competencies

Below are some examples of competencies, with some space to define your
own. You can adopt the examples as they are or create your own.  
You should be excited about your competencies, but also feel challenged by
them. Cultural competence is a journey, and making progress on your
competencies shows you are moving forward.  
Tip: If you are feeling stuck, jump ahead to the next page, "Practices," 
and read the Tip there.

Simultaneously appreciate cultural patterns and individual variation.
Understand the communication contexts and needs of clients and their
families.
Demonstrate culturally appropriate and respectful behavior to clients of all
ages.
Perform job responsibilities with awareness, sensitivity, respect and healthy
curiosity about other cultures. 

 



Defining Practices

Source: American Psychological Association, September 2010 gradPSYCH Magazine 
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Seeking Out Stories

Read about people with different backgrounds. Find a memoir or even a
novel that details a culture different from your own.
Learn a second language. This is one of the best ways to open your mind
to another culture's worldview. Plus, it makes connecting with others easier!
Volunteer at local community or religious organizations. 
Try to interact with members of diverse groups who are not seeking help.
"Get a fuller picture" by placing yourself in social interactions where you are
the sole member of your cultural group.  

 

My Practices

Below are a few examples of practices, with some space to define your own.
Each practice should correspond to one of your competencies. 
Tip: You can start by identifying a practice you connect with first, then define
the competency by asking yourself "what would this practice make possible for
me in my cultural competence journey?" 



What is your comfort
level with the
practices you chose?2

How participative do you plan to be? How valuable
an experience to your plan this to be?3 What action(s) do you need to take to make space or prepare 

yourself for these practices?

What obstacles (if any) do you expect to interfere
with these practices?4 What is your plan for mitigating these obstacles?

SO ready
for this!Low

Draw an arrow indicating
your energy level

Draw an arrow indicating
how engaged you feel

Not
very 

I've already
begun!

When you think about seeking out stories, how do
you feel? How energized are you? How engaged do
you feel?1

Reflection
Seeking Out Stories

comfort 
zone

Place a "dot" on the 

diagram, indicating your 

comfort level with seeking 

out stories.



Practicing Humility

Practicing cultural humility asks you to shed what you think you know
about a person based on generalizations about their cultural group(s),
in favor of remaining open to their unique personal story and
experiences. This allows each person to self-define their own
personal cultural experience. Some refer to this self-identification as
an individual's "personal culture" (Moncho, 2013). 
 
Humility recognizes that our own knowledge and experiences are
limited as it relates to the cultural experiences of others. Humility
recognizes that people are complex and hold many identities. 
 
Practicing cultural humility is a lifelong process. At it's core is
recognizing that we all have the right to claim our stories.

Questions for reflection

What experiences, history, and qualities make up your "personal
culture?" 

 
How are the stories that you take in and tell contributing to power
imbalances or advancing justice?  
 
We all have the right to claim our stories. How does this statement
make you feel? How can you contribute to ensuring this right exists
for the people in your life, and for everyone you meet?  
 
Working toward change with others is a powerful way to practice
cultural humility. It has the power to change entire systems. How
can this form of advocacy help us further our cultural
competence? 

Sources: Moncho, 2013, www.thesocialworkpractitioner.com; American Psychological Association,
2013; SDSU School of Social Work, 2013 



Defining Competencies

Sources: Adapted from Strategies for Cultural Competency in Indian Health Care, Dixon & Iron,
and Cultural Competence Self-assessment Checklist, Refugee Assistance Program Workers 
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Practicing Humility

My Competencies

Be aware of how my cultural perspective influences my judgement about
what are ‘appropriate’, ‘normal’, or ‘superior’ behaviors, values, and
communication styles. 
Strive to understand cultural values of various communities without
imposing my own values.
Understand that, due to my race, gender and/or position, I will likely be
perceived as a person with power and privilege, and that I may not be seen
as ‘unbiased’ or as an ally.

Below are some examples of competencies, with some space to define your
own. You can adopt the examples as they are or create your own.  
Tip: If you are feeling stuck, jump ahead to the next page, "Practices," 
and read the Tip there.



Defining Practices

Source: American Psychological Association, 2013 (blog article) & 2017 (Multicultural Guidelines); Dr.
Anne Phibbs, 2018 "Fundamentals of Diversity & Inclusion," Conference Presentation 
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Practicing Humility

My Practices

Below are a few examples of practices, with some space to define your own.
Each practice should correspond to a competency and the related sphere.
Tip: you can start by identifying a practice you connect with first, and then
articulate the competency by asking yourself "what would this practice make
possible for me in my cultural competence journey?"  

Take a cultural competence assessment and use it as a guide to reflect on
both your strengths AND your growth areas (there are several available
online). This can help you acknowledge what you don't know.  
Become more aware of your biases. An assessment such as Project
Implicit can help - https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/.
Make a list of community advocacy groups that interest you and make
contact - meet with a volunteer, attend an event, etc. 
Start to take notice, quietly, of the subtle and not-so-subtle signs of "micro-
inequities." Journal about them.



What is your comfort
level with the
practices you chose?2

How participative do you plan to be? How valuable
an experience to your plan this to be?3 What action(s) do you need to take to make space or prepare 

yourself for these practices?

What obstacles (if any) do you expect to interfere
with these practices?4 What is your plan for mitigating these obstacles?

SO ready
for this!Low

Draw an arrow indicating
your energy level

Draw an arrow indicating
how engaged you feel

Not
very 

I've already
begun!

When you think about practicing humility, how do
you feel? How energized are you? How engaged do
you feel?1

Reflection
Practicing Humility

comfort
zone

Place a "dot" on the 

diagram, indicating your 

comfort level with seeking 

out stories.



Listening

How we listen is just as important as what we say in cultural
conversation. Dr. Anne Phibbs says we should listen not just for what
people are saying, but listen also for how we think they might be
feeling. 
 
One helpful technique is active listening, which includes giving the
speaker your full attention, listening for total meaning (both content
and feeling), deferring judgment and being attentive to non-verbal
skills. Active listening is an acquired skill. It does not come naturally to
us. 
 
Our everyday conversations are based on turn taking, and research
has shown there is a universal tendency to minimize the silence
between turns. We do this by formulating what we are going to say
next while others in the conversation are speaking. Instead of
listening, we are busy preparing to speak. 
 
Fighting this natural impulse takes practice. Try noticing when you are
preparing a response instead of listening, and work on giving your full
attention instead.

Questions for reflection

How can we create space for client voices within the power
dynamics inherent in the helping professional-client relationship? 
 
How can we listen for what people are feeling or understand the
world from their point of view? 
 
When was the last time you felt someone was actively listening to
you? How did it feel? How could you tell?

Source: Dr. Anne Phibbs, 2018 "Fundamentals of Diversity & Inclusion," Conference Presentation 



Defining Competencies

Sources: Adapted from Strategies for Cultural Competency in Indian Health Care, Dixon & Iron, and
National Disability Services Australia, Active Listening Workbook, 2016 
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Listening

My Competencies

Below are some examples of competencies, with some space to define
your own. You can adopt the examples as they are or create your own.  
Tip: If you are feeling stuck, jump ahead to the next page, "Practices," 
and read the Tip there.

Be able to listen to the individual and give them space to speak. 
Be able to hear what clients are saying.
Be mindful of the pace of conversation.
Understand eye contact and body language. 
Listen actively and without judgment.
Be able to relate to people and develop rapport. 



Defining Practices

Source: Adapted from "Active Listening as an Essential Intercultural Skill," 2017, London School of
International Communication  
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Listening

My Practices

Below are just a few examples of practices, with some space to define your
own. Each practice should correspond to a competency and the related
sphere. Tip: you can start by identifying a practice you connect with first, and
then articulate the competency by asking yourself "what would this practice
make possible for me in my cultural competence journey?"  

Train your ear - active listening is a skill that you can build. Put your phone
and other distractions away and use the following checklist during phone or
conference calls to help guide you in practicing active listening skills: 

1 Don't allow your brain to skip ahead and make assumptions about what is being said.

2 Make understanding your main mission. Conversation is not all about taking turns to
share what we think. The purpose of conversation is connection and understanding.

3 Refrain from interrupting. Pause before responding in case the person speaking has
more to say.

4 Pay attention to body language when you can see it. Notice your own body language
and make adjustments to show you are listening.

5 Check in with your conversation partners to make sure you fully understand.



What is your comfort
level with the
practices you chose?2

How participative do you plan to be? How valuable
an experience to your plan this to be?3 What action(s) do you need to take to make space or prepare 

yourself for these practices?

What obstacles (if any) do you expect to interfere
with these practices?4 What is your plan for mitigating these obstacles?

SO ready
for this!Low

Draw an arrow indicating
your energy level

Draw an arrow indicating
how engaged you feel

Not
very 

I've already
begun!

When you think about listening, how do you feel?
How energized are you? How engaged do you feel?1

Reflection
Listening

comfort 
zonePlace a "dot" on the 

diagram, indicating your 

comfort level with listening.



Asking Questions

Cultural knowledge is important, but it may or may not be applicable
in a particular situation with a particular individual. As one practitioner
said, “we have to be adaptable and find what works for the individual
families. There is no set formula, everyone is different.” Every
interaction is different, so to gather cultural knowledge in specific
situations, we have to ask questions. 
 
The importance of asking questions goes beyond cultural knowledge.
Addressing cultural factors in a client’s problem, referred to as
broaching, can enhance outcomes. Broaching behavior is a
“consistent and ongoing attitude of openness” with a genuine
commitment to continually exploring issues of diversity with the
people we serve (Day-Vines, et al.). Cultural misunderstanding 
contributes to people under-using and prematurely terminating
services. Asking questions and broaching can help change that. 

Questions for reflection

What might clients, colleagues, & families, be thinking about when
beginning an interaction with you? 
 
How do you feel about asking questions about culture? Why do
you think you feel that way? 
 
What would you say to broach the cultural factors in a client's
problem?

Sources: Day-Vines, N. L., et al., Broaching the Subjects of Race, Ethnicity, and Culture During the
Counseling Process, Journal of Counseling & Development, Fall 2007; Dr. Maggie Beneke,

Dis/ability, Race and Equity, 2018 MFLN Virtual Conference presentation and Pope-Davis DB, Liu
WM, Toporek RL, Brittan-Powell CS. What’s missing from multicultural competency research:

review, introspection, and recommendations. Cult. Divers. Ethnic Minority Psychol. 2001



Defining Competencies

Source: Adapted from Cultural Competence Self-assessment Checklist, Greater Vancouver Island
Multicultural Society 
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Asking Questions

Take healthy risks and ask questions. 
Develop my capacity for assessing areas where there are gaps in my
knowledge. 
Understand the perspectives of others and consult with my diverse
colleagues about culturally respectful and appropriate courses of action. 
Recognize my own cultural biases in a given situation and be aware not to
act out based on my biases. 

Below are some examples of competencies, with some space to define your
own. You can adopt the examples as they are or create your own.  
Tip: If you are feeling stuck, jump ahead to the next page, "Practices," 
and read the Tip there. 
 

My Competencies



Defining Practices

Source: Adapted from Niemiec, R. (2017), Character Strengths Interventions; Vogt, E., Brown, J., and
Issacs, D. (2003). The Art of Powerful Questions: Catalyzing Insight, Innovation, and Action 
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Asking Questions

My Practices

Below are just a few examples of practices, with some space to define your
own. Each practice should correspond to a competency and the related
sphere. Tip: you can start by identifying a practice you connect with first, and
then articulate the competency by asking yourself "what would this practice
make possible for me in my cultural competence journey?"  

Commit to practicing inquiry while you're working on active listening.   
Curiosity does not come easily to everyone, yet curiosity is important for
connecting with others. You can build your curiosity by seeking novelty in
mundane tasks. Be mindful of and notice three novel (unique) things about
the activity. Use all your senses. Journal about it or discuss with a friend.
Keep a few questions in your "back pocket." Questions like: Tell me more
about that, Can you clarify what you mean by..., What's important to you
about..., What assumptions do we need to test/challenge about this
situation?, What's possible here?
Broaching tips - Ask open-ended, neutral questions; use a curious,humble
approach; learn enough to ask good questions. 



What is your comfort
level with the
practices you chose?2

How participative do you plan to be? How valuable
an experience to your plan this to be?3 What action(s) do you need to take to make space or prepare 

yourself for these practices?

What obstacles (if any) do you expect to interfere
with these practices?4 What is your plan for mitigating these obstacles?

SO ready
for this!Low

Draw an arrow indicating
your energy level

Draw an arrow indicating
how engaged you feel

Not
very 

I've already
begun!

When you think about asking questions, how do you
feel? How energized are you? How engaged do you
feel?1

Reflection
Asking Questions

comfort
zone

Place a "dot" on the 

diagram, indicating your 

comfort level with asking 

questions.



Engaging with Others

In the book, “Strategies for Cultural Competency in Indian Health
Care,” the authors interviewed a number of people involved in cultural
competency programs in Native American communities across the
United States. One of the themes that emerged was the need for
healthcare professionals to be seen engaging with people in the
community they serve. Professionals who attended cultural events in
their communities not only felt more culturally competence, but also
began to gain the trust of clients and develop a rapport. 
 
Working on our own individual cultural competence is important, and
has the power to create positive change. However, as Waters & Asbill
(2013) state, "We cannot individually commit to self-evaluation and
fixing power imbalances without advocating within the larger
organizations in which we participate." This kind of advocacy has the
power to change systems. 

Questions for reflection

How do you engage in everyday interactions outside of work with
clients, families, and colleagues?

 
What could you learn about another culture from those in your
workplace? 

 
How can you be an advocate for diversity and equity in your
community? 

Sources: Adapted from Strategies for Cultural Competency in Indian Health Care, Dixon & Iron, and Dr.
Maggie Beneke, Dis/ability, Race and Equity, 2018 MFLN Virtual Conference presentation; Waters &

Asbill, 2013, Reflections on Cultural Humility, American Psychological Association 



Defining Competencies

Sources: Adapted from Strategies for Cultural Competency in Indian Health Care, Dixon & Iron, and
Dr. Maggie Beneke, Dis/ability, Race and Equity, 2018 MFLN Virtual Conference presentation 
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Engaging with Others

My Competencies

Develop ways to interact respectfully and effectively with individuals and
groups.
Promote conditions that encourage respect for cultural and social diversity. 
Recognize the value of my own interdependence. 

Below are some examples of competencies, with some space to define your
own. You can adopt the examples as they are or create your own.  
Tip: If you are feeling stuck, jump ahead to the next page, "Practices," 
and read the Tip there.



Defining Practices

Source: American Psychological Association, 2013 
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Engaging with Others

My Practices

Below are just a few examples of practices, with some space to define your
own. Each practice should correspond to a competency and the related
sphere. Tip: you can start by identifying a practice you connect with first, and
then articulate the competency by asking yourself "what would this practice
make possible for me in my cultural competence journey?"  

Seek out people who challenge me to maintain and increase the cross-
cultural skills I have. 
Get actively involved in initiatives, small or big, that promote understanding
among members of diverse groups. 
Identify one thing related to equity & diversity you can be an advocate for.
Make a list of community advocacy groups that interest you and make
contact - meet with a volunteer, attend an event, etc. 



What is your comfort
level with the
practices you chose?2

How participative do you plan to be? How valuable
an experience to your plan this to be?3 What action(s) do you need to take to make space or prepare 

yourself for these practices?

What obstacles (if any) do you expect to interfere
with these practices?4 What is your plan for mitigating these obstacles?

SO ready
for this!Low

Draw an arrow indicating
your energy level

Draw an arrow indicating
how engaged you feel

Not
very 

I've already
begun!

When you think about engaging with others, how do
you feel? How energized are you? How engaged do
you feel?1

Reflection
Engaging with Others

comfort 
zone

Place a "dot" on the 

diagram, indicating your 

comfort level with engaging 

with others.



Action Plan
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Start by choosing one competency to work on for each sphere, and one action 

within that competency. You do not have to work on everything at once, just 

think through how you might approach each sphere to start.

Seeking Out Stories

Competency: Practice:

What obstacles - internal or external - might get in your way?

How will you know
you're successful?

What is your plan for overcoming these obstacles if they arise?

Who can support you in this competency?

Practicing Humility

Competency: Practice:

What obstacles - internal or external - might get in your way?

How will you know
you're successful?

What is your plan for overcoming these obstacles if they arise?

Who can support you in this competency?



Action Plan
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Start by choosing one competency to work on for each sphere, and one action 

within that competency. You do not have to work on everything at once, just 

think through how you might approach each sphere to start.

Listening

Competency: Practice:

What obstacles - internal or external - might get in your way?

How will you know
you're successful?

What is your plan for overcoming these obstacles if they arise?

Who can support you in this competency?

Asking Questions

Competency: Practice:

What obstacles - internal or external - might get in your way?

How will you know
you're successful?

What is your plan for overcoming these obstacles if they arise?

Who can support you in this competency?



Action Plan
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Start by choosing one competency to work on for each sphere, and one action 

within that competency. You do not have to work on everything at once, just 

think through how you might approach each sphere to start.

Engaging with Others

Competency: Practice:

What obstacles - internal or external - might get in your way?

How will you know
you're successful?

What is your plan for overcoming these obstacles if they arise?

Who can support you in this competency?

Notes/Thoughts/Ideas



Congratulations!

How do you feel about moving forward with this 
action plan and developing your cultural 
competence going forward?1

Continue your work with others.2 You can make your journey easier by seeking the support of 

others. One place to connect with others is  the "Storytelling for 

Cultural Competence" discussion forum. 

This forum is private and is a safe space for registered users to 

share their thoughts as we continue our cultural competence 

journey. Sign up at 

militaryfamilieslearningnetwork.org/courses/storytelling

Start working your plan.3 Cultural competence is a lifelong journey. You've taken some 

critical steps. Now it's time to take a few risks and start working 

your plan. See step 2 above for how to get some support in your 

efforts.

Confident - I am SO ready
for this!

Not very - feeling
skeptical

Draw an arrow indicating you feel.

Congratulations on all the work you've done in this action 
plan! Whether you feel like you did a little or a lot, you should feel 
good because you took the time to continue your cultural 
competence journey. You are awesome! 

NEXT STEPS

https://militaryfamilieslearningnetwork.org/courses/storytelling

