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The Search Institute in Minnesota has been conducting
research to better understand what kids need to succeed.
They have identified 40 concrete, positive experiencesand
qualities that they call “developmental assets” that appear
to have a tremendous influence on young people’s lives.
The power of these assets is evident across all cultural and
socioeconomic groups. It seems that the assets protect
young people from many different problems, such as
alcohol use, illicit drug use, sexual activity, and violence.
In addition, the assets promote positive attitudes and
behaviors, such as success in school, maintaining good
health, and valuing diversity. The research indicates that
the more developmental assets children have, the more
likely they are to succeed in life.

What is Cultural Competence?

The Search Institute has divided the 40 developmental
assets into external and internal assets. One of the asset
categories for internal assets is labeled social competen-
cies. In this category, the Search Institute has identified
cultural competence as a developmental asset. Their defi-
nition of cultural competence is a young person who has
knowledge of and comfort with people of different cul-
tural and ethnic backgrounds. This asset is important in
our ever-changing cultural society, yet the research sug-
gests that only 35% of young people possess the asset of
cultural competence.

When it comes to the development of cultural compe-
tence, many social scientists focus on the family. Gener-
ally, parents are considered to be the primary influence in
the development of children’s attitudes toward different

ethnic and cultural groups. In order to help children
become culturally competent, we must start with the
family and move outward from there.

Modeling Cultural Competence

Parents who wish to develop a culturally competent
home environment first need to examine their own atti-
tudes and behaviors. It is unreasonable to expect our
children to behave in ways that we do not. If we wish for
our children to be culturally competent, then we must be
culturally competent. For this to happen, we need to be
accepting of and open-minded about differences. And
more importantly, we need to actively seek out opportuni-
ties to develop cultural competence. If we take a passive
approach, we tend to fall into a pattern that fails to
counteract the pervasive negative messages about cultural
and ethnic differences.

Ways to Build Cultural Competence
Below are 20 ways that you and your family can learn

more about other cultures and develop cultural compe-

tence.

e Acknowledge that we live in a society with pervasive
biases.

* Honor and celebrate the holidays of different ethnic
and religious groups.

« Bring books, dolls, music, images, and toys into your
home that reflect diversity.

e Travel to areas in the United States and around the
world where you can immerse yourself in another
culture.
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e Exploreyourown family’sculturaland ethnic heritage.

« Visit culturally rich art galleries and museums. Attend
culturally diverse dance performances, musicals, con-
certs, festivals, and other events.

= Show that you value diversity in the friends you choose
and in the businesses you utilize.

» Talk about stereotypes and discrimination. Encourage
children to tell you if they witness prejudice or are a
victim of it.

e Get involved with an organization that works in the
area of social justice.

e Learnasecond or third language.

« Discuss issues that you hear on the radio and see on TV
or in movies.

» Be respectful. Create a family rule that makes it unac-
ceptable to tease others because of their culture or
ethnicity.

« Visitdifferent religious and spiritual places of worship.

 Initiate activities and discussions that build positive
self-identity and self-esteem. If we feel good about
ourselves, we are less likely to make fun of others.

e Develop family goalsto help eliminate cultural biasand
prejudice.

« Judge people by their qualities and not their looks.

« Dine at ethnic restaurants.

« Talk positively about people’s physical characteristics
and cultural heritage.

= Broaden your family’ssocial circle. Provide opportuni-
ties to interact with people with different cultures,
ethnic backgrounds, religions, and abilities.

« Be patient. Change takes time. Realize that transform-
ing attitudes and behaviors can be challenging.

As our society is becoming more diverse, many re-
sources are available to assist individuals, families, and
communities in their efforts to be culturally competent. If
you would like additional suggestions and ideas about
becoming a culturally competent family, the resources
below can help you get started.
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For more information from The Search Institute, visit their web site at www.search-institute.org
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