[image: image1.emf]
SEVENTH ANNUAL

SYMPOSIUM ON FAIRNESS &EQUITY ISSUES

IN CHILD WELFARE TRAINING AND EDUCATION

Keynote Address & Discussion 

Against the Odds: Working Effectively with Children and Families of Color

Kenneth V. Hardy, Ph.D., Professor of Family Therapy, Drexel University, and

Director, Eikenberg Institute for Relationships, New York City

Summary

April 29, 2009

A multicultural perspective has long been considered critical to social work in child welfare.  For Dr. Hardy, developing such a perspective involves more than the cultivation of a prescribed set of skills.  Achieving a multicultural perspective requires nothing less than the internalization of a worldview that is essential for working effectively with children and families of color.  

Dr. Hardy identified ways in which a practitioner could develop a multicultural perspective.  Critical to this endeavor is the ability to see oneself in relation to others, but not in the customary professional manner.  In contrast to a relationship in which a practitioner sees herself as an “expert” and others as units of analysis, a multicultural worldview demands self-reflection.  The practitioner must ask herself, “What is it about me that I need “others” to be different from the way they are?” 
Self-reflection extends to examining one’s everyday hypocrisies.  Dr. Hardy uses the term “schism” to apply to inconsistencies between one’s purported beliefs and one’s actions.  He provides the example of telling one’s child that lying is bad and then asking him to lie on your behalf, or conveying that you are against violence yet participating in violent acts.  In order to avoid the trap of schisms, Dr. Hardy advised recognizing the complexity of situations instead of resorting to oversimplification.  
A multicultural perspective precludes making judgmental presumptions about others.  Presumptions influence one’s view of others and one’s expectations about them as clients.  For example, if one expects to find pathology in a client, it will likely be found; if one expects to find strengths in a client, then strengths are likely to be found.  
Dr. Hardy’s conception of a multicultural worldview involves four major components:  awareness and sensitivity; intimacy and intensity; multidimensional views of self; and oppression and invisible wounds.
Awareness and Sensitivity

In order to cultivate a multicultural perspective, one must first be able to draw distinctions between awareness and sensitivity.  Awareness is a cognitive way of knowing and does not determine one’s actions. Awareness can be gained by reading a book.  Even with awareness, however, one may not be able to take into account intra-cultural differences by which individuals can deviate from the norms of their culture.  Most people do not progress beyond awareness.  

Sensitivity, on the other hand, requires disciplined self-reflection about how one lives life.  Sensitivity is an affect that has ramifications in actions and practices.  It allows one to anticipate how others may feel or act.  Sensitivity also makes one conscious about ways in which others may be offended by certain words or actions. 
Awareness and sensitivity are particularly important when working with individuals who live on the margins of society.  Without awareness and sensitivity, it is possible to do harm when one means no harm.  If harm is done, it is necessary to acknowledge and concentrate on the harm that was done rather than on one’s original intention.
The issue of sensitivity is complex in contemporary society because biases are often subtle, hidden, or unconscious.  Although well-meaning, persons in a dominant social position may seek to learn about “others” through reading or anecdotal stories, such as asking African Americans about how they care for their hair.  When this is done through a lens of fascination with the “other” or objectifying the “other”, sensitivity is not achieved.  

Ultimately, sensitivity is cultivated through social relationships.  One cannot live a segregated life and have an integrated practice.  Living an integrated life predisposes one to having an integrated practice.  
Relevant to the notion of sensitivity is the concept of privilege.  Privilege is inherent in one’s status as a member of a dominant class, culture, religion, or other social grouping.  Privileged people are preoccupied with how they see themselves.  The more privilege one has, the more one is able to define one’s identity and the identity of others.  However, marginalized people (e.g., by virtue of race, poverty, gender, or sexual orientation) know they have little latitude as to how they are seen by others or how they define themselves.  In the absence of dialogues about privilege, there are no opportunities to practice difficult conversations about biases.  
Privilege extends to the practice of childrearing.  Privileged parents grant their children latitude to explore their social environments, but parents without privilege are concerned about how their children will be perceived by dominant groups in society.  Consequently, parents without privilege protect their children by limiting their child’s natural inclinations for exploration, and by identifying and re-directing social behaviors that may bring them harm simply because they are members of a minority group.    Restricting a child’s active exploration of the social environment is intended to prepare their children for the realities in which they will find themselves.  
Parents of color are aware of the harsher judgment on them and their children for being curious.  Parents without privilege tend to socialize their children by teaching them, explicitly and implicitly, that punishment for children of color is typical for curiosity in public.  As an example, consider the markedly different impressions resulting from a privileged observer seeing a White adolescent checking out a fancy car versus viewing the same action performed by an African American youth.  On a larger canvas, parents of color understand how lack of privilege can influence access to resources for themselves and for their children.  

The desire for protection may influence how and why their children are disciplined. Some parents resort to corporal punishment when their children act out (“better me than the police”) to protect and toughen them for life in an unforgiving world.  This form of parenting may be passed down through the generations.  However, if privilege and minority status are not examined, then such “punishment” will be ineffective in the long run.  As practitioners, we can help youth and parents understand the complexities of social privilege and its effects on childrearing.  

People often use domination and polarization to solve differences.  Unfortunately, neither strategy works.  Domination results in anger, animosity, and resentment by the dominated group, and polarization keeps people divided. Constructive engagement offers a better solution.  With sensitivity, practitioners can use constructive engagement to ensure that all voices are heard. It is the practitioner’s choice whether to promote the status quo or to become an instrument of change. 

Intimacy & Intensity

Intimacy, vulnerability and risk-taking connect us with problems that arise in the context of social relationships.  Intensity provides the willingness to stretch beyond the comfort zone to ask another question or make one more observation than usual. Intimacy and intensity involve sharing more deeply about oneself and promoting a freer discussion of the differences that exist between people.
Practitioners are rightly concerned with creating a safe environment in which to have open discussions. But the concepts of comfort and safety are often confused.  Creating a “safe space” to have dialogue does not mean one should be comfortable throughout the conversation.  Safety is essential, but it does not guarantee comfort. Indeed, being too ‘comfortable’ may inhibit any meaningful discourse.  
Multidimensional Views of Self
Developing a multidimensional view of self is critical to achieving a multicultural perspective.  The multidimensional view incorporates identification with one’s gender, ethnicity, religion, race, class, age, or region, etc. as different selves.  Each self has a privileged or subjugated status.  No self is neutral.  Due to the multiple nature of ‘selves’, an individual is simultaneously privileged and subjugated.  One’s experiences are shaped by the privileged, as well as the subjugated, selves. 

Psychologically, the preferred view of self is the most subjugated self.  For example, a Black male would tend to think of himself as Black, rather than male, because the experience of being Black engenders more pain than being male, which is the privileged position in the realm of gender.  
The danger in this tendency is that focus on one’s subjugated self blinds one to the ways in which one is privileged.  When engaging with another person, one must be cognizant of one’s multiple selves and be able to identify which self or ‘selves’ are most pertinent to the interaction at hand.  Trainers need to be aware of their ‘selves’ in the context of the training room and in conversations with trainees.
“Privempathy” is a term coined by Dr. Hardy to describe the empathy of the privileged that operates as a tool to hijack conversations away from the main issue.  For example, a person of color may communicate to a white person a feeling of being invisible, and the white person may respond, “I know what you mean, I grew up poor and I felt invisible too.”  Although the white person’s experience of poverty is significant, it is not relevant to the point being made by the person of color.  The white person’s response deflects the focus on race to a focus on class, and in so doing the white person abdicates responsibility for maintaining the ‘contract’ of the conversational relationship.  The person of color becomes responsible for pursuing a conversation about poverty, and the white person is spared from discussing race.  
Oppression and Invisible Wounds

Acknowledging and discussing invisible wounds is important for our clients and our trainees.  Everyone has invisible wounds.

Invisible wounds are created through devaluation and voicelessness. Most people have had the experience of being devalued. Devaluation strips individuals and groups of human dignity, and human dignity is replaced by humiliation.  Devaluation occurs in tandem with oppression, and morphs into humiliation when suffering becomes public. Young people treat disrespect as devaluation, and some would rather risk death than be disrespected.  

When people who are dominated are not allowed self-expression and justice, their voicelessness becomes linked to rage. Groups that are systematically devalued are full of rage.  People in positions of privilege frequently criticize the externalization of rage without understanding its origins. Practitioners need to acknowledge oppression and invisible wounds.  If not, the full context of life for marginalized families will not be understood or addressed effectively.  
Conclusion
Dr. Hardy provided pathways for developing a multicultural worldview that can be made available in the classroom.  His teachings encourage practice that realizes the promise of social justice in the deepest parts of ourselves and in the relationships that we create with trainees, students and families.
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