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Part 1:  Cultural Humility
Culture reflects the intersection of identities negotiated through personal and social experiences. It permeates life experience, encompassing knowledge, beliefs, values, morals, customs, behaviors, and practices. All cultural groups have a shared historical experience transmitted intergenerationally, both implicitly and explicitly, through family and community interactions.  

When strategies for achieving cultural competency were first developed for child welfare practice, social workers often received the unstated message that they needed to become experts in all cultures. This had the opposite effect to what had been intended -- giving rise to feelings of incompetency, rather than competency.  Other ineffective methods for encouraging delivery of culturally sensitive services included the use of cultural characteristic “checklists” to understand cultures. 

In contrast to prior approaches, “cultural humility” offers an alternative vision for implementing multicultural practice.  Cultural humility involves acquiring an attitude conducive to life-long learning about people and the cultural context in which they live.  It requires ongoing self-reflection and self-critique. In the cultural humility model, the service provider embraces responsibility for self-development.  

The practitioner of cultural humility follows several additional precepts.  One is self-forgiveness.  Another is esteeming one’s talents and the talents of others.  Authentic humble leaders know their strengths, limitations, and weaknesses.

Within the framework of cultural humility, service providers acknowledge the family as experts on their own culture. Service providers honor different cultural perspectives by actively increasing their understanding of the unique and complex ways that individuals bring culture into the service setting.  The family’s articulation of their worldview and life experiences influences how service providers assist to meet the family’s needs.
The public health department at the University of Michigan pioneered the development of cultural humility as an approach to working with diverse communities. Armed with the recognition that bias influences all levels of decision making in the child welfare system, the Northern Academy is now partnering with University of Michigan staff to develop curricula, ongoing classes, and on-line courses to support workers in ridding themselves of cultural biases and developing cultural humility.

Part 2.  Rural Practice
Rural issues are not often addressed in child welfare discourse. However, fifteen of fifty-eight California counties are defined as rural, with populations under 50,000 people.  In rural settings, a high value is placed on social relationships and a shared history, due in part to the native-born status of most community members. Social capital is a strength of rural communities.
In the economic arena, rural communities are characterized by scarce resources, few businesses, and challenges related to geographic distance.  Rural communities tend to be poor, with a high percentage of female heads of households and residents without high school diplomas. In comparison to other rural racial groups, rural African American women have higher poverty rates.  In order to address the needs of rural populations, churches, schools, relatives and child welfare workers are among those who provide services to rural communities. 

Rural communities pose unique challenges to child welfare workers. Few rural practitioners are LCSWs or have MSW degrees. Regardless of the resources available in rural communities, child welfare workers are required to provide the same level of services as would be expected in urban areas. 
In order to support at-risk youth, child welfare workers need to understand how rural communities function, particularly with respect to the distinct nature of social relationships in a rural setting. Specifically, workers need to understand how placing children in out-of-home placements, visitation, and outcomes affect families and communities. Two trends that have been noted for rural child welfare practice are (1) comparatively shorter times to reunification, and (2) more frequent placements outside of children’s communities.
In partnership with the Stephen Austin State University in Nacogdoches, Texas, the Northern Academy is developing rural competencies for child welfare practice.  The competencies are in the draft stage.
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