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1
U N D E R S TA N D I N G 

M U LT I C U LT U R A L I S M 
A N D  M U LT I C U LT U R A L 
C O M P E T E N C E  A M O N G 

C O L L E G E  S T U D E N T S

Mary F. Howard-Hamilton, Michael J. Cuyjet, and Diane L. Cooper

When we defi ne ourselves, when I defi ne myself, the place in which I am like you and the place in 
which I am not like you, I’m not excluding you from the joining—I am broadening the joining. 

Audre Lorde (2007, p. 11)

As we embarked upon the second edition of this text it became crystal 
clear that the theme should be “the end is the beginning” because we 
are experiencing a rash of overt acts of violence against minoritized 

groups across the country (see Chapter 2 for a defi nition of minoritized ), yet 
these situations are bringing about a new beginning of dialogue, refl ection, 
and action. Specifi cally, people from minoritized groups are asking for the 
end to police brutality against women and men of Color; the end to racist, 
sexist, and homophobic remarks or actions by privileged groups on college 
campuses; and the end to celebrating and memorializing symbols of hate and 
domination in visible environments that lend to the subjugation of some and 
elevation of others. Across the country there have been episodes of hatred, 
violence, and domination, such as the following:
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12  AWARENESS OF CULTURAL ISSUES

• The murder of nine African Americans at Emanuel African Method-
ist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South Carolina, by a lone White 
male assailant on June 18, 2015 (Alcindor & Bacon, 2015).

• Fraternity members of Sigma Alpha Epsilon at the University of 
Oklahoma were videoed singing racist lyrics about Black people in 
March 2015 (Berrett, 2015).

• A controversial statue, made of newspapers, depicting a member of the 
KKK that was created by a faculty member in the art department was 
placed in the center of the University of Iowa campus in December 2014 
and remained there for several hours until university offi cials removed it 
(“Controversial Art at UI Raises Civility, Freedom Issues,” 2014).

• Pennsylvania State University closed its Chi Omega sorority chapter 
in December 2012 due to a racist photo depicting members dressed 
in sombreros and mustaches with signage stating, “Will mow lawn for 
weed and beer,” and “I don’t cut grass, I smoke it” (Kingkade, 2014). 

These are just a few situations in which dramatic actions from community 
members, institutional representatives, and the police were required to bring 
an end to the racist acts. As we stated, the end is the beginning, and the start-
ing point has been countless diversity training programs being facilitated 
on college campuses, institutions fi nding ways to increase and enhance the 
visibility and power of their chief diversity offi cer, and policies that extend 
the discussion of hate crimes and freedom of speech. Moreover, controversial 
symbols that depict hatred are being removed. For example, leaders in South 
Africa have removed the statues, signs, and symbols in the large cities that 
celebrated the domination of Whites over the Black Africans. Concomitantly, 
the city of Pretoria, which was named after the South African Voortrekker 
leader Andries Pretorius, has now been changed to Tshwane (Jansen, 2009). 
Furthermore, an example of symbolic transition in the United States is the 
removal of the Confederate fl ag from many government buildings, particu-
larly the South Carolina statehouse, as well as on campus paraphernalia such 
as the University of Mississippi (Ole Miss) institutional fl ag. This decision 
came from to a student senate vote of 33-15 in October 2014 directing the 
institution to lower the fl ag. These types of daring acts led by multiculturally 
competent individuals on campus transform colleges and universities and 
empower those who speak out and challenge the traditions that are exclu-
sionary. By recognizing the demographic shift taking place in this country, 
college campuses can become spaces where everyone belongs and senses that 
their culture can be embedded in the organizational structure along with 
other diverse voices. We need no longer predict the change; it is here, ready 
or not. 
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UNDERSTANDING MULTICULTURALISM AND MULTICULTURAL COMPETENCE  13

Delgado and Stefancic (2012) defi ned multiculturalism as a perspec-
tive through which “social institutions should refl ect many cultures” (p. 
168). Historically, the Founding Fathers refl ected similar attitudes of 
English colonists; thus, they “rejected the idea of a multicultural society 
and advocated the creation of a unifi ed American culture” (Spring, 2013, 
p. 11). This unifi ed melting pot culture became diffi cult to create and 
maintain, given the diversity of immigrants from all around the world 
coming to the land of opportunity. The practical reality that multicul-
turalism is embedded in the social and systemic structure of our society 
should send a message of recognizing these differences and understanding 
the biases that could impede an individual’s process. However, personal, 
political, educational, structural, and legal factors can block the imple-
mentation of societal multiculturalism and perpetuate a sense of fear and 
mistrust among those who have not been part of the dominant group 
in a society. Through much of our own country’s history, this type of 
hegemony has persisted on predominantly White campuses due to a lack 
of multicultural courses, the paucity of multicultural faculty and admin-
istrators, and fi nally the small representation of multicultural students, 
thus enabling the dominant culture to maintain an attitude of intellectual 
and cultural superiority. Spring (2013) used the term deculturalization to 
describe the “educational process of destroying a people’s culture (cultural 
genocide) and replacing it with a new culture” (p. 9). 

The issue of multiculturalism and sensitivity or insensitivity toward 
groups marginalized by race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, religion, 
or other cultural characteristics has become a prominent issue on college 
campuses because students are no longer willing to allow a hostile or uncar-
ing environment to impede their college careers. Indeed, many colleges and 
universities wishing to maintain or create supportive climates for all students 
have implemented policies against hate crimes and other discriminatory 
actions because the institutions recognize the need to change the perception 
and behaviors of those who are insensitive or hostile to diverse individuals. 
Additionally, these policies give victims a voice and the power to expose dis-
criminatory acts. Overall, more administrators are attempting to fi nd ways to 
support the need for multicultural programming and maintain funding for 
diversity issues on their campuses. Yet even with the increase in policies, there 
are headlines almost weekly noting events that run counter to the notion of 
supportive environments and practices. 

The increasing diversity among the U.S. population in general and 
on college campuses in particular (Quaye & Harper, 2015) has led many 
administrators of student affairs and higher education administration gradu-
ate preparation programs to attempt to better prepare their students to work 
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14  AWARENESS OF CULTURAL ISSUES

with diverse populations of college students—in short, to become multicul-
turally competent. Administrators of student affairs units on some campuses 
are undertaking similar efforts in their professional development programs 
to help working professionals become better able to serve diverse student 
populations. 

Competency Models

What cultural competencies should student affairs staff members be able to 
demonstrate? A set of multicultural attributes for students was developed 
by Howard-Hamilton, Richardson, and Shuford (1998) (see Table 1.1) that 
included the following characteristics: “knowledge of self as it relates to one’s 
cultural identity,” “ability to identify similarities and differences across cul-
tures and the ability to articulate that with others,” and “pride within one’s 
own cultural group” (p. 11). 

Pope, Reynolds, and Mueller (2004, 2014) expounded upon their earlier 
work on multicultural competence by stating that campus leaders should 
understand what constitutes multicultural competence and how to achieve 
its various components of awareness, knowledge, and skills. Since the authors’ 
germinal writings on multicultural competence in 2004, there has been 
“a broader appreciation of what multiculturalism means (i.e., incorporating 
issues of social class, gender identity and expression, sexual orientation, and 
others into the initial conversations which primarily focused on race)” (Pope, 
Reynolds, & Mueller, 2014, p. 12). Keeping in mind the broadened concept 
of multiculturalism in our society, the basic premise of multicultural compe-
tence is for individuals in higher education to have a mastery of three required 
components: awareness, knowledge, and skills (Pope,  Reynolds, & Mueller, 
2014). Multiculturally aware individuals understand that personal beliefs, 
upbringing, biases, prejudices, and assumptions can impede the interaction 
with persons who do not have a similar cultural background. Therefore, “our 
worldview is fundamental to how we view the world around us, others, and 
ourselves” (Pope, Reynolds, & Mueller, 2014, p. 12). Understanding others 
involves engaging oneself intellectually to learn more about others beyond 
superfi cial conversations or interactions. 

The result of this intellectual engagement is multicultural knowledge, 
which can be gained through intrusive cognitive as well as personal immer-
sion into the experiences and culture of those from marginalized or minor-
itized groups. Personal cognitive introspection of one’s own cultural identity 
should also be present, as well as the intellectual curiosity and understanding 
of other cultures. Both the awareness and knowledge components are neces-
sary to create a multicultural skill set, for “without in-depth understanding 
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UNDERSTANDING MULTICULTURALISM AND MULTICULTURAL COMPETENCE  15

of ourselves and an equally thorough appreciation of the realities of others, it 
is too easy to assume that our own experiences are the norm or the reality for 
others” (Pope, Reynolds, & Mueller, 2014, p. 13).

Multiculturally competent leaders rely upon detailed diversity experi-
ences and interactions to create the programs, activities, and classroom 
experiences that are appropriate for all learners. They know how to skill-
fully challenge and support unique ideas in their programming efforts or 

 TABLE 1.1

Attributes of a Culturally Competent Student 

Knowledge Skills Attitudes 

Awareness Knowledge of self 
as it relates to one’s 
cultural identity. 
Knowledge of other 
cultures and how 
they are similar to or 
different from one’s 
own cultural group. 

Self-reflection. 
Ability to identify 
similarities and 
differences across 
cultures and the 
ability to articulate 
that with others. 

Pride within 
one’s own 
cultural group. 
No one group 
is better than 
another. 

Understanding Knowledgeable about 
issues of oppression 
and the effect it 
has on different 
cultural groups. 
Knowledgeable about 
interactions between 
multiple oppressions, 
such as race, gender, 
class, lifestyle, and 
religion.

Ability to see 
things from 
multiple 
perspectives. 
Understands 
difference in 
multiple contexts. 

Discrimination 
due to one’s 
cultural status 
is unjust. 
Assumptions 
about an 
individual 
cannot be 
based solely 
on one’s group 
membership. 

Appreciation/
Valuing 

Knowledge about 
elements involved in 
social change. Knows 
the effect cultural 
differences can have 
in communication 
patterns. 

Able to 
challenge acts of 
discrimination. 
Ability to 
communicate 
cross-culturally. 

One must take 
risks in life. 
Cross-cultural 
interactions 
enhance the 
quality of one’s 
life. 

Source: From M. F. Howard-Hamilton, B. J. Richardson, and B. Shuford (1998), Promoting multicul-
tural education: A holistic approach. College Student Affairs Journal, 18(1), pp. 5–17. Copyright 1998 by 
Dennis E. Gregory. Reprinted with permission of the author.
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16  AWARENESS OF CULTURAL ISSUES

classroom environment so that everyone has a voice that is heard and a per-
spective that is capable of transforming the minds of others around them. 

Multicultural competence extends beyond the student affairs staff. The 
whole institution has the responsibility to challenge faculty to learn how 
to apply this cultural competence in the classroom and to engage students 
in shifting their views about themselves and others. Pope (2014) discussed 
the need to move toward using multicultural organizational development 
(MCOD) procedures to truly transform the entire institution from mono-
cultural to multicultural. The entire community should become involved in 
creating an environment that has diversity initiatives as its central mission. 
Delgado and Stefancic (2012) also noted that the entire institution should 
have a multicultural frame of reference—such as cultural artifacts, curricular 
offerings, and extracurricular activities that refl ect the various demographic 
groups on campus—embedded in its overall mission and structure. After 
identifying and endorsing the competencies and attributes associated with 
the diversity refl ected in the enrollment at their colleges and universities, 
students, faculty, and administrators can then develop a delivery method to 
guide student learning initiatives and classes, as well as programs in the cur-
ricular and cocurricular arenas. 

One such mechanism is the authentic, action-oriented framing for 
environmental shifts (AAFES) method developed by Sherry Watt (2015). 
The AAFES method is based on the concept of transformative learning and 
“identifi es qualities that higher education institutions can use in dismantling 
systemic oppression” (p. 27) in order to create a nurturing cultural environ-
ment that allows its members to be “more fully human” (p. 28). Programs 
using Watts’s method are based on six assumptions:

1. Social oppression is a societal illness deeply rooted in our campus culture, 
history, tradition, and practices (p. 29).

2. Communities need to be continually in a process of dialogue that decon-
structs and reconstructs environments for inclusion (p. 29).

3. Transformation occurs at the personal, institutional, community, or soci-
etal level when people in the environment balance their head (intellect/
thought), heart (emotion/spirit), and hands (practice/real world applica-
tion; p. 29).

4. Acts of inclusion are riveting processes for community members and the 
institution. Controversy has a greater potential to lead to a more just 
outcome, particularly for the marginalized and historically traumatized 
communities (p. 29).

5. Change in the environment needs to occur rather than retrofi tting individu-
als with noncentralized identities to fi t within a pathological system (p. 30).
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UNDERSTANDING MULTICULTURALISM AND MULTICULTURAL COMPETENCE  17

6. Increasing the capacity of community members and citizens to engage 
difference skillfully equips people with the skills to face cultural change 
that is ever-changing and nebulous. Ultimately, improving qualities of 
processes and developing skills equip communities with necessary fea-
tures to create environments that are more just and inclusive (p. 30).

Differences and Commonalities

At the beginning of this fi rst chapter we mentioned the intent of the early 
colonists to unify the cultures in America. Our intention in this book is 
not to be divisive of commonalities that bring people together but to help 
the readers understand that it is important to value, respect, and embrace 
our cultural differences as well. In addition, we must understand that inter-
sections of our lives create a framework of commonalities. As a result, an 
intentional effort to deconstruct one’s racial and ethnic identity should be 
made before attempting to understand the complexity of another person’s 
cultural background. An in-depth discussion of this process is explained in 
Chapter 2, in which theories and models of privilege, identity development, 
and oppression are presented. 

Recommended Use of This Book 

This book is a guide to gaining a clearer comprehension of some of the major 
elements that impact cultural diversity—privilege, oppression, identity 
development, environmental infl uences—and a deeper understanding of the 
various multicultural groups on college campuses. We intend for the book to 
be useful for faculty and students in the classroom as well as to professional 
staff who desire to increase their understanding of the complexity of the stu-
dents they serve and to develop their own cultural competence. Freire (2005) 
said that teachers should always be learning, and he fi rmly believed that 
previously learned knowledge may need to be reassessed and reevaluated to 
understand how one’s political and ethical obligation affects the other. Spe-
cifi cally, learning is a dynamic process particularly for people in a constantly 
changing and evolving environment, and exposure to newer techniques or 
interventions to enhance cultural development and competence for students 
entering college today is an important part of that learning. 

A second feature of this edition of the book is its expanded focus on inter-
sectionality as a more complex view of identity than the singular approaches 
we have often taken in the past. Intersectionality honors the interconnected-
ness of the individuals as well as the relationship of the individual to systems 
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18  AWARENESS OF CULTURAL ISSUES

of power and privilege on our campus (Mitchell, Simmons, & Greyerbiehl, 
2014). Intersectionality also accommodates an understanding of the diverse 
cultural identity of individuals should they embrace more than one distinct 
cultural group or cultural heritage as part of their salient identity. A power-
ful example of salience in intersectional identity is present in the following 
excerpt from an unpublished essay by Sienna Hunter-Cuyjet, the executive 
director of tribal operations for the Shinnecock Nation. She writes,

Being Indigenous for me is much more than just blood quantum but 
embracing and participating in one’s cultural beliefs and practices. . . . It 
lays the foundation and constructs the lens of [sic] which I see the world. 
This can be both a strength and a weakness but I choose it to be strength. 
Being an individual who is of a mixed ethnic background, listening to the 
stories from the elders in my community, remembering the teachings of my 
aunties I fi nd myself in a new light and perception of identity. I have always 
been taught to honor my ancestors, honor my grandmothers. Although 
I choose to identify as an Indigenous woman because that is the culture 
of which I was born, raised in and practice in my daily life, I do not deny 
the fact that I do also have Irish/Scottish, Panamanian, and Afro French 
ancestry. I welcome conversations on identity; I challenge people’s thoughts 
and perceptions of what makes up identity to hopefully open their minds 
to other possibilities. I am who I am by blood, by practice, by belief, and 
by choice. (Hunter-Cuyjet, 2015)

A number of researchers have developed models that can be used to 
explore the concept of social identity intersectionality (Jones & Abes, 2013) 
and multiracial identity (Wijeyesinghe, 2012). The concept is expanded fur-
ther in Chapter 4.

This book also presents a number of relevant theoretical frameworks 
and connects them to professional practice. Our purpose is to encourage 
the use of new concepts, not by dichotomizing theory and practice but 
by inclusively using both to make informed decisions about teaching and 
learning in a universal fashion (Freire, 2005). The universal perspective 
gives the individual an opportunity to step into the shoes of another person 
and react to a situation differently than if a traditional lens had been used. 
When a 360-degree universal perspective is used, everyone is empowered 
because it gives the marginalized person a chance to have a voice and gives 
the listeners a chance to gain an appreciation for diversity. 

Another feature of this book makes it uniquely useful to the campus 
community in understanding the application of multicultural principles on 
campus. In addition to identifying the general characteristics that defi ne and 
differentiate each of the various cultural groups included in this book, each 
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UNDERSTANDING MULTICULTURALISM AND MULTICULTURAL COMPETENCE  19

chapter addresses the multiple identities and cultural intersections of diverse 
groups. Moreover, when coupled with an appreciation for these differences, 
personal growth, a practical understanding of inclusiveness, and the resolve 
to dismantle privilege could lead to the moral forthrightness needed to bring 
about civility and a higher sense of moral reasoning among the students, 
faculty, and staff on our campuses. 

Furthermore, by including a chapter focused on the multicultural devel-
opment of White students, this book provides an opportunity for members of 
the majority culture to perceive themselves in a cultural sense and to under-
stand their symbiotic connection to other cultural groups on campus. As Spring 
(2013) explained, members of the majority culture who perceive their cultural 
characteristics to be the norm often cannot see that their customs and char-
acteristics are, in fact, artifacts of their culture. They see divergent cultural 
 characteristics as “defi cient” and often have diffi culty seeing other cultures as 
valid. Helping such individuals to recognize and appreciate their own culture is 
a key step in allowing them to recognize and appreciate other cultures. 

The Town and Gown: How the External Community Can 
Use This Book

We can all gain a deeper understanding of the Millennial cohort that is 
entering graduate school and the workforce, as well as of our next gen-
eration of young adults and how their perspectives on diversity and social 
justice are beginning to make a signifi cant impact on society. There has 
been a recent proliferation of student unrest on college campuses across 
the country  (Johnston, 2015), and the protests mirror the activism of the 
1970s. Specifi cally, we should note that there are three issues that today’s 
students are vociferously raising with administrators on college campuses: 
racial discrimination, sexual assault and harassment, and rising tuition 
and student debt (Johnston, 2015). “In each case, longstanding grievances 
of traditionally underrepresented students have been brought to a crisis” 
(Johnston, 2015, p. B6). Another example of this openness to change—
with a desire to shift the traditions that have been present in our govern-
mental structure—was the election of Barack Obama as the 44th president 
of the United States and his reelection in 2012. The impact of college stu-
dents on the election process was felt in every community across the coun-
try. Both the 2008 and 2012 election processes made it virtually impossible 
for the majority of Americans to remain isolated from the infl uence that 
college students had by knocking on doors and canvassing neighborhoods 
to solicit support for a biracial person. The material provided in this book 
may help those outside the campus environment, including in the private 
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20  AWARENESS OF CULTURAL ISSUES

sector, gain awareness of various cultural groups from a safe distance and, 
with encouragement from the authors, move closer and not “let the fear 
of what is diffi cult paralyze you” (Freire, 2005, p. 49). Chapter 17 further 
explores the development of cultural competence that must be part of any 
real change on our campuses.

As we approach the end of the second decade of the twenty-fi rst  century, 
we see more and more college campuses creating administrative positions such 
as chief diversity offi cer, and we realize the increased presence of  individuals 
representing diverse cultural groups in high-level administrative positions 
and assisting with the promotion, creation, development, and assessment 
of diversity initiatives on campus. The establishment of individuals in these 
visible, high-ranking positions—deans, vice presidents, provosts, and presi-
dents—on more and more campuses clearly signals that conversations about 
race, racism, and multiculturalism are not being left to a few disconnected 
individuals. Rather, we are all being  collectively held accountable for the 
successful inclusion of diverse students, faculty, and staff because everyone is 
affected when discrimination exists on campus. Given the changing demo-
graphic landscape from the leadership in our nation’s capital to our own 
hometown communities, the promotion of social justice and the develop-
ment of marginalized groups are causes that should be everyone’s passion. 
As Martin Luther King Jr. (1986) so eloquently stated, “What impacts one 
directly, impacts us all indirectly” (p. 254), thus calling each of us to invest 
in the promotion of every one of our fellow citizens, particularly those who 
have been historically underrepresented. 
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