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Developing Cultural Competence to Create Multicultural Libraries

I ntroduction

The multicultural nature of society has changedililes world-wide resulting in the need
for significant changes in the types of servicesgpams, and collections provided to culturally
diverse communities of users. However, understandow to provide services to diverse
groups is a major challenge facing'2Entury librarians. Few library and informatiariesice
(LIS) professionals are prepared to deal with thermous responsibility of transforming
libraries into multicultural institutions, whichully meet the needs of diverse populations,
particularly since the communities served are gdlyeethnically and culturally different from
those providing services (Peterson, 1996). Transfg libraries into multicultural institutions
will require culturally competent professionals winaderstand and respect the diverse
backgrounds of individuals, and who have develapadyh level of expertise and knowledge
about culture and its significance in all aspedtgoarianship.

During the past several decades, other servicededdields including health (Jeffreys,
2006), social welfare (Delgado, 2007), psychologmérican Psychological Association, 2003),
and education (Banks, 2001) have prepared for &iculiliral society by developing cultural
competence professional guidelines. Examplesdieclthe American Psychological
Association’s (2003) cultural competence guideljrvdsich identify specific areas where
disparities among diverse groups can be eliminlayeclulturally competent practitioners and
professionals in the field. Cultural competencilglines do not exist for the LIS profession.
However, the profession is moving rapidly to previdore services to diverse populations
representing a broad range of cultural groups prbeide adequate library services for
multicultural populations, the profession must eéaghat providers of the services including
staff and LIS professionals have a clear understgnaf the cultural backgrounds of
communities served. The purpose of this paper ésscuss the need for culturally competent
LIS professionals to create multicultural libraridaus ensuring improved services to
multicultural populations.

A framework for cultural competence applicable t8 professionals is identified in this
paper. Itis based on the work of others in sereigented professions (Banks, 2001; Campinha-
Bacote, 1999, 2002, 2003; Cross, Bazron, Denrascls 1989; Delgado, 2007; Jeffreys, 2006;
Lum, 2003; Lynch, 1992, 1998; Sue, Arredondo, MdBa1992) and lays a foundation for a
cultural competence framework for LIS professiondisthe first section of the paper,



theoretical perspectives for understanding cultcoahpetence are discussed. This is followed
by a section in which terminology associated withitroulturalism and cultural competence is
defined. Next, the process by which individualsdiee culturally competent is conceptualized
within three domains: cognitive, interpersonal, angironmental. The domains are described
and examples are provided in the way of best mestiound in public, school, and academic
libraries. Finally, this paper discusses crit@atiopolitical issues associated with cultural
competence that often affect the ability of libagus to create multicultural institutions..

Although differences exist among international camities, arguably there are sufficient
similarities across library communities to merihswleration of cultural competence as the basis
for creating strong multicultural libraries.

Theoretical Background

This paper draws on the works of social constrigttand sociohistorical cultural theories of
Jerome (1996), Lev Vygotsky (1978), and others {&cter, 1991; Scribner & Cole, 1981)
whose writings inform us about the social natur&radwledge construction and the influence of
culture in how knowledge is acquired. Accordindhis theoretical perspective, individuals
acquire knowledge through active cognition. Knalgle is a process involving social, historical,
and cultural processes that are subject to indaliguierpretation. Reality is subjective rather
than objective and individuals’ experiences andkpemunds are at the heart of perceptions of
the world.

The theory of caring introduced by Nel Noddingsha early 1980s also provides theoretical
support for cultural competence. Nodding’s “etbicaring” is key component of cultural
competence and underlies intercultural underst@ndincording to the theory, caring is central
to building relationships and is expressed in agtisuch as listening, attending to the spoken
message of others, gentleness, and demonstratiatitae of reciprocity (Noddings 1988).
Reciprocity may be as simple as positive respobgescipients of caring practices or actions
which bring about a “delightful” feeling by thosegaged in the caring act. The theory also
distinguishes authentic caring (or caring for indizals) from “aesthetical caring” (caring about
ideas and things) to reject the notion of univecsaing which becomes an abstract commitment
(I care about everyone) in contrast to actual mewient in caring relationships (lbid., p. 18).

The ethic of caring is the transforming elemena alltural competence model for LIS
professionals. The transformation is from obliggtoering to authentic caring which results in
intrinsic personal satisfaction and motivation. ©rsfanding cultural differences may lower
barriers that previously prevented receptivenesiwafrse cultural backgrounds. Thus LIS
professional guidelines to provide equal servieggrdless of ethnic and cultural background,
socioeconomic status, and gender preference argfdraned from a duty (I must comply with
professional guidelines to provide services) toamematural sentiment of caring (I want to
provide service). The shift comes from self-refil@e about the inherent goodness of providing
the service. The difference between “must complg”drwant to comply” is a transformation
that is more likely to occur among individuals wdme culturally competent.



Definitions

A starting point in the discussion of cultural catgnce is to establish clear definitions of
concepts associated with cultural competence. Séugton provides definitions for terms used
to define culture, competence and multiculturalisdaditional terms, which

are relevant to the discussion of cultural compseaare also defined in this section (e.g.,
ethnicity and race).

Cultureis defined as the shared daily activities of groopsrganizations (Rosaldo, 1989). This
definition implies that what is meaningful to indluals is found in what they do and say and in
what is evident in daily events. This definitiohcolltureallows us to envision one or more
linguistic, social, and cultural contexts sharedduyily, friends, and colleagues.

Competences defined as a highly developed and ability, whiaplies a holistic or tacit
expertise (Van der Vleuten & Schuwerth, 2005). @etance is a quality or state of being of
considerable complexity (Short, 1984), which dentr@ies a command of certain information
(Ibid.). Competence transcends performance andlavdtbehaviors. However, competence is
required for individuals to become proficient irithperformance in carrying out tasks or
assignments. At the same time, competence is “dpredntal, impermanent, and context
dependent” (Epstein & Hundert, 2002, p. 227).

Multiculturalismis a term used to imply inclusive representatiodigérse cultures. Originally
used as a term applied to discussions focusedame™r multiculturalism is currently used across
social institutions to describe a genuine commitnemiverse representation of multiple
cultures and groups including religious, sexuatigmted, age, and ability. Multiculturalism
implies creating open, supportive, responsive ashlisive environments, which accommodate
diverse cultural differences in everyday activitiddore importantly, “multiculturalism means
that we must change institutional policies and ficas” by responding to and confronting issues,
policies, and practices in ongoing operations ghaizations and groups within society that
inhibit such a commitment (Barr & Strong, 198888).

Ethnicityrefers to an individual’s origins. Individuals miagve one or more ethnic
backgrounds. For example, an individual may ksh|rDutch, and Native American. An
individual's country of origin may not always cleaidentify an ethnicity. Individuals from
some countries in Africa and in other geographéaarave multiple ethnic backgrounds since
political boundaries frequently divided ethnic gosyRotberg, 2004).

Raceis a social construct created to distinguish irtligls by the color of their skin. At one
time, individuals were classified by skin colortasng members of one of several races. In fact,
it is now recognized that there is but one racee-hihman race (Campinha-Bacote, 2003).
However, the term race continues to be used tondigsh groups by the color of their skin
(Peterson, 1996).

Cultural competences a highly developed ability to recognize then#figance of culture in
one’s own life and in the lives of others; and done to know and appreciate diverse cultural
backgrounds and characteristics through interaetitimindividuals from diverse linguistic,



cultural, and socioeconomic groups; and to fulkggmate the culture of diverse groups into
services, work, and institutions in order to enleatine lives of both those being served by the
library profession and those engaged in servicentdbOverall, 2009).

Cultural Competence Process

Much of the literature in the library and infornatiscience field on cultural issues has framed
the discussion of creating multicultural librarfesm the perspective of improving the lives of
underserved populations (Peterson, 1996). For pbeanm the United States low use of library
services by minority communities (e.g., Latino @&fdcan American) indicates the need for
improved services to these populations, which arerlly low income groups (Zapon & Gong,
2005). Statistics on library users indicate thhitevmiddle class communities are more likely to
take advantage of library services and that thputagion of users mirrors the population of
those providing the service (Guérefia, 1984; Hafnéith, 1978; Orange & Osborne, 2004).
Accordingly, to attract other populations (e.g.derserved, unserved) many have suggested the
need for a more diverse library staff to improveragiation of cultural groups and to provide
them with better services (See Jenkins, 1990 ths@ussion of Ernestine Rose, a librarian in
Harlem). And while many have advocated for impngvservices to adequately serve diverse
populations (Trejo, 1969) few have focused on Wpservices to further develop “existing
assets” of minority communities. Instead, undessgpopulations are often seen as “lacking”
language skills, education, literacy, and citizegmshdicating an underlying deficit model in
planning library services.

Although it is critical to recognize the importanafeibrary services enhancing the lives of
individuals from diverse cultural backgroundssitigqually important to recognize how libraries
benefit from communities they serve as well. Quallly competent librarians understand this.
They have developed this understanding over timamutih a process of self-awareness, growth
in interpersonal relationships, knowledge of thitirsgs (environments) and complex ecologies
in which interpersonal relationships exist. Cutlwompetence is a process developed over
time. The ability called cultural competence Imsgvith an understanding of self in order to
better understand others and is fully realized wiensonal development leads to the
development of cultural competence at an orgamaatilevel (Georgetown University Center
for Child and Human Development and University @embr Excellence in Developmental
Disabilities, 2006).

A possible framework for discussing cultural congmee is proposed in the following section,
which describes three domains in which cultural petance is understood, cognitive,
interpersonal, and environmental. The domains laeeapping spheres of knowledge
indicating a certain connectedness among the danfigure 1). Theognitive domain
introduces the notion that cultural competencenmegiith cultural self-awareness. In this
domain, individuals examine their own culture aeffiect on conscious and unconscious biases.
A renowned anthropologist explained “Becoming comse of, and analytic about, our own
cultural glasses is a painful business....With soreatal effort we can begin to become
conscious of the codes that normally lie hiddenelagim our everyday [lives]” (Keesing, 1981).



Theinterpersonal domaits developed through personal interaction withvittials who are
culturally distinct from those we are familiar wittunderstanding others occurs through
professional development, travel, and learning lzert language. Cultural understanding also
occurs by attending events, participating in ceneiesand meeting and talking to individuals
from other cultures. Self-awareness continueautiinout this step also so that differences and
similarities can be examined and reflected upor fEsult of becoming more knowledgeable
about language and culture is greater empathyeads$|to what has been referred to as “an ethic
of caring.” (Noddings, 1989). Thenvironmental domaimvolves developing an excellent
understanding of environmental factors that infeenulture. In planning library services,
knowledge of factors such as space, transportattult care, leisure, and language(s) spoken
are essential for delivery of effective services.

Cognitive Domain

The cognitive domain is a starting point in theqass of becoming culturally competent. It
refers to the awareness of one’s own culture inotudultural activities, values, beliefs, actions,
ceremonies, and other aspects of daily activithesactions that shape thinking. The process of
self examination begins an assessment of uncorssoiations, which shape the way individuals
thinks and acts. “Becoming conscious of, and arta&pout, our own cultural glasses is a
painful business” (Keesing, 1981, p. 69) becaus®wering notions of culture requires mental
effort to uncover ideas “hidden beneath our everyahavior” (Ibid.).

For library professionals, self-examination of audt would include thinking about one’s own
ideas about how literacy is defined, how it is deped, organization of information,
understanding and knowledge of language acquisiéind perceptions of libraries and their
purpose. As an example, literacy is defined wittertain cultures as the ability to read and
write. Numerous cultural groups, however, defiterdcy more broadly to include the ability to
decipher signs, symbols, weather conditions, and@ghic changes. Campbell (2004)
provides an example related to the Inuit's in Ca'mdrctic region who use changes in ice
formation, water currents, and ice topography tmalestrate a form of literacy necessary for
navigation in the waterways of the arctic.

Indigenous people in other areas of the globe msias signs, symbols, sounds, and tastes
unrelated to written text to demonstrate high lswlliteracy. Other examples are found in
children’s exposure to literacy as storytellingawings, nighttime stories or books, and
development of literacy through music, and the tgraent of literacy by visually impaired
using tactile knowledge.

Organization of information is another example wifural differences among groups. Systems
of organization such as Dewey’s decimal classiica(see Wiegand 1998, for a discussion of
Dewey’s system). The system, which classifiedrétirmation (“human knowledge in print”)
into a discrete number of categories developed &ydy (e.g., social science, language,
religion), is limited to the cultural lens of itseator. Understanding the limitations of this
perspective in terms of its applicability to otloaitural groups is critical in establishing order t
collections among cultural groups, which do notrsthis cultural lens.

Finally, an examination of the purpose of libraresl perceptions of libraries as place helps
uncover perceptions based on culture. For exariptaries in Mexico are dissimilar from those



in the United States and many other countries. peneeived function of a public library by a
librarian in Mexico as primarily a governmentaltitigion is largely determined by cultural
norms. (See a 2006 article by Siria Gastelumritidas, a news source of the Library Journal,
describing Mexican libraries as unattractive goweent entities with peeling walls and cracked
floors and little in the way of local collectionsat would appeal to different populations of users
since the same book collections exist in everyipuitdrary in the country.)

An understanding of other cultural perceptionsislitated after self-reflection has occurred. In
the case of Mexican librarians, dialogue with lias from the United States has resulted in
greater understanding of differences in their gsi@nal roles. This has resulted in joint
seminars between librarians from Mexico and the&ghStates along with exchange programs
and guest speakers for librarians from the two tie@s1 Discussions about differences in
perceived functions of libraries, programs, anddbénbegin a “next step” in the process called
the Interpersonal Domain.

Interpersonal Domain

This domain identifies various means by which refeghips with others are built including
having good communication skills across and witirioups, creating situations that promote
understanding (Campinha-Bacote, 2003) and appieciéibid.), and developing an ethic of
caring (Noddings, 1988) and a desire for greatemi@dge about others.

Relationships are built on the success encounterése endeavors, which can occur formally
or informally. For example, communication with gps or individuals who are perceived as
having different cultural norms and practices maydbveloped informally through interaction
within the library or in the community. Personateunters are suggested as one of the most
important bridges between individuals (Haro, 1981 places individuals in positions where
they are able to observe cultural differences betwbemselves and others. For example, hand
sharing, eye contact, pace of work, gestures, bmtyuage, facial expressions, proximity, and
other forms of non verbal communication become spypan personal encounters (Lynch,
1992). When personal encounters are difficultstalglish because of language difficulties or
other barriers, confidants or informants are oéeployed. As insiders, they are able to
facilitate communication between LIS professiorsald community members and other potential
library users particularly when little or no pricommunication has occurred between them
(Lincoln & Guba, 1990). Confidants can be critigainportant in helping to build relationships
in these situations by providing information abessential protocol for socialization between
groups that have dissimilar cultural backgrountsi().

When personal encounters are difficult to organizeccur on a limited basis, formal learning
settings may be necessary to develop this donfan.example, LIS professionals may learn
about cultural practices through coursework, reggliprofessional development workshops,
seminars or colloquia. The impersonal nature e$¢hsettings makes them less than optimal
substitutes for building authentic relationshiptowever, they may be building blocks to more
successful first hand experiences and greater statheling between cultural groups that differ
from one’s own.



Relationship building, which occurs in the integmral domain further develops cultural
competence. Individuals build on the knowledgéhefr own cultural background and ideas
stemming from acculturation to understand the celof others.

The intersection of the cognitive and interpersaltahains represents knowledge of cultural
similarities as well as differences, and understandf why differences exist, an appreciation of
cultural diversity, and genuine openness to asdeatsltural groups (Lamont & Small, 2007).

Environmental Domain

The environmental domain refers to the settingshich relationships are built and knowledge
occurs. This domain embodies the notion that whatirs in people’s lives is part of a complex
ecology involving social networks, community, fapischools, and libraries each contributing
to how individuals make sense of every and respormaformation. The environmental domain
is part of the entire the ecology of which humaresapart and through which they acquire and
use information (Davenport, 1997). Understanding’® own environmental domain is a
prerequisite to understanding the environmentalalorof others and requires the same self-
reflection required in the cognitive domain. Thekap is seen in Figure 1.

The environmental domain also refers to numeroug@mmental conditions that must be
understood in order to be culturally competente €hvironmental domain includes knowledge
of community resources and assets such as thedgagwand dialects of the community.
Culturally competent library professionals recogrize influence of first language acquisition
on the development of subsequent languages (Adg8sianahan, 2008). They also recognize
political factors associated with language acgoisifCashman, 2009). For example, dialect
differences are associated more with politicaldescnd power structures than linguistic
differences (Joseph, 2005). In the environmerdalan, the role of the culturally competent
librarian is to respect linguistic differences dadnculcate this respect throughout the
professional activities and policies of the librarganization.

The environmental domain also involves knowing albmyw mundane aspects of people’s
complex ecologies such as transportation, homelitylsiafety issues, and housing conditions
(e.g., occupancy, lighting, noise, and comforteetfidevelopment of literacy and access to
information.

The diagram below illustrates how the environmedtahain overlaps with the other two
domains previously discussed (cognitive and intesqoeal). Which each refers to a distinct
aspect of the process involved in developing caltoompetence, the domains are not separate
but interrelated. LIS professionals who are callyrcompetent understand the interrelationship
and are continuously evolving into more culturalympetent individuals, continuously moving
toward cultural competence and beyond (e.g., @llnoficiency).
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Figure 1 Three domains are illustrated, cognitintsrpersonal, and environmental. Although
illustrated as separate domains, there is conditlec@nnectedness among the domains. For
example, the cognitive domain refers to self-rgitatas a starting point in the process of
becoming culturally competent. Self-reflectionesds to the interpersonal and environmental
domains as well. Individuals must engage in sdléction to understand their cultural biases in
developing relationships in order to engage in nmedul relationship with others. Individuals
must also reflect on environmental factors in thees that shape their thinking to be able to
under how environmental factors affect the livesibiers®

Best Practices

Cultural competence is operationalized in publkityo®l, and academic libraries in collection
development, access to information, staff hiring professional development, organizational
policies, and outreach to name a few. Best prestace those which demonstrate ways ensuring
that library practices do not interfere with cufunorms of a particular group. This was
highlighted in a recent conference held in WaslingD.C. sponsored by the American Library
Association’s Office for Information Technology Ryl where a group of librarians met to
discuss “what constitutes offensive use of indigenexpression and who has the obligation to
prohibit that which offends” (Kniffel, 2009, p. 79 he discussion by participating librarians at
the Traditional Cultural Expression Conference tmxlion problems within the profession of
“presumed superiority” of practices and the needilfiwary institutions to respect the cultures of
others in the work they carry out. Examples beattces within different library settings
demonstrating cultural competence are describdéueifollowing section.

Public Libraries

Best practices in public libraries include rethimkiways of doing things that interfere with
cultural norms of a particular group and createsaaybuilding on cultural norms of groups
served by the library.

! See Montiel-Overall, P. (2009) for further disdossof the three domains.



*Recognize and respect preferences of library userext or digital information, forms of
communication (telephone, face-to-face) and fos@néation of information
(electronic/Web, flyer, poster).

*Provide services in the dialect of the communigrif the dialect is not the “official” dialect
of the country or region. Services include hawsignage in the dialect of the community,
providing bi-dialectal story time for children, inding popular magazines written in dialect,
encouraging writing groups to use dialect.

*Provide access to popular literature of interedtlirary users. Graphic novels are an example
of literature that is extremely popular with younint raises issues of concern with adults.

School Libraries

School librarians have a unique opportunity to desti@te cultural competence in scheduling
and arranging the library. Cultural competencals® demonstrated in information provided to
teachers for classroom instructional lessons.

*Recommend literature that connects the culturstwdents with classroom instruction.

*Display artifacts in the library that reflect tlealtural background of diverse populations of
students.

*Recognize that not all students have equal adeeteshnology.

*Include categories for popular culture in libraxgllections to match students’ top reading
choices (Hall & Coles, 1999).

Academic Libraries
Cultural competence is evident in practices in agad libraries in a multitude of ways.

*Establish special sessions for groups of studehtsse background may not have prepared
them for use of electronic databases, referenogispther tools for research.

*Provide instructions in the language(s) of users.
*Plan for instructional methods geared toward ngeltierational students.

*Work diplomatically to bridge the gap between maved and actual technological skills and
technology (Association of College and Researchdribs, 2009).

Sociopolitical Considerations

Consideration of sociopolitical factors have a majfbect on efforts to promote cultural
competence in the library profession, in that daamal political attitudes and practices that have
guided practices established by organizations fe@ difficult to change. Language issues are a
clear example of the effect of sociopolitical irghces in creating multicultural libraries and in



developing culturally competent LIS professiondls.many countries, for example, standard
languages are expected to be used and promotedénrgment entities such as libraries
regardless of the language spoken by the commsimitihich they are geographically located.
For library professionals, even those who have logeel a high level of cultural competence,
this potentially presents a conflict and challengleich may or may not be possible to overcome.
In some geographic areas of the United States,engrglish Only” policies exist, it is not
possible to obtain or use public funds for bilingstarytime, computer instruction, or reference
interviews in languages other than English. Ireottountries, open discussion or display of
certain information is prohibited (e.g., HIV-AIDSY hese and other examples illustrate
challenges to creating multicultural libraries tlrahscend culturally competent librarians.

Conclusion

Changing demographics globally require rethinking eetooling libraries to meet the needs of
library users by creating multicultural institut@represented by culturally competent
professionals. This paper has attempted to outsential considerations for developing
cultural competence as a means of improving muttical library services. Culturally
competent librarians provide a foundation for drepmulticultural libraries to address social,
linguistic, and cultural needs of library users andure that public, school, and academic
libraries provide more equitable services by ackedging and respecting cultural diversity
among library users. Furthermore, culturally cotaptlibrarians ensure that library programs
build on cultural values and norms of the commurather than replace them.
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