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 Social Work Private 
Practitioner 

 Former:

 Race Relations Co-ord. 
DDSB

 Ex. Dir. FCS 
Cumberland

 Ex. Dir. Child & Youth 
Strategy

 Facilitator, ManTalk



© Robert S. Wright, MSW, RSW

www.robertswright.ca

 Race and diversity are extremely sensitive issues

 We are all at different stages and levels of  our 

understanding 

 To have productive conversations about race 

and diversity we need to have a “circle of  

safety”
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 Agree to make this a “culturally safe” space:

 Allow each other space to ask sincere questions 

 Share from your experience

 Ask about, don’t avoid sensitive topics

 Avoid inflammatory words or phrases (n-word, etc)

 What else can we do to ensure safety?
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 What must you take from this session in order 

for it to be of  value to you?
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 What does racial homogeneity do to the 

collective white racialized subject’s 

consciousness if  they participate in a mostly 

white (and quite financially stable) Buddhist 

fellowship in a nation in which whiteness is 

privileged?

 This is not a Mindfulness Whiteness Sesshin
 Nathan G. Thompson blog Buddhist Peace Fellowship, August 26, 2013
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 Cultural competence refers to an ability to interact 

effectively with people of  different cultures:

A. Understand our own cultural positions and how they differ from 

others 

B. Understand the different social and cultural realities we work in

C. Cultivate appropriate attitudes towards cultural difference

D. Generate and interpret a variety of  verbal and non-verbal 

responses

E. Understand structural oppression and commit to social justice
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Philosophical Perspective on Cultural Difference. Edwin Nichols (cf. work of  Jung)

Different world cultures developed out of  

differing physical environments.

These world views have differing constructs: 
 Axiology (values)

 Epistemology (way of  knowing)

 Logic (principles of  reason)

 Process (practice of  reason)



  

TTHHEE  PPHHIILLOOSSOOPPHHIICCAALL  AASSPPEECCTTSS  OOFF  CCUULLTTUURRAALL  DDIIFFFFEERREENNCCEE         DEVELOPED BY EDWIN J. NICHOLS, PH.D.  

  

 

 

EETTHHNNIICC  GGRROOUUPPSS  

EETTHHNNIICC  

WWOORRLLDDVVIIEEWW  

AAXXIIOOLLOOGGYY  EEPPIISSTTEEMMOOLLOOGGYY  LLOOGGIICC  PPRROOCCEESSSS  

AAPPPPLLIIEEDD  PPEEDDAAGGOOGGYY  MMEETTHHOODDOOLLOOGGYY  

EEUURROOPPEEAANN  

EEUURROO--AAMMEERRIICCAANN  

MMeemmbbeerr--OObbjjeecctt  

TThhee  hhiigghheesstt  vvaalluuee  lliieess  iinn  tthhee  

oobbjjeecctt  oorr  tthhee  aaccqquuiissiittiioonn  ooff  

tthhee  oobbjjeecctt  

OOnnee  kknnoowwss  

tthhrroouugghh    

CCoouunnttiinngg  aanndd  

MMeeaassuurriinngg  

PPaarrttss  ttoo  WWhhoollee  LLiinneeaarr  aanndd  

SSeeqquueennttiiaall  

--AAsssseemmbbllyy  lliinnee--  

DDiicchhoottoommoouuss  

EEiitthheerr//OOrr  

--NNeewwttoonniiaann  

tthheeoorryy--  

AAllll  sseettss  aarree  

rreeppeeaattaabbllee  aanndd  

rreepprroodduucciibbllee  

--TTeecchhnnoollooggyy--  

AAFFRRIICCAANN  

AAFFRRIICCAANN  

AAMMEERRIICCAANN  

LLAATTIINNOO//AA  

AARRAABB  

MMeemmbbeerr--MMeemmbbeerr  

TThhee  hhiigghheesstt  vvaalluuee  lliieess  iinn  tthhee  

rreellaattiioonnsshhiippss    bbeettwweeeenn  

ppeerrssoonnss  

  

OOnnee  kknnoowwss  

tthhrroouugghh    

SSyymmbboolliicc  IImmaaggeerryy  

aanndd  RRhhyytthhmm  

((ffuunnccttiioonn))  

  --GGllaaddwweellll  BBlliinnkk--  

  

  

WWhhoollee  

HHoolliissttiicc  

TThhiinnkkiinngg  

--TThhee  BBIIGG  ppiiccttuurree--  

CCrriittiiccaall  PPaatthh  

aannaallyyssiiss  

--CCuutt  ttoo  tthhee  cchhaassee--  

DDiiuunniittaall  

UUnniioonn  ooff  ooppppoossiitteess              

DDiiffrraassiissmmoo  

--AAzztteecc  tthhoouugghhtt--  

TThhee  IInn  BBeettwweeeenn  

Ibn ‘Arabi 

--QQuuaannttuumm  tthheeoorryy--  

  

AAllll  sseettss  aarree  

iinntteerrrreellaatteedd  

tthhrroouugghh  hhuummaann  

aanndd  ssppiirriittuuaall  

nneettwwoorrkkss  

--BBllaacckk  cchhuurrcchh--  

AASSIIAANN  

AASSIIAANN  AAMMEERRIICCAANN  

PPOOLLYYNNEESSIIAANN  

MMeemmbbeerr--GGrroouupp  

TThhee  hhiigghheesstt  vvaalluuee  lliieess  iinn  tthhee  

ccoohheessiivveenneessss  ooff  tthhee  ggrroouupp  

  

OOnnee  kknnoowwss  

tthhrroouugghh    

TTrraannsscceennddeennttaall  

SSttrriivviinngg  

  

--TTrreeee  tthhee  ffoorreesstt--  

  

WWhhoollee  aanndd  ppaarrttss  

aarree  sseeeenn  

ssiimmuullttaanneeoouussllyy  

--TToo  rreeaadd  aa  CChhiinneessee  

wwoorrdd--  

CCyycclliiccaall  aanndd  

RReeppeettiittiivvee  

--SSttrrookkee  oorrddeerr  iinn  

wwrriittiinngg  aa  CChhiinneessee  

wwoorrdd--  

NNyyaayyaa  

--TThhee  oobbjjeeccttiivvee  

wwoorrlldd  iiss  

ccoonncceeiivveedd  

iinnddeeppeennddeenntt  ooff  

tthhoouugghhtt  aanndd  

mmiinndd--  

--CChhaaooss  tthheeoorryy--  

  

AAllll  sseettss  aarree  

iinnddeeppeennddeennttllyy  

iinntteerrrreellaatteedd  iinn  

tthhee  hhaarrmmoonnyy  ooff  

tthhee  uunniivveerrssee  

--KKeeiirreettssuu--  

NNAATTIIVVEE  AAMMEERRIICCAANN  

MMeemmbbeerr--GGrreeaatt  SSppiirriitt  

TThhee  hhiigghheesstt  vvaalluuee  lliieess  iinn  

oonneenneessss  wwiitthh  tthhee  GGrreeaatt  

SSppiirriitt  

  

OOnnee  kknnoowwss  

tthhrroouugghh  RReefflleeccttiioonn  

aanndd  SSppiirriittuuaall  

RReecceeppttiivviittyy    

--PPuurriiffiiccaattiioonn  rriitteess--  

WWhhoollee  iiss  sseeeenn  iinn  

ccyycclliicc  mmoovveemmeenntt  

--SSeeaassoonnss--  

--MMeeddiicciinnee  WWhheeeell--  

EEnnvviirroonnmmeennttaallllyy  

eexxppeerriieennttiiaall  

rreefflleeccttiioonn  

--RRiitteess  ooff  PPaassssaaggee--  

GGrreeaatt  

MMyysstteerryy  

--AA  sseett  ooff  44  aanndd  

aa  sseett  ooff  33  ffoorrmm  

tthhee  wwhhoollee--  

--SSuuppeerr  ssttrriinngg  

tthheeoorryy--  

AAllll  sseettss  aarree  

iinntteerrrreellaatteedd  

tthhrroouugghh  tthhee  

eelleemmeennttss,,  ppllaanntt,,  

aanniimmaall,,  aanndd  

ssppiirriittuuaall  

nneettwwoorrkkss  

--WWhhiittee  BBuuffffaalloo--  
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 Nichol’s Model is consistent with a growing 

understanding and articulation of  Aboriginal 

Traditional Ecological Knowledge:  a practice 

and belief  which concerns itself  with the inter 

relationship of  all living things with and within 

their environment. 
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 The assertion of  a worldview that places all 

people of  African descent at its centre, asserts a 

common culture, philosophy, and history, and 

critiques, and perhaps even rewrites global 

history from this perspective
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 Take 5 minutes to list you 3 highest values . . . 

The things you care about and believe in

 Find 2 people whose values are most closely 

aligned with yours
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 Now find 2 people whose values have the least 

overlap with yours
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 Parsing the values
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 North American Diversity is fraught with 

complicated and tragic history

 Enslavement of  Africans, Genocide of  First 

Nations, Global strife resulting in trans-global 

immigration etc.

 A local knowledge of  how our racist history is a 

living legacy is necessary: Africville, Cornwallis.



© Robert S. Wright, MSW, RSW

www.robertswright.ca

 Cultural competence requires that practitioners 

VALUE diversity. 

 In a nation that acknowledges multiple founding 

peoples, that was built up on the foundation of  

ethnic/immigrant labour, and whose future 

depends on immigration, any other attitude 

should reasonably be seen as unacceptable. 
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 In sociology:  the context of  a person’s world 

view is necessary for the proper understanding 

and interpretation of  behaviour and rhetoric 

(Voyvodic, pp. 16, 17)
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 Before meaningless, unnatural, non-human or 

immature behaviour and corresponding values 

are attributed to people of  another culture, it is 

better to begin by doubting the adequacy of  

one’s own judgment and knowledge
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Before you conclude that I 

am crazy you should consider 

the possibility that you are 

stupid!
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 Cultural competence requires the ability to 

comfortably and competently talk about  racial 

and cultural issues that may be a consideration 

in the context of  your work with students and 

each other.
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 Should “To Kill a Mockingbird” be Taught in 

Schools in Nova Scotia Today?

 If  no . . . Why not?

 If  yes . . . Could you teach it?

 How early should issues of  historical racism be 

introduced in the curriculum and how?

 How would you deal with an accusation that 

you are racist?
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 We must 

 understand the nature of  privilege

 demonstrate an awareness of  structural discrimination

 demonstrate an active anti-racism/anti-discrimination 

programme
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 We must 

 understand the nature of  privilege

 demonstrate an awareness of  structural 

discrimination

 demonstrate an active anti-racism/anti-

discrimination programme

 What does this look like at the Shambhala 

School?
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 We must 

 understand the nature of  privilege

 demonstrate an awareness of  structural discrimination

 demonstrate an active anti-racism/anti-discrimination 

programme

 What does this look like at the Shambhala School?

 Is homogeneity prima facie evidence of  systemic 

racism?
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 Safe and positive environment

 Opportunities for under-represented groups

 Fair, just, equitable . . . 

 Management of  work environment

 Distribution of  resources and responsibilities

 Formation and implementation of  policy
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 Under-represented peoples are gaining 

increasing space in society

 Demographic of  Nova Scotia is changing

 Improves our ability to manage complex 

problems

 Improves quality of  education

 Attracts students from other demographics
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 How do you recruit under-represented persons 

to your teams?

 How do you manage the tensions that come 

with diversity?

 How do you make your diverse team a high 

performance team?

 How do you ensure the success of  under-

represented persons on your teams?
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 Recruitment:  Targeted, Meaningful

 Manage tensions:  Anticipate, normalize, 

mechanisms for discussion

 High performance:  Value diversity, accept 

tension, understand complexity

 Ensure success:  acknowledge structural role of  

diverse employees and the innate hostility they 

experience . . . Micro-aggressions, etc.
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Robert S. Wright

Presentation and Conversation

With IBM Students at the Schulich School of Law

October, 2011, reprised and expanded October 2015



A hostile work environment exists when:

•Discriminatory behaviour against a protected 
class exists in the environment

•The behaviour constitutes a persistent pattern

•The behaviour must be severe enough to disrupt 
the work of the targeted employee(s)

• It is expected that the behaviour will continue if 
uninterrupted. 

What is a Hostile Environment



A hostile environment may also be created 
structurally when a position exists within an 
institution that has an antagonistic role within the 
organization.  Consider:

•A quality control officer working in a mine

•An SEC officer working within a security firm

•An officer in an institution responsible for 
investigating claims of harassment or 
discrimination

Hostile Environment:  Another 
Consideration



I have developed a 6 point plan for my personal sanity preservation 
(you can be the judge of my success):

• Identity: Develop and maintain a strong sense of Identity. 

• Competence/Excellence: Work to be Competent

• Analysis: Work within a theoretical analysis of the larger, structural 
issues - depersonalize conflict

• Independence: It is critical to live with a strong sense of 
independence.  Feeling trapped undermines your wellness

• Process: Staying sane and healthy is a work in progress.  Some people 
need help with this.  Sometimes counselling is helpful.

• Action: Remain connected to those activities and engagements that 
support and preserve your identity, even when those activities are 
antagonistic to the work or learning environment

How do you Stay Sane in a Hostile 
Environment?
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 Pre service training/internships/apprenticeships
 Conduct organizational assessment of  Cultural 

Competence 
 Develop organizational plan to increase Cultural 

Competence  
 Employ and support culturally competent (not just 

culturally diverse) practitioners as agents of  change 
 Make available systematic coaching/ 

consulting 
 Provide continuing education in Cultural 

Competence
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 Do not place the responsibility for cultural 

competence solely on the shoulders of  

“diverse” staff  – particularly when these 

persons are among the most junior persons on 

staff.

 Do not confuse cultural celebrations for cultural 

competence training.
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