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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, hist978(g)9.068(v)(t



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.

Competence






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,




in the United States and many other countries. peneeived function of a public library by a












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-AIDS).
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