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Cultural Competence Continuum 
(Adapted from Terry K. Cross et., at., 1989). Coleman/Pellitteri 2000 

 

I. Cultural Destructiveness: 
I make a conscious effort [use my power] to 
destroy cultures that are different from my 
own or from what I think will work best for 
others. 
….. “We are all that is important.” 

II. Cultural Incapacity: 
I am unwilling to be useful or helpful to other 
cultures. 

 
 

…. “We take care of our own.” 

III. Cultural Blindness (Denial): 
I believe that culture/color and dimensions of 
diversity are unimportant. 

 
 

…. “All people are the same.” 

Characteristics include and are not limited to… Characteristics include and are not limited to… Characteristics include and are not limited to… 

 Believe I (my family, my group, etc.) 
am superior to, and have extreme 
biases against those who are different. 

 Overt message to those who are 
different is that they are not valued or 
welcomed. 

 Others are perceived as none-entities, 
expendable and/or underserving. 

 Harm to others is acceptable, 
appropriate, and/or justified. 

 More of an absolutist worldview that 
highly values winning.  

 Individual/group is not consciously 
deciding to be incapacitated, they are 
simply taking care of their group.  
However, if the group reflects the 
dominate culture, the process alone 
results in institutional or systemic bias. 

 Stuck in the mindless position; simply 
not aware of our behavior that 
maintains this incapacitated state, 
however outsiders will experience 
subtle messages that some cultures 
(groups) are neither valued or 
welcomed: at best may be tolerated. 

 Disproportionately apply resources to 
benefit their own group. 

 Residual effects of incapacitation may 
be lower expectations for some 
cultural, racial, ethnic groups (and/or 
other dimensions of diversity such as 
gender, sexual orientation, age, etc.) 

 Those who are different are 
segregated for their good. 

 Encourages assimilation and the 
suppression of difference. 

 Discomfort recognizing difference and 
ignores (or unaware of) cultural 
strengths. 

 Denies that culture and dimensions of 
diversity (gender, ethnic group, sexual 
orientation, etc.) are significant. 

 Beliefs, policies, actions that assume 
world is fair and achievement is based 
on merit: “should pull oneself up by 
own boot straps.” 

 Institutional attitudes that refuse to 
take responsibility for the impact of 
their behavior/actions on others and 
often blame individuals/families for the 
perceived failures. 

 Does not recognize the reality of 
power/privilege. 

 Believe what is useful for the dominate 
group is universally applicable and 
applies as such (one size fits all).  
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 More of a relativist worldview, (I’ll 
take care of my own) that highly 
values maintaining the status quo. 

Examples Examples Examples 

 Genocide 

 Colonialism 

 Boarding Schools  

 Tuskegee Experiment  

 Exclusion Laws  

 Shun/avoid certain topics 

 “When we redistrict we can get rid of 
THAT neighborhood” 

 “Why are those kids speaking 
Chinese?” 

 “There are so many problems coming 
from ___ area/neighborhood” 

 “If we could get rid of those special 
needs students, our scores/data 
would improve.”  

 

 My way or the highway 

 “Another generation to never leave 
the trailer park.” 

 “His mom admitted he was special 
education when he went to school so 
we can’t expect him to do well.” 

 “The apple doesn’t fall far from the 
tree” 

 Lack of unequal representation of 
staff/administrators that reflect 
diversity 

 Others become a projection of self 

 Americans are taught to blind 
themselves to gender, racial, and 
ethnic differences 
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Cultural Competence Continuum 
(Adapted from Terry K. Cross et., at., 1989). Coleman/Pellitteri 2000 

 

IV. Cultural Pre-Competence: 
I realize that my responses to cultural 
difference are more often than not culturally 
destructive and I am trying to understand how 
to respond culturally competently/proficiently.   
…. “Often have nice written policies, but 
limited action.  The operative word is 
“trying.”” 

V. Cultural Competence 
Cultural Competence is characterized by a 
commitment to social and economic justice.   
 
 
 
…. “Foster mutual adaptation to difference to 
create environments that are useful for all.” 

VI. Cultural Proficiency 
Cultural proficiency means that I hold culture in 
high esteem and that it is my organizing frame 
of reference and the foundation by which I 
understand relationships between individuals, 
groups, organizations, systems, etc.   
 
…. “Optimal, universal, inclusive and proficient.” 

Characteristics include and are not limited to… Characteristics include and are not limited to… Characteristics include and are not limited to… 

 Expressed commitment to valuing 
diversity but no clear plan for 
achieving organizational cultural 
competence. 

 Works at being inclusive. 

 Ceases to expect those who are 
different will suppress their difference 
and at the same time is not sure what 
to do when difference is expressed – 
resulting in movement towards the 
status quo. 

 Recognizes the need for 
consumer/family involvement and at 
the same time often not sure how to 
integrate this voice/involvement. 

 Expressed commitment to human/civil 
rights and social justice, as we define 
them.   

 Beginning to realize ethnocentric 
beliefs distort one’s vision about those 
who are different. 

Effective plan and demonstrated actions of 
individuals/organizational cultural 
competence, which includes and is not limited 
to: 

 Mindfully behave in a manner that 
demonstrates a value for diversity. 

 Participates in rigorous/ongoing self-
examination into the manner in which 
culture/heritage influences 
perceptions, attitudes and behavior 
about (and towards) those who are 
culturally different.  

 Works at being inclusive. 

 Ceases to expect those who are 
different will suppress their 
difference. 

 Willingness to stay engaged with 
others to integrate their values, 
beliefs, and associated needs into 
decision-making and action.  

Realization that we (as individuals/groups) are 
both separate and also connected, which 
requires the following understanding. 

 Worldview shifts from 
absolutism/ethnocentrism 
[separateness] 
… to universalism [both 
separate/connected]. 

 Attitude shifts from judgement, 
cruelty, un-forgiveness, selfishness, etc. 
[separateness]  
… to compassion (kindness, generosity, 
gentleness) to self/others [both 
separate/connected]. 

 Relationships shift from stereotyping 
[separateness]  
… to authentic [both 
separate/connected]. 

 Policy shifts from exclusionary 
[separate]  
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 Beginning to question the validity of 
segregation and/or assimilation. 

 Recommends the need for improved 
services to specific poorly served 
populations, with no action. 

 Maintains a parental attitude towards 
the marginalized group’ positive 
outcomes are associated with how 
close the marginalized group can 
approximate the dominate group in 
terms of language, appearance, values 
and beliefs.  

 Demonstrated commitment to 
human/civil rights, social justice, as 
defined by the marginalized 
individual/group. 

 Actively develops cross-cultural 
knowledge and skills. 

 Continuously looks outside one’s on 
world view to gain a more accurate 
understanding. 

 Mindfully engages in a mutually 
adaptive process, rather than 
segregate and/or require assimilation. 

 Actively seeks input from specific 
poorly served populations and takes 
action to meet the defined needs. 

 Adapts service delivery to meet the 
needs of a multi-cultural community. 

…to constructive [both 
separate/connected]. 

 Practices shift from destructive 
[separate]  
…to constructive [both 
separate/connected]. 

 

Examples Examples Examples 

 Recruitment of POC for boards 
(Challenges: tokenism (usually 
assimilated), quick fix – [focused on 
one goal/activity as “fulfilling 
obligation”], reluctant to try again if 
activity fails, delegates diversity work 
to others [a committee], unclear rules 
& expectations).  

 Cultural programs asked to be led by 
those of that background – no 
consulting. 

 “I’ll do my best to make the special 
education student feel part of the 
honors course,” “Make sure you do an 
activity for Black History Month. 

 Advocacy 

 On-going education of self and others 

 Support, modeling, and risk-taking 
behaviors 

 “You are you. I am me.  But together, 
we are we.” 

 “I think it is interesting to look at 
another’s perspective through another 
lens.” 

 Our mission statement capitalizes ALL 
 

 Interdependence 

 Personal change and transformation 

 Alliance for groups other than one’s 
own 

 Differentiate the needs of all learners 

 “My boys aren’t doing well in reading.   
I need to start integrating more non-
fiction.” 

 “With the addition of _____, our 
classroom experience has become 
richer.  The other students are also 
learning from him/her/them.” 

 “Thank you for calling the parents and 
explaining in Spanish about our 
fieldtrip.” 

 


