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Abstract: Because social work clients are often members of oppressed, vulnerable and
disempowered groups, teaching sensitivity to diversity and empowering social work
students to be culturally competent is of the utmost importance. South Africa’s history
of apartheid has had detrimental effects on personal, social, economic, and political
development. A department of social work at a university in South Africa introduced
specific study units within its Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) programme to address the
influence of this particularly vicious form of discrimination. The units help students to
confront their own prejudices, enhance their self-awareness, and obtain knowledge of
and exposure to diverse client populations. This paper discusses the need for coursework
in this area, and describes the process of teaching these study units.
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Tam glad for the word apartheid’. The audience falls silent. How is it
possible for a white South African woman to state this at an international
symposium in the United States of America?

The liberation of South Africa from apartheid in 1994 has resulted
in changes which have forced the people of this ‘Rainbow Nation’
towards greater tolerance and accommodation. It is the author’s opinion
that by openly naming, discussing, criticizing, judging, and eventually
addressing apartheid, discrimination and insensitivity to cultural
diversity are finally being confronted in South African society.

South Africa has eleven official languages and as many and more
different cultural groups. This diversity creates many wonderful
opportunities to learn about other cultures and overcome conscious
or unconscious discrimination. This paper describes the specific
study units developed by a department of social work at a university
in South Africa to prepare their BSW students to address the influence
of apartheid.

The effects of apartheid

The former National Party of South Africa, consisting mainly of white
South Africans, implemented and maintained a system referred to as
‘apartheid’ — an extreme form of discrimination and insensitivity to
diversity — from 1948 until 1994. This political party used their immense
power to influence people and decide on the distribution of resources.
As Mamphiswana and Noyoo (2000, p.31) emphasize, apartheid was
a brutal form of colonial domination that sapped the energies of the
people and eroded their self-worth. Apartheid had detrimental effects
on personal, social, economic, and political development. Poverty and
inequality in South Africa result from centuries of colonialism and
apartheid during which indigenous populations were oppressed and
their lands, productive assets, cultural heritage and self-respect severely
impacted (Holscher, 2008, pp.120-121).

South Africa has been faced with many challenges with regard to a
‘new’ way of functioning since the democratization in 1994. All spheres of
life and social relations have been affected. While the nation has reached
higher levels of liberation from apartheid since 1994, poverty, structural
oppression, and power imbalances continue (Smith, 2008, p.371).



Sensitivity to diversity in social work

Cultural diversity refers to the variety in human society and culture in
a specific region — seen in aspects such as language, dress, tradition
and the way people interact with their environment. Unfortunately,
human beings often respond to diversity with conscious or unconscious
discrimination. Discrimination and abuse of power are worldwide
phenomena. As defined by Zastrow (2009, p.198), discrimination means
taking action against people because they belong to a specific category
of people. Such behaviour is unethical. Although there are different
views about specific social work values and principles, most reflect the
acceptance and positive evaluation of diverse ways of life (Wilson et
al., 2008, p.83).

Failing to recognise the reality of all people, but especially a
disadvantaged or socially excluded person, may in itself be regarded as
oppression (Wilson et al., 2008, p.83). Miley et al. (2009, p.94) regard
oppression as the injustice that results from domination and control of
resources by favoured groups. Social work deals with clients that are
oppressed, disempowered and vulnerable. This necessitates that social
workers should confront the multiple dimensions of oppression (Miley
etal., 2009, pp.95-96), understand the world of the powerless, and not
contribute to oppression in any way.

Populations served by social workers cut across diverse socio-
cultural contexts. Social workers need a depth of knowledge and skills
to intervene with sensitivity (Carter-Black, 2007). Cultural competence
and a practical familiarity are of the utmost importance to maintain high
standards in service delivery (Corey & Corey, 1996, p.28; Carter-Black,
2007, p.31; Allen-Meares, 2007, p.83). Social workers with a culturally
sensitive approach appreciate clients’ uniqueness (Miley et al., 20009,
p.70). Acceptance of and respect for this uniqueness are necessary for
competence.

Sensitivity to diversity in groupwork

Konopka (1983) suggests that the following values related to diversity
are important in groupwork practice:



1. positive relations and participation among people of different colour,
creed, age, national origin and social class;

2. ahigh degree of individualization so that every member’s unique
concerns are addressed.

Group leaders often work with group members from diverse
backgrounds. The Standards for social work practice with groups, developed
by the Association for the Advancement of Social Work with Groups
(1998), emphasizes that a core value of groupwork practice is respect
for persons and their autonomy. Groupworkers must place a high
value on respect for diversity in all its dimensions, including culture,
ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, physical and mental abilities, and
age (Johnson & Johnson, 2003, p.479). They should appreciate and
understand the differences among members, and between members
and the groupworker, that may influence practice. Effective groupwork
practice calls for cultural competence.

No matter how stigmatized group members may be by society, they
deserve to be treated with respect and dignity. Groupwork should
facilitate understanding and camaraderie among people from diverse
backgrounds (Toseland & Rivas, 2009, p.8). Effective counsellors learn
how to recognize diversity and shape their intervention according to the
world of a group member. Lordan and Wilson (2002, p.11) emphasize
the importance of naming differences as a first step to understanding
them. Identifying and engaging differences from the beginning of the
group create opportunities for better understanding and intervention.
Doel (2006, p.143) emphasizes that it is likely that there will be different
values within every group and that denying or suppressing differences
will not make them disappear.

Not only should groupworkers help members to recognize differences
and understand them, but they should also recognize and understand
their own values and differences. As Marsiglia (2003, p.84) points out,
groupworkers’ world views, beliefs and values influence their practice. A
groupworker has to be clear about his or her own values and perceptions
before attempting to engage with others.

Culturally skilled groupworkers will move away from their own
values and prejudices to understand the world of their group members.
It is, however, not possible to do so without understanding their own



cultural conditioning and family of origin beliefs, as well as the socio-
political systems that they are part of. Family of origin provides the
foundation of culture, gender expectations, and general perceptions
of society (Waldegrave, 2009, p.86). For example, the political system
in South Africa dictated and ascribed certain values and prejudices
to different groups, regardless of individual differences, and this was
conveyed in the context of the family of origin.

If groupworkers are not aware of their own values, they will have
difficulty when faced with value-laden situations. Exercises to clarify
values can help groupworkers to identify personal and professional
values that may influence their groupwork practice. Supervision can
also help groupworkers to become aware of their own values, and to
modify or change values that are neither consistent with the values
of the social work profession nor helpful in their groupwork practice.

Members who reflect on and recognise their own culture are more
likely to participate and to benefit from intervention (Marsiglia, 2003,
p.85). Groupworkers should be aware of the cultural backgrounds of
group members, and how their backgrounds affect their attitudes about
sharing personal information with persons outside the family or their
culture (Henry, 1992). Groupworkers also need to be sensitive to the
effects that cultural diversity have on valued behaviour in the group.
Culture influences beliefs about social distance, the appropriate way
to speak, the proper treatment of persons in authority positions and
certain age groups, and the correct way to address persons from other
cultural or age groups.

Sensitivity to all of these factors requires knowledge with regard to
the values of different cultural groups. A group leader should understand
the different cultures of group members as well as how these cultures
affect participation in group contexts (Jacobs et al., 2009, p.140;
Zastrow, 2009, p.215).

The role of social work education

Preparing social work students to conduct their practice with respect
for diversity and sensitivity to discrimination has been a long-standing
objective of social work education. Social work programs across the
globe have a responsibility to teach sensitivity to diversity in order to



prepare social workers to address inequality and help vulnerable groups
affected by skewed power and racism. This holds especially true for
teaching social work in post-apartheid South Africa.

Collective social responsibility is necessary in order to overcome
the legacy of apartheid. Social work holds an excellent position in such
collective efforts.

Social work has ... a major role in rejuvenating the spirit of self-worth,
especially amongst the African communities who were brutalized both
physically and mentally by apartheid for many years (Mamphiswana &
Noyoo, 2000, p.31).

Erasmus (2006) in Leibowitz et al. (2007, p.703) argues that race, as
well asidentity based on racial perceptions, influences the lives of South
African students. Since social work students enter the field of study from
a specific historical and rational context of racial discrimination, it is
imperative that social work teachers stimulate the process of critical
reflection (Smith, 2008, p.374).

The department of social work in a university in South Africa has
developed a program to teach sensitivity to diversity. The department
has a diverse student population, including individuals from the
different cultural and ethnic groups. These students are exposed to
equally diverse client groups in their social work practice. Cultural
sensitivity is thus of the utmost importance.

Teachingdiversityina South African BSW programme

This paper describes how groupwork is used for teaching sensitivity to
diversity in a BSW programme within a department of social work in
a South African university.

The first year practice module aims to enhance understanding
and sensitivity to diversity. In order to accomplish this goal, lecturers
purposefully divide students into small groups, based on gender
and cultural/ethnic diversity. They attempt to ensure that practice
groups include both male and female students from different ethnic
backgrounds. Within these groups, students identify and discuss their
individual cultural practices, with an emphasis on being sensitive and



respectful to fellow learners. The importance of cultural sensitivity in
social work practice is discussed.

Social work students receive the opportunity to gain knowledge in
group supervision and discussion classes when talking about rituals
and practices in their cultures. relationship building rituals, wedding
practices, funeral rituals and methods of communication are discussed.
Students become aware of dowry practices in modern times; the
management of marital conflict in traditional families; extended family
practices; the use of eyes in communication to reflect respect; and norms
for addressing someone older than oneself.

A handshake is very important in African greetings and is done in
a specific way. Students unfamiliar with the handshake learn how to
greetin the appropriate way, while the students teaching their peers feel
privileged to do so. Greetings in the different languages are practiced.
This exercise results in laughter and bonding at the same time, as
students struggle to pronounce the words correctly.  Students are
encouraged to greet each other in the different languages outside the
classroom setting. It is clear that they enjoy learning how to greet in a
different language, but what is even more important is that the students
being greeted in their own language feel valued and understood.
Students are also encouraged to enquire about the origin and meaning
of each other’s names. Showing interest in another’s name makes a
person feel respected and valued.

Animals have many meanings in Africa, and certain animals signify
certain character qualities. Some cultures view owls as bad omens,
rather than as embodiments of wisdom and intelligence. A baboon
may be regarded as an evil spirit and even be linked to witchcraft. A
chameleon may be associated with witchcraft because of its ability to
change colour. Students need to have knowledge of these meanings in
order to intervene in a sensitive way. In conversations, exercises, and
classroom discussions they learn to be sensitive to the use of animal
metaphors.

Exercises to discuss the above cultural practices and meanings are
included in the study units. Experiences are reflected in narrative
reports and, where necessary, discussed in supervision. Students openly
admit their ignorance about other cultures and aspects of diversity and
are excited to learn about each other’s cultures.

Feedback from students includes the following comments:



1. ‘Tnow understand the emphasis on getting engaged and having an
engagement ring. I thought it was just to show off and never knew
that it was an expectation.’

2. ‘Tam glad that I do not have to be present when the bridegroom
slaughters a cow but now understand that it is a cultural ritual. The
colourful wedding process to incorporate western and traditional
practices amazes me. I wish that I can have the opportunity to be
invited to such a wedding.’

Teaching sensitivity to diversity intensifies in the second year of the
programme and focuses on self-development. Within small groups,
students further identify diverse cultural practices amongst themselves
and in the community. These groups are again purposefully composed
to be culturally/ethnically diverse. Students are asked to confront
their own personal stereotypes and prejudices. Lecturers facilitate
the development of awareness and mutual understanding of group
members’ cultural practices.

Class exercises to clarify values can help students to identify personal
and professional values that may influence their practice. They examine
their own personal backgrounds and socialization experiences, consider
personal manifestations of prejudice, and then list ways to overcome
their prejudices.

Students discuss specific scenarios where cultural and religious
diversity are prominent. An example of such a scenario is one in which
a black farm worker is killed by both a white and a black man and then
fed to a lion on the farm. What do students see when they first read the
headline? A white man killed a black man? A white man and a black
man committed murder? Just a brutal murder?

A second example involves a single sex white couple wanting to adopt
ablack AIDS orphan. Do students first see that this couple is single sex?
Do they see a white couple wanting to adopt a black baby? Do they
see the selfless act of providing a home to an orphan?

In response to these scenarios students, within two-hour classes,
identify and reflect upon their own prejudices and identify areas for
change and growth. Their responses include:

1. “When I first read the scenario I saw a black farm worker killed by



a white man. When I read it again and we discussed it in class I
realised that it was murder and had nothing to do with race. I realise
that my family background and the way I was raised make me to
sometimes respond with the looking glass of prejudice, induced by
my family that suffered because of apartheid. I have to change my
own way of thinking. I cannot react this way as a social worker.’

2. ‘Perhaps the white man used the black man to do his dirty work.
No, they both killed a man. This has nothing to do with skin colour
and I may not think this way. Murder is wrong!’

3. ‘HIV/AIDS is such an enormous problem and children do not ask
to be influenced. Anyone that can provide a home, love and care
should do so. Sexual preferences and ethnic group play no role.’

4. ‘T will gladly assist in facilitating adoption of orphans because of
the pandemic, regardless of diversity.’

5. ‘How can I be so stuck on skin colour? Are we not all the same
human beings with similar feelings? Apartheid was so wrong.’

Students indicate that confronting and discussing these scenarios,
although disturbing, forces introspection and change. They report
enhanced awareness of their own beliefs, prejudices, and values.

Each second year student is required to conduct and record an
interview with a person who has a sexual, cultural or religious
orientation, which is different from his or her own. Lecturers assess
the contribution of the interview to the student’s own sensitivity to
diversity. Student comments include: ‘T have never thought that a person
of that religion experienced so much stigmatization, even here on
campus. The interview made me realise that I should not do the same
and never judge. I have to respect people’s preferences’ and ‘The person
from the interview could not thank me enough for asking and showing
interest. He thinks that everyone should be willing to gain knowledge
to understand and not to judge without knowing.’

During the second year, students reflect on their self-development in
reports of their growing awareness, insight, and self-confidence. They
are also expected to demonstrate the ability to internalise their new
skills and knowledge in everyday practice and in professional conduct
during class exercises.

The theory module for social work intervention with groups provides
the basis for the practice training which follows. Students work in task



groups and discuss approaches to multi-cultural groupwork, as well
as ways for the groupworker to intervene with sensitivity to issues of
diversity in the group. All students in the task groups, in turn, discuss
their ethnic backgrounds. They discuss how their heritage might
influence participation in a group. They also discuss how demographic
variables such as age, gender, education, or socio-economic status
influence the behaviour of group members. A volunteer within the task
group discusses an incident in which he/she experienced prejudice or
discrimination (prejudice could occur because of many characteristics,
such as age, race, gender, or disability).

The study unit on self-development comes together in a practice
experience in which students demonstrate their sensitivity to diversity
by conducting life-skills groups with first year students from diverse
backgrounds.

Finally, students complete an assignment involving sketching a
possible diversity scenario for a treatment group. They are required to
discuss one of the eight ways proposed by Toseland and Rivas (2009,
pp-139-146) in which the group leader can intervene with sensitivity to
issues of diversity in the group:

1. Using social work values and skills

Using a strength perspective

Exploring common and different experiences among group
members

Exploring meanings and language

Challenging prejudice and discrimination

Advocating for members

Empowering members

Using culturally appropriate techniques and program activities
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This final assignment contributes to students’ ability to make
connections between theory and their practice experience. Second
year social work students consistently reflect that the learning modules
just described empower them to broaden their frame of reference and
knowledge base.



Conclusion

Diversity provides many opportunities for the enrichment of society,
but we can only take advantage of these opportunities if we embrace it
with sensitivity and respect. In every society, social work plays a major
role in contributing to an environment that works toward this goal.
The study modules discussed in this paper are one attempt to address
the need to prepare social work students in South Africa to address the
critical issues of diversity in a post-apartheid society. In an increasingly
global world, it is imperative that we share our strategies for teaching
this critical aspect of social work and groupwork practice with the next
generation. If we embrace diversity with the necessary sensitivity and
respect and humbly acknowledge our differences, we realise that these
differences create a unique rainbow.
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