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We sat there wanting to hear about other people, but the professor told us to look at 
ourselves first. That was not what we wanted to hear. We wanted to become competent in 
working with patients who were culturally or racially different and less fortunate than us, 
but we wanted it to be easier. We wanted to help them, but did not want to examine 
ourselves. We were there to learn about them, not us. Some of us became irritated and 
impatient.  
 
“Please tell me,” one audacious student finally asked, “only what I need to know to treat 
my patients. What do I need to know about minorities or immigrants?” The look on the 
professor’s face told me he had heard this request before. He calmly told us that we 
should learn what we can about the experiences of others, but warned us “The best way 
to understand another is to understand your own experience. Ask yourself, ‘What do I 
know about the trials, tribulations, and consciousness unique to my indigenous 
experience that others may not? Since it is impossible to understand everything about all 
other cultures, you need to learn what you can about your own group and use it as a basis 
of understanding others.”  
 
I learned this lesson 30 years ago, and it continues to guide my work in multicultural 
contexts. I ask myself and my students to seek greater understanding of our cultural 
backgrounds, experiences, and worldviews. We reflect on how we bring all of this to the 
clinical encounter and how it affects the way we assess and conduct therapy. We engage 
in self reflection and mindfulness in our work, noticing and modifying our reactions and 
attitudes toward patients. We try to see that understanding and accepting others is 
ultimately about understanding and accepting ourselves.  
 
 


