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Valuing
Mentorship:
Towards
ultural
Humility

Lauren Oswald and John Korsmo

Abstract
This article explores the beginnings of an informal faculty-student
mentorship developed to support each other’'s quest to become
increasingly competent global citizens. Through discussion of em-
bracing global youth work as a joint objective and with first-

. person accounts, we attempt to encourage readers to do two
things: engage in mentoring relationships, and practice cultural
humility
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Cultural Humility

This special issue on
beginnings for Relational
Child and Youth Care Practice
is timely. As a professor with
years of experience in youth
work and an undergraduate
student entering the field, we
are pondering where our new
faculty-student mentorship
may lead. Like most budding
relationships, ours is nebu-
lous. While we have a general
goal of working together to
become more competently
engaged in global youth work,
we have not set a specific
agenda or roadmap of how
we will get there, but so is the
way of youth work. As inten-
tional as we may be with
efforts to map out the course
and intentions of our time
together and delineate ‘early,’
‘intermediate’ and ‘advanced’
stages of interpersonal rela-
tionships, the journey when
done well has countless
beginnings; beginnings of
thought, beginnings of
change, beginnings of new,
yet to be imagined directions.

In this piece we focus on
our beginnings of crossing
cultural and geographic bor-
ders to engage in youth and
family work. We first met in
spring of 2013 while prepar-
ing for a seven-week study
abroad course in South
Africa, during which time we
learned of each other's inter-
ests in working abroad.
Globalization, the widespread







The biggest
challenge was in
removing my prior
expectations of
theway it
should be ...

begin with a deeper and
more critical understanding
of ourselves (Nieto, 2012). To
this aim, we have shared with
each other the impetus for
our personal interest in cul-
tural exploration, some of
which we share below.

Personal Narrative from
Lauren’s Beginnings
At ten years of age, | had

the privilege of joining my
family on a mission trip to
Chihuahua, Mexico. | stepped
off the bus into a dirt field lit-
tered with inconceivable
shaky structures. Biases
clearly influenced my young
thinking as | shared with my
parents all that was coming
to mind.

“Why don't they have shoes?"

“Parents should not speak
that way to kids.”

“They don't love Jesus the
way [ do."”

“They need a real shower.”

I was well versed in my
family's faith, and in our reli-
gious teachings for my age,
but lacked any cultural and
international understanding.
As a young girl from a mid-
die-class American family,
this was also my first experi-
ence of seeing widespread
poverty. Despite all of my
ignorance and discomfort,
there was beauty in a
moment that my eyes con-
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nected with those of a local
girl about my age, who
befriended me. Despite our
language barrier, we made a
connection, and our human
understanding ran deeper
than any trivial things | had
felt before. Although it was a
relatively brief encounter, it
was that little moment that
instilled in me an enduring
value for cross-cultural experi-
ence and connection. Though
the compiexity of the issue
was beyond me at that age, it
is an image that has stuck
with me and has driven me to
further involvement later in
life.

Within a few years, |
found myself in San Ramén,
Nicaragua on a medical bri-
gade, once again with my
family. This time more famil-
iar with the rural poverty that
would surround us | was still
without a real sense of cul-
tural competence. To me the
answer still felt simple: love
thy neighbor as thyself. A few
more years would go by
before | started questioning
mission trips like those | went
on with my family, about
global inequality and con-
cepts like the ‘white savior
complex'.

During my second quarter
of college | began questioning
some of my preconceived
notions, biases, and percep-
tions of the world and felta
need for more depth in expe-
riencing a cultural awakening,

| found myself applying for a
faculty-led course in South
Africa, not understanding at
the time the degree to which
this trip would influence my
new beginning as a critically
conscious global citizen.
Following acceptance to
the program, a few prep
classes and hours of
research about what | was
headed into, | was on the
plane and headed to South
Africa with a group of college
students | had just met. We
became well versed in the
historically recent Apartheid
and political unrest that has
left much of the country eco-
nomically and racially divided.
By the second day, we had
experienced the first of many
discomforts which would
soon turn into @ new perspec-
tive as a global citizen. On a
small bus touring museums
and notable sights around
Johannesburg, our driver
offered to stop in a nearby
township for a “tour”. After
some discussion, our bus
stopped and most of us got
off of the bus. We were given
a scripted tour and descrip-
tion of daily life in this
township, stepped inside a
woman's home, and soon
had five children holding
each of our hands. Shortly
after that, on reflection, |
understood how invasive, cul-
turally incompetent and
disrespectful that was. How-
ever, getting off the bus,
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ended up being one of the
most valuable lessons | have
learned in being critical and
mindful.

Entering the child and
youth care field in a system
and culture with which | was
unfamiliar was intimidating
and challenging. Some of the
most difficult of my biases to
put aside were those that
dealt with the ways in which
children were treated and dis-
ciplined in the school setting
and by after-school activity
coordinators, as well as their
parents. In one of my first
days helping out in a local pre-
school, | observed what |
interpreted at the time as
deliberate violence and teach-
ers screaming at children,
with some appearing to be
dealing with neglect. The big-
gest challenge was in
removing my prior expecta-
tions of the way it should be
and considering their cultural,
historical and political back-
grounds, and individual
circumstances. This does not
come easy as | still have to
consciously remind myself of
my biases and the ways in
which | have been taught what
is “right” or what is “wrong.”

As | am currently prepar-
ing for what will be my third
stint living and working in @
South African township, |
need to remind myself that |
am only beginning my evolu-
tion as a more astute and
culturally responsive youth
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worker. | am contemplating
the assets and multiple funds
of knowledge (Moll, Amanti,
Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992) that
are present in the homes,
schools and community cen-
ters in the township. | strive to
be a critically conscious
global citizen and am tested
with situations that challenge
my biases. That day my
ten-year old self stepped off
the bus in Chihuahua, Mexico
| began this enriching ride
towards international aware-
ness, and with each
experience and each conver-
sation new beginnings
emerge.

Personal Narrative from
John’s Beginnings
Like so many others, my
childhood was one of rather
insular social circles. My fam-
ily associated principally with
others who were pretty much
like us. In our case, that
meant being around other
poor and working-class,
under-educated white folks.
My family bounced around in
search of work for my par-
ents, and the concept of
international travel was
entirely fictional to me. Yet,
there was a yearning inside
me to explore. Most of that
exploration happened
through fantasy and getting
lost in books that for the most
part romanticized the notion
of a world beyond my neigh-
borhoods. Being brought up

in communities that were
downright racist and xeno-
phobic left me with littie
space for a budding curiosity
about and respect for the
other. When Alex Haley's
Roots (1976) was made into
an afterschool TV special my
world changed. | was in the
fourth grade, attending my
third elementary school, and
would run home in order to
catch the whole program. |
fashioned myself as Kunte
Kinte, and while foraging in
dumpsters for food with my
family or when dodging physi-
cal abuse and emotional
insult, I'd repeat in my mind,
“l am Kunte Kinte, | am Kunte
Kinte."” The resilience of this
fictional character motivated
me to overcome in moments
of crisis. He also sparked in
me an interest to better
understand the oppressions
and unimaginable colonizing
forces that my White fore-
bears wrought on the world,
even though | was too young
and unable to grasp the com-
plexity of the matter at the
time.

As years and locations
rolled along, my private inter-
nal struggle to escape from
closed-minded and insular
thinking developed, and my
reading and habit of assum-
ing characters continued. |
read and re-read Steinbeck'’s
Grapes of Wrath (1939), this
time assuming the character
of Tom Joad. Only | hadn't the
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wherewithal or the courage
as a child to actualize any of
my desires to take on the
issues of racism and
classism through public dis-
course or action. | made
grand comparisons between
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Steinbeck’s characters and
my family. We had made it
across the country from rural
Oregon to central Michigan
with five of us piled into an
old International pickup truck
with all of our meager belong-
ings perched precariously in
the back. It was 1972, a far
cry from the Great Depres-
sion depicted in his 1939
novel; however as | reflected
on my family’s journey, | could
feel Steinbeck’s descriptive
dust on my teeth.

In the winter of 1982, |
pilfered a copy of John
Howard Griffin's Black Like
Me (1961) from a laundro-
mat to bring with me on a
cross-country Greyhound bus
trip with my father. After los-
ing our home and hitting
another rock-bottom in Michi-
gan, some family members in
Oregon pulled together
enough money for flights for
my mother, a sister, and my
infant brother. There was not
enough money for all of us to
fly, and that's why my dad
and | were taking the bus.
After selling, giving away or
abandoning all our posses-
sions but those we could
carry, we waited in the Flint
bus station for a lengthy time.
While there, a profound expe-
rience of cognitive
dissonance occurred. A
young African American man
sat down by my father and
me and we struck up a con-
versation. He was heading

back to college after a break.
My father, whose formal
schooling ended during the
fifth grade, remarked that it
was great the man was in col-
lege. He reached into his
pocket and handed the man
ten of the forty dollars we
had, a sum which was to last
us the four days until we
would reach Hillsboro, Ore-
gon, telling him, “Here
brother, take this. You're
going to need it for school.”

In that moment | began to
wonder if my father, like me,
might harbor some private
internal desire to think bigger
than what had been dis-
played to me for the years
leading up to that moment.
Settling in on the bus my Dad
told me that as bad as we
had it, “at least we're not
Black.” He went on to explain
his level of understanding
that the cards were distinctly
more stacked against people
of color than folks who looked
like us. “This is a@ white man’s
world Johnny and the rest
have got it a hell of a lot
worse than us.” | dug into
Griffin's book with voracity,
reading it as the bus rambled
across the country, and
became righteously angered
and motivated to work
towards social change.

Those early experiences
and so many others fueled
my desire to learn as much
as | could, and to persevere
through college and work.
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This ultimately led me to a
career working with youths
and families in poverty. My
work has taken place ina
range of settings, from rural
farming communities to
urban centers throughout the
US and several other coun-
tries. Through each of these
different environments, my
early quest to expand my
horizons persists.

Vuinerability

Jointly exploring our own
beginnings such as those
shared above, allows us to
unpack hidden biases and
motivations for this work,
which necessitates openness
and honesty. This vulnerabil-
ity, which is present in any
healthy mentoring relation-
ship, requires that each
member trusts in the good
intentions and capacity of the
other. With that comes a
greater ability to learn from
our mistakes and challenge
our thinking. While there is
admittedly a power differen-
tial typically associated with
mentorship, our aim is for
reciprocity. Consequently, we
have each benefitted from
our time together, in both
similar and different ways.

A Student’s Perspective
on Mentorship
Following my first trip to
South Africa, | connected with
my professor in hopes of con-
tinuing research around child
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trauma and international
work. With only one year of
university this was a thrilling
yet incredibly intimidating
journey to embark upon. The
opportunities | was given, in
working towards a publication
and participating in other
research resulted in a com-
plete sense of academic
empowerment. | was given a
very unique experience, work-
ing with a professor as an
academic partner. Prior to
this experience, | had not
taken a class from the profes-
sor, and we did not know
anything of each other. | think
that has allowed a more pro-
fessional mentorship to
develop and has benefitted
me greatly as | begin my
career. Oftentimes, as a
fast-paced student, the
research felt intangible and
out of reach. However, under-
standing the need for
perseverance is one of the
many valuable lessons | have
learned in our time working
together. | confidently reflect
on this experience and the
direction in which it has led
me. The beginning of this
mentorship turned into the
beginning of a career that |
am eager to pursue. | would
encourage all university stu-
dents to seek out similar
opportunities.

A Professor’s
Perspective on
Mentorship

As a university professor
with partners and friends in
far reaching areas, | feel both
privileged and responsible to
share my social capital with
college students as they
develop their critical con-
sciousness in a global and
multi-cultural field. | am fortu-
nate 1o have found my
vocation, thoroughly enjoying
my work and embracing the
opportunities | am provided.
This includes the ability to
connect with students on an
individual level, which not
only helps me be a better pro-
fessor, but a more fulfilled
human being. | did not have
the wherewithal as a college
student to seek out
mentorship from a professor.
| was however fortunate
enough in the early stages of
my career to find a person to
serve that function. Mark
Krueger, whom many readers
of this journal know as a pio-
neer in the field provided me
with mentorship that | regu-
larly reflect upon. One of the
many things Mark instilled in
me was awareness that |
have the ability to make a
meaningful and powerful dif-
ference in the trajectory of a
student's life. As Mark has
recently passed on, | can only
hope that he found as much
joy and energy in his relation-
ship with me as | found in
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working with him, and as |
find in my relationship with
Lauren and other students |
have the honor of working
with and learning from.

Closing Thoughts

As we are currently pre-
paring for a third trip to work
in a Township in the Southern
Cape of South Africa, we are
eager to learn more from our
partners and friends who
have spent their lives there.
As we develop our relation-
ships with each other, so too
are we building relationships
with our South African part-
ners. This has supported us
in valuing the knowledge and
personal expertise that
already exists, which in turn
has helped frame the strat-
egy for most appropriate and
supportive involvement from
outsiders such as ourselves.
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