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This transformation of first seeing only differences, but even
tually similarities, facilitated acquisition of knowledge about 
the homeless culture that would enable students to provide 
competent nursing care. Knowledge gained from the "emic" 
or insider's perspective is the next important step in the 
process of cultural competence. 

Providing care fol' the "other." The process of relation
ship building between students and the individuals and 
families at the shelter was not without its trials. The frustra
tion of working with individuals with priorities not consis
tent with the caregiver's values was apparent. The students' 
values often clashed with those of the families who were 
homeless creating conflict between them. Furthermore, the 
students often operated solely from their own life experience 
and showed limited awareness of other life circumstances. 
One student expressed it in the following way. 

Sometimes it is hard to care when you see moms who are 
prcgnant and they arc bringing a baby into this environment. 
Or people who are chemically dependent. 1t is hard to care 
sometimes in those situations. It is easy to care for families 
who arc really struggling (and nOt that those other families 
are not) ... but don't have other issues. It can be hard. They 
are different and people that [ have had judgments about. 
Even though they have chemical dependency it doesn't 
mean you can ' t care for them. Or help them. It is something 
they arc struggling with too and that they might not be proud 
or either. 

II is the luck of Ihe draw. As it became apparent that the 
homeless families are not significantly different than any 
family or even one's own family, it also became clear that 
almost anyone could become homel.ess. This universal vulner
ability was described variously. As the realization that one's 
life position is often due to many factors often beyond one's 
control became apparent to the students. Several described this 
as "luck." 

Tt is the luck of the draw. ] could be in that position. Any 
family could. A majority of it has to do with financcs and 
our economy and how ex-pensive everything is. For a one
bedroom apartment you pay $800 a month. You can't work 
at MacDonald's or some kind of low-level job and make 
payments like that. 

Reconciling the notion that families who are experiencing 
a housing cri sis are similar and different from their own 
family occurred as the students developed relationships with 
the families and began to engage in mutual problem solving. 
Cultural skills develop as students recognize need for inter
ventions that are culturally appropriate. Central to the service 
learning model is reciprocity and mutual problem solving 
with clients and students. Reciprocity was seen as "we 
learned from them and they learned from us." At other times, 

this reciprocity and mutual problem solving was embedded 
in the lived experience of the student. This situation was 
described: 

The first week we were there, there was a woman down in the 
entryway. My instructor and] approached her. She [the c1ient1 
was crying, looking really distraught and scared. She moved 
up here from Tex-as and was staying at [one shelter] and she 
went from there to the shelter [where I was working]. She was 
new to Minnesota, h.ad no family here, no family contact, 
no child support or anything. She was here with her four 
children, and they didn't have winter clothes, and immuniza
tions [were] not up to date. She was a wreck. I sat down with 
her and got her a Kleenex and we got her calmed. I showed 
her to the clinic because she had a toothache. [ told her this is 
where you take your children to get immunizations. Then we 
went through the Clothing resources, as I figured that that was 
a priority because by this time it was mid-September and it 
was getting chilly out. They didn't have any winter c10lhes or 
shoes or anything. We went through all those resources and 
got her calmed down. The nex-t week when I came back she 
looked like a completely different person. She wasn't crying. 
Her affect was positive. She found her children shoes and 
winter clothes and for herself. Shc was going out for an 
employment search. She asked me for more resources. She 
was telling me how she went to apply for Section 8 housing 
and she qualified for that. You could see the progression and 
the work that she made. That was really neat, really reward
ing. At our closing interview she thanked me for stopping and 
noticing that she was upset that day. 

As the capacity for empathy is honed the shared human 
experience becomes transformative. As students recognize 
they have skills to meet the needs of these clients they become 
more effective caregivers. As seen in the quote, cultural 
assessment and intervention leads to a connection with 
families. That cOlUlection and knowledge of the client's cul
ture make it more likely that the encounter will be therapeutic 
as this one was . Empathy and leveling of shared experience 
provides increased cultural desire to gain even more transcul
tural competence. 

DEVELOPING REFLECTIVE PRACTICE: A TOOL 

TO ENHANCE TRANSCULTURAL SKILLS 


Retlection is recognized by educators and cognitive scien
tists as an essential component of successful service learning 
before, during, and following on-site experiences. The trans
formational learning that is characteristic of service learning is 
based on the assumption that vatious reflection strategies are 
integrated into all Course assignments and interactions. More 
specitically retlection is depicted as reflection-in-action and 
reflection-on-action (Schon, 1991). Stlldents identi fy reflec
tion as vital to their learning, and their comments regarding 
the role that reflection plays in service learning inform faculty 
regarding implications for transcultural learning (Hunt, 2004). 
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