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Read to answer these key questions:

• What is diversity and why is it important?

• How can an understanding and appreciation of diversity 
help me to be successful in school and in work?

• What is some vocabulary useful for understanding 
diversity?

• What are some ideas for communicating across 
cultures?

• What are some myths and facts about sexual 
orientation?

• How can I gain an appreciation of diversity?
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Our schools, our workplaces, and our nation are becoming more diverse. Gaining 
an understanding and appreciation of this diversity will enhance your future suc-
cess. Understanding yourself and having pride in your unique characteristics is 

the first step in the process. Self-knowledge includes information about your personality, 
interests, talents, and values. Earlier in this text you had the opportunity to begin this 
exploration. This chapter challenges you to examine some additional characteristics that 
make you a unique individual and to take pride in yourself while respecting the differ-
ences of others.

Diversity Is Increasing
Another word for diversity is differences. These differences do not make one group infe-
rior or superior. Differences are not deficits: they are just differences. Look around your 
classroom, your place of employment, or where you do business. You will notice people 
of a variety of races, ethnic groups, cultures, genders, ages, socioeconomic levels, and 
sexual orientations. Other differences that add to our uniqueness include religious prefer-
ence, political affiliation, personality, interests, and values. It is common to take pride in 
who we are and to look around and find people who share our view of the world. The chal-
lenge is to be able to look at the world from the point of view of those who are different 
from us. These differences provide an opportunity for learning.

Our schools and communities are becoming increasingly diverse. In the United States, 
one in every five students has a parent born in a foreign country. Nationwide, non-Latino 
whites make up only 63 percent of the population. The current population includes 16 
percent African Americans, 15 percent Latinos, and 5 percent Asians. There is also an 
increase in people who identify themselves as multiracial. About seven million people or 
2.4 percent of the population identify with at least two different racial groups. California, 
one of the most populous states, is leading the nation in diversity. There is no single group 
in the majority: 43 percent are Latinos, 36 percent are non-Latino whites, 9 percent are 
African Americans, and 8 percent are Asian.1 In New Mexico, Hawaii, and the District of 
Columbia, non-Latino whites are also in the minority.2

In our schools, places of work, and communities, we increasingly study, work, and 
socialize with people from different ethnic groups. This morning I talked with a student 
from Mexico and another from France. My classes have students from Mexico, Japan, 
Argentina, and Iraq. A colleague called on the phone and we spoke in Spanish. He invited 
me to a Greek café and deli where we ate Greek salad and purchased feta cheese and 
baklava. This diversity provides different perspectives, and products from other countries 
enrich our lives. It requires open-mindedness and respect for differences for it all to work.

We also live in a global economy. Increased trade among the nations of the world 
requires an understanding and appreciation of cultural differences. The United States is 
in the center of the largest free-trade area in the world. In 1994, the North American Free 
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) created a free-trade area that includes Canada, the United 
States, and Mexico. This act resulted in a freer flow of goods among these countries and 
an increase in international business. The success of this international business depends 
on increased cooperation and problem solving among these nations. Free-trade agree-
ments will probably be expanded to other countries in Latin America in the near future.

Another major step toward the global economy was the creation of a single currency 
in Europe, the euro, which was successfully launched on January 1, 2002. The purpose 
of this largest money changeover in history was to establish a system in which people, 
goods, services, and capital can move freely across national borders. The European coun-
tries using the euro have made their economies more competitive by facilitating trade, 
travel, and investment.

International trade accounts for a quarter of all economic activity in the United 
States.3 All we have to do is look around us to see that many of the foods and products we 
use in our daily lives come from other countries. 
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Last night Jessica invited friends over for dinner and made stir-fried vegetables with 
chicken. She used ingredients from Vietnam, Thailand, Italy, Japan and Mexico. These 
foods were all purchased at her local grocery store. The guests ate dinner on plates 
made in Malaysia and drank wine from Australia. The next morning, she got up and 
dressed in a shirt made in the Dominican Republic and pants made in Mexico. She 
then put on her walking shoes, which were made in Thailand, and listened to Jamaican 
music on her iPod, which was made in China. For breakfast she ate a banana grown 
in Honduras and drank coffee from Colombia. She drove to school in a car that was 
made in Japan.
Global trade brings us many new and inexpensive products and is having a major 

impact on the economy and careers of the future.
Changes in technology have made an awareness and appreciation of diversity more 

important. The world is becoming an electronic village connected by an array of com-
munication and information technologies: computers, the Internet, communications satel-
lites, cell phones, fax machines, and the myriad of electronic devices that are an integral 
part of our lives today. These devices make rapid communication possible all over the 
world and are essential for international business and trade. The Internet is like a vast 
information superhighway, and each computer is an onramp to the highway. Those who do 
not have a computer or lack computer skills will be left off the highway and have limited 
access to information and opportunities.

The increased use of the Internet offers both great opportunities and challenges. 
The Internet can help to break down barriers between people. When communicating with 
someone over the Internet, differences such as race, age, religion, or economic status are 
not obvious. The flow of information and ideas is unrestricted, and people with similar 
interests can communicate easily with one another. There is great potential for use as 
well as misuse of the Internet. Chat groups can share information about medical condi-
tions or treatments, but hate groups can also use the Internet to promote their political 
agendas.

The Internet presents new challenges for communicating, since nonverbal cues are 
often missing. Looking at a person’s face or listening to the tone of voice adds a great deal 
to communication. A new type of “netiquette” has evolved as a result. For example, using 
all caps is a form of YELLING! Increasingly words are shortened and changed for ease of 
communication, resulting in a type of Internet grammar. Understanding websites in other 
languages is another new challenge.

Journal Entry #1

How will the global economy and the electronic village affect your future 
career and lifestyle?

Why Is Diversity Important?
Our society, schools, and work environments are becoming more diverse. Having an under-
standing and appreciation of diversity can help you to be successful at school, at work, 
and in your personal life. Here are some benefits:

• Gain skills in critical thinking. Critical thinking requires identifying different 
viewpoints, finding possible answers, and then constructing your own reasonable 
view. Critical thinking skills are one of the expected outcomes of higher education. 
Many of your college assignments are designed to teach these skills. Whether you 

Benefits of Diversity

•	Gain	critical	thinking	
skills

•	 Pride	in	self	and	culture
•	 Learn	from	others
•	 Improve	interpersonal	

skills
•	 Learn	flexibility
•	 Develop	cultural	

awareness
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are writing an essay in an English class, participating in a discussion in a history 
class, or completing a laboratory experiment, critical thinking skills will help you 
to complete the task successfully. Critical thinking skills are also helpful in finding 
good solutions to problems or challenges you might find at work. For example, for 
a business manager, an important task is helping employees to work together as a 
team. The critical thinking process results in greater understanding of others and 
better problem-solving skills. To stay competitive, businesses need to find creative 
solutions for building better products and providing good customer service. Critical 
thinking skills help people work together to come up with good ideas to make a 
business a success.

• Have pride in yourself and your culture. Having pride in yourself is the foundation 
of good mental health and success in life. Sonia Nieto did research on a group of 
successful students. These students had good grades, enjoyed school, had plans for 
the future, and described themselves as successful. Nieto found that “one of the most 
consistent, and least expected, outcomes to emerge from these case studies has been a 
resoluteness with which young people maintain pride and satisfaction in their culture 
and the strength they derive from it.”4 Having pride in yourself and your culture is 
an important part of high self-esteem and can help you to become a better student 
and worker. Having good self-esteem provides the confidence to accept and care for 
others. The best schools and workplaces provide an environment where people can 
value their own culture as well as others. With respect between different cultures, 
ideas can be freely exchanged and the door is opened to creativity and innovation.

 The world is constantly changing and we must be ready to adapt to new situations. 
Sometimes it is difficult to balance “fitting in” and maintaining our own cultural 
identity. Researchers have described a process called transculturation, in which a 
person adapts to a different culture without sacrificing individual cultural identity. 
One study of Native Americans showed that retention of traditional cultural heritage 
was an important predictor of success. A Native American student described the 
process this way: “When we go to school, we live a non-Indian way but we still keep 
our values. . . . I could put my values aside just long enough to learn what it is I 
want to learn but that doesn’t mean I’m going to forget them. I think that is how 
strong they are with me.”5 Cultural identity provides strength and empowerment to be 
successful.

• Gain the ability to network and learn from others. In college, you will have the 
opportunity to learn from your professors and other students who are different from 
yourself. You may have professors with very different personality styles and teaching 
styles. Your success will depend on being aware of the differences and finding a way 
to adapt to the situation. Each student in your classes will also come from a different 
perspective and have valuable ideas to add to the class.

 It is through networking with other people that most people find jobs. You are likely 
to find a job through someone you know, such as a college professor, a student in one 
of your classes, a community member, or a previous employer. Once you have the 
job, you will gain proficiency by learning from others. The best managers are open to 
learning from others and help different people to work together as a team. No matter 
how educated or experienced you become, you can always learn from others. Bill 
Cosby once told a graduating class at Washington University, “Don’t ever think you 
know more than the person mopping the floor.”6 Every person has a different view of 
the world and has important ideas to share.

•	 Improve interpersonal skills. A popular Native American proverb is that you cannot 
understand another person until you have walked a few miles in their moccasins. 
Being able to understand different perspectives on life will help you to improve your 
personal relationships. Good interpersonal skills bring joy to our personal relationships 
and are very valuable in the workplace. The Secretary of Labor’s Commission on 



   Appreciating Diversity Chapter 13 433

Achieving Necessary Skills (SCANS) identifies having good interpersonal skills as 
one of the five critical competencies needed in the workplace. Workers need to work 
effectively in teams, teach others, serve customers, exercise leadership, negotiate to 
arrive at a decision, and work well with cultural diversity.7 Efficiency and profits in 
any industry depend on good interpersonal skills and how well workers can provide 
customer service.

•	 Learn to be flexible and adapt to the situation. These two qualities are necessary 
for dealing with the rapid change that is taking place in our society today. We learn 
these qualities by successfully facing personal challenges. If you are a single parent, 
you have learned to be flexible in managing time and resources. If you served in 
the military overseas, you have learned to adapt to a different culture. If you are a 
new college student, you are probably learning how to be independent and manage 
your own life. Flexibility is a valuable skill in the workplace. Today’s employers want 
workers who can adapt, be flexible, and solve problems.

•	 Develop cultural awareness. Cultural awareness is valuable in your personal life 
and in the workplace. In your personal life, you can have a wider variety of satisfying 
personal relationships. You can enjoy people from different cultural backgrounds and 
travel to different countries.

In a global economy, cultural awareness is increasingly important. Tuning into cul-
tural differences can open up business opportunities. For example, many companies are 
discovering that the buying power of minorities is significant. They are developing ad cam-
paigns to sell products to Asians, Latinos, African Americans, and other groups.

Companies now understand that cultural awareness is important in international 
trade. American car manufacturers could not understand why the Chevy Nova was not 
selling well in Latin America. In Spanish, “No va” means “It doesn’t go” or “It doesn’t 
run.” Kentucky Fried Chicken found out that “Finger-lickin’ good” translates as “Eat your 
fingers off” in Chinese! Being familiar with the cultures and languages of different coun-
tries is necessary for successful international business.

Journal Entry #2

How will an understanding of diversity help you to be successful in school and 
work?

Vocabulary for Understanding Diversity
Knowing some basic terms will aid in your understanding of diversity.

• Race. Race refers to a group of people who are perceived to be physically different 
because of traits such as facial features, color of skin, and hair.

• Ethnicity. Ethnicity refers to a sense of belonging to a particular culture and sharing 
the group’s beliefs, attitudes, skills, ceremonies, and traditions. An ethnic group 
usually descends from a common group of ancestors, usually from a particular country 
or geographic area.

• Ethnocentrism. Ethnocentrism is the belief that one’s own ethnic, religious, or 
political group is superior to all others. 
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• Culture. Culture is the behavior, beliefs, and values shared by a group of people. It 
includes language, morals, and even food preferences. Culture includes everything 
that we learn from the people around us in our community.

• Gender, sex. Gender refers to cultural differences that distinguish males from 
females. Different cultures raise men and women to act in specified ways. Sex refers 
to anatomical differences.

• Sexism. Sexism is a negative attitude or perception based on sex.
• Stereotype. A stereotype is a generalization that expresses conventional or biased 

ideas about people in a certain group. Stereotypes can lead to discrimination based 
on these ideas. They cause us to view others in a limited way and reduce our ability 
to see people as individuals.

• Prejudice. A prejudice is a prejudgment of someone or something. Prejudices are 
often based on stereotypes and reflect a disrespect for others. Sometimes people who 
are prejudiced are insecure about their own identities.

• Discrimination. Discrimination happens when people are denied opportunities 
because of their differences. Prejudice and stereotype are often involved.

• Racism. Racism occurs when one race or ethnic group holds a negative attitude or 
perception of another group. It is prejudice based on race. Anthropologists generally 
accept that the human species can be categorized into races based on physical and 
genetic makeup. These scientists accept the fact that there is no credible evidence 
that one race is superior to another. People who believe that their own race is superior 
to another are called racists.

• Cultural pluralism. Each group celebrates the customs and traditions of their culture 
while participating in mainstream society.

• Genocide. Genocide is the deliberate and systematic destruction of a racial, political, 
or cultural group. It can include the destruction of the language, religion, or cultural 
practices of a group of people.

Understanding Diversity
There are 6.6 billion people in the world today. Statistics provided by the Population Ref-
erence Bureau and the United Nations can give us a better understanding of diversity in 
the world today. By geographic area, the world’s population can be broken down into these 
percentages: 8

61 Asians
14 Africans
11 Europeans
 9 Central and South Americans
 5 North Americans (Canada and the United States)

If visitors from outer space were to visit the earth and report back about the most 
common human being found, they would probably describe someone of Asian descent. 
Statistics also show that approximately 50 percent of the world population suffers from 
malnutrition and 80 percent live in substandard housing. Moreover, 6 percent of the popu-
lation living in the United States, Japan, and Germany owns half of the wealth of the 
world. In addition, continuous wars and fighting among the people of the earth have con-
tributed to human suffering and the flight of many refugees.

As children, we accept the values, assumptions, and stereotypes of our culture. We 
use our own culture as a filter to understand the world. Because of this limited perception, 
people often consider their culture to be superior and other cultures to be inferior.9 The 
belief that one’s own culture, religious, or political group is superior to others is called 
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ethnocentrism. Native Americans have argued that the celebration of Columbus Day, 
commemorating the discovery of the New World by Christopher Columbus, is an exam-
ple of ethnocentrism. In reality, the Native Americans lived here long before Christopher 
Columbus arrived in 1492.

Ethnocentrism can lead to discrimination, interpersonal conflict, and even wars 
between different groups of people. In extreme cases, it can even lead to genocide, the 
deliberate and systematic destruction of a racial, political, or cultural group. History is 
full of examples of genocide. In the United States, Native Americans were massacred 
and their land was confiscated in violation of treaties. In Mexico and South America, the 
Spanish conquerors systematically destroyed native populations. During World War II, 
six million Jews were killed. Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge killed millions of Cambodians. 
Unfortunately, genocide continues today in various conflicts around the world.

An understanding of the harmful effects of stereotypes is necessary to improve our 
understanding and appreciation of diversity. A stereotype is an assumption that all mem-
bers of a group are alike. For example, a tall African American woman in one of my 
classes was constantly dealing with the assumption that she must be attending college to 
play basketball. Actually, she was very academically oriented and not athletic at all. It is 
important to remember that we all have individual differences within groups of the same 
ethnicity or cultural background. 

All of us use stereotypes to understand people different from ourselves. Why does 
this happen? There are many different reasons:

•	 It is a fast way to make sense of the world. It requires little thought.
•	 We tend to look for patterns to help us understand the world.
•	 We are often unable or unwilling to obtain all the information we need to make fair 

judgments about other people.
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•	 Stereotypes can result from fear of people who are different. We often learn these 
fears as children.

•	 The media promotes stereotypes. Movies, magazines, and advertisements often 
present stereotypes. These stereotypes are often used as the basis of humor. For 
example, the media often uses people who are overweight in comedy routines.

The problem with stereotypes is that we do not get to know people as individuals. 
All members of a culture, ethnic group, or gender are not alike. If we make assumptions 
about a group, we treat everyone in the group the same. Stereotypes can lead to prejudice 
and discrimination. For example, a person who is overweight may find it more difficult to 
find a job because of stereotyping.

Psychologists and sociologists today present the idea of cultural relativity, in which 
different cultures, ethnic groups, genders, and sexual orientations are viewed as different 
but equally valuable and worthy of respect.10 These differences between cultures can help 
us learn new ideas that can enrich our view of the world. They can also promote greater 
understanding and better relationships among individuals and nations. 

Q U I Z

Understanding Diversity, Part I

Test what you have learned by selecting the 
correct answers to the following questions.

1. The belief that one’s own ethnic, 
religious, or political group is superior to 
all others is called 

a. cultural pluralism. 
b. cultural relativity.
c. ethnocentrism.

2. The assumption that all members of a 
group are alike is

a. discrimination.
b. stereotype.
c. prejudice.

3. The deliberate destruction of a racial, 
cultural, or political group of people is 
called

a. genocide.
b. racism.
c. ethnocentrism.

4. Most people on the earth are

a. North Americans.
b. Europeans.
c. Asians.

5. Cultural relativity is defined as

a. the belief that one’s own ethnic 
group is superior.

b. groups that are viewed as different, 
but equally valuable. 

c. an ethnic group that descends from 
a common group of ancestors. 

How did you do on the quiz? Check your 
answers: 1. c, 2. b, 3. a, 4. c, 5. b 
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Journal Entry # 3

Describe	an	incidence	in	which	you	experienced	discrimination.	Consider	
discrimination	in	a	broad	context,	including	ethnicity,	culture,	language,	
gender,	sexual	orientation,	weight,	height,	appearance,	personality	type,	
values,	politics,	religion,	age,	experience,	socioeconomic	background,	
academic	skills,	or	any	other	factor	which	could	cause	discrimination.	

A New Look at Diversity:  
The Human Genome Project
Although the people of the world represent many racial, ethnic, and cultural groups, 
biologists are taking a new look at diversity by learning about human genes. Genes are 
composed of segments of DNA that determine the transmission of hereditary traits by 
controlling the operation of cells. Cells are the basic building blocks of the human body.

The Human Genome Project, a multibillion-dollar and multinational government-
sponsored research project to map all human genes, was completed in 2003. This map 
is a catalog of all the genetic information contained in human cells. They have identi-
fied the genes and determined the sequence of the three billion chemical base pairs in 
human DNA. Although the project is completed, analysis of the data will continue for 
many years.11 The human genome is considered a biological treasure chest that will allow 
scientists to discover how a body grows, ages, stays healthy, or becomes ill. This knowl-
edge is invaluable in discovering new medications and improving health.

Results of the Human Genome Project show that we are all genetically similar while 
having unique individual differences. One of the interesting findings is that “as scientists 
have long suspected, though the world’s people may look very different on the outside, 
genetically speaking humans are all 99.9 percent identical.”12 While we are genetically 
very similar, each individual can be identified by his or her genetic code. With the excep-
tion of identical twins, each individual human being is slightly different because of the 
unique combination of DNA letters inherited from one’s parents.

Dr. Craig Venter, head of Celera Genomics Corporation, has stated that “race is a 
social concept, not a scientific one.”13 While it may be easy to look at people and describe 
them as Caucasian, African, or Asian, there is little genetic material to distinguish one 
race from another. Venter says, “We all evolved in the last 100,000 years from the same 
small number of tribes that migrated out of Africa and colonized the world.”14 Very few 
genes control traits that distinguish one race from another, such as skin color, eye color, 
and width of nose. These outward characteristics have been able to change quickly in 
response to environmental pressures. People who lived near the equator evolved dark 
skin to protect them from ultraviolet radiation. People who lived farther from the equator 
evolved pale skins to produce vitamin D from little sunlight. The genes responsible for 
these outward appearances are in the range of .01 percent of the total. Researchers on the 
Human Genome Project agree that there is only one race: the human race.

The Human Genome Project will be important for understanding the human body and 
will help us to find ways to prevent or cure illnesses. It may also provide new informa-
tion for critical thinking about the idea of ethnocentrism and discover some basic ways in 
which all human beings are similar.
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Communicating across Cultures
Human beings communicate through the use of symbols. A symbol is a word that stands 
for something else. Problems in communication arise when we assume that a symbol has 
only one meaning and that everyone understands the symbol in the same way. For exam-
ple, we use the word “dog” to stand for a four-legged animal that barks. However, if I say 
the word “dog,” the picture in my mind probably doesn’t match the picture in your mind 
because there are many varieties of dogs. I might be picturing a Chihuahua while you are 
picturing a German shepherd. Language becomes even more complex when we have mul-
tiple meanings for one symbol. Consider the ways we use the word “dog”:

•	 She is a dog. (She is unattractive.)
•	 He is a dog. (He is promiscuous.)
•	 He is a lucky dog. (He is fortunate.)
•	 It’s a dog. (It is worthless.)
•	 Just dog it. (Just do enough to get by.)
•	 He went to the dogs. (He was not doing well.)
•	 He was in the doghouse. (He was in trouble.)
•	 Let sleeping dogs lie. (Leave the situation alone.)
•	 My dogs hurt. (My feet hurt.)
•	 He put on the dog. (He assumed an attitude of wealth or importance.)
•	 These are the dog days of summer. (These are hot days when people feel lazy.)
•	 The book is dog-eared. (The corners of the pages are bent.)
•	 He led a dog’s life. (He was not happy.)
•	 May I have a doggy bag? (May I have a bag for my leftovers?)
•	 Doggone it! (I am frustrated!)
•	 I am dog-tired. (I am very tired.)

Imagine how a computer would translate the above sentences. The translations would 
be incomprehensible, since there are so many variations in meaning depending on the con-
text. The problem of communication becomes even more difficult for those who are learn-
ing English. People who speak a different language might not understand the word “dog” 
at all because they use a different symbol for the object. Even after studying the language, 
it is easy to misinterpret the meaning of the word “dog.” A recent immigrant was horrified 
when he was offered a hot dog at a ball game. He thought that this was a civilized country 
and was surprised that we ate dogs!

”
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The symbols we use to stand for objects are arbitrary, complex, and dependent on our 
culture, language, and frame of reference. As a result, misunderstandings are common. 
When my son was very young, he was very frightened by noises on the roof of our house. 
He was afraid that aliens had landed. He said that he was certain there were aliens on the 
roof and that Dad said he had seen them too. I later found out that his father said that he 
had seen illegal aliens, or undocumented workers, in our neighborhood. It is strange that 
in the English language we use the word “alien” to refer to someone from outer space and 
someone from a different country. The “aliens” in my son’s case turned out to be raccoons 
playing on the roof. The words that we use have a powerful influence on our lives and can 
make clear communication difficult.

Both verbal and nonverbal symbols have different meaning in different cultures. 
George Henderson, in his book Cultural Diversity in the Workplace, 15 gives the example of 
the common thumbs-up gesture, which we commonly interpret as “okay.” In Japan the 
same gesture means money. In Ghana and Iran, it is a vulgar gesture similar to raising 
your middle finger in the United States. Another example is silence. In the United States, 
if a teacher asks a question and no one responds right away, the situation is uncomfort-
able. In Native American cultures, the person who remains silent is admired. Many Asian 
students listen more than they speak. According to a Zen proverb, “He who knows does 
not speak and he who speaks does not know.” Think about how different our communica-
tions, especially business and sales techniques, would have to be in order to be effective 
in different cultures.

Here are some ideas to help improve your communications with people who are cul-
turally different from you or speak a different language:

•	 Be sensitive to the fact that communication is difficult and that errors in 
understanding are likely.

•	 Remember that the message sent is not necessarily the message received.
•	 Give people time to think and respond. You do not have to fill in the silence right 

away.
•	 Check your understanding of the message. Rephrase or repeat the information to 

make sure it is correct. Ask questions.
•	 If you feel insulted by the message, remember that it is quite possible that you could 

be misinterpreting it. (Remember all the meanings for “dog” listed above.)
•	 If you are having problems communicating with someone who speaks a different 

language, speak slowly and clearly or use different words. Talking louder will not 
help.

•	 Remain calm and treat others with respect. Be patient.
•	 Find a translator if possible.
•	 Study a different language. This will help in understanding other cultures and the 

different ways that other cultures use symbols.
•	 Before traveling to a different country, read about the culture and learn some basic 

phrases in the language used. This will help you to enjoy your travel and learn about 
other cultures. Attempting to speak the language will show others that you care 
about and respect the culture.

•	 Sometimes nonverbal communication can help. If you are adventurous or desperate, 
smile and act out the message. Be aware that nonverbal communication can be 
misunderstood also.

•	 Don’t forget your sense of humor.
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Journal Entry # 4

What advice would you give to a person preparing to visit another country 
with a very different culture and language?

Understanding Sexual Orientation
Major causes of stereotyping and the resulting prejudice and discrimination are fear and 
lack of knowledge of those who are different. Prejudice and discrimination against gays 
and other minorities have sometimes led to hate crimes. For example, in 1998, Matthew 
Shepard, a gay student at the University of Wyoming, was lured from a bar, beaten, and 
tied to a log fence, where he was left during cold weather. He died five days later. His 
murderers received life sentences in prison. At Matthew’s funeral, protesters held up 
signs saying, “God hates fags.”16 The term “faggot,” which comes from the Latin word for 
a bundle of sticks, may refer to the time of the Inquisition when gays were actually burned 
at the stake along with witches.17 

Stereotypes about sexual orientation and the resulting discrimination are common in 
society today and affect a great number of people. One out of four families has a gay family 
member and it is estimated that up to 10 percent of the population is gay or lesbian. In a 
class of 30 students, it is likely that three are gay men or lesbians. Many of these people 
are fearful of identifying themselves as gay because of potential discrimination and lack 
of acceptance by the general population. Think about these stereotypes as you read the 
following scenario:

My brother Jake was always a little different; he was not the “typical boy.” Growing 
up he was my best friend. It was as if he were the sister I never had. He was kind and 
gentle and compassionate toward all creatures. He enjoyed cooking, taking care of 
children and growing flowers. I remember that my father tried to make a man of him 
by encouraging him to join in manly activities such as hunting. My father was frus-
trated because Jake could not kill a deer. Jake looked the deer in the eye and decided 
that he could not kill such a beautiful creature. I had to agree with him, but my father 
was disappointed. He was frustrated in all his attempts to make my brother a man 
and had frequent conflicts with him. At age 16, my brother ran away from home and 
was “adopted” by a female teacher at our high school. She encouraged my brother to 
go to college and he moved across the continent, eventually working his way through 
medical school and becoming a well-known and respected cardiologist and critical care 
specialist. I was happy for my brother because he could do what he loved best: helping 
other people. One day my father had a heart attack and Jake returned home and saved 
my father’s life. At this point, my father was finally proud of the man he had become.
I remember having a conversation with my other brothers about whether Jake was gay 
or not. I acknowledged the possibility, but said that it would be awful if we asked him 
and it were not true, so we never asked him. He did not look or act gay; he was just 
different. In fact, my girlfriends were always trying to get a date with him. One day I 
received a call from my brother. He was saying good-bye because he was dying. He did 
not want the family to visit; he just wanted to say good-bye, and he died the next day 
at the age of 43. Against Jake’s wishes, my mother and some of my brothers traveled to 
New York and were shocked to find that Jake was living with a man who was HIV-posi-
tive and that Jake had died of AIDS. My father told everyone that Jake died of cancer. I 
felt an overwhelming sense of sadness at losing my brother and that he never felt com-
fortable enough to tell us that he was gay. I will always wonder if I should have asked 
him about being gay and if I possibly could have been more a part of his life. Since 
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I lost my opportunity to do this, I have resolved to gain a better understanding and 
appreciation of sexual orientation, which is sadly the only thing I can do at this point. 
Becoming educated about sexual orientation can help to diminish anti-gay prejudice 

and help people who are struggling with their sexual identity. Here is a list of myths and 
facts about gay men and lesbians. The corrected information below is provided by the Par-
ents, Families, and Friends of Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG). This organization provides 
information on its website, www.pflagla.org. An organization called Rainbow Bridge also 
provides educational materials on gays and lesbians. Most college campuses have organi-
zations that support gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender students. It is common that 
people disagree with the following facts because of common stereotypes about sexual 
orientation. 

Myths and Facts about Gays and Lesbians

Myth:  Only one percent of the world’s population is gay, lesbian, or bisexual.

Fact:  It is estimated that about 10 percent of the world’s population is gay, lesbian, or bisexual.  

Myth:  Effeminate men and masculine women are always gay.

Fact: Effeminate men and masculine women can be heterosexual. Some gay persons fit this stereo-
type, but most look and act like individuals from the heterosexual majority.

Myth: Homosexuality is a choice, a preference, or a learned behavior.

Fact:  Homosexuality is not something that one chooses to be or learns to be. As children, gay men 
and lesbians are not taught or influenced by others to be homosexual. Most current research 
cites genetic or inborn hormonal factors in homosexuality.18 

Myth:    You can always tell from a person’s appearance if he or she is gay.

Fact:    Most gay men and lesbians look and act like individuals from the heterosexual majority.

Myth:  Lesbians and gay men never make good parents.

Fact:  Gay men and lesbians can make good parents. Children of gay and lesbian parents are no dif-
ferent in any aspects of psychological, social, or sexual development from children in hetero-
sexual families. These children tend to be more tolerant of differences.

Myth:  Gay men and lesbian women are often involved in child abuse.

Fact:   Gay men and lesbians are rarely involved in child abuse. In the United States, heterosexual 
men commit 90 percent of all sexual child abuse. The molesters are most often fathers, stepfa-
thers, grandfathers, uncles, or boyfriends of the mothers.

Myth:  The word “homosexual” is preferred over “gay” or “lesbian.”

Fact:   The term “gay man” or “lesbian” is preferred over the term “homosexual.”

Myth:  The term “gay” refers only to men.

Fact:   The term “gay” refers to both men and women.

Myth:  Some cultures do not have gay men and lesbians.

Fact:   All cultures have gay men and lesbians.
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How to Appreciate Diversity
Having an appreciation for diversity enriches all of us. Poet Maya Angelou has described 
the world as a rich tapestry and stressed that understanding this concept can enrich and 
improve the world:

“It is time for us to teach young people early on that in diversity there is beauty and 
strength. We all should know that diversity makes for a rich tapestry, and we must under-
stand that the threads of the tapestry are equal in value, no matter their color; equal in 
importance, no matter their texture.”22

Here are some ways to appreciate diversity:

•	 Educate yourself about other cultures and people who are different from you. 
Read about or take courses on the literature or history of another culture, or learn 
another language.

•	 Explore your own heritage. Learn about the cultures that are part of your family 
history.

•	 Value diversity and accept the differences of others.
•	 View differences as an opportunity for learning.
•	 Realize that you will make mistakes when dealing with people from other cultural 

backgrounds. Learn from the mistakes and move on to better understanding.
•	 Work to understand differences of opinion. You do not have to agree, but respect 

different points of view.
•	 Travel to other countries to discover new ideas and cultures.

Myth: Only gay men get AIDS and it is a death sentence.

Fact:  AIDS is increasingly a heterosexual disease. Advances in the early detection and treatment of 
AIDS make it a chronic, controllable disease for most patients.  

Myth:  Being gay is an emotional or mental disorder.

Fact:  The American Psychological Association does not list being gay as an emotional or mental 
disorder.

Myth:  Through psychotherapy, a gay person can be turned into a heterosexual.

Fact:  Psychotherapy has not been successful in changing a person’s sexual orientation.

Myth:  A person is either completely heterosexual or completely homosexual.

Fact:  Based on Dr. Alfred Kinsey’s research, few people are predominantly heterosexual or homosex-
ual. Most people fall on a continuum between the two extremes. A person on the middle of the 
continuum between heterosexual and homosexual would be a bisexual. Bisexuals are attracted 
to both sexes.19

Myth:  Homosexuality does not exist in nature. It is dysfunctional.

Fact:  Research suggests that homosexuality is “natural.” It exists among all animals and is frequent 
among highly developed species.20

Myth:  Gay people should not be teachers because they will try to convert their students.

Fact:  Homosexual seduction is no more common than heterosexual seduction. Most gay teachers 
fear they will be fired if it is found out that they are gay.21
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•	 Think critically to avoid stereotypes and misconceptions. Treat each person as an 
individual.

•	 Avoid judgments based on physical characteristics such as color of skin, age, 
gender, or weight.

•	 Put yourself in the other person’s place. How would you feel? What barriers would 
you face?

•	 Make friends with people from different countries, races, and ethnic groups.
•	 Find some common ground. We all have basic needs for good health, safety, 

economic security, and education. We all face personal challenges and interests. We 
all think, feel, love, and have hope for the future.

•	 Be responsible for your own behavior. Do not participate in or encourage 
discrimination.

•	 Do good deeds. You will be repaid with good feelings.
•	 Learn from history so that you do not repeat it. Value your own freedom.
•	 Challenge racial or homophobic remarks or jokes.
•	 Teach children and young people to value diversity and respect others. It is through 

them that we can change the world.

Journal Entry #5

Frequently	we	learn	discrimination	through	our	parents,	our	community,	the	
media,	and	our	environment.	What	would	you	teach	your	children	about	
diversity? 

Stages of Ethical Development
After much study, Harvard University professor William Perry developed the theory that 
students move through stages of ethical development.23 Students move through these pat-
terns of thought and eventually achieve effective intercultural communication.

Stage 1: Dualism
In this stage we view the world in terms of black or white, good or bad, “we” versus “they.” 
Role models and authorities determine what is right. The right answers exist for every 
problem. If we work hard, we can find the correct answers and all will be well. Decisions 
are often based on common stereotypes.

Stage 2: Multiplicity
At this stage we become aware that there are multiple possibilities and answers. We 
know that authorities can disagree on what is right and wrong. We defend our position, 
but acknowledge that on any given issue, everyone has a right to his or her own opinion. 
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Stage 3: Relativism
As we learn more about our environment and ourselves, we discover that what is right is 
based on our own values and culture. We weigh the evidence and try to support our opin-
ions based on data and evidence.

Stage 4: Commitment in Relativism
At this stage, we look at our environment and ourselves and make choices. In an uncer-
tain world, we make decisions about careers, politics, and personal relationships based 
on our individual values. We make certain commitments based on the way we wish to live 
our lives. We defend our own values but respect the values of others. There is openness to 
learning new information and changing one’s personal point of view. This position allows 
for the peaceful coexistence of different points of views and perspectives. It is at this point 
that we become capable of communicating across cultures and appreciating diversity.

Q U I Z

Understanding Diversity, Part II

Test what you have learned by selecting the 
correct answers to the following questions.

1. Results of the Human Genome Project 
show that humans are

a. 80 percent identical. 
b. 50 percent identical. 
c. 99.9 percent identical.

2. Problems in communication occur when 
we assume that

a. a symbol has only one meaning.
b. words have many meanings.
c. it is easy to match the picture in one 

person’s mind to a picture in another 
person’s mind.

3. The thumbs-up gesture

a. means “okay” in Japan.
b. is a vulgar gesture in Iran.
c. is understood in the same way in all 

cultures. 

4. The following statement about sexual 
orientation is generally accepted as true:

a. sexual orientation is not something 
one chooses or can change.

b. some cultures do not have gay men 
and lesbians. 

c. homosexuality is a learned behavior.

5. In the last stage of ethical development, 
commitment in relativism, we

a. view the world in terms of “good” 
and “bad.”

b. become aware of multiple 
possibilities.

c. defend our own values but respect 
the values of others.

How did you do on the quiz? Check your 
answers: 1. c, 2. a, 3. b, 4. a, 5. c 
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Student Perspectives on Diversity
The following are some student comments on the subject of diversity. Many students have 
faced incidents of discrimination and hope for a better future.

I am always faced with problems because I’m black or my hair is long or because I am 
a large man. I wish people could be more sensitive and love me as a person and 
not judge me based on what I look like.

I am frequently discriminated against because of my religion. I feel really bad when it 
happens and it hurts a lot.

I have always faced discrimination because of my sexual orientation and will probably 
continue to experience discrimination in the future. If you are part of a minority, 
discrimination is inevitable. The key is to not let it drag you down so that you 
become a second-class citizen. That can be accomplished by taking pride in who 
you are and then working to fight against discrimination.

I come from Japan. I noticed that people here think their culture is better than any 
other. I think it’s not bad to love your culture, but it is important to be open to 
other cultures.

There is a story I tell my children about words being nails. When we speak, we pound 
our nails into the other person’s spirit. We can go back and apologize for hurtful 
words and maybe that removes the nail, but it still leaves a hole in the spirit.

If you constantly hear people say that you are not as good as another, you eventually 
start to believe it.

I’ve been discriminated against because I am female and a blonde. When I hear 
blonde jokes, I’ve learned to laugh with people most of the time, but it still hurts 
my feelings.

Discrimination is passed on to the next generation because a child believes what a 
parent tells them. We need to teach our children tolerance for differences.

Discrimination hurts people’s feelings and doesn’t allow them to become successful in 
life because they lose confidence and self-esteem.

Because I am black, salespeople tend to follow me around in the store thinking I am 
going to steal something. People of different races call me “nigger.”

When I was younger, I used to wear thick glasses. People would call me names such 
as “four eyes,” “nerd,” “dork,” and “geek.” I can look back and laugh at this now, 
but it made me feel inferior. Discrimination is based on ignorance and hate.

Black kids used to mistreat me because I was not as black as them.
Once when I was 10 years old, I was playing in the park. I noticed this Caucasian kid 

playing on the slide and he was about to fall off the slide. I went over to catch him 
and the mother ran over to me and told me to take my hands off of him and that 
she would rather have him fall than to have some “nigger” put her hands on him. 
I will never forget this incident!

When I was younger, my father frequently made negative comments about women. 
Because of his prejudice, I felt less worthy of getting equal treatment for equal 
education and work. Now my father is trying to overcome this mindset, and I plan 
to graduate from college to earn equal pay with men.

It is sad that humans can be so cruel to one another. I hope someday this will all end 
and we can live in peace with one another.

By celebrating diversity, all the people of the world could come together and have 
peace.

Marsha
Sticky Note
This section might be better separated into a colored box since it is different from the other sections in the text.  
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KEys To suCCEss

In 1963, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., made a 
famous speech in which he said, “I have a dream 
that my four little children will one day live in a 
nation where they will not be judged by the color 
of their skin, but by the content of their charac-
ter.” Because of his message of brotherhood and 
understanding, his birthday is celebrated as a 
national holiday. Tragically, King was assassi-
nated because of his strong stand against racism. 
We are still working toward his ideal of brotherly 
love.

When I ask students to describe what suc-
cess means to them, they often talk about having 
a good career, financial stability, owning a home, 
and having a nice car. Some students mention 
family and friends and people who are important 
to them. Understanding diversity and appreciating 
other people can add to your personal success and 
enjoyment of life.

To gain perspective on what is important to 
your success, it is interesting to think about what 
people will say about you after you die. What will 
you think is important at the end of your life? 
If you can ponder this idea, you can gain some 
insight into how to live your life now. Go to the 
following website:

http://www.lindaellisonline.com/The_Dash_
Poem_Copyright_Linda_Ellis.htm

Read “The Dash” by Linda Ellis.
Learn to understand, respect, and appreciate 

the different people in your life. Take time to love 
those who are important to you. Focus on coopera-
tion and teamwork on the job. Don’t forget about 
the people you meet on your road to success; they 
are important too. Having an understanding and 
appreciation of diversity will make the world a 
better place to live in.

Diversity Is Valuable and People Are 
Important

J o u r n a l  E n t r i E s

Appreciating Diversity

Go to http://www.collegesuccess1.com/ for Word files of the Journal Entries

Success	over	the	Internet

Visit the College Success Website at http://www.collegesuccess1.com/

The College Success Website is continually updated with new topics and links to 
the material presented in this chapter. Topics include:

•	 Tolerance
•	 Ways	to	fight	hate
•	 Diversity	and	multicultural	resources
•	 Asian-Pacific	students
•	 Latinos
•	 Women
•	 Minorities

Contact your instructor if you have any problems accessing the College Success 
Website.

Marsha
Sticky Note
Is this correct?  Maybe it should be:will make the world a better place in which to live

Marsha
Sticky Note
Use this URL:http://www.collegesuccess1.com/JournalEntries.htm
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Find Someone Who . . .

name  __________________________________________________ Date  _______________

Walk	around	the	classroom	and	find	someone	who	fits	each	description.	Have	the	person	write	his	or	her	name	
on the appropriate line.

_______________________ Shares a favorite hobby

_______________________ Father or mother grew up in a bilingual family

_______________________ Parents or grandparents were born outside the United States

_______________________ Speaks a language besides English

_______________________ Is the first one in the family to attend college

_______________________ Enjoys the same sports

_______________________	Knows	someone	who	has	died	of	AIDS

_______________________ Has a friend or relative who is gay, lesbian, or bisexual

_______________________ Has a disability they have had to overcome

_______________________ Is struggling financially to attend college

_______________________ Has children

_______________________ Is a single parent

_______________________ Has your same major

_______________________	Was	born	in	the	same	year	as	yourself

_______________________ Attended your high school

_______________________ Moved here from out of state

_______________________ Has been in the military

_______________________ Has participated on an athletic team

_______________________ Can play a musical instrument or sing

_______________________ Has played in a band
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Exploring Stereotypes 

name  __________________________________________________ Date  _______________

Part 1.	 We	are	all	 familiar	with	common stereotypes of certain groups. Think about how these groups are 
often portrayed in the media. Quickly complete each statement.

 1. All athletes are  __________________________________________________________________________

 2. All lawyers are  __________________________________________________________________________

 3. All male hairdressers are  __________________________________________________________________

 4. All construction workers are  _______________________________________________________________

 5. All redheads are  _________________________________________________________________________

 6. All	people	with	AIDS	are	 __________________________________________________________________

 7. All people on welfare are  _________________________________________________________________

 8. All young people are  _____________________________________________________________________

 9. All old people are ________________________________________________________________________

 10. All men are  _____________________________________________________________________________

 11. All women are  __________________________________________________________________________

 12. All A students are  ________________________________________________________________________

Part 2. Your instructor will ask you to share the above stereotypes with the class. Then discuss these questions.

 1. What	prejudices	result	from	such	stereotypes?

 2.	 What	is	the	source	of	these	prejudices?

 3.	 What	harm	can	come	from	these	prejudices?
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Exploring Diversity

name  __________________________________________________ Date  _______________

Part 1. Answer the following questions about yourself. You may be asked to share these 
answers with a group of students in your class. 

 1. What	is	your	ethnic	background?

 2. Where	were	your	parents	and	grandparents	born?

 3. How much education do your parents have?

 4.	 What	languages	do	you	speak?

 5. What	is	your	biggest	challenge	this	semester?

 6. What	is	one	of	your	hopes	or	dreams	for	the	future?

 7. What	do	you	enjoy	most?

 8.	 What	is	your	most	important	value	and	why?

 9. What	is	one	thing	you	are	proud	of?

 10. What	is	one	thing	people	would	not	know	about	you	just	by	looking	at	you?

 11. Have you ever experienced discrimination because of your differences? If so, briefly describe this 
discrimination.
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Part 2. Meet with two other students you do not know. Introduce yourself and share answers to the above 
questions. Your instructor will ask you to share your answers to the following questions with the class.

List	three	interesting	things	you	learned	about	other	persons	in	your	group.

1.

2.

3.

Did	you	change	any	assumptions	you	had	about	persons	in	your	group?
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Exploring My Culture

name  __________________________________________________ Date  _______________

Everyone has a unique cultural background based on many different factors. Answer these questions to explore 
your unique culture.

 1. Describe	where	you	grew	up	and	the	school	you	attended.

 2. What	beliefs	did	you	learn	from	your	family?

 3.	 What	beliefs	did	you	learn	from	your	teachers?	How	would	your	teachers	describe	you	as	a	student?

 4. How has your religious training or lack of religious training affected your beliefs?
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 5. If you are in a relationship, describe how your partner has affected your beliefs.

 6. If you have children, how have your values and beliefs changed?

 7. Are	the	beliefs	you	grew	up	with	right	for	you	today?	Why	or	why	not?




