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I chose to intergrate sustainability concepts into the major assignment of the masters-level 

social work course, Practice Competence in Diverse Communties (MSW 720).  

During the previous two iterations of this course that I have taught, students have worked 

in groups to complete an “In-Service” presentation aimed at increasing the awareness of the 

background and needs of a particular racial/ ethnic group. The relationship of the racial/ ethnic 

group to the natural environment had not been included previously; this was the dimension that 

was added to the exisiting assignment.  

My goal was to underscore how cultural history and relationship to the natural 

environment may impact the worldview and belief systems of people from diverse backgrounds. 

In social work, we reinforce the need for students to operate from a systems orientation and adopt 

a person-in-environment perspective. However, too often social work has prized the social 

environment to the exclusion of the natural world.  

Students were divided into four groups for this In-Service assignment: First Nations, 

African-American, Hmong-American, and Latino. Ability of the four groups to successfully address 

these concepts varied widely.  It was evident during the presentations that some groups (the 

Hmong-American group, for example) were able to connect the notion of relationship to the 

natural environment with integral cultural aspects of their assigned racial/ ethnic group.  In their 

presentation, the Hmong-American group discussed the spiritual practices of Hmong people and 

how the natural world informs those practices. Also highlighted was the strong history of 

agriculture in the Hmong community, and how that history has shaped the contemporary Hmong 

community.  



I have attached the assignment sheet and highlighted the section that asks students to 

include attention to the natural environment. Also attached are copies of the slides from two 

groups: The first, from the Hmong-American group, demonstrates a successful effort at including 

relationship to the natural environment as an aspect of cultural understanding. The second, from 

the Latino group, shows the challenges associated with incorporating this content. This group 

covered cultural values, religion, and dominant views related to mental illness; however, they did 

not give explicit attention to the relationship of this ethnic group to the natural environment.  

 

  



 

 

  



  





  



 
  



 


