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Abstract
    This paper discusses how my family and cultural background has impacted me personally and 
as a professional counselor.  Cultural backgrounds and family upbringings impact the way we view the world, the way we think, and the way we pattern our lives.  Unconsciously, we gravitate to what is familiar and embedded in us, especially our values and beliefs.   In today’s time, counselors are working in a changing world of diversity.  For counselors to be equipped to work in this changing world, they must put on the whole armor of self and cultural awareness.  It is important for one to know and understand their own history and backgrounds so they can have the ability to advocate and effectively counsel the clients they serve.  
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Cultural Background
Personal Background and Identity
    I am an African American woman in my forties.  My personal background is, I was born in    Asheboro, North Carolina at Randolph Hospital to Jerry and Eldora Allen. Both of my parents identify as African Americans.  However, my paternal grandmother was biracial.  My grandmother’s father was Caucasian, and her mother was African American and Indian. My parents grew up during segregated times.  My mother has shared stories of when schools were first integrated which happened during her senior year of high school. To this day may parents do not eat at certain restaurants because they once made African Americans go to the back door and they can not stand to hear the word “nigga or nigger” in any context because of the things they went through growing up.  Although their childhood had many challenges my parents did well for themselves. My mother graduated from college and was a schoolteacher.  My father was a truck driver.  I have one sister and we always get asked if we have the same parents.  My skin is brown, I have jet black hair, and I am short.  All features of my mother.    My sister has a very light complexion, blondish brown hair, and is tall.  She resembles my father.    We are a true symbolization of diversity in the same family, all different, beautiful complexions, sizes, shapes, and personalities.    Hoyt Fuller once said, “Throughout this country, black men and women have been given a fever of confirmation.  They are saying, we are black and beautiful (Jackson, 2019).  I grew up in North Carolina in a small town called Randleman.  Randleman is best known for the home of Richard Petty, who is a famous race car driver.  Over the last few years, Randleman has started to become diverse.   When I was growing up the population was mostly Caucasians.  I graduated from Randleman High School in 1996 and there were approximately twelve African American students that graduated out of a class of three hundred students.  My parents believed 
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in going to church, make good grades in school, and behaving appropriately.  Because of my upbringing, I believe in God, I have always made good grades in any school program attended, and I have never been in trouble with the law.  I got married September 10, 2011 and I have one son.  The morals and values that my parents instilled in me as a strong African American human being, I also instill those same morals and values in my son.  
My Cultural Background Awareness and Response
     The first time I became aware of my cultural background was when I was in the third grade.  One my Caucasian friends came home with me after school.  We went and visited my paternal grandmother and when we returned to my parent’s home, my father was there.  My friend turned to me and asked if I had been kidnapped.   She could not understand why my father and his side of the family looked Caucasian.  I quickly replied my father is black and so is his mother.  My own mother had to explain why my father’s side of the family were lighter and that is how I learned about my great grandparents.  I never got the chance to meet my great grandfather because he was deceased when I was born.  I always looked at my father as an African American man and always wondered why he never embraced the Caucasian side.  As I got older, I learned why my father never embraced all his heritage and ethnicity.  Majority of African Americans who grew up during segregation times never fully got over their experiences growing up as an African Americans.  An article that I read dealing with discrimination shared that during African American adolescents’ years there was an increase in racial discrimination experiences and those experiences negatively impacted their adjustments to society (Varner et al, 2019).  Within my family, discussion of real experiences of participating in marches, sit-ins, and protests for equal treatment were discussed.  I have an article of were my aunt had to go to jail for protesting and she talked about how scared she was and the only thing she could do was pray.   Because of 
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those experiences practicing Christianity was very important to our family.  Other important traditions in the African American culture that my family practice is staying connected to relatives and learning about our ancestors, maintaining hospitality, enjoying good cooking during the holidays and get togethers, and gaining education.  I have a strong faith in Christianity.  I am very close to my family and quite often we have first cousins’ gatherings.  At these gatherings we fellowship, cook, and talk about the past and present.  Through my upbringing, I have learned the importance of giving back and helping others in need.  I also teach this practice to my son.  In fact, one of the traditions that I started with my son was the Salvation Army Angel Christmas Tree.  Each year I allow my son to pick and angel off the tree and we shop for that person.  At first, my son did not understand the principle of buying another child toys that he wanted.  Now he understands and looks forward to it each year.  Education was also important in my family.  My maternal grandmother died when my mother was seven.  My mother and her siblings were left to be raised by their father.  They were very poor growing up and my maternal grandfather was an alcoholic.  However, he managed to send his children to church every Sunday and all of them have a bachelor’s degree or higher.  When it comes to education, my mother will always say, no excuses because if we manage to go as poor as we were, others can do the same.  For me, it was not a choice, I knew I would be attending college.  As I look back on the influences my culture had on me, as an adult I practice a lot of the same morals and values.  To be honest, I am thankful for them because it has made me the person I am today.  
Prominent Customs, Practices, Values and Behaviors of my Family’s Background
     I grew up in what most would call a traditional home, in which traditions were important and celebrated, and gender roles were defined.  Elders in the family were respected and their knowledge were valued.  Both of my parents worked.  My mother did a lot of taking care of the 
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children and work that was inside of the home such as cooking and cleaning.  My father took care of the yard work, home maintenance, and vehicles.  My parents made decisions together but majority of the time my father went with whatever my mom suggested. My godparents, aunts, and uncles also played a big role in my life which is another part of my culture.  They provided, supported, and encouraged throughout my upbringing and adult years.  Education was very important not only in my home but for the rest of the family as well.  As I mentioned earlier my mother believed in no excuses when it came to education.  My mother went back and received her master’s degree while being a full-time teacher and wife.  I come from a family of educators.  My parents were able to send my sister and myself to college.  My sister did not finish which was a disappointment to my parents.  Currently my parents are helping to pay for my niece’s college tuition.  My family takes a great deal of pride in being educated, helping one another, and staying connected.  
Influence of Cultural Background in Spirituality and Religion
     My family influenced my connection to religion significantly.  As a child I went to church every Sunday.  I attended Sunday School, sung in the children’s choir, and was very active in the church’s youth group.  I saw my mother praying a lot and she always talked about the goodness of the Lord and how he has been good to her and the family.  When the families get together, we always hold hands in a circle and pray for a few minutes, thanking God for all that he has done.   Religion and spirituality in the African American culture helps with promoting with survival and growing African American communities (Copeland,2018).  Every day, spirituality, religion, and prayer are a part of my daily life.  When I think about the goodness of Jesus and what he has done for me, my soul cries out, hallelujah, praise God for saving me.  
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New Information About my Family’s Background
     Information about my family’s cultural background that I rarely share is when my maternal great grandfather got with my grandmother, his family disowned him.  During that time family’s cultures and ways of thinking were very strong.  I learned that during the time of when my great grandparents were living there were laws prohibiting interracial marriages.  In 1967, the Supreme Court legalized interracial marriages from a ruling that came from a case, Loving versus Virginia (Kratz, 2021).  
Similarities and Differences between my Family of Origin and the Predominant Culture 
       Between my family of origin and my culture there are more similarities than differences.  The similarities continue to be the importance of family, values and morals, family traditions, education, and spirituality and religion.  Those traits will always be embedded in the African American culture.  The relationship between a person and their family have always been strong in the African American culture (Copeland, 2018).  When families connect it serves as a motivation for unity and growth as well as strengthening bonds, praising milestones and accomplishments, connecting with family members, and maintaining the family history (Copeland, 2018).  
        Growing up I recall three experiences dealing with racism.  When I was a teenager the Ku Klux Klan was permitted to march in downtown Randleman.  I understand we have freedom of speech but what I could not understand is why a group was permitted to march that represented hate.  I lost a lost of respect for Randleman because I felt like they could have stood up for what was right and not what was politically correct.  On another occasion in my adult years, I use to be a heart ultrasound sonographer and, in most cases, made more than the nurses.  
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 I walked into a Caucasian patient’s room and she immediately said, I did not call for a CNA.  I explained to her what my role was.  During the procedure we made small talk and she began to ask where I lived.  I told the patient that I lived near Randleman Elementary School.  Her next response was you must live in the housing authority across from the school.  The response burned me up because she was racially stereotyping and implying that all African Americans are on public assistance and can’t afford a home.  I aggressively answered back, no I have a new home by the school which is one of the larger homes in the area and I bought it the age of twenty-seven.  I finished the procedure and exited the room without saying another word.  The last experience of racism deals with my mother.  It was open house night at her school, and this is when the students find out who their teacher are.   A Caucasian lady walked in my mother’s room and saw that my mother was and African American and said I don’t’ want my child in a nigger’s room.  I saw the hurt in my mother’s eyes.  The other parents which some were Caucasian and staff was very upset at what had been said to my mother.  My mother assured them she was alright, but she really was not.  My mother was very respected as a schoolteacher and she would always have parents request for their child to be in her room.  Years later the same lady who had called my mother a nigger came back to her classroom.  She told my mother that she had been saved and wanted to apologize for the ugly comment she made.  My mother being the person she is accepted her apology.  Although experiencing racism hurts, the values and morals you have from your upbringing and family helps you get through those tough times, motivates you to work even harder, and encourages you to stay connected to your faith.  .  African Americans have always been survivors and overcomers, the only difference in today’s time is African Americans are becoming more leaders within businesses and politics.  
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Influence of my own Cultural Background in my Perspective on Racial/ Cultural
 Identity and Development
        My family and culture have always been my lenses on how I see the world and they have given me the tools for my own improvement and cultural awareness.  The research and knowledge gained through this experience has made me even prouder of my African America culture.  It is has made me see the importance of knowing who you and where you came from.  
Being able to identify with your cultural gives you a feeling of belonging and a sense of security.  Cultural awareness also gives people connections to social networks which gives support, shared values, and dreams.  I appreciate the sacrifices and hard work my family has made.  Being able to have access of those who add value to your life is a blessing. It is much deeper than the color of one’s skin, it is about the beauty that is added through knowledge, support, values, morals, and so much more.  I can remember a time that I hated my middle name Elizabeth.  Now I take proud in the name because it was my mother’s and both of my grandparent’s middle name.  I learned how these women who are African American prevailed against all odds and that is inspiring to me.  Through centuries of oppression that African Americans have had to face they have survived and persisted through holding on to African American values and cultures and adopting their practices (Varner et al, 2019).  I will never downplay the things that African Americans went through, and I understand the many challenges that African Americans still face today.  It is important to learn the things your family went through especially African Americans because freedom came with a cost.  Researching about information and knowledge about African Americans shows the progress that has been made but makes you realize the work that needs to 
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be done.  As I continue to parent my child, I will teach him like my upbringing.  I think it is very important to teach my son about his heritage and to always have him in different things that 
teach about diversity so he can learn the importance of his own culture.  I was able to make my son a family tree that will show the names of his grandparents, great grandparents, and great-great grandparents. Also, through this research it also made me aware of how I look at different cultures and the importance of why other cultures should be respected.  Understanding other cultures let you have meaningful interactions and relationships with those you meet.  Being able to interact and build relationships with other cultures allows you to develop respect and appreciation for other people and teaches you how to embrace your differences as well as similarities.  I am proud that I am a part of the African American culture.  The triumphs, struggles, civil rights movements, different artistic and cultural styles within the culture, and political accomplishments creates a unique and beautiful story about African Americans. History that I am proud to be a part of.  I am black and I am proud! 
How my Knowledge and Research of my Family’s Background Shapes my View of 
Social Justice and Advocacy
       My personal background, my African American cultural, my upbringing, and the influences from my family has prepared me to help clients deal with issues that relate to cultural identity, racial and discrimination issues, inequalities, socio-economic statuses, social justice, and client advocacy.  The ACA Code of Ethics call counselors to have knowledge, personal understanding, sensitivity, dispositions, and the ability to have skills to work with clients that are diverse to be a culturally competent counselor (American Counseling Association, 2014).  Starting with self-exploration and awareness of who I am as an African American woman and how I view the world is important.   Self-exploration and awareness are concepts that sound easy but when put 
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the test can be at times challenging.  When a counselor can control their thoughts, emotions, and behaviors they can better effectively help those who has a different background.  As a counselor I should be able to stay true to myself in the things that I feel are important and from things that were instilled in me.  As a counselor, I must understand that every person is not the same and knowing these differences are fundamental to our experiences as humans is important.  I must remember that a key component in the competence of multicultural is to remember that life and counseling are aligned around individuals interacting with people, existing in one system.  Not only multicultural competence but social justice and client advocacy is a journey that is never ending which includes learning, risks, adventures, and discoveries.  My background has equipped me with tools that will help me strive daily to be aware, gain knowledge, and increase skills to work with different cultures in a meaningful way.  The research and knowledge that I gained about my family’s culture and my own background has advantages in many ways.  As an African American, I understand the importance of helping others and treating them with respect and dignity.  I understand the importance of being equal and treated fairly.  I understand the importance of advocating for clients.  There was a time that someone saw the importance in African Americans, some from the same culture and some from different cultures.  It is suggested that as counselors we have a chance to move counseling or therapy in a forward direction by strengthen our commitment to social justice and client advocacy with the purpose of reducing systematic oppression and advocating for justice and equity.  As we move forward we as counselors will have to move out of out comfort zones, be comfortable in being changed by the process, increase our mindset, strive to serve those who have dealt with injustice, challenge areas that are uncomfortable, and establish partnerships with professionals and community team 
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players.  As counselors we cannot take away the social privilege that has been given to us, but we can use it to help others in meaningful ways.  
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