


This article was written because the demolition industry’s Hispanic
American work force is growing. It is important that the industry’s safety trainers
recognize that cultural differences can have a significant and profound effect on
the success of their worker’s safety training classes and thus on the safety of
their work place. The student’s performance can benefit from the trainer making
class presentation more clear and interesting, thus, helping the students learn to
be safer employees and creating a safer work place.

As a safety trainer, over the years, the majority of workers that were my
“students” were all from the same area in general, with the same exposure to
education, and probably the same classroom environment and background. One
could say the same “educational culture”. Both the teacher and the students
understood the learning experience and how it was to happen in the classroom.
The interaction that occurred between teacher and the student was a given. Third
grade students would be asked a question by the teacher and the majority of the
students would raise their hand trying to be the one selected to answer the
teacher’s question. When presenting training to adult workers, the same
approach by the teacher was done and a student response was expected.
Maybe not as much so by the adult students, but still some would attempt to
answer the question. This was and is today, in the majority of classroom
environments in America, the common experience shared. However, this may
not always hold true.

In May 2001, I, along with 15 of my coworkers, attended a one-week class
on Hazardous Waste Operations. This is a required training class for workers
that are preparing to perform environmental abatement. Of the sixteen students
in attendance, fourteen (14) were Hispanic males, most natives of Mexico, all
laborers, and a Caucasian male, who was a heavy equipment operator, and
myself. The class content included some basic chemical information,
mathematics, and physics. Subjects include, fire safety, chemical safety, and the



selection of appropriate personal protective equipment. The instructors were all
Caucasian, both male and female, middle aged, with knowledge and actual
hands on experience of their subject matter.

The usual style of teaching in these types of classes is a short explanation
of the subject matter, maybe a short film or slide presentation, and then
questions by the instructor with a response from one or more of the students.
During the question and answer sessions, I noticed that the only people
responding to the questions were the operating engineer and myself. What I
found interesting was that I could hear the Hispanic students around me
responding correctly, but in hushed tones. This continued for the next few days,
and it caused me to wonder why the students would not answer the questions
asked by the instructors. I also noted an interesting dynamic occurring. I realized
that this “non-response” was becoming a concern for several reasons. The
instructors did not think the Hispanic students were “getting it” and, subsequently,
were becoming frustrated because of the lack of student response. They
continuously repeated the information, and the students were wondering why the
instructors kept repeating the instructional material. All of these “non-responses”
led to the slow pace of the class and the way the information was being
presented by the instructors.

I discussed the situation with two of the instructors after class and there
was some concern on their part that the Hispanic students might fail the final
certification test. I was not concerned about their passing the test. I knew from
past classes that I had presented, that they would all be successful. I was more
interested in the reason why this dynamic was taking place and what effect it was
having on the instructors and the students.

After class on the second day, I discussed the situation with the Hispanic
students as to why they were not responding in class. They, as a group, stated
that they knew the most of the answers to the questions being asked, but they



were hesitant in responding because they did not want to be set up for ridicule by
their fellow students. They were concerned that they would “misspeak” or say
something “silly” in answering the questions. This would cause their fellow
students to ridicule or make fun of him. I saw an example of this during one of the
early classroom sessions. One of the Hispanic students did “misspeak”, using a
term incorrectly, and he was chided by some of the students. He was
embarrassed enough that he did not respond again. The class continued through
the week, with all of the students passing their final examination with flying
colors. For my part, I was intrigued as to what cause or effect, if any, did culture
play in this classroom event.

I interviewed an Educational Counselor at Cristo Rey Catholic High
School, Chicago, Illinois, a Jesuit high school with a predominantly Hispanic
student body; I explained my reason for seeking her help, what I observed during
the class, and the response from the students and the instructors. She was very
informative and patient. She offered several reasons for this to have happened.
Although she qualified her statements as being solely her opinion, based on her
experience at the high school, she did say that these are traits that have a
tendency to hold true. She stated that the classroom protocol of schools in
Mexico is much more formal than schools of the United States. Students are
usually addressed as an individual when queried in class. There is more of a
deference to the teacher as an authoritarian figure and is addressed the same.
Teachers do not usually ask a question of the whole class; the question is usually
put to one student for his or her response.  She understood and was sympathetic
to the reason given by some of the students as a fear of being “made fun of” and
“kidded.” This is not an acceptable position to be placed in for Hispanic men.

Another comment that the counselor offered was that the Hispanic
students tend to remain together in a group and attempt to protect the group as a
whole. These comments were interesting and somewhat predictable. Most
immigrants to a new country, or place for that matter, have a tendency to stick



together based on familiarity at the very least. Obviously, there are several
questions that could be explored on the culture of immigrants and many articles,
theories, and models have been written. I am focusing only on this specific
instance of my observation and using it as a learning tool and possibly an act of
awareness.

 In researching this question I discovered that there have been some
recent models created to attempt to study cultural diversity. One model, the
“Hofstede Culture Orientation Model,” as reported in the Spring, 1995 issue of
The ACA Journal, classifies cultures based on where they fall on four
continuums.  They are Individual versus Collective Orientation, Power Distance
Orientation, Uncertainty Avoidance Orientation and Dominant Values Orientation.

The Individualism/Collectivism dimension focuses on relationships
between individuals and the group. Highly Individualistic cultures believe the
individual is the most important. They encourage people to take care of
themselves, and make decisions based on individual needs. The Highly
Collective culture believes the group is the most important unit. They encourage
primary loyalty to the group such as a nuclear family, extended family, caste or
organization. Decision-making is based on what is best for the group, not the
individual. The individual expects the group to take care of him/her. Some of the
consequences of the individualistic cultures are that people will speak out, be
confrontational and questioning, and are direct.

In the Collectivist culture people have a tendency to blend in more, avoid
conflict, and to seek out intermediaries. Based on the first continuum of the
Hofstede theory, the Hispanic students lean more towards the “collectivism”
element than the “individualistic.”

In Uncertainty Avoidance, the focus is on how cultures adapt to change
and handle uncertainty. The central point is on the extent to which a culture feels
threatened or is anxious about ambiguity. Some of the basic traits of High



Uncertainty Avoidance are; there are more formal rules, details are preferred,
less tolerance of deviant ideas, consensus seeking, risk tends to be minimized,
very ritualistic, and belief in absolute truth. Low Uncertainty Avoidance believes
that the fewer rules the better, generalization and deviance is tolerated, individual
opinions are sought, risk taking is approved, ceremony is avoided, and relativity
of belief is accepted. The High Uncertainty Avoidance Culture tends to be low in
modernization, is often in highly changeable economic, political, and social
situations, and is often characterized by absolute religions such as Catholicism
and Islam. The Low Uncertainty Avoidance culture tends to be stable,
modernized, and religions emphasize relativity such as Buddhism and
Unitarianism.

Some of the consequences for the High Uncertainty Avoidance culture are
that they are more resistant to change and are often characterized by elaborate
rituals. Low Uncertainty Avoidance cultures tend to accept competition and
conflict, and tolerate dissent and deviance. In this element the Hispanic students
tend to fall in the High Uncertainty Avoidance category, as most of the
observations are from the High Uncertainty Avoidance predictors.

Power Distance, Hofstede’s third element in his cultural theory, deals with
the nature of human relationships in terms of hierarchy and rules. The basic
elements of High Power Distance are that power and authority are facts of life,
whereas Low Power Distance would tend to minimize social and class structures.
In High Power, everyone has a set place in the culture; just the opposite is true in
the Low Power distance, as there is no set hierarchy. In the High Power Distance
those in power emphasize position, in Low, those in power minimize position.

Regarding authority, the High Power Distance respects it and believes it
should be centralized, whereas the Low respects individuality and feels that it
should be decentralized. Some of the consequences of High Power Distance are
that obedience to authority is expected, language is filled with power and



hierarchy indicators, and managers and teachers tend to be autocratic while
subordinates expect direct supervision. In Low Power Distance cultures, the
emphasis is on challenging decisions and expecting autonomy and
independence. In this dimension of Hofstede’s theory, the Hispanic students
could be placed in the High Power Distance section as they see the teacher as
the ultimate authoritarian in the classroom and they recognize his authority as
final.

The fourth element of Hofdstede’s Cultural Orientation Model is Dominant
Values Orientation, the relationship between the masculine and the feminine, and
how these two elements are perceived by the culture. Masculinity is perceived as
the trait that emphasizes ambition, acquisition of wealth, and differentiated
gender roles. Femininity is seen to be the trait that stresses caring and nurturing
behaviors, environmental awareness, sexual equality and more fluid gender
roles. Some of the consequences of a masculine society are that they tend to
see men as assertive and woman as nurturing.  Men tend to be competitive,
visibly striving for success, and are vocation oriented. In the feminine culture or
society, both men and women are in nurturing roles and much less emphasis is
placed on assertiveness for either the man or the woman. Both men and women
focus on cooperation and awareness of those in need. I believe that, based on
my observation and interviews with the students and Ms. Romero, the students
would probably reflect the “masculine” dimension of Hofstede’s model.

It is important to understand your employees’ cultures, why things happen
in your training classrooms and why they don’t. As I stated in this article, cultural
differences can lead to perceptions that are wrong and misleading both for the
teacher and the student. If safety trainers take the time to educate themselves
about their employee/students’ culture and try to apply that knowledge to the
training sessions, great success can be found. It can lead to a better training
session, better understanding and a safer work place for our industry’s workers.
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