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Entre Nous: Training for Intercultural and Diversity 
Trainers  
By Rhonda L. Margolis and Sally McLean 

Intercultural training is necessary in more and more contexts in the field of workplace training and 
development, including customer service, pre-departure training for international assignments, team 
building, employee engagement, and leadership development. These contexts require a complex set of 
training design and facilitation competencies, with the added dimension of cultural knowledge.  

Through the Centre for Intercultural Communication (CIC) in Continuing Studies at the University of British 
Columbia, we developed a five-day intensive “Training for Intercultural and Diversity Trainers” course.  

The five factors to consider for effective intercultural and diversity trainer development include 

1) Participants: Who are they and what do they come with? 
2) Program leaders: Who are they and what do they bring?  
3) The learning community: Is it a safe, yet challenging, environment for learning?  
4) Theory versus practice: How can models and frameworks enrich our practice? 
5) Skills building and feedback: How do participants practice new skills? 

Participants 

It is particularly important that participants grasp four essential principles embodied in the CIC’s Certificate 
in Intercultural Studies:  

 culture is defined broadly, beyond simply national cultures  
 power and privilege are inherent in all interactions  
 context is key—interactions are affected by relationships among all actors  
 culture-specific descriptions are tricky, and best offered by people from that culture.  

Our participants, who work in a variety of public, private and non-profit sectors, have completed the 
prerequisite “Strategies for Effective Intercultural Communication” course that introduces these principles. 
They arrive prepared to dive into deep conversations about trainer roles and challenges, and to engage in 
practice and feedback early in the training.  

Program leaders 

Leaders require a strong conceptual grounding in adult learning and intercultural theory together with a 
range of personal and professional experience in the field. Diversity in demographic factors such as age, 
race, and experience in both domestic and international diversity issues is particularly important in the 
multi-faceted field of intercultural and diversity training.  

The following participant feedback illustrates the impact of our diversity for participants: 

 Complementary—The combination of deep, deep experience especially in the early years of 
international development and knowledge of the literature.  

 I loved watching community form/providing that safe space to be able to really engage and 
participate frankly and honestly. 

Creating a learning community 

Leaders need to model a working relationship that is trusting, open, and supportive. The title of this article 
“Entre nous” (just between us) became a catch phrase when the facilitators checked in with each other in 
front of the group about how to proceed with an activity, turning a private moment into a public moment 
with the jesting comment. “Entre nous” grew to signify the transparency of feelings, intentions, and 
decisions that marked this memorable program. 

Leaders need to model the skills continually, encourage a critical approach to their own training, and 
cultivate dialogue among participants. They make their intentions and decisions transparent, 
demonstrating strategies such as “thinking on your feet,” storytelling of best mistakes, and showing 
vulnerability that encourages learners to uncover their own. Power differences in the room need to be 
surfaced and discussed without judgment. Conversations about the impact of trainer identity in various 
settings with diverse audiences must be encouraged and explored. 
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Participant feedback highlighted the power of leader modeling: 

 Their co-facilitation modeling, personal stories—humility—makes it seem possible that I could do 
this work.  

 I appreciated the creation of an atmosphere in which I could participate fully and wholeheartedly. 

Bridging theory and practice 

The leaders encourage the embedding of conceptual understanding with practice so that theory is not 
seen as something separate and apart, but rather as a way to ground practice and make sense of 
experience. Conceptual frameworks support demonstrations, experiential activities, and feedback sessions 
and are enhanced through the use of a reflective practice workbook.  

Participants responded positively to the reciprocal notion of theory and practice: 

 This is the glue that has pulled together my theoretical training and past facilitation and presentation 
experiences.  

 There was such a great balance between theory, practice, experiences (good or bad!) that it 
seemed every moment was a learning one. 

 
Skills building and feedback 

In addition to learner-facilitated check-in and closing activities for each day, participants have the 
opportunity to design, co-facilitate, and debrief a short training activity, and receive feedback from their 
peers—all in an environment of appropriate safety, support and challenge. 

Several post-practice steps expanded the learning for all:  

 A formal, ritualized procedure is followed to ensure a deep and respectful reflection and feedback 
process. Participants reflect individually and as a group, and the practice pairs receive feedback on 
what worked well and suggestions for what they might do differently.  

 Program leaders “top up” with relevant intercultural theory and facilitation and training concepts.  
 The group explores adaptations of the activity for particular training contexts to enhance the 

potential for applying the learning to their own work environments  
 Post-program coaching is offered to support participants in ongoing development. 

Participant feedback emphasized the value of the practice sessions: 

 I liked the learner-led activities where I learned from my own actions as well as that of the other 
learners.  

 The whole structure of the practice let us learn so much through others' experiences  

As trainers, the true delight in a program that goes well for both the learners and the facilitators.  

 
Rhonda L. Margolis is a facilitator, coach and consultant specializing in leadership development, 
intercultural communication and training for trainers; r-margolis@telus.net. Sally McLean is a trainer who 
specializes in intercultural communication, particularly in the context of international development. 
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