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Schoals invite inquiries and article submissions.
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Schools, 1001 E, Keefe Ave., Milwaukee, WI 53212. Call toll free 1-800-669-

4192, E-mail: RSBusiness@aol.com. Visit the web site: www.rethinking
schools.org. '

Multiculturalism, Social Justice,
and Critical Teaching

S.onié Nieto

Editors’ Notes: We begin this volume with excerpts from Sonia
Nieto’s widely read Affirming Diversity, which connects a frame-

- work of multicultural education to critical pedagogy. Nieto believes
that multicultural education in a sociopolitical context can offer
hope for change, explore alternatives to traditional teaching systems,
and open up awareness of the role culture and language can play in
education. The first excerpt defines seven characteristics of multi-
cultural education. The second provides a model for educators who
want to incorporate multicultural education into their curriculum
and instruction. A particularly useful chart showing the characteris-
tics and levels of multicultural education concludes these excerpts.
Nieto’s emphasis on “social justice” in critical multiculturalism
places her in the Freirean context of activist education.

1: Multicultural Education and School Reform

‘When multicultural education is mentioned, maty people first think of lessons

in human relations and sensitivity training, units about ethnic holidays, educa-
tion in inner-city schools; or food festivals. If limjted to these issues, the po-
tential for substantive change in schools is severely diminished. However, when
broadly conceptualized, multicultural education can have a grest impact on

redefintig oW e Tour areas of potential school conflict already discussed can

be addressed. These are; raciem and discritmnation, structural factors within
schiootstharmay Tinit learniig, the impact of culture on learning, and language

1
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Given Ithese taveats, we can nevertheless say that multicultural education
con_ceptuahze-d as broad-hased school reform, can offer hope for change By fo:
cusing on major factors contributing to underachievement, 3 broadly clonce -
tualized multicultyral education permits educators o explore alternatives topa
systern that leads to failure for too many of its students, Such an explanation

over the past 20 years amon g the major theorists in the field, there has been re-
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«you thinking about the interplay of societal and school structures and contexis
and how they influence learning, What I believe is essential is an emphasis on
-the sociopolitical context of education and a rejection of multicultural educa-

tion as either a superficial adding of content to the curriculum, or alternatively,
as the magic pill that will do away with all educational problems. I hope that in

~the process of considering my definition, you will think about multicultural ed-

ucation in a substantive way and develop your own priorities,

A Definition of Multicultural Education
1 define multicultural education in a sociopolitical context as follqws: ’

Multicultural education is a process of comprehensive school reform and ba-
sic education for all students. It challenges and rejects racism and other forms
of discrimination in schools and seciety and accepts and affirms the pluralism
(ethnic, racial, linguistic, religious, economic, and gender, among others) that
students, their communities, and teachers represent. Multicultural education
permeates the curriculum and instructional strategies used in schools, as well
a3 the interactions among teachers, students, and parents, and the very way
that schools conceptualize the nature of teaching and learning, Because it uses
critical pedagogy as its underlying philosophy and focuses on knowledge,
reflection, and action (praxis) as the basis for social change, multicultural ed-
ucation promotes the democratic principles of social Justice.

The seven basic characteristics of multicultural education in this defini-
tion are:

Multicultoral education is antiracist education.

Multicultural education is basic education.

Multiculiural education is important for all students.

Multicultural education is pervasive,

Multicultural education is education for social justice,

Multicultural education is a process.

Multicultural education is critical pedagogy.

Multicultural Education I's Antiracist Education

Antiracism, indeed antidiscrimination in general, is at the very core of a multi-
cultural perspective. This is especially important to keep in mind when we con-
sider that only the most superficial aspects of multicultural education are ap-
parent in many schools, even those that espouse a multicultural philosophy.
Celebrations of ethnic festivals are as far as it goes in some places. In others,
sincere attempts to decorate bulletin boards or purchase materials with what is
thought to be a multicultural perspective end up perpetuating the worst kind of
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Or example, in frying to make Martin Luther King, It

ble.to the mainstream, schools have made him a Milquetoast. The only
most children know about him s that he kept having a dream. Bulletin
siare full of ethereal pictures of Dr. King surrounded by clouds. If chil-
get to read or hear any of his speeches at all, it is his “T Have a Dream™
geh, Rare indeed are the allusions to his early and consistent oppositian to
jetnam War; his strong criticism of unbridled capitalism; and the con-
ons-he made, near the end of his life, among racism, capitalism, and war.
ptin Euther King, a man full of pagsion and life, becomes lifeless. He he-
mes a “safe hero.” . _ :
':Most of the heroes we present to our children are either those in the main-
ream-or those who have become safe by the process of “tailoring.” Others
hohave fought for social justice are often downplayed, maligned, or simply
nored. For example, although John Brown’s actions in defense of the libera-
on of enslaved people are considered noble by many, in our history books he
s presented, if at all, as somewhat of a crazed idealist. Nat Turner is another
example. The slave revolt that he led deserves an important place in our history,
«only to acknowledge that people fought against theit own oppression and
were not simply passive or victimized by it. Yet his name is usually overlooked,
and Abraham Lincoln is presented as the “great emancipator.” Nat Turner is
not safe; Abraham Lincoln is.

++ To_ be antiracist also means to work affirmatively to combat racism. It
means making antiracism and antidiscrimination an explicit part of the cur-
riculum and teaching young people skills in confronting racism. It also meang
that students must not be isolated, alienated, or punished for naming it when
they see it. If developing productive and critical citizens for a democratic soci-
ety is one of the important goals of public education, antiracist behaviors can
-help to meet that objective.

" Racism is seldom mentioned in school (it is bad, a dirty word) and there-
fore is not dealt with. Unfortunately, many teachers think that simply having
lessons in getting along or celebrating Human Relations Week will make
students nonracist or nondiscriminatory in general. Yet it is impossible to be
unaffected by racism, sexism, linguicism, ageism, anti-Semitism, classism, and
ethnocentrism in a society characterized by all of them. Ta expect schools ta be
an oasis of sensitivity and understanding in the midst of this stratification is
unrealistic, Therefore, part of the mission of the school' becomes creating the

space and encouragement that legitimales falk about racism and diserimination
and makes it a 5oiife of dialogie in the schools, Patt of this task includes learn-
ing the missing or fragmented parts of oiir history.

Multicultural education is also antiracist because it exposes the racist and
discriminatory practices i

ces 1 schools discossed-in-preceding chapters:A-school
truly committed to a?ﬁﬁfcﬁﬁﬁﬁ]"ﬁhilﬁ"s’é"ﬁﬁj}”ﬁil‘l‘Ei'ﬁﬁ“élywéi’cﬁnine ifs policies
and the attitudes and behaviors of its staff to determine how these might be
discriminating against some students. How teachers react to their students,
whether native language use is permitted in the school, how sorting takes place,
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writing, arithmetic, and computer literacy. When multicultural education is yn-
selated to the core curriculum, it is perceived as unimporiant to basic education.

One of thié Thajor stumbling blocks to tmplementing a broadly conceptual-
ized multicultural education is the ossification of the “canon” in our schools,

“The canon, as used in contemporary U.S, education, assumes that the knowl-

¢dge that is most worthy is already in place. According (o this rather narrow
view, the basics have in effect already been defined. Knowledge, in this con-
text, is inevitably European, male, and upper class in origin and conception,
especially in the arts and social sciences. In art history, courses rarely leave
France, Italy, and sometimes England in consideting the “great miasters.” What
is called “classical” music is classical only in Burope, not in Africa, Asia, or
Latin America. This same enthnocentrism is found in our history books, which
places Europeans and Buropean Americans as the actors and all others as the

« Tecipients, bystanders, or bit players of history.

It is unrealistic, for a number of reasons, to expect a perfectly “equal treat-
ment” in the curriculum. A force-fit, which tries to equalize the number of
African Americans, women, Jewish Americans, and so on in the curricutum, is
not what multicultural education is all about. A great many groups have in effect
‘been denied access in the actual making of history. Their participation there-
fore has not been equal, at least if we- consider history in the traditional senge
of great movers and shakers, monarchs and despots, and makers of war and
peace. The participation of diverse groups, even within this somewhat narrow
view of history, has been appreciable. It therefére deserves to be inchided. The
pointjs that those who have been present in our history, arts, literature, and sci-
- ence should be made visible. More recent literature anthologies are a good ex-
ample of the inclusion of more voices and perspectives than ever before. Did
these become “great writers” overnight, or was it simply that they had been
buried for too long?

However, we are not talkj “contributions” approac
to history, literature, and the arts. Such an approach may consider some small
contributi

by I%MQEMregongm’ ed canon. Rather, the way in which
generally excluded-groups have made history and affected ihe arts, Jiteratiire,
geography, science, and philosophy on their own terms is what i5 missing:

Thmmmm as one-
sided as it appears in most of our schools’ curricula, What is needed is ihe ex-
pansion of what we define as basic by opening up the curricutum to a variety of
‘perspectives and experiences. The problem that a canon tries to address is a real
one: Modern-day knowledge is so dispersed and compartmentalized that our
young pecple learn very little that is common. There is no core to the knowl-
edge to which they are exposed.’ However, proposing a static list of terms, al-
most exclusively with Buropean and European American referents, does little
te expand our common culture,

The alternative to multicultural education is monocultiral education, Edu-
cation reflective of only one reality and biased toward the dominant group,

illy excluded grotps and can easily become patronizing

R
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with a wide diversity of people. Nothin i i
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- Multicultural Education Is Important for AUl Studenss

Thege is a wides_gread perception that inulticultural education is only for stu-
dents of color, or for urban stiudents,

: ool or for so-called disadvantaged Studen(s.
This belief Is probably based on the rmmaﬁiﬁich
grew out of the civil rights and equal education movements of the 1960s. The
primgry. objective of muliicultural education was defined as addressing the
needs of Stud&%glﬂ_f@d been most neglected or miseducated by
the schoals, primarily students of color, T trying Mt
was felt that attention should be paid to developing curriculum and materi;ﬂs
thgt reﬂe-ct- the reality of these students® history, culture, and experience and that
tlnls cuxl'nculum should be destined particularly for inner'—city schools populated
primarily by children of color, This thinking was historically necessary and is
unde.rstandable even today, given the great curricuiar imbalance that continues
to exist in most schools.

) More recen_t_ly a br?_afzi:_r_gonceptualization of multicultural education has
gained acceptfiiice TFi5 That all students are miseducated to the oxtent that ihs
recéive only a partiat amdtbimssd ecucation. The primary victims of biased odu.

catxomvwﬁﬁ"ﬁfé“fﬁwsﬂﬂ?m the curriculum, Females, for example, are
absent in most curricula, except in special courses on women's history which

terials, they, too, are a double-edged sword, The message of these courses to
bpth females and males is, as Shakeshaft has noted, that there are two kinds of
fnstory:‘women’s history, which is peripheral, and American history, which is
‘real” history.S Working-class history is also absent in virtually all U.S. curric-
ula. Anyon found, for example, that the content of the social studies éufriculum
was the least honest about U.S, history,‘in the working-class schools than in all

the others she observed.” The children of the working class are deprived not
only of a more forthright education but, more important, of a place in history,
and students of all social class backgrounds are likewise deprived of a more
honest and complete view of our history.

Although the primary victims of biased education continue to be those
who are invisible in the curriculum, those who figure prominently are victims

as well. They receive only a partial education, which legitimates cultural blind-

ers. Buropean American children, seeiitg only themselves, Teard that they aze
the norm; everyone else is secondary. The same is true of males. And the chil- -
dren of the wealthy, although generally exposed to a more comprehensive view
of history, learn nevertheless that the wealthy and the powerful are thé real
makers of history, the ones who have left their mark on civilization.

Multicultural education is by definition expansive. Because it is about ail

people, it is als5) fE"r"éﬂ"ﬁéBﬁiéﬁggﬁaE'Eé_fff—tﬁéi‘fve_tﬁ'flﬁit'ji;“langqggE‘reli'gion-;v
gender, tace, or class. It can even be convincingly argued that students from the
dominant culture need multicultural education more than others, for they are
often the most miseducated about diversity in our sociéty. In fact, Buropean
American youths often feel that they do not even have a culture, at least not in
the same sense that clearly culturally identifiable youths do, At the same time,
they feel that their way of living, of doing things, of believing, and of acting are
simply the only possibilities. Anything else is ethnic and exotic.

* Feeling as they do, these children are prone i develop an unrealistic view
of the world and of their place in it, They learn to think of themselves and
their group as the norm and of all others as a deviation. These are the children
who learn not to question, for example, the name of “fesh-colored” adhesive
strips even though they are not the flesh color of three-quarters of humanity.
They do not even have to think about the fact that everyone, Christian or not,
gets holidays at Christmas and Easter and that other religions holidays are given
littie attention in our calendars and school schedules. Whereas childrén from
dominated groups may develop feelings of inferiority based on their school ex-
petiences, dominant group children may develop feelings of superiority. Both
responses are based on incomplete and inaccurate information about the com-
plexity and diversity of the world; and both are harmful.

Nevertheless, multicultural education continues to be thought of by many
teachers and schools as education for the “culturally different” or the “dis-
advantaged.” Teachers in predominantly European American schools, for ex-
ample, may feel it is not important or necessary to teach their students anything
about the civil rights movement; likewise only in scattered bilingual programs
in Mexican American communities are students exposed to Jiterature by Mexi-
can and Mexican American authors; and only at high schools with a high per-
centage of students of color are ethnic stndies generally taught. These are eth-
nocentric interpretations of multicultural education.

This thinking is paternalistic as well as misinformed. Anything remotely di-
gressing from the “regular” (European American) curriculum is automatically
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Multicultural Education s Pervasive

:/ISL;ucul_tlgalfﬁu?tion is sometimes thought of as semething that happens at
perioc of the day, yet another subject area

day, ye to be covered. Some school gvs.
tems even have a “multicultyral teacher” who goes from class to class instyhse

teachers avoid responsibility for creating a multicultural approach, this strategy
often alienates them by presenting multicultural knowledge as somehow con-
tradictory to all other knowledge. The schism between what js “regular” and
what is “multicultural” widens. In this kind of arrangement, classroom teach-.
ers are not encouraged, through either formal in-service programs or alterna-
tive opportunities, to develop expertise in multicultural education. It becomes
exotic knowledge that is external to the real work that goes on in most class-
rooms. Given this conception of multicultiral education, if is no wonder that
teachers sometimes feel that it is a ftill they cannot afford. :
Atrue multicultural approach to education is pervasive. It permeates every-

thing the schiool ¢liffiate, physical environment; curricutuny, and felationships
among leachers and students and community. It can be seen in every lesson,
curficialum guide, unit, bulletin board, and lefter that is sent home; it can be
seen in the process by which books and audiovisnal aids are acquired for the
library, in the games played during recess, and in the lunch that is served, Thus,

" multicultural education is a philosophy, a way of looking at the world, not

simply a program or a class or a teacher. In this comprehensive way, multi-
cultural education helps us rethink school reform.

Whatmight this multicultural philosophy mean in the way that schools are
organized? For ong, it would probably mean the end of tracking, which in-
evitably favors some students over others. It would also mean that the com-
plexion of the school, both literaily and figuratively, would change. That is,
there would be an effort to have the entire school staff be more representative

of our hation’§ iversity. Pervasiveness probably would also be apparent in The
great variety and creativity of ingtructional strategies, so that students from all
cultural groups, and females as well as males, would benefit from methods
other than the traditional. The curriculum would be completely overhauled and
would include the histories, viewpoints, and insights of many different peoples
and both males and females. Topics considered dangerous could be talked
about in classes, and stadents would be encouraged to become critical thinkers.
Textbooks and other instructional materials would also reflect a pluralistic per-
spective. Parents and community pecple would be more visible in the schools
because they would offer a unique and helpful perspective that e gchool
would welcome. Teachers, parents, and students Would Have the Giiparterity to
work to:ggt"ﬁer to design motivating and multiculturally appropriate curricula,
In other less global but no less important ways, the multicultural school
would probably look vastly different as well. For example, the lunchroom
might offer a variety of international meals, not because they are exotic do-
lights but because they are the foods pEGPIE in the community eat daily. Sports
and games (rom all over the world might be played, and not all would be coti-
petitive. Letters would be sent homie in the Janguages that parents understand ™
Children would not be punished for speaking their native language; on the con-
trary, they would be encouraged to do so and it would be used in their instruc-
tion as well. In summary, the school would be a learning environment in which
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Multiculturg) Education Is Education for Social Justice

All good education connects theory
Paulo Freire defines as praxis 1 In
shect] . .
rfg:;\ifﬁ meanshlgirmng how to think i "ﬁﬁf@?ﬁﬁﬁéﬁ?@‘ﬁj‘m&ﬁ
£ on what we | learn, and_putting our learning into action, Multicu] ’

i ﬂ_g__ﬁ ion, cultural

10n for so-

This aspect of multicnltural educag i icularly well with the de.
RECE of muylti ~Caucation.fits in part i
velop_ri'lrental level of young people who, starting ) .

mon - . Lo
o o;}l;ét?;:llﬂctu_rrltﬁuia;handl-unrmagmatwe pedagogy ntitigate against thig lofty
. 1s that the claim of democracy is i :
: : perceived as a i
rellizvint 1ssue In many schools, Giroux, for example o and i
ca i "
unc:iﬁtht; dlscc.)ur‘se of democracy” has been trivialized to mean such things ag
demo(;f:ti cpatnott_lsm and mandatory pledges to the flag,’3 In many schgols
bractices are found only in textbook: i ,
of pCrati | ' oks and confined to discussion.
! pracﬁzeggslzfsvolguqn, but most schools provide liitle chance for student:
. ~t0-day democracy. Social justi
(hie st 2 Y. Social justice becomes an empty concept in
Ther i
how th: :I agle homerous examples c‘»f the mismatch between stdents’ lives and
o SChO); e lsc?nMnected from their school experiences, Commiﬁs found that
©8 of Mexican American children i
‘ . were not onl
most diametrically Opposed to their home lives, 14 o e ol

: ne Pp: Although the chj],
their families were lnUmately acquainted with the issucf of unfic:ciﬁgni:g

‘the curriculum. The children found that what they learned at school could nbt

be applied to their lives outside of school. In contrast, Moll’s research in effec- -
tive classrooms for Latino students found that teachers in these classrooms
encouraged their students to use personal experiences to make sense of their
school experiences.'® Topics that might be considered controversial because
they concerned community issues were commonplace in these classrooms and
were used to expand students’ literacy. This might be the case, for example, in
exploring issues of language discrimination, police brutality, or homelessness
in the community.

The fact that social structures and power are rarely discussed in school
should come as no surprise. Schools are organizations fundamentally concerned
with maintaining the status quo and not exposing contradictions that make
pecple uncomfortable in a society that has democratic ideals but wherein demo-
cratic realities are not always apparent. Such contradictions include the many
manifestations of inequality. Yet schools are also supposed to wipe out these in-
equalities. To admit that inequality exists and that it is even perpetuated by the
very institutions charged with doing away with it are topics far too dangerous
to discuss. Nevertheless, such issues are at the heart of a broadly conceptual-
ized multicuttural perspective because the subject matter of schooling is soci-

ety, with all its wrinkles and warts and contradictions. And because.society is
concerned with ethics and with the distribution of power, status, and rewards,
education must focus on these concerns as well.

Although the connection of multicultural education with students’ rights
and responsibilities in a democracy is unmistakable, many young people do not
learn about these responsibilities, the challenges of democracy, or the tmpor-
tant role of citizens in ensuring and maintaining the privileges of democracy. A
major study on adolescents found, for example, that most youths know little
about the political process and do not make connections between the actions of
government and the actions of citizens.' This is precisely where multicultural
education can have a great impact. Not only should classrooms aliow discus-
sions that focus on social justice, but they should in fact welcome them. These
discussions might center on concerns that heavily affect culturally diverse com-
munities—poverty, discrimination, war, the national budget—and what stu-

dents can do to change them. Schools cannot be separated from social justice.
Because all of these concerns are pluralistic, education must of necessity be
multicultural.

Multicultural Education Is a Process

Curriculum and materials represent ihie contens of multicultural education, but

multicultural education is above all a process, First, it is ongoing and dynamic.

e e .
No one ever stops becoming a multicultural person, and knowledge is never

complete. Thus, there is no established canon, frozen in cement. Second, it is a
process because it involves relationships among people. The sensitivity and
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Multicultural Education Is Critical Pedagogy

Knowledge is reither neutral nor apolitical,

ers and schools as 17Tt were Consequent Prese S-tonds
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1{:35, history, inclyding educational history, is fuli
sies, and ideological struggles. The debate concerning the canon and cultyral
literacy versus the need for multicoltural literacy in the curriculum is one ex-
ample.!” These controversies and conflicts are often left at the schoolhouse
door. Yet.every educational decision made ar any level, whether by a teacher or
by an entire school system, reflects the political ideology and worldview of the
decision maker. Decisions to dismantle tracking, discontinye standardized tests
Iengt!qen the school day, use one textbook rather than another, study the Harlen;
Ren.afssance, or use learning centers rather than rows of chairs—.all of thege
decisions reflect 5 Particular view of lzarners and of education,

of great debates, controver-

1t is important to understand that as teachers, al! the decisions we make, no
matter how neutral they seem, may impact in unconscious but fundamentaf
ways the lives and experiences of our students. This is true of the curriculum,
books, and other materials we provide for our stydents. State and Tocal guide-
lines and mandates may Hmit what particular schools and teachers choose to
teach, and this too is a political decision. What is excluded is often as telling as
what is included. Because most literature taught at the high schaol level, for in-

slance, is heavily male and Eurocentric, the roles of women, people of color,
and thosé who write in other languages are thus diminished, unintentionally
or not.

A myjor problem with a monecultural eurriculum is that it gives students
only one way of seeing the world. Reality is often presented in schools as static,
finished, and flat. The underlying tensions, controversies, passions, and prob-
lems faced by people throughout history and today are sadly missing. To be
truly informed and active participants in a democratic society, students need to
understand the complexity of the world and of the many perspectives involved.
They have to understand that there is not only one way of seeing things, nor
even two or three. A handy number to keep in mind, simply because if reflects
how complex a process it really is, is 17: There are at least 17 ways of under-
standing reality, and until we have Igarned to do that, we have only part of the
truth,

WE@EQQ_IE,?E‘E by “17 ways of understanding reality”? I mean that there

are multiple perspectives on every issue. Unfortunately, most of 08 Fava Bean ™

given only the “safe” or standard way of inferpreting events and issues. Text- -
books in all subject areas exclude information about unpopular perspectives, or
the perspectives of disempowered groups in our society. For instance, there are
few U.S. history texts that assume the perspeetive of working-class people,
although it is certainly true (hat they were and are the backhene of cur coun-
try. Likewise, the immigrant experience is generally treated as a romantic and
successful odyssey rather than the traumatic, wrenching, and often less-than-
idyllic situation it was and continues to be for so many. Furthermore, the ex-
periences of non-European immigrants or those forcibly incorporated into the
United States are usually presented as if they were identical to the experiences
of Europeans, which they have not at all been. And finally, we can be sure that
if the perspectives of women were taken seriously, the school curriculum would
be altered dramatically. Unless all students develop the skill to see reality from
multiple perspectives, not only the perspective of dominant groups, they will
continue te think of it as linear and fixed and to think of themselves as passive
in making any changes.

According to Banks, the main goal of a multicultural currieulum is to help
students develop decision-making and social action skills, !® By doing so, sto-
dents learn 1o View events and S1TUalions o ViTigty of perspectives. A mul-
ticultiral approach values diversity and €ncourages critical thinking, reflection,
and action. Through this process, students can be empowered as well. This is
the basis of critical pedagogy. Its opposite is what Freire calls “domesticating
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-and act on the inconsigtencies they uncover. A multicultural perspective does

not simply operate on the principle of sybstifuting one. “irifh” ot Fegspective
for anothrer Rattiet, T reflects on multiple and contradictory perspectives to un-
derstand reality Tiore T0lly. In additton, it uses the understanding gained from
reflection 0 make changes. Thus teachers and students sometimes need to
learn to respect even those viewpoints with which they may disagree, not to
teach that which is “politically correct” but rather to teach students to develop
a critical perspective about what they hear, redd, or see.
Consider the hypothetical English literature book previously mentioned. .
Let us say that students and their teacher have decided to review the textbook
to determine whether it fairly represents the voices and perspectives of a nam-
ber of groups. Finding that it does not is in itself a valuable learning experience.
However, if nothing is done with this analysis, it remains academic; it becomes
mare meaningful by being used as the basis for further action. Students might
propose, for example, that the English department order a more culturally in-
clusive anthology for the coming year. They might decide to put together their
own book, based on literature with a variety of perspectives. Critical pedagogy,
however, does not always mean that there is a linear process from krowledge to
reflection to action. If this were the case, it would become yet another mecha-
nistic strategy. Furthermore, reflection and action do not take place only within
high school classes. On the contrary, critical pedagogy can take place from
the preschool level on. 2

Critical pedagogy is also an exploder of myths. It helps to expose and dé-
mystify as well as dymythologize some of the truths that we have been taught
to take for granted and to analyze them critically and carefully. Justice for all,
equal treatment under the law, and equal educational opportunity, although cer-
tainty ideals worth believing in and striving for, are not always a reality. The
problem is that we teach them as if they were always real, always true, with no
exceptions. Critical pedagogy allows us to have faith in these ideals without
uncritically accepting their reality.

Critical pedagogy is based on the experiences and viewpoints of students
rather than O an fiposed-culiire: 1 &5 therefore multicultural as well because
the mast successful education is that which begims with the learner, SHdsHT
themselves are the foundation for the curriculum. Neverthelsss, a liberating
education takes students beyond their own particular and therefore limited ex-
periences, no matter what their background. . :

Critical pedagogy is not new, although it has gone by other terms in other
times. In our country, precursors to critical pedagogy can be found in the work
of African American educators such as Carter Woodson and W, E. B. DuBois.*
In Brazil, the historic work of Paulo Freire has influenced literacy and libera-
tion movements throughout the world. Even before Freire, however, what could
be called critical pedagogy was being practiced in other parts of the world.
Many years ago, Sylvia Ashton-Warner, teaching Maori children in New
Zealand, found that their education was completely imposed from above




=T e, Laterials, viewpoints, g
L

aClﬂ aby all n o tha Oft € ST £ . ! ecaus Q) n ! at] l)eei 13[
. fare 1€ t h g ud nig B i
ause Ma T1 Childre
d.lSlIlaHy. by I']ew Zealand SChO(?]S, Ashton‘ W'al'ﬂ.el decidEd 1o dﬂVEIop & §i .
e fc )l-‘ I,HB] a(:y !)ased on ﬂ}e C]uldl&n 5 Xpe[ i i
Y [ lellces and H]tf_'l 513 Ca] Il[lg dj
o1 ganIC appr()ach, She tal!ght Childr n hOW to read by usl;ng the W :
© OrdS.

wanted to learn. Each child
. would bring j F
learn to read themn, and thep use them ;f;.’nm Fting, ponew s each

based on what children knew and wanted
ces-s-fuL Int contrast, basal readers, becauge th hat i
periences, were inechanistic instruments ¢ oy in
studgnts’ creativity and expressiveness
e v?;?::hr apprqacl?es that have successfully y 7
o il:nentlorung:' Hc?ath’s work is particu]
oo 1; C c?se studit?s In multiethnic classroom.
a:3 Arvizu. Curricuiym Projects and i

students languages, cuitures, fam o
able monograph by Menkart, May’s study of the Ric

Zealand offers another inspiri ‘hmond Lo hoolin New

tice. Walsh’s cilturally 5 i
good example. Shor’s descriptions of clementary ang

as well as the work he d . N
A& does m his own colj

the powe iti college classroom, ;
havg de\'rél(c)’ fecdrlucal P_Gdagogy at all levels, Also, Dardey Zl:dflﬁrther proof of
All of these L;rojzcnt:ﬂtlret ;oilege—level Program based on cxitic aﬁ; f(::dolleaguezg

; 5e the learners’ back 4gogy.
the basis for the; : ackgrounds, languages
gramis conscrio?:;r education. Rather than avoid their egxpegrie;xi:d Cll;ltures o
¥ seck them out and incorporate them into the cuS . else e
rriculum,

high schoo] classrooms,

Notes

2. Moyer Weinber,
3 (November 1982y, 7. &

4. Jonathan Kozol, “G
) ' +Great Men
ing Magazine (Décember 1975), 16—2(;1 "4 Women

5. E.D.Hi ;
trsch, Cultural Literacy (Boston: Houghton Miffin, 1987)

{Tailored for Sehool Use),” Leam.

6. Charo Shakeshaft‘ A Ge.lldEI at R sk }EIH Delza appan, “; 7 ArC:
) 1 3 t R 2 K pa, (M h
. 14 Wled wrricid, Ty,
( ;) Jﬁal‘]. An o1, SOClal CIaSS and SCh(}Ol KI]O ge, C; Clilin Inqui 11

UL B e s

writing, Because her approach wai

sed the experiences of studeity
arly noteworthy, as are fije
s documented by Saravia-

ctional strategies b
e . - ased on
ilies, and “ommunities are includeq in a valg-

iGeneva Gay, “Designing Relevant Curriculun for Diverse Learners,” Educa-

it Urban Soclety, 20, 4 (August 1988), 327-340.

‘9, Patricia Phelan, Ann Locke Davidson, and Hanh Thanh Cao, “Speaking up:

0. Robert L. Sinciair and Ward Ghory, Marginal Students: A Primary Concern
hool Renewal (Chicago: McCutchan, 1987), :

12. Johi Dewey, Democracy and Education (New York: Free Press, 1966; first
shed 1916).

13. Henry A, Giroux, “Educational Leadership and the Crisis of Democratic Gov-
ent,” Educational Researcher, 21, 4 (May 1992), 4-11. -

it 14, Nancy Commins, “Language and Affect: Bilingual Students at Home and at
ssetiool,” Language Arts, 66, 1 (January 1989), 29-43,

15. ‘Luis C. Moll, “Some Key Issues in Teaching Latino Swdents,” Language Aris,
5 {(September 1988), 465-472. o

16. S. Shirley Feldman and Glen R. Elliott, At the Threshold: The Developing
idolescent (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1990).
17. See, for example, E. D. Hirsch, Cultural Literacy; Alan Bloom, The Closing
if the American Mind: How Higher Education Has Failed Democracy and Impover-
ished the Souls of Today’s Students (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1987); Rick Simon-
on and-Scott Walker, eds., Multicultural Literacy: The Opening of the American Mind
(St. Paul, MN: Greywold Press, 1988); James A. Banks, “The Canon Debate, Knowl-

- edge Construction, and Multicultural Education,” Educational Researcher, 22, 5 (June/
“July 1993), 4-14.

18. James A. Banks, Teaching Strategies for Ethnic Studies, 4th ed. (Boston:
Allyn & Bacon, 1987).

19. Paulo Freire, The Politics of Education: Culture, Power, and Liberation
(South Hadley, MA: Bergin & Garvey, 1985).

20. Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed. ‘

21. JYim Cummins, “The Sanitized Curriculum: Educational Disempowermentin a
Nation at Risk.” In Richness in Writing: Empowering ESL Students, edited by Donna M.,
Johnson and Duane H. Roen {White Plains, NY: Longman, 1989).

22. See, for example, Patricia G. Ramsey, Teaching and Learning in a Diverse
World: Multicultural Education for Young Children (New York: Teachers College
Press, Columabia University, 1987); Louise Derman-Sparks and the A.B.C. Task Foree,
Anti-Bias Cwrriculum: Tools for Empowering Young Children (Washington, DC: Na-
tional Association for the Education of Young Children, 1989); Itis Santos Rivera, “Lib-
erating Education for Littlé Children,” Alternativas, 9-12 {October 1984); Suzanne Soo

Hoo, “Students as Partners in Research and Restructuring Schools,” The Educational
Forum, 57, 4 (1993), 386-393; Sonia Nieto, “Lessons from Students on Creating a
Chance to Dream,” Harvard Educational Review, 64, 4 (Winter 1994), 392—426.

23, See, for instance, Carter G. Woodson, The Miseducation of the Negro (Wash-
ington, DC: Associated Publishers, 1933); W. E. B. DuBois, “Does the Negro Need




Separate Schools?” Journ

al OfNegPO EduCa-!IOi"t, 4, 3 Ju]y 1935 328“"335. EOI a hls ! d l ('hef Y
¥ ult ui ural edllcathIl and TiiIc p 18 Y, - : p
tOlICﬂl anal 818 of m ACLEL] critical Eda 0 see James A Banks, I”I llcallt Ch
- 3 (!
24 Sylwa Ashton NaIIIE! Tz C}IEI' (New iﬂ]k Slf[l(}n & Schuster, 1963)

Starting Out

ow does a school or a teacher start a multicultural program? To say that multi-

tural education must be comprehensively defined, pervasive, and inclusive

not to imply that only a full-blown program ‘qualifies. Because multicultural

‘education is a process, we need to Understand that it is always changing and.
ever quite finished. Given that multicultural education is critical pedagogy, it
‘must also be dynamic. A static “program-in-place” or a slick-packaged pro-
gram is contrary to the very definition of multicultural education.

Let me illustrate with an example from a junior high school English teacher
in a community of European American (primarity Irish, French, and Polish)
and Puerto Rican students.! When asked how she included a multicultural per-
spective in her teaching, she yeplied that she has not yet reached that level.
Rather, she said, her classroom had what she called “bicultural moments.” She
was very suppottive of multicultural education and used curriculumg and in-
structional strategies that emerged from this perspective, but she felt that the
children in her classes did not even know about their own or one another’s back-
grounds, let alone about the world outside their communities. In her curricu-
lum she focused on exploring, through reading and writing, the “little world”
of her students’ community before venturing beyond it. Her reasoning ‘was
logical: If students do not even understand themselves, their families, and their -
communities, how can they appreciate others of different backgrounds?

An example of a “bicultiral moment” in writing concerned the journals
her students kept. One of the central themes about which they wrote was the
family, and their writings were later used as the basis for class discussions. A
particularly vivid example involved two adolescent boys, one Irish American
and the other Puerto Rican, and their perspectives and feelings toward their
baby sisters. The Irish American boy complained about what a brat his little sis-
ter was. But the way in which he described ber, hidden under the crysty surface
of a young man trying to conceal his feelings, was full of tenderness. The
Puerto Rican boy’s journal, in contrast, was consciously sentimental. He de-
scribed in great detail just how beautiful and wonderful his baby sister was and
concluded that everyone in his family thanked God for sending her to them.
Both of these boys loved their sisters and both were poetic and loving in their
descriptions of them, but they expressed their love in widely different ways. Al-
though not claiming that one was an frish American and another was a Fuerto
Rican “way" of feeling or expression, this teacher was nonetheless using these
differences as a basis for students’ understanding that the same feelings are of-
ten expressed in distinct ways and that different families operate in unigue but
valid ways. This bicultural moment was illuminating for all stndents; it expanded
their literacy and their way of thinking. For the teacher, to “begin small” meant
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hexclusionary, these criticisms have probably been based on the more
gical and nationalistic models of Afrocentrism rather than on the more
ve models. West points out its contradictory characteristics:

Focentrism, a contemporary species of black nationalism, is a gallant et
sguided attempt to define an African identity in a white society perceived -
e hostile. It is gallant because it puts black doings and sufferings, not
White anxieties and fears, at the center of discussion. It is misguided be-
use— out of fear of cultural hybridization and throu gh silence on the issue
class, retrograde views on black women, gay men, and lesbians, and a re-
uctance to link race to the common good—it reinforces the narrow discus-
ions about race,’

:caution is important because it points out how philosophies based on valid
tiques of oppressive structures can themselves contain oppressive and limit-
features. A similar analysis of all aspects of multicuitaral education, from
turally responsive strategies to bilingual programs, needs to take place if we
40 move beyond sentimentality and toward a critical pedagogy.
* Given the devaluation and destruction of large numbers of African Ameri-
n students in traditional school settings, the reasoning behind Afrocentric
ools is an understandable and even healthy response. In a similar vein,
tinocentric, Indiancentric, and other pedagogical approaches based on the
lues and perspectives of marginalized cultures provide an alternative to busi-
iess as usual. Furthermore, culture-centric responses represent an important
allenge to the hegemony and Eurocentrism of the curriculum and pedagogy
most schools (or, in the case of schools for females that have a feminist per-
‘spective, to the hegemony of patriarchy). They question the promise of equal
‘educational opportunity for all youngsters by demonstrating how this noble
ideal has often been betrayed. In addition, because such schools are usually de-
signed by people from the very community that they serve, they provide an im-
portant example of self-determination and self-definition.%
Although segregation is sometimes necessary for fostering a positive iden-
tity, historically it has provided few if any benefits to the most disempowered
children in our society. Nevertheless, there is a crucial difference between seg-
regated schools imposed by the dominant group and’those developed from
-within subordinated communities. The goals of self-segregated schools are
generally to provide excellent and affirming educational experiences for stu-
dents who have too often been dismissed by traditional schools, whereas state-
segregated schools were usually created to maintain one group on top and oth-
ers on the bottom. In spite of such differences, however, and because we have
few positive models for creating separate schools, Afrocentrism and similag
approaches raise some disturbing issues. These include a tendency to create
new myths in place of old ones, and segregation of students by race and gen-
der. Hence, the issue becomes not whether segregation is good or bad in itself,
but rather the extent to which such schools are engaged in a process of critical
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analysis of issues, taking into account a variety of multicultural perspectives.
Without this critical analysis, self-segregated schools may simply substitute one
set of myths for another, and young people will again be the tosers,
Affocentric schools are specifically aimed at alleviating the educational
disadvantages of a group that has traditionally been disenfranchised and mis-
educated by schools, and are thus just one option.within a multicyltural confin-
uum. The need to establish special schools for any population, whether Black
males, or gay and Jesbian students, or females, is 21 indication of the nation’s
tailure to achieve our stated multicultural goals. Such schools are examples of
how particular social groups cope with society’s failure to provide educational
equity. The challenge for us as a society is to work toward a truly comprehen-
sive and multicultural perspective that works for ali of our students, while along
the way responding to the very real educational needs of some of our students.

Becoming a Multicultural Person

Developing truly comprehensive multicultural education takes many years, in
part because of our own monocultural education. Most of us, in spite of our dis-
tinct cultural and/or linguistic backgrounds, were educated in monocultural
environments. We seldom have the necessary models for developing a multi-
cultural perspective. We have only our own experiences; and no matter what
our background, these have been overwhelmingly Eurocentric and English-
speaking, Sleeter, for example, in a major ethnographic study of teachers in-
volved in a two-year staff development program in multicultural education,
found that because tpachers share a pervasive culture and set of practices, there
are limits to the extent to which they can change without concurrent changes
in their context.”

Becoming a multicultural teacher, therefore, means Sirst becoming a multi-
cultural person. Without this transformation of ourselves, any attempts at de-
veloping a mudticultural perspective will be shallow and superficial. But be-
coming a multicultural person in a society that values monoculturalism is not
easy. It means reeducating ourselves in several ways.

First, we simply need to learn more, for example, by reading and being in-
volved in activities that emphasize pluralism, This means Jooking for books
and other materials that inform us about people and events we may know little.
about. Given the mulficultural nature of our society, those materials are avail-
able, although sometimes they need to be sought ont because we have learned
not to see them. ‘ :

] Second, we need to confront our own racism.and bigses. It is impossible
to be a teacher with a multicultural perspective without going through this pro-
cess. Because we are all products of a society that is racist and stratified by gen-
der, class, and language, we have all internalized some of these messages in one
way or another. Sometimes, our racism is unconscious, as in the case of a for-

mer student of mine who referred to Africans as “slaves” and Buropeans as
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“people” but was mortified as soon as she reakized what she had said. Some-
times, the words we use convey a deep-seated bias, as when a student who does
not speak English is characterized as “nat having language,” although she may
speak her native language fluently. Our actions also carry the messages we have
learned, for example, when we automatically expect that our femals students
will not do as well in math as our male students, Our own reeducation means
not only learning new things but also unlearning some of the old. The process
ks difficult and sometimes painful; nevertheless, it is a necessary part of be-
coming multicultural.

Third, becoming a multicultural persen means learning to see reality from
avariety of perspectives. Because we have often learned that there is only one
“right answer,” we have also developed only one way of seeing things. A multi-
cultural perspective demands just the opposite. We need to learn to approach
reality from a variety of perspectives. Reorienting ourselves in this way can be
exhausting and difficult because it means.a dramatic shift in our worldview,

Alihough the transformation of individuals from being monocultural to
being multicultural will not by itself puarantee that education will become
thulticultural, it would certainly lay the groundwork for it.2 As one teacher who
§'thoroughly multicultural in outlook and practice told me, “Since 've devel-
oped a multicultural perspective, 1 just can't teach in any other way.” That is, -
ler philosophical outlook is evident in the content she teaches, the instructional
strategies she uses, the environment in her classroom, the interactions she has
vith students and their parents, and the values she expresses in her school and
OIMmunity. '

A Model of Multicultural Education

‘monocultural perspective represents a fundamentally different framework
nderstanding differences than does a multicultural one. Bven multicuftural
ation, however, has a variety of levels of support for pluralism, I would
55ify them into at least four levels: folerance; acceptance; respect; and gffir-
on, solidarity, and critique. In the process of becoming multicultural, we
to consider thesg levels of multiculiural education and how they might be
ationalized in the school. '
Whenever we classify and categorize reality, as T do in this model, we run
isk that it will be viewed as static and arbitrary, rather than as messy, com-
; and contradictory, which we know it to be. These categories should be
as dynamic and as having penetrable borders, and my purpose in using
s to demonstrate how multicultural education might be manifested in
16Bls in various ways. I propose a model ranging from monocultural educa-
o’comprehensive multicultural education, considered vis-a-vis the seven
éieristics of multicultural education described previously. This allows ex-
tion of how multiculiural education, to be truly comprehensive, demands
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d outcomes. Because multicultural education is concerned with equity and
aijiistice for all people, and because basic values of different groups are of-
diametrically opposed, conflict is inevitable, What makes this level differ-
m the others is that conflict is not avoided, but rather accepted as an.in-
ble part of learning. _ .

Pagsively accepting the status quo of any culture is inconsistent with
ticultural education; simply substituting one myth for another contradicts
asic assumptions because no group is inherently superior or more heroic
any other. At this Tevel, students not only “celebrate” diversity, but they re-
on it and confront it as well. As expressed by Kalantzis and Cope, “Multj-
{tural education, to be effective, needs to be more active. It needs to consider
ust the pleasure of diversity but more fundamental issues that arise as dif-
nt groups negotiate community and the basic issues of material life in the
Irie space—a process that equally might generate conflict and pain.” 10
Mufltjeultural education without critique implies that cultural understand-
ng-remains at the romantic or exotic stage. If we are unable to transcend our
gwn cultural experience through reflection and critique, then we cannot hope

o understand and critique that of others. For students, this process begins with
# strong sense of solidarity with others who are different from themselves,
When based on this kind of deep respect, critique is not only necessary, but in
fact healthy. . ]
Without critique, the danger that multicultural education might be used
glorify reality into static truth is very real. Thus there has been vigorous
iticism of the way multicultural education has been conceptualized and im-
lemented in the past: “The celebration of ethnicity in intercultural education
dn . . . in fact function both as a new more sophisticated type of control mech-
ism and as a pacifier, to divert attention from social and economic inequal-
ty.”* This criticism by Skutnabb-Kangas points out how diversity often skirts
he issue of racism and discrimination. In some schools, diversity is a more eu-
phemistic substitute for dealing with the very real issues of exclusion that many
prstudents face. Racism needs to be confronted head-on, and no softening of
fiterms will help. However, when diversity is understood in the more compre-
“hensive way described above, it can lead to inclusion and support of all people.
A powerful example of this can be found in the inspiring and moving account
+by Greeley and Mizell of two schools’ experiences in addressing racism and
making it explicit in the curriculum.'?

™ In the school, affirmation, solidarity, and critique mean using the culture
“and language of all students in a consistent, critical, comprehensive, and inclu-
sive way. This goes beyond creating ethnic enclaves that can become exclu-
sionary and selective, although for disenfranchised communities, this might
certainly be a step in the process. It means developing multiculiural settings in
which all students feel reflected and visible, for example, through two-way
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bilingual programs in which the languages of all students are used and main-
tained meaningfully in the academic setting. The curriculum would be charac-
terized by multicultural sensitivity and inclusiveness, offering a wide varjety of
content and petspectives. Teachers’ attitudes and behaviors would reflect only
the very highest expectations for all students, although they would understand

that students might express their abilities in very.different ways. Insiructional -

strategies would also refiect this multicultural perspective and would include a
wide variety of means to teach students. Parents would be welcomed and sup-
ported in the school as students’ first and most important teachers. Their expe-
riences, viewpoints, and suggestions wonld be sought out and incorporated into

classroom and school programs and activities. They, in turn, would be exposed

to a variety of experiences and viewpoints different from their own, which
would help them expand their horizons.

Othér ways in which these four levels might be developed in schools are = 3
listed in Table 1-1. Of course, multicultural education cannot be categorized

as neatly as this chart would suggest. This model simply represents a theoreti-
cal way of understanding how different levels of multicultural education might
be visible in a school. It also highlights how pervasive a philosophy it must be,
Although any level of multicultural education is preferable to the education of-
fered by a monocultural perspective, each level challenges with more vigor a
monolithic and ethnocentric view of society and education. As-such, the fourth
level is clearly the highest expression of multicultural education. :

The fourth level is also the most difficult to achieve for some of the reasong
mentioned previously, including the lack of models of multicultural education
in our own schooling and experiences. It is here that we are most challenge
by values and life-styles different from cur own, and with situations that s
verely test the limits of our tolerance. For instance, dealing with people who at

different frormn iis in hygienic practices, food preferences, and religions rites cdr]

be trying. Itis also extremely difficult and at times impossible to accept and s
derstand cultural practices that run counter to our most deeply held beliefs. For:
example, if we believe strongly in equality of the sexes and have in our clas
room children whose families value males more highly than females, or if
-need to deal with parents who believe that education is a frill and not suitafi
for their children, or if we have children in our classes whose religion for
them to take part in any school activities except academics—all of these sit
ations test our capacity for affirmation and solidarity. And well they should$t
we are all the product of owr cultures and thus have learned to view reality-fi
the vantage point of the values they have taught us.

Cultare is not static; nor is it necessarily positive or negative. The cult
values and practices of a group of people represent their best strategies,
particular historical moment, for negotiating their environment and cire
stances. What some groups have worked out as appropriate strategies ma;
considered unsuitable or even barbaric and uncivilized by others. Becaus

-cultural group proceeds from a different context, we can never reach total agee
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ment on the best or most appropriate ways in which to lead our lives. In this sense,
; culture needs to be approached with a relativistic framework, not as something
bsolute. ’
* Nevertheless, it should also be stressed that above and beyond all cultures
there are human and civil rights that need to be valaed and maintained by alt
‘b_'ople. These rights guarantee that all human beings are treated with dignity,
és_pect, and equality. Sometimes the values and behaviors of a £roup so seri-
usly challenge these values that we are. faced with a real dilemma, but if the
al_ues we as human beings hold most dear are ultimately based on extending
hts rather than negating them, we must decide on the side of those more uni-
sal values.
Multicultural education is not easy: if it were, everyone would be doing it.
miflarly, resolving conflicts about cultura] differences is difficult, sometimes
os?sible‘ For one, the extent to which our particular culteral lenses may keep
Ui appreciating differences can be very great. For another, some values
¥ be irreconcilable. Usually, however, accommodations that respect both
fural values and basic human rights can be found. Because societies have
nerally resolved such conflicts in only one way, that is, favoring the dom-
it culture, few avenues for negotiating differences have been in place. Multi-
ral education, although at times extremely difficult, painful, and time-
uming, can help provide one way of attempting such negotiations.
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Life After Death
Critical Pedagogy in an Urban Community

J. Alleyne Johnson

Edifors” Notes: Drawing from Freire’s work, J. Alleyne Johnson
adapts critical pedagogy to her middle-school classes, emphasizing
the importance of connecting day-to-day realities of urban students
to the syllabus, With her discovery of death as a generative theme in
the lives of her students, Johnson transformed her role as “knowl-
edge giver” to that of a teacher sharing power and making knowl-
edge with her students. Students were invited to express thoughts
and feelings about the deaths of their friends and to use that trou-
bling material for critical thinking. Johnson’s methods of incorporat-
ing students’ knowledge into pedagogy are a lesson for teachers of
all levels.

Recently I saw a dead boy. [ don’t know for sure if he was dead. He
looked dead. He laid on the ground in fetal position. Blood oozed
from beneath him slowly changing the color of his shirt. I was cran-
ing my neck through the car window to see why there were so many
policemen on Redding Blvd., when I saw him. Four police cars,
lights flashing hysterically, surrounded the stilled body. People were
everywhere, I scanned the crowd for any familiar adolescent faces. I
wanted o get out of the car and gather with the crowd. I wanted to
see if the boy was dead. What happened? Did anyone see? I knew
I'd hear about it tomorrow. My students all lived around here. In the
hood. It could be family, a homey I saw lying on the ground. T hoped
not. It would be hard enough as it was to insist that we get back to
‘the math problems, world history, and lessons in sentence structure
for English, (Jowrnal eniry, April 18, 1993)
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