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Multiculturalism, Social Justice,
and Critical Teaching

Sonia 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 io 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.

I: Multicultural Education and School Reform

When multicultural education is mentioned, many 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 limited to these issues, the po-
tential for substantive change in schools is severely diminished, However, when
broadly conceptualized, multicultural education can have a great impact on
redefining how the four areas of potential school conflict already discussed can
be addressed, These are: racism and discrimination, structural factors within
schools that may limit learning, the impact of culture on learning, and language
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diversity. This chapter focuses on h i i

. ow multicultural education
of thase s on addresses each
‘ Multicultura[ education is not being proposed as a panacea for all edyca-
tronal ills. It will not cure underachievement, remove borin g and irrelevant cur-

things c?mp]l::tely and on its own, Furthermore, in our carmplex and highly bu-
feaucrane school systems, no approach can yield ins iti
instant and
Lo y positive results for
Given Fhese caveats, we can nevertheless say that multicultural education
conpeptuallzefi as broad-based schoo) reform, can offer hope for change. By fo-
cu51'ng on major factors contributing to underachievement, 5 broadly concep-

diverse insiructional strategies, and a more profound awareness of the role
‘culture and lan guage can play in education. Tn this way, educational success for
all stuc%ents‘; can be arealistic goal rather than an impossible ideal. Multicultural
educapon in a sociopolitical context becomes both richer and more complex
than simple lessons on getting along or units on ethnje festivals, ’
The purpose of this chapter is to propose a definition of multicuitural edy-

What follows is but ane definition of multicuitural education and thus re-
ﬂccts a particular understanding of the concept. My approach has been to con-
sider multicultural education In light of the persistent problems in our schools
and the llack of achievement of so many students, rather than as an add-on or
luxury .d1§connected {rom the everyday lives of students and schools. In this
sense, 1t is a comprehensive definition that emphasizes the context a.nd pro-
cess of education, not simply its outcomes, In spite of some minor differences
over the past 20 years among the major theorists in the field, there has been re-

education.!

B(?cause no definition can truly capture the complexities of multicultyral
e‘ducatmn, 1 hope that the followin g will serve as a basis for dialogue and reflec-
tion. This definition reflects my own way of conceptualizing the issues, Al-
thoy gh_ T'have developed 7 qualities that I believe are important in multicul'tural
education, you might come up with just 3, or with 15, The point is not to pre-
sent a definitive way to understand muiticultural education, but instead to sptart

-you thinking about the interplay of societal and school structures and contexts
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 follows:

Muliicultural 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 society and accepts and affirms the pluratism
(ethnic, racial, linguistic, religious, economic, and gender, among others) that
stedents, their communities, and teachers represent. Multicultural education
permeates the curriculum and instructional strategies used in schools, as well
as 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 jastice.

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

Multicultural education is antiracist education.

Multicultural education is basic educarion.

Multicultural education is important for all students.

Multicultural education is pervasive.

Muiticultural education is education for social justice.

Multicultural education is a process.

Multicultural education is critical pedagogy.

Multicultural Education Is 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 esponse 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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alatable to the mainstream, schools have made him a Milquetoast. The only
ng-most children know about him is that he kept having a dream. Bulletin
ards are full of ethereal pictures of Dr. King surrounded by clouds. If chil-
renget to read or hear any of his speeches at all, it is his “I Have a Dream”
weech. Rare indeed are the allusions to his early and consistent opposition to
he. Vietnam War; his strong criticism of unbridled capitalism; and the con-
tions he made, near the end of his life, among racism, capitalism, and war.
fartin Luther King, a man full of passion and life, becomes lifeless. He be-
omes a “safe hero.” ‘
Most of the heroes we present to our children are either those in the main-
tream or those who have become safe by the process of “tailoring.” Others
/ho have fought for social justice are often downplayed, maligned, or simply
gnored. 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
-is presented, if at all, as somewhat of a crazed idealist. Nat Turner is another
xample. The slave revolt that he led deserves an important place in our history,
if-only to acknowledge that people fought against their own oppression and
were not simply passive or victimized by it. Yet his name is usually overlooked,
»7and 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 means
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. To expect schools to 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 legitimates talk about racism and discrimination
and makes it a source of dialogue in the schools. Part of this task includes learn-
ing the missing or fragmented parts of our history.

Multicultural education is alse antiracist because it exposes the racist and
discriminatory practices in schools discussed in preceding chapters. A school
truly committed to a multicultural philosophy will closely examine its policies
and the atitudes 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,




s uie Way an which classroop Organization mj
s : Tgan might hurt some
reﬂgéctﬁ;ir:hirj: ?;\f;ugjls to be consxder.ed. In additjon, individual 2::}?:;: :?I?
influeneed e 1o b:c!(tudes and practices in the classroom and how they are
e Ao Slmhground as Walel as by their ignorance of studenis’ back-
b et A soul_—searchmg Is often difficul, it js 5 necessary st

S 4 teacher commiited to an antiracist multicultura] phjlosoph); ¥

writing, arithmetic, and computer literacy. When multicultural education is un-

crelated to the core curriculum, it is perceived as unimportant to basic education.

One of the major stumbling blocks to implementing a broadly conceptual-

~ized multicultural education is the ossification of the “canon” in our schools.

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

~edge that is most worthy is already in place. According to 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 considering the “great masters.” What
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s called “classical” music is classical only in Europe, not in Africa, Asia, or

Latin America. This same enthnocentrism is found in our history books, which

- places Europeans and European Americans as the actors and all others as the
* recipients, bystanders, or bit players of history.

kt 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 curriculum, 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 sense
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 therefore deserves to be included. The
point is 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 talking here simply of the “contributions” approach
ta history, literature, and the asts. Such an approach may consider some small
contributions from usually excluded groups and can easily become patronizing
by looking for contributions io a preconceived canon. Rather, the way in which
generally excluded groups have made history and affecied the arts, literature,
geography, science, and philosophy on their own terms is what is missing.
The “canon” is unrealistic and incomplete because history is never as one-
sided as it appears in most of our schools’ curricula. What is needed is the ex-
pansion of what we define as basic by opening up the curricalum 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 people 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 European and European American referents, does little
to expand our common culture.
The alternative to multicultural education is monocultiural education. Edu-
cation reflective of only one reality and biased toward the dominant group,




monocultural education is the order of the day in most of our schools, What stu--

dents leaf‘n represents only a fraction of what js available knowledge, and those
who decide what is most tmportant make choices that are of necessity influ-

Latin American, and European countries. Through such an education, we would
expect our stl_idenFs to develop the social skills to understand and empathize
with a wide diversity of People. Nothing can be more basic than this,

- Multicultural Education Is Important for All Students

There is a widespread perception that multicultural education is only for stu-
dents of color, or for urhan students, or for so-called disadvantaged students,

thgt reflect the reality of these students’ history, culture, and experience and that
th1‘s cu:_‘riculum should be destined particularly for innier-city schools populated
primarily by children of color., This thinking was historically necessary and is
undefstz?ndable even today, given the great curricular imbalance that continues
to exist in most schools.

. More recently a broader conceptualization of multicultural education has
gained acceptance. It is that all students are miseducated to the extent that they

b_oth femnales and males is, as Shakeshaft hag noted, that there are two kinds of
‘hlstory:.women’s kistory, which is peripheral, and American history, which is
‘real” history,® Working-class history is also absent in virtually all U.’S. curric-
ula. Anyon found, for example, that the content of the social studies cﬁfriculum
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, secing only themselves, learn that they are
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 the teal
makers of history, the ones who have left their mark on civilization.

Multicultural education is by definition expansive. Because it is abour all
people, it is also for all people, regardless of their ethnicity, language, religion,
gender, race, 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 to 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 “flesh-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 Baster and that other religious holidays are given
litfle attention in our calendars and school schedules. Whereas children from
dominated groups may develop feelings of inferiority based on their school ex-
periences, dominant group children may develop feelings of superiority. Both
responses are based on incomplete and inaccurate information about the corm-
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 literature by Mexi-
can and Mexican American authors; and only at high schools with a high per-
centage of students of color are ethnic studies generally taught. These are eth-
nocentric interpretations of multicultural education.

This thinking is paternalistic as well s misinformed. Anything remotely di-
gressing from the “regular” (European American) curriculum is automatically
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Muliicultural Education Is Pervasive
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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 is “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 multicultiral education. It becomes
exotic knowledge that is external to the real work that goes on in most class-
rooms. Given this conception of multicultural education, it is no wonder that
teachers sometimes feel that it is a frill they cannot afford.

A true multicultural approach to education is pervasive. It permeates every-
thing: the school climate, physical environment, curriculum, and relationships
among teachers and students and community. It can be seen in every lesson,
currictlum guide, unit, bulletin board, and letter that is sent home; it can be
seen in the process by which books and audiovisual 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.

What might this multicultural philosophy mean in the way that schools are
organized? For one, 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 literally and figuratively, would change. That is,
there would be an effort to have the entire school staff be more representative
of our nation’s diversity. Pervasiveness probably would also be apparent in the
great variety and creativity of instructional 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 students would be encouraged to become critical thinkers.
Textbooks and other instructional materials would also reflect a pluralistic per-
spective. Parents and community people would be more visible in the schools
because they would offer a unique and helpful perspective that the school
would welcome. Teachers, parents, and students would have the opportunity to
work together 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 becavse they are exotic de-
lights but because they are the foods people in the community eat dajly. Sports
and garnes from all over the world might be played, and not all would be com-
petitive. Letters would be sent home in the languages 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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‘the curriculum. The children found that what they learned at school could not

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
people 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 multicultural 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 multiculturat 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 impor-
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 allow 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 the content of multicultural education, but
multicultural education is above all a process. First, it is ongoing and dynamic.
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




f:ulture and language on learning, the persistence of racism and discrimination
in school:?, and society, and instructional and curricular sivategies that encour-
age learning among 2 wide variety of students. Teachers’ roles in the school
also need o be redefined, because, empowered teachers help to empower stu-

multicultural.

Multicultural Education Is Critical Pedagogy

Knowledge is neither neniral nor apolitical, et it is generally treated by teach-
ers and schools as if it were, Consequently, what is presented to students tendg
to be knowledge of the Towest common denominator: that which is sure to of-
fend tl}e fewest (and the most powerful} and is least controversial. Neverthe-
lt?ss, history, iqcluding educationai history, is full of great debates,. controver-

i » whether by a teacher or
by an entire school system, reflects the political ideology and worldyiew of the

decision maker, Decisions to dismantle trackin 2. discontinue standardized tests
len g[!1en the school day, use one textbook rather than another, study the Harlerr;
Ren.afssance, Or use learning centers rather than rows of chajirs—a]t of these
decisions reflect a particular view of learners and of education,

Ltis important to understand that as teachers, all the decisions we make, no

matier how neutral they seem, may impact in unconscious but fundamental
ways the lives and experiences of our students, This is true of the curriculum,
books, and other materials we provide for our students. State and Tocal guide-
lines and mandates may limit 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 tanght at the high school level, for in-
stance, is heavily mate and Burocentric, the roles of women, people of color,
and thosé who write in other languages are thus diminished, unintentionally
Or not. '
A major problem with 2 monocultural curriculum is that it gives students
only one way of seeing the world. Reality is often presented in schools as static,
finished, and fiat. 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, stedents 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 it reflects
how complex a process it really is, is 17: There are at least 17 ways of under-
standing reality, and until we have learned to do that, we have only part of the
truth.

What do T mean by “17 ways of understanding reality”? I mean that there
are multiple perspectives on every issue. Unfortunately, most of us have been
given only the “safe” or standard way of interpreting 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 perspective of working-class people,
although it is certainly true that they were and are the backbone of our 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-Buropean immigrants or those forcibly incorporated into the
United States are usually presented as if they were identical to the experiences
of Buropeans, 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 to think of it as linear and fixed and to think of themselves as passive
in making any changes.

According o Banks, the main goal of 2 multicultural curriculum is to help
students develop decision-making and social action skills.!® By doing so, stu~
dents learn to view events and situations from a variety of perspectives. A mul-
ticultural approach values diversity and encourages 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 inconsistencies they wuncover. A multicultural perspective does
not simply operate on the principle of substituting one “wuth” or perspective
for another. Rather, it reflects on multiple and contradictory perspectives to un-
derstand reality more fully. In addition, it uses the understanding gained from
reflection to 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, read, 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 determing whether it fairly represents the voices and perspectives of a num-
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
more meaningful by being used as the basis for further action. Students might
propose, for example, that the English department order a more culturaily 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 knowledge 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.??

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-
tainly 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 viewpeints of students
rather than on an imposed culture. It is therefore multicultural as well because
the most successful education is that which begins with the learner. Students
themselves are the foundation for the curriculum. Nevertheless, 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.2*
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II: Affirming Diversity:
Implications for Schools and Teachers

Starting Out

‘How does a school or a teacher start a multicuftural program? To say that multi-

ultural education must be comprehensively defined, pervasive, apd inclusive
ds 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
never quite finished. Given that multicuitural education is critical pedagogy, it
musi also be dynamic. A static “program-in-place™ or a slick-packaged pro-
gram is contrary to the very definition of multicultural education.’

Letme illustrate with an example from a junior high school English teacher
in a community of European American (primarily Irish, French, and Polish)
and Puerto Rican students.! When asked how she included a multicultural per-
spective in her teaching, she replied that she has not yet reached that level.
Rather, she said, her classroom had what she called “bicultural mements.” She
was very supportive of multicultural education and used curriculum 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 “bicultural 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 littfe sis-
ter was. But the way in which he described her, hidden under the crusty 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 Irish American and ancther was a Puerto
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 unique but
valid ways, This bicultural moment was illuminating for all students; itexpanded
their literacy and their way of thinking. For the teacher, to “begin small” meant
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<aution is important because it points out how philosophies based on valid
itiques of oppressive structures can themselves contain oppressive and limit-
g features. A similar analysis of all aspects of multicultural education, from
culturally responsive strategies to bilingual programs, needs to take place if we
areto move beyond sentimentality and toward a critical pedagogy.
Given the devaluation and destruction of large numbers of African Ameri-
¢an students in traditional school settings, the reasoning behind Afrocentric
schools is an understandable and even healthy response. In a similar vein,
Latinocentric, Indiancentric, and other pedagogical approaches based on the
values and perspectives of marginalized cultures provide an alternative to busi-
ness as usual, Furthermore, culture-centric responses represent an important
challenge to the hegemony and Eurocentrism of the curriculum and pedagogy
in 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 usuaily 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 similar
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 ong
set of myths for another, and young people will again be the losers.
Afrocentric 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 multicultural contin-
uum. The need to establish special schools for any population, whether Black
males, ar gay and lesbian students, or females, is an indication of the nation's
failure to achieve our stated multicuttural 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 afl 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 multiculiural 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 monocnltural
environments. We seldom have the necessary models for developing a multi-
cultural perspective. We have only our own experiences; and noc matter what
our background, these have been overwhelmingly Rurocentric 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 teachers share a pervastve 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 first becoming a multi-
cultural person. Without this transformation of ourselves, any attempts at de-
veloping a multicultural 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 pluratism. This means looking for books
and other materials that inform us about people and events we may know little
about. Given the multiculiural nature of our society, those materials are avail-
able, although sometimes they need to be sought out because we have learned
not to see them.

) Second, we need to confront our own racism and biases. 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 Europeans as
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“people” but was mortified as soon as she realized 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 “not having language,” although she may
speak her native language fluently, Our actions also carry the messages we have
learned, for example, when we antomnatically expect that our female students
will not do as well in math as our male students. Qur own reeducation means
not only learning new things but also unlearning some of the old. The process
is difficolt and sometimes painful; nevertheless, it is a necessary part of be-
coming multicultural.

Third, becoming a multicultural person means learning to see reality from
a variety 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,

Although the transformation of individuals from being monocultural to
being multicultural will not by itself guarantee that education will become
multicultural, it would certainly lay the groundwork for it.? As one teacher who
15 thoroughly multicultural in cutlook and practice told me, “Since I’ve devel-
‘oped a multicultural perspective, 1 just caw’t teach in any other way." That is,
*her philosophical outlook is evident in the content she teaches, the instructional
strategies she uses, the environment in her classroom, the interactions she has
“with students and their parents, and the values she expresses in her school and
‘community.

A Model of Multicultural Edocation -

A monocultural perspective represents a fundamentally different framework
or understanding differences than does 2 multicultural one. Even multicultural
ducation, however, has a variety of levels of support for pluralism. I would
lassify them into at least four levels: tolerance; acceptance; respect; and gffir-
tion, solidarity, and critique. In the process of becoming multicultural, we
ed to consider these levels of multicultural education and how they might be
perationalized in the school.
** Whenever we classify and categorize reality, as I do in this model, we run
he risk that it will be viewed as static and arbitrary, rather than as messy, com-
X, and contradictory, which we know it to be. These categories should be
wed as dynamic and as having penctrable borders, and my purpose in using
m is to demonstrate how multicultural education might be manifested in
ols in various ways. I propose a model ran ging from monecultural educa-
ii to comprehensive multicultural education, considered vis-a-vis the seven
aracteristics of multicultural education described previously. This allows ex-
lotation of how multicultural education, to be truly comprehensive, demands
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t fixed or unchangeable, and thus one is able to critique its manifestations
d outcomes. Because multicuttural education is concerned with equity and
cial justice for all people, and because basic values of different groups are of-
en diametrically opposed, conflict is inevitable. What makes this level differ-
¢nit:from the others is that conflict is not avoided, but rather accepted as an.in-
itable part of learning. .
" Passively accepting the status quo of any culture is inconsistent with
ulticultoral education; simply substituting one myth for another contradicts
-basic assumptions because no group is inherently superior or more heroic
hiam any other. At this level, students not only “celebrate” diversity, but they re-
fect on it and confront it as well. As expressed by Kalantzis and Cope, “Multi-
cultural education, to be effective, needs to be more active, It needs to consider
not just the pleasure of diversity but more fundamental issues that arise as dif-
ferent groups negotiate community and the basic issues of material life in the
saime space—a process that equally might generate conftict and pain.”*
Multrcultural education without critique implies that cultural understand-
ing remains at the romantic or exotic stage. If we are unable 10 transcend our
own culiural experience through reflection and critique, then we cannot hope
to understand and critique that of others. For students, this process begins with
a 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 jn
fact healtly. )
Without critigue, the danger that multicuitural education might be used
to glorify reality into static truth is very real. Thus there has been vigorous
criticism of the way multicultural education has been conceptualized and im-
plemented in the past: “The celebration of ethnicity in intercultural education
can . .. in fact function both as a2 new more sophisticated type of control mech-
anism and as a pacifier, to divert attention from social and economic inequal-
ity.”!! This criticism by Skutnabb-Kangas points out how diversity often skirts
the issue of racism and discrimination. In some schools, diversizy is a more eu-
phemistic substitute for dealing with the very real issues of exclusion that many
students face. Racism needs to be confronted head-on, and no softening of
terms 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. 2
In the school, affirmaticn, solidarity, and critique mean using the culture
- and langunage 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 multicultural settings in
which all students fec] reflected and visible, for example, through two-way
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Students and teachers begin to
question the status quo.

Acceptance

Respect

Affirmation,
Solidarity, and Critique

olicies and practices that ac-
nowledge differences are in
lace. Textbooks reflect some
iversity. Transitional bilin-
udl programs are available.

" Curricaium is more inclusive
of the histories and perspec-
tives of a broader range of
-people.

he diversity of lifestyles and
‘values of groups other than the
dominant one are acknowl-
edged in some content, as can

. be seen in some courses and

school activities.

Student diversity is acknowl-

edged, as can be seen not only
in *Helidays and Heroes™ but
also in consideration of differ-
ent learning styles, values, and
languages. A “rmulticultural
program’” may be in place.

Many students are expected to

take part in curriculum that
stresses diversity. A variety of
languages are taught.

The role of the scheols in social
change is acknowledged.
Some changes that reflect this
attitude begin to be felt: Stu-
dents take part in community
service.

Education is both content and
process. “Why” and *how™
questions are stressed more.
Sensitivity and understanding
of teachers toward their stu-
dents are more evident.

Students and teachers are begin-
ning a dialogue. Students’ ex-
periences, cultures, and lan-
guages are used as one source
of their learning,

Policies and practices that respect

diversity are more evident, in-
cluding maintenance bilingual
education. Ability grouping is
nat permitted. Carriculum is
more explicitly antiracist and
honest. It is “safe” to talk
about racism, sexism, and
discrimination.

Education is defined as knowl-

edge that is necessary for liv-
ing in a complex and pluralis-
tic society. As such, it includes
much content that is multicul-
taral, Additive multicultural-
ism is the goal,

The learning environment s im-
bued with multicultoral educa-
tion. It can be seen in class-
room interactions, materials,
and the subeulture of the
school.

All students take part in courses
that reflect diversity. Teachers
are involved in overhauling the
curriculum to be more open to
such diversity.

Students take part in community
activities that reflect their so-
cial concerns.

Education is both content and
process. Students and teachers
begin to ask. “What i7"
Teachers empathize with
students and their famikies.

Students and teachers use critical
dialogue as the primary basts
for their education. They see
and understand different
perspectives.

Policies and practices that affirm
diversity and challenge racism
are developed, There are high
expectations for all students:
students' language and culture
are wsed in instruction and cur-
riculum. Two-way bilingual
programs are in place wher-
ever possible. Everyone takes
responsibility for racism and
other forms of discrimnination.

Basic education is maulticnltural
education. All students learn
to speak a second langnage
and are familiar with a bread
range of knowledge.

Multicuitorz] education pervades
the curriculur; instructional
strategies; and interactions
among teachers, students, and
the community. It can be seen
everywhere: butletin boards,
the Junchroem, assemblies.

All courses are completely multi-
cultwral in essence. The cur-
riculum for all students is en-
riched. “Marginal students” no
longer exist.

The curriculum and instructional
techniques are based on an un-
derstanding of social justice as
central to education. Reflec-
tion and action are important
components of learning.

Education is an equal mix of
content and process, It is dy-
namic., Teachers and students
are empowered. Everyone in
the school is becoming a mul-
ticultural person.

Students and teachers are in-
volved in a “subversive activ-
ity.” Decision-making ard so-
cial action skills are the basis
of the curriculum,
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bilingual programs in which the languages of all students are vsed and main-
tained meaningfully in the academic setting. The curriculum would be charac-
terized by multiculturai sensitivity and inclusiveness, offering a wide variety of
content and perspectives. Teachers attitudes and behaviors would reflect only
the very highest expectations for all stndents, although they would understand
that students might express their abilities in very different ways. Instructional
strategies would also reflect 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 would 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.

Other ways in which these four levels might be developed in schools are
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. ft also highlights how pervasive a philosophy it must be.

Although any level of multicultural education is preferable to the education of--

tered 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 reason

mentioned previously, including the lack of medels of multicultural education
in our own schooling and experiences. It is here that we are most challenged

by values and life-styles different from our own, and with situations that se
verely test the limits of our tolerance. For instance, dealing with people who ar
different from us in hygienic practices, food preferences, and religious rites can
be trying. [tis also extremely difficult and at times impossible to accept and un
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 class
room children whose families value males more highly than females, or if w
need to deal with parents who believe that education is a frill and not suitabl
for their children, or if we have children in our classes whose religion forbid
them to take part in any school activities except academics—all of these sitt
ations test our capacity for affirmation and solidarity. And well they should; fo
we are all the product of our cultures and thus have learned to view reality from
the vantage point of the values they have taught us.

Culture is not static; nor is it necessarily positive or negative. The cultura
values and practices of a group of people represent their best strategies, af
particular historical moment, for negotiating their environment and circumy
stances. What some groups have worked out as appropriate strategies may:
considered unsuitable or even barbaric and uncivilized by others. Because e
cultural group proceeds from a different context, we can never reach total agr
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menton 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
_absolute, '

Nevertheless, it should also be siressed that above and beyond all cultures
there are human and civil rights that need to be valued and maintained by ail
people. These rights guarantee that all human beings are treated with dignity,
tespect, and equality. Sometimes the values and behaviors of & group so seri-
ously challenge these values that we are faced with a real dilemma, but if the
values we as human beings hold most dear are ultimately based on extending

ghts rather than negating them, we must decide on the side of those MOIE Uni-
rsal values.

Multicultural education is not easy: if it were, everyone would be doing it.
miarly, resolving conflicts about cultural differences is difficult, sometimes
Impossible. For one, the extent to which our particular cultural lenses may keep

from appreciating differences can be very great. For another, some values
may be irreconcilable. Usually, however, accommodations that respect both

ltural values and basic human rights can be found. Because societies have
nerally resolved such conflicts in orly one way, that is, favoring the domi-
nt culture, few avenues for negotiating differences have been in place. Multi-
liural education, although at times extremely difficult, painful, and time-
nswming, can help provide one way of attempting such negotiations.
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Life After Death _
Critical Pedagogy in an Urban Community

1. Alleyne Johnson

Editors’ 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. I don't know for sure if he was dead. He
looked dead. He laid on the ground in fetal position. Blood cozed
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 cn 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 to get out ¢f the car and gather with the crowd. I wanted to
see if the boy was dead. What happened? Did anyone see? 1 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. [ 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 strocture
for English. (Journal entry, April 18, 1993)
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