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Mutticulturallsm IS becoming pervasive in most
aspect of our lives because of a significant
shift in the sociological paradigm of the
United States. This shift has been created
by three major forces.

The foreinost of these forces is the
changing population demographics of our
nation. The population of the United States
has increased more than 10 percent since
1980: there are now nearly 250 million
peaple living in this country. Forty percent
of the increase is due to immigration,
mainly from Asia, the Caribbean, and Latin
America. In addition, the birth rate of
women of color is on the rise. The Popula-
tion Reference Bureau has projected that
by the year 2080 the United States may
well be 24 percent Latino, 15 percent Afri-
can American, and 12 percent Asian Ameri-
can. In other worde, within the next 90
years, the'white population may become a
“minority.”

Thefaceof the workforceis also chang-
ing. The ethniebreakdown of the workdforce
in 1988 was: 41 percent native white males;
33. percent native white females; 10 per-
centnative males of color; 9 percent native
females of color; 4 percent immigrant
males; and 3 percent immigrant femnales.
The projections for workers entering the
workforce between 1989 and 2000 are: 28
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percent native white females; 21 percent
native females of color; 21 percent native
males of color; 12 percentimmigrant males;
9 percent immigrant females; and 9 per-
cent native white males (National Asso-
ciation of State Boards of Education, 1993).

Finally, our national ethic is chang-
ing from “individual” centeredness to the
acceptance and affirmation of both groups
and individuals. The rugged hard-work-
ing individual since colonial times has
been portrayed as the hero and the
contibutor to this country. The 1960s wit-
nessed the rise and identification with
groups—e.g.,ethnic/racial, women, lesbian
and gay, physically challenged, and the
poor. All of these groups demanded fair-
ness and justice within and throughout all
ofsociety’s formal and informal structures.

With the increasing pervasiveness of
multicultural education have come myths,
especially about what it is and what isn’t.
These myths often serve to impede or halt
the progress of multicultural education.
Consequently, important to challenging
and correcting these myths is first provid-
ing a definition of multicultural education
that can frame and provide a context for
espousing these myths.

Attachment P
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Definitian of Mullicuttural Education

Multicultural education is a philo-
sophical concept and an educational pro-
cess. It is a concept built upon the philo-
sophical ideals of freedom, justice, equal-
ity, equity, and human dignity that are
contained in United States documents such
as the Constitution and the Declaration of

Independence. Itrecognizes, however, that

equalityand equity are not the same thing:
equal access does not necessarily guaran-
tee fairness., ’
Multicultural education is a process
that takes place in schools and other edu-
cational institutions and informs all aca-
demic disciplines and others aspectsof the
curricutum. It prepares all students to work
actively toward structural equality.in the
organizations and institutions of the United
States. It helps students to develop posi-
tive self-concepts and to discover who they
are, particularly in terms of their multiple
group memberships. Multicultural educa-
tion does this by providing knowledge about

the history, culture, and contributions of’“

the diverse groups that have shaped the
history, politics, and culture of the Uniited
States, -

Multicultural education acknowledges |
that the strength and richness of the United, |,
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Anout Muticuitural Education

States lies in its human diversity. It de-
mands a school staff that is multiracial
and multiculturally literate, and that in-
cludes staff members who are fluent in
more than one language. It demands a
curriculum that organizes concepts and
content around the contributions, perspec-
tives, and -experiences of the myriad of
groups that are part of United States soci-
ety. It confronts and seeks to bring about
change of current social issues involving
race, ethnicity, socioeconomic class, gen-
der, and disability. It accomplishes this by
providing instruction in a context that
students are familiar with, and builds
upon students’ diverse learning styles, It
teaches critical-thinking skills, as well as
democratic decision making, social action,
and empowerment skills. Finally, multi-
cultural education is a total process; it
cannot be truncéated: all components of its
definition must be in place in order for
multicultural education to be genuine and
viable.

This definition, I believe, erncapsu-

lates the articulated and published ideas

and beliefs of many multicultural schol-
ars, and is not far removed froin what
many other ‘multiculturalists believe
multicultural education tobe. .

Six Myths About Multieuitural Education

" There are numerous myths about
multicultural education. The onesthat are
most frequently yoiced are:

(1) It is both divisive and so conceptually
weak that it does little to eliminate
structural inequalities;

{2)It is unnecessary because the United
States is a melting pot;

(3) Multiculturalism—and by extension
multicultural education—and politi-
cal correctness are the same thing;

(4) Multicultural education rejects the no-
tion of a common culture; ’

(5) Multicultural education is a “minority
thing;” and

(6) Multicultural education will impede
learning the basic skills: These six
myths will be the focus of my discus-

- sion.

Muth 1

Muiticultual education Is dlvisive, and/or multl-
cultural gdocatlon Is a weak educational concept
that does not.aitempt to eliminate structural In-
enualilies.

Asmulticultural education has grown
as a philesophy and a practice, critics rep-

resenting both radical and conservatwes

ideologies have opposed it.

Radical eritics argue that multlcul-
tural education emphasizes individual
choice over collective solidarity {Olneck,
1990); that it neglects to critique systems
of oppression like race or class (Mattai,
1992) and structural inequalities; that it

emphasizes “culture” over “race” (Jan Mo- |
hamed & Lloyd, 1987). Radical critics also,

argue that multicultural education’s ma-

jor purpose is to advacate prejudice reduc-,
tion as a solution to inequality. Therefore, '

they argue, its purpose is naive and misdi-
rected.

Conservative critics of multicultural
education argue that the United States

has always been “multicultural” so theré
is, in fact, no controversy. Ravitch (1990) .
writes, “The real issue on campus and in
the classreom is not whether there will be;

multiculturalism, but what kind of multi-
culturalismwill therebe” (p. Ad4). Ravitch
isagainst“particularism,”i.e,,multicultual

education thatis defined as African Ameri-

can-centric, Arab American-centric, Latino-
centric, and/or gender-centric.

Similarly, E. D. Hirsh (1987) believes
that there is value in multicultural educa-
tion because it “inoculates tolerance and

provides a perspective on our own fradi- ..
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tions and values.” However, he adds, “It
should not be allowed to supplant or inter-
fere with our schools’ responsibility to in-
sure our children’s mastery of American
literate culture” (p. 18).

Although these conservative critics
believe in multicultural education, their
vision of multicultual educationisone that
adheres to traditional Western thought
andideology and seeks to perpetuate insti-
tutions as they presently exist.

Also, since many conservative critics
believe that there is already adequate at-
tention given to race, class, and gender in
American life, they have harsh criticisms
for proponents of multicultual education.
They argue that multicultural education
is amovement by a “calt” (Siegel, 1991), ar
itisideas from former radical protesters of
the 1960s (D’Souza, 1991). Further, these
conservative critics argue that multi-cul-
tural education is divisive (Balch, 1992;
D'Souza, 1991), and that too much atten-
tion is given to race and ethnicity. The
multieultural -education now being pro-
posed, they argue, will “disunite America”
(Schlesinger, 1991) and lead to “balkan-
ization” ar “tribalism.”

Both radical and conservative critics
of multicultural education often leave their
research skills, scholarship, and willing-
ness to conduct a thorough review of the
educational literature at the academy door.
Most radical critiques of multicultural
education seem to be written after reading
(notstudying) a few limited selections from
the multicultural literature. For example,
some (g.g., Olneck, 1990) claim that domi-
nant versions of multicultural education
are divorced from sociopolitical interests,
and that multicultural scholars see ethnic
conflict as the result of negative attitudes
and ignorance about manifestations of dif-
ference, which can be resolved by cultivat-
ing empathy, appreciation, and under-
standing.

It is for certain that these critics have
not examined the work of Nieto (1992),
Banks (1991), Banks and Banks (1989),
Gay (1986), Gollnick and Chinn (1994),
Grant (1988), Sleeter and Grant (1988)
and Slester (1993). These authors point
out that people of color, women, the dis-
abled, and the poor are oppressed by rac-
ism, sexism, and classism, and that one
goal of multicultural education is to em-
power students so that they may have the
courapge, knowledge, and wisdom to con-
trol their life circumstances and transform
society.

Some of the radical scholars (e.g.
McCarthy, 1990a) mainly quote from ear-
lier publications on multicultural educa-
tion, ignoring the context of time in which

these publications were written, ignoring
the conceptual evolution of multicultural
education, and ignoring the more recent
essays on multicultural education. Also,
these critics seem to read what they wish
into the writings on multicultural educa-
tion. For example, McCarthy (1990b) com-
pares the argument put forth in Sleeter
and Grant’s (1989) “Educatiorl That Is
Multicultural and Social Reconstruction-
ist” approach to one of crosscultural com-
petence for enhancing minority negotia-
tion with mainstream society (p.49). This
is difficult to understand, because a good
deal of this approach is concerned with
providing students with strategies for so-
cial action and developing self-empower-
ment (Sleeter & Grant, 1988, p. 201).

These misinterpretations of multi-
cultual education by radical and conserva-
tive critics lead to continuous controversy,
and undercut the influence that mnulti-
cultural eduecation can have on society.
Paul Robeson Jr. {1993) tells us:

The controversy over multicultural-
ism is not, as many claim, merely a
manifestation of the politics of race
and gender; rather, it is at the heart of
a profound ideological struggle over
the values of American culture and
the nature of U. 8. civilization. Above
all it is a debate about whether the
melting-pot culture, whichisthe foun-
dation of the American way of life and
imposes its Anglo-Saxon Protestant
values on our society, should be re-
placed by a mosaic culture incorpo-
ratingthe values ofthe diverse groups
that make up America's population.

(p.1)

This statement by Robeson provides
an excellent response to the conservative
eritics,but I believe the radical critics have
somewhat of a different problem. Their

. problem is one of aneed to understand that

manymulticultural educators are not sim-
ply interested in an education that will
lead to the assimilation of student into
society as it presently exists. Many
multicultural educators are interested in
changing the knowledge and power equa-
tion so that race, class, and gender groups
that have previously been marginalized
have equity and equality in all the struc-
tures of society.

hyth
The unitted States Is a Melting Pot for all U.8.
gitizens.

An inereasing number of people are
coming to the realization that the United
States never was a melting pot. The argu-
ment they put forth is that people of color
have not been able to “melt,” and other

groups, such as women, the physically chal-
lenged, lesbians and gay men, and the

poor, have not been fully accepted into the

mainstream of American society. Many
realities—the glass ceiling in corporate
America that prevents women and people
of color from redching top leadership posi-
tions; inequities in pay between men and
women and between people of color and
white people; the lockout of women, people

of color, and the poor from much of the

political system; and the increasing slide
of the United States into a two-class soci-
ety of “haves and have nots"—invalidate
the melting pot thesis.

Robeson explains that the melting-
potisbased upon the denial of group rights
and a one-sided emphasis on “radical indi-
vidualism,” whereas the mosaic culture
affirms group rights along with individual

rights and emphasizes a balance between,
individual liberty and individual responsi- .
bility to the community. Rebeson further

adds:

This difference underlies the conflicts
between the melting pot and the mo-
saic over the issue of race, ethnicity,
gender, and class, since the melting
pot has traditionally vsed the denial
of group rights to subordinate non
Anglo-Saxon White ethnic groups,
non-White, White women, and those
who do not own property (i.e., people
who do not belong to the middle or
upper class). (p.3)

Myth 3:

Multiculteral Equcation and Polical Correctness

are tue same thino.

Multicultural education is not a syn-
onym for “political correctness.” Many, edu-
cators and other members of society un-
knowingly connect Political Correctness

to multicultural education. Hughes (1593),

states:

Much mud has been stirred up by the
linkage of multiculturalism with po-
litical correctness. This has turned
what cught to be a generous recogni-

tion of cultural diversity into a worth-

less symbolic program, clogged with
lumped-radical jargon. Its offshoot is ,
the rhetoric of cultural separatism. -
(p.83)

Political correctness, it is argued, is about
doingthe proper thing. Hughes (1993)also,
says it is “political etiquette.” Some con:
servative critics argue that political cor-

rectness is about speech repression. For’

example, penalizing students for using cer-
tain words on campus, that they would not
be penalized for if they useéd these same
words off campus. Cortes (1991), an obser-
ver of social history, explains:

g
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..some campuses have instituted ill-
conceived speech codes that have
reached ludicrous extremes of at-
tempting to micro-manage the “unac-
ceptable.” Such action have had the
unfortunate side effect of trivializing
the critical issue of continuing cam-
pus bigotry, while at the same time
casting a pall on the entire higher
educational struggle against preju-
dice and formulticultural understand-
ing.... (p.13)

Repressing the use of speech, or limit-
ing the books that make up the “canon,”
leads many—especially those who are op-
posed to multicultural education, or who
are unsure about its meaning—to view
multicultural education and political cor-
rectness as one in the same. An example
may help to illuminate this peint.

I was recently told that many P. C.
advocates would probably ban or discour-
age the reading of Huckleberry Finn.Iwas
then asked what would I, an advocate of
multicultural education, do about the use
of this American classic in schools. My
reply was that Huckleberry Finn, or Tom
Sawyer, can be read but in so doing needs
tobereadin a“context.” By context,I mean
the teacher leading the discussion should
have experience teaching from a multi-
cultural perspective. This would include
-'\having'introducedthe students (before the

reading of Huckleberry Finn)to avariety of
literature, some of which features African
Amerieans as heroes and heroines; some of
which has explained the historical mean-
ing of words and terms; some of which
included a rounded view of other ethnic
groups, including whites. I would also add
that the sequencing of Huckleberry Finnis
important. It may not be wise to have it as
the first book the class reads. It should be
read after a positive climateis established,
and students have developed an attitude
of sensitivity and respect for each other
within groups and across groups.

Gareia and Pugh (19922) claim that
“political correctness” serves the purpose
of defining a political and intellectual per-
spective as an aberrant ideology and then
attacking it as indoctrination” (p. 216).
When multieultural education is reduced
toP. C., Garcia and Pugh (1992) argue, “[it]

- undercuts the validity of pluralism as a
universally shared experience,” and [ would
addit minimizesthe importance of women,
the poor, the physieally challenged, and
lesbians and gay men.

" Mytn &:
Multicelioral Education Relect a Common Cultnre.

Multicultural education offers a way
toachieve the commaon culture thatdoesn't

presently exist. We all are aware that the
United States is a land of many people,
mostofwhose foreparents came fromother
countries, bringing different languages,
customs, and religious heliefs. We are also
aware that the United States’ strength
andhumanity comefromits diverse people.
Additionally, we are aware that from this
“diversity” it is important that we create a
“oneness” or a common culture. Peter
Erickson, using the canon as the context
for his argument, offers four reasons why
multiculturalism is not fraying America,
and why it can help us the achieve a com-
mon culture.

First, Erickson (1991) argues that tra-
ditionalists view the canon as made up of
diverse, inconsistent elements, but whole
in the sense of being conceived as a single
entity. He states, “Thebasic unit of organi-
zation is single authors, however diverse;
their diversity is expressed through the
framework of a single literary tradition”
(p. B2). Multicultural education, on the
other hand, supports the acceptance and
affirmation of multiple traditions. Erickson
writes, “In a multicultural approach, the
basic organizational component is not in-
dividual authors, but multiple traditions.
Diversity is thus placed on a different
conceptual foundation., This foundation
implies that each minority tradition is a
distinct cultural entity that cannot be dis-
solved into an everarching common tradi-
tion through the catalytic action of adding
one or two minority authors to the estab-
lished canon.”

Second, multicultural education ex-
pands the idea of what constitutes “valid
criticism.” Criticism is not confined to the
rules laid out by established classical au-
thors. Erickson argues:

Multicultural criticism...recognizes
the possibility of a sharp criticism of
Shakespeare that cuts through the
mantle of his established position.
Such criticism does not seek to eject
Shakespeare from the canon, but pro-
poses that Shakespeare no longer be
viewed as an inviolable fixture. (p.B2)

Third, multiculturalists do not reject
the idea of a common culture, as many
opponents of multicultural education claim.
Instead, “it [multiculturalism]opposes the
traditionalist way of constructing a com-
mon culture through ever-simplified ap-
peals to a common heritage achieved by
applying the principles of universalism
and transcendence topeoples’s differences”
(p. B2). Erickson argues that for the multi-
culturalists, “common cultureisnotagiven:
it has to be created anew by engaging the
cultural differences that are part of Ameri-
can Life” (p. B2). ~

Fourth, thé common reader for the
multiculturalistis shaped by “identity poli-

tics.” In other words, the identity of the .
reader(s) needs to be taken into account if
we are to understand the culture we hold -

in common. Similarly, race, class, and gen-
der are active factors that must be ac-
knowledged and deemed important to un-
derstanding and interpretations.

Muyth &
Multicuiteral education Is a “minority thing™

Many teachers and teacher educators
see multicultural education as a “minority
thing.” They see it as mainly related to the
school experiences of peaple of color. It is
seen as an educational plan to help en-
hance the self-concept of students of color,
especially African-American and Hispanic
students, whomany educators believecome

to school with a negative self-image. Also, -

itis viewed as an educational plan to help

manage the behavior of these same stu-

dents. Additionally, it is regarded as a
curriculum innovation that seeks to in-
clude the .culture and history of under-
represented groups in the Ameriecan expe-
rience.

Conversely, multicultural education
is not seen as important and necessary far
whites. One reason for this is that many
whites see the focus of multicultural as

mainly race, and “race” is perceived nar- °
rowly as a “black or brown” problem—a

problem that black and brown people need
to overcome (Omi &Howard, 1986). Often
forgotten is the United States’ history of
slavery and discrimination and the need
for whites to understand how they contrib-
ute to everyday racism (Essed, 1990). Al-
though the social science literature is re-
plete with arguments that “race” (and rae-
ism) is very much the white man’s prob-
lem, and thatits evilness works against all.

- of United States’ saciety (Myrdal, 1944; -

Report of the National Advisory Commis-
sion on Civil Disorders, 1968; Tocqueville
1969), this point is too often ignored (Omi
& Winant, 1986; Ringer & Lawless, 1989).

Also ignored when race is seen as the .

only foundational pillar of multicultural
educationisthe attention scholars of multi-
cultural education gave to discussing socio-
ecoriomic classissues (e.g., control of wealth
in society, discussion of the causes of pov-
erty and homelessness), gender (e.g., the
gender-based glass ceiling in corporate
America, treatment of girls in math and
science class), disability {e.g., the isolation
or absence of the physically challenged in
the classroom and at school events).
Additionally, when multicultural edu-
cation is seen as only a “minerity thing”
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whites are mis-educated. Theyareinclined
to dévelop ethnocentric and prejudicial at-
titudes toward people of color when they
are deprived of the opportunity to learn
about the sociocultural, economic, and psy-
chological factors that produce conditions
of ethnic polarization, racial unrest, and
hate crimes. As a result, théy do not under-
stand their responsibility to participate in
eliminating the “isms” (Miel, 1967; Suzuke,
1979). )

Further, when multicultural educa-
tion is seen as a minority thing, the impor-

tance of analyzing theimpact of race; class,
and gender interactions which are impor-
tantto multicultural education researchis
ignored or understated. For example, Grant
and Sléetar (1986) reported that studies of
cooperative learning that mainly paid at-
tention to one status group (race) oversim-
plified the behavior analysis, and this over-
simplification could contribute to perpetu-
ation of gender and class basis. Similarly,
{Bossard, 1994) discusses the importance

.of studying the interaction effects df race;

class, and gerider dver time in. arder to

understand and bieak down the negative
institutionalized patterns of social life in
schaol.

muth B:

municulturat education Wil impede 08 1eaching
ol the basics and pregaration of students to live in
a olohal technolagleal soclety.

Learning the basics and being able to
apply them to real life situations is essen-
tial to any quality educational program, ~
and the purpose of multicultural educa-
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tion is to provide a high quality educa-
tional program for all students. Multicul-
tural education includes curriculum and
instructional approaches that place learn-
ing in a context that challenges students,
while at the same time allowing them to
have some familiarity with the learning
context and the purpese for learning the
content being taught (Gay, 1990; Trueba,
1991). .

Much of the early multicultural cur-
riculum in the 1970s and the early 1980s
dealt with how to help teachers include or
integrate multicultural education into the
subject matter they teach daily. Reading
and social studies especially received multi-
cultural attention (Banks, 1979: Grant,
1977). More recently, beginningin thelate
1980s, materials have been readily avail-
able to help teachers understand how to,
make their science and mathematics re-
late to their students’ thinking and concep-
tual understanding (e.g., Grant & Sleeter,
1989; Fennema and Franke, 1992)

The integration of multicultural edu-
cation throughout the entire curriculum
and instructional process is advocated to
encourage students to learn the basics,
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understand that mathematics and science
are tools that they can command, and that
what they learn should give them greater
control of their destiny.

Also important to multicultural edu-
cation is developing the ability to listen to,
appreciate, and critique different voices
and stories. Development of these abili-
ties, along with gaining an appreciation
for differences, is essential to being able to
successful live in the 21st century. Hughes
(1993) reminds us:

The future of America, in a globalized
economy without a Cold War, will lie
with people who can think and act
with inférmed grace across ethnic,
cultural, linguistic lines. (p.26)

Finally, it is clear that multicultural
education is being challenged, but we
should not be dismayed or discouraged by
this challenge. Just a few years ago, only a
few people were seriously discussing
multicultural education or paying atten-
tion to its potential and possibilities. Posi-
tive circumstances and events for multi-
cultural education are happeningall across
the United States. For example, the State
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of Maryland has recently passed a law for
education in the State entitled “Education
That Is Multicultural.”

Finally, it is important to remember
the words of Frederick Douglass:

If there is no struggle, there is no
progress, Those who profess to favor
freedom, and yet deprecate agitation,
aremen who want crops without plow-
ing up the ground. They want rain
without thunder and lighting. They
want the ocean without the awful
roar of its many waters. This struggle
may be a moral one; or it may be both
moral and physical; but it must be a
struggle. Power concedes nothing
without a demand. :
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. tional Association for
Multicultural Education.

'

REFERENCE

THE HANDBOOK:

» evaluates the state of the discipline and
provides historical perspectives on the field.

* reviews three decades ol research on
multicultural communities and classrooms.

» discusses theories of knowledge construction
and the role of popular culture in education.
» explores past.and present research descrip-
tions of ethnic communities.

« examines the history of immigration in the
United States.

» looks at the challenges faced by educators
in specific ethnic communities.

» evaluates second language teaching and
learning.

« summarizes past policies and suggests
methods of increasing the academic achieve- |

ment of students from diverse racial, ethnic,
and social-class groups.

= describes guidelines lor improving
interracial relations in our schools.

* addresses multicultural research in

higher education.

« reviews the state of multicultural
education in Australia, Great Britain,
Canada, and Germany.

and handiing for each copy erdered. MasterCard, Visa, and
American Express canls are also sccepted; include your
accoun! rnumbey, expimtion dale, phone number, and your
slgnature. NOTE: Orders canna! ba shipped oulsids the
United States.

If paying by check, include $75 plus $4 shipping |

e —

WINTER 1994
L]




