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 Multi-ethnic education is indeed at the crossroads. The future of this movement will influence how 

our children and their children will deal with racial problems and conflict. Without active and strong 

support from policy makers and opinion leaders in the government, in business, and in the education 

community, multiethnic education may fail in its central mission, and U.S. institutions, including 

schools and colleges, will retreat to doing business as usual. If this happens, muted ethnic tensions and 

frustrations will grow by leaps and bounds. This is a dismal prospect, but a distinct possibility.  

James A. Banks, "Multi-ethnic Education at the Crossroads"  

Sometimes, because of the many similarities we notice among people or because of what we see portrayed by 

the mass media, it is hard to remember that the United States is a multicultural nation. The population of this 

country is made up of people whose ancestries can be traced back to every nation on earth. With the exception 

of Native Americans, each American family was founded by immigrants.  

Though we tend to associate the word immigrants with the vast numbers of people who came to this 

country in the nineteenth century, it is important to remember that even the earliest colonists were people from 

other lands: England, France, Spain, the Netherlands, and Germany. Further, immigration to the United States 

is not an event of the past; each year, new American citizens are naturalized and continue to add to the layers 

of different cultures within our country.  

The multicultural nature of the United States creates special challenges in education and schooling. 

Picture this scene in a large urban high school. Li is just completing her first week in an American school. She 

arrived with her family from Southeast Asia just two months ago, and she is amazed at the size of American 

cities. Though she knows a little English, she does not feel comfortable answering questions or participating 

in class discussions. In her hometown many thousands of miles away, she was considered an excellent 

student, but now she fears that the teacher will think she is lazy or stupid if she answers in her halting English. 

She vows to sit silently and appear respectful-but she will not open her mouth until next year, perhaps, when 

her English is as good as that of Roberta, who sits next to her. Li glances around quickly at the other girls in 

the classroom, watching their movements, taking note of what they are wearing, so that she can learn how to 

behave and dress and, at long last, fit in. She is afraid the teacher or the students will criticize her if she does 

not.  

In that same classroom is Luis, whose grandfather left Mexico to become a migrant farm worker. Luis's 

parents were both born in the United States and decided to raise their children in a city, where they could get 

solid educations, instead of on the migrant path, where education is sporadic. Luis's black, white, Asian, and 

Hispanic classmates all have different backgrounds, live in different areas of the city, have different attitudes 

about their families, and have different  



attitudes about the school and their teachers.  

The teacher in a multicultural school must make special considerations when dealing with the 

students. Understanding that their backgrounds are diverse is only the beginning; with that 

understanding must come an awareness that different cultural groups have different values, different 

customs, and different views of the role of education, different needs, and different goals.  

MULTICULTURAL: WHAT DOES IT MEAN?  

Israel Zangwill's play The Melting Pot portrayed America as a place where old customs would be 

left behind, where old languages would be forgotten, where ethnic and national differences would be 

melted in "God's crucible." Whatever the merits of this idea-and although the term "melting pot" is 

still tossed around-the fact of the matter is that it never really happened.  

Ethnicity and Culture  

The ethnic and cultural differences among the population of the United States cannot be denied. And 

these ethnic and cultural differences affect the way different people interact socially, the way they 

vote, and the way they influence various aspects of society (including school programs!).  

To assess your own perspectives about culture, try responding to the statements in the culture 

inventory. At the end of the chapter, return to the inventory and check your responses to see if they 

have changed.  

To illuminate the terms culture and ethnicity, let us turn to definitions. Culture is the total of all 

the patterns of behavior, customs, and conditions that are characteristic of a particular group of 

people. Ethnicity is the sum of traits such as religion, language, ancestral heritage, and group 

identification characteristic of a particular group of people. As can be seen, these concepts are highly 

interrelated.  

  All of us belong to one—or more than one—ethnic or culture group. The idea that only people 

 of certain minority backgrounds are members of ethnic groups represents a view that is not only highly 

 restrictive, it is also false. Think about yourself in this regard. Your background is composed of your 

 heredity and the cultural environment in which you were raised. Further, within these broad groupings 

 of "ethnicity" and "culture" there are subcultures which are differentiated on the basis of various 

 factors: religion, geographic background, sex, economic background, race, community background. 

  More than you may know, these factors influence the way you look at life. Your own 

 ethnic-cultural profile is a product of your ancestry (for example, African-American, 

 Polish-American, Native American, Anglo-American, Japanese-American) plus your religious 

 affiliation (for example, Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, Muslim) plus all of your other cultural 

 affiliations (for example, rural or urban, middle class. or working class, male or female). These 

 different life patterns overlap and create unique individuals with distinct ethnic-cultural 

 backgrounds-and all these individuals are Americans.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Great Migrations  

In its earliest days, the United States was a paradise sheltering a vast agrarian dream. The great waves 

of immigration, beginning in the 1840s with Europeans victimized by famine, changed the profile of 

the United States from an essentially rural, Anglo-Saxon nation to that of an urban, multiethnic one. 

This immigration continued with the rise of industrialism, although the greatest influx of immigrants 

took place between 1840 and the end of World War I. Still, it is important to remember that 

immigration is a major part of America's cultural heritage; remember that of the fifty-six signers of the 

Declaration of Independence, eighteen of them were not of Anglo-Saxon extraction.  

The vast majority of the immigrants were poor people who occupied the lowest strata of the 

societies from which they came; they arrived in this country full of hope, anxious to escape the 

poverty and famine they had known and to embrace a land of opportunity. They were eager to fit into 

American society; in many instances they anglicized their names as part of their zeal for citizenship.  

Handicapped as they often were by language, cultural, and racial barriers, these new immigrants 

took the most menial jobs and found themselves once again occupying the lowest stratum of society. 

Strangers in a strange land, they were determined to make a better life for their children. This great 

migration and the wants of the immigrants enormously influenced education in the United States. The 

role of the schools had to change to respond to the immigrants' desires to be good citizens and to 

ensure their children's future.   

  The first idea born of the immigration era is that of the school as an agent of socialization. To 

 recent immigrants and to citizens who had failed to assimilate into the culture as they had hoped they 

 would, the public schools represented the answer for their children. Here their children would learn to 

 speak properly, learn to read and write English, learn modes of acceptable behavior, and, over time, 

 become Americans. Although the schools accepted this task, it should be realized that from a historical 

 perspective, such an incredibly difficult task had never before been attempted. The role of the school 

 had expanded from that of an institution where students learned their culture.  

A second idea about the purpose of schooling was the linkage of schooling to the job market. The 

notion was born that a basic purpose of schooling was to give students the skills and knowledge which 

would help them get better jobs than those their parents had. This idea became, in time, so pervasive 

that it came to apply to the linkage of schooling to the job market at all levels, both blue-collar and 

white-collar. Today the idea is so widely accepted that the few who challenge it are seen as academic 

snobs. Online and late-night television advertisements exhort would-be dropouts to stay in school not 

so that they might become better educated people but because they will be locked out of the job 

market without a high school diploma.  

Pluralism versus Assimilation  

The better life the immigrants hoped for rapidly became linked with American ideals, with patriotism, 

with citizenship. For a while, it looked as if Zangwill's idea of the melting pot was valid-and it is true 

that there are some values in this country which appear to be wholly American.·  

But on more careful analysis, despite some seemingly purely American ideals, it becomes 

apparent that we live in a pluralistic society, a society composed of many different and identifiable 

ethnic-cultural groups. Whether the identification can be made on the basis of physical characteristics, 

patterns of speech, the spelling of persons' names, or religion, it is still clear that the United States is 

composed of many different groups of people.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The concept of assimilation is the melting pot idea-the idea that cultural and ethnic differences 

should be melted into a larger "American" culture. This idea has been under attack for some time.  

Advocates of a pluralistic society point out that no American archetype or model currently exists 

or ever has existed. Further, these advocates point out, not only do Americans encompass a range of 

peoples of great differences; but these differences are differences of value. Thus, the potential for 

conflict exists between advocates of cultural pluralism and those who believe that assimilation of 

culture groups is a paramount goal of American society.  

Past Mistakes  

Indeed, the zeal for assimilation has contributed to many of the domestic problems of this country. These 

problems include cultural identity crises as well as others that are more damaging: negative stereotypes, 

racism, discrimination, and segregation.  

 

CULTURAL IDENTITY. The underlying need of individuals to cling to group affiliations is part of their 

need for an affirmation of their sense of identity. The quest by so many to research their "roots" exemplifies 

this desire for ethnic, national, and cultural identification. In the past, the history of many ethnic peoples and 

the contribution of these peoples to American history was ignored, as were the contributions of women. 

Fortunately, the lack of cultural identity and history is being changed today; ethnic studies and women's 

studies are part of a multicultural curriculum.  

 

STEREOTYPES. A stereotype is an oversimplified opinion or 'attitude that is' commonly held about a group 

of people. For the most part, stereotypes are negative and are the basis for prejudice and ethnic and racial 

hatred. Stereotypes generally arise because of a lack of knowledge and a limited understanding of different 

cultures. These ideas are inaccurate and tells us nothing accurate or useful. Further, stereotyping can lead to a 

lack of understanding and a lack of tolerance for minority groups in the United States.  

To avoid stereotyped information, the teacher must try to emphasize similarities as well as differences 

in culture, and to present information that is as accurate as possible. A good way to start is to display an 

awareness of the various ethnic backgrounds represented in a given class. Similarities and differences may be 

compared among the many cultures represented in the classroom.  

RACISM, DISCRIMINATION, AND SEGREGATION. One of the ugliest chapters in American history is 

that of racism. Among the most dramatic and well-known examples of racism in our country was the enforced 

slavery of blacks. Another example was the enforced removal of various tribes of Native Americans from 

their native lands.  

Yet blacks and Indians were not the only groups who suffered. Other ethnic and racial groups have also 

been victims of a racist point of view which renders the melting pot theory a cruel joke for them. 

Jewish-Americans, Mexican-Americans, Polish-Americans, Chinese-Americans, Italian-Americans, and 

many others have all experienced the frustration arising from the lack of tolerance shown them by others.  

Furthermore, racism led to other negative effects. After the abolition of slavery, blacks still had ' to 

contend with segregation. This segregation ranged from enforced segregated neighborhoods to segregated 

restaurants to segregated schools. Since the Supreme Court's 1954 decision in Brown v. The Board of 

Education of Topeka, the schools have been involved in the long process of desegregation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 Discrimination is another form of injustice. People have been discriminated against (that is, treated 

unfairly and given unequal opportunity) not only on the basis of nice and ethnicity, but also on the basis of 

gender. One of the main purposes of multicultural education is to strike a blow at discrimination of any kind.  

 

FUTURE HOPES. Granted, we now live in a more enlightened era, but we also live in a time when the cry is 

for more emphasis on the basics. To many people, "back-to-basics" is the rallying call for a very real trend 

toward pulling back from the cutting edge of social equality and rebuilding the walls of prejudice and 

discrimination higher than ever.  

The teaching profession, instead of leading the way toward a pluralistic society, may now be in a 

defensive and reactive posture. Teachers have been demoralized by tight budgets, declining enrollments, and 

an increasingly hostile public. School boards and curriculum committees have denounced "secular 

humanism" and have eliminated textbooks from the classroom. In 1979, J. D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye 

was banned from the classrooms of a public school system in the state of Washington—this at a time when 

educators had thought censorship in the classroom was a thing of the past.  

All of this is by way of saying that the road ahead is neither clear nor easy. For, in spite of what we know 

about how students learn, and regardless of our increasing awareness of domestic and international affairs 

which dictate the need for better cooperation among the peoples of the world, the time has not yet come when 

this cooperation will be embraced by all. However, there is no need to give up efforts toward understanding. 

We have considered some of the research that has been done on teachers, students, and the schools—research 

that has implications for the implementation of a culturally pluralistic curriculum. While the reviews are 

mixed, the evidence nevertheless supports the need for continued work with children toward eliminating 

prejudice and increasing multicultural understanding. The problems in our schools highlight the need for 

change. In the next ·section, we will consider-some of the cultural elements a teacher should be aware of in 

students. This awareness of cultural patterns will aid understanding.  

 

TOWARD CULTURAL UNDERSTANDING  

Though past studies have concluded that many teachers are unaware of the value conflicts and cultural 

ideals of their students, it is also true that this is changing. Further, the profile of teachers is changing; 

many members of racial and ethnic minorities are now entering the teaching professions. Slowly, lack 

of understanding will evolve into increased understanding. There are many cultural factors the teacher 

must be aware of in dealing with students, in order that someday equal access to school buildings will 

also mean equal opportunity in education.  

Factors of Culture  

Different groups have different ideas about things; these ideas range from different preferences in 

food to different value systems. For diverse opinions and values to exist, it is not necessary to alter too 

many variables. For example, a teenager living on a farm will have different ideas about society than 

will a teenager from a large city.  

Factors of culture include differences beyond race or ethnicity. These factors include sex, 

religious affiliation, geographic location, economics. We will explore some of these factors in this 

section.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



RACE. The most obvious cultural factor is that of race. The United States is composed of people from 

every racial type. Since racial traits are usually so easy to see, racial differences are often very 

pronounced and racial discrimination is anything but subtle. It is important for the teacher to 

remember that all races have a deep sense of cultural pride; rather than cause problems, differences in 

the way people of various races live can be put to good advantage in the classroom. Students can learn 

from each other.  

As more and more immigrants pour into this country, schools will have to deal with different 

types of racial problems than in the past. The black-white or white-red differences of the past are no 

longer the only racial differences. More and more Asians are entering our country, as are more and 

more persons from Latin America. The schools can be a forum for sharing among racial backgrounds, 

rather than a platform for increased tension.  

 ETHNIC BACKGROUND. The American people are unique in that, with the exception of Native 

 Americans, they all can trace their ancestry to another country. After the influx of English, Dutch, 

 French, German, and Spanish in the early days of our country, groups from other European countries 

 followed: first the Irish, then Italians, Slavs, Scandinavians, and others. Africans, Asians, and South 

 and Central Americans are all included among this country's ethnic groups. Differences in customs, in 

 food, in ideas about education and work, in ways of speaking, in family traditions all lend to the 

 cultural diversity of the United States. The teacher must remember that different students from 

 different backgrounds will have different attitudes about learning, about future job possibilities, about 

 later education. Once again, a sharing within the classroom can ease tensions and provide a forum for 

 ethnic identity and pride.  

 

 GENDER. The difference in views of male students and female students is partially due to what 

 various cultures feel about the different sexes. To avoid discrimination, it is important for teachers to 

 view both male and female students as equally important and as having equal potential. Both sexes 

 will need to be encouraged to try areas of study and experience that they may not formerly have tried 

 because of their sex.  

 

RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION. Just as this country has representatives from every race and every 

ethnic group, so, too, is every religious group represented in America. The major religions, Christian, 

Buddhist, Islamic, and Jewish, all have places of worship in America and are represented by many 

different sects and groups. Often, religious beliefs will be the determining factor in whether or not 

parents will send their children to public schools. Frequently, laws of diet or special holidays will have 

to be observed by certain students; problems with other students can arise because of these 

misunderstood differences. The teacher must be alert to religious differences and, once again, learn to 

use these differences as a starting point for understanding, rather than for intolerance.  

GEOGRAPHIC LOCATION. Urban life is certainly very different from rural life, and suburban life 

is different from both of these. Furthermore, students living in homes on tree-lined streets will be 

different-from their fellow students who live in high-rises or housing projects or apartment buildings. 

Different levels of stress, different ways of coping with other people, different expectations about 

noise and crowds will all be elements to consider when teaching students from different types of 

neighborhoods. Transportation to school will be an added dimension, as will participation in 

extracurricular activities; the time spent at school and students' success with other students all relate to 

geographic location. Further, different geographic locations often have different ethnic mixes. For 

example, Hispanic people tend to live in the towns and cities of the Southwest or in large Eastern 

cities. The suburbs tend to be white. These combinations of factors-affect schooling. 

 

 

 

 

 



ECONOMIC STATUS. As can be expected, economics is an important factor in understanding student 

differences. Different economic groups have different expectations about what the schools should provide. 

Working-class groups often expect the schools to provide awareness of future jobs, whereas middle-class or 

upper-class parents often expect more emphasis on literature and art. Parents from-lower economic groups 

may expect the schools to assist their children in having a better future; or these parents may be disillusioned 

and may have no hope for the schools. Economics are important to consider when working toward 

understanding.  
 
 
A STEP BEYOND: TOWARD GLOBAL UNDERSTANDING  
 

Besides aiding students in the understanding of people from our own country, a function of 

multicultural education is to aid students to understand people from a global perspective.  

United Nations official Robert Muller recently noted that a child born today into a world of 4 

billion people will, if he or she reaches the age of sixty be sharing the earth with three times that many 

human beings. Muller goes on to say that "A child born today will be both an actor and a beneficiary 

or a victim in the total world fabric, and he may rightly ask: 'Why was I not warned? Why was I not 

better educated? Why did my teachers not tell me about these problems and indicate my behavior as a 

member of an interdependent human race?"  

Awareness of and Involvement in the Global System  

Individuals, and the groups to which they belong, are involved in the world system in a variety of very 

specific ways, and it may be useful to identify some of the basic dimensions of this very rich array of 

human experience. .  

 

As individuals, each of us is involved in the world system in the following ways:  

• Biologically--because we are members of a single, common species and consequently 

share much in common with all humans.  

• Ecologically--because we are a part of the earth's biosphere and thus inescapably linked to 

our planet's material and energetic structure.  

• Socioculturally--because we are enmeshed in the human-created environment we call 

culture. In the modern world human cultures have become a global environment. (The 

technologies, institutions, languages, and beliefs which make up human culture link us, our 

communities, and our nation to people, communities. and nations elsewhere in the world. 

Through these cultural linkages we influence the lives of others and they, in turn, influence 

our lives.)  

• Historically--because of the culture that surrounds us is an amalgam of technologies, 

languages, beliefs, and institutions initially created by humans who lived elsewhere in both 

space and time. Similarly, much of the culture surrounding others has been influenced by 

us or our ancestors.  

• Psychologically--because we see the world beyond our borders through our perceptions, 

attitudes, and beliefs, just as our nation is viewed through perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs 

of others.  

 



Two educators, Gilliom and-Remy, suggest that middle childhood is an important time in children's 

international socialization. They write  

Indeed, the period from about eight to thirteen years of age may well be unique in that it 

represents a time before too many stereotypically rigid perspectives dominate children's views 

of the world, and yet a time in which cognitive development is sufficiently advanced to make a 

diversity of viewpoints accessible. 

They conclude, in that spirit, that current research indicates a real need to introduce global 

education at the elementary level. We conclude that global education should continue beyond that 

point as well.  

Recommendations for Global Education  

Gilliom and Remy offer some worthwhile thoughts about the characteristics of a "fresh approach" to 

global education.  

1. Global education should involve all areas of the curriculum. Global education should 

touch on such other curricular areas as art, mathematics, music, and science.  

2. Global education should capitalize on the local community as a laboratory for studying 

international education. Teachers should take advantage of the opportunities for exposing 

students to such global links as airports, banks, shipping firms, travel agencies, hotels, 

trade centers, and telephone facilities.  

3. Global education should look beyond the schools to other institutions as potential arenas 

of international learning for children. Other institutions such as youth organizations, 

churches, ethnic associations, and scouting groups might well work in consortium with one 

another to further global concepts.  

4. Global education should involve learning for something rather than about something. If 

interdependence is a key global concept, it should be experienced) not taught about. This is 

crucial to helping students develop skills which will enable them to cope with the 

consequences of interdependence in daily life.  

 Global education should be infused throughout teacher education programs. The necessity of viewing 

 the earth as an interdependent system is as important to the teacher as is the need to communicate such 

 an idea to his or her own students.  

 
Intercultural Communication  
Both global and multiethnic education are deeply concerned with helping students learn to communicate 

across cultures, whether within the United States or around the world. Intercultural communication is not 

simply a matter of learning other languages. It also involves the skills of observing and interpreting nonverbal 

communication and knowledge of the different meanings that the same or similar words (albeit in different 

languages) have for members of other cultures.  

Both multilingual and monolingual teachers can teach students about such aspects of intercultural 

communication as body language, gestures, personal space, conversational distance, and social customs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Because the United States is a country that is culturally diverse, a multicultural approach to education is 

vital in order to serve the needs of all students. Ethnicity and culture affect the ways people interact 

socially, as well as their personal ideas and goals. To be aware of some of the ways culture affects different 

beliefs is to broaden your view of the needs of students. In its earliest days, the United States was colonized 

primarily by British, Dutch, and German settlers. In some cases colonial Americans lived in relative peace 

with the Native Americans but conflicts arose soon after contact in many others. New groups continued to 

arrive and slavery was introduced to the country.  

 In the mid-1800s, waves of immigrants arrived in the United States from Ireland, Italy, and Eastern 

European countries. Their motivation for immigration was the political unrest in Europe as well as the 

economic difficulties in the world. At first, many theorists believed that the best way for these new 

Americans to become productive citizens was through the idea of the cultural melting pot; in other words, 

they would be assimilated into "American" culture. However, time and a careful appraisal of the situation 

have shown that cultural pluralism is a fairer and more realistic goal for our multicultural country. The 

melting pot theory and peoples' natural tendencies to distrust those who are different created problems of 

racism, discrimination, and segregation.  

 The goals of multicultural education is to understand peoples and eliminate social problems. To 

achieve these goals, it is important to be aware of cultural factors: gender, religious affiliation, geographic 

location, economics, race, and ethnicity. Each of these factors affects people's habits, their personal aims, 

their speech, and their attitudes toward schooling. Through gaining an understanding of the multicultural 

aspects of our own culture, we can go a step beyond toward global understanding.  


