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                                           David Westmeier


In studying how to incorporate a diverse multicultural curriculum into my classroom situation, I've drawn several conclusions in regards to the approaches and methods of application in which I believe this should take place.  My objective here is to outline several different approaches, explain which approach I believe to be the best and why, and finally to provide practical steps and examples in regards to how one can apply it to the classroom situation.  

Four Approaches

According to Hilda Hernandez in her book on "Multicultural Education: A Teacher's Guide to Content and Process", Sleeter and Grant (Two of multicultural education's "gurus") have outlined five different approaches to Multicultural Education of which most methodologies fit into.  The most basic approach to teaching Multicultural Education was titled "Teaching the Culturally Different" and it targeted minority groups.  The goal of this approach is to teach the minority groups how to develop competence in a majority culture.  


The second approach was entitled the "Human Relations" approach.  This approach targets those individuals who find themselves in social situations which promote intercultural contact.  For example, Muticultural Education would be better suited for those who find themselves living in urban situations such as New York City, where intercultural contacts are practically unavoidable, as opposed to rural situations, where it may become very difficult to establish intercultural contacts.  The goal of this approach can be stated as simple `conflict resolution'.  That is, it tries to stop conflict before it starts.  The problem here is that it tends to gloss over some real important core issues of Multiethnic relationships with a "let's just be friends" attitude.  
The third approach could be stated as the "Ethnic Studies" approach.  This approach was heavily fought for in the 60's.  It targeted all those who were interested and it's goal was to develop a knowledge of individual cultural groups.  The problem with this approach is that it usually services those individuals who are of the same ethnic group being studied.  Thus, one would usually see Black Americans taking courses such as "Black American Studies", Hispanics taking "Hispanic Studies", and so forth.  It is rare to see such courses catering to other ethic groups.


The fourth approach is simply called "Multicultural Education".  It targets all students (as opposed to just those who are interested), and its goals are to promote human rights, respect for diversity, and to grapple with equality issues.   


This fourth level of approach can be compared with James Banks' "Transitional Approach". Unlike his so-called "Contribution Approach" and "Ethnic Additive Approach" (which tend to emphasize the contributions of various ethnic groups to the whole), the "Transitional Approach" tries to learn about other ethnic groups according to their perspectives (Banks, pp. 105-106, 275-277) (Class Notes).


In my opinion these approaches are excellent approaches to Muticultural Education.   However, the problem one faces while putting them into practice is that they rarely goes beyond the classroom.  Although one learns much about Multicultural Education at this level, one doesn't learn how to take it into the streets.

The Fifth Approach

Of Steeter and Grant's five approaches, the fifth approach is the one which I believe best expresses what Multicultural Education should be about.  


It would be helpful to note that this fifth approach has much in common with James Banks' "Social Action Approach" (Banks, pp. 162-163) (Class Notes), which he seems to view as the most accurate approach to teaching Multicultural Education.  The "Social Action Approach" is much like the "Transitional Approach", though Banks takes it one step further making it applicable to every day life by focusing on things we can do to learn about and promote the `reconstruction of our society'.  Thus, the curriculum goes beyond the classroom experience.


Likewise, Steeter and Grant's fifth approach focuses on social reconstruction.  This approach has been aptly titled "Education that is Multicultural and Socially Reconstructive". The title has been very carefully worded because it describes an approach which holds a lot of meaning.  


First of all, the term "Education that is Multicultural" is much more significant than "Multicultural Education".  "Education that is Multicultural" refers to the inclusion of Multicultural Education across the whole curriculum.  No longer is Multicultural Education considered to be part of the `Social Studies spectrum', thus, making it fit neatly into its corner of education as one would various other subjects.  Rather, it is to be included in every aspect of the entire curriculum.  The Language Arts, Music, Math, Science, Handwriting, etc. should all be part of an educational curriculum that is multicultural by description.


Secondly, the term "Education that is....Socially Reconstructive" refers to the goals of the fifth approach. These goals include the goals of the fourth approach, "Multicultural Education" (that is, goals that deal with learning about human rights, respect for diversity, equality issues, etc.).  However, these new goals take the original goals a step further by trying to get the students to think about and act upon their personal responsibilities regarding multicultural issues in our family, our community, and our society in general.


I believe that this fifth approach is the most effective way of teaching true Multicultural Education in our schools.  Although the fourth approach has some noble aspects, it is the fifth approach that actually teaches us how to discover our culture, our family's culture, our community's culture, our whole society's culture, and those other cultures that are different from our own.  This approach does much more than simply teach us about other cultures.  Rather, it puts one into actual contact with these other cultures.  Thus, much of our learning in this approach happens through personal experience.  It also helps us teach others about cultures that are different from their own.  It helps us turn our students into teachers rather than just `knowledgeable men and women'.  The only problem with this approach is that very few teachers seem know how to incorporate it into the classroom. 

SIX PRACTICAL STEPS TO INCORPORATING A MULTICULTURAL CURRICULUM IN THE CLASSROOM.

It is important to understand that every person views people and situations that are different than what they are used to through `sunglasses'.  That is, we all view new situations according to experiences we have already been through.  We all have been shaped and molded through our experiences in life giving us a way of viewing the world, an inner structure, which is unique and unlike anyone else's.  In some ways this can hinder us from learning about other cultures and situations we are not used to, causing us to constantly collide with stereotypical images we have about others which we never knew were even there.  On the other hand, these inner structures are very important to us since they have been molded through the experiences which identify us and make us who we are.  Our personal identity is wrapped up in these structures.   Thus, one can see that it becomes increasingly difficult to learn about other cultures, their morals, their responsibilities, their customs, and their values, if one doesn't understand these things about ones own culture.  Therefore, in laying out practical steps for incorporating a Multicultural curriculum into the classroom it is important to first make sure that students understand their culture and where they come from.  But even prior to this it is important that each student knows and understands the teachers background so that they can see in which ways the teacher may interpret their experiences, why the teacher teaches the way in which he does, and thus, be able to discern what is important about the teacher's teaching.  


In light of the above, there are six chronological steps (though of course they could overlap) which need to be taken in order to incorporate the "Social Reconstruction" approach into the classroom.  These steps need to start with the individuals personal understanding of their teacher and themselves and then work outward into understanding other people, their cultures, and how those cultures relate to them personally.  Each of these steps must include practical activities and evaluations which can be applied across the curriculum, which promote the goals we desire to achieve in this approach, and  which involve the parents as partners in the teaching process.  (It becomes very difficult to teach children if the parents aren't supportive of what is occurring in the classroom).  In this way the students will be able to acquire an accurate understanding of the world in which they live.


The first step which should be emphasized is to make the students aware of the teachers culture.  An idea of a practical theme one could use in order to achieve this goal could be "Friendships".  Such a theme could include various activities which could focus on the differences between the friendships the teacher has had growing up as opposed to the students.  This is the perfect time for the teacher to model how he would like the students to conduct projects.  For example the teacher could bring in various photographs of his friendships and make a collage for the students explaining each picture.  Once the students understand it they could go and do likewise.  Such a project would involve the parents and could easily be spread across the curriculum.  It would be important to emphasize the responsibilities each participant is expected to fulfill in a friendship and how the teacher's friendships may be different than the student's friendships.  A focus on the responsibilities of a friendship would steer one toward a deeper understanding of social reconstruction.  The teacher should also let the students work in an environment where they are able to share, present, and comment on their work with one another.  Thus, the teacher could make fair evaluations of the success of the activities.  If the school year is just starting a healthy focus on student-teacher relationships might prove to be valuable.  Other activities could deal with clothes or food.  The possibilities are endless. 


The second step would concentrate on the students own personality and how they differ from others around them.  Similar activities dealing with "Friendship" or "Family" could be incorporated here.  One would need to be careful that the activities used could be applied to all areas of the curriculum, would involve the parents, and were applicable outside the classroom.


The third step would deal with the students family.  At this level the student would still be investigating their own culture trying to understand their identity and where they comes from.  Activities such as family trees might prove useful at this time.


The fourth step in applying the "Social Reconstruction" approach into the classroom, would involve a focus on the community culture and its environment.  It is at this level that the student starts to become exposed to other ethnic groups and a deeper sense of multicultural understanding could start taking place.  Community walks with the students and parents could really deepen understanding of how the community functions and how one can contribute to it.  Such an activity could also be followed up and referred to in almost any subject area.  Conducting interviews, collecting coins or stamps, discussing and working on projects which deal with the importance of recycling, would all be a excellent ways to get to know people in the community who may be from other cultural backgrounds.  Such experiences are unlikely to be forgotten by the children and will motivate them to contribute more of their efforts to the community.


The fifth step would involve studying the society's culture and environment at large.  For example, if one teaches a class of bilingual Spanish speaking kids, one may study one of the Latin American countries represented in the room and emphasize important topics such as the disappearing rain forest.  That could easily involve the parents and be applicable to all parts of the curriculum.  It would also teach the children how they could contribute to solving the problems of our society.


The final step would involve multicultural studies on the largest geographical scale of all.  Once the children thoroughly understand their background and culture it would be time to start focusing more on foreign cultures.  That is not to say that they haven't been doing any of this yet.  Getting involved in the community and studying the environment would most probably involve multiethnic contacts all of which would be part of this sixth step.  The difference here is that the main emphasis isn't on community culture, or the country and culture of birth, but rather would focus on foreign cultures and compare them to ours.  Activities could involve research in Public Libraries while studying other countries, films, and interviews.  One should make sure that the parents are involved at all times throughout the activities.

Conclusion

I believe that a successful application of these steps into the classroom will not only teach the students about other cultures, but will also show them how they can use this information to make of themselves better people, and to make their family, their community, their society, and their world a better place to for all to live.




