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INTRODUCTION


Thank you for inviting me to speak on the topic of multiculturalism in high school libraries.  There are many reasons why this has become an important issue.  The population of teens of color will keep rising.  The Hispanic population in general will rise to thirty-three percent by the year 2050 (Robbin 2000, 15) with a large percentage being teenagers.  Today in California Hispanic teens already account for a majority of many high school populations.  Add the other minority groups in California to this largest group and you will find that our high school population consists mostly of minority students.  

The school librarian’s ability to deal with not only the Hispanic population but other minority groups will have a great affect on the failure or success of high school education.  A measure of success is graduation rate.  Most minorities have a higher drop out rate and lower high school graduation rate.  The problem is exacerbated by the income gap of households.  All minorities’ households, except white Hispanics, earn less than $35,000 (whites earn $40, 912). (Robbin 2000, 18)  Combine this statistic with the fact that schools with household earnings at least $35,000 a year spend $7,500 per student while those earning at least $25,000 a year spend $6,300 per student.  It does not sound like a big difference until you total-up the numbers:  Take, for example, a high school of 2000 students, the difference in spending between the wealthy high school and the poorer one is $2,400,000!  That makes the difference between having new textbook and not, having a newer library collection or not, and having sufficient technological access or not.  Those of us in the trenches, fighting for better education for minority students, should keep these facts in mind.  It is not a battle for the faint of heart.  Just as many of our schools are simply treading water, so are our libraries.  How do we use our resources in the best way possible?  Our high school’s diversity may be our greatest asset.  Students in a multicultural school experience many points of view; if that those views can be made meaningful, then students will have an easier time adjusting to a diverse future.  I will highlight several points that will be helpful toward this end: reviewing your mission statements and goals, diversifying your collection, collaboration, modeling multicultural materials, engaging diverse students in dialogue, and engaging your community.

REVIEW MISSION STATEMENT AND GOALS


Before getting into the nitty-gritty of a project, a librarian must stand back and try to see the big picture.  A million details may involve itself in any reason for the existence of a library, but one must concentrate on the philosophical aspect of a library.  The traditional reasons for a library’s purpose include: To educate students on the resources of the library; to encourage learning through voluntary reading; and to provide a place for students to access print material.  Nowadays, the two main concerns of technology and diversity challenge librarians.  An example of a diversity-focused statement may be: “To challenge students to acquire knowledge and skills which will enable them to function responsibly in a diverse society.” (Agosto 2001, 38)  Details will once again crowd out the larger picture during the planning of goals.  Goals are set for each school year.  An example of a goal in line with the above mission statement would be:  “To provide interesting multicultural materials in a technologically up-to-date format.”  

DIVERSIFY YOUR COLLECTION


The amount of multicultural material can be overwhelming.  The amount of the budget available can be underwhelming.  What should a librarian do in such a situation?  First, the librarian ought to be aware of the different groups in school.  This will limit the material selection, so that a mostly Hispanic school would have a collection of materials related to Hispanic culture, literature, and contributions to America.  A diverse collection includes ethnic, racial, linguistic, religious, gender, disability, political, geographic, age, or socioeconomic groups. (Agosto 2001, 39)  Criteria for selecting quality multicultural materials are: content objectivity/bias, selectivity, misrepresentation, invisibility, isolation, and stereotyping; language diversity, variance, and bias; subject scope, authority, authenticity, and accuracy; and diversity of references. (Chu 2000, 258)  Content objectivity/bias refers to any work that may have a cultural bias in its “textual, graphical, or aural elements” (Chu 2000, 258) due to the “author’s lack of cultural awareness or be purposive, such as when the author has a hidden agenda.” Content selectivity is a form of bias where the author only presents one perspective of a culture. (Chu 2000, 260)  Content misrepresentation occurs when either the negative or positive aspects of a culture are emphasized or unpleasant issues are neglected.  (Chu 2000, 260)  Content invisibility is omission of a characteristic or group while dealing with a cultural topic.  (Chu 2000, 260)  Content isolation refers to separate treatment of an aspect of a diverse culture.  (Chu 2000, 260)  An example of content isolation could be a history course that deals with European “discoveries” and colonization of America for eleven of twelve weeks of the semester, then during the last week discusses Native American and African-American cultures.  Content stereotyping is assigning a commonly held misconception onto a whole culture.  Language diversity refers to the use of more than one language.  Language variance is the care taken to represent dialects or other traits particular to a certain time and place. (Chu 2000, 261)  Language bias occurs when racist, sexist, homophobic or ageist language is used.  Subject scope is the level of depth and breadth of the coverage.  Subject authority tests the level of expertise of the author.  Subject authenticity tests if a work is true to the culture it represents.  Subject accuracy is the detail accuracy of a work; whereas authenticity refers to the broader representations of a culture.  Reference diversity tests the ability of the material to expand the knowledge of the subject for the student.  Good references will contain different formats and many sources.  For those of you looking to put together a list of materials, there are articles that suggest specific titles; a personal recommendation of mine is Miracle’s Boys by Jacqueline Woodson. (The School Librarian’s Workshop 2000, 6)   As for websites, I recommend the Biography Reference Bank (http://hwwilsonweb.com) for diverse profiles. (Birky 2001, 189) 


After creating a diverse collection, what is the best way to classify it?  Besides arranging all material by subject—not by language--, consider that classification may enhance or hide a subject.  The Dewey Decimal Classification widely used in high school libraries at first appears to be neutral.  One area that relates to diversity is colonialism.  In the Dewey Decimal Classification, colonization is indexed with colonialism.  This perspective only takes into account the dominant group engaged in colonization.  Colonization is defined as exercise of political dominion over distant territories. (Olson 1998, 244)  Under the term colonialism, related terms are imperialism, neocolonialism, apartheid, cultural imperialism, decolonization, and developing countries (Olson 1998, 243-244), in A Woman’s Thesaurus .  Therefore, it is important to allow space in the Dewey Decimal Classification for changing and/or expanding categories.  This undefined space may seem vague or a waste of room, but in reality is a good investment for accommodating change.  There have been so many new categories created in the last century due to technological and diversity perspective changes that it behooves us to make room for future change.  

COLLABORATION


We all know that pooling resources and sharing knowledge with other librarians can make a positive impact on high school libraries.  Collaboration also involves teachers and community leaders.  Good collaboration moves from: “competing to building consensus; working alone to including others from different fields and backgrounds; thinking mostly about activities and programs to thinking about larger results and strategies; and focusing on short-term accomplishments to requiring long-term results.” (Agosto 2001, 39)  


One great way to collaborate with other local high schools is to set-up a network database shared by all.  This scheme has many advantages.  Students will learn how to search on-line and complete interlibrary loan procedures—skills that will be used in college.  A network broadens the diversity of a collection, because each school can then concentrate on a certain area without worrying about a deficiency in anther.  Recall my previous comments about focusing collections development on major minority groups on campus.  One school in the network may focus on African-American studies.  Another high school will focus on Hispanic-American literature.  Still a third may have a large collection on Asian-American history and literature.  When a student or faculty searches the database, many more titles on a particular subject will come up besides the titles on campus.  This expands the collection and saves money, because now instead of spreading out funds to acquire a wide variety of cultural topics, the librarian can spend less and have more depth on a particular subject or a few areas.  Setting up a network will cost money, but once a system is in place, the value of a network will be felt during the next fiscal year budgeting talks.

MODEL MULTICULTURAL MATERIALS


By this I mean setting up visual displays of different cultures—which may be a holiday or several monographs.  Extend multiculturalism into any list of websites, videos, or projects.  The more exposure students have to other cultures, the higher the chances are that students will accept and appreciate cultural differences.

ENGAGING DIVERSE STUDENTS IN DIALOGUE


Not only must we expose students to other cultures, we must let students of other cultures feel connected with the main stream.  Important characteristics of non-native English speakers include: a “struggle to know and understand the language of their new country” and “the struggle to know and understand the complexities of the world in which they live while yearning to know and understand themselves.” (Champion 1993, 462)  It reminds me of how I tried to understand myself and my world when I was a teenager.  It is crucial to remember that these students are going through the same fundamental struggles that most students experience as teens.  It makes sense to “focus on similarities and differences in personal belief systems, meaning making, and the human condition rather than focus on similarities and differences in language, culture, and ethnicity.” (Champion 1993, 462)  One way to create dialogue on their struggles and experiences is to engage them through literary programs.  

A couple ways to engage students are to inform teachers on creating projects where students get to express themselves in written form.  Librarians can help teachers do this by giving workshops on reading aloud, adolescent literature, cooperative learning, and technology.  An example of using literature to reach teens is the story of Odysseus.  The many fantastic episodes could be read aloud by the teacher.  Students could access computer programs (encyclopedias) that run/have scenes from the famous adventure.  The librarian can lead the class on a discovery of the work through the computer.  Meanwhile, back in the classroom, the teacher can pick out descriptions of different creatures and monsters on the voyage.  

Perhaps the teacher will begin early on in the story, reminding students the reason for Odysseus’ return home.  Describing the situation in detail--the ruined Greek army, the desolate landscape of a war torn country (not unlike Bosnia), and the friends lost and gone forever—the teacher can then engage students with everyday, universal experiences.  Odysseus is a weary man who’s been fighting for years and wishes to go home.  Show how the reasons for returning turn inward: He can rest his body at any shelter, yet needs to go home where his heart yearns to rest.  Here, it is important to let students express their own feelings of being lost and needing to find their home.  Have them express their memories of home, both in America and their native lands in class and for an assignment.  After discussing the assignment, bring up other subjects related to Odysseus’ feelings.  

His desire for home leads him into many dangerous situations such as the Cyclops, sirens, or sorceress.  These dangers threaten his very existence.  Yet he continues on.  Here the teacher can discuss the metaphysics of existence.  If we believe that Odysseus is willing to die in order to return home, then his very reason for survival is to find the home of his heart.  Of course, he uses his intelligence to accomplish his mission, but his irrational desire comes from his heart not his mind.  Have students discuss this topic: Are we all directed by our hearts?;  Can anyone really return “home” once they have left?;  and Can we live a happy life without our hearts being at home?  Always return to the details of the work before beginning another metaphorical discussion.

  Another good episode to cover is Odysseus’ reaction to being discovered by his old wet nurse and his dog when he is back on his home island.  It is the only part of the story that describes him crying.  Ask students why he cries.  He has disguised himself in order to overcome the suitors and also to test the loyalty of his wife.  When he is recognized, that is the moment when he comes home.  It has been a hard journey for him and he has reacted stoically to external pressures in order to physically survive.  Upon discovery, he is recognized for who he truly is.  No longer is it necessary to keep up a front to the external world.  This is the meaning of returning to the home of the heart: letting your guard down because you are secure with the people/person around you.  Ask students why this story is not only a description of a man’s external journey home but also internal.  Have them consider their own journeys to America and how comfortable, or uncomfortable, they are.  Perhaps the teacher could even suggest that reading helps them adjust to life in America.  It would be great if the idea that every journey is both internal and external really sinks in.  In order for the hero to find himself back in a secure place, he needs to endure hardships both internal and external.  Suggest that every person has struggles both external and internal and that happiness is possible at the end of the journey.  

Other myths from different parts of the world can be used to explore similar issues; even though using a mainstream myth or story will make the connection to the mainstream easier for diverse youth.  The librarian enhances the experience with audio or visual support.  The teacher and librarian can work out a project together where one talks about a particular aspect of the story while the other chooses some other section to discuss.  If it is well organized, any teacher will jump at the idea of librarian support!  

ENGAGE YOUR COMMUNITY


There are many ways to engage the community.  The librarian can set up fund raisers.  Pamphlets about these events can include information about diversity programs.  These fund raisers can invite community members who can share aspects of their culture through the arts or some other venue.  


Librarians can also run diversity programs at the library.  You can have a parent come in to set up a display for a holiday.  The parents will get to see what the library has to offer and will be happy to know they contributed to their children’s education by heightening awareness for diversity.


Parents should be encouraged to explore the library.  The librarian can lead them on a tour of the print and non-print materials.  Any parent showing interest in computer terminals should be shown how programs run.  Most parents of immigrant children know the importance of computers, but they do not use computers.  When there is an opportunity to acquaint them with computers, it is always a good idea.  Not only will they, most likely, support technology more, they will have a better understanding of their children’s daily environment.  Having more understanding for their children, they will support them in a more concrete way. 

CONCLUSION


These suggestions may seem to be a burden on already tight budgets, but if you look closely you will find that this is not the case.  Diversifying your collection will mean a re-direction of funds already going towards collections development.  Re-classifying the library will mean many hours of re-arranging, but having students help will ease the transition.  Students may even have creative and useful suggestions on classification.  Letting them get involved in the operations of the library will give them a sense of ownership and responsibility.  Of course, discuss all student plans to see if they are sound.  Even if no suggestions are implemented, just the discussion itself will empower and validate student’s self-worth.  Other ways to get students involved with diversity is to pass out questionnaires to classes in the library, so you can asses the usefulness of multicultural materials.  

Collaboration will help make budgeting easier.  It may slow down the circulation of materials by a day or two, at most, but the benefits far outweigh the costs.  The benefit of contact with another colleague can be invaluable.  Another high school librarian could assist you in solving any number of problems—especially if you are a first year librarian.  They could help diversify your library in ways you’ve never even heard of.  I strongly urge you to set up a consortium of libraries for the sake of your budgets and your professional growth.  

Modeling multicultural materials can, once again, involve students.  Have student volunteers help you set-up displays.  In many cases, they will know more about the subject than you do.  A true test of your own belief in “reciprocation not assimilation” (Balderrama 2000, 196) will be the way you handle these diversity display projects.  When you do not know a cultural detail, are you interested in learning about it?  Are you willing to hear what a student has to teach you?  If you are not motivated to do so, let the numbers speak for themselves: “In 1997…over 94 percent of students [in California] speak 1 of 10 languages [other than English].” (McLinn and Minami 1999, 8)  

The ability of the librarian to listen to different points of view coming from different parts of the world is even more crucial when they are trying to engage diverse students in a dialogue.  The example discussion I mentioned can take many twists and turns that leave lesson plans in the dust.  It is up to the librarian to listen to alternative interpretations and continue the dialogue in a constructive and analytical matter.  

Finally, there is the subject of community involvement.  Just as student involvement increases the usefulness of the library, so does community involvement.  A multicultural community in California may not have the strong tax base that a mainstream community has, but it can enrich a school with its many cultural perspectives.  It is a resource the librarian must not overlook during a hectic year.  What a library lacks in funds, its community can make up by instilling a broad-minded view of cultures in its students—which will prepare them for a multicultural workforce, one without a majority ethnicity.  So, encourage parents to volunteer at your high school.  Have parents monitor the library after school hours; maybe even have them there when you cannot be present.  Allow parents to borrow materials from the library and have them use computer stations.  The more involved they are in the library, the more involved they are in their children’s lives.  That may have the greatest positive impact on students, after all is said and done.
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