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The United States is changing. Suburban communities which were once predominantly white are becoming more diverse due to gentrification from the cities. Kent, WA is no different. What was once a suburb of Boeing workers and farmers is now an increasingly diverse community with Sikh, Punjabi, Eastern European and Hispanic families. High schools such as Kentridge High School are seeing these changes in their student populations. In the fall of 2008, the Kent School District became majority minority- minority groups outnumber the majority white population. Teachers and administrators must adapt to this new climate. A historical and practical look at multicultural education offers some suggestions if teachers are to engage students in the classroom. 


Much has been written on how this engagement should or should not be undertaken. Researcher James A. Banks suggest each child’s culture should be recognized, celebrated and included in the classroom (Banks 22). Others such as Arthur Schlesinger argue that our country was founded on what we have in common and multicultural education will only weaken that bond (Schlesinger 49). Both men cite countless examples of individuals and movements which support their point of view. Offering guidance and a teacher’s perspective to this debate is Dr. Nyaradza Mvududu from Seattle Pacific University. Dr. Mvududu offers practical examples and applications of multicultural education in the modern world.


There are three important ideas these individuals offer teachers regarding multicultural education. First, each student and their parents come from different cultures which influence how they communicate. Next, students have need to feel valued and appreciated which includes their culture. Finally, it is important to remember that all students and parents desire similar outcomes even though they come from different cultures. If these three ideas are implemented in a classroom, then students can engage with their teacher and powerful learning can occur.


Every person is an unique individual. This is never more evident than in a classroom. While all the students may be the same age and live in the same area, there are many underlying differences to consider. Each student, regardless of ethnicity has a unique culture with its own norms and customs such as non-verbal communication. For example, Asian students may display “ritualistic laughter” (Mvududu) if they are confused or don’t understand a concept. A teacher can easily misread this as being disrespectful or rude. An understanding of the Asian culture would quickly dispel this assumption because it is a culture that places a high value on elders and education. The student may merely be uncomfortable or embarrassed and doesn’t know how to respond. 


Another example of how individuals are different due to culture is questioning styles. While white students typically get questioned by their parents in very concrete ways such as, “what did you do in school today?” African-American parents may ask a more open-ended question such as “What did you think about school today?” (Mvududu). Some students are more comfortable answering certain types of questions than others so a variety of questions must be asked to engage everyone.


The starting point for learning about a student’s culture is an attitude of respect. Banks suggests that “one of the greatest contributions White Americans can make to cultural understanding is simply to learn the power of respect.” (Banks 330). Teachers must not be afraid to ask, respectfully, about what they don’t know or understand. Most students and their parents are very willing to answer or correct misconceptions before harm to the relationship can be done. 


Finally, to truly understand another culture, a teacher must understand their own first. You cannot comprehend what kind of influence culture has on someone’s habits and values until you appreciate how it is influenced your own. This can be even be done by White teachers who may think they don’t have a culture. Banks suggests, “any of us who chooses to look more deeply into our European roots will find there a rich and diverse experience waiting to be discovered… It is in this recognition of both our uniqueness as European Americans and our universality as human beings that we can begin to make an authentic contribution to the healing of our nation.” (Banks 332). In discovering your own cultural identity, you can appreciate and identify with other’s. Empathetic teachers are successful teachers. 


This universality that Banks alludes to is the second important idea to multicultural education. It is not always what makes us different but what makes us the same that is important. Schlesinger warns us  that differences create division but commonalities unite us (Schlesinger 17). He is afraid that while our country was founded on common principles and the forging of a new American identity, the emphasis on individual cultures will weaken the country. This brings up the important point that we cannot look at our students and their parents only as unique individuals. They share common traits as well, regardless of culture. Every culture wants their children to do better than the generation before. Every parent wants the best for their child. When speaking to parents, it is important to keep this in mind. We can forget this when we focus on how a particular parent or student is challenging or in trying to overcome cultural differences.


Carter G. Woodson provides a good example of an individual who fought for a common desire, recognition. Woodson has been called the father of multiculturalism and for good reason. His list of accolades includes founding Black History month, the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History, and the Negro History Bulletin (Banks 109). Woodson paved the way for future African-American researchers to no longer be confined to traditionally Black colleges but opened doors to institutions such as the University of Chicago and the University of Washington. He believed African-American history had been underrepresented and the contributions of his people should be acknowledged. He wrote, “in discussing a country’s civilization, all peoples should be given credit for their contributions.” (Banks 110).  Woodson reminds us that all individuals want to be honored and acknowledged and one place to do that is in the classroom. He demonstrates that every generation wants to help the next generation succeed. This common desire brings us together even when our differences seem insurmountable.


Before engagement can occur in a classroom, understanding and trust must be formed between the teacher and student. The student must feel safe and appreciated. A good example of how a culture should be valued comes from the story of Mourning Dove. Mourning Dove is the literary name of Christal Quintasket who wrote the first novel by an American Indian. Her novel Cogwea the Half-Blood and memoirs, Mourning Dove, A Salishan Autobiography, provided an important literary history of her people. (Banks 142) This was not without outside influence however. Lucullus McWhorter played a large part in getting Cogwea published and many credit him with writing the majority of it (Banks 143). Mourning Dove could not even distinguish her own book once it was published (Banks 144). “In an educational environment of more informed and equitable transaction among contemporary America’s many participant cultures, Mourning Dove… has the best chance of finally speaking for herself.” (Banks 154). In the case of Mourning Dove and Native Americans, it is important that they interpret their own history rather than having a majority culture, as represented by McWhorter, do it for them. This will ensure that history is produced by the culture who understands it and lived it, not the dominant culture commenting on it from the outside.


Arthur Schlesinger spent much of his book agreeing with the need of an accurate portrayal of history. He may not have agreed with the way that it was done by Mourning Dove or even Woodson but he does equate history to our national memory (Schlesinger 51) and stresses that we must focus on what we have in common and not our differences (Schlesinger 17). He goes so far as to call history a weapon in the title of one of his chapters. It is true that history has been used as a weapon and it is all the more important to recognize our common human need to have our history represented accurately as Mourning Dove demonstrated. 


This paper has intentionally taken an educational approach to the multicultural debate. Numerous examples of how these important ideas could be used in the classroom have been already cited but there are a few more worth mentioning. 


People communicate in a variety of ways based on their culture, level of education, access to technology or language proficiency. Teachers must also communicate in a variety of ways to allow students and parents to engage. This may mean calling a parent rather than emailing them. It may also dictate that an interpreter is needed because the parent is not comfortable speaking English. The important point is to interact with the parents regardless of their culture. All parents want to be involved in their child’s education, many simply feel too intimidated to initiate any communication on their own. 


Another suggestion mentioned above in regards to questioning styles is to vary instruction. Dr. Mvududu gives the example of African-Americans using the call and response method to communicate. The confusion and noise this may created might confuse other students who are not familiar with it. However, if this type of discussion is allowed or even encouraged from time to time, more students may be able to engage and communicate their ideas and feel valued in class. The standard teacher question and student response format may work well with the majority culture but other students are not engaging.


Lastly, it is important to include a multitude of cultures in the curriculum. Woodson would argue to not make it a token lesson or even a month but to include it all year long (Banks 101). Schlesinger supports using an accurate portrayal of history rather than creating it to give groups undue credit (Schlesinger 77). Both men along with Dr. Mvududu agree that it is important to have textbooks which provide information and credit to all necessary cultures. If a textbook cannot be found, supplemental materials such as handouts, videos or guest speakers may be used. 


In conclusion, there are three important ideas in multicultural education: be aware of culture in your own life and the lives of your students, remember all cultures share common goals, and value and include everyone’s culture when the opportunity arises. When these three things are accomplished in a classroom, students feel free to engage and truly learn. Parents are also encouraged to interact with the teacher and support their child’s learning. In the increasingly diverse community of Kent, WA to rural towns across the United States, multicultural education must be included in the classroom in order for every student to engage, interact and learn.
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