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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to shed light on the concept of multiculturalism in educational
settings in the US. Particularly, it discusses the term multicultural education as well as some
of its advantages in education. Also, this paper presents an overview of the history and key
dimensions of multicultural education in the US. In addition, it presents some of the current
major issues and dilemmas of multicultural education that inhibit its effectiveness in many
public schools around the US. Finally, this paper provides some practical suggestions and
insights for an effective implementation of a multicultural education system.
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1. Introduction

The United States of America (US) has been so far called “a melting-pot country” or a
multicultural nation. This metaphor was given to reflect the country’s accumulation of
immigrants from different countries over history. Those immigrants found the US the most
convenient destiny to seek work opportunities and a better and safe life. Immigration is one
of the main reasons that made the US a diverse and a multicultural country. Because of
immigration, schools around the country admit students every year from different racial and
cultural backgrounds. Those diverse students need an educational system that addresses their
needs and facilitate their learning.

Consequently, public schools in the US should consider the issue of multiculturalism in order
to provide a quality-equity education and a democratic environment including social justice
to all students who are less advantaged than their peers in the dominant society (Gollnick &
Chinn, 2013). In this paper, | will shed lights on multicultural education by considering its
definition, importance, and advantages based on evidence and impact of its implementation.
Additionally, I will discuss the origins, history, and dimensions of multicultural education.
Furthermore, I will highlight some current dilemmas, concerns, and practices that are taking
place regarding multicultural education. Finally, | will provide some possible
recommendations for effective implementation of a multicultural education system.

1.1 Definitions of Multicultural Education

Multicultural education is an educational system that follows a standard process to deliver
basic educational concepts that are suitable for all students. This system requires an overall
school reformation to confront some practices of discrimination and racism in schools and
communities. This reformation should target schools curricula and the strategies used in their
teaching and the interactions between school personnel as well as students and their families
(Lucas, 2010).

Diverse students who are seeking education in the US have different characteristics compared
to their peers in the dominant society. These characteristics involve different physical and
mental abilities, gender, ethnic and racial backgrounds, socioeconomic classes, languages,
religions, and sexual orientations. Therefore, it is demanded to develop an educational system
that addresses diversity.

Koppleman (2011) acknowledged that a multicultural education involves students with racial
and ethnic differences—Blacks and Whites—as well as students of various nationalities that
have come to the US to acquire a quality education. Such an acknowledgment admits that we
should not only determine students’ differences as individuals but also to customize the
curricula to meet their needs. Accordingly, a multicultural education system requires an
effective consideration in order for diverse students to get an equivalent opportunity to
achieve their academic success (Banks & Banks 2009).
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2. Historical Overview and Key Dimensions of Multicultural Education

Several factors influenced the history of multicultural education in the U.S. Foremost is the
revolution of the civil right movements in 1962 (Banks, 2013). During the 1960s and 1970s,
African Americans demanded freedom, social justice, political, economic and educational
rights that they disadvantaged over the history (Banks, 2013). Another factor is the increasing
number of immigrants to the US due to poverty, wars, and persecution they had in the
countries of origin. The majority of American cultural groups are American Indians,
European Americans, Latino Americans, Asian Americans, African Americans, and other
Pacific Islanders (Ameny-Dixon, 2004; Gay, 2004). Gollnick and Chinn (2013) argue that the
reason why people who chose to immigrate to the US—as their destination—from different
countries is to fulfill the demands, for example, freedom, that they failed to achieve in their
home countries.

The US has provided an active economy that requires a growing labor force, which has
matched some of those immigrants’ willingness and ambitions. However, some who arrived
as slaves, for example, the early Mexicans, who became residents after the US government
has seized their lands, have not yet met the typical aspirations of immigrants and are still
struggling within the socio-political and economic context of the U.S. (Gollnick & Chinn,
2013).

Studies have shown that the number of immigrants over the last decades, who preferred the
US as their destination, has been nearly one million per year (Monger & Yankay, 2013). Four
states including California, New York, Florida, and Texas embrace more than half of the
foreigners who were born outside the US. This makes up one-fourth of California’s
population and one-fifth of New York’s population (Gollnick & Chinn, 2013). A recent study
has shown that the number of foreign-born population in the US has increased dramatically,
from 9.6 million in 1970 to 41.3 million in 2013 (Zong & Batalova, 2015). This means that
the number of immigrants has grown from 4.7 percent in 1970 to 13.1 percent in 2013 (Zong
& Batalova, 2015). These figures prove that the US is a multicultural country and, therefore,
dictates that schools have diverse populations. Since the occurrence of the civil rights
movement along with the increasing number of ethnic groups, all has made a need for an
educational system that addresses multiculturalism.

As mentioned previously, the term multicultural education is a broad concept that has a
variety of essential dimensions. Therefore, educators and school reformers should
acknowledge this fact and understand these dimensions for a better integration of a
multicultural education system (Banks, 2004).

Banks and Banks (2009) mentioned five key dimensions of a multicultural education system.
The first dimension focuses on content integration, which refers to the extent to which
educators will use examples and different sources from a variety of cultures in their
curriculum when teaching students with diversity. Teachers might include different
generalizations, principles, key concepts, and theories in their subject area or discipline. It
makes diverse students feel that they are able to better understand how society adapts to the
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changes and how it is addressed in different ways (Banks & Banks, 2009). Thus, teachers
need to reflect students’ different cultures in curriculum materials when teaching diverse
students. For instance, teachers might link a classroom discussion to students’ cultural
practices and lifestyles in language arts or social studies classes by integrating multicultural
stories in reading classes and ask students to share their voices when addressing such
discussions. These strategies will create an environment of appreciation and respect among
diverse students.

The knowledge construction process is another dimension, which emphasizes students to
recognize, examine, and decide social norms, structure of references, views, and biases
within self-control that may better influence their knowledge construction and transformation
(Banks & Banks, 2009; Banks, 1996). Teachers can use social studies to show their students
the process of knowledge construction. For instance, a teacher may ask his students to explain
“the war in the north”—a particular event in history. Of course, with the existence of students
from different cultures in the classroom, those from the Middle East would explain that it is
from Russia, and so forth. In this case, the role of the teacher is to acknowledge that there are
diverse students in the class that belongs to different societies. Therefore, he or she should
address the issue and explain per person what the prompt really means to them in relation to
their different origins. In addition, teachers may ask their students to share their cultural
stories like some kinds of practices they do in particular events or holidays.

The third dimension focuses on prejudice reduction, which aims to help and aid students in
developing democratic racial attitudes that are positive in nature. Teachers should guide them
to see the bright side of uniqueness, yet a part of a society that welcomes their unigqueness.
Banks (2009) defined prejudice reduction as assisting students with classroom instructions so
they can eliminate their intentions regarding others with diverse cultural backgrounds. In
other words, teachers’ goal is to create positive ethnic and racial attitudes among their
students; simply by using images and country maps in their classrooms that explain different
cultural groups may contribute to achieving this goal.

The fourth dimension focuses on equity pedagogy. Educators can practice this dimension by
differentiating their teaching strategies to accommodate their students’ academic achievement,
even if they belong to different racial groups (Banks, 2009). Demonstrating this dimension
requires teachers to include students’ families and their cultural practices when teaching
history classes. Above all, teachers should integrate a cooperative learning by gathering
students in small groups. These groups require a mixture of students with different levels of
performance and different cultural backgrounds so they can learn from each other and share
different experiences. Consequently, teacher education programs should be more responsible
for implementing training programs to educate pre-service and in-service teachers on how to
teach in multicultural classrooms.

The final dimension focuses on empowering school culture and social structure. While it is
true that many schools have students of different races and origins, the role of such
organizations—including all staff members—is to promote equality among diverse students
and contribute to its reformation (Banks, 2009). Grouping and labeling practices,
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participating in sports, reducing achievement gaps between groups, varieties in enrollment
rates in gifted and special education programs, the participation of the staff and the students
across ethnic and racial borders are essential variables that schools should inspect and
restructure to create an engaging diverse society (Banks, 2009). Public schools may
implement some sports activities that include a team of students from different grades playing
against their school staff members. These practices may create an atmosphere of trust and
intimacy between students and school members.

Multicultural education needs more insights and appreciations not only from schools but also
from the society as to accept and support diversity in education. Banks (1996) concluded that
all the five dimensions are correlated; therefore, schools should consistently focus on and
give sufficient attention to all these dimensions in order to implement an effective
multicultural system.

3. Advantages of Implementing a Multicultural Educational System

Many students from different countries and diverse cultural backgrounds came to the US to
seek quality education. Students from the dominant culture should understand differences and
similarities between their own culture and other cultural backgrounds. Implementing a
multicultural education system has several advantages for future generations. First, it creates
an engaging and socialization classroom climate, so it is important for teachers when
delivering educational instructions to address students’ cultural diversity. Second, it develops
confidence and friendship between students and their teacher, which may increases students’
performance. Therefore, teachers should show care and respect to their students’ ethnic and
racial backgrounds to achieve such goals (Gay, 2004). Furthermore, participating in
classroom activities allow students to learn from each other by sharing different thoughts and
ideas from different cultural experiences.

Consequently, multicultural education, if adopted effectively, will help in reducing racial
attitudes among students and improving diverse students learning to achieve academic
success so they can be active participants in the society (Okoye-Johnson, 2011). Finally,
providing challenging activities to all students, for example, encouraging multicultural music
in arts education, can promote their cognitive thinking skills and creativity (Reed, 2010). The
role of teachers here is to add more efforts to ensure that all students are achieving these
advantages. Hence, creating a multicultural classroom environment that addresses the
previous strategies may narrow the achievement gap between students from the dominant
society and others who came from diverse cultural backgrounds (Okoye-Johnson, 2011).

4. Current Issues and Dilemmas of Multicultural Education in the US

Many schools in the US undergo some dilemmas that impede an effective implementation of
a multicultural education system. One of these dilemmas is the idea that different cultural
groups should assimilate and neglect their cultural identities so they can be accepted by the
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dominant society (Ameny-Dixon, 2004). Additionally, some educational organizations fail to
address diversity among their students. For example, Guild (2001) wrote that teachers and
instructors always treat students as if they are all equal. They deliver the same instructional
strategies, give the same test to measure all students’ performance, always marginalize
diversity, and only carry biases toward uniformity. These practices impede students’
performance, especially minority students whose cultural backgrounds are different from that
of the majority (Guild, 2001).

Educators should understand that students are different therefore should receive differentiated
instructions to achieve the demands of No Child Left Behind Act and the American Dream.
In this regard, Hochschild and Scovronick (2003) emphasized that public school students are
capable of success as long as they have equal opportunities in education. On the other hand,
Noguera (2003) noticed that whites are more likely to succeed in the American society
compared to African Americans and other minorities at public schools. In addition, Kirkland
(2013) has discussed the literacy of Black males through the lenses of social and cultural
context. He mentioned that teachers should understand that “pleasure, play, curiosity, and
creativity are prerequisites to literacy” (p. 8). However, “if schools teach the basics well, then
there is no excuse for illiteracy” (Hochschild & Scovronick, 2003, p. 10). All these practices
have labeled schools around the US that serve poor and non-white students as failures
(Noguera, 2003).

Another concern in multicultural education is that students of different cultural backgrounds
and, particularly, poor students are presumed to be less knowledgeable and less competent to
succeed in class participation and educational activities (Noguera, 2003). Kirkland (2013)
describes how Black males were believed to be threatening, bad, and lacking literacy. He
mentioned the story of a teacher and her young Black male in which she was surprised that
her student’s writing in his diary was totally different from what he writes in his class. He
was always writing in his diary in an interesting way; however, he did not share it with his
teacher. The labels and stereotypes of society, ‘Blacks are inferior to Whites’, caused this
situation. The student did not trust his teacher well enough to share his writings, which then
affected his work productivity in class (Kirkland, 2013).

The social context in urban areas, in which the population is a construction of
impoverished-Blacks and minorities, is the main concern that confronts public schools
(Bishaw, 2014). Miretzky and Stevens (2012) mentioned that millions of black male and
female students go to low-performing schools around the country that have teachers who lack
training in dealing with multicultural education. Therefore, such issues have contributed to
increase the achievement gap between students who go to public schools in American major
cities compared to students in other schools that are comprised of only Whites (Noguera,
2003).

5. Suggestions for Effective Implementation of a Multicultural Education System

Issues of conflictions in a multicultural society remain pervasive in many public schools
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around the US. For this reason, there is a litany of recommendations and different types of
approaches to consider when implementing an engaging multicultural education system to
help diverse learners improve their academic achievement.

First, having professional and diverse teachers to teach students in public schools around the
country that serve minority and diverse students is mandatory. Gollnick and Chinn (2013)
emphasized on hiring faculty members who are qualified and trained to deal with diverse
learners. Thus, the role of teachers is inevitable in empowering and enhancing schools that
serve diverse learners.

Second, effective implementation of a multicultural education system requires public schools
to have some characteristics and qualities that contribute to students’ academic success. For
instance, schools need to establishing classrooms that are equipped with modern technology
to support cooperative learning, having recreation rooms for students to spend their leisure
breaks, and other extra facilities that help visitors to engage in the school activities.
Additionally, teachers should implement differentiated and effective instructional strategies
that address multiple intelligences to meet diverse learners needs and increase their
motivation (Danzi, Reul, & Smith, 2008).

Third, the implementations of teacher education programs that prepare pre-service teachers
for a multicultural education system have started since 1981 (Cochran-Smith, 2003). Hence,
teacher education departments should be aligned with school reform policies to provide
teachers with training programs that enable them to create an environment that values a
multicultural education system. These institutions are also responsible to enhance in-service
teachers with training programs that promote their awareness of multicultural education (Gay
& Howard, 2000).

Fourth, The role of schools, being as social institutions, is to encourage diverse social groups
of different races to form their own unions and organizations, grant them with the same rights
as the other groups, and enable them to excel in various activities. In order to create such
unions, schools should implement different programs to engage students and their families in
cultural activities that promote and reinforce social ties among other cultural groups.

Last but not least, school environments should be portrayed with reciprocal understanding
and respect to students who have characteristics that are different from other students in the
dominant culture. Teachers should also make sure that these differences should not stand as
obstacles to hinder their students’ rights in education. In addition, it is suggested to
implement a multicultural curriculum that includes lessons of students’ history, experiences,
and cultural traditions so that all students in the classroom are able to know and understand
diverse groups in their country (Gollnick & Chinn, 2013).

6. Conclusion

The concept of multicultural education is too broad; therefore, teachers should understand
that delivering basic educational concepts that are suitable for all students is a significant part
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due to different characteristics their students have. The importance of implementing
multicultural education has many advantages that all students should gain to be active
participants in the society. The history of this concept has evolved since the civil rights
movement and constant immigration to the country, which, therefore, made schools receiving
diverse populations from different countries. Educators should understand and adhere to the
five key dimensions of multicultural education and give up all different practices that hinder
its implementation. Eventually, schools as social institutions should encourage diverse social
groups to form their own unions and organizations, implement engaging activities and
programs that would help narrowing the achievement gaps between diverse learners, promote
solidarity, teamwork and morality.
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