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Divisions Within the Literature

A content analysis of the multicultural education literature was
undertaken as a means of categorizing the kinds of writings that
characterize this particular field of study. This analysis revealed
that Canadian and American academic writings on this topic may be
generally classified under six broad headings: 1) program
descriptions; 2) resource material for teachers and other
multicultural workers; 3) theories, philosophy, principles, and aims;
4) policy and discussions; 5) commentaries and discussions,
including historical perspectives; and 6) empirical research.

The largest body of writings, some 54%, were found to be
accounts of multicultural education programs, resource materials to
support these programs, or accounts of multiculturalism’s general
development. About 25% of the literature were writings that detailed
various theories, principles, and aims ascribed to multicultural
education. A further 10% of writings consisted of commentaries on
some aspect of multicultural education policies in state, provincial,
or local jurisdictions. Only 11% of the writings reviewed were found
to be empirical in nature, that is to say discussions which were based
either on qualitative or quantitative research findings.

The foregoing analysis of the multicultural education literature
in Canada and the United States from 1981 to 1997 generally
reflects Sleeter and Grant’s (1987) findings about American writings
on multicultural education a decade ago, notably that: the bulk of
the literature consists of program and policy descriptions or
philosophical and theoretical discussions; many writings do little
more than advocate implementation of multicultural education
based on certain social beliefs; and, most writings on multicultural
education are not generally based on qualitative or quantitative
research. Altogether, findings from this analysis of literature, as
well as those reported by Sleeter and Grant (1987), lead to further
questions about how exactly multicultural education has been
defined since the early 1980s, and to the question of what core
assumptions are commonly made by scholars in their efforts to
define the meaning and purpose of multicultural education.
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Multicultural Education’s Multiple Meanings

Scholarshave applied various definitions to multicultural education.
In the United States, for example, Banks (1994) distinguishes
multicultural from multi-ethnic education by proclaiming that the
former is
concerned with modifying the total school environment so
that it is more reflective of the ethnic diversity within a
society. This includes not only studying ethnic cultures and
experiences but also makinginstitutional changes within the
school setting so that students from diverse ethnic groups
receive equal educational opportunities and the school
promotes and encourages the concept of ethnic diversity.
[Italics added] (p. 3).
In Banks’ view, multicultural education transcends ethnicity to
encompass inequities with respect to gender and social class as well.
Kanpol’'s (1994) definition, also directed toward an American
audience, applies Freire’s (1970) and Giroux’s (1993, 1994) notions
of critical pedagogy and postmodernism, arguing that the
“multicultural movement has historically been (since the civil rights
movement and the influx of so many immigrants into the United
States beginning in the mid-1960s) a modernistic attempt at
equalizing educational opportunity” [italics added] (p. 40). Kanpol
(1994) believes that multicultural education is a means of offsetting
educational inequities associated with school finance formulasin the
United States, which have produced disparate opportunities for
children in “have” and “have-not” districts.
The New York Times (February 12, 1992) reported that there
are wealthy school districts, such as Amagansett, Long
Island, where classes contain an average of sixteen pupils,
and poorer districts, where classes can range up to forty and
perhaps more students per class .... One doesn’t have to look
hard in an inner-city school to notice the lack of computers
and extracurricular materials as well as see the appalling
physical condition of the classrooms. (Kanpol, 1994, p. 16)
In contrast, Canadian scholar Joshee (1992) argues for a notion of
mutual tolerance of diverse races and ethnicities by claiming that
multicultural education's “goal is a society which encourages the
retention and development of meaningful ethrocultural identities
within a shared culture” [italics added] (p. 27). Similarly, the
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analysis of literature undertaken for this study suggests that the
academic underachievement of these and other minorities is
grounded in only a small body of empirical research marked by
contradictory findings.

Establishing a clear relationship between academic
underachievement and ethnicity is problematic for several reasons.
To begin with, concepts of race, culture, and social class are
generally intertwined and difficult to examine as subjects of
individual study (Ramsey, 1989). Defining the term “minority ethnic
group” is no less problematic. For example, it may be erroneous to
apply the “ethnic minority” label equally to immigrant students
attending elite private schools, to inner-city Hispanic youngsters, or
to children of North America’s colonized aboriginal population long
subjected to oppression and poverty. Confusing this further, in
Canada for example, is statistical evidence that shows immigrant
populations to have higher levels of education and income than
average Canadians (Ghosh, 1995b, p. 10).

This is not altogether a new finding. As early as the 1920s, for
example, British Columbia researchers reported on the good
behaviour and the superior academic achievement of Japanese
Canadians in provincial schools (Putman & Weir, 1925; Sandiford,
1927; Sandiford & Kerr, 1926). A recent province-wide assessment
of communication skills in British Columbia (British Columbia
Ministry of Education, 1993) found that differences between native
speakers of English and students for whom English is a second
language (ESL) were “only significant in the case of syntax ... not in
organization or fluency of ideas” (p. 147). The fact that data on
global achievement levels classified according to ethnicity are not
routinely collected by government education ministries nor by
individual school districts (B. Anderson, personal communication,
February, 1997) makes it extraordinarily difficult to assess
relationships between cultural or linguistic status and academic
achievement.

Elsewhere, in Great Britain, Verma (1986) investigated the
academic performance of 220 “ethnic” and 220 “white” children in
nine schools, with a follow-up study of 200 children one year later —
one of few large-scale studies on educational achievement and
ethnicity undertaken in recent years. Verma concluded that:
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“Educational achievement or lack thereof cannot be attributed to one
single factor;” and that “no single factor was found to differentiate
between ethnic groupsinterms of educational achievement” (p. 182).
Although Verma's study found no significant differences in school
performance between children broadly classified as “ethnic” and
“white,” important differences were found among students from
various ethnic groups. (Unfortunately, Verma did not report whether
significant variability was found among groups of youngsters labeled
“white.”) This led Verma to a two-fold conclusion that “achievement
is culture-based” but that “socio-economic factors also contribute” to
it (p. 183). More specifically, Verma concluded that “family
structure/styles played a significant part in the achievement
process” and that “parents are the major source of motivation for
students’ success” (p. 183). Ashworth's (1988) summary of research
on the academic achievement of various ethnic minorities generally
agreed with Verma in contending that “a major factor, perhaps the
major factor influencing children’s success in school is socio-economic
status” (p. 288).

Connecting academic under-performance to ethnicity is
methodologically troublesome for researchers in several ways, not
the least of which is the problem of applying the term “minority
group” too broadly. To illustrate: some minority groups, such as
Jewish Canadians, have fared well academically (Government of
Canada, 1970). Others, such as indigenous Canadians have not
(Calam & Fleming, 1988).

So, too, do minority groups differ in cultural responses they make
to their respective social environments. Ogbu's research in the
United States (1992) led him to report that multicultural education
programs may not necessarily “have an appreciable impact” on
minority groups characterized historically by low performance in
schools, and that “minority children do not fail in school because of
mere cultural/language differences” (p. 7). Rather, Ogbu suggests
that learners from families of “voluntary” immigrants — those who
willingly accept and “add” the dominant culture to their own identity
— tend to perform well academically in school settings. However,
children from “involuntary” minorities, often consisting of refugees
and colonized peoples who resist the dominant culture and view it as
a threat to their own cultural identity, do not seem to fare well by
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conventional measures of school achievement. “Ethnicity,” in
summary, appears a complex idea to define, and one that has proven
difficult to connect to assessments of academic underachievement in
meaningful ways.

Multicultural Education and Social Empowerment
The final social and educational assumption found in writings on
multicultural education by Canadian and American academics
implies that multicultural study contributes to the social
empowerment of all learners (cf. Appleton, 1983; Ghosh, 1995a;
Wright & Coombs, 1981). This assertion has been generally
presented in the literature without reference to research evidence of
any kind. Typical of this view are comments by Appleton (1983) who
suggests that multicultural education programs can
help students conceptualize and aspire toward a vision of a
better society and acquire the necessary knowledge,
understanding, and skills to enable them to move society
toward greater equality and freedom, the eradication of
degrading poverty and dehumanizing dependency, and the
development of meaningful identity for all people. (p. 170)
Generally missing in such discussions are details about how
multicultural education programs actually work to change specific
learner behaviours or abilities. Missing also are careful definitions
of what “empowerment” means to learners, or anyone else. Nor,
indeed, can acknowledgment be found in such writings that any
attempts to measure “empowerment” may be subject to the difficult
methodological problems that have confounded efforts to measure
self-esteem — or to connect concepts of self-esteem to notions of
ethnicity or, even, to multicultural education itself.

Concluding Comments
Analysis of the theoretical and philosophical writings found in the
literature on multicultural education revealed five social and
educational beliefs common to most discussions. These include
notions that multicultural education programs in schools can combat
inequities in educational opportunity, reduce racism, improve low
self-esteem, increase academic achievement among minority
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learners, and lead to the social empowerment of all students, from
minority and nonminority backgrounds alike.

Asmattersstand, thereislittle compelling quantitative evidence
—or sound qualitative evidence — upon which to judge multicultural
education's efficacy in countering educational inequities, racial
discrimination, low school performance for minority learners, or its
utility as an instrument of empowerment. To date, only about 11%
of the writings that comprise the literature on multicultural
education since its emergence as a discrete area of educational
discussion in the mid-1970s can be fairly described as empirical in
nature: The vast majority of writings have been either philosophical
or reportorial in character.

Clearly, a new research agenda is in order that will move
educational discussion away from the myriad prescriptive
exhortations that now characterize the literature and toward the
collection and analysis of descriptive bodies of data derived from
research in schools and other educational settings. This agenda
might also usefully include more sustained inquiries into teacher,
student, and parent perceptions of schooling in a pluralistic society
undertaken from vantage points outside as well as inside schools.
Theory or policy construction would surely be better served by such
documentary records and observations.

How these five assumptions have become embedded in writings
on multicultural education over time is another question that begs
serious attention. Until social and educational historians carry out
careful analysis of how multicultural education has evolved over
time, and how it is related to social traditions and contexts around
it, discussions about its character and purpose will remain muddled.
Moreover, without adequate historical perspective, it is impossible
for writers or practitioners toidentify multicultural education's true
intellectual foundations, to discern ideas resting at the heart of this
educational movement, or to determine the central ideas that should
rightfully guide educational policies and their translation into school
practices.

The confused and sometimes contradictory state of discussions
about multicultural education illustrated in this study points to at
least one serious consequence. In Canada, where multiculturalism
has become a central strand in the national identity, this confusion























