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Understanding Diversity

To better prepare children for the complexities of
a shrinking world, New York's Department of

Education is revising its social studies curriculum
to emphasize global studies and the contributions

of all ethnic groups to U.S. history.

W ith the possible exception of 
abortion, there is no more 
volatile subject in American 

life than race. Yet schools throughout 
the country are forced to deal with its 
realities and implications every day 
What should we be teaching our chil 
dren about their different ethnic and 
cultural identities? How do we help 
them understand that, despite our dif 
ferences, we are all part of one Inter 
dependent society?

There was a time when such ques 
tions seemed urgent only in certain, 
usually urban, pockets of America. To 
day the urgency is pervasive We are 
becoming more ethnically, culturally, 
and linguistically diverse. Demogra 
phers tell us that by the year 2020 one 
of every three people in the United 
States will be what we now call a 
"minority." According to the U.S. Im 
migration and Naturalization Service, 
more than 600,000 people immigrate 
to this country annually In New York 
City one child in four under the age of 
ten is the offspring of a non-English- 
speaking immigrant parent School 
districts in New York State serve more 
than 100,000 students with limited En 
glish proficiency, from 85 different 
language backgrounds.

These numbers are growing at a 
time when attitudes about diversity

have changed. Not too long ago it 
wasn't supposed to matter where your 
forebears came from. What we were 
about was building a new society, 
where "what you could do" mattered

and not "who you were. Our social 
ideal was the melting pot; the schools' 
task was to promote assimilation As 
Ellwood P Cubberly wrote near the 
turn of the century:

Pbotagmf* try J K Fai+as. Window Rock. Arizona

In July 1987, when a task force reported that New York curriculum materials were "contributing 
to the miseducation of alt young people," they were thinking of the effects of Eurocentric 
traditions upon minority children such as these Native Americans in Window Rock. Arizona. 
shown here engaged in learning about his camera from an older student_______________
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Everywhere these people [immigrants] 
tend to settle in groups or settlements, and 
to set up here their national manners, 
customs, and observances. Our task is to 
break up these groups or settlements, to 
assimilate and amalgamate these people as 
a part of our American race, and to implant 
in their children, so far as can be done, the 
Anglo-Saxon conception of righteousness, 
law and order, and popular government, 
and to awaken in them a reverence for our 
democratic institutions and for those 
things ... which we as a people hold to be 
of abiding worth. 1

Assimilation worked well for many, 
but not for all. As James Banks has 
written, it:

shaped a nation from millions of immigrants 
and from diverse Native American groups 
and prevented the United States from be 
coming an ethnically balkanized nation. The 
assimilationist ideal also worked reasonably 
well for ethnic peoples who were white 
However, ... [it] has not worked nearly as 
well for ethnic peoples of color. 2

Many people had preferred not to 
"melt" to begin with, but to maintain 
their separate identities. Many others, 
chiefly those of color, found that they 
weren't allowed to "melt" if they tried  
that the positions of power and privilege 
were denied no matter what. Accord 
ingly, a competing ethic gained strength, 
that of cultural pluralism, which calls for 
maintaining cultural identity while par 
ticipating in the political and economic 
mainstream.3 Today we must accommo 
date not only a diversity of origins but a 
diversity of views.

We are not always dealing well with 
this diversity. In our schools, the rate 
of failure is higher among people of 
color than among whites. In our econ 
omy, we are developing a seemingly 
permanent underclass, skewed by 
race. In our streets, we tear at each 
other's vitals as incidents at places 
like Howard Beach and Bensonhurst 
unhappily remind us.

There are many powerful argu 
ments for a more multicultural, multi 
ethnic, multilingual curriculum A so 
ciety dedicated to liberty and justice 
for all its people cannot deny justice to 
some without betraying its ideals. Nor 
can our economy thrive with a perma 
nently alienated underclass: we must 
help all young people acquire the 
skills and knowledge they need to 
function effectively in the workplace

The child must 
experience the 
school as an 
extension, not a 
rejection, of home 
and community.

Furthermore, we live in a small and 
multicultural world. If we wish to 
communicate effectively with the ma 
jority of the world's peoples who are 
not white and who don't speak En 
glish we must know more about 
how they see the world, how they 
make sense of experience, why they 
behave as they do

Critics ask why we are fretting over 
multicultural curriculums instead of 
getting back to the basics. What they 
miss is the interconnection They do 
not understand the students we are 
trying to reach. If children are to do 
well academically, school and family 
and community must work within a 
context of shared values and expecta 
tions; the child must experience the 
school as an extension, not a rejection, 
of home and community

The recent work of two anthropolo 
gists, Signithia Fordham and John 
Ogbu,4 is instructive in this regard. A 
recent New York Times article reported:

Many black students perform poorly in 
high school because of a shared sense that 
academic success is a sellout to the white 
world. . . . According to (Fordham and 
Ogbu's] study, "What appears to have 
emerged in some segments of the black 
community is a kind of cultural orientation 
which defines academic learning in school 
as 'acting white,' and academic success as a 
prerogative of white Americans." The study 
argues that this grows out of the low 
expectations that white Americans have of 
blacks, low expectations that have taken 
root among the blacks themselves. 5

For all of us, it is impossible to 
understand our complex society with 
out understanding the history and cul 
ture of its major ethnic and cultural 
components. As Gunnar Myrdal taught 
us, we cannot understand American

history, nor many of the social and 
economic phenomena of the present, 
without understanding the black expe 
rience throughout our history 6 The 
same might be said of the Native 
American experience and the experi 
ences of the various Latino and Asian 
peoples, as well as of the European 
and Middle Eastern and other peoples 
who have shaped our institutions and 
sensibilities. Only through exploring 
our diverse roots and branches can we 
fully comprehend the whole. Only by 
respecting our differences can we be 
come one society Only by under 
standing our diversity can we appre 
hend our common humanity

The New York State Task 
Force Report
In July J987 I convened a task force on 
"Minorities: Equity and Excellence " 
Its members were chiefly minority 
people with experience in education 
and related matters a college presi 
dent, three university professors, two 
superintendents of schools, a re 
spected physician, and other educa 
tors and child advocates chaired by 
Hazel Dukes, President of the New 
York State Branches of the NAACP. I 
asked the Task Force to review the 
curriculum materials prepared by the 
State Education Department to see if 
they are free of bias and if they faith 
fully represent the pluralistic nature of 
our society And the Task Force re 
ported "no" on both counts Change is 
needed, said the Task Force, change 
toward a "curriculum of inclusion "

Now when you ask a group of peo 
ple whose views have not often been 
consulted in the past to tell you what 
they think, what you get, understand 
ably, is not only what they think but 
what they feel. In this case, the Task 
Force expressed its feelings in strong 
language; for example, this from the 
Executive Summary:

African Americans, Asian Americans, Pu 
erto Ricans/Latinos, and Native Americans 
have all been the victims of an intellectual 
and educational oppression that has char 
acterized the culture and institutions of the 
United States and the European American 
world for centuries. . Task Force mem 
bers and curriculum consultants found that 
the current New York State Education De 
partment curriculum materials, though im-
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Responsibility Is an Active Word
Sue Keister and Hank Resnik

Teaching responsibility means actually giving responsibility to students. It means 
teaching important social skills such as cooperation, effective communication, and 
problem solving. All of these are goals of Quest's programs for grades K-12, now in 
use throughout the United States, Canada, and 22 countries abroad.

Quest's programs offer students cognitive information about citizenship skills that 
include the steps of problem solving, specific ways to handle a conflict, and ways to 
say "no" to negative influences. They also provide classroom practice in using these 
skills.

Skill application begins in Quest classes when students help to establish a sense of 
classroom community. Quest teachers and students create ground rules together for 
how people should treat each other in the classroom, emphasizing caring and 
respect. During the school year students become actively involved in planning and 
carrying out service projects. This practice of giving responsibility motivates the 
students and teaches them about taking action to make things happen.

Quest is a nonprofit educational organization providing materials and training to 
educators who want to foster good citizenship and social responsibility in their 
students. For more information call toll-free 1 -800-446-2700 (U.S.); 1 -800-233-7900 
(Ohio); or 614-522-6400 (outside the continental U.S.).

Sue Keister is Vice President for Program Development at Quest, and Hank Resnik 
is Senior Writer, 537 Jones Rd., P.O. Box 566, Granville, OH 43023.

proved recently, arc contributing to the 
miseducation of all young people through 
a systematic bias toward European culture 
and its derivatives

The report was submitted in July 
1989 Unfortunately, its language of 
fended some who, I think, would be 
inclined to agree with many of its 
recommendations, taken dispassion 
ately Much of the mainstream press 
attacked the report with a ven 
geance often presenting it, despite 
the facts of the case, as official policy 
There were expressions of support 
from other quarters and there was 
hate mail, some of it so disgusting it 
makes o ptima facie case for a project 
of this kind

The Task Force report called atten 
tion to a legitimate need in our 
schools. However, it did not define 
our agenda for action. For more than 
six months our staff studied the matter, 
drawing on their own experience, re 
viewing the professional literature, 
consulting with curriculum experts 
and practitioners, and examining 
other states' and localities' implemen 
tation of curriculums reflecting cul 
tural diversity Only after this exten 
sive review did 1 recommend, and the 
Board of Regents take, any action in 
the matter

A Plan of Action
In February 1990, the Regents directed 
the Commissioner and the staff to de 
velop, and to submit to the Board of

Regents for review, a detailed plan for 
increasing understanding of American 
history and culture, of the history and 
culture of the diverse groups which 
comprise American society today, and 
of the history and culture of other 
peoples throughout the world

The Regents directed that the plan 
address such matters as:
  A schedule for syllabus review and 

revision;
  A process for ensuring that in 

formed people of diverse back 
grounds are consulted;

  Attention to the need for text 
books, software, and other instruc 
tional material relevant to a new cur 
riculum;
  Appropriate teacher training and 

teacher participation in curriculum 
planning;
  A statewide awareness program 

involving boards of education, par 
ents, and community organizations; 
and
  Development of accountability 

measures.
New York State syllabi are not man 

dated Their use in the classroom de 
pends on their wide availability and on 
teachers' and administrators' percep 
tion of their worth In order to ensure 
that the goals of this project would be 
met, therefore, the plan was to include 
training to familiarize teachers and 
administrators with the content, aims, 
and uses of the revised syllabi. Above 
all, the plan must ensure that syllabus 
review and revision be thoughtful,

scholarly, and apolitical Such a plan 
was submitted and approved in April

The first step was the Regents' ap 
pointment in July 1990 of a Syllabus 
Review and Development Committee to 
advise the Department on social studies 
syllabi, with special emphasis on global 
studies and United States history, kin 
dergarten through 12th grade. The 22 
members and 1 consulting member 
of this Committee are distinguished 
school teachers, supervisors, and ad 
ministrators, university-level scholars 
and teacher educators, selected for 
their significant contributions in rel 
evant fields. The Committee is ethni 
cally and racially diverse; a range of 
informed views is represented

Assisted by Department staff, the 
Syllabus Review and Development 
Committee is reviewing the States 
social-studies syllabi, assessing their 
completeness, accuracy, scholarly in 
tegrity, and pedagogical effectiveness. 
The Committee is scheduled to sub 
mit this winter its analysis of needed 
revisions and a detailed plan for ac 
complishing them The Commis 
sioner will then recommend next 
steps to the Board of Regents.

What We Will Keep in Mind
As we begin our review and develop 
ment process, several considerations 
inform our efforts;

1 Revising syllabi to make them 
more reflective of our diversity is not 
just a matter of adding information. It 
is a matter of perspective From the 
perspective of Europe, Columbus did 
indeed discover America But from the 
point of view of the Native Americans 
who greeted his arrival, it was Colum 
bus who was lost, not they Life and 
history are complex, and good educa 
tion helps students understand its 
complexity. We must leam to see phe 
nomena through others eyes as well 
as our own.

2. We need both the whole and the 
pans One of the central missions of 
the American public school is to de 
velop a shared set of values and a 
common tradition to which we can all 
belong This mission must continue. 
But at the same time we need to help 
each child find his or her place within 
the whole, and create more tolerance
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and understanding of those who are 
different As Virginia Sanchez Korrol 
has said, "We should give every child a 
sense of participation, a sense [of hav 
ing] an investment in this country." 7

3. Our Western tradition must he 
maintained. The immediate roots of 
this country's values and institutions 
lie in the Mediterranean basin and 
Western Europe This tradition has 
been much changed and enriched by 
the cumulative participation of the 
sons and daughters of Africa, of Asia, of 
the Caribbean, of Central America, of 
Native Americans established here be 
fore the Europeans came. We have not 
always lived up to our ideals, but 
especially in today's world, we would 
be shortchanging our children if we 
failed to ground them in the values of 
our democratic society respect for 
the individual, the rule of law, the 
tolerance of difference, free election, 
free speech, free trade unions, free 
dom of religion.

4. A multicultural curriculum is ap 
propriate fora// children . All children in 
our society should learn about the soci 
ety as a whole, in its diversity as well as 
its unity. Greater knowledge of one an 
other and our differences will not alone 
guarantee a kinder, more tolerant soci 
ety, but it may be a prerequisite.

5. We must start when children are 
very young. Attitudes toward self, fam 
ily, and others are developed very 
early. While they are still at home or in 
preschool, children must be helped to 
take pride in themselves and to re 
spect those who are different.

6. Curriculum alone is not 
enough we must also attend to in 
structional material, teaching method, 
teaching education and support, the 
composition of the school staff, school 
organization and operation, assess 
ment practices, and all the rest. The 
"hidden" or implicit curriculum of the 
school must be consistent with the 
curriculum plan

The
Effective Schools

Staff Development
Program

Part I: Effective Schools Research & Practices 
Part IV: Effective Schools & Multicultural Education

Videotapes • Training Manuals • Inservice Training

For further information and 
free demostration videotape, write to:

Effective Schools 
P.O. Box 1100 • Okemos, MI 48805

7. Whatever we do must be charac 
terized by a high level of scholarship 
and historical accuracy. We do not 
want to rewrite history; we want to 
teach it better. What we aim to do is to 
teach more of the facts about more of 
our people Fortunately, we are not 
breaking new ground; a sizable body 
of work has accumulated during the 
past 25 years.8

I conclude with a word about truth 
I have often been told that this effort 
on which we have embarked is war 
ranted, but only if we adhere scrupu 
lously to the truth of our history. I 
agree, of course; but at the same time 
I think the advice is inside-out. It is not 
that we should embark upon under 
standing diversity only if we adhere to 
the truth; it is that we must embark 
upon understanding diversity, because 
the truth of our history demands it.D
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Thomas Sobol i s Commissioner of Edu 
cation and President of the University of 
the State of New York, The State Education 
Department, The University of the State of 
New York, Albany, NY 12234
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