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Multicultural Education 

Every teacher, regardless of location, grade, or subject, will encounter some form of 

student diversity within his or her classroom.  While many teachers will not experience racial 

diversity to a large extent, due to their school‟s location, differences between students will 

inevitably exist, be they socioeconomic, cultural, cognitive, or gender related.  Because of this, 

an understanding of the foundational ideas of multiculturalism is necessary if teachers hope to 

reach their diverse body of students in an equitable and fair manner.  Multicultural education, 

“incorporates the idea that all students – regardless of their gender and social class and their 

ethnic, racial, or cultural characteristics – should have an equal opportunity to learn in school” 

(Banks & Banks 3).  Therefore, an understanding of the ideas espoused within multiculturalism 

will help teachers to better connect to each and every student within the classroom. 

In our current education system there are, unfortunately, groups of students who do not 

receive an equitable education, “some students, because of these characteristics [race, gender, 

etc.], have a better chance to learn in schools as they are currently structured than do students 

who belong to other groups or who have different cultural characteristics” (Banks & Banks 3).  

Within the sciences, there is an especially noticeable divide, not only between racial/ethnic 

groups, but also between social classes and even between males and females (Lee 434).  While 

the achievement gaps between these multicultural groups certainly presents a challenge to 



today‟s educator, it is in no way insurmountable and there are steps every teacher can take 

towards organizing and maintaining a successful multicultural classroom. 

First, when devising a curriculum for a specific subject area, a teacher should begin with 

the basic concepts of that discipline; however, “content elaborating on those concepts [should be] 

drawn from the experiences and perspectives of several different U.S. groups” (Banks & Banks 

71).  In other words, every example a teacher provides of a famous scientist, or an accomplished 

writer, should not be a white, European male.  Instead, teachers should draw upon a variety of 

cultures, genders, and ethnicities for classroom examples and do their best to expose students to 

as many differing and diverse viewpoints as possible.  When a teacher incorporates ideas from 

other cultures, such using literature from a Native American author when covering Columbus‟ 

exploration of America, “this not only teachers students that groups other than Whites have 

produced literature; it also enriches the concept of literature because it enables students to 

experience different literature forms that are common to all writing” (Banks & Banks 71).   

In addition to utilizing examples from a variety of cultures, teachers must also approach 

each student with equity if they hope to establish a positive multicultural classroom.  Instructors 

must assume that all students are “capable of learning complex material and performing at a high 

level of skill.  Each student has a personal, unique learning style that teachers discover and build 

on when teaching” (Banks & Banks 71).  Therefore, it is important for teachers to take time to 

get to know their students, to understand each student‟s unique cultural heritage and how it 

influences his or her view and understanding of the education system.  It might be a beneficial 

activity for teachers, during the first week, to ask each student to give a short presentation over 

his or her family‟s history and background, a sort of cultural “show-and tell” in order to help 

broaden multicultural acceptance within the classroom.  By creating a classroom that is open, 



accepting, and encouraging of all ethnicities, genders, races, languages, and ability levels, a 

teacher will have come a long way in promoting a positive multicultural environment for his or 

her students to learn and grow in.    

While the above suggestions can be used to help educators in any content area to create a 

more accepting classroom, there is one specific challenge that is unique to the instruction of 

science which requires further discussion.  Over the past decade, “multiculturalism‟s proper 

place in science education has been the subject of considerable controversy in the recent science 

education literature” (Siegel 803).  This debate over the role of multiculturalism is mainly 

between those who consider themselves “universalists” and those who consider themselves 

multicultural “localists.”  Universalists believe that the ideas presented in science are universal, 

that they are, in a sense, culture-less.  Therefore, universalists argue that scientific knowledge is 

not socially constructed, but rather a universal truism that remains a certainty regardless of 

culture.  On the other side of the argument, localists adhere to the idea that some science is 

culturally based.  They believe there are ideas and methodologies represented in various cultures 

outside of Western modern science that present differing and viable viewpoints which students 

should be exposed to.  

Depending on a teacher‟s particular view on this issue, there can be an educational effect 

within the classroom,  

Students from diverse languages and cultures come to school with previously 

constructed knowledge, including their home language and cultural values, from 

home and community environments.  When these students are provided with 

equitable learning opportunities, they can capitalize on their linguistic and cultural 

experiences as intellectual resources for new learning in science classrooms.  

However, these experiences are sometimes discontinuous with science disciplines 

as traditionally defined in Western modern science.  The challenge facing these 

students involves the disconnection between their own cultural knowledge and 

science disciplines and between the primary discourse in the home and 

community and secondary discourse in school (Lee 466).   



A teacher who is adamant about understanding each student‟s unique background would 

certainly notice the aforementioned “discontinuities” in scientific understanding between that 

student‟s cultural experiences and what is presented in the curriculum of Western modern 

science.  Hopefully, by noticing these differences in science education between cultures, the 

teacher could use that information to begin a dialogue about the nature of science, “If a student 

from a non-Western culture were to say „in our culture, science does not involve [an example],‟ 

the proper response should be an examination of that criterion:  why do „Western‟ scientists and 

philosophers regard it as a legitimate criterion?...such cultural divergence should prompt explicit 

discussion of „the nature of science‟ and of relevant topics in philosophy of science” (Siegel 

815).  Much like the example above of using authors and scientists from a variety of cultures to 

promote multiculturalism, the same can hold true for using scientific ideas and methodologies 

from a variety of cultures.  Showing students legitimate alternatives to Western modern science 

can help students begin to make connections to cultures outside of their own.  But does this mean 

that scientific knowledge is strictly localist and teachers should strive to present science from the 

viewpoint of as many cultures as possible?  Probably not.  There are certainly many 

universalities within each field of science.  Humans breathe oxygen, plants produce energy from 

photosynthesis, your cells divide so you can grow, facts like these are assuredly unbound by the 

restraints of culture.  However, teachers must be aware that there are certain scientific disciplines 

in which there are several plausible explanations/treatments/methodologies for an idea which 

differ between cultures and it is here where a localists perspective is more educationally 

responsible.  Medicine provides an excellent example for when viewing science from a localist 

perspective makes more sense.  While many people adhere to the belief that modern Western 

medicine is the best way to seek treatment for disease or illness, there are many other people who 



have been successfully treated using a wide variety of methods from other cultures, treatments 

such as acupuncture or herbal remedies, are oftentimes excluded from Western medicine despite 

their success in other cultures.  Therefore, teachers must always bear in mind that, while some 

areas of science should be considered universal, there are others where it is important to bring in 

relevant ideas and explanations from other cultures to show that the field of science is not a 

stagnant body of information, nor is it strictly limited to the ideas and theories of the West.   
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