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Despite much rhetoric and research, a fundamental question in preservice teacher 

education continues to elicit much debate: What do teacher candidates need to become effective 

teachers? The answer to this basic question is as varied as the myriad of philosophical and 

epistemological perspectives that span the history of pedagogy. Although there may be no 

definitive answer to this fundamental question, just as there is no one best teaching model or one 

kind of student, there is a professional area of knowledge and skill that should permeate all 

preservice education programs--multicultural education. This field which prepares teachers "for 

the social, political and economic realities that individuals experience in culturally diverse and 

complex human encounters" (Sims, 1983, p. 43) is as essential to teaching as nurturing is to 

human development. 

This paper focuses on the need for the multicultural preparation of preservice teachers. 

The intent is neither to prescribe a uniform teacher education program for all institutions nor to 

encompass all aspects of a good teacher preparation program. Rather, this paper suggests 

institutional and programmatic practices that will prepare future teachers for classroom diversity. 

Preparing for Cultural Diversity: Resources for Teachers 

How can teachers effectively engage students from diverse backgrounds? It's a question many 

teachers face at the beginning of the school year, and of course, there isn't one prescribed 

strategy that works. Luckily, there are many useful resources to help new and veteran educators 

explore the subject. 
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If you're looking for a starting point, How Can We Prepare Teachers to Work With Culturally 

Diverse Students and Their Families? (an article from the Family Research Project at Harvard 

University) features insightful advice and useful tips from leading diversity education specialists. 

These researchers agree on the underlying message that communication plays an integral role, 

but there’s also insight into preparation, connecting with students, and building relationships 

with families. 

Two other sources of inspiration are Yvonne Pratt-Johnson's article Communicating Cross-

Culturally: What Teachers Should Know and this book excerpt from ASCD's Diverse Teaching 

Strategies for Diverse Learners. In addition to these articles, here are a few other resources that 

will help educators develop inclusive learning environments and approach race, gender equality, 

empathy, and bullying prevention during class. 

 Resource Library (Inclusive Schools Network): This library is rich with resources covering a 

range of topics on diversity. Start with the Inclusion Basicsand Culturally Responsive 

Teaching resources. Then, dive deeper into other subjects, like assessment, collaboration, and 

working with families. 

 Resources for Multicultural Classrooms (Teaching Tolerance): Produced by The Southern 

Poverty Law Center, Teaching Tolerance’s classroom resources page offers free lesson plans 

for exploring topics like race and ethnicity, gender equality, and sexual orientation with 

students. For specific teaching practices, start with Teaching Tolerance's Critical Practices 

for Anti-Bias Teaching, a self-paced, four-part, professional development learning program. 

 Awareness Activities (EdChange.org): TheEdChange-produced Multicultural Pavilion is a 

wonderful assortment of resources for educators. This Awareness Activities collection 

provides plenty of engaging ideas and activities to introduce diversity at the beginning of the 

school year. Plus, don't miss the Teacher's Corner for curriculum ideas, strategies, and much 

more. 

 Teaching Diverse Learners (Brown University): This website is "a resource dedicated to 

enhancing the capacity of teachers to work effectively and equitably with English-language 
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learners (ELLs)." You'll find great practical teaching strategies, ideas for engaging 

elementary ELLs, and tips for reaching out to families. 

 Lesson Plans and Resources (Teaching for Change): Teaching for Change is a nonprofit, 

with a mission of providing "teachers and parents with the tools to create schools where 

students learn to read, write, and change the world." The site features thoughtful and 

engaging lesson plans, tips for addressing race and diversity in the class, and links to great 

teacher resources. 

 Lesson Plans and Resources for Multiculturalism and Diversity: Scholastic produced this 

collection of resources for teachers. Along with some engaging lesson plans, there are also 

plenty of articles featuring tips and strategies to help educators engage students and families 

from diverse backgrounds. Connect With Kids and Parents of Different Cultures is a great 

place to start. 

 Teacher Resources for Multicultural Schools (RaceBridges for Schools): This resource 

roundup from RaceBridges is a great source for ideas on creating inclusive classroom 

environments, rethinking how you approach diversity, and lesson plans covering a variety of 

subjects. If you're looking for primary sources for in-class lessons, check out 

Smithsonian's Heritage Teaching Resources collection and SoJust.net, a trove of primary 

sources for social justice lessons. 

 Strategies for Teaching Culturally Diverse Students: This TeacherVision-produced article is 

full of useful and ready-to-use tips for welcoming and engaging diverse students. Discover 

more useful ideas and lesson plans in TeacherVision's Diversity Resources for 

Teachers collection. 

 How SEL Can Help Students Gain a Multicultural Perspective by Maurice Elias (2015) 

 Cultivating Cultural Assets: An After-School Storyby Clare Roach (2015) 

 Five-Minute Film Festival: Talking About Race and Stereotypes by Keyana Stevens (2015) 

 Empowering Educators Through Cultural Competence by Jose Vilson (2015) 

 Empathy: The Most Important Back-to-School Supply by Homa Tavangar (2014) 
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 Creating an Anti-Racist Classroom by Danielle Moss Lee (2012) 

 Seven Ideas for Revitalizing Multicultural Educationby Andrew Miller (2011)  

HomogeneityTeachers  

OK kids, we are going to be learning in groups today! Each group needs a math checker, a 

presenter, a writer/editor, and an illustrator. You decide who does what. You will be reviewing 

the best ways to solve polynomial problems. 

Please pull out the instructions and the rubric for this assignment. As a group, your task is to 

create a one page, step-by-step process that some one could follow to arrive at a solution... 

...You have 15 minutes to complete this task according to the rubric that I have handed out. 

Ready, set, go! 

The teacher then spends the next 15 minutes roving about the classroom, reviewing the progress 

of each group, and asking probing questions to help the individual groups clarify their thinking. 

Grouping sounds so easy. What we don't see in the above example is how the teacher has 

organized students in the groups in order to achieve the best results. Some educators firmly 

believe that a teacher must mix the groups so that students of all levels are represented in each 

group (heterogeneous grouping of students), while others believe that a teacher must organize the 

students by ability levels (homogeneous grouping of students). Robert Marzano, Debra 

Pickering, and Jane Pollock, in their familiar work,Classroom Instruction That Works, explain 

that there are advantages to both methods depending on what the teacher wants to do. 

Identifying Purposes 

If the purpose of the group learning activity is to help struggling students, then the research 

shows that heterogeneous groups may help most. On the other hand, if the purpose of the group 

learning activity is to encourage medium ability groups to learn at high levels then homogeneous 

grouping would be better. 
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I learned this as a teacher when one of my gifted and talented students told me in confidence that 

she really hated being in heterogeneous groups (she said it differently of course) all the time 

because by default, the other members of the group expected her to be the leader, organize things 

and do all of the work. 

This was my "tipping point" because it made me realize that I wasn't grouping students for 

increased learning. I was using grouping mainly as a discipline management tool and that in 

actuality my attempt to increase student engagement had completely backfired. By always 

making sure that the "smart" students and the struggling students were equally divided in the 

groups, I was actually limiting the student participation to the defactoleaders of the groups. 

Deciding Which is Best 

Because of this epiphany, I remember vowing that I would further differentiate my teaching by 

also seeking ways to give the upper-level students challenging and engaging learning activities. I 

promised to stop using the "good kids" in the hopes that some of their "goodness" would rub off 

on the other students. An interesting thing happened when I ability grouped the students. New 

leadership structures formed, and students who had never actively participated in groups before, 

all of the sudden demonstrated skills and creativity that I never knew they had. 

Students are smart and they can easily figure out what we are really doing. Students, in our 

classrooms, know when they are being grouped to mainly tutor and remediate less capable 

students and... most of the time they resent it. We can also "tick them off" when we form groups 

solely for discipline purposes by placing the calm, obedient students in each group to separate 

and calm down the unruly ones. My daughter Mercedes, who falls in both categories above, 

stated that when teachers do this to her, she doesn't learn and it is not fun for her or the other 

students. Perhaps more often than not, students are savvy enough to play along when they 

recognize that the grouping is nothing more than a routine way to spend the time and has no real 

learning purpose at all. 

If given a choice, students prefer to learning in groups of their peers and friends (homogeneous 

groups), but they also appreciate getting to know and learn from other members of the 
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classroom. This requires that we trust students to make good decisions and we hold them 

accountable for following the norms of learning in groups. 

Effective learning in groups must have at least the following elements (Marzano, et. al, pages 

85-86): 

 They must include every member of the group 

 Each person has a valid job to perform with a known standard of completion 

 Each member is invested in completing the task or learning goal 

 Each member is accountable individually and collectively 

Remember that the desks are not attached to the floor and we can mix things up in heterogeneous 

and homogeneous groups in interesting and creative ways: eye color, left or right handedness, 

preferred pizza toppings, number of siblings, music preferences, gender, nationality, hair length, 

shoe laces, genetic traits, learning styles, etc. 

What, then, do preservice teachers need to become effective multicultural teachers in our 

pluralistic society? First, preservice teachers need to become reflective practitioners. Reflective 

teachers apply observational, empirical, and analytical skills to monitor, evaluate, and revise 

their own teaching practices (Irvine, 1990). They develop awareness of their own cultural 

perspective, thus gaining insight into the cultural assumptions underlying their expectations, 

beliefs, and behavior. They also need to realize that their cultural perspective is not a universal 

norm, nor is it the only right one. In short, teacher candidates need metacognitive strategies to 

gain awareness, not only of their own knowledge and skills in the classroom but also of the 

efficacy of their activities on students' learning (Cardelle-Elawar, 1992). 

Second, preservice teachers must gain cultural competence, that is, the ability to function 

comfortably in cross-cultural settings and to interact harmoniously with people from cultures that 

differ from their own. Based on the research on effective intercultural communication, culturally 

competent individuals (a) cope effectively with the psychological and emotional stress of dealing 

with the unfamiliar, (b) quickly establish rapport with others, (c) sense other people's feelings, 
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(d) communicate effectively with people from varying backgrounds, and (e) respond adequately 

to miscommunication (Giles, Coupland, Williams, & Leets, 1991). These complex skills require 

knowledge and the cultural understanding that evolve over time from cross-cultural interpersonal 

experiences. 

The integration of multicultural education within a quality preservice program prepares 

preservice teachers for increasingly diverse classrooms. Through multicultural teacher education, 

future teachers begin to see themselves as active participants in the empowerment of students 

and as facilitators for academic success. A broad interdisciplinary foundation, varied practical 

experiences, and repeated opportunities to critically analyze ethnic, race, class, and gender issues 

are key ingredients in producing skilled, knowledgeable, reflective, competent teachers. 

The Need for a Liberal Arts Education. Teacher preparation requires the breadth of a liberal arts 

education in the broadest sense of the term. From this perspective, a good liberal arts education is 

both liberal as well as liberating. It is liberal in so far as it is progressive, impartial, and 

comprehensive; it is liberating in that it emancipates us from restrictive, ethnocentric thinking. 

Herein lies its value for multicultural teacher preparation. 

Though undergraduate liberal arts education should be comprehensive, it cannot possibly be all-

inclusive given the constraints of time and the magnitude of the task. The purpose of a good 

liberal arts education is not an intensive study of every human group or field of endeavor, but, 

rather, an extensive, general framework from which the future teacher, as a continually 

developing professional, can continue to grow personally and professionally. Through 

integration of multicultural themes, the liberal arts lay the foundation for cultural competency 

and cross-cultural awareness. They furnish intercultural knowledge, erode ethnocentric 

perspectives, highlight human oneness, and validate diversity. Within a multicultural liberal arts 

framework, preservice teachers acquire the following: 

Conclusion 
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As teacher educators, we must prepare all teachers, majority or minority, to provide quality 

education for all students. Olstad, Foster, and Wyman (1983) indicated that teachers lacking 

multicultural education are inadequately prepared for the reality of a pluralistic society and tend 

to have low expectations for minority children. Teacher educators must ask themselves to what 

degree their teacher preparation programs (a) facilitate increased cultural self-awareness, (b) 

cultivate appreciation of diversity, (c) increase cultural competency, and (d) prepare teachers to 

work effectively with a variety of students and parents. To the extent that education programs 

achieve these ends, to that extent do they prepare culturally competent teachers. 

Preservice multicultural education is a necessity. It is not a matter of individual preference, 

curricular appendage, or pedagogical whim. Neither should it be merely an added-on course after 

providing for the necessary knowledge and skills. Multicultural education is not simply an ethnic 

issue; it is everyone's issue, for teaching is a multicultural experience. The perspective of 

multicultural education as something good to have in the program, but not essential to effective, 

responsible teacher preparation is both hazardous to our health as a nation and oblivious to the 

current classroom reality and our future. By the turn of the century, this nation will rely on 

minorities, immigrants, and white women for 90 percent of its work force (Quality Education for 

Minorities Project, 1990). As a nation, we cannot afford the miseducation of such a large sector 

of the population. 
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