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If we want public education
to work, we need to adopt
a multicultural perspective
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interview / SONIA NIETO

BY TRACY CROW

JSD: In Affirming Diversity
(Allyn & Bacon, 2008), you write,
“In spite of all its shortcomings,
and although it has never lived up
to its potential, public education
remains a noble ideal because it is
one of the few institutions that at
least articulates the common good,
if not always achieves it. Public
education remains the last and best
hope for many people for a better
life.” Could you speak about that?

Nieto: The idea of the public
good is steadily losing ground, and it
is to our peril that it does so. We’ve
become privatized in so many ways
that people forget that we should

strive to create what John Dewey
called the “beloved community.”
Public schools are one way to create
that community. Given the ideals that
we espouse as a nation, we have a
responsibility to create schools that
fulfill the promise of the public good.
There are many schools that haven’t
fulfilled that promise. That’s particu-

larly true for schools attended by the
poor, Native Americans, African-
Americans, and Latinos. 

We have dropout rates that are
astronomical in some urban areas. We
have schools that are decrepit with
very poor infrastructures. We have
schools where teachers are just not
ready to teach the children who are in

Sonia Nieto: “Skills are important, but the attitudes teachers go in with are equally
important.”
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front of them. Many of them thought
that they were going to teach children
like them, who went to schools that
look like the schools they attended.
That’s not the case anymore. We need
to have professional development for
teachers and teacher preparation at
colleges and universities that prepare
teachers for the students they’ll face
every day and that prepare them with
joy and enthusiasm, and not just with
skills. Skills are important, but the
attitudes teachers go in with are
equally important.

“ACHIEVEMENT” GAP
JSD: Would you speak about

the achievement gap, both the issue
and the term itself?

Nieto: I don’t like the term
“achievement gap” because it tends to
put the onus on students alone, as if
they caused the achievement gap in
the first place. The term doesn’t
acknowledge the conditions in which
they’re learning. Instead I use the
terms “resource gap” and “caring gap.”
There is a resource gap in terms of the
material conditions, and there is a car-
ing gap in terms of the emotional
resources available to students. Until
we create smaller classes, better pro-
fessional development, and provide
more resources, things are not going
to change. But a lot can happen when
teachers and schools show care. When
they show care for students, schools
can make a huge difference even
when the material conditions aren’t
what they should be. 

We need to work on those gaps
first — then we can start talking
about individual students not learning
up to their potential. 

CARING GAP
JSD: How can schools address

the caring gap?
Nieto: I always go back to profes-

sional development. Teachers need to
learn about the communities in which
they’ll be teaching and who their stu-

dents are. For example, I am Puerto
Rican. I taught a course for years at
the university called “Teaching About
the Puerto Rican Experience.” There
are 4 million Puerto Ricans in the
U.S., and many people don’t know
anything about them. We need to
know why there are 4 million Puerto
Ricans here and why they aren’t doing
well, academically as well as in other
ways. And I would say the same thing
about Mexican-American, Haitian,
and Native American students, among
others. 

Whoever you teach, you need to
find out who the students are, why
they’re there, and what you can do to
help them be successful learners.
When teachers do that, they start to
understand who their students are
and start to empathize, and with
empathy comes caring. 

One of my former students, Bill
Dunn, was a teacher and is now an
assistant principal. He had been
teaching for almost 20 years in a
school that had come to have a popu-
lation of about 75% Puerto Rican
students. He realized one day that he
was beginning to understand what
that the kids were saying in Spanish.
He decided it was time, in his words,
to “come out of the closet” as a
Spanish learner. He kept a journal,
took classes in Spanish, listened to the
radio, and read the newspaper in
Spanish. He said he developed a true
respect for his students because he was
learning to be a second language
speaker and he had never realized how
difficult that was. He grew to respect
the community as well as the culture,
which he hadn’t known that much
about. He teaches in a vocational
school, and he made a cuatro, a
Puerto Rican stringed instrument
much like a guitar, in a woodworking
class. The kids’ eyes just lit up, and
several of them told him their grand-
fathers used to play one of those. Bill
really came to understand what was
important to the kids and to their

communities. This was a wonderful
teacher when he started the project,
and he became an even more insight-
ful teacher when he finished it.

Caring comes about through con-
tact, through knowledge, and that’s
why I always go back to collaborative
professional development, where
teachers grapple with these things,
they puzzle them out together, so that
they become honest. Too often we
sidestep difficult issues because they’re
so hard to talk about for many peo-
ple. We’re afraid to talk about race,
about privilege, about gender — these
have to be central topics in profes-
sional development, especially given
the tremendous diversity in our public
schools now. All teachers need to have
these conversations. 

ROLE OF MULTICULTURAL
EDUCATION

JSD: In Affirming Diversity, you
and your co-author, Patty Bode,
write about the
role multicultural
education can
play in the com-
plex sociopolitical
context teachers
are working in
right now. How
do you define
multicultural edu-
cation?

Nieto: First,
multicultural edu-
cation has to be
antiracist. Racism
and privilege are issues that are diffi-
cult for a lot of people to talk about,
but we have to confront them if we’re
serious about multicultural education.
Otherwise we stay at the stage of what
James Banks calls the “contributions
stage” — this is what the Irish have
contributed, this is what the African-
Americans have contributed, this is
what the Jews have contributed.
That’s OK for a beginning, but then
you have to look carefully at the
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structural inequalities in our society
and our schools — that’s really where
the gap comes from. 

• Multicultural education is also
basic education, as basic as reading,
writing, arithmetic, and now comput-
er literacy, which wasn’t on that list 20
years ago. Multicultural education has

to be added to the list in
the same way. We live in
a diverse society in a
diverse world; we need to
know how to get along
with one another. 

• Multicultural edu-
cation must also be for
all students, and not
seen as a palliative for

black students or for Latino students.
Everyone has been miseducated if we
just have a monocultural education.
The world is not monocultural, the
U.S. is not monocultural. If we really
want to prepare students for the

world as it is, we need to include all
students through a multicultural per-
spective.

• Multicultural education should
be pervasive. As soon as you walk
into a school or a classroom, you
should know that the school has a
multicultural perspective. Not only in
the materials you see around and the
bulletin boards and the books, but
also in the pedagogy, the teachers’
relationships to students, the lan-
guages that are being spoken, and the
curriculum that is being used. 

• Multicultural education is about
social justice. Schools are in a key
position to reach all students and all
families. This is a good place to start
talking about what’s right and what’s
wrong, what’s fair and unfair. We have
to help students understand that they
have a role to play in turning injustice
around. 

• Multicultural education includes

process, which means it’s not just
about the materials. Curriculum is
important, but relationships with stu-
dents are even more important. 

• Finally, multicultural education
includes critical pedagogy. I learned
this from Paulo Freire, who said that
education is always political. He
reminds us to ask “for whom am I
educating, and against whom am I
educating?” We need to understand
that we can never be neutral. That
doesn’t mean that teachers should go
into a classroom and spout political
rhetoric, just that they need to under-
stand that there are many ways of
looking at the world. Teachers have to
encourage their students to learn
about and grapple with the complexi-
ty of multiple perspectives because
reality is always messier than what is
presented in the standard curriculum. 

Students need to learn by talking
to different people and reading differ-
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ent sources. In the book Black Ants
and Buddhists, by Mary Cowhey
(Stenhouse, 2006), Cowhey shows
how she does this with 1st and 2nd
graders. In her classroom, students
learn to ask, “Where’s the evidence?”
Critical pedagogy is the opposite of
what Freire called “banking educa-
tion,” where you deposit knowledge
in students’ heads. Instead, when a
critical pedagogy is used, students
learn to think critically. 

LEARNING IN A MULTICULTURAL
SCHOOL

JSD: What does student learn-
ing look like in a multicultural
school?

Nieto: Student learning would
look very different than it looks now
in many schools, especially given the
rigid accountability strictures we’re liv-
ing with. Most high-stakes tests are
multiple choice, and there’s only one
right answer. For some things, of
course, there is only one right answer.
But a lot of things are more compli-
cated than that. In a multicultural
context, students learn to be critical
thinkers, they would learn to be cre-
ative, to talk back to the text, to resist
being depositories of information.

They are joyful about learning. 
JSD: And what are implications

for teacher learning?
Nieto: The implications are the

same! Teachers should be thrilled with
learning, and some certainly are. With
teacher learning, we have to go from
inservice to professional development
to teacher learning to teacher leader-
ship, where teachers decide what they
need to learn. At the same time, there
are some things that some teachers are
reluctant to focus on. Administrators
and teachers need to insist on creating
spaces for those difficult conversations
as well. Discussing power and privi-
lege, race, class, language differences,
gender, sexual orientation, and so on,
are crucial topics in which teachers
and other educators need to engage if
they are to understand their students
and the conditions in which their stu-
dents live. 

MULTICULTURAL SPECTRUM
JSD: Beyond the definition of

multicultural education, in your
work you describe different levels of
multicultural education, starting
with monocultural education.
Could you describe what those lev-
els look like?

Nieto: Monocultural education
doesn’t need much description. This
would be an English-only environ-
ment, where there is only one view of
history, and where all the great mas-
ters are European. It’s what is typically
known as the “master narrative.”

Beyond that is tolerance. A lot of
people think that when you reach a
level of tolerance you’ve really reached
the top. You’ll see, for example, mis-
sion statements that include the term
tolerance. But tolerance may mean
that we simply put up
with differences.

Acceptance is the next
level. If we accept differ-
ences, at least we
acknowledge them. At
this level, you would see
an environment that
acknowledges different
languages; there might be
a bilingual program, but
more likely an ESL pro-
gram. At the acceptance
level, you might have cel-
ebrations of holidays or
multicultural fairs.

The next level is respect. You
would support students’ native lan-
guages. You might have bilingual pro-
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grams; at least you would encourage
students to use their native languages
to work in language-same groups, for
example. Here students would be
taught with multiple perspectives.

The highest level is affirmation,
solidarity, and critique, which means
respecting and embracing differences.
At this level, teachers have an under-
standing that culture is dynamic, not
static. Conflict is accepted as some-
thing normal. You don’t simply sub-
stitute one myth for another for any
particular group. Students are encour-
aged to think critically, to think dif-
ferently, to not fall into any particular
mold. This is not about political cor-
rectness, which is something that
some people accuse multicultural edu-
cation of — it’s about different ways
of looking at reality and trying to get
to a fuller and more complicated
truth. 

Most of all, multicultural educa-
tion means equity and access.
Ultimately, multicultural education
has to be not about just accepting dif-
ferences but making sure that all kids
have access to high levels of learning

and that all families are
welcomed into schools.

I don’t see specific
schools that perfectly
exemplify any of these
levels. Every school has
moments of all these
things in it. I have seen
teachers who try to have a
multicultural perspective
in their teaching in even
the most seemingly
monocultural schools,
and I have seen schools
that claim to be multicul-
tural but have very little
acceptance or respect in

their practice. The level of affirmation,
solidarity, and critique is an ideal to
strive for. Just because you might
think a school is at the tolerance level
or the monocultural level doesn’t mean
there aren’t moments of affirmation. 

JOY AND ANGER IN TEACHING
JSD: In your books and as you

talk, words like joy, passion, anger,
enthusiasm, caring come up again
and again. Such emotions and the
role of the teacher as a caring per-
son come out particularly in Why
We Teach and in What Keeps
Teachers Going. 

Nieto: Why We Teach was a won-
derful book for me to put together. I
love working with teachers, especially
with teachers who are so committed
and joyful and angry and enthusiastic
and all of those things combined —
they really reaffirm my hope in public
education. To me, the teachers in
Why We Teach represent the best of
what teachers are. One important
implication of what teachers wrote is
that we need to create environments
both in schools and in teacher prepa-
ration programs where joy is in evi-
dence, where people look forward to
going into schools and to teaching the
students, to being with the children
who have been put in their care. Joy is
a really important component of what
it means to teach. 

JSD: What about anger? 
Nieto: The book What Keeps

Teachers Going came about as a result
of a year-long project with a group of
high school teachers in an inquiry
group in the Boston Public Schools.
We met once a month, and these were
veteran teachers who taught a variety
of subject areas, many with 25 years
or more of experience. When I looked
back at the transcripts of our conver-
sations, at all my data, it became clear
to me that anger was one of the
things that keeps teachers going. I
wasn’t prepared for that. At first, I
thought it was a negative thing and I
didn’t want to highlight it, but then
the importance of that anger was just
staring me in the face, so I included a
chapter on anger and desperation. 

There is a difference between the
anger that these teachers felt and a
blaming type of anger, the negative

chatter of the teachers’ room. These
teachers were angry at injustice, they
were angry at racism, they were angry
at bureaucracy. They were angry that
decisions were often made for their
students that they would not have
made themselves. One of the teachers
in the group, Junia Yearwood, said,
“Anger is what fuels me. It keeps me
going.” She also said that once she
gets in her room, she closes her door
and she leaves that anger outside,
because she cannot blame her stu-
dents for everything else that’s hap-
pening to them. Anger is part of the
equation.

This righteous anger turns pro-
ductive when people look for ways to
address it. For example, one day Junia
was talking about how it is teachers’
responsibility to make sure that we
make this a profession that is worth-
while, to read everything we can, to
stay abreast of everything in the field.
Years before, she had complained to
her principal, “My colleagues just
don’t read,” and he responded, “Stop
complaining, Junia, and do some-
thing about it.” So she put up a
notice in the teachers room that she
was starting a reading group. She was
shocked when 25 people showed up
for the first meeting. When she told
this story a dozen years later, she said
about half the group was still meet-
ing. 

That’s one way to focus the anger
in a positive way. Teaching has often
been seen as a solitary profession
where you close your door and that’s
it, whereas teaching really should be
seen as a collaborative venture, even
when you go into your classroom
alone. 

Whether you have inquiry groups
or reading groups or any kind of pro-
fessional development that really sup-
ports an active kind of learning with
colleagues, collaborative work is the
best way to turn anger into something
productive. n
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