Key Concepts for Studying the Experiences

of Ethnic and Cultural Groups

1. Origins and immigration. When studying about an ethnic group

in the United States, it is important to examine its origins and immigration

patterns. Most groups in the United States came from other lands.

However, archeologists believe that Native Americans entered North

America by crossing the Bering Strait between 40,000 and 45,000 years

ago (Snipp, 2004). However, when studying about the origins of the first

Americans, it is important to point out to students that many Native

Americans believe that they were created in this land by the Great Spirit

(Champagne, 1994). Both perspectives on the origins of Native Americans

should be presented and respected in the multicultural classroom.

The ancestors of the Mexican Americans are also natives to the

Americas. A new people were created when the Spanish conquistadors and

the Indians of the Americas produced offspring, who were called mestizos.

When the United States acquired about one-third of Mexico’s territory

at the end of the United States–Mexican War in 1848, about 80,000

Mexicans became U.S. citizens (Gonzales, 1999). Today, about half of the

growth in the Mexican population results from immigration; the other

half is from new births (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).

2. Shared culture, values, and symbols. Most ethnic groups in the

United States, especially ethnic groups of color, have unique cultures and

values that resulted from an interaction of their original culture with the

host culture in the United States, from ethnic institutions created partly

as a response to discrimination, and from their social-class status. These

cultures are still in the process of formation and change. Consequently,

they are complex and dynamic. They cannot and should not be viewed

as static.

Examples of unique values and cultures of ethnic groups include the

strong family orientation of Italian Americans (McGoldrick, Giordano,

& Pearce, 1996), the strong identity with their tribe and kinship group

among Native Americans (Hirschfelder, 1995), and the group orientation

of African Americans (White & Parham, 1990). Black English, a version

of English spoken by many African Americans, is also an example of an

ethnic cultural characteristic (Alim & Baugh, 2007; Smitherman, 2000).

3. Ethnic identity and sense of peoplehood. A shared sense of peoplehood

and ethnic identity is one of the most important characteristics of

ethnic groups in the United States (Alba, 1990). This shared sense of identity

results from a common history and current experiences. Ethnic groups

tend to view themselves and to be viewed by others as separate and apart

from other groups in society and as “imagined communities” (Anderson,
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1991). In the case of ethnic groups of color, such as African Americans

and Mexican Americans, their shared sense of identity and peoplehood is

reinforced by the racial discrimination they experience. The shared sense

of identity of an ethnic group can and often does extend beyond national

boundaries. The ethnic groups often view the members of their groups as

a diaspora spread out into various parts of the world. Most Jews in New

York and London share feelings about the Holocaust (Dershowitz, 1997;

Jacoby, 2000). Most African Americans strongly identify with the struggle

of the Blacks in South Africa and with Blacks in Brazil, which has the largest

population of Blacks outside of Africa (Telles, 2004).

4. Perspectives, worldviews, and frames of reference. Members of

the same ethnic group often view reality in a similar way and differently

from other groups within a society. This results largely from their shared

sense of peoplehood and identity previously described. Most Latinos in

the United States tend to have positive views toward bilingual education

and believe that their children should be able to speak both Spanish and

English (Bhatia & Ritchie, 2004). However, because Latinos in the United

States have diverse histories, origins, and social classes, there is a range

of views on every issue within Latino communities, including bilingual

education. Two noted Latinos who express conservative views on a range

of issues, including bilingual education, are Richard Rodriguez (1982)

and Linda Chavez (1991).

5. Ethnic institutions and self-determination. Many ethnic institutions

were formed by groups in the United States in response to discrimination

and segregation. Examples are African American churches (Battle,

2006); schools, colleges, and insurance companies; and Japanese and Jewish

social organizations. Many of these institutions continue to exist today

because they help ethnic groups to satisfy unique social, cultural, and

educational needs. Other ethnic institutions—such as the National Association

for the Advancement of Colored People, the Anti-Defamation

League of B’nai B’rith, the League of United Latin-American Citizens, and

the Japanese American Citizenship League—were formed to work for the

civil rights of specific ethnic groups and to fight discrimination.

6. Demographic, social, political, and economic status. When

acquiring knowledge about ethnic groups in the United States, their

current demographic, social, political, and economic status need to be

determined. The economic profile of Filipino Americans was one of the

lowest in the United States in the 1960s. However, they now have a high

economic status, primarily because of the large number of professional

workers that immigrated to the United States from the Philippines during

the 1970s and 1980s (Takaki, 1989). The population of Asians and

Hispanics in the United States increased significantly between 2000 and

2004. Asians increased from 10.6 million to 12.3 million, a 16.4 percent
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increase. Pacific Islanders increased from 462,000 to 506,000, a 9.3 percent

increase. Hispanics (of any race) increased by 17 percent, African

Americans by 5 percent, and Whites by 3.5 percent. In 2004, the U.S. total

population reached a record 293,655,400 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2006a).

The economic and educational status of an ethnic group can change.

For example, there was significant improvement in the economic and

educational status of African Americans and Hispanics during the 1960s

and 1970s. However, during the 1980s these groups lost ground in both

economic and educational status. Although they experienced gains during

the 1990s, the poverty rates among African Americans and Hispanics

are still significantly higher than among Whites. In 2000, the poverty

rate for non-Hispanic Whites was 8.6 percent, compared to 24.7 percent

for African Americans and 21.9 percent for Hispanics (U.S. Census Bureau,

2004).

7. Prejudice, discrimination, and racism. Whenever groups with

different racial, ethnic, and cultural characteristics interact, ethnocentrism,

discrimination, and racism develop (Lubiano, 1997; Roediger,

2005). When discrimination based on race becomes institutionalized

within a society and the dominant group has the power to implement

its racial ideology within these institutions, institutional racism exists.

Groups such as African Americans, Native Americans, Asian Americans,

and Latinos have been historically—and are today—victims of institutional

racism in the United States. However, racism today is much more

subtle and less blatant than it was prior to the Civil Rights movement

of the 1960s and 1970s. Some of the most blatant forms were eradicated

during that period, largely in response to the Civil Rights movement.

Prejudice, discrimination, and racism are important concepts for

understanding the experiences of ethnic groups in the past, present, and

future, not only in the United States but also in nations throughout the

world (Back & Solomos, 2000; Solomos, 2003).

8. Intraethnic diversity. Even though ethnic groups share a culture,

values, a sense of identity, and a common history, there are tremendous

differences within ethnic groups. These important differences must always

be kept in mind when we study an ethnic group (see Table 5.1). If

not, we may create new stereotypes and misconceptions. These differences

result from such factors as region (e.g., whether rural or urban),

social class, religion, age, gender, sexual orientation, and political affiliation

(see Figure 2.1 in Chapter 2, page 26). While it is important to recognize

that ethnic groups share many important characteristics, keep in

mind that we are describing groups, not individuals. An individual may

embrace all or hardly any of the dominant characteristics of his or her

ethnic group. This individual may also have a strong or a weak identity

with his or her ethnic group.
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9. Assimilation and acculturation. When an ethnic or cultural

group assimilates, it gives up its characteristics and adopts those of another

group (Alba & Nee, 2003; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). Acculturation

describes the process that occurs when the characteristics of a group are

changed because of interaction with another cultural or ethnic group.

When acculturation occurs, the interacting groups exchange cultural

characteristics; thus, both are changed in the process.

Assimilation and acculturation are important for understanding the

experiences of ethnic groups in the United States and the world. In most

societies, the dominant ethnic or cultural group expects other groups to

adopt its language, culture, values, and behavior. Moreover, the dominant

group within a society is usually at least partially successful in getting

other groups to adopt its culture and values because of the power

that it exercises. Cultural conflict usually develops within modernized

societies when ethnic minority groups hold on to many of their important

cultural characteristics or when they are denied full participation

in the dominant society after they have largely culturally assimilated.

The dominant cultural group within a society, such as the Anglo-Saxon

Protestants in the United States, often adopt cultural traits from ethnic

groups of color, such as African Americans and Native Americans, without

acknowledging them or giving them appropriate public recognition.

The contributions that African Americans and Native Americans have

made to American literature, government, and music are rarely acknowledged

fully (Weatherford, 1991).

10. Revolution. A political revolution occurs when a fundamental

change takes place in the leadership of a society (Brinton, 1962; Marshall,

1994), usually through violent upheaval and armed conflict. Other basic

changes within a society, which often take place over a long period of

time, are also described as revolutions, such as the industrial and agricultural

revolutions. These latter revolutions are gradual transformations of

a society rather than sudden changes. Revolution is an important concept

for understanding the history of most ethnic groups in the United

States because of the influence of revolutions on their past. Revolution is

also an important concept in the history of ethnic groups in the United

States because the ideas related to it—such as oppression, alienation, and

hope for change—have been decisive in the history of U.S. ethnic groups

as well as in the history of ethnic groups in other nations (Modood et al.,

2006; Solomos, 2003).

In 1680, an important American revolution occurred when the

Pueblo Indians in New Spain (New Mexico) rebelled against their Spanish

conquerors. Though the revolution was not successful in the long run,

because the Pueblos were eventually reconquered by the Spaniards with

deadly vengeance, it is an important revolution in American history.
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Students need to view a revolution from a multicultural perspective

to fully understand it because it can have different meanings for different

groups. For example, the American Revolution had different meanings for

Anglo Loyalists, Anglo Revolutionaries, various Native American groups,

and African Americans. Also, some ethnic groups fled to the United States

in search of freedom after revolutions had occurred in their native lands.

When Castro took control of Cuba in 1959, thousands of Cubans sought

refuge in the United States. The Cuban refugees who came to the United

States during and in the years following the Castro revolution constitute

the bedrock of the Cuban American community (Olson & Olson, 1995).

11. Knowledge construction. When studying the history and contemporary

experiences of ethnic and cultural groups in the United States, it is

important for students to understand how knowledge and interpretations

are constructed. They also need to understand how cultural experiences,

biases, and values influence the knowledge construction process (Banks,

1996a). A transformative, multicultural curriculum also helps students

to construct their own interpretations. The constructivist approach to

teaching and learning is a key component of the transformative, multicultural

curriculum.

When teachers engage students in knowledge construction, the students

are given opportunities to participate in building knowledge and

to construct their own interpretations of historical, social, and current

events. The knowledge construction approach to teaching is constructivist

in orientation and is influenced by the work of the Russian psychologist

Lev S. Vygotsky (Lee & Smagorinsky, 2000).

Knowledge construction is influenced significantly by the group

experience of the knower. The knowledge constructed within a group is

incorporated into the group’s legends, myths, heroes, and heroines, and

it reflects the group’s values and beliefs. For example, the Battle of Little

Big Horn can be viewed as a noble defense of one’s homeland (the Native

American version) or as a vicious massacre of soldiers who were protecting

Anglo American pioneers (the dominant Anglo American view at the

time) (Garcia, 1993).

Knowledge construction is a powerful idea in multicultural education

because it can be taught in all disciplines and content areas. It can

be used to help students understand the values and assumptions that underlie

the base-10 number system in mathematics, the scientific method

in the natural and biological sciences, and literary interpretations in the

language arts and humanities. Knowledge construction is also a powerful

idea that can guide the development of activities and teaching strategies

that will enable students to build their own interpretations of the past,

present, and future.
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