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    Chapter One

    Humans as Cultural Beings

  


  Foundations for Multicultural Education
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  The teaching and learning of diversity and diversity issues are anchored on people—teachers and students. One of the most positive experiences of this author as a teacher of social equity and justice as well as multiculturalism, has been the process of helping students come to terms with their cultural identity. Many native-born Caucasian Americans (commonly called “whites,” a term that does not accurately describe the pigmentation of any human group) assume that beyond being white and being American there are no other cultural constructs that distinguish them from other people within American society. When these individuals are persuaded (as is often the case) to dig deeper into their cultural roots, they discover, to their amazement, that Caucasian could be Anglo, Dutch, Greek, Russian, Jewish, Arab, Iranian, or any of several other ethnicities. “White” is not a valid cultural identity. The reality of multicultural education, however, is that it takes one who knows who he or she is within a cultural setting to enhance other people’s cultural awareness and promote diversity. Thus, the question is: Who am I within my culture?” Identity negotiation is a critical aspect of the intercultural experience, and teachers who work in multicultural settings go through this negotiation just as their students do.


  In this chapter, we will examine some ways individuals within American educational systems have attempted to describe their cultural identity. Before articulating individual understandings of cultural identity, we need to discuss what it means to be human within the context of multicultural education.


  WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE HUMAN?


  The quest for the definition of what it means to be human has been the preoccupation of philosophers and scientists since the time of Socrates. We are generally regarded by scientists and anthropologists as Homo sapiens, or human individuals. Some theorists have attempted to define us on the basis of our self-consciousness, or what we call the ego. Norman Ford made a definitive statement that humans are social beings by nature. According to Ford, awareness of the self, or personal ego, is only possible as a result of one’s conscious activities. These activities can be corporeal or noncorporeal. Among the different forms in which this sense of self is manifested are cultural and social activities.1


  Harold H. Titus, in his Living Issues in Philosophy, gave a definition that encapsulates what it means to be human much better than any other sources consulted on this topic. He defines the human being as a part of nature, who partakes in nature’s ways, yet appears to transcend nature and exercises control over it.2 He writes about the human being, “he is no less than what he is—a self-conscious being with unique characteristics. The nature and character of a thing is determined not so much by its beginning as by its end. Man’s aspirations give him his place and his importance. . . . He also has great adaptive powers and the capacity to exert some control over his own development.”3 Titus presents three perspectives from which we can look at the human person, namely, (1) the classical, rationalistic view of man; (2) the religious view of man; (3) and the scientific interpretation of man.


  The classical Greek view is built around the ideas of great philosophers such as Plato, Aristotle and Protagoras. Whereas Plato thinks that reason is the highest part of the human soul, whose function is to guide conduct, Aristotle sees reason as our prized faculty, which sets us apart from subhuman nature. This classical interpretation sees humans primarily from the viewpoint of nature and our unique rational ability. This view can be stretched to its humanistic conclusion in which Protagoras suggests that the human being is the measure of all things.4


  The religious view, which according to Titus is represented by Judeo-Christian, Islamic, and Hindu traditions, looks at humans from a pair of spiritual lenses. The Judeo-Christian perspective looks at human beings primarily from the point of view of their divine origin. Humans transcend the natural condition and reach their highest potential when in harmony with God. Islam sees our duty as loyalty to God and his divine laws, and that is the essence of our being. Hinduism sees humans as subject not object and explains our consciousness as a reflection of the consciousness of the supreme spirit.5 Titus’s point is that these religions all have their individual perception of the human person.


  There is also no unified scientific interpretation of human beings. There is, instead, a biological perspective, a physiological perspective, and an anthropological perspective. Science distinguishes between humans and other creatures on the basis of our “advanced anatomical and physiological complexity and . . . more elaborate behavioral patterns.”6


  The conclusion that Titus draws on what it means to be human, however, has great significance for us as we attempt to address human multiculturalism and its impact on the American educational system. He states, “Any purportedly comprehensive interpretation of man that neglects or ignores his ideas and ideals, his self-consciousness, his power of abstract thought, his powers of ethical discrimination and aesthetic appreciation, and his need for worship and companionship is incomplete and inadequate.”7


  This view lends itself to a holistic interpretation of the human person and compels the present work to go a step further to investigate the ethical, aesthetic, and religious dimension of the human person in the educational process.


  In light of the insights from Titus, let’s attempt a definition of the human person as a biological being who is inherently spiritual as well as culturally determined. To be human, therefore, would involve an attempt to fully articulate our biological, spiritual, and cultural attributes as one functional unit, called personality, which is able to be creative, reflective, and sociable.


  A question that must be addressed in light of this definition of the human person, therefore, is: What does it mean to be a human being within the educational process, either as a learner or as a teacher?


  THE LEARNER AS A SOCIAL BEING


  Every child in a classroom comes from a social setting called family.8 In twenty-first-century America, the definition of family has changed drastically. The nineteenth and early twentieth centuries’ definition of family was father, mother, and children. In the latter half of the twentieth century, the family began to be gradually redefined, as divorce became a normal part of life in society. Many schoolchildren began to come from homes made up of a mother, a stepfather, and both biological and step-siblings. Some have come from homes with father, stepmother, and step-siblings. Yet others were being raised by a single mother or single father. Some children started to be raised by grandparents, either because biological parents were incarcerated or because they were deemed incompetent to raise them due to one social problem or another. Toward the turn of the twenty-first century, we were already grappling with the question of gay and lesbian parenting. Today it is not very much an issue; gays and lesbians are both adopting and raising children.


  Thus, the definition of family as we knew it has changed forever. This shift in social pattern has generated lots of arguments from both the conservative and liberal fronts. The former calls for a return to the original definition of family, while the latter calls for a complete overhaul of social norms and expectations, to widen them to be more inclusive of these new forms and expressions of family. The liberal approach has called for a restructuring of educational curricula to ensure a fair representation of the diversity that defines our twenty-first-century society.


  Although the religious conservative view has lots of validity to it, as some of the factors that have led to the new forms of family reflect a departure from the religious and moral norms that formed the foundation of this society, a learner-centered pedagogy calls for a critical look at the implications of these shifts for the schoolchild. Does a child being raised in a gay or lesbian family see any oddity in the structure of his or her family? The argument may be stretched one way or the other. Should the classroom be the context for approving or disapproving one family structure or another? Again, the argument may be stretched even further. A more important question would be whether every child, irrespective of his or her family structure has a right to be in the classroom and to be taught well. To this question, it will be odd to hear a negative response.


  The question should therefore be: How does the learner-centered classroom provide every child a safe and healthy learning environment, void of the intrusions of the divergent social views that influence the widening structure of the family? This is the task that today’s educators must confront. Learning takes place in a social context, and fortunately or unfortunately, American society happens to be the most divergent social arrangement of our time. Is it possible, then, to work toward synergy amid our diversity? The questions raised in this chapter may never find one answer that fits all situations. These may be questions that would have to be answered within the collective arrangement of the school communities and their value systems. This may be one area in which the original community-oriented school governance that formed the educational structures of America becomes our best court of appeal. Communities must be empowered to explore what constitutes the best interest of their constituents, without violating the rights of the minorities. Is there a way the interest of both the majority and the minority can be protected? These are questions that must be continuously asked as every stakeholder in a school site collaborates to find lasting solutions to these social problems. The idea of the learner as a social being will come up again for discussion.


  THE LEARNER AS A CULTURAL BEING


  Recently the topic of Ebonics as an alternative language for African American students took the forefront in the news media. The significance of this debate does not rest exclusively on the problems posed by the uniqueness of the African American version of the English language, but reflects an acknowledgment that African American culture is distinct and different from the mainstream Anglo-Saxon Protestant culture.


  American society is a mosaic of cultures. Right from the birth of this nation, diversity was its very essence. Native Americans who had roamed the land centuries before the Europeans arrived were themselves a diverse group of people. They were made up of many different ethnicities with different languages, cultures, and social arrangements. The Europeans who came into what is now the United States were homogeneous only for a short while. No sooner had the earliest British colonists settled down than other Western Europeans joined them. Africans were brought in as slaves to become part of the manpower that gave this nation its social arrangement, government, and economic structure. Over the years, different events brought Eastern and Southern Europeans in as well. With the discovery of gold, people from all over the world, from as far away as China, made their way to the United States. With the construction of the transcontinental railroad, the Chinese came in even larger numbers. As for the Spanish-speaking Americans, considering the fact that California and Texas were once part of Mexico, it is difficult to regard them as immigrant groups. One certain reality thus confronts us, namely, that the United States of America is and always has been a land of divergent groups of people.


  One of the most disconcerting elements of contemporary educational structures remains the inability of some educators to come to terms with the diversity of our land and its educational environment. A learner-centered pedagogy does not call for mere tolerance, because the language of tolerance is insulting and disrespectful to the many Americans whose ancestors have paid high prices in servitude, extreme hardships, and death to make this country what it is today. All Americans have a right to be seen as Americans and respected for their contributions to this great nation and those of their ancestors. The right language, therefore, is that of inclusion and equal opportunity. A learner-centered pedagogy must come to terms with the right of every child in the American classroom to be there and to be taught well so as to maximize his or her full potential. Instruction must be provided in the language and format that is most comprehensible to the child, to enable that child achieve the desired academic goal.


  American history is filled with struggles and conflicts between different ethnicities: whites versus Indians; Western versus Eastern, Central, and Southern Europeans; whites versus Hispanics; Hispanics versus African Americans; and so on. These are struggles and conflicts that must come to an end in the twenty-first century for us to build a united nation. These are struggles and conflicts that must become conspicuously absent in American classrooms.


  In American society, teachers are the front line in the program of acculturating newcomers to American society. For some students, their teachers are the first and only adults outside their immediate homes who are able to influence their adaptation to the new culture called America. Given the fact that teachers know, to some extent, that this is their responsibility, they tend to adopt one of two approaches to doing the job.


  Teachers as Assimilators


  Some teachers see themselves as agents of assimilation. They uphold the melting-pot ideology, in which the student is expected to get rid of everything ethnic and become “American,” as the claim goes. Students whose beliefs and behaviors do not match those of successful mainstream students are seen as lacking in “ability, prior knowledge, motivation, or communication skills.”9 This mind-set often leads to attitudes of disrespect toward these students, which consequently leads these students to develop feelings of rejection, low self-esteem, and poor academic achievement.


  Teachers as Accommodators


  When teachers see themselves as accommodators, they tend to make accommodations in their teaching to facilitate learning for the nonmainstream students. They tend to exhibit respect toward these students, and this translates to the students seeing themselves as capable, only needing to catch up with the way things are said and done in this new culture. This is a classroom that has the interest and development of the child as its primary commitment, not the perpetuation of a dominant culture, which is seen as in competition with other microcultures. The teacher’s role is not that of the culture police, but that of an educator, a friend, and an ally to the learner, who is on a journey toward self-development and self-realization.


  To effectively educate students from diverse backgrounds, the teacher must first of all come to terms with his or her humanity and cultural identity, and then go the next step of affirming the humanity of the students in his or her classrooms, as well as affirming their individual cultural identities. In order to attain this goal, one of the exercises I take my teacher candidates through is a cultural autobiography project titled, “Who Am I in My Culture?” In this project, students take time to research their own cultural heritage as well as other cultural influences that have made them who they are. They write their autobiography and come to class with it, along with important artifacts that represent their cultures. These are shared with the whole class, and this ends up being one of the most intriguing parts of our diversity class. In the section below I want to share a few samples of what these teacher candidates have written and we will also discuss them.


  WHO AM I IN MY CULTURE?


  All of the candidates responding to this question are student teachers who are engaging the question of their cultural identity within the first two weeks of their first diversity class in a teacher education program. As you will come to discover through the write-ups, some candidates already have a very broad understanding of culture and are very much in tune with their cultural identity. The most revealing aspect of these narratives is the fact that somehow within those first two weeks of class; these individuals come to terms with the fact that they possess unique cultural identities that make them who they are within the larger U.S. society. With the permission of the students, these narratives are presented here to illustrate the strength of individual cultural experiences and how much they help in defining who we are.


  Narrative Number One: Meet Marcos Garcia


  
    Hello, I am the product of parents who met in the vineyards of Ukiah, California. I am a brown boy in a white world, ashamed of my skin and of my Spanish-speaking father.


    I am the one who answered a Spanish question in English.


    I am the one who wished I could be anyone but me.


    I am the one who, in high school, was Mexican to the white kids and American to the brown kids. To which side do I lay claim?


    I am the one whose parents said, “Follow your dreams, you don’t want to work like we do.” I am the one who worked construction with my father and found college to be a better place. His hard work withered the feelings of embarrassment.


    I am the one who took a Mexican/American literature course and found out that Mexican people actually wrote books and that I was not alone with my feelings. I am the one who minored in Chicano Studies, read book after book, and finally found something to shatter the pretenses. I am the one who is proud of being Chicano and refuses to use the term hisPANIC.


    I am the one who does not need to eat with a fork, tortillas will do,Gracias. I am the one everyone looks at when they need a Spanish translator. Yes, I do speak Spanish by the way. I am the one who went to film school to make films that showcased the realities of my culture. I am the one who, at the time, was the only Chicano directing rap music videos.


    I am the one who continues to write in an effort to get our stories up on the silver screen. I am the one who got into teaching to show students that they can be what they want to be. That they are not limited to the stereotypes and menial jobs the media portrays. I am the one who needs to lead by example and instill in my students the power of having dreams and the satisfaction of realizing them.


    I am a son, a brother, an uncle, a nino, a chicano, a writer, a teacher. I am Marcos Angelberto Garcia. Pleased to meet you.


    Man is never closer to himself than when he is close to his community. This is the best way to illustrate how I began to transition from a shameful sense of history to a proud past. A variety of people and experiences have helped shape my thoughts and feelings over the years. However, the browning of my skin begins with my parents.


    I remember the instance that laid the first coat. I was sixteen; riding in the bed of a trusty red Toyota pick-up truck with a plastic shell nestled over my head. My family and I were returning from a Sunday afternoon at the Redondo Beach Pier. My brother and sister rode along side me, exhausted. Suddenly, I heard my father beat the horn and pound the brakes. An Anglo man nearly sideswiped our truck. My father yelled for him to watch where he was going in his Spanish accent. The man retaliated with, “You fucking wetback!” WETBACK! Wetback! All other sounds faded to a whisper. Wetback?


    It sounded so heavy, so unbearable; it forced me to breathe a rapid breath, like I was suffocating. I remember wondering, who are we?’ I knew then I did not belong to an American community.


    Other incidents also occurred to family and neighbors that caused me to question who I was. But my parents were always there to instill me with confidence, “If they want to call us wetbacks, so what? We know who we are!” They made sure to let me know people will call us names but never to be sorry for who I am. This is the price they paid to live a better life, one out of the fields and integrated into an American society. I was beginning to listen with the darkening of my skin.


    I then entered my senior year in high school. I had to take English 1B with Frank Zepeda. He was different from any other teacher on campus. He was Mexican. He spoke to us in Spanglish, called us “chuntaros” and we liked it. It was strange to see someone who looked like a relative teaching a class, especially mine. He helped us believe in ourselves as young Chicanos. He spoke about things that happened in our homes. He was one of us. He once wrote on one of my essays, “I like your writing style.” The simplest of comments can last a lifetime. He made me realize that anyone in our community could succeed if they had the desire.


    I went on to enroll at Mt. San Antonio College a few years later. At the urging of a friend, I registered for Mexican/American Literature. It was literally shocking to find out how many books were written by Latinos. I felt betrayed by the American public school system for not allowing me the opportunity to be aware these books ever existed. Professor Julian Medina challenged us to debate issues and topics facing the Chicano community. We read books, poems, watched films and discussed the feelings of the authors. Some shared my sentiments. I was relieved to know I was not alone.


    I was not the only one without knowledge of my past. I began to look at the people in my community with a new familiarity. There was hope for me yet to still grow a shade darker.


    I later transferred to California State University, Long Beach, to major in Film Production. After the eye-opening experience in the literature class, I also majored in Chicano Studies. I needed to learn about the people who opened the doors for me to succeed, about where my mother and father came from and why they hold their beliefs. I began to learn the other side of history and what was done to the people of Mexico.


    I learned about injustice and racism and why people think my father is a wetback and why he will never be one. Again, I felt betrayed by the school system. Why do we not know at least a portion of our history? Why do we not know about the origins of our community? The more I read, the closer I grew to my community; the closer I grew to knowing who I am, being browned by the rays of experience.


    I do not feel this transition could have happened any other way. It could not have happened sooner, it could not have happened at the urging of others. It had to take place within the realm of my own destiny. I now know the history of the faces in my community. I know the struggles, the pride and the will to survive. I know because I am one of them.

  


  This opening piece is one of the most revealing pieces written by these student teachers. I chose to preserve the original names because I believe that this is a story worth telling in its truest form. Marcos did not only write about his cultural identity, he went further to elaborate on his journey toward that cultural identity. The realism that this piece presents to us is the struggle of cultural identity that children born into immigrant homes go through as they grow up in American society. Such struggles are rarely considered a major issue by the schools and educators, yet this case demonstrates the extent to which they shape the individuals’ lives and perspectives. The crises of cultural self-awareness are major issues that must begin to be addressed if multicultural education is to take a deep root in our educational settings.


  Cultural awareness and self-identity is not a struggle for immigrant American children only, it is a major issue that other groups of American children deal with. A white teacher candidate wrote concerning her own cultural identity. Some of these names have been altered to protect the characters, so let’s call her Sherri.


  Narrative Number Two: Meet Sherri


  
    My grandparents were immigrants from both Poland and Italy.

    They came to Ellis Island at the turn of the 20th century.

    Matthew and Sophia Mocniak settled in a Pennsylvania coal-mining town.

    Pneumonia claimed Matthew soon after, from his labors underground.

    Pascal and Nelie Pacino stayed in New York to raise a family.

    They built a thriving business in Bronx’s “Little Italy.”

    My parents met each other in their melting-pot neighborhood.

    Mike and Josephina both excelled by working as hard as they could.

    Their honeymoon was a stay out West, where my father built his career.

    He became a most sought-after, brilliant Aerospace Engineer.

    Orange, California, was the suburb chosen to make their home.

    My two brothers and I had plenty of freedom, and lots of space to roam.

    As I reflect back on the experiences that are ingrained in me,

    I see a comfortable childhood, full of opportunities.

    I was born in 1960, and given a soap-opera star’s name.

    Sherri Diane Mocniak via Diane Cannon’s fame.

    Religious faith, love, and togetherness created family unity.

    Caring for and working within, strengthened our community.

    We were taught to respect our elders, and those of every color, shape, and size.

    We were exposed to the downtrodden, their plight to recognize.

    I married John at 19, too young many did say.

    I knew he was the “one for me,” and we are together to this day.

    My husband is a mixture of ethnicities gently stirred.

    As for our two daughters, the lines have all been blurred.

    We too moved to the country, to raise our family, with hopes that we could capture some of the ways it used to be.

  


  Here we see a classic case of a descendant of a set of European immigrants who fully captured the American dream, and whose descendants have also done very well. This woman would be the typical American girl. Yet she confronts one glaring truth about her culture and heritage, “the lines have all been blurred.” The fact of cultural identity within the American white population is more challenging today than among many other groups. In a typical class of fifteen to twenty students, more than 60 percent would be white, and when we undertake this exercise of cultural self-discovery, more than 70 percent of these white students would confess to the lines being blurred as far as racial and cultural identity is concerned. For most of these students, cultural identity is no longer anchored on a European descent, since the European blood has mixed with African, Native American, Jewish, and sometimes Asian blood; instead they have come to carve out for themselves a new cultural identity that is uniquely theirs and uniquely American. While some readers may be tempted to see this as a negative development, it may be that herein lies the strength of being truly American. The melting pot ideology, which has been espoused in the past history of this country may be somewhat of a reality, and it may have given America its unique cultural identity.


  Americans of all ethnicities may attempt to trace their cultural heritage to somewhere outside the American shores, but there has been such a mingling within the American shores that our identities can no longer be exclusively defined in terms of our non-American ancestry.


  The next case is from an African American woman. She has come to terms with the reality of her cultural identity in a very unique way.


  Narrative Number Three: Meet Breygyndta


  
    When you examine your place in your culture, a good first place to begin is your name. While your name can reveal your ethnicity or culture, how you choose to pronounce it reveals even more about how you feel about your cultural background. And then there are those names that just leave you guessing. That’s my name. My birth name is Breygyndta Lilian Mary Warna Bertlow. My name is a significant part of my culture because African Americans value creativity. Being different is praiseworthy in dress style, music trends, and even name choice. It would be unheard of in African American culture to look to a name book, except to see what had already been taken. Like many African American women, my mother just made up my name. There is no other name like it, though the sounds are not in themselves unique. Unfortunately, the creativity of African American culture that has been displayed through creative names is experiencing a backlash. Some of the creative names have been seen as absurd and have been ridiculed in the public. Whereas having a unique name was at one time a symbol of pride, it has, in mainstream American culture, become more of a burden and a stigma. These creative names are now considered “ghetto,” evoking images of welfare mothers and illiterate children. Anyone with hopes of professional success has to now seriously consider how their names affect people’s perceptions of their abilities and intellect. Names like Shavonia and Tyloquiesha are not only unique, but they also carry a stigma.


    For the most part, I have been able to evade such considerations. For almost all of my life, I have gone by “Rey” because people have a hard time saying Breygyndta.


    The second thing that my name tells about my culture is the significance of the matriarchs. I am named after two of my grandmothers, Warna and Mari, giving honor and homage to the generations that came before my mother.


    In African American culture, the matriarchs are very important. The strength that African American women have had to possess in order to survive and protect their families in a white-male-dominated society has become a legend. “Being strong” is a noble characteristic and a compliment that every African American woman would want to have (true for all groups, I’m sure, but especially true in African American culture).


    It is this name that I believe truly sums up who I am in my culture. My husband’s last name, Dirakavit, is Thai, though he is not (another interesting, but unrelated, story). And the middle name that we both chose to take is Badilika, which is Swahili for “to be changed.” My name is multicultural—it reflects my personal and familial heritage, and my distant ancestors, but also an acceptance of other groups. Living in Southern California, I have been blessed with the opportunity to be immersed in many different cultures: from East LA (mostly Latino) to Claremont (mostly white) to Baldwin Village (mostly African American). Each of these groups has shaped my cultural identity. So, I like to think that my new name reflects, to a greater extent, the multicultural nature of my life and experiences. While I am African American culturally, my culture is more than just African American.

  


  In this short write-up, Breygyndta gives us a classic case of one who has come to a full grasp of the dynamics of her cultural identity. Here is an African American woman who goes beyond conventional racial identity to seek a definition of her cultural identity deep within the experiential, historical, as well as environmental factors that have shaped her life and that of her cultural group. This is a dimension that most Americans are reluctant to explore. Those who venture into this sphere, however, are mostly those who have suffered one kind of social deprivation or another based on their ethnic or cultural identity, especially those who are unable to “pass for white.”10 The question that arises, therefore, is whether we must wait for crises and oppressions to arouse the desire to establish our cultural identity. The beauty of the American cultural landscape is that it is a mosaic. We have those forces and principles that hold us together as one nation under God, and we also have those unique characteristics and heritages that provide the variety that makes America beautiful. Cultural diversity is indeed beautiful. The beauty of Old Town Pasadena, in the San Gabriel Valley of California, is the variety of restaurants that attract thousands of people from across the southland on a daily basis—Thai, Indian, Chinese, Cantonese, Italian, Mexican, French, Armenian, just name it. Each one thrives, patronized by Americans of a variety of ethnicities and races, suggesting that there is more to being American than skin color and ethnic heritage. The next candidate, a student teacher of Asian descent seems to be arriving at a state of equilibrium in terms of her cultural identity.


  Narrative Number Four: Meet Kim


  
    Chopsticks, Respecting of Elders, Piano, In ‘N’ Out Hamburgers, Shopping Malls, Independence. Such is the mixture of words that describe my eclectic background. When I think about my culture, I think Korean, American, Korean American. These two heritages have somehow fused together to make up who I am, to become my own unique heritage, and form a generation of people almost like me.


    When I was younger, my schoolmates would ask me, “Where are you from?” To which I could not give an answer. If I said I was “American,” they would further prod, “But then how come your eyes are so different?” Those students who were not so nice as to pose questions merely jeered “Go back to the country you came from!”


    I did not know how to respond back to them that I was from the country of America. I had been born and raised in Los Angeles. I was at a loss to explain myself to my ignorant peers. Attending an all-white, middle-class private school did not help much. During my elementary and junior high years, I only remember about six other Asian students, all of whom were Korean like me.


    My brother left after sixth grade to attend the public middle school; I always thought part of his reason for leaving was because of the racism he faced. The other Asian students also phased out eventually. I, however, felt comfortable at my school. But it was not until high school, when I attended a public high school, that I started acknowledging and interacting with other minority students in a school setting. The high school I attended had an ethnically diverse population of students. Going on to college, I took courses in Asian American and Ethnic studies, and finally started appreciating my background and culture for its full worth and value. I had found my identity.


    I have visited Korea a couple of times recently. I always feel like a foreigner there. Even though my facial features and hair color make me fit into the homogenous mixture, and though I can speak the language quite fluently, I have never felt at home. On the other hand, in America, I am one of many minorities. Yet, for the most part, I feel like this country is my home, the place where I belong. I feel accepted and valued, and when I face ignorance, I like to teach rather than react negatively.


    Asian Americans are victims of the “model-minority” myth. And even though I do play piano, and though I study diligently and sometimes drive recklessly, I am not particularly adept at math and science, nor do I know martial arts or consider myself exotic looking. If you were to ask me who I was within my culture, I would say I am “myself.” I have been influenced by American cultural traditions and ideals, such as American food and independence, but I have also been influenced by my Asian cultural values, such as respecting my elders, having a hard work ethic, and the importance of family. These two cultures have fluidly joined together to form my own culture, an Asian American (or Korean American) culture, and it is within this culture that I find who I am.

  


  In the United States, we have come into an age where our ethnicities and races must fuse with the other cultural factors that are uniquely American to define our individual cultural identities. That process may be easier for some because they have a lighter skin tone; all of us must, nevertheless, be prepared to confront this process of engaging our evolving new cultural identities as we all strive to build “one indivisible nation under God.” The activities below will help you to interact personally with the issues raised in this chapter.


  [image: image]


  QUESTIONS AND APPLICATION


  Activity: Who Am I in My Culture?


  Articulate a personal statement of your cultural identity based on the insights gained from chapter 1. Describe your cultural identity beginning with your heritage and the cultural and worldview influences that have shaped you into becoming who you are today. Describe how your cultural identity will impact the way you function as a K–12 teacher.


  Review Questions


  
    	Compare and contrast the different cultural experiences presented in this chapter. What common similarities and differences do you observe across the responses?


    	What are the distinguishing elements that make each of these individuals Americans? How do their ethnic roots enhance or detract from their American identity?


    	What other ways can K–12 teachers aid their students in their struggle for cultural self-awareness? Develop an action plan you can use in helping your students as they navigate through their personal struggles for cultural identity.

  


  Strategies for Application


  The following activities can be used in applying the principles and lessons of this chapter to a K–12 classroom situation.


  
    	Grades K–6: Students can work with their parents to write their family history, identifying their history of immigration to the United States and cultural mixes and intermarriages that may have taken place along their ancestral lines. These papers can be presented in class with parents (for K–3 students) or alone by students (for grades 4–6). This will allow for sharing of cultural heritage and family history with the whole class, creating a positive attitude toward cultural differences.


    	Grades 7–12: Students can research their cultural and family history and write research papers, do murals, or create other kinds of special projects to showcase their history and cultural heritage. This could be a way to excite students or their families to begin a family-tree project. A family history/cultural event day could be organized with multicultural food and exhibition of their projects.
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