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Incorporating Multicultural Literature into High School Curriculum to Reflect Student Diversity 
“The books we select for our classrooms need to not only reflect the diversity of the students in the classroom and school, but the diverse reality of the world in which we live.” 
– Jennifer Higgins

“We should read multicultural literature because it’s good for all of us, good for us in specific and non-specific ways. A work of genuine power will confront us with things we haven’t confronted before. That confrontation – no matter what our ethnic identity may be – will cause us to come face-to-face with our own values in a day which will either cause those values to change or cause us to become more aware of them and more reflective about their value.”
 – Reed Way Dasenbrock
Introduction

Even though California is considered to be one of the most diverse states in the nation, many California high school students are not familiar with many pieces of literature beyond the traditional canon, particularly multicultural literature. Ironically, most public school populations are composed of students of varying ethnic backgrounds with Caucasians being the minority ethnicity in many cases. However, despite the richness of multiple ethnicities in the education system, most schools are still teaching almost predominately Caucasian literature. Schools and the world are not predominately white; therefore it seems logical that California’s school curriculum should begin to reflect its students’ diversity, starting with introducing students to multicultural literature not already included in the traditional canon.

The discussion for the widening of the literary canon beyond works written solely by white men has been continually debated since the late 1960s. Scholars such as Lillian Robinson and Nellie McKay have contended that the literary canon needs to reflect the diversity present in America by presenting students with literature written by more people of color as well as women. Robinson argues that, in order to present a true representation of American culture, the texts and literature accessible to students need to show “the whole culture and not the creation of an almost entirely white elite. Again, no one seems to be proposing – aloud – the elimination of Moby-Dick or The Scarlet Letter, just squeezing them over somewhat to make room for another literary reality, which joined, with the existing canon, will come closer to telling the (poetic) truth” (Robinson 120).  Here Robinson is arguing against the white, middle-class, male point of view being portrayed as normal, which in effect excludes those who do not fit this mold. After all, a diverse array of ethnicities in our literature is a more accurate representation of our society. McKay also supports the idea of expanding the literary canon.  Her exploration of black women writers and their works shows that their inclusion is vital to “debunk the negative stereotypes that other writers had imposed on them. . . . The writers of the present generation . . . are now exploring all aspects of black women’s experiences – their weaknesses and failings, as well as their strengths and ability to transcend race and gender oppressions” (McKay 160-1). Through her reading of literature by African American women, McKay illustrates that presenting alternative points of view can lead to a deeper understanding of black women writers. The hope is that stereotypes are less likely to be perpetuated with exposure to groups which have been marginalized and discriminated against. For example, in most slave narratives written by men the “slave women appear [to be] completely helpless and fully exploited” (McKay 155), but through reading stories written by the women slaves, the reader can learn that the women were also “strong, courageous, dignified, and spirited in spite of the world in which they were forced to live” (McKay 155), thus offering the reader another perspective. 

Although Nellie McKay’s argument for using black women’s literature to reverse stereotypes was written in 1987, the debate for including more cultural literature is still continuing today. McKay’s argument can be applied to a more general idea of including more variety in ethnic literature so readers can experience more than one culture’s viewpoints. If literary representations of more cultures and writers are added to the canon, fewer stereotypes will be perpetuated, and literature will “create empathy and thus understanding among people who occupy radically different subject positions” (Edelstein 25). Amy Ling, an Asian American feminist theorist, has also been fighting of many years for the inclusion of ethnic writers who are marginalized. She states her refusal to accept the current canon: “I was refusing to believe that only what I was taught was Good Literature and that everything else – forgotten and ignored – was third rate and deserved to be forgotten and ignored” (Ling 777). Ling believes that just because a piece of literature is not included in the canon does not mean it is not worthy of being incorporated. She shows that one of the benefits of including more variety in the canon is that multicultural literature helps to bring about understanding and different perspectives: “literature is really all about – getting inside other people’s skins and experiencing their lives, regardless of the color skin, time period, gender, sexual preference, class, or ethnic background. And yet, at times, it seems a utopian notion” (778). Ling also proposes that there are several levels of marginalization in literature, since some cultures are represented more fully than others. For example, African American literature is fairly well-represented in high school curriculum, but Ling notices that “there are many layers of ‘outside’” (Ling 777), and Asian literature, along with the work of minority groups, is marginalized even more drastically than African American literature. Amy Ling believes in including all multicultural literature and not just making room, whether reluctantly or not, for only one ethnic group. So although African American literature appears to be taught fairly frequently in high school literature, this is not enough. Schools reflect the society’s rich ethnic diversity, and therefore more cultures must be represented when it comes to choosing literature to be read in English classes. 
Robinson, McKay, and Ling are examples of people who fought and are continuing to fight for the expansion of the canon; however, even though there has been progress in expanding the canon since the 1960s, the fight is far from finished. Although “syllabi, anthologies, curricula, and scholarship have changed to include a far more diverse array of writers, texts, voices, and experiences than had been included even ten, let alone thirty or forty years ago” (Edelstein 14), it still appears many students, even from diverse states such as California, are not being introduced to many pieces of literature beyond the traditional canon. Since my own high school experience of multicultural literature consisted only of reading The Joy Luck Club and Song of Solomon in my junior year, I think it is fair to say I was not exposed to other cultures when it came to reading novels. However, literature in college presented a whole different world to me than I had experienced at my high school. I could take literature classes on African Americans, Chicanos, Asian Americans, Native Americans, Women Writers of Color, and Middle Easterners. Of course, I have also studied and love British and American literature, which is incredibly valuable. However, with the prevalence of numerous cultures in public schools today, I am convinced that a sense of balance is not achieved when we are teaching almost predominately Caucasian literature. 
My Urban Education minor assists students in learning how to teach in Urban America as well as how to teach sensitively to students of different cultures. One of the ways to connect with students is to make an effort to understand their unique backgrounds. For starters, an adjustment in the curriculum is necessary to put an increased importance on multicultural literature. Having become aware of the breadth of multicultural literature available to me in college, I would like to share this abundance with my future students. Taking a cultural literature class did not mean I would walk away with a complete understanding of the culture, but while I was reading Arabic or African American literature, I was transported into new worlds and ways of perceiving things. Every student should be able to have this experience, and since in the future I hope I will be teaching a class full of students of varying ethnicities, they can help teach each other about their own cultures while learning about new cultures and ideas at the same time.

I wish to learn more about the issues of challenging the canon, theories of multicultural education, and the particular benefits of presenting students with literature outside the realm of classical European and American texts. I do think this classical literature is vital, but I do not think it should be the only literature students read. My hypothesis is that students from diverse cultures might connect more deeply to literature that reflects their own background and values, which may lead to making these students feel more understood and included. If teachers make the effort to show they are trying to understand their students’ diversity through the curriculum taught and through discussions of varying cultures, the classroom can become a useful place to dialogue about literature as well as a space where students can learn about each others’ cultural values and traditions. I also hope that incorporating multicultural literature in high school English classes will reach beyond creating empathy between other cultures to trigger students’ engagement with reading and opening up their minds to new concepts. After all, literature is all about exercising the mind and appealing to its readers. 
Proposed Project


For this project, I intend to work with Dr. Jill Goodman for her guidance in researching multicultural literature and the ways that widening the canon will benefit students. Dr. Leslie Carson, from the Liberal Studies and Urban Education department, has agreed to help me with the educational research component of this project. 

I am taking a three-pronged approach to my research, which will lead to an extended essay and a curriculum plan for a unit to implement in a high school English class. The three prongs include: 

1. Surveying, interviewing, and talking with high school teachers, high school students, and SCU students.

From surveying and interviewing teachers, I hope to learn: 
· What is mandatory to teach in the high school curriculum?

· Which other novels do they teach in their classroom?

· Which multicultural texts are most effective?  
· Who makes the choices that determine the literature read in high schools?
·  Are there any restrictions or policies affect the choice of texts read in schools? 

· Is enough multicultural literature taught in their school? 
· What kind of training do the teachers have in being multiculturally sensitive? 
Also, I hope to obtain syllabi to find out the particular texts students are reading and have been reading in the past, so I can compare schools’ lesson plans and syllabi to each other. In order for my research at schools to reflect as wide a sample as possible, I intend to interview teachers from private, public, and charter schools around the Bay Area. Examples of the schools I intend to study are: Milpitas High School, Wilcox High School, Downtown College Prep, and Bellarmine College Preparatory. This diverse sample will allow me to find out if different schools have more freedom in regard to multicultural literature, and if student populations have an effect on what is being taught in the classroom.

From surveying and interviewing Santa Clara students in varying majors and class years, I hope to find out if they have had any experience studying multicultural literature in high school, which books were most commonly read in classes, which novels they enjoyed most, and which books they would have liked to read and study at school. In addition, I will survey current high school students to discover if they would appreciate reading more multicultural literature, what they believe are the benefits of including multicultural literature in the curriculum, what books they have read so far in high school, and if they feel their reading relates to their own lives. 
2. Reading theoretical books, chapters, and articles about teaching multicultural literature.

From reading theoretical texts, I hope to gain knowledge about the debates and problems with the widening of the canon, theories that justify teaching multicultural literature, advantages to enriching multicultural education, and ways diversity can be used in relation to education. I also wish to gain an understanding of those educators who object to expanding the literary canon. For example, I would like to explore the idea of the “park bench effect.” If too many pieces of literature are squeezed into the canon, some are bound to be knocked off the bench. I hope to explore possible solutions to this issue.  Reading these texts, I hope to find ideas and suggestions about how to incorporate new multicultural texts into the current curriculum. For example, with “jigsaw activities,” students work in cooperative groups in order to gain positive experiences while working with other ethnicities. I will also brainstorm ways for an individual to teach in a classroom that is more diverse than the teaching staff.    
3. Reading primary multicultural texts that might be used in high school curriculum. 
By reading primary multicultural texts that might be implemented into the curriculum, I hope to test some theories on my own readings of these books, and think about possible units, groupings, assignments, and discussion questions for a curriculum plan. I want to read the multicultural literature that is currently being taught in high school curriculum, such as House on Mango Street, Invisible Man, and The Color Purple. After familiarizing myself with the multicultural literature commonly taught in high schools, I want to begin to read texts by other famous (and new and not so famous) multicultural authors. 
Qualifications/Motivations


I am an English major with an emphasis in multicultural literature and an Urban Education minor. I would like to bridge my two specialties together in order discover how multicultural literature can not only enrich students’ knowledge, but to figure out the best ways of implementing more diverse literature into the high school curriculum. I currently have a cumulative GPA of 3.8, a GPA of 3.9 in the English Department, and a GPA of 4.0 in the Urban Education minor. I have taken Studies in African American Literature (English 130), Studies in Middle Eastern literature (English 128), and Contacts, Clashes, Border Crossings: Cross-Cultural Representations in US Latino/a and Latin American Cinema (English 184). In addition, I also plan to take Asian American literature (English 38) in my senior year. Along with my emphasis in multicultural literature, I have taken many upper-division Urban Education classes. I am currently a member of Sigma Tau Delta, Alpha Sigma Nu, and Kappa Delta Pi, which shows I take my studies in both English and Urban Education very seriously. I have a passion for learning about other cultures as well as teaching others. I am aware that the Canterbury Fellowship will require dedication, and I am willing to devote my time to this project because these issues are important to me. 

My Santa Clara classes in urban education and multicultural literature were not the only part of my life that compelled me to want to work on this project, but also my work with Downtown College Prep these last 3 years. The student body of Downtown College Prep is 97 percent Hispanic, and yet in English classes, especially AP English, the students are mostly reading literature by Caucasian authors. When I walk down the halls of DCP, I can hear the hum of Spanish being spoken by the students and know they identify very strongly with their native language and culture. I feel these students would greatly benefit from reading authors who reflect their own ethnicity, which might then trigger a love of reading and interpreting literature. 

In addition to my studies, I am currently applying for the Accelerated Credential Program at Santa Clara University in order to obtain my teaching credential at a faster pace. I also wish to eventually attend graduate school, whether directly after my bachelor’s degree or after a few years of teaching. Either way, I believe the Canterbury Fellowship will assist me in preparing for graduate level work as well as help me become a more culturally responsive teacher.  
Projected Process
By Summer 2009, I plan to: 
· Make contacts with local schools

· Start setting up interviews with high school teachers

· Make a questionnaire to pass out to Santa Clara and high school students

· Compile my working bibliography  
By Fall Quarter 2009, I plan to:

· Complete interviews and surveys

·  Read primary and secondary sources 
· Create an informal outline 
By Winter Quarter 2010, I plan to:

· Complete a rough draft of my Canterbury thesis
· Attend the Reading of the World Conference at USF

By Spring Quarter 2010, I plan to:

· Revise my thesis
· Work on my curriculum plan

· Attend the Sigma Tau Delta Conference and the California Charter Schools Conference

Proposed Budget (Approximate)
	Photocopying, printing, and paper supplies
	$80

	Theoretical texts
Possible Examples:

Culturally Responsive Teaching: Theory, Research, & Practice $25.95
Understanding Human Differences: Multicultural Education for a Diverse America $13.00
Other People’s Children: Cultural Conflict in the Classroom $15.95
Teaching and Using Multicultural Literature in grades 9-12: Moving beyond the canon $24.74
	$120

	Primary Texts

Possible Examples:

House on Mango Street
Bluest Eye

The Circuit
	$70 

	Conferences

Possible conferences:

Reading the World Conference at USF $125
California Charter School Conference, Sacramento, CA, $250
Sigma Tau Delta Convention St. Louis, Missouri $700
	$1075

	Total Estimated Budget
	$1345
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