Ingmar Gorman

An assessment of Module 4 (Theoretical Assumptions)

Teaching in a multicultural environment introduces many questions which require us to think beyond traditional pedagogical theories. Module four of the Inter Guide1 forces teachers to rethink their current teaching methods and the theoretical assumptions which lie beneath. However, there are other prerequisites for theories of education which are not considered in the module. How should students be taught about a specific culture? Should a school’s goal be to produce productive members of society? If so, then who is the judge of what a productive member of society is? Furthermore, should students be evaluated beyond pure intelligence, taking into account emotional intelligence, social intelligence, “street smarts”, and so on? We know that some educators overvalue some types of intelligence (such as the ability to memorize) and undervalue other types of intelligence (street smarts). Certainly, some cultures value certain types of intelligence over others.

The sociologist Anthony Giddens suggests that globalization, the move towards a post-traditional social order; and the ever increasing relevance of social reflexivity affect the theory of education and teacher education immensely. These factors force older and more traditional methods of education into the open. Old patterns and methods are disappearing, and new skills, attitudes, and ‘street wise-ness’ are now required. 

I noticed that the guide's statements are quite broad, and sometimes questionable. For example, on page 89, it states that the aims of education, as well as its central concepts, are 'far from clearly articulated', and that it 'has no specific methodology'. Also, some of the quotes made me pause and think about the author's intention: On p.93, Freinet wrote, '...we came down the street and roads, inebriated by the morning breeze, encouraged by activities that had profound meaning for us...', but by the end of the quote, ...'the bell rang...and life stopped where the school started...', apparently because school was a '...new world, totally different from the world we lived in, with other rules, other interests, or, what is even worse, a sometimes dramatic complete lack of interest...'.  While I enjoy such descriptions and remember the sensation well, I think there are many explanations for and responses to this type of experience. 

One must take into account that Freinet attended school a very long time ago, and some of the theories that are presented in this module from the 1960s have already been implemented. This is not to say that our job is done, not at all. But these theories may not be taken to extremes. The effort to fuse the academic world with the real world as much as possible has noble intent. However, one most consider that a distinction will always exist. This is especially relevant in a multicultural environment where students may have very distinct views on what the academic world and real world have to offer. I’m not trying to present a severe relativist approach, but rather bring attention to the sometimes problematic consequences of the overemphasis of this goal. Some schools require mandatory pursuits outside of school, which makes students at a later age feel as if they cannot flourish in their own independent way. This is, of course, essential to an individual who wants to be a productive member of society. Teachers and administrators need to facilitate their students’ growth, and this should be done by both preparing for their needs and also letting them decide for themselves. Motivational methods can be introduced, but should not be so extreme as to affect their academic evaluation. 

In many cases, the aims of education and its central concepts are pretty well-articulated. It all depends on the school, the curriculum, and the next phase to which the students may progress. If the students are being prepared for specific exams, work, or skills, then it is often clear what the focus of instruction should be. If the students are studying foreign languages, then the aims are for them to speak, read, and understand the language in whatever way is useful for any speaker of any language. If the course is technical, then the aims are to teach those technical concepts and skills which are relevant to current practice in technological fields. However, one must also be cautious about the potential side effects of today’s education. According to Ivan Illich schools may negatively influence a student’s way of thinking far beyond the area of study.  

“They school them to confuse process and substance. Once these become blurred, a new logic is assumed: the more treatment there is the better are the results; or, escalation leads to success. The pupil is thereby “schooled" to confuse teaching with learning, grade advancement with education, a diploma with competence, and fluency with the ability to say something new. His imagination is "schooled" to accept service in place of value.”2
Morality is something deeply discussed in American society. It is believed that the basis of an individual’s moral character is created during the developmental years in school. Societies such as these are so caught up in teaching “correct” morals that we ignore those morals which are inherent in the way we teach. Educators instruct about equality and yet after evaluating a student’s work on the topic a definite hierarchy is visible. The theoretical concepts of education affect students even though they may not be aware of it.

I think the module should approach some more theoretical concepts, such as intelligence and personality. Students that come from diverse backgrounds will logically portray varying degrees of ability in different areas. Those who spent their entire life in the same town as where the school is located may show a high level of street smarts or local intelligence, whereas a student who has just moved to the town will lack social skills because he has not adapted to the host culture, yet he has talent for geography due to the number of times he has traveled. These are only two examples, and there are hundreds of combinations which make us diverse. But how does a teacher evaluate the performance of such students? Is the ability to create a social network less important than to understand the geography of the world? It certainly is less important to the student who moves frequently, because his social network will usually be lost every time he moves. The answer to the question lies in the aim of the curriculum. 

From my experience, the most common aim of curriculums in school is what many refer to as a “general education”. Many schools preach about educating in such a way that the students become the product of a well-rounded education. This consists of subjects from all areas of study, from the physical sciences to the arts. This in itself creates problems in a typical class room, but the problems only increase with a class that has students from many different backgrounds. This is not the problem of the students, per se, but the problem of the curriculum itself. More often than not, students who come from different backgrounds will have a very different approach to what they want to study than those who come from a homogenous environment. This is extremely important in international schools, which have students who have been traveling for most of their lives. The module is right to promote a learning environment where a diverse number of subjects can be pursued. However, it does not touch upon the question of how free a student is to choose how narrow his study should be. I believe this to be a common problem plaguing higher education institutions today. The most common product of such an institution is a student who is disenchanted with his education because he must conform to the curriculum’s perception of what a ‘well-rounded’ individual is. This is especially relevant in societies and cultures that have very specific views of what they want their children to achieve. 


A change in educational theory is necessary according to Emile Durkheim. The concept of a ‘well-rounded’ individual may be a scary when considering how our system of education comes from the common beliefs of society's members. Since this system of education is not individual then it by definition exemplifies those values that are expressed by the collective. Durkheim points out the connection between education and society’s ideal concept of a human being.

“Our conception of the goal has become secularized; consequently the means employed themselves must change.”3
It is important to note that though the module speaks about the theories of education, it does not distinguish between age groups. Theoretical questions like “what does teaching mean?” and “what does learning mean?” have different answers depending on the age group. I partially agree with the idea of an education focused on analysis over fact memorization, as described by Freire. This is a debate which I have had numerous times over a period of several years. Ideally, an analytical education will train you to deal with varying issues, those which you will deal with throughout your career and personal life. Unfortunately, the entrance exams of many universities throughout the world still focus on the more traditional method of fact memorization. If a high school’s curriculum does not take into account where a student will be applying for a higher education, then the good intentions of a more progressive teaching method may prove more harmful to the student than helpful. But if we want to achieve change in the long run, we must not make do with the traditional systems which are still in place today, but rather motivate change in other academic institutions.

The methodology of instruction has improved dramatically in the last twenty years. Ever since psychologists realized that they could investigate effective vs. ineffective teaching, the social science of education has grown and branched out, overlapping with many other areas. I find it all very interesting, but I have the most respect for the work of Dewey. He says that political forms (agencies, schools, curricula, governments) are necessarily ill-suited to their aims, because the populations they are meant to serve are constantly evolving. Thus, it is impossible for a 'political form', which is relatively static, to conform to a constantly mutating population. I think this is a good way to describe some of the problems in education (even those mentioned by the more radical 'critical' educators like Freire).

Modern society is fragmented rather than unified, and the seeming uselessness of school subjects is an inevitable result of this fragmentation. For example, a teacher of mathematics teaches topics which are only related to other mathematical topics, which can only be understood by further study of mathematics at a higher level, and only then can they be understood in a real context which is useful to somebody.  They also teach things which are useful but which have foundations that the students likely cannot understand. Thus, because of the modern and relatively advanced nature of current academics, the chances for fragmentation and 'decontextualization' are very high. 

Diversity in institutions expresses itself in two different ways. One is through physical characteristics such as age, race, gender, etc., and the second is through non-physical characteristics such as language, education, values and culture. This has different consequences in different age groups, because we recognize and value our differences in varying ways throughout our development. Instead of isolating certain individuals when culture is discussed in class, it would be optimal to describe diversity as essential to the idea of culture, as a basic foundation for that which is taught.

The module benefits from motivating teachers and students to examine the values and theories of teaching and learning. However, in a multicultural environment, this examination must dig deeper into the values and theories of the structure of the school in order to effectively utilize all the assets individuals might bring to the school. It must be stressed in the Inter Guide that effective change will be an on-going process involving all members of the institution; administrators, teachers, and their students. This would encourage everyone to look beyond their own racial, ethnic, gender, cultural and socio-political views and identify with others on another level.

A solution to the dilemma of educational theory in a multicultural environment is valuing diversity. Instead of perceiving the different goals and qualities of students as a problem to overcome, they should be seen as virtues to embrace. The outcome is a customizable education that focuses on the individual, yet does not force them into a strict system whose values are determined by the dominant society. I have not seen many institutions take this concept one step further. Classes are structured by subject, i.e., biology students work together in the course of their study. I’ve observed that cross-subject projects are very effective in developing their area of study and communication skills. In one school, students were assigned to analyze the quality of a river, and so the group consisted of a biology student, a chemistry student, and a geography student. This teaches students that there are also diverse methods of evaluating a subject.

I believe that there is some general application of the module’s ideas to schooling in any setting. I would say that the 'critical theory' must be taken as a very good idea, something which can enhance teaching and may help the students understand the process, perhaps even participate in it. The module presents a set of theories which encourage teachers to consider untraditional methods of teaching and learning. It helps educators re-examine their approach to education by deconstructing preconceived ideas. I question the notion that students (of whatever age) are ready, willing, and capable of participating in a 'critical' process which will result in better educational practice. Students are usually interested in taking responsibility for a little while, but then they lose interest and will try to manipulate the system. One must keep in mind that this could be a consequence of our current method of teaching and this potential for manipulation may disappear with time. But currently the end result of prestige and status outweighs the road to getting there. This manipulation could also be a result of novelty, and students may participate more genuinely given time and practice. But I am more inclined to think that it is the adults' and professionals' responsibility to adjust and experiment with new, more interactive and 'contextualized' curricula. I believe module four and the Inter Guide succeeds in providing a means for educators to achieve this.
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