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mEETing ThE ChallEngE
Are teachers being adequately prepared and supported to make the most of the diverse 
students in their classrooms?

Globalised societies must learn to benefit from their increasingly diverse populations. 
Teachers can play a key role in this by integrating students with different backgrounds 
and encouraging their academic and social achievement. As teachers’ roles and 
responsibilities change with their students, teacher education and training must evolve 
as well. What is the best way to do this, and how can success be measured?

This publication summarises key research findings which can be used to redesign 
initial and continuing teacher education to help practitioners effectively teach diverse 
students. It looks at challenges teachers face in OECD countries and presents a range 
of policies and practices used in various contexts, from countries with long histories of 
diversity to those with more recent experiences. The key role of evaluation – of teachers, 
schools and systems – is emphasised. Educating Teachers for Diversity: Meeting the 
Challenge asks how these insights can inspire continuing educational reform for our 
changing classrooms, with a special focus on key questions for research, policy and 
practice.

Further reading

Creating Effective Teaching and Learning Environments: First Results from TALIS 
(OECD, 2009)
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Foreword

increasingly multinational – and hence multicultural – societies have 
an impact on education and student achievement. data from Pisa 2003 and 
2006 indicate that the educational challenges posed by family background, 
socio-economic context, and migration status are not only strongly linked to 
student outcomes, they are the main determinants of student performance 
over and above the influence of the school.* school education must there-
fore seek to overcome socio-economic inequalities and, at the same time, 
utilise the benefits that diversity brings to schools and classrooms. a key 
recommendation from the Pisa studies was that schools should do better 
in building on the emotive capital of immigrant students as a driving source 
for enhancing their learning. one way in which they can do this is to use the 
strength and flexibility of their teachers – but of course for this to be effective 
teachers must receive appropriate support and training.

the foundations for this work were laid when migration was identified 
as a special theme by the secretary-general and social inclusion issues were 
identified as key medium term themes for the directorate for Education. 
this volume emerges from the cEri project teacher Education for diversity 
(tEd), the analytical phase of which ran between december 2007 and 
september 2009. this activity examined how teachers are prepared for the 
increasing diversity of their classrooms and aimed to:

• identify the common challenges and benefits which countries are 
currently experiencing in their teacher education as a response to 
increasing cultural diversity and the effectiveness of the solutions 
that have been proposed.

• share experiences and examples of good teacher education and class-
room practice and develop an analytic framework to further explore 
these issues.

* oEcd Programme for international student assessment (Pisa) 2003 and 2006: 
www.oecd.org/edu/pisa.
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in recognition of the priority given to the themes of diversity, migra-
tion, and teaching, the tEd project ran in parallel with the directorate for 
Education’s review of migrant Education and the cEri project globalisation 
and linguistic competencies, and overlapped with the end of the first round 
of the teaching and learning international survey (talis).

Educating Teachers for Diversity: Meeting the Challenge brings together 
key research findings and emerging themes that can be used to help strengthen 
initial and continuing teacher education to give teachers the tools required 
to effectively respond to their diverse students. it also explores moving into 
practice and approaches and principles used by school leaders and classrooms 
in their particular contexts.

within the cEri secretariat this report was edited by tracey Burns and 
vanessa shadoian-gersing, with the assistance of James Bouch, therese 
walsh and cassandra davis.
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Executive summary

increasingly multicultural societies have an impact on education and 
student achievement. Educational challenges posed by family background, 
socio-economic context and migration status are not only strongly linked to 
student performance, they determine student performance over and above 
the school’s influence.* schools and education systems must therefore seek 
to overcome such inequalities and at the same time harness the benefits that 
students and teachers from diverse backgrounds bring to classrooms. a suc-
cessful school system treats diversity as a source of potential growth rather 
than an inherent hindrance to student performance. it uses the strength and 
flexibility of its teachers to draw out this potential, and provides them with 
the appropriate support and guidance to accomplish this task.

Educating Teachers for Diversity: Meeting the Challenge explores the con-
cepts underlying diversity in various contexts and the challenges involved in 
creating an evidence base that could guide policy makers on this topic. it looks 
at the need to better articulate the links between initial and in-service teacher 
education and the necessity of addressing current gaps in our knowledge. such 
gaps include how to attract and retain more diverse student teachers and how 
best to educate the teacher educators themselves. it also examines classroom 
practices and principles in a number of country contexts. throughout the 
volume, issues raised by student teachers, teachers and teacher educators who 
participated in an online consultation are used to highlight emerging themes 
and key challenges in the field.

an important theme underlies all the contributions to this publication: 
that diversity is an asset for educators and societies in general and that efforts 
should be made to make the most of this rich resource. this approach con-
trasts with the view that diversity is a problem that needs to be avoided, or, if 
this is not possible, “solved”.

*oEcd Programme for international student assessment (Pisa) 2003 and 2006: 
www.oecd.org/edu/pisa.
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The increasing complexity of the 
globalised classroom – but how do 
we measure successful teaching 
for diversity?

the issue of educating teachers for diverse classrooms needs to be 
addressed urgently. Part One presents an analysis of contexts, concepts, and 
research that have had an impact on how oEcd countries prepare teachers 
for diversity in the classroom. in the introduction, the oEcd secretariat sets 
the stage with key factors, including:

• an increasing proportion of migrants and immigrants in oEcd 
countries;

• continuing disparities in scholastic achievement between first and 
second generation immigrant students and their native peers;

• lower scholastic achievement and graduation rates for indigenous 
populations in countries with a long history of migration;

• changing roles of teachers and continuing difficulty in attracting and 
retaining new recruits to the teaching force;

• a lack of empirical research on effective strategies for teacher educa-
tion for diversity.

also in Part one, international researchers examine the concepts and 
traditions underlying research on teacher education for diversity. Examples of 
using large scale data analysis to guide suggestions for policy and practice are 
provided. in chapter 3, Ben Jensen provides analysis of the oEcd’s teaching 
and learning international survey (talis) in regard to teachers’ responses 
for teaching in a multicultural setting. the importance of disaggregating data 
when using large-scale data sets is underlined in Bruce garnett’s work in 
chapter 4. underlying the contributions to Part one are two questions: how 
can we measure the success of a particular initiative or policy? and what 
are the political and educational costs of the absence of strong and relevant 
research on this key topic?

Preparing teachers: linking initial 
teacher education to in-service 
training and identifying knowledge 
gaps

many practitioners who responded to the online consultation rated sensi-
tivity to diversity issues as considerably important for becoming an effective 
teacher; far fewer reported feeling well prepared to handle diversity issues in 
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the classroom. Part Two looks at teacher education itself and the different 
strategies used to prepare practitioners to respond to diversity in the class-
room. in chapter 5 russell Bishop explores the distinction between diversity 
and disparity, in which diversity itself is a neutral concept (i.e. one can be 
short, tall, urban, rural, etc.) that is distinct from disparity, in which diverse 
situations are associated with different outcomes or differential treatment. 
this chapter looks in particular at a concrete example from a professional 
development programme aimed at improving educational outcomes for indig-
enous maori populations in the new Zealand context.

this is followed by a special focus on two themes that are often over-
looked in current research and policy making: (a) recruiting and retaining 
diverse teachers and student teachers; and (b) educating the teacher educators 
themselves. chapter 6 highlights research from the netherlands looking at 
three case studies of initial teacher education programmes and explores the 
experiences of the student teachers as they pursue their chosen studies and 
seek to find appropriate placements and practicum. in chapter 7 richard 
milner discusses the preparation of teacher educators and offers planning 
principles and questions to help guide teacher educators in the crucial area of 
curriculum planning for increasingly diverse student classrooms. Part two 
ends with a look at a teacher education programme in italy, a country which 
is still developing its approach to diversity in the school and in society more 
generally.

Moving into practice: the 
importance of context, flexibility, 
and critical reflection

in the online consultation, teachers and teacher educators reported “cre-
ating an interactive environment to promote and support diversity” as their 
most favoured strategy to respond to diversity in the classroom. But how 
might one do this? Part Three focuses moving into practice and the realities 
that confront schools, principals, and teachers in the classroom in countries 
with uniquely different traditions and experiences of diversity. as these con-
tributions make clear, context matters.

in chapter 9, anne sliwka explores the process of change with an 
analysis of the steps taken to transition from a relatively homogenous society 
(germany of the 1960s) to one more prepared to embrace its increasing diver-
sity. chapter 10 looks at spain, a country that has experienced dramatically 
increased levels of migrants in a rapid period of time. By tracing the legal 
instruments used to effectuate change in teacher education and analysing how 
well these changes are reflected in current teacher education programmes, 
miguel Essomba explores the process of moving from theory to practice.
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chapter 11 focuses on a country in transition: northern ireland. claire 
mcglynn explores the different kinds of approaches that school principals 
have used in addressing diversity in such a context, including the important 
role of leaders in championing the explicit acknowledgement of diversity 
issues.

lastly, this section ends with a look at the highly diverse american con-
text, and explores how teachers can be best supported to choose the classroom 
practices with the most potential in light of their particular classroom context. 
in chapter 12 geneva gay provides guiding principles and illustrative exam-
ples of how these principles can be translated into practice through the use of 
specific pedagogic tools.

The pending agenda – assessing 
the status quo, highlighting gaps, 
and moving forward

Part Four concludes the volume by identifying areas where further atten-
tion and action is needed in governance, research, and teaching. a number of 
gaps and areas for improvement that emerge from the publication are identi-
fied and described, followed by orientations for the pending agenda. it looks at 
common obstacles and resistance to change in teacher education for diversity 
and offers suggestions of discussion topics for policy makers and practitioners.

Educating Teachers for Diversity: Meeting the Challenge explores the 
evidence base that can be used to allow initial and in-service teacher educa-
tion to prepare teachers for their changing classrooms. it provides concrete 
examples of challenges facing teachers in oEcd countries and presents a 
range of policies, experiences and practices that are used in various contexts, 
from countries with long histories of diversity to those with more recent 
experiences. this publication also asks how these insights can inspire con-
tinuing educational reform and change in a globalised world.
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Part I 
 

Context, concepts and research
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Chapter 1 
 

The importance of effective teacher education for diversity

tracey Burns and vanessa shadoian-gersing
centre for Educational research and innovation, oEcd 

Paris, france

Increasingly multicultural societies have an impact on education and student 
achievement. One way to harness the benefits that diversity brings to schools and 
classrooms is to use the strength and flexibility of teachers – but for this to be 
effective teachers require appropriate support and training. This chapter presents 
the main rationale for effective teacher education for diversity. It outlines common 
challenges and benefits countries are experiencing in their education and training 
of teachers. It also summarises specific issues faced by teachers in the classroom. 
In addition to calling for more empirical research on the topic, this chapter seeks 
to highlight major gaps in our knowledge base. These include the importance of 
attracting and retaining diverse student teachers (and teachers), better articulat-
ing the links between initial and on-going teacher education, supporting lasting 
change in teacher beliefs and practices, and researching the preparation and 
practices of teacher educators themselves.
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Introduction

increasingly multicultural societies have an impact on education and stu-
dent achievement. data from Pisa 2003 and 2006 indicate that the educational 
challenges posed by family background, socio-economic context, and migration 
status are not only strongly linked to student performance, they are the main 
determinants of student performance over and above the influence of the school. 
school education must therefore seek to overcome socio-economic inequalities 
throughout societies while at the same time utilise the benefits that diversity 
brings to schools and classrooms. a successful programme treats diversity as a 
source of potential growth rather than an inherent hindrance to student perform-
ance. one way to do this is to use teachers’ strength and flexibility. of course, for 
this to be effective, teachers need to be given appropriate support and training.

this volume stems from the oEcd centre for Educational research and 
innovation (cEri)1 project, teacher Education for diversity (tEd).2 this 
activity focused on how teachers were prepared for the increasing diversity 
in their classrooms, and aimed to identify the common challenges and ben-
efits which countries are currently experiencing in their teacher education in 
response to increasing cultural diversity. the analysis focuses on:

• pre-service teacher education

• in-service teacher education

• training for teacher educators

this focus is deliberately broad as no matter how confident teachers feel 
about their pre-service education, it cannot prepare them for the evolving 
challenges they will face throughout their careers. teacher education should 
thus be a continuum of development that includes pre and in-service training. 
system change and development involves the support of and dialogue with a 
wide variety of actors, including the teacher educators. crucially, effective 
professional development is on-going and includes training, practice, feed-
back, and follow-up support.

this introductory chapter sets the stage for this volume by focusing on 
the concepts, themes, and definitions central to the discussion of teacher 
education for diversity. it discusses different approaches to diversity in the 
various oEcd country contexts, explores reasons underlying these interpre-
tations, and offers an analysis of how contextual factors have shaped country 
responses to increasing diversity in their classrooms and society. it looks at 
key challenges facing oEcd teachers and classrooms with respect to diversity 
and the evidence base available to guide policy approaches to this issue. it also 
introduces an online consultation with practitioners that was conducted by the 
cEri tEd team in order to better understand the challenges and strategies of 
those in the field. it concludes with an overview of the publication.
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underlying the analysis of and contributions to this chapter and the 
volume more generally is an important transversal theme: the conception of 
diversity as complex but potential positive, both for educators and societies in 
general. this contrasts with an approach that views diversity as a problem that 
needs to be “solved”.

Defining diversity
it is important to state at the outset that “diversity” is a multi-faceted con-

cept that can contain as many elements and levels of distinction as required. 
work on the topic includes but is not limited to: age, ethnicity, class, gender, 
physical abilities/qualities, race, sexual orientation, religious status, educa-
tional background, geographical location, income, marital status, parental 
status and work experiences. in order to constrain the discussion and work of 
this volume to manageable levels and to recognise the specific focus on edu-
cation, the definition of “diversity” for this work has been framed as: char-
acteristics that can affect the specific ways in which developmental potential 
and learning are realised, including cultural, linguistic, ethnic, religious and 
socio-economic differences.

implicit in this definition is a distinction between diversity and disparity, 
wherein “diversity” per se is a neutral concept that is an inevitable reflec-
tion of the richness of human experience (i.e. one can be short, tall, left-
handed, right-handed, etc.). this it is thus distinct from “disparity”, in which 
diverse characteristics are associated with different outcomes or differential 
treatment. all oEcd school systems inherently contain diversity of socio-
economic status, parental educational attainment and student abilities; what 
differs among them is how these differences are related to cultural, linguistic, 
ethnic and religious diversity, and the disparity associated with the various 
factors in particular societal and historical contexts.

Diversity and the importance of context

although the challenges of increased diversity are shared by almost all 
oEcd countries, the contexts in which they are addressed are quite different. 
in oEcd countries with long histories of immigration as well as indigenous 
populations (e.g. australia, canada, new Zealand and the united states), 
classroom diversity reflects the long-standing diversity of the population as 
well as new arrivals to the country. Practically speaking, for these countries 
this means that diversity is reflected in cultural and historical terms but not 
necessarily in linguistic terms. as countries with long histories of immigra-
tion have traditionally perceived themselves to be built on the strength of 
their diverse immigrants, diversity and multiculturalism are often deliber-
ately and formally celebrated in the classroom, in the present day at least. 
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the approach taken has varied among countries and over time, including the 
assimilationist vision of forging a unique american identity from a melting 
pot of diverse settlers, the quintessential approach of e pluribus unum (“out 
of many, one”). this is in contrast to the official canadian policy of multi-
culturalism, where ethnic groups are encouraged to retain their individual 
identities in order to achieve a cultural mosaic. these national core values are 
expressed in approaches to education and to teacher education programmes in 
particular, and include long-standing programmes to provide tools and strate-
gies to help prepare teachers for diverse classrooms.

in other oEcd countries, classroom diversity is more strongly linked 
to more recent international migration. in European countries with post-
war labour recruitment (e.g. germany, sweden, switzerland) and European 
countries with colonial histories (e.g. france, the netherlands, the united 
kingdom), immigrants have been settling (either through active recruitment 
for temporary workers or as long-term immigrants) since the 1960s and 1970s. 
in these countries (with the exception of the united kingdom, which has taken 
a more multicultural approach in line with the description of the paragraph 
above), perceptions and discussions of national identity have remained, until 
rather recently, virtually unchanged from the image held prior to the arrival 
of the international migrants. in some of these countries it was assumed that 
the immigrants in the country would be there only temporarily (e.g. the “guest 
workers” of germany and the netherlands), while in others immigrants were 
welcomed rather freely with the assumption that they or their descendents 
would eventually become just like their peers in the host country, e.g. france, 
and thus no long-term targeted approach to integration was necessary. the 
french approach to teaching and the classroom reflected this virtually 
unchanged notion of a homogenous national identity, effectively excluding the 
experiences and contributions of these immigrants. recent social upheavals 
such as the riots in the suburbs of Paris, as well as the poor scholastic perform-
ance of first and second-generation students from migrant backgrounds in 
many of these countries, have recently called this approach into question and 
refuelled debates on the nature of national identity and the long-term plan for 
immigration and immigrants.

still other countries (e.g. ireland, italy, Portugal, spain), have recently 
been transforming from immigrant-sending nations to immigrant-receiving 
nations, and as a result classroom diversity is a relatively new phenomenon. 
in these countries the impact of recent and proportionally large-scale immi-
gration, especially in their inner cities, has been very keenly felt by those 
on the front lines of the classroom: the teachers. having virtually no history 
of immigration (and certainly nothing on the present scale), most teachers 
in these countries had not been educated to address cultural or linguistic 
diversity in the classroom, and there were few tools available to help them. 
although this is now evolving as these nations race to catch up with the rapid 
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changes in classroom composition, the discussion of what these developments 
mean to national identity and how the core values of the nation are to be 
expressed in the classroom is very much under way.

regardless of country history however, international mobility is likely 
to continue to increase. for countries where such mobility and immigration 
(and emigration) are new, the rapid pace of change poses an additional chal-
lenge for school systems and teachers, who may have had very little training 
in strategies to address the challenges of diversity. countries that hitherto 
perceived diversity issues as low on the agenda (e.g. korea, many central and 
Eastern European countries) are now also facing debates on whether national 
core values should be changed to reflect these increasing demographic shifts. 
how this is expressed in education for all countries will continue to emerge 
as part of the tradition and history of a country and its experience of diversity 
through immigration or different native populations (including, for example, 
the roma).

national responses to diversity and the priority given to diversity issues 
in teacher education programmes thus depend to a large extent on history 
and tradition. however they are also determined by the scale of the challenge 
and the perceived relevance of the topic at any given time. the scale of the 
challenge has a direct impact on the capacity and thresholds to adequately 
address diversity issues within systems. the scale can be determined nation-
ally or system-wide, but often plays out locally, at the level of the classroom 
or school. for example, the presence of one student in the class who is not 
fluent in the language of instruction is a very different issue for a teacher 
than five or ten students who not only do not speak the language of instruc-
tion but also may or may not share the same first language as each other. 
similarly, difficulties with retention or low graduation rates of particular 
populations (e.g. the maori of new Zealand) manifest themselves very differ-
ently in classrooms with small numbers of these students versus classrooms 
(or schools) with a majority maori student body. yet strategies and policy 
responses to deal with these issues are generally decided at the national or 
regional levels and are usually not solely the realm of educational authorities. 
in discussions about migrant students in European countries, for example, the 
“concentration” of immigrants in schools and communities and the resulting 
impact on student achievement is a central theme of discussion. yet the pro-
portion of students in particular schools is strongly influenced by patterns of 
residential segregation, and this is in turn affected by housing and employ-
ment policy, discrimination and immigrant settlement practice (oEcd, 2010).

given the great sensitivity of these topics and debates, it is crucial to 
base analyses of the issue on a strong evidence base. the following section 
outlines challenges for the classroom being faced by a variety of oEcd 
countries.
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Challenges for the classroom

Immigrant students
migration to oEcd countries has been increasing in recent decades. 

Between 1990 and 2000, the number of people living outside of their birth 
countries increased by a half to approximately 175 million (oEcd, 2006b). 
the effect of the retiring baby-boomer generation as well as the decline of 
native birth rates will only increase these numbers (oEcd, 2008a). the 
appearance of resulting labour shortages, especially in areas unappealing to 
the domestic work force, has stimulated international migration movements 
and will continue to do so. although temporary labour migrants currently 
outnumber permanent ones by a factor of three, temporary labour migration 
increased by 15% from 2003 to 2006, while permanent-type labour migration 
in the same period rose by over 50%. migrants who enter into the resident 
populations with long-term permits also encourage migration of family mem-
bers. in fact, family-related entries constitute approximately 44% of migrants 
to oEcd countries (oEcd, 2008a).

these statistics demonstrate that migrant families and communities are 
growing at a rapid pace and many are intending to stay for the long term. in 
terms of school performance, first-generation students often have difficulty 
because of the obvious challenges of immigration – learning a new lan-
guage, adjusting to the culture and social structure of the host country, and 
adjusting to an unfamiliar school system (oEcd, 2006a). one could argue 
that second-generation3 students should fare better than the first generation 
because they were born in the host country and grew up speaking the native 
language. however data from Pisa 2003 and 2006 indicate that, on aver-
age across all participating countries, native students perform better than 
both first and second-generation immigrants in mathematics. this overall 
pattern is particularly troubling as it appears that in a number of countries 
second-generation students do not perform as well as their “native” peers 
even though these students were also born and raised in the country. it is also 
remarkable because, while this is the average across all participating coun-
tries, in a number of countries immigrant students perform as well as their 
native born peers (e.g. australia, canada and new Zealand).

the performance of immigrant students in these countries suggests that 
it is not inevitable that first and second-generation students perform less well 
than their peers. these Pisa data were key elements driving the argument 
that improving learning outcomes of migrant students is one of the most 
important reasons why educational systems have to become more effective 
and more equitable. it is thus crucial to isolate possible driving factors behind 
these performance scales and to think more broadly about key policy levers 
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that might be used to address these inequalities. given the diversity of the 
population of “immigrant students” in any one country context, there is also a 
need to disaggregate the data such that different patterns and performance of 
subgroups within the broader population can be perceived and appropriately 
targeted by policy and educational interventions.

one key factor underlying performance is the interest, enjoyment and 
motivation that students bring with them to the task of learning. well-
functioning school systems not only provide students with essential literacy 
skills, but also with the interest, motivation and confidence required to con-
tinue learning throughout life. Pisa 2003 and 2006 show that first and sec-
ond-generation students report a high level of enjoyment and satisfaction with 
the topic areas under study (i.e. science and mathematics). they also report 
comparable or higher future expectations for a career in that subject matter: 
first and second-generation students are more likely than native students to 
report that they expected to continue on to higher education although, in fact, 
children of immigrants are less likely to move on to higher education.

why is there such a large gap between immigrant students’ motiva-
tions and their scholastic performance? this question has no easy answers. 
the Pisa data suggest that the effect of interest, motivation and a positive 
self-concept in one’s studies can be overshadowed by the negative effects of 
other, more challenging characteristics of the learning environment. several 
key elements come immediately to mind such as, for example, proficiency in 
the language of instruction. Pisa data demonstrate that there is an effect of 
speaking a language other than that of instruction at home on students’ math-
ematics and science performance, and that this is independent of immigration 
status (i.e. whether students are first or second-generation immigrants). as 
might be expected, these differences were more pronounced for the results 
on reading tests than science or mathematics. one obvious instrument would 
thus be better language support for second language learners, as well as 
methods of teaching to students of multilingual backgrounds (oEcd, 2006a).

in addition to the language spoken at home, the educational background 
of parents, the socio-economic status of the family and parental occupation 
all have a bearing on the academic success of students in Pisa and in other 
measures of performance. oEcd-wide, a student with low socio-economic 
status is twice as likely to be among the low achievers (i.e. at the bottom 
quartile of the Pisa reading literacy score) compared with the total student 
population (oEcd, 2001). school systems can and do attempt to address 
these issues, and there has been a great deal of work done on how best to 
ensure equitable and efficient schooling (oEcd, 2007b). a key challenge 
for oEcd countries is to ensure access to fair and inclusive education for 
migrants and minorities, not only to help ensure successful academic per-
formance of these students but also to enhance social cohesion and trust, 
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essential elements of integration. from both a social and an economic stand-
point, the long-term costs of educational failure are high, as those without 
the skills to participate socially and economically generate higher costs for 
health, income support, child welfare and security.

of course, educational reform can be a long and slow process, and even 
in those countries or educational systems where strong migrant education 
policy has been formulated, implementation is often blocked or may progress 
slowly for a number of different reasons. the reality is that adjusting educa-
tion systems to improve the achievement of immigrants may be given a lower 
priority than other pressing issues and lose out in the competition for time and 
resources (oEcd, 2010). Practical constraints also include a lack of capac-
ity, in terms of both time and money, to provide the necessary training and 
materials. a well-known impediment to change in education is the weak links 
between research, policy and practice, and the low level of assessment and 
evaluation of education policies (Burns and schuller, 2007; oEcd, 2009a).

Indigenous students
australia, canada, new Zealand and the united states have indigenous 

populations that pre-date the arrival of European settlers. classroom diversity 
in these countries thus reflects the long-standing diversity of the population 
as well as new arrivals to the country. despite the very different histories 
of colonisation and approaches to schooling these populations among the 
different countries, and despite strong performance of immigrant students 
on Pisa in australia, canada, and new Zealand, there is a clear need to 
improve the learning outcomes of the indigenous people of these countries. 
the aboriginals of australia,4 the first nations of canada,5 the māori of 
new Zealand6 and native americans of the united states7 have all been iden-
tified as populations that could be better served by their respective education 
systems.

challenges identified across all countries include:

• difficulty in accessing and receiving the level of early childhood 
education and care recommended;

• lower levels of literacy and scholastic achievement;

• lower rates of graduation;

• proportionally higher representation in vocational education and 
training streams than their non-indigenous peers; and

• lower rates of participation in tertiary education in many of these 
countries.
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these trends are of concern for equity imperatives as well as for eco-
nomic reasons. Education plays significant role in improving many aspects 
of the quality of life, impacts on employment and earning potential, and is 
linked to improvements in health and well-being. it has been argued, for 
example, that education can help people to lead healthy lives by making 
healthier lifestyle choices, can help to mitigate ill-health by enabling people 
to better manage their illnesses, and prevent further ill health (oEcd 2007d). 
although they have had very different traditions of immigration, the educa-
tional situation of the indigenous populations of chile and mexico also share 
many of the same characteristics and have similarly been targeted as in need 
of improvement by policy makers, community members and practitioners 
alike.

suggested improvements include investing in early learning programmes, 
improving higher education engagement by creating institutions designed for 
this population, and supporting the preservation of indigenous languages. 
these strategies emerge not only out of standard policy options for improv-
ing educational attainment and participation but also out of a recognition 
that, for indigenous communities and traditions, it is essential to recognise 
the importance of schools and communities working together. this includes 
involving indigenous people in the education system as providers, not just 
as users, as well as cultivating the leadership capacity for indigenous school 
leaders and teachers.

it is clear that in the effort to accommodate and reap the benefits of 
increasing diversity in today’s classrooms, teachers will be on the front lines. 
schools and communities depend on educators to help integrate students of 
different languages and backgrounds, to be sensitive to cultural, linguis-
tic and gender-related issues, to encourage tolerance and cohesion, and to 
respond effectively to the needs of all students. teachers are also expected to 
prepare students for the high-tech world – to help them learn how to use new 
technologies and to keep up with new and rapidly developing fields of knowl-
edge. they are counted on to encourage students to be self-directed learners, 
and they play an active role in constructing their own learning environments 
and being open to the community. these shifts in the roles and duties of 
teachers come at the same time that attracting and retaining effective teach-
ers is a challenge currently faced by many oEcd countries (oEcd, 2005).
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A challenge for the system: educating and retaining effective teachers 
for diverse classrooms

increasing diversity in the classroom is taking place against the back-
ground of a changing role for teachers. Teachers Matter (oEcd, 2005) breaks 
this down to different levels and provides insight into how teacher roles that 
have been changing over time, on the:

• Individual student level: respond to individual learning needs, 
identify strengths and weaknesses of their students, and adapt their 
curricula and teaching in response to the increasing use and reliance 
on standardised tests.

• Classroom level: deal with multicultural learning environments and 
apply cultural knowledge of different groups of students.

• School level: develop and exercise management and leadership skills, 
become more interactive and collaborate with other teachers in order 
to plan and monitor school-level progress.

• More broadly: taking the initiative to engage parents and the rest of 
the community in their practices and classrooms.

although most teachers perform some of the roles outlined above, there is 
a growing expectation that more and more of their classroom time will focus 
on practices and exercises consistent with these new roles. viewing students 
as active participants in the learning process and personalising teaching and 
assessment to better suit individual (and multicultural) student needs require 
time and space to engage in these practices, as well as the support and train-
ing to learn them. yet teachers seem to view these changes positively, report-
ing that they prefer a “constructivist” view of teaching (in which students 
are active participants in the process of acquiring knowledge) to a “direct 
transmission” view of student learning (which implies that a teachers’ role 
is to communicate knowledge in a clear and structured way, to give students 
clear and resolvable problems, and to ensure calm and concentration in the 
classroom) (oEcd, 2009b). this suggests that teachers are, at least in theory, 
prepared and able to offer the kinds of personalised instructional capacities 
that active learners require. however, reporting on a teaching belief is not the 
same thing as reporting on a teaching practice. indeed, when teachers report 
on their teaching practices, i.e. what they actually do in the classroom, they 
report using practices that are more consistent with a direct transmission 
approach (e.g. explicitly stating learning goals, summarising earlier lessons 
and reviewing homework) than practices that would be more consistent with 
a constructivist view of teaching (working in small groups, encouraging stu-
dent self-evaluation and student participation in classroom planning, making 
a product or debating arguments) (oEcd, 2009b).
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there is thus a disconnect between teachers’ preferred beliefs and 
their expressed practices. although the data from the oEcd teaching and 
learning international survey (talis) do not allow us to explore this link 
further, it is likely that one of the contributing factors is the time and focused 
attention required to engage in constructivist activities. there is also another, 
more subtle force likely to be at work however: the difficulty of changing 
behaviour once one has been trained or exposed to one type of model. most 
teachers and teacher educators have had a lifetime of exposure to structured 
practices in teaching, as students, student teachers and teachers. in making 
teaching with constructivist patterns a part of the everyday routine, there is 
thus a need to break with previous learning, modelling and behaviour.

Breaking patterns and changing behaviour requires ongoing training and 
preparation on the teachers’ part as well as support and capacity building 
from school authorities. how well are teacher’s development needs being 
met in this domain? talis reveals that approximately 55% of teachers feel 
that they need more professional development than they have received in the 
previous 18 months (oEcd, 2009b). when asked why they did not take part 
in development activities, the most commonly cited reasons were “conflict 
with work schedule” (47%) and “no suitable professional development” (42%). 
there is thus much room for improvement both in terms of better targeting 
types of professional development that reflect teachers’ needs, and in terms 
of seeking ways to provide more flexible timing and delivery of training 
opportunities.

in order to address these issues, a key element is strengthening the evalu-
ation, feedback and appraisal in the system to better identify strengths and 
weaknesses in teaching practice. given that over 75% of teachers partici-
pating in talis reported that their appraisal and feedback was helpful in 
developing their work as teachers and that 63% also agreed that the appraisal 
and feedback they receive was a fair and just assessment of their work, there 
is room to use this process to effectively address training and development 
needs. overall, there is a need for more research in this area. despite work on 
teacher perception and the demographic shifts affecting classroom composi-
tion, we do not yet have clear answers to essential questions such as: what 
are the best ways to prepare teachers to deal with highly diverse classrooms 
while at the same time improving students’ learning achievements? and, 
what education and training programmes for teachers have been demon-
strated to be most effective?
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Teacher education for diversity: key themes

Educating teachers for the challenges of diversity is a complex and multi-
faceted endeavour. as already discussed, there is a serious challenge involved 
in changing practices and behaviour since, despite best intentions, the most 
common form of practice is that which has been observed and experienced 
personally. there is ample evidence that one-off modules on a topic – any 
topic – do not suffice to make lasting behavioural change. rather, there is a 
need for ongoing and continuous support for planning, development and prac-
tice in order to break old habits and create new ones. although most initial 
teacher education programmes include some form of diversity training, it is 
often in the form of a single module or elective, which is unlikely to have a 
major, lasting impact throughout teachers’ careers. there is a need to holis-
tically integrate the coverage of diversity throughout the programme. the 
question thus becomes: what is the best way to design a systematic approach 
to elements that should be covered in initial and in-service teacher education, 
and how should they be linked in order to create a true continuum between 
these two stages that, currently, are quite discrete?

in contexts where linguistic and cultural diversity in the classroom is 
a relatively new phenomenon, the scope and types of changes required can 
and do translate into resistance to change. this can lead to or stem from 
the temptation to think of diversity as a problem to be solved rather than a 
potential strength for both learning and teaching. addressing this resistance 
is a long process wherein negative stereotypes, assumptions and values can 
be challenged – but changing such beliefs does not happen overnight. Part of 
the challenge inherent in this kind of change is preparing the majority as well 
as teaching to the minorities – that is, whole scale attitudinal change. given 
the sensitive nature of this issue and the relationship to national identity and 
core values, it is crucial that policy approaches and levers be based on sound 
evidence regarding what works, and what does not.

The evidence base
given the sensitive nature of the topic and the potential for political 

interpretation of what should be a scientific debate, an attempt was made to 
identify rigorous international research through a systematic review of the 
literature. given the current high profile of the impact of migration on oEcd 
countries and on education, in particular, a rational first step was to focus on 
migration issues as a relevant base upon which to build the analysis,8 with 
teacher education as a subset of the review. the choice of a systematic review 
was a deliberate attempt to seek out the strongest possible evidence on the 
effectiveness of particular policies and programmes.
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as such, the review question was: what policies and practices have been 
demonstrated to support educational achievement and social integration of 
first and second-generation migrants? the aim of the review was to system-
atically and transparently gather, analyse and synthesise research devoted to 
evaluating best practices and policies in 36 countries. a variety of academic 
databases, websites and key research journals were searched, using common 
keywords in English, french, spanish and german (see oEcd, 2008b for 
the full methodology, including keywords, journals and databases searched).

the result was disappointing as very few articles on teacher education 
met the relevance and quality assessment criteria for inclusion in the review. 
as was remarked in the review:

It should be noted that diversity training for teachers is well-investi-
gated. However the empirical evaluations of programs and courses 
developed to assist teachers in addressing the challenges of diverse 
classrooms are scant. In a similar project Parker et al. (2004) con-
ducted a systematic review of strategies for training pre-service 
teachers how to teach and increase achievement levels of children 
from diverse backgrounds. They too found minimal results. Their 
review of empirical and discursive literature located 5 studies out 
of their initial capture of 1 795 potentially relevant citations. Much 
of the research includes post hoc interviews and self-evaluations of 
what the teachers felt they learned during training and whether it 
will influence their practice. To a large extent the literature reveals 
positive responses from teachers, many of whom articulate a desire to 
become more critical and adaptive in their practice when addressing 
the needs of students from diverse backgrounds.10, 11 (OECD, 2008b)

one of the difficulties in reviewing the literature is that there are different 
ideas regarding what counts as “diversity training” and what the intended out-
comes should be. courses or workshops focusing on language appear to char-
acterise diversity in terms of communication, noting that in order for one to 
integrate, one needs to speak, read and write the host language. this approach 
presupposes that diversity is primarily due to the linguistic complexity result-
ing from migration and immigration. facility in the language of instruction is, 
of course, crucial, in the sense that literacy is a prerequisite for learning, and 
low levels of basic literacy have been linked to sustained underperformance. 
however, it is also somewhat misleading. in this case, “diversity” has been 
reduced to linguistic difference, and other elements of diversity and diver-
sity training have been sidelined. a number of programmes have addressed 
this limited conception by attempting to provide a more holistic approach to 
diversity and diversity training, but again, very few contain an evaluation of 
the effectiveness of the initiatives or a comparative analysis with the effects of 
programmes that did not include such an approach.
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overall, while there is an abundance of theoretical research clearly point-
ing to the need for greater concentration on anti-discrimination programmes 
and policy development, and a number of individual programmes offered 
to combat this discrimination, this systematic review found very little that 
was empirically robust enough to allow decision-makers to feel confident 
about the effectiveness of programmes and policies prior to their implemen-
tation. this was also the case of the previous systemic review cited in the 
text (Parker et al., 2004) and in a best evidence synthesis of māori-medium 
studies and their review of international literature on improved outcomes for 
indigenous peoples (timperley, wilson, Barrar and fung, 2007). the lack of 
evaluation of such programmes is unfortunate as it would both improve the 
accountability of policy implementation and provide useful and constructive 
feedback for the development of future policies and practices.

the lack of empirical research on this topic does not mean that other 
methods and other literature cannot and should not shed light on the current 
themes and issues that are important in this field. however, it is disappoint-
ing that there is not more research available that would give policy makers 
answers to questions on what works and what does not in this domain. major 
gaps in our knowledge include:

• How to better articulate the links between initial and in-service 
teacher education to provide a holistic approach to career develop-
ment. this would include paying close attention to elements of pro-
gramme planning and design, as well as the development of initial 
and in-service policy and funding.

• How to best utilise the induction period. the transition between ini-
tial teacher education and the beginning of teaching is key to retain-
ing new teachers in the profession. gaps in our knowledge include 
the kinds of guidance that would be most successful, as well as the 
timing and delivery of this support.

• How to recruit and retain diverse teachers, important for harnessing 
their unique experiences and perspectives and for their role as men-
tors or role models. this would also include the types of selection 
criteria used to recruit and select student teacher applicants.

• How to plan and implement the placement and deployment of new 
teachers such that the best teachers go to the schools that need them 
most. this would include aiming to send the best and brightest teach-
ers with the most preparation for diversity to highly diverse schools. 
it would also include planning and incentives to retain those teachers 
who are most effective in these environments.

• How best to train the teacher educators. though teacher educators 
are responsible for preparing student teachers and teachers, very 
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little is known about their own education and preparation, especially 
with respect to diversity. Professors in tertiary institutes, even those 
in the field of education, are expected to publish or perish, and extra 
attention paid to teaching development or innovation is not necessar-
ily rewarded.

• How to support lasting change in teaching beliefs and practices. 
this includes providing ongoing support in areas of identified need 
and a better mapping of the options and timing of development 
opportunities.

• How to mobilise knowledge effectively within the system. there is 
a tendency to assume that higher education institutions are genera-
tors of knowledge while practitioners are merely consumers, such 
that any transfer of knowledge is unidirectional. yet the knowledge 
emerging from the classroom about what works and what doesn’t 
– and the resulting needs for guidance and development – can and 
should be an important tool to guide practice and policy.

• How to evaluate the success of pedagogical tools. what counts as 
success, and how would one measure it? successful teaching includes 
improving student achievement, but that is not the only goal. motiva-
tion, participation, self-esteem and satisfaction are all also important 
elements to consider.

Linking research to practice: an online consultation
in the absence of a large body of rigorous empirical research on teacher 

education for diversity, the cEri secretariat engaged in an online consulta-
tion with practitioners in order to gather information on their preparation for 
and experiences with diversity in their classrooms. this exploratory exercise 
was aimed at inviting teachers, student teachers, and teacher educators to 
highlight key concerns that could be important for further research.

the responses to the online consultation reveal a number of intriguing 
results that suggest a need for more comprehensive data collection in the 
future (for a fuller discussion of methods, responses and key results, please 
see annex a). Box 1.1 presents the key results.

although not a representative sample, the teachers who responded 
reported the same demographic profile as the talis teachers in terms of 
gender composition, age range, the length of time employed as a teacher, and 
the percentage working in public schools. it should be noted however that, in 
this consultation (which was open to all teachers), a large number of respond-
ents reported teaching in primary and upper secondary schools whereas 
talis only surveyed teachers in iscEd 211 level schools.
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one of the striking findings was the perceived lack of preparation to 
effectively handle diversity issues in the classroom. for student teachers and 
teacher educators, this is not simply a result of an absence of training. the 
vast majority of the student teachers and teacher educators that responded 
reported that diversity issues (e.g. working with different languages, cultures, 
religions) were covered in their teacher education programmes in some form. 
this suggests that there is a need to improve the design and development 
of the current training on diversity issues such that it better fits with the 
reported need. this is consistent with the findings from talis, which reveal 
that almost half of all teachers who reported a need for greater professional 
development did not engage in it due to an absence of suitable professional 
development.

in addition, the reported lack of systematic formal evaluations of teach-
ing strategies fits with the already well-established observation that there are 
generally weak links between appraisal and feedback and evaluation systems 
in schools (oEcd, 2009b). talis demonstrates that this weak link extends 
also to opportunities for professional development. for example, just under 
one-quarter of teachers reported that appraisal and feedback led to a moder-
ate or a large change in their opportunities for professional development, 
which means that over three-quarters of teachers reported little or no change 
in their professional development opportunities as a result of school appraisal 
and feedback systems.

Box 1.1. Key messages from the online consultation*

• 96% of student teachers and teacher educators and 70% of teachers who 
responded to the survey thought that sensitivity to diversity issues was 
important for effective teaching.

• 93% of the student teachers, 94% of teacher educators and 65% of teachers 
responding reported that diversity issues were covered in initial teacher 
education programmes in some form.

yet…

• 47% of student teachers, 51% of teacher educators and 66% of teachers 
who responded judged that current teacher education is preparing teach-
ers to be not at all or only somewhat well-prepared to effectively handle 
diversity issues.

• 78% of teachers and 69% of teacher educators reported no formal evalua-
tion of the strategies they used to address diversity in the classroom.

* n = 3 196 respondents, non-representative sample.
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the key messages from this exercise provide food for thought and will 
hopefully inspire future analysis or versions of the talis survey. throughout 
this volume, findings from this online consultation are used to highlight or 
counterpoint the contributions of the researchers authoring each chapter.

Overview of this volume

this volume could not and does not attempt to address all of the intercon-
nected issues raised above. instead, it focuses on key themes, including the 
increasingly diverse nature of our societies (and hence our classrooms) and 
the changing role and expectations for teachers. the challenges of address-
ing these themes in initial and in-service teacher education are discussed 
and examples of particular classroom practices are presented. in addition 
to calling for more empirical research on the topic in general, this publica-
tion also seeks to highlight areas where little research exists, notably on the 
importance of attracting and retaining diverse student teachers (and teachers) 
and the necessity of focusing on teacher educators and the preparation they 
receive, in addition to students and teachers.

the publication is divided into four main parts, and each chapter is intro-
duced with a key theme or comment from the online consultation with practi-
tioners. the intention is to harness the inspiration of practice to the results of 
research and shed further light on issues of emerging or continuing concern.

Part One looks at the increasing complexity of our societies and the con-
cepts and challenges underlying teacher education for diversity. in chapter 2, 
mikael luciak explores the broader concepts underlying diversity and the 
implications for schooling and teaching across oEcd countries. in chapter 3, 
Ben Jensen analyses the oEcd’s teaching and learning international 
survey (talis) with regard to teachers’ responses for teaching in a multicul-
tural setting. the importance of disaggregating data when using large-scale 
data sets to explore issues of diversity is underlined in Bruce garnett’s work 
in chapter 4. underlying the contributions to Part one are two questions: 
how can we measure the success of a particular initiative or policy? and, 
what are the political and educational costs due to the lack of strong and rel-
evant research on this key topic?

as outlined above, the vast majority of the practitioners who responded 
to the online consultation rated sensitivity to diversity issues as important for 
becoming an effective teacher; far fewer reported feeling well-prepared to 
handle diversity issues in the classroom. Part Two looks at teacher education 
itself and the different strategies used to prepare teachers to respond to diver-
sity in the classroom. in chapter 5, russell Bishop explores the distinction 
between diversity and disparity and how this is reflected in current teacher 
and educational practice. he looks, in particular, at a concrete example from 
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a professional development programme aimed at improving educational 
outcomes for indigenous populations in new Zealand. this is followed by 
a special focus on two themes that are often overlooked in current research 
and policy making: (a) recruiting and retaining diverse teachers and stu-
dent teachers; and (b) educating the teacher educators. chapter 6 highlights 
research from the netherlands looking at three case studies of initial teacher 
education programmes and explores the experiences of the student teach-
ers as they pursue their chosen studies and seek to find appropriate place-
ments and practicum. in chapter 7, rich milner discusses the preparation 
of teacher educators in the united states and offers principles and questions 
to help guide teacher educators in the crucial area of curriculum planning 
for increasingly diverse student classrooms. Part two ends with a look at a 
teacher education programme in italy, a country which is still developing its 
approach to diversity in the school and in society more generally.

teachers and teacher educators in the online consultation reported “cre-
ating an interactive environment to promote and support diversity” as their 
most favoured strategy to respond to diversity in the classroom. But how 
might one do this? Part Three focuses on the realities that confront schools, 
principals and teachers in countries with uniquely different traditions and 
experiences of diversity. as these contributions make clear, context matters.

in chapter 9, anne sliwka explores the process of change with an 
analysis of the steps taken to transition from a relatively homogenous society 
(germany of the 1960s) to one more prepared to embrace its increasing diver-
sity. chapter 10 looks at spain, a country that has experienced dramatically 
increased levels of migrants in a rapid period of time. By tracing the legal 
instruments used to effectuate change in teacher education and analysing how 
well these changes are reflected in current teacher education programmes, 
miguel Essomba explores the process of moving from theory to practice.

chapter 11 focuses on northern ireland, a country in transition. claire 
mcglynn explores the different kinds of approaches that school principals 
have used in addressing diversity in such a context, including the important 
role of leaders in championing the explicit acknowledgement of diversity 
issues. lastly, this section ends with a look at the highly diverse american 
context, and explores how teachers can be best supported to choose the class-
room practices with the most potential in light of their particular classroom 
context. in chapter 12, geneva gay provides guiding principles and illustra-
tive examples of how these principles can be translated into practice through 
the use of specific pedagogic tools.

Part Four concludes the volume by identifying areas where further 
action is needed. this includes discussion of the research agenda and future 
plan of action as well as recommendations to encourage countries and 
research communities to consolidate their efforts and resources in order to 
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provide sound evidence for further decision making for policy makers and 
educators alike. it looks at common obstacles and resistance to change, and 
also offers suggestions of elements of teaching practice that could be usefully 
used to help practitioners address challenges in their classrooms.

throughout the volume, an attempt has been made to bring the views 
expressed by practitioners in the online consultation together with the analysis 
of researchers in the field. a number of key gaps in our knowledge and areas 
for improvement are identified and are presented with suggestions for policy, 
research and practice. these suggestions are necessarily general in nature 
since devising a “one size fits all” response to an inherently multifaceted issue 
such as preparing teachers for diversity is neither possible nor desirable. the 
end goal is that these suggestions could be used as a starting point for a series 
of further focused discussions and analyses within a specific context.

underlying the four parts of this publication is the crucial transversal 
theme that sees diversity as complex but potentially positive for educators 
and societies as opposed to an approach that views diversity as a problem 
that should be “solved”. increasing diversity in our society and classrooms 
poses difficult questions about the nature of our national identity and how 
core values are expressed in education, questions we can no longer afford to 
ignore. it is thus imperative to insist on and support the development of a rich 
evidence base that can help policy makers answer questions about what works 
in teacher education for diversity and why.

Notes

1. www.oecd.org/ceri.

2. www.oecd.org/edu/ted.

3. “second generation” refers here to native-born students, both of whose parents 
are foreign-born.

4. www.abs.gov.au/Ausstats/abs@.nsf/39433889d406eeb9ca2570610019e9a5/649A
8316859C2BD7CA2574390014A031?opendocument.

5. www.ccl-cca.ca/solr.

6. www.socialreport.msd.govt.nz/knowledge-skills/educational-attainment-adult-
population.html.
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7. http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2008/nativetrends/highlights.asp.

8. this exercise was part of a broader oEcd transversal initiative on migration.

9. see vavrus, 2003.

10. see sobel, 2005.

11. iscEd 2 is the equivalent of lower secondary education.



Educating tEachErs for divErsity: mEEting thE challEngE – © oEcd 2010

chaPtEr 1. thE imPortancE of EffEctivE tEachEr Education for divErsity – 39

References

australian Bureau of statistics (2008), The Health and Welfare of Australia’s 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples 2008. http://www.abs.gov.
au/Ausstats/abs@.nsf/39433889d406eeb9ca2570610019e9a5/649A8316859
C2BD7CA2574390014A031?opendocument accessed 14/10/09.

Burns t. and t. schuller (2007), “the Evidence agenda,” in Evidence in 
Education: Linking Research and Policy, oEcd Publishing, Paris, pp. 15-32.

canada council on learning (2007), The State of Learning in Canada: No 
time for complacency, http://www.ccl-cca.ca/NR/rdonlyres/5ACD85E3-
4D4F-410D-B017-F5270CD3060D/0/SOLR_SummaryBrochure_Online_
EN.pdf, accessed 19/10/09.

new Zealand ministry of social development (2008), The Social Report: 
Knowledge and Skills, http://www.socialreport.msd.govt.nz/documents/
sr08-knowledge-skills.pdf accessed 14/10/09.

ncEs (2008), Status and Trends in the Education of American Indians and 
Alaska Natives: 2008, http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2008/nativetrends/high-
lights.asp accessed 14/10/09.

oEcd (2001), Knowledge and Skills for Life – First Results from PISA, 
oEcd, Paris.

oEcd (2004), Learning for Tomorrow’s World: First results from PISA 2003, 
oEcd, Paris.

oEcd (2005), Teachers Matter: Attracting, Developing and Retaining 
Effective Teachers, oEcd, Paris.

oEcd (2006a), Where Immigrant Students Succeed: A Comparative Review 
of Performance and Engagement in PISA 2003, oEcd, Paris.

oEcd (2006b), International Migration Outlook, oEcd, Paris.

oEcd (2007a), PISA 2006: Science Competencies for Tomorrow’s World, 
volume 1: analysis, oEcd Publishing, Paris.



Educating tEachErs for divErsity: mEEting thE challEngE – © oEcd 2010

40 – chaPtEr 1. thE imPortancE of EffEctivE tEachEr Education for divErsity

oEcd (2007b), No More Failures: Ten Steps to Equity in Education, oEcd 
Publishing, Paris.

oEcd (2007c), OECD Seminar on Indigenous Education, Effective Practice, 
Mutual Learning, www.oecd.org/dataoecd/33/11/40626776.pdf; accessed 
15/10/2009.

oEcd (2007d), Understanding the Social Outcomes of Learning, oEcd 
Publishing, Paris.

oEcd (2008a), International Migration Outlook: Annual Report 2008, oEcd 
Publishing, Paris.

oEcd (2008b), Policies and Practices Supporting the Educational 
Achievement and Social Integration of First and Second Generation 
Migrants: A Systemic Review. commissioned to the canadian council on 
learning [Edu/cEri/cd(2008)1].

oEcd (2009a), Working Out Change: Systemic Innovation in Vocational 
Education and Training. oEcd Publishing, Paris.

oEcd (2009b), Creating Effective Teaching and Learning Environments: 
First Results from TALIS, oEcd Publishing, Paris.

oEcd (2010), Closing the Gap for Immigrant Students: Policies, Practice 
and Performance, oEcd Publishing, Paris.

Parker-Jenkins, m., d. hewitt, s. Brownhill and t. saunders (2004), “what 
strategies can be used by initial teacher training Providers, trainees 
and newly Qualified teachers to raise the attainment of Pupils from 
culturally diverse Backgrounds?”, in Research Evidence in Education 
Library. london, EPPi-centre, social science research unit, institute of 
Education.

sobel, d.m. and s. v. taylor (2005), “diversity Preparedness in teacher 
Education”, Kappa Delta Pi Record, vol. 41, no. 2, pp. 83-86.

timperley, h., a. wilson, h. Barrar and i. fung (2007), Teacher Professional 
Learning and Development: Best Evidence Synthesis Iteration. 
willington, new Zealand: ministry of Education, http://educationcounts.
edcentre.govt.nz/goto/BES.

vavrus, m. (2003), “incorporating a transformative multicultural Perspective 
into a state’s Policy for teacher candidate Pedagogy Performance”, paper 
presented at the annual meeting of the american Educational research of 
association, washington, d.c.



Educating tEachErs for divErsity: mEEting thE challEngE – © oEcd 2010

chaPtEr 2. on divErsity in Educational contExts – 41

Chapter 2 
 

On diversity in educational contexts

mikael luciak
university of vienna, austria

This paper explores divergent meanings of diversity and the interrelations between 
history, tradition and perception. It discusses how long-standing cultural diversity 
in OECD member countries was handled in the past and highlights new challenges 
for educational systems stemming from increasing diversity due to migration. 
Different responses to diversity in the form of multicultural and intercultural 
education and implications for educational policy and practice are explored. The 
paper concludes with the role and responsibility of educators and policy makers to 
address these challenges – guaranteeing the educational achievement of all while 
strengthening intercultural understanding and social justice.
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From the OECD online consultation: 
diversity as an asset

Practitioners place considerable importance 
on sensitivity to diversity issues. But there are 
different traditions and approaches to diver-
sity which affect how it can be viewed – as a 
challenge, but also as an asset.

Introduction

in recent decades, pluralist and democratic societies worldwide have 
become increasingly diverse due to migration, globalisation and transnational 
mobility. these societal changes have had considerable impact on the educa-
tional landscape. according to the united nations’ international migration 
report 2006, almost 191 million people live in a country other than their 
country of birth. since the 1970s, the number of international migrants has 
more than doubled, and developed countries have absorbed most of them. 
among oEcd member countries with at least 20 million inhabitants, coun-
tries where international migrants comprise over 10% of their population 
include australia (20%), canada (19%), france (11 %), germany (12%), spain 
(11%), and the united states (13%) (united nations, 2009).

in the mid-1980s the anthropologist clifford geertz noted that social 
and cultural boundaries no longer arise mainly between societies but rather 
within them (geertz, 1985). while the more recent migratory movements 
have made diversity a central topic of public and academic discourse and 
moved it toward the top of the policy making agenda, societal diversity is not 
a new phenomenon. many countries have been inhabited by various ethnic, 
racial, linguistic and religious groups due to long histories of immigration 
and/or colonisation, and some were heterogeneous from the very outset of 
state formation. in addition, all societies are characterised by socio-economic 
and regional differences that account for socio-cultural and linguistic vari-
ations in the population. Jagdish gundara, unEsco chair for intercultural 
Education, suggests that in order to understand why issues concerning diversity 
are so closely related to recent migration in public discourse, we must account 
for “how many nation states obfuscate the underlying historical features of 
social diversity or (the) multicultural nature of their societies” (gundara, 2008).
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while it is true that the current rhetoric about challenges due to increased 
migration frequently tends to overlook long-standing social and cultural 
diversity, it must be emphasised that developed countries are indeed facing 
new challenges. this is due not only to new dimensions of increasing cultural 
diversity but also because enduring socio-economic differences between 
majority and immigrant populations risk creating a stratified society along 
ethnic lines characterised by inequality and inequity.

discourses on the promotion or protection of cultural diversity vary in 
different fields and contexts. robert albro (2005), referring to the 2005 
unEsco convention on cultural diversity, states “there is little consensus 
among cultural policy makers about what kind of diversity we currently live 
with, let alone should seek to promote”. nevertheless, in oEcd member coun-
tries, there seems to be agreement that despite having unique histories, societal 
and political contexts, and relative representations of various migrant and 
minority groups, educational institutions must find adequate ways to respond 
to increasing diversity in schools and classrooms. to that end, this contribu-
tion addresses the following three questions: what is meant by diversity and 
cultural difference? How is diversity promoted in educational contexts? What 
challenges come with increasing diversity in classrooms?

Divergent meanings of culture and diversity

in 1952, united states anthropologists alfred l. kroeber and clyde 
kluckhohn described 164 distinct meanings of the term culture. as pointed 
out by altman and chemers (1984), “the concept of culture reflects a 
multifaceted set of things, from abstract principles about how to view the 
world to more concrete actions, such as ways of behaving and relating to the 
environment and ways of raising children.” (p. 4) from a phenomenological 
standpoint, culture can be seen as a system of specific symbols such as pat-
terns of interpretation, expression and orientation. the members of a culture 
internalise these orientations, interpretations and activity patterns.

the borders between cultures are not equivalent to language boundaries, 
to borders between nations or to borders between people or ethnic groups. a 
complex society exists of partial cultures, which can also be understood as 
Lebenswelten (i.e. “life worlds” [e.g. schütz 1959]). such “life worlds” con-
tain a pool of interpretation patterns, which make up the common everyday 
knowledge. Persons living in it use this pool in order to orient themselves in 
the world, structure their perception and reflect on and initiate their activities. 
while culture can be regarded as a system of specific symbols and meanings, 
it is also argued that culture is not an object that can be definitely interpreted. 
“culture is contested, temporal, and emergent” (clifford, 1986, p. 19).
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culture is thus not naturally given or static but dynamic and altered by 
human beings. Ethnic, migrant or national groups might share similar cultural 
ways of being, but their cultures change over time and influence each other. 
Ethnicity, race and nationality are relational concepts that depend on self-iden-
tification and social ascription. while group affiliations and collective identities 
influence group members’ perspectives and actions, individual group mem-
bers can and do take a critical stance towards their own cultural background 
and do not necessarily abide by their group’s cultural way of life. also, others 
might see individuals as belonging to a particular cultural group while they 
themselves do not or no longer identify with that group’s culture. identities are 
multilayered and complex, and cultural identity is always hybrid (hall, 1996).

similarly, divergent meanings of diversity appear over time and in differ-
ent contexts and fields. in general, the concepts of diversity are multifaceted, 
multilayered and, given their ambiguity, can be contested as well. diversity 
can refer to long-standing intra-state cultural differences in societies with 
differing ethnic, racial, linguistic and religious groups or to new forms of 
cultural diversity brought about by demographic changes and migratory 
movements. in understanding diversity, it is important to recognise how 
cultural diversity interrelates with other diversity dimensions such as social 
and family background, gender, age, physical and mental abilities, or sexual 
orientation. which dimensions of diversity receive attention in the public 
discourse at a given time and space, and the degree of importance placed on 
them, is a matter of choice and part of a political decision-making process.

Long-standing diversity in nation-states

historically, the development of nation-states has promoted the homog-
enising tendencies of societies, frequently leading to mindsets along the lines 
of “one people, one culture, one nation, one history” (Bennett, 2001, p. 27). 
depending on the country context, we speak of the existence of indigenous, 
aboriginal or autochthonous minorities as well as of national, linguistic and 
religious minority groups. some groups were subordinated, colonised or 
even brought involuntarily into countries. in the process of state formation, 
members of these divergent groups were eventually expected to assimilate 
into the national majority culture or otherwise be excluded. the claims of 
these minority groups to cultural, linguistic or religious difference and to 
specific group rights were generally accompanied by struggle. over the 
course of history, today’s oEcd member countries have responded differ-
ently to these claims. some European states now recognise territorially-based 
ethnic and linguistic minorities and, for example, have signed the council of 
Europe’s framework convention for the Protection of national minorities. 
still, in several countries, struggles for the recognition of minority rights 
and autonomy have led to territorial conflicts or nationalist and separatist 
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movements (for example, francophones in canada; corsicans or Bretons on 
french territory; scots in the u.k.; Basques or catalans in spain; kurds in 
turkey; or the flemish in Belgium).

in contrast, claims to the recognition of cultural diversity in the context 
of migration focus on the paradigms of integration and interculturalism, dia-
logue, valuing cultural differences and mutual respect. these conceptions are 
more strongly orientated to liberal notions of individual rights and freedoms 
rather than to communitarian ideals about specific group rights. one defi-
nition of cultural diversity is that it “presupposes respect of fundamental 
freedoms, namely freedom of thought, conscience and religion, freedom of 
opinion and expression, and freedom to participate in the cultural life of one’s 
choice” (unEsco, 2009).

how long-standing diversity is managed in the school system differs 
across systems and traditions. several countries grant in situ minorities the 
right to minority education, bilingual schooling and religious schools or 
have decentralised school systems that take into account the cultural and 
linguistic variations of the population in different (autonomous) regions of 
the country. these responses to diversity between majority populations and 
minority groups that have lived in nation-states for long periods of time can 
be distinguished from those efforts that are made to help schools adjust to 
diversity caused by ongoing migratory movements. the former responses 
often are geared to affording special group rights, maintenance of cultural 
identity, and the “preservation” of culture and language. minority schools and 
school systems that serve populations in culturally and linguistically distinct 
regions are not aligned with the idea of a common national school system for 
all children, but they do not necessarily contradict notions of multicultural-
ism as long as the latter is conceptualised along the lines of a mosaic model 
of national community (e.g. canada).

given this variety of expression, it is not surprising that different under-
standings about the aims and processes in regard to the schooling of diverse 
student populations persist in schools and among teachers. the various per-
spectives include: assimilating all students into existing forms of schooling 
with a strong focus on learning the country’s majority language and culture; 
or, alternatively, providing native language instruction and acknowledging cul-
tural differences with the objective of promoting integration. they also extend 
to restructuring school organisation, curricular provision and teaching meth-
odologies in order to reach out to all pupils and to develop inclusive settings.
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Diversity and international migration

considering contemporary trends of immigration, a variety of factors 
must be accounted for in order to better understand the implications of 
increasing diversity in oEcd member countries. depending on the country 
in question, migration takes many forms: immigrants from neighbouring 
countries or even from different continents, migrants who freely move within 
an economic and political union (e.g. European union) and so-called “third 
country nationals” who need special visas and permits, refugees and asylum-
seekers, and documented and undocumented migrants as well as repatriated 
migrants. migration patterns change over time as outlined by reports on 
international migration such as the International Migration Outlook (oEcd, 
2009), the International Migration Report (united nations, 2006) or the 
World Migration Report (international organization for migration, 2005).

some migrants are highly skilled and educated professionals while others 
are low-skilled labourers with little formal education. some come from coun-
tries with a long historical relationship with or even an established ethnic 
community in the reception country. migrants come to work, study, seek 
asylum or move as part of family reunification. it should be noted here that 
while most oEcd member countries experience immigration, some countries 
(e.g. turkey, mexico) also show strong internal migration, which includes 
minority groups and leads particularly to increasing diversity in urban areas.

the characteristics and size of individual migrant groups, the heteroge-
neity and size of the entire immigrant population, the reasons for entering 
and intentions for staying in a country, and the relationship between a coun-
try’s majority population and the immigrant communities are only some of 
the relevant factors that must be taken into account in addition to cultural, 
social, linguistic or religious differences that are usually acknowledged as 
parameters of diversity. how nation-states responded to diversity in the past 
influences their current perspectives on immigration, i.e. whether they regard 
themselves as countries of immigration and positively value the multicul-
tural nature of their societies, or whether they cling to views of homogenous 
nations and view immigrants over generations as foreigners.

school systems have responded to immigration in various ways, for 
example, by establishing special programmes for native and second language 
learning, by enriching the curriculum with multicultural content, by offering 
new courses for religious instruction, or by making teaching more culturally 
responsive and suited to the needs of immigrant communities. today, in many 
ways, oEcd member countries encounter new forms of diversity. variations 
with regard to the size and types of immigrant groups or the time of their entry 
into the country must be taken into consideration in the development of school 
policies and programmes for these diverse student populations.
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The multiplicity of diversity dimensions

as stated, policies regarding diverse populations that are distinguished by 
differing ethnicity, race, language, citizenship or nationality generally focus 
on the cultural, linguistic and religious diversity of these groups. however, 
policies and initiatives for mainstreaming, inclusion, anti-discrimination or 
diversity management also address other dimensions of diversity and markers 
of identity such as social and family background, gender, physical and mental 
abilities or sexual orientation.

although measures specifically targeting gender equality, anti-homo-
phobia, the inclusion of students from disadvantaged social backgrounds or 
those with disabilities have different aims than the types of diversity policies 
described above, these diversity dimensions must also be considered in the 
schooling of migrants. for example, gender roles in migrant communities 
might affect students’ academic attainment while social background may 
play an important role in minority students’ educational achievements as has 
indeed been shown by various comparative studies, including the oEcd’s 
Programme for international student assessment (Pisa). the frequent 
over-representation of ethnic minority and migrant students among students 
with special educational needs is another example illustrating the importance 
of the interrelations of various diversity dimensions.

research has shown how different dimensions of diversity are intertwined 
and that the experience of exclusion and subordination is based on multiple fac-
tors that can be additive or transversal, i.e. pervade and transform each other 
(knudsen, 2006). therefore, diversity policies targeting under-achievement 
and inequality of ethnic minority and migrant groups must also address the 
intersection of individual, cultural, and social factors. as a concrete example, a 
female migrant student might have a similar socio-economic background as a 
male student belonging to the majority, but she still might experience unequal 
treatment if faced with low teacher expectations due to her minority back-
ground or less support by parents if there are different gender role expectations 
in her ethnic community.

Cultural diversity, cultural differences and the role of schools

the number of different cultural groups cannot simply be added up to 
determine the extent of cultural diversity in a society. rather, the character, 
complexity and relevance of cultural differences must be taken into account 
as well (Peters, 1997). there are diverse regional or local cultures, cultural 
differences between socio-economic classes and status groups, but also 
groups with different life-styles and cultural milieus, sub-cultures and profes-
sional cultures as well as groups that differ from the mainstream in regard to 
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modes of communication and social interaction (i.e. deaf culture) or sexuality 
and gender identity (lgBt culture). as pointed out by Bennett (2001, p. 27), 
these forms of internal diversity are usually not seen to contradict notions of 
unified national cultures:

Nationalist mappings of the relations between peoples, cultures, time 
and territory often depict the national culture as a rich mix of diverse 
regional or local cultures. But these are differences of a particular 
kind, ones which can be accommodated within nationalist projects 
to the degree that their qualities can be portrayed as harmoniously 
blending with one another in the context of an encompassing and 
unifying national narrative.

how we conceptualise the cultural distinctiveness of minority and migrant 
groups and its relevancy depends on our definition and understanding of culture 
and collective identity. if we look at cultural differences in the context of edu-
cation and schooling, we can pose various interrelated questions: what kind of 
cultural differences exists between groups? how do they arise? what is their sig-
nificance? who defines cultural differences and their implications? depending 
on the social and cultural environment encountered during their upbringing, 
students in diverse classrooms differ in culturally-specific knowledge, competen-
cies, skills, language use, communication patterns and discursive practices, in 
ways of behaving and relating to others, or in their value systems. these kinds of 
differences exist within and between societies. cultural differences arise because 
societies live apart from each other in different natural and social environments, 
but differences also arise within one and the same society and are coined by the 
interrelations between various social and ethnic groups.

the process of overcoming cultural and language differences in the con-
text of schooling might be easier for some groups than for others. depending 
on their relationship to the dominant group and to schools, ethnic minor-
ity and migrant students may adopt a strategy of “accommodation without 
assimilation” (gibson, 1988), which does not threaten their cultural identity. 
alternatively, they may develop an “oppositional cultural frame of reference” 
(ogbu, 1991) and resist overcoming these differences. for example, in coun-
tries that are traditional immigrant-receiving societies (e.g. australia, canada, 
new Zealand and the united states), newly arrived immigrant groups might 
have a different but not necessarily oppositional cultural frame of reference 
to the host society. upon arrival, they differ from the host society in many 
respects, but their members strive to learn and get acquainted with the receiv-
ing countries’ culture and language. these migrant students may face dif-
ficulties in schooling but over time they acculturate by learning the language 
of instruction and mastering their new cultural environment. however, they 
likely still maintain aspects of their original cultural ways and some even 
develop a bilingual and bicultural identity.
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this process should be distinguished from that used by other groups, for 
example, members of historically subordinated ethnic minorities (e.g. african 
americans, native americans or aboriginal groups in australia). for these 
groups whose culture was, in the past, threatened and weakened by the impo-
sition of forced assimilation (including school programmes and policies that 
devalued their culture), there may be more difficulty in overcoming cultural 
and language barriers. they might fear a loss of their minority cultural iden-
tity if they accommodate further to the majority norms. in explaining the 
differential academic performance between these lower achieving “involun-
tary” or “caste-like” minorities and higher achieving immigrant groups in 
the united states, ogbu (1992, p. 7) argues that “the meaning and value that 
students associate with school learning and achievement play a very significant 
role in determining their efforts toward learning and performance”. this immi-
grant-involuntary minority typology might be less helpful when attempting to 
explain the educational situation of migrant and minority groups in European 
nations which traditionally were not countries of immigration. it is more 
ambiguous whether migrants from former colonies can be considered to be 
immigrants or involuntary minorities (gibson, 1997), and it is more difficult to 
assess the situation of indigenous (e.g. sami in scandinavia) or autochthonous 
national minorities (e.g. roma in central and Eastern Europe) in that respect 
(luciak, 2004). furthermore, for a long time in European nations, societal and 
educational integration of labour migrants and refugees was impeded by the 
fact that, in general, their long-term residence in the receiving countries was 
not assumed. many European countries continue to struggle with the fact that 
they “unintentionally” have become countries of immigration.

as stated above, the process of overcoming cultural and language differ-
ences in schools is influenced by historical and current relationships between 
the majority and minority communities. in addition, the cultural frame of 
reference of a group affects individual group members’ perceptions of school-
ing. however, teachers must be aware that in highlighting cultural differences 
and in ascribing specific behaviour patterns to individuals who, from their 
perspective, belong to a distinct cultural or ethnic group, they not only run the 
risk of essentialising inter-group differences (dietz, 2007) but also – given that 
wider societal and structural factors are often ignored – they risk placing the 
“burden of success only in the hands of students and their families” (nieto, 
1995, p. 202). school and teachers can and do have a role to play in ensuring 
students’ success, and they are called upon to assume these responsibilities 
and accommodate the needs of linguistically and culturally different students.

research has shown that cultural differences influence students’ learn-
ing styles in many ways. there are differences in regard to perceptual 
learning styles (i.e. visual, auditory, kinaesthetic and tactile). some ethnic 
groups prefer group learning to individual learning styles, some prefer ana-
lytic tasks with materials void of a social context and others thrive through 
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field-dependent learning contexts in highly social settings (Park, 2002). the 
importance of culturally responsive teaching (gay, 2002) and research on 
different learning styles should be taken seriously. nevertheless, it might 
not apply to all groups in the same way: some migrant and minority groups 
(e.g. Punjabis in the united states), who differ significantly in their culture, 
language and social situation from majority students, show equal or even 
better educational attainment than their peers, even if schools and teachers 
make little effort to accommodate these alleged needs (ogbu, 1995; nieto, 
1995). thus, teachers have to assess on an individual basis how their students 
might benefit from using different teaching styles or structural arrangements 
based on the ethnic composition of their class. teachers can improve their 
teaching by acquiring knowledge and expanding their repertoire concerning 
different styles of learning and teaching and also by learning to assess the 
individual needs of students in diverse classrooms.

the argument that teaching about different ethnic and cultural groups in 
class is not sufficient does not mean that learning about the histories, experi-
ences and contributions of different groups is not important. all students, 
whether or not they belong to the majority or a minority group, may benefit 
from getting to know various cultural ways and specifics. it has the potential 
to enrich their knowledge, to reduce stereotyping and may allow them to 
reflect on the particularities of their own culture. also, if minority students 
are adequately represented in teaching, in the curriculum and in schoolbooks, 
they tend to feel included and valued.

it appears to be a challenging task for teachers, on the one hand, to 
acknowledge and act upon their students’ cultural differences and particulari-
ties and, on the other, to bear in mind that the cultures of ethnic and migrant 
groups are multi-faceted and changing. therefore, teachers must not simply 
presume that a students’ national or ethnic belonging points to a specific 
culture or indicates a certain way of teaching. rather, teachers have to get to 
know their students and base their decisions about teaching on an assessment 
of the particular situation at hand.

what is the crucial factor for children’s school success? nieto (1992, 
p. 203) provides an answer to this question by pointing to the interplay of 
cultural and structural factors and concludes:

Structural inequality and cultural incompatibility may be major causes 
of school failure, but they work differently on different communities, 
families, and individuals. How these factors are mediated within the 
school and home settings and their complex interplay probably are ulti-
mately responsible for either the success or failure of students in schools.

the significance attributed to structural and cultural factors in edu-
cational institutions is linked to choices made about school organisation, 
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curricular contents, languages of instruction and teaching styles as well as to 
attitudes, expectations, judgements and courses of action taken by teachers 
and school administrators.

Responses to diversity – multicultural and intercultural education

recognising and addressing diversity in education has taken a unique 
form in each of the oEcd member countries. this has led to manifold edu-
cational approaches over time and space, each focusing on diverse target 
groups.* there are different historical circumstances that triggered the 
development of multicultural and intercultural education, different strands of 
thought, paradigms and ideologies, and different policies regarding, as well as 
various forms of, practical applications, curricula and pedagogies. in national 
contexts, multicultural and intercultural theories, policies and practices do 
not always correspond with each other, but, also, different and sometimes 
conflicting theories and practices exist at any given time.

Beginning in the 1970s, multicultural education in English-speaking coun-
tries in the oEcd (i.e. australia, canada, new Zealand, the united kingdom 
and the united states) began to respond to societal diversity. in the 
united states, the civil rights movement and the fight against racial inequal-
ity can be regarded as the prime driving force for the formation of multicul-
tural education. subsequently, the emerging ethnic revival movement and 
ongoing challenges resulting from immigration influenced the advancement 
of multicultural approaches. in canada, historical conflicts between English-
speaking citizens and franco-canadians, the struggle for the rights of their 
“first nations” and continuing immigration can be seen as key elements 
underlying educational responses to diversity. in australia, multicultural 
education was originally a reaction to massive immigration but not to the 
situation of aboriginal people, while current multicultural policy aims to be 
for all australians. in the united kingdom, the onset of educational responses 
to cultural diversity emerged in relation to the influx of people from former 
colonies and later of other immigrant groups.

in many other European countries, school systems began responding 
to increasing diversity in various ways and at various paces. in the wake of 
de-colonisation, educational approaches to diversity in the netherlands and 
france targeted immigrants from former colonies. in several central and 
northern European countries, school systems developed programmes aimed 
at educating children of migrant workers (the so-called “guest workers”). 

* see for example: Banks, 2009; Banks and Banks, 1995; grant and Portera, forth-
coming; gundara and Jacobs, 2000; gundara and Portera, 2008; luciak, 2006; 
mecheril, 2004; ramsey et al., 1989; sleeter, 1996; sleeter and grant, 2007.
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southern European countries that were previously countries of emigration, 
as well as former communist countries in Eastern Europe that had little 
experience with immigration, have only recently encountered diverse migrant 
populations, which include repatriated groups of former emigrants. despite 
the existence of large roma populations as well as other minority groups, 
multicultural or intercultural approaches to education were not pursued in 
these countries. in Japan, it was events occurring during the second world 
war, in particular the bombings of hiroshima and nagasaki, that obliged 
educators to focus on inter-group relations and peace education. hirasawa 
(2009) argues that prior to the 1990s de facto approaches to multicultural 
education can be found in practices that targeted the education of Japanese 
returnee students, who were socialised abroad, in the educational movement 
against the discrimination of the Buraku minority (dowa education) and in 
anti-discrimination strategies to improve the educational situation of resident 
korean students. in general, however, multicultural education in Japan is a 
rather recent phenomenon and can be seen as a response to new immigration.

today, many oEcd countries experience new forms of labour migration 
as well as family reunification, repatriation, the admittance of refugees and 
asylum-seekers and transnational mobility of international communities. while 
all this fosters the multicultural nature of oEcd member countries and thus 
calls for adequate educational responses, in the wake of the economic crisis 
there are also reverse trends such as Japan’s repatriation of latin american 
guest workers, whose Japanese parents and grandparents emigrated to Brazil 
or Peru a century ago or the slowing emigration from Poland which in recent 
years clearly outweighed immigration. however, despite these trends, schools, 
particularly in major cities, will continue to be called upon to develop educa-
tional approaches that target increasingly diverse student populations.

multiple forms of multicultural education were developed over the course 
of time in different contexts. sleeter and grant (1987) distinguished five dif-
ferent types:

1. teaching the “culturally different”, an assimilationist approach.

2. a human relations approach to improve interpersonal relations (but 
which does not address institutional racism).

3. single-group studies that teach about a group’s experience of oppres-
sion and its influence on the group’s culture.

4. multicultural education to enhance pluralism and equality (with a 
focus on curriculum, pedagogy, parent involvement, and tracking).

5. Education that is multicultural and social reconstructionist (this 
approach teaches about political and economic oppression and dis-
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crimination and is meant to prepare students to apply social action 
skills [sleeter, 1996, pp. 6-7]).

other theorists such as henry a. giroux (1992) and sonia nieto (1992, 
1999) subsequently emphasised the implications of structural inequalities and 
of oppressive social relationships, arguing for the need for educational trans-
formation in order to achieve societal change and social justice.

James Banks (1995, 2009) identifies different elements of multicultural 
approaches, many of which have been used simultaneously since the onset of 
multicultural education. Banks names five key elements:

1. Content integration, i.e. including content about racial, ethnic, and 
cultural groups into the curriculum;

2. Prejudice reduction, i.e. reducing stereotyping, increasing inter-group 
relations by targeting students’ racial attitudes through teaching;

3. Equity pedagogy, i.e. using appropriate teaching strategies by rec-
ognising diverse ways of learning and knowing;

4. Knowledge construction, i.e. viewing concepts, events and issues 
from the perspectives and experiences of a range of racial, ethnic and 
cultural groups, and understanding how different cultural frames of 
reference influence the construction of knowledge; and

5. Empowering school culture and social structure, i.e. examining 
and restructuring school culture and organisation to foster equality 
and empowerment.

appelbaum (2002, pp. 6-8) points out that the various approaches to mul-
ticultural education have different implications for learners: purely additive 
approaches, if applied in a superficial way, may reinforce ideas that ethnic 
minority groups are outside the mainstream and might miss the various inter-
relations between majority and minority students. transformative approaches 
that enable students to view events and issues from the perspectives of dif-
ferent groups are more likely to highlight and foster the inter-connectedness 
of multicultural communities. human relations approaches aiming at more 
sensitivity towards others and proposing the idea that “being different is what 
connects all students” are important but not sufficient to demonstrating and 
dealing with social inequalities. approaches that look at minority groups as 
culturally different and call for culturally responsive teaching practices might 
contribute to raising the academic achievement of certain groups, but they 
may not benefit all groups in the same way and bear the risk of essentialising 
minority groups by disregarding within-group differences. finally, social 
action or social reconstructionist models that teach about political and eco-
nomic oppression may promote intergroup coalitions and induce transforma-
tive processes and social change.
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however, not all approaches are similarly applicable for all groups or 
students of all ages. while all pupils may benefit from learning about differ-
ent ways of perceiving the world, from getting to know how various forms 
of cultural specifics interrelate or from developing mutual respect, older stu-
dents might be more able to question the dynamics of historical and societal 
developments that bring about social inequalities and put some groups in 
society at a disadvantage. also, by offering culturally responsive teaching or 
language support, some approaches help to raise academic achievements of 
particular minority groups in schools that generally favour majority students. 
other approaches that foster interrelations, stereotype reduction and mutual 
understanding are geared towards all students.

in the united states many school systems started with compensatory 
models that aimed at “teaching the culturally deprived” or “the culturally 
different”. the development of multicultural theories with a stronger focus on 
enhancing pluralism was not always followed by corresponding applications in 
schools even though by the 1980s multicultural education had become a topi-
cal issue at universities and colleges. in several other countries (i.e. australia, 
canada and great Britain), where the driving force of social movements 
was lacking or less influential, federal governments took steps to overcome 
assimilationist models (sleeter, 1996). it should be noted that racial inequality 
played a central role in educational approaches in the united states (i.e. “racial 
awareness education”) and great Britain (“anti-racist education”), but racial 
issues were not as high on the agenda of most other oEcd countries. there 
are at least two possible explanations for this: first, members of so-called 
“racial minorities” comprise a much smaller percentage of the population of 
these countries; and second, despite the acknowledgment of the existence of 
racism, the use of “race” as a category or concept became highly controversial 
in many European countries after the holocaust, when racist propaganda legiti-
mised the persecution and genocide of members of different ethnic, cultural 
and religious groups by referring to them as “races” with distinct biological 
differences.

since the late 1970s in Europe, intercultural education is the term most 
frequently used when referring to the teaching of culturally diverse groups 
even though the concepts of multicultural education or anti-racist education 
are also used (allemann-ghionda, 2008). nowadays, intercultural educa-
tion is meant to target all students; however, over the course of time and 
in many ways even today, practical applications of intercultural education 
focused primarily on the education of migrant communities. also, school 
programmes for indigenous, autochthonous or national minorities, which are 
often termed “minority schooling”, generally are not regarded as intercultural 
programmes.
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the initial “dual approach” of intercultural education was meant to 
preserve students’ original language and culture to allow repatriation at any 
given time while at the same time offering measures to learn the host coun-
try’s language. this was followed by assimilatory and compensatory meas-
ures (“pedagogy for foreigners”) when it became clear that many migrants 
were to stay in the host countries. in the 1980s, previously deficit-oriented 
approaches were critiqued, and the theoretical discourse changed from per-
ceiving only migrants as being different to a mutual recognition of difference. 
schools were now seen as part of the problem rather than the solution in 
regard to migrant students’ academic under-achievement (mecheril, 2004).

as a result of this reframing of the situation, intercultural education was 
aimed at targeting all students rather than just minority students. theories 
about intercultural learning or intercultural communication and dialogue 
began to evolve and to be applied. the educational principle of intercultural 
education was meant to underlie all forms of teaching and to foster mutual 
respect and understanding. starting in the 1990s, discourses on dominance 
(mecheril, 2004) that highlighted the negative impacts of institutional dis-
crimination and that called for social justice and inclusion began to develop 
on the European continent. thus, elements that were previously addressed 
by anti-racist or non-racist education in great Britain were now included in 
the debate in mainland Europe. hitherto existing intercultural approaches 
were criticised for using a static and ahistorical concept of culture, for over-
emphasising cultural differences and for “culturalising” phenomena induced 
by social and structural inequalities. Parallel to that, the process of European 
union integration heightened awareness that former notions of citizenship 
needed to be reconsidered and that students had to be prepared to live in 
societies that were becoming increasingly diverse.

while theoretical conceptions of intercultural education have changed 
over time, it appears that the main emphasis of policies and school practices 
continues to lie on fostering migrant students’ integration and second lan-
guage acquisition. Even though throughout much of recent history, students’ 
native languages were perceived as a problem rather than an asset, schools in 
some countries do offer first-language instruction. however, the controversy 
about the role that the native language plays in minority students’ education 
continues. for some, native language is seen as a prerequisite for acquiring 
proficiency in a second language, but also, valuing students’ native language 
is regarded as “an essential component of intercultural education, ensuring 
that migrant children feel that their cultural and language background is 
appreciated as much as that of the majority” (Brind et al., 2007, quoted in 
nusche, 2009, p. 29).

aside from language issues, implementing a non-centric curriculum and 
intercultural pedagogy are regarded as relevant intercultural measures that, 
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on the one hand, target academic underachievement of minority groups and, 
on the other, are geared towards preparing all students for living in a diverse 
society. in her comparative study of five European countries that differ in 
diversity, namely germany, france, the united kingdom (“old” immigration 
countries); italy (“new” immigration country); and hungary (little immigra-
tion but larger national ethnic minority groups), allemann-ghionda (2008, 
p. viii) points to difficulties regarding the implementation of official policies 
in daily school practice:

In all member states, the implementation of intended policies tends 
to be difficult. One problem is the successful instruction and integra-
tion of migrant and minority pupils from families with low incomes 
and little education. The other problem is a contradiction between 
intercultural ideas and the national and mono-cultural thinking as 
well as cultural prejudice present in societies and schools.

as described, cultural diversity and difference are conceptualised in 
various ways and the application of educational approaches – irrespective of 
being labelled multicultural or intercultural – varies depending on national 
and local school contexts as well as individual teacher practices. also, how 
diversity is perceived, interpreted, and dealt with depends on political con-
siderations and – consciously or unconsciously – is guided by ideological 
concerns. if we consider how different societies and schools nowadays deal 
with diversity, we cannot detect a unilinear progressive process. rather, in 
many ways diversity is still regarded as a problem much more frequently than 
it is perceived as a resource or as a right. thus, teachers need to decide which 
model best addresses their students’ needs, fosters their education, and has 
the potential to minimise social inequalities.

Implications for policies and practice

Proclamations to work toward equity and inclusion and toward foster-
ing diversity certainly entail noble goals and conform to the current zeit-
geist. however, educational strategies, policies, and practices intending to 
make positive contributions must rely on “empirical foundations” rather 
than “good will” (dietz, 2007, p. 18) and on “evidence-based work” rather 
than “hunches” (gundara and Portera, 2010, p. 465). not only do we need 
improved conceptual clarity, i.e. a thorough understanding of what diversity 
means, but we also need a better understanding of the implications of diver-
sity in different national, regional, and local contexts and for institutionalised 
forms of education therein. furthermore, there is a need for more informative 
data in order to better assess the effects of current policies and practices.

the wealth of literature on the perceived underachievement of migrant 
and ethnic minority groups in schools raises two major concerns: firstly, it 
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points to evidence that students’ cultural, social, and linguistic backgrounds 
could influence academic success or failure in certain educational contexts. 
secondly, it frequently obscures the fact that there is variability in school 
performance of migrant and minority students across different national set-
tings (oEcd, 2006). overall, migrant students in oEcd countries have lower 
academic success than native students, yet there are hardly any differences 
in performance between migrants and natives in australia, canada, and 
new Zealand, especially when socio-economic background is controlled for. 
students with turkish backgrounds perform better in switzerland compared 
to germany and austria; and in canada, hong kong-china, luxembourg, 
sweden and switzerland, the performance gap between immigrant and 
native students is much smaller than in other oEcd countries (oEcd, 2006). 
however, conclusions based on the basis of aggregated data must be inter-
preted with caution.

finding adequate responses to diversity is among the most pressing con-
cerns of our time. this goal is supported by initiatives and publications of supra-
national organisations such as the unEsco (2006) Guidelines on Intercultural 
Education, the council of Europe’s (2008) White Paper on Intercultural 
Dialogue, European commission’s (2008) Green Paper on Migration and 
Mobility and publications related to tolerance and non-discrimination by the 
organization for security and co-operation in Europe (oscE). as outlined 
above, multicultural and intercultural initiatives have worked towards achieving 
this goal for decades, and many individual teachers and schools in a variety of 
countries have made great efforts in this direction. however, the application of 
diversity policies and practices on a broader scale is still lacking, and there are 
indications that many teachers do not feel well-enough prepared to teach diverse 
student populations (Burns, 2009).

Preconceived notions about ethnic and migrant groups’ distinctiveness 
and “recipes” or “tools” offered in teacher education that are meant to be 
“multicultural” or “intercultural” are likely to have negative effects if they 
are not suitably adapted to the context and student. teachers, who are called 
upon to recognise diverse ways of learning and knowing and to develop 
culturally responsive teaching strategies, need to engage with all students in 
their classes and make attempts to understand their cultural backgrounds and 
the communities to which these students belong. Equity not only presupposes 
respect for cultural difference but also a recognition of special rights pertain-
ing to minority groups, in particular, disadvantaged and marginalised groups.

interpretations that attribute school success and failure primarily to cul-
tural differences must be treated with care as they tend to obscure oppressive 
relations in society as well as the relevance of individual actors. ng et al. 
(2007, p. 101) have shown that this not only holds true for migrant and minor-
ity groups who show comparatively low school success but also for high 
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achieving minorities. for instance, regarding asian americans as a distinct 
and stable cultural group and calling them a “model minority” goes hand in 
hand with “perpetuating stereotypes about asian american foreignness and 
endorsing the goal of assimilation.”

it should be noted that recognition of diversity concerns issues that 
go beyond matters related to educational performance of diverse student 
populations. on a broader level, it stirs debates about the role of schools as 
state institutions and about the essence of national culture and citizenship. 
as pointed out by dietz (2007, p. 25), “the main obstacle that any strategy 
directed towards interculturalising and/or diversifying education will have to 
face is the institution of school and how deeply rooted it is not only in nation-
alising pedagogy, but in the nation-state itself”. there are highly charged 
controversies about bilingual education, about favouring secular or religious 
worldviews in public schools, about the canon of great books and curricu-
lum diversification as well as about minority representation and affirmative 
action. often, the arguments for or against are motivated more by political 
rather than by educational concerns.

a lot can be gained if diversity is seen as a resource and as a right. from 
an educational standpoint, diversity opens opportunities for self-reflection 
and reflection on one’s own cultural background. Engaging with people from 
different cultures and getting to know other languages fosters personal devel-
opment, interpersonal understanding, and connectedness. school climates in 
which diverse cultural identities can be freely expressed support the relation-
ship between schools and the communities they serve. teachers and teacher 
educators can make important contributions in helping students prepare for 
living in a society characterised by rapidly changing cultural, social and 
economic conditions. the conventional means and aims of education are no 
longer suited to help students keep up with the demands and challenges of an 
increasingly globalised world with high international mobility and transfer 
as well as speedy technological advances. societies at large are challenged to 
unite against recurring social divide and inequalities; it is the role of educa-
tors to facilitate educational achievement of all groups, intercultural under-
standing, social justice and solidarity.
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Chapter 3 
 

The OECD Teaching and Learning International Survey 
(TALIS) and teacher education for diversity

Ben Jensen
grattan institute, australia

On average across TALIS countries, 47% of teachers report a high or moderate 
need for professional development for teaching in a multicultural setting. This 
level of need was found to vary within schools but not as a function of school types 
or different types of teachers. Professional development programmes therefore 
should focus on the needs of individual teachers rather than of schools or regions. 
It is further shown that there is a need to develop a strong evaluative framework 
capable of providing feedback on all aspects of teaching, particularly those related 
to diversity. Teachers report that such evaluation and feedback has a positive 
impact upon their development and leads to changes in their teaching practices. 
It is argued that an evaluative framework is an effective mechanism to develop 
teachers’ skills and provides policy makers with a cost-effective tool to prioritise 
specific aspects of school education and foster school improvements.
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From the OECD online consultation:  
relevant professional development is 
key

Although sensitivity to diversity issues was 
considered very important for effective teach-
ing, only half of responding teachers report-
ed receiving professional development which 
met their needs. What do we know about how 
schools and systems can respond to the train-
ing needs of their teachers?

Introduction

Expansions in migration in a number of countries have occurred during a 
period of increasing retention rates and focus of many policy makers upon the 
proportion and types of students completing their school education (oEcd, 
2008a). this has placed further demands upon teachers who are required to 
educate students with a broader array of abilities and, in many cases, a wider 
range of backgrounds (oEcd, 2005). given these changes there should be 
greater demand for teachers that are trained for teaching a diverse student 
population and the extent to which teachers are effective in teaching such 
populations is of paramount importance.

this chapter utilises the oEcd teaching and learning international 
survey (talis) to analyse aspects of teacher development and diversity. it 
provides much needed data and quantitative analysis on teachers and teach-
ing in the context of these important issues and complements the analysis 
already undertaken of the talis data which is described in the next section 
(oEcd, 2009). Quantitative analysis of teacher development and diversity 
first requires that the concepts are defined. teacher development can serve a 
number of purposes such as (oEcd, 1998):

• to update individuals’ knowledge of a subject in light of recent advances 
in the area;

• to update individuals’ skills, attitudes and approaches in light of the 
development of new teaching techniques and objectives, new circum-
stances and new educational research;
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• to enable individuals to apply changes made to curricula or other 
aspects of teaching practice;

• to enable schools to develop and apply new strategies concerning the 
curriculum and other aspects of teaching practice;.

• to exchange information and expertise among teachers and others, 
e.g. academics, industrialists;

• to help weaker teachers become more effective.

for the issue of diversity, teacher development will depend upon the ini-
tial and the on-the-job training of teachers. this will vary across and within 
countries as well as within schools. talis takes a broad view of teacher 
development extending the concept past structured courses and programmes 
to also emphasise the on-the-job training and continual development of teach-
ers. this chapter emphasises the importance of the school as an organisation 
that evaluates and develops teachers in all areas of their work but especially 
in regard to diversity.

diversity is potentially a broad subject. a definitive answer to the ques-
tion of what is and is not diversity is not attempted here. instead, it is impor-
tant to define diversity with respect to the talis data that is being analysed 
in this chapter in which diversity is discussed in the context of teaching in 
a multicultural setting. this is the closest match to diversity available in the 
talis dataset. although it would also be possible to analyse data regarding 
teaching students with special learning needs (which could be incorporated 
into a discussion on diversity), the focus here is solely on teaching in a mul-
ticultural setting.

this chapter seeks to address two main questions:

1. how much professional development is needed for teaching in a mul-
ticultural setting and which teachers need it the most?

2. what is the role of the evaluative structure of education in schools to 
develop teachers’ abilities to teach in a multi-cultural setting?

the second of these research questions moves away from narrow defini-
tions of professional development with structured courses or programmes. it 
underscores the role of school evaluation and teacher appraisal and feedback 
in the ongoing development of teachers’ abilities. such an emphasis views 
teacher development not as a static activity where development occurs at 
specified periods (e.g. after completing a course or short-programme) but as 
a continual process where ongoing appraisal and feedback allow teachers to 
develop their skills in the school organisational environment (oEcd, 2009).
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What is TALIS?

talis is the first oEcd international survey of teachers and their 
school principals. it focuses on lower secondary education in both public 
and private schools. it offers a rich dataset that provides representative sam-
ples of teachers across 23 countries (australia, austria, Belgium [flemish 
community], Brazil, Bulgaria, denmark, Estonia, hungary, iceland, ireland, 
italy, korea, lithuania, malaysia, malta, mexico, norway, Poland, Portugal, 
the slovak republic, slovenia, spain, and turkey). data was obtained on a 
number of issues but concentrated specifically on aspects of teacher profes-
sional development; teacher beliefs, attitudes and practices; teacher appraisal 
and feedback; and school leadership (oEcd, 2009).

in each of the 23 participating countries, around 200 schools were ran-
domly selected to participate in the survey. in each school, one questionnaire 
was completed by the school principal and another by 20 randomly selected 
teachers. the questionnaires each took about 45 minutes to complete and 
could be filled in on paper or on-line. in total, talis sampled around 90 000 
teachers representing more than 2 million teachers in talis countries.1

Questions pertinent to teaching in a multicultural setting span several 
areas: teachers’ professional development needs, school evaluation, and 
teacher appraisal and feedback.2 Each of these are analysed below and the 
links between them and teacher development are explored. it is important to 
remember that the talis data is not administrative data but is the voice of 
teachers and school principals. it is their beliefs and reports on themselves, 
their teaching and work and their school. this makes talis a unique and 
important dataset in shaping public policy and the development of schools 
and teachers.

Teachers’ professional development and their developmental needs

talis asked teachers about the professional development they had 
received and their professional development needs. it was found that most 
teachers undertake often substantial levels of professional development. Just 
fewer than 90% of teachers reported that they had undertaken some form 
of professional development in the preceding 18-month period. on aver-
age, these teachers undertook just over 17 days of professional envelopment 
during this period, just over half of which was compulsory (oEcd, 2009). 
however, the extent of this professional development varied considerably 
between teachers and also between countries. many teachers in australia, 
Belgium (flemish community), iceland, malta, the slovak republic and 
slovenia undertook professional development that amounted to less than 
10 days over the 18-month period. while in countries such as Bulgaria, 
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italy, korea and mexico teachers, on average, undertook more than 30 days 
of professional development during this 18-month period. the professional 
development undertaken by teachers most commonly consisted of informal 
dialogue to improve teaching, specified courses and workshops, and reading 
professional literature (oEcd, 2009).

within schools, specific programmes focusing on mentoring and 
induction for teachers who are new to a school have been considered 
successful in a number of countries (oEcd, 2005). talis has shown that 
these programmes are generally common across talis countries but with 
sometimes large country differences. on average across talis countries, 
45% of teachers worked in schools that had a formal induction process for all 
teachers new to a school and a further 27% worked in schools that restricted 
the induction programme to only those teachers for whom it is their first 
teaching job. on average, 29% worked in schools with no formal induction 
process. comparatively, on average among talis countries one-quarter 
of teachers worked in schools with no formal mentoring process. there is 
a substantial proportion of schools which consider mentoring programmes 
as an initial rather than an ongoing activity in teachers’ careers. on average 
across talis countries, 37% of teachers worked in schools that provided 
a mentoring programme for all teachers new to the school and a similar 
proportion (38%) worked in schools that provided mentoring programmes 
only for those teachers for whom it is their first teaching job (see chapter 3 
of Creating Effective Teaching and Learning Environments: First Results 
from TALIS oEcd, for further details). it is argued in this chapter that an 
evaluative framework within schools should be an ongoing process in the 
evaluation and development of schools and teachers.

difficulties exist in many education systems in identifying the best 
professional development and training for teachers that will increase their 
effectiveness and have the greatest positive impact upon students. not only 
is the most appropriate format of the professional development difficult to 
determine but also the focus. administrators and policy makers are often 
forced to best estimate which professional development would be most effec-
tive. should it focus on new content and performance standards, students 
with special learning needs or another area? of importance should also be 
which teachers undertake different sorts of professional development. greater 
information is required to answer these questions and in many education sys-
tems this information does not exist to guide decision-making.

a key aspect of the issue of training and developing teachers to teach 
in diverse classrooms is the extent that current teachers believe they require 
further professional development in the area. teachers may believe that they 
have great professional development needs while others may feel adequately 
equipped to effectively teach their classes and handle diversity issues. 
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teachers’ beliefs of the developmental needs would most likely be influ-
enced by a number of factors such as the amount and quality of their initial 
education and the professional development they have already received, their 
natural abilities to effectively teach diverse classrooms, and feedback from 
appraisals of their work.

Developmental needs for teaching in a multicultural setting
talis asked teachers about their professional development needs3 in 

11 different areas: content and performance standards in their main subject 
field(s); student assessment practices; classroom management; knowledge and 
understanding of their main subject field(s); knowledge and understanding of 
instructional practices in their main subject field(s); ict skills for teaching; 
teaching students with special learning needs; student discipline and behav-
iour problems; school management and administration; student counselling; 
and, teaching in a multicultural setting. while the focus here is on this last 
area, it is interesting to also consider professional development needs in this 
area relative to other areas.

over half of teachers reported that they required more professional devel-
opment than they received during the previous 18 months (oEcd, 2009). the 
extent required in particular areas varies across aspects of teaching with the 
greatest level evident in teaching students with special learning needs. one 
third of teachers reported a high need for development in this area. table 3.1 
details the extent to which teachers report they require professional devel-
opment to teach in a multicultural setting. Just under one-fifth of teachers 
believe that they need no professional development in this area. this is par-
ticularly apparent in Belgium (flemish community), denmark and slovenia 
where around one-third of teachers believed they had no need for this type 
of professional development, and in Poland where this was reported by 45% 
of teachers. this contrasts sharply with the situation in Brazil, italy, korea, 
malaysia, Portugal and spain, where less than 10% of teachers reported 
having no need for professional development for teaching in a multicultural 
setting. on average across talis countries, just over one-third of teach-
ers reported having a low level of need for professional development in this 
area and a similar amount reported having a moderate level of professional 
development needs. fourteen percent of teachers reported having a high level 
of need for professional development for teaching in a multicultural setting 
on average across talis countries. demand for this type of professional 
development is greatest in ireland and italy, where around one-quarter of 
teachers reported a high need for professional development, and in Brazil and 
malaysia, where over 30% of teachers report high professional development 
needs for teaching in a multicultural setting.
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table 3.1. Teachers’ professional development needs: teaching in a multicultural setting 
(2007-08)

Percentage of teachers who reported their level of need for professional 
development for teaching in a multicultural setting

No need at all Low level of need Moderate level of need High level of need
Countries % (SE)a % (SE) % (SE) % (SE)
Australia 22.2 (1.25) 53.5 (1.46) 20.2 (1.18) 4.0 (0.43)
Austria 27.8 (0.93) 38.6 (0.96) 23.7 (0.88) 10.0 (0.68)
Belgium (Flemish) 32.6 (1.27) 46.6 (1.03) 17.1 (1.08) 3.7 (0.46)
Brazil 7.7 (0.64) 22.9 (1.08) 36.4 (1.13) 33.2 (1.22)
Bulgaria 22.1 (1.59) 31.4 (2.06) 31.0 (1.91) 15.5 (2.35)
Denmark 32.0 (1.86) 38.8 (1.51) 22.1 (1.37) 7.1 (0.98)
Estonia 18.6 (0.91) 40.7 (1.20) 31.1 (1.22) 9.7 (0.77)
Hungary 23.6 (1.48) 35.5 (1.01) 30.2 (1.03) 10.7 (0.68)
Iceland 10.2 (0.90) 35.5 (1.37) 40.3 (1.35) 14.0 (0.92)
Ireland 12.0 (0.87) 28.3 (1.29) 35.4 (1.22) 24.3 (1.31)
Italy 6.1 (0.44) 19.0 (0.84) 49.6 (0.88) 25.3 (0.85)
Korea 4.8 (0.41) 30.3 (0.93) 54.6 (1.03) 10.4 (0.61)
Lithuania 25.7 (1.18) 37.6 (1.07) 27.0 (1.13) 9.8 (0.79)
Malaysia 7.3 (0.89) 17.9 (0.95) 44.5 (1.16) 30.3 (1.35)
Malta 12.8 (1.13) 36.7 (1.64) 36.5 (1.66) 14.0 (1.36)
Mexico 15.0 (0.79) 31.2 (1.02) 35.6 (1.05) 18.2 (0.93)
Norway 19.1 (1.23) 40.2 (1.48) 32.5 (1.36) 8.3 (0.75)
Poland 44.5 (1.35) 30.0 (0.97) 18.9 (0.82) 6.6 (0.58)
Portugal 6.8 (0.52) 28.1 (0.96) 48.2 (1.09) 17.0 (0.73)
Slovak Republic 25.9 (1.62) 40.7 (1.24) 28.8 (1.42) 4.6 (0.52)
Slovenia 30.0 (1.08) 34.7 (1.02) 25.4 (0.96) 9.9 (0.68)
Spain 8.9 (0.58) 29.3 (0.85) 44.3 (1.11) 17.5 (0.73)
Turkey 21.2 (1.74) 35.8 (1.68) 28.8 (2.03) 14.5 (1.10)
TALIS Average 19.0 (0.24) 34.0 (0.26) 33.1 (0.26) 13.9 (0.21)

Note: a. standard error.

Source: oEcd, talis database.
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talis did not probe reasons underlying teachers’ identification of their 
developmental needs, so it is not possible to ascertain why they reported 
high professional development needs for teaching in a multicultural setting. 
Presumably these teachers believe that their teaching effectiveness would be 
enhanced with such professional development. this could be because they 
have difficulties with particular aspects of teaching in a multicultural setting 
or, alternatively, because they wish to improve what they believe is already an 
effective level of teaching. regardless, it sends a clear signal to policy makers 
and administrators of the need to provide effective professional development 
in this area.

given the necessity of training teachers who report having a high need 
for professional development for teaching in a multicultural setting, it is 
important for school principals, administrators, stakeholders and policy 
makers to know which teachers report having these needs, and why. a 
common assumption may be that these teachers are concentrated in particu-
lar schools or geographic locations or perhaps lack the experience to have 
properly developed these skills. however, data from talis shows that this 
is not the case and that there are no major defining characteristics that sepa-
rate teachers who report high needs for this kind of training from those who 
do not. comparing the populations of these two groups of teachers revealed 
neither substantial gender differences nor differences stemming from age or 
experience. subject differences also revealed no discerning pattern in the 
need for professional development for teaching in a multicultural setting. in 
addition, no substantial differences were found between teachers in differ-
ent types of schools. that is, similar proportions of public school teachers 
reported having high needs for professional development for teaching in a 
multicultural setting as teachers from non-government schools.4

this issue was further analysed by looking at the linguistic diversity of 
teachers’ classrooms. comparisons of teachers’ reports of the linguistic diver-
sity of the classes they teach5 did not reveal substantial differences in the pro-
portion reporting high needs for professional development for teaching in a 
multicultural setting. there was little difference in the percentage of teachers 
reporting high development needs in this area across teachers who reported 
different percentages of students in their class with a language background 
other than the language(s) of instruction. it should be noted however that this 
is not an ideal proxy for diversity as countries can have large portions of the 
population who speak languages other than the language of school instruc-
tion. Examples would include the french-speaking population in canada and 
the russian-speaking population in Estonia but it should also be noted that 
in both of these cases french and russian would be considered the language 
of instruction in many schools in these two countries. in addition, analysis 
of the data did not indicate that this was a significant problem in this case.



Educating tEachErs for divErsity: mEEting thE challEngE – © oEcd 2010

chaPtEr 3. talis and tEachEr Education for divErsity – 71

it is an important finding for those involved in teacher development that 
those teachers with relatively few students from different language back-
grounds still reported just as high professional development needs for teach-
ing in a multicultural setting. this has two crucial implications:

• first, professional development programmes aimed at diversity issues 
should not be concentrated in particular schools or geographic areas. 
rather, they should be targeted to teachers who have the greatest need 
for professional development and training focused on this area. ideally, 
teachers’ developmental needs would be identified as part of the evalu-
ative structure of school education where various mechanisms such 
as peer observation, self-assessment and analysis of student progress 
identify the greatest needs for development. comprehensive systems do 
not, unfortunately, exist across education systems and there is relatively 
little data on teachers’ developmental needs considering the resources 
invested and the potential benefits from effectively targeted develop-
ment programmes. as shown above, teachers with high professional 
development needs for teaching in a multicultural setting are likely to 
come from across the spectrum of the school education system. it is 
therefore important to not only develop a system that provides teacher 
professional development and training to teachers in different schools 
but, in the longer term, develop mechanisms that document teachers’ 
developmental needs and the methods employed to address such needs.

• second, it highlights the importance of including diversity issues in 
the continual development of teachers. it needs to be a factor of the 
feedback and development they receive within schools regarding 
their teaching and the appraisal of their work. this should also coin-
cide with a focus on diversity issues in the evaluation of the educa-
tion that schools provide. this second issue is developed further in 
the following section.

Teacher development in the TALIS context

one of the four main areas covered in talis is teacher professional 
development. this covers a number of issues such as the amount and type 
of professional development undertaken by teachers, the impact of that 
development and their professional development needs (oEcd, 2009). yet, 
teacher development is also a focus of the analysis of school evaluation6 and 
teacher appraisal and feedback which are considered important mechanisms 
for helping teachers improve their work, develop their skills, and improve the 
effectiveness of schools. this is detailed in the description of the framework 
for the evaluation of schools which is briefly described below in the context 
of teacher development (oEcd, 2009).
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the development of teachers and organisations requires continual evalu-
ation of strengths and weaknesses to identify areas in which development is 
needed, to assess progress in such development, to further develop and dis-
seminate strengths, and to generally help teachers in their work to enhance 
job satisfaction and improve their working lives (oEcd, 2009). mechanisms 
to provide feedback to teachers and school principals need to be established 
for evaluation and appraisal to be effective and influence people’s work. for 
example, teachers can act to improve their teaching of diverse classrooms 
after receiving feedback about their teaching from a peer or senior member 
of a school. Evaluating or appraising teachers’ work and providing feedback 
to develop teachers’ skills provides opportunities for continual development. 
Emphasis on these areas requires a shift from thinking of development as a 
more static activity whereby teachers develop only in specified development 
activities such as courses and education programmes. talis showed that 
teachers believe in the positive benefits of ongoing teacher appraisal and 
feedback reporting that it increases their job satisfaction and improves spe-
cific aspects of their teaching (oEcd, 2009). this is particularly important 
given the focus on the opposition from various stakeholders that can occur 
with a new system of teacher and school evaluation (oEcd, 2008; Bethell, 
2005). Effective evaluation of, and feedback to teachers and schools provides 
important personal benefits to teachers, and can further develop the effective-
ness of schools and teachers.

Framework for the evaluation of school education
the framework for evaluation of education in schools encompasses 

both school evaluation and teacher appraisal and feedback which are guided 
by centralised objectives, policies and programmes to improve school and 
teacher development. figure 3.1 depicts the framework and the corresponding 
data collected in talis. a key feature of an effectively operating framework 
is an alignment of teacher appraisal and feedback and school evaluations not 
only with each other but with central objectives, policies, programmes and 
regulations. such alignment with effective evaluation should create school 
and teacher development in the areas identified centrally. this is supported 
by a key finding from talis that details that even though the framework 
is underdeveloped in most talis countries, school evaluations can affect 
the nature and form of teacher appraisal and feedback which can, in turn, 
affect what teachers do in the classroom (oEcd, 2009). a greater focus on 
the structure for evaluation for education and the ongoing development of 
teachers and schools may create sustained benefits in the form of teacher and 
school improvement.

historically, school evaluation focused upon ensuring that schools 
adhered to procedures and policies and various administrative requirements 
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(oEcd, 2008a). in several countries, this focus has shifted to using the evalu-
ation of schools to facilitate school choice, elevate school accountability, and 
increase school and teacher improvement (Plank and smith, 2008; oEcd, 
2006). an additional motivating factor in some education systems is the 
increase in school autonomy that occurred over recent years that have shifted 
greater decision-making to the school level (oEcd, 2008b). as governments 
have sought to utilise the increased information and knowledge for impor-
tant decision-making at the school level, a greater need for monitoring has 
been created. increased school autonomy can therefore increase the need for 
greater monitoring of schools which can often lead to a higher emphasis upon 
standards (caldwell, 2002).

a focus on school improvement can inform decision-making within 
schools and offer support for school principals and teachers (van de grift and 
houtveen, 2006) as well as provide evidence of the relationships between 
resource use, school processes and various outcome measures (caldwell and 
spinks, 1998). such evaluation would focus on specified policies and educa-
tion objectives and how schools and teachers act to best meet these (oEcd, 
2008a; sammons et al., 1994; smith and o’day, 1991). this is depicted in 
figure 3.1 which illustrates that the focus of the evaluative stricture of school 
education originates from a centralised administrative and policy-making 
body (webster, 2005; caldwell, 2002). this then flows to the evaluation and 
development of schools and teachers.

school evaluations should focus upon the same aspects or standards as 
the objectives, policies and programmes specified by the central body and 
should also be aligned with the focus of teacher appraisal and feedback. this 
implies that the emphasis on student performance standards that has been the 
target in some education systems (ladd, 2007) may be too narrow. several 
factors can be included in the school education evaluation framework. in fact, 
talis data indicates that the focus varies across a number of areas including 
teaching in a multicultural setting (oEcd, 2009). But it is crucial that school 
evaluations, teacher appraisal and feedback, and centralised objectives, 
programmes and policies are aligned. an effective evaluation of a school or 
organisation should be aligned to the evaluation of teachers and other actors 
in that organisation (lazear, 2000).

inasmuch as evaluations and appraisals create incentives, the incentives 
for school leaders should be the same as those created for individual teachers 
(oEcd, 2008a). therefore, a centralised programme or stated objective to, 
for example, improve teaching in a multicultural setting in schools should be 
key in school evaluations and also in teacher appraisal and feedback. in this 
manner, the assessment and development of the main actors in improving 
school effectiveness (school principals and teachers) are aligned to central-
ised objectives. this focus may have a flow-on effect on the school and its 
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practices depending upon the process of the school evaluation and the poten-
tial impact upon schools (o’day, 2002; odden and Busch, 1998; senge 2000). 
talis indicates that in some cases, a focus on specific criteria in school 
evaluations occurred with a similar focus on teacher appraisal and feedback. 
importantly, a greater focus on a specific aspect in a teachers’ appraisal and 
feedback was found to lead to greater changes in their teaching practices in 
that area. this is further explored in the following section in regard to teach-
ing in a multicultural setting.

figure 3.1. Framework for evaluation of education in schools: data collected in TALIS

School and teacher development and improvement 
(Teacher questionnaire)

School and teacher 
objectives and standards

Student objectives and 
standards

Regulations and 
procedures

Central objectives, policies and programmes, and regulations developed  
by policy makers and administrators

School evalutions 
(Principal questionnaire)

Teacher appraisal and feedback 
(Teacher questionnaire and Principal questionnaire)

Criteria and focus 
(Principal questionnaire)

Impact and outcomes 
(Principal questionnaire)

Criteria and focus 
(Teacher questionnaire and 
Principal questionnaire)

Impact and outcomes 
(Teacher questionnaire and 
Principal questionnaire)

Source: figure 3.1 (p. 142) Creating Effective Teaching and Learning Environments: First Results 
from TALIS, oEcd, Paris.
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Importance of teaching in a multicultural setting in the framework 
for evaluation of education in schools

talis obtained data on 17 different criteria for school evaluations (either 
school self-evaluations or those conducted by an external agent) and teacher 
appraisal and feedback. data were analysed from school principals relating 
to school evaluations and from teachers regarding the appraisal and feed-
back they received. the criteria encompassed various student performance 
measures; feedback from parents and students; teaching practices; teachers’ 
knowledge and understanding of their main subject field and instructional 
practices; relations with students; direct appraisals of classroom teaching; 
professional development; and, teachers’ handling of student discipline and 
behaviour problems. it also includes teaching in a multicultural setting. given 
the importance of all of these issues in school education it was not surprising 
that all were considered to be of at least some importance in schools (oEcd, 
2009).

given the role that school evaluations can play in emphasising issues in 
schools and providing assistance and incentives to teachers, it is important 
to consider the importance of teaching in a multicultural setting in school 
evaluations. as shown in table 3.2, of the 17 criteria analysed, teaching in 
a multicultural setting was the lowest rated criteria for school evaluations 
on average across talis countries and specifically in australia, Belgium 
(flemish community.), Estonia, hungary, iceland, lithuania, malta, Poland, 
the slovak republic and slovenia. on average across talis countries, just 
over half of teachers worked in schools where the school principal reported 
that their school evaluations place either moderate or high importance upon 
teaching in a multicultural setting. this compares with over 80% of teachers 
for factors such as relations between teachers and students, working relation-
ships between teachers, and student discipline and behaviour.
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this could be an issue for the 14% of teachers who reported a high level 
of need for professional development for teaching in a multicultural setting 
and for policy makers concerned with diversity issues. analysis comparing 
these needs with the reported importance of teaching in a multicultural set-
ting in school evaluations illustrates that there is considerable scope for better 
focusing school evaluations with respect to diversity. of the 14% of teachers 
who reported a high level of need for professional development for teaching 
in a multicultural setting, one-quarter worked in schools where the school 
principal reported that teaching in a multicultural setting was either not 
considered in their school evaluations or had little importance. as shown in 
table 3.1, one-third of teachers (in addition to the 14% reporting a high level 
of need) reported having a moderate level of need for professional develop-
ment for teaching in a multicultural setting. of these teachers, 28% worked 
in schools where teaching in a multicultural setting was either not considered 
in school evaluations or considered with low importance in school evalua-
tions. this indicates that school evaluations are not focussing on diversity 
issues in schools where teachers report they need to improve their skills for 
teaching multi-cultural classrooms. it appears that diversity issues are either 
being ignored or not given the importance in the evaluative framework that 
teachers report is needed to improve their teaching. in this sense, the evalu-
ative framework is not as focused as it could be on important and emerging 
classroom issues.

in discussion of the extent of the focus of school evaluations on teach-
ing in a multicultural setting it is important to consider the linguistic diver-
sity of schools as well as the developmental needs of teachers. on average 
across talis countries, similar proportions of teachers worked in schools 
where their school principals reported that their school evaluations consid-
ered teaching in a multicultural setting to be of no, low, or high importance 
regardless of the linguistic diversity in teachers’ classrooms. however, in 
school evaluations in australia, austria, Belgium (flemish community), 
denmark, norway and, to a lesser extent, Portugal, there was a greater 
emphasis on teaching in a multicultural setting in evaluations of schools with 
greater linguistic diversity (oEcd, 2009).

the low emphasis given to teaching in a multicultural setting in school 
evaluations is also found in teacher appraisal and feedback. of the 17 crite-
ria that teachers considered in the appraisal of and feedback on their work, 
teaching in a multicultural setting was again reported as being given the least 
emphasis on average across talis countries and was the lowest rated criteria 
in 16 talis countries (australia, Belgium [flemish community], denmark, 
Estonia, hungary, iceland, ireland, korea, lithuania, malta, norway, Poland, 
Portugal, the slovak republic, slovenia, and turkey). moreover, a major find-
ing from talis was that teachers believe that appraisal and feedback on their 
work has a positive impact upon their job satisfaction and is helpful for their 
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development as teachers (oEcd, 2009). such development may be stymied 
when it comes to teaching in a multicultural setting due to lack of emphasis 
in teacher appraisal and feedback, particularly for teachers who have high 
developmental needs in this area. in fact, 32% of teachers with moderate 
or high development needs for professional development for teaching in a 
multicultural setting received appraisal or feedback which gave little or no 
importance to this issue. this mismatch between stated development needs 
of teachers and the appraisal of their work was also found to be greater in a 
number of countries (oEcd, 2009). this reinforces the findings that school 
evaluations failed to emphasise teaching in a multicultural setting in schools 
whereas teachers report having high developmental needs in the area. the 
appraisal and feedback that teachers receive is not focusing sufficiently on 
diversity issues even for teachers reporting that they need to improve their 
teaching. teacher appraisal and feedback are not being used as a develop-
mental tool to address diversity issues. talis has shown that when teacher 
appraisal and feedback pinpoint specific areas to a sufficient degree, teachers 
then improve their teaching skills in this area (oEcd, 2009). this highlights 
the potential benefits of a strong alignment between school evaluations 
and teacher appraisal and feedback within the school education evaluation 
framework.

the links identified in the evaluation framework of education in schools 
were tested with a number of aspects of school education. given the data 
available, path analysis was undertaken to examine the links between vari-
ous factors in school evaluation, teacher appraisal and feedback, changes 
in teaching practices, and teachers’ professional development needs. this 
analysis tested the extent to which school evaluations, teacher appraisal and 
feedback were aligned in schools so that the same issues are emphasised 
across the evaluative framework. it examined whether this alignment is asso-
ciated with changes in teaching practices following their teacher appraisal 
and feedback. the path analysis also reveals whether such changes are associ-
ated with increased or decreased professional development needs.7 across the 
areas analysed, it was shown that there is often a link between an emphasis 
in school evaluations and teacher appraisal and feedback. however, a more 
significant connection was found between the emphasis on an issue in teacher 
appraisal and feedback and the extent that teachers report changing their 
teaching practices following the appraisal and feedback (oEcd, 2009). in 
these cases, the evaluative framework is operating effectively and it provides 
administrators and policy makers with a lever to influence teaching practices 
and develop teachers’ skills.

as discussed above, teachers have professional development needs for 
teaching in a multicultural setting although they are given little attention in 
both school evaluations and teacher appraisal and feedback. however, the 
analysis shows that even with the relatively little emphasis across schools and 
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teachers overall, there are significant links between school evaluations and 
teacher appraisal and feedback, and between teacher appraisal and feedback 
and changes in teaching practices and teachers’ work. in addition, there is a 
significant relationship with the extent of teachers’ professional development 
needs for teaching in a multicultural setting.

figure 3.2 shows the relationships between:

1. the emphasis given to teaching in a multicultural setting in school 
evaluation;

2. the emphasis given to teaching in a multicultural setting in teacher 
appraisal and feedback;

3. changes in teachers’ teaching of students in a multicultural a setting 
following their appraisal and feedback;

4. teachers’ professional development needs for teaching in a multicul-
tural setting.

the path model presented in figure 3.2 shows the associations between 
these factors. the correlations in figure 3.2 between each factor represent 
those for the international model that include all talis countries. as a meas-
ure of the strength of the relationships, all of the correlations were found to 
be statistically significant for the international model. table 3.3 presents the 

figure 3.2. Path analysis for teaching in a multicultural setting
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correlation coefficients for each talis country. the statistical significance 
of these relationships shows that even given the low emphasis given to teach-
ing in a multicultural setting in school evaluations and teacher appraisal and 
feedback, when it is underscored teachers report that it has an impact upon 
them and their teaching.

there is a statistically significant relationship between the importance 
placed on teaching in a multicultural setting in a school evaluation and the 
importance placed upon it in teacher appraisal and feedback in that school. 
as shown in table 3.3, the relationship between the importance in school 
evaluation and in teacher appraisal and feedback is significant in 14 talis 
countries, and greater in Belgium (flemish community), Bulgaria, denmark 
and norway. this follows the pattern depicted in figure 3.1 of the framework 
for the evaluation of education in schools. there should be a connection 
between the focus of school evaluation and teacher appraisal and feedback 
so that school principals and teachers and other school staff are all working 
towards the same goals, standards and objectives. this link exists to some 
extent with teaching in a multicultural setting even though the overall empha-
sis on diversity is relatively low. Efforts to better align the focus of school 
evaluations and teacher appraisal and feedback would provide a more coher-
ent and potentially effective evaluative framework.

Perhaps the most important aspect of the path analysis depicted in 
figure 3.2 is the relationship between the importance placed on teaching in 
a multicultural setting in teacher appraisal and feedback and the amount of 
change in teaching practices and teachers’ work following that appraisal and 
feedback. that the strongest correlation found in the path analysis is between 
these two factors is an encouraging finding for those looking to develop skills 
in teaching in a multi-cultural setting. it highlights the importance of the 
evaluative framework in providing ongoing improvements and teacher devel-
opment. as shown in table 3.2, the link between the importance of teaching 
in a multicultural setting in teacher appraisal and feedback and the extent to 
which it led to changes in teachers’ practices is significant for every talis 
country. the evaluative framework is therefore acting as a developmental tool 
to improve teaching in respect to diversity. greater focus on diversity issues 
and a more coherent framework better align the focus and consequences of 
school evaluations and teacher appraisal and feedback could have a consider-
able impact on teachers’ work and the education students receive.

an interesting finding is the relationship between changes in teaching 
practices and teachers’ reported needs for professional development for 
teaching in a multicultural setting. as shown in figure 3.2, the greater the 
changes in teachers’ teaching practices in a multicultural setting, the larger 
the increase of their professional development needs in this area. increased 
emphasis in the evaluative structure therefore leads not only to greater 
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changes in teaching practices, but is also related to a stronger need for profes-
sional development for teaching in a multi-cultural setting. this pattern was 
also found for other issues (e.g. teaching students with special learning needs) 
analysed in the evaluative framework of school education (oEcd, 2009).

as shown in table 3.3, teachers reporting that they have changed their 
teaching practices in a multicultural setting were found, in all talis coun-
tries except malta and turkey, to have significantly greater professional 
development needs. changes in teaching practices as a result of teachers’ 
appraisal and feedback do not appear sufficient to overcome the need for 
further professional development in these areas. this may be because while 
teachers are responding positively to appraisal and feedback they may not 
yet be able to access the required professional development to meet their 
needs. this may be due to a lack of professional development overall or what 
is available may not be targeted to meet teachers’ needs and expectations. 
alternately, the appraisal and feedback may highlight needs that require fur-
ther training, particularly if previous education and training did not focus on 
these areas. teachers’ needs and expectations may change with the appraisal 
and feedback they receive. ongoing teacher appraisal and feedback should 
highlight the need for professional development as it is an evaluative exercise 
that, among other things, highlights strengths and weaknesses for teacher 
development. this also emphasises the need for cohesive flows of informa-
tion to assist teachers to develop their skills and identify and then provide 
the required tools for that development. this is an additional policy or pro-
gramme implication of this analysis that is further discussed below.

Conclusion and policy implications

talis provides an opportunity for much needed quantitative analysis of 
the reports of teachers and their school principals. this analysis is differenti-
ated from a number of others in this area not just in its quantitative nature, 
but also because it utilises an international database of the views and reports 
of teachers and school principals. the data for every country presented were 
sampled so they are representative of lower secondary teachers and their 
school principals in that country.

this chapter began with asking two research questions and various data 
and analyses have been discussed above to respond to these important ques-
tions regarding teaching and diversity. these two questions are addressed 
below along with policy implications.
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table 3.3. Correlation coefficients for path analysis for teaching in a multi-cultural 
setting (2007-08)

Correlation between importance 
in school evaluations and 

teacher appraisal and feedback

Correlation between importance 
in teacher appraisal and 

feedback and extent of change 
in teaching practices and 

teachers’ work

Correlation between extent of 
change in teaching practices 
and teachers’ work and their 

professional development 
needs

Countries Corr. (SE)a P-valueb Corr. (SE) P-value Corr. (SE) P-value
Australia 0.10 0.03 0.00 0.34 0.02 0.00 0.29 0.03 0.00
Austria 0.11 0.05 0.02 0.28 0.02 0.00 0.47 0.02 0.00
Belgium (Fl.) 0.21 0.04 0.00 0.32 0.02 0.00 0.46 0.02 0.00
Brazil 0.04 0.03 0.17 0.45 0.02 0.00 -0.06 0.03 0.03
Bulgaria 0.16 0.05 0.00 0.49 0.04 0.00 0.26 0.04 0.00
Denmark 0.15 0.04 0.00 0.28 0.03 0.00 0.57 0.04 0.00
Estonia 0.15 0.03 0.00 0.43 0.02 0.00 0.45 0.03 0.00
Hungary 0.01 0.04 0.82 0.34 0.03 0.00 0.29 0.03 0.00
Ireland 0.12 0.04 0.01 0.30 0.02 0.00 0.18 0.03 0.00
Italy 0.12 0.04 0.00 0.37 0.02 0.00 0.21 0.02 0.00
Korea 0.02 0.03 0.59 0.55 0.02 0.00 0.28 0.02 0.00
Lithuania 0.11 0.03 0.00 0.50 0.03 0.00 0.45 0.02 0.00
Malaysia 0.07 0.05 0.12 0.58 0.02 0.00 0.41 0.03 0.00
Malta 0.02 0.04 0.59 0.32 0.03 0.00 0.04 0.05 0.37
Mexico 0.00 0.03 0.87 0.51 0.03 0.00 0.09 0.03 0.00
Norway 0.16 0.04 0.00 0.31 0.03 0.00 0.34 0.03 0.00
Poland 0.05 0.02 0.02 0.36 0.03 0.00 0.38 0.03 0.00
Portugal 0.09 0.03 0.01 0.32 0.02 0.00 0.20 0.03 0.00
Slovak Republic 0.09 0.04 0.03 0.44 0.02 0.00 0.35 0.02 0.00
Slovenia 0.10 0.03 0.00 0.50 0.03 0.00 0.43 0.03 0.00
Spain 0.07 0.04 0.08 0.37 0.03 0.00 0.14 0.03 0.00
Turkey 0.02 0.04 0.64 0.39 0.04 0.00 0.06 0.04 0.16

notes: a. standard Error.
 b.  P-value is a measure of probability that a difference between groups during an experiment 

happened by chance.

Source: oEcd, talis database.
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1.  How much professional development is needed for teaching in a 
multicultural setting and which teachers need it the most?

it is clear that there is a need to expand professional development for 
teachers for teaching in a multicultural setting. on average across talis 
countries, over 80% of teachers reported some level of need for professional 
development of this kind. moreover, one in seven teachers reported having a 
high level of need for professional development to improve their teaching in 
a multicultural setting. this is particularly apparent in Brazil, ireland, italy 
and malaysia where this applies to around one-quarter or more of teachers. 
this offers policy makers and administrators the opportunity to address a 
clear gap in teachers’ training and development.

it would simplify matters if it was possible to identify teachers with 
particular characteristics or who work in particular schools that require more 
professional development for teaching in a multicultural setting. it would 
facilitate the development of policy and facilitate implementation of pro-
grammes designed to address these development needs. however, this is not 
the case. teachers with these development needs are spread across schools 
and the teacher population.

therefore mechanisms are needed to obtain information on teachers’ 
developmental needs and create programmes and implementation strategies 
that address these needs. of most benefit would be professional development 
targeted to those teachers that reported a high level of need for development 
for teaching in a multicultural setting than others. this reflects a major find-
ing of the talis analysis of the diversity of teacher practices, needs and 
teaching beliefs within schools compared to between schools (oEcd, 2009). 
there is often more variation between teachers within schools than between 
schools and countries. This implies that education programmes and policies 
should be targeted to individual teachers rather than formulated at either 
the school, regional or national level. this would provide a more efficient 
system as professional development reaches those teachers that have the most 
to gain from such development and resources are not wasted on development 
programmes that do not properly address teachers’ needs. it is important to 
also note that talis showed that one-quarter of teachers lose at least one-
third of lesson time to factors other than effective teaching and learning. 
again, these teachers are not concentrated in particular schools nor have 
specific characteristics that separate them from the general teacher popula-
tion even though there may be country-specific factors that help or hinder 
teachers in the amount of the effective teaching time they can offer (oEcd, 
2009). a system that properly identifies teachers with particular developmen-
tal needs should begin to address these problems.
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2.  What is the role of the evaluative structure of education in 
schools to develop teachers’ abilities to teach in a multi-cultural 
setting?
as depicted in figure 3.1, the framework for the evaluation of education 

in schools incorporates a number of areas that influence, and are affected by, 
school evaluation and teacher appraisal and feedback. an effective framework 
can help teachers develop and improve their skills and effectiveness. talis 
has shown that, on average, teacher appraisal increases teachers’ job satisfac-
tion and, to a lesser extent, their job security. in addition, teachers report that it 
increases their skills as teachers (oEcd, 2009). unfortunately, the evaluative 
framework is not as effective as it could be in most talis countries. given 
teachers’ positive reports of its influence, the evaluative framework and the 
components that lead to teacher development should be improved. this analy-
sis has shown that a better evaluative framework requires a number of changes 
that can create numerous benefits which are discussed below.

Stronger links across the evaluative framework of school education
it has been shown here that a positive impact upon teachers and their 

work can be obtained through the evaluative framework, specifically through 
school evaluations and teacher appraisal and feedback. the focus of these two 
activities should be aligned for consistency with stated policy objectives and 
to create aligned incentives throughout schools.

when it comes to teaching in a multicultural setting, it has been shown 
that an emphasis across aspects of the evaluative framework is linked to 
teacher practices. strengthening the focus on diversity issues in policy objec-
tives should be matched by a focus in school evaluations and teacher appraisal 
and feedback with commensurate teacher development as a broader objective. 
to maximise the potential gains from such a focus requires that changes not 
be made only in one area. an emphasis upon diversity issues needs to flow 
from stated policy objectives through to the evaluation and development of 
schools and teachers.

A system that learns from itself
while it is clear the evaluative framework should follow policy objec-

tives, it is important to consider the framework as not purely top-down 
management and information flows. in fact, the system should be generat-
ing information to inform decision-making at all levels of school education. 
it should identify the strengths and weaknesses of students, teachers and 
schools. it should also identify developmental needs and track progression 
with such development. using the examples provided here, a school would 
be evaluated on their teaching of students from multicultural backgrounds 
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using a variety of assessment methods. this would follow with teacher 
appraisal and feedback for teachers on their teaching in a multi-cultural set-
ting. such appraisal and feedback would identify strengths and weaknesses 
and the needs for teacher development for teaching in a multicultural setting. 
continual appraisal and feedback would document progress made and how to 
improve the developmental process. such a framework would provide impor-
tant information for schools and teachers to increase effectiveness and for 
administrators and policy makers in their decision-making concerning teacher 
professional development and resource allocation. in fact, a functioning evalu-
ative framework could greatly enhance the effectiveness of choosing the focus 
and type of professional development and training provided to teachers.

Identification of teachers’ ongoing developmental needs
a framework that incorporates teachers’ development and developmental 

needs into teacher appraisal and feedback and school evaluation can properly 
document and develop the required professional development initiatives 
and how they can best be implemented in the school education system. for 
example, a teacher with a high level of need for professional development for 
teaching in a multicultural setting would document and discuss those needs 
in their teacher appraisal and feedback and identify how to best develop 
their skills in this area to improve their effectiveness. while the talis data 
documents such need by asking teachers, an evaluative framework would 
complement such self-assessments with additional assessments such as peer 
reviews, analysis of student progress, and repeated evaluative judgements. 
this would be part of an ongoing process in which teachers would be assisted 
in developing their effectiveness including assessment of the impact of any 
professional development and the changes teachers are making to improve 
their effectiveness. appraisals of teachers work would be complemented 
with school-level evaluations including an assessment of the progress made 
in teachers’ development while also documenting the professional develop-
ment needs of teachers. this would help with planning for the provision of 
required professional development. once professional development is made 
available, teachers with needs in the relevant area could attend such develop-
ment programmes. But it is important to recognise that such teachers need 
not come from the same school, district, or geographic area. rather, teachers 
with high level of need for such development would attend regardless of their 
geographic location. clearly this may prove difficult for some teachers in less 
densely populated areas and online or additional assistance may be required 
to assist these teachers. this would provide a considerably more targeted and 
cost-effective approach to professional development expenditure.
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Assessment of the impact of professional development programmes
the impact of professional development programmes (e.g. in teaching 

diverse classrooms) would be assessed as part of the ongoing system of teacher 
appraisal and feedback as well as school evaluations. this would help alleviate 
a large problem for many education systems. talis shows that teachers report 
that the current framework for the evaluation of education in schools does not 
provide the necessary support for the development of teachers and effective 
teaching or the necessary incentives for teachers to develop and progress 
through the profession (oEcd, 2009). conversely, as shown above, even with 
a limited evaluative framework in operation in most schools, teachers report 
that it has a positive impact on their work and their teaching. Extending this 
evaluative framework and linking it to the design, implementation and moni-
toring of teacher professional development would create a more effective and 
efficient system.

Need for a greater focus on diversity issues in the evaluative 
framework

an effective evaluative framework would identify many of the profes-
sional development needs of teachers. as discussed, these frameworks are 
not as effective as they could be and the links between the identification 
of teachers’ developmental needs and the professional development and 
training they receive are not as strong as the evidence suggests they would 
ideally be. given this situation, it is important that talis has documented 
teachers’ reports of their need for greater training on diversity issues and the 
lack of focus of this issue in the evaluative framework in virtually all talis 
countries.

Just less than one in seven teachers reported a high need for professional 
development for teaching in a multicultural setting. unfortunately, many of 
these teachers do not receive appraisal and feedback that concentrate suf-
ficiently on these issues, and they also work in schools where this is not a 
strong focus of school evaluations. of the 14% of teachers who reported a 
high level of need for professional development for teaching in a multicultural 
setting, one-quarter worked in schools where the school principal reported 
that teaching in a multicultural setting was either not considered in their 
school evaluations or had little importance in those evaluations. in addition, 
32% of teachers with moderate or high development needs for professional 
development for teaching in a multicultural setting received appraisal or feed-
back which gave little or no importance to this issue (oEcd, 2009).

given teachers reports that focusing on key issues in the evaluative 
framework benefits their teaching, there is a strong argument for the useful-
ness of increasing the emphasis of diversity issues in school evaluations and 
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teacher appraisal and feedback. aligning the key aspects of the evaluative 
framework for school education indicates that this could also further empha-
sise diversity in the objectives and content of school education policies and 
programmes.

Notes

1. see the TALIS Technical Report (forthcoming) for further details of the sampling 
methodology and data collection. 

2. in the talis analysis, the data collected from teachers focused on appraisal and 
feedback. the definitions provided to respondents for these terms were:

 Appraisal was defined as when a teacher’s work is reviewed by the principal, an 
external inspector or by his or her colleagues. this appraisal can be conducted in 
a range of ways from a more formal, objective approach (e.g. as part of a formal 
performance management system, involving set procedures and criteria) to the 
more informal, more subjective approach (e.g. through informal discussions with 
the teacher).

 Feedback was defined as the reporting of the results of a review of your work 
(however formal or informal that review has been) back to the teacher, often with 
the purpose of noting good performance or identifying areas for development. 
again, the feedback may be provided formally (e.g. through a written report) or 
informally (e.g. through discussions with the teacher). 

3. the level of need was grouped into four categories: ‘no level of need’; ‘low level 
of need’; ‘moderate level of need’; and, ‘high level of need’. 

4. these findings would benefit from multivariate analysis but a simple comparison 
of the two populations of teachers (those with high need for professional devel-
opment for teaching in a multicultural setting and those without) revealed little 
differences in demographic, job or school characteristics.

5. talis asked teachers a series of questions about a randomly selected class that 
they teach in their school. one question asked for the percentage of students in 
their class “whose first language is different from the language(s) of instruction 
or a dialect of this/these”. teachers could choose between five categories: “less 
than 10%”; “10% or more but less than 20%”; 20% or more but less than 40%”; 
40% or more but less than 60%”; “60% or more” (oEcd, 2009). little difference 
was found between the percentage of teachers reporting student characteristics in 
these categories and the percentage of teachers reporting a high level of need for 
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professional development for teaching in a multicultural setting (source: OECD 
TALIS Dataset).

6. talis defined school evaluation as an evaluation of the whole school rather than 
of individual subjects or departments.

7. for the path analysis undertaken, it was hypothesised that the more important 
selected aspects were to school evaluations, the more important they would be 
to teacher appraisal and feedback. subsequently, it was reasoned that increased 
importance of select elements in school evaluations and teacher appraisal and 
feedback would be associated with changes in teaching practices and might also 
be reflected in teachers’ professional development needs (oEcd, 2009). the 
path analysis was analysed in respect to six issues: teaching students with special 
learning needs; teaching in a multicultural setting; teachers’ classroom manage-
ment; student discipline and behaviour; teachers’ knowledge and understanding 
of their main subject(s); and, teachers’ knowledge and understanding of instruc-
tional practices in their main subject field(s).
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Chapter 4 
 

Diversity in education: the importance of disaggregating data

Bruce garnett
surrey school district, British columbia, canada

Changes in migration patterns have radically altered the composition of the stu-
dent body and challenged the personnel of urban schools over the last generation. 
Unfortunately, due to the paucity of data and the presence of epistemological 
conflicts in research, teacher-educators have rarely relied on empirical research 
to guide them in their decision-making about how to prepare practitioners to meet 
the needs of increasingly diverse populations. This paper marshals empirical data 
from a cohort of students in British Columbia, Canada, to demonstrate where 
gaps in equity among identifiable social groups occur. It also suggests how the 
results might be used to challenge both teacher and teacher-candidates’ beliefs 
about schooling and society, as well as teacher-educators’ priorities for preparing 
teachers for diverse populations.
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From the OECD online consultation: 
importance of language

A lack of fluency in the classroom language 
was reported as a major challenge by the 
greatest number of responding teachers, fol-
lowed by socio-economic differences. But what 
do we know about the impact of language abil-
ity and socio-economic status on academic 
 performance?

Introduction

The Canadian context
as a settler country, canada has experienced large-scale immigration 

since even before its confederation in 1867. according to statistics canada, 
since 1911, immigrants (i.e. residents born outside the country) have con-
sistently comprised between 15% to 22% of the country’s population. as 
of 2006, this figure was 20% (2008), a number that does not include the 
canadian-born children of immigrants. the presence of children of immi-
grants in canadian schools, therefore, is not a new phenomenon.

however, three factors are relatively new. first, the source countries of 
canadian immigrants have changed over time. Prior to 1961, due to discrimi-
natory official immigration policies, over 90% of immigrants came from 
Europe. Between 1962 and 1967 a series of reforms including the “points 
system”, which allows immigrants to enter canada based on occupational 
and linguistic skills, curbed racial discrimination, and in 1976 family reuni-
fication policies further opened doors. Entrepreneurs and investors have also 
been welcomed, and the country has continued to accept many refugees. as a 
result, between 1971 and 1980, over half of all immigrants came from africa, 
the caribbean, asia and the middle East. since 1991, over 70% of canadian 
immigrants have come from these regions (statistics canada, 2004).

second, settlement patterns have changed. whereas immigrants in the 
early to mid-20th century were mostly dispersed throughout the Prairie 
Provinces and the west, often in farming communities; recent immigrants have 
overwhelmingly favoured canada’s three largest provinces: British columbia, 
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ontario and Quebec, which contain 75% of canada’s total population and 87% 
of its immigrant population. these immigrants overwhelmingly settle in the 
three major metropolitan centres: toronto (46% of the local population), metro 
vancouver (40%), and montreal (20%) (statistics canada, 2009). the concen-
tration of non-English or non-french speaking immigrant children in urban 
schools is relatively new.

third, canadian schools are under pressure to increase equity in out-
comes among identifiable social groups. this pressure results in part from 
canada’s official policy of multiculturalism under which citizens are encour-
aged to retain the values and characteristics of the groups with which they 
identify; while still enjoying full citizenship based on rights, responsibilities 
and freedoms. as a mediator of life opportunities, school outcomes are criti-
cally important in fulfilling the promise of multiculturalism. the pressure 
also results from a trend across liberal-democratic countries to increase 
equity both on moral grounds, as discrimination is decreasingly acceptable, 
and practical ones, as it has become well-recognised that school failure has 
multiple social and economic costs to the state.

over the last two decades, school teachers in urban areas have been 
tasked to operate within this context of increased expectations of universal 
success and increased populations of immigrant students from non-western 
source countries. while these trends have been common, particularly in the 
three most urban regions, contexts have differed due to canada’s political 
structure. a confederation of ten provinces and three very sparsely populated 
territories, the country has no national ministry of education. Each province 
or territory has complete jurisdiction in this arena, and develops its own cur-
ricula and legislation.

The British Columbia context
this study describes the educational trajectories of students for whom 

English is a “second” language (Esl)1 in the province of British columbia. in 
British columbia, the provincial government allocates cad 5 851 per pupil 
per year to school boards according to their enrolment numbers. in addition 
to this base allotment, it provides special purpose grants to school boards, one 
of which is for the amount of cad 1 182 per Esl pupil, per year, for up to 
five years, in order for boards to provide these students with extra services. 
administrative data for British columbia therefore describes “Esl” students, 
not immigrant students. indeed, these students may not be immigrants them-
selves, but rather the children of immigrants. students to whom this money 
is allocated have “primary language(s) or language(s) of the home … other 
than English and … may therefore require additional services in order to 
develop their individual potential within British columbia’s school system” 
(British columbia ministry of Education, 2009). Boards are also periodically 



Educating tEachErs for divErsity: mEEting thE challEngE – © oEcd 2010

96 – chaPtEr 4. divErsity in Education: thE imPortancE of disaggrEgating data

obligated to demonstrate that each student for whom Esl money is allocated 
is indeed receiving additional services. Beyond these requirements, individ-
ual school boards and schools have wide latitude in choosing delivery models 
for these services. in secondary schools (grades 8-12), the amount of time 
Esl students spend in Esl classrooms is dependent on their levels of English 
proficiency, and they enter “mainstream” courses once they are judged to be 
of a suitable level.

graduation requirements for this study’s cohort included 13 mainstream 
courses, nine at grade 11 or 12 level, four at grade 12 level.2 grade 11 
mathematics, science and social studies courses were mandatory, as was a 
language arts 12 course. students typically fulfilled this latter requirement 
with English 12. Entrance requirements to British columbia’s three largest 
universities varied by programme but typically demanded English 12 and at 
least three other grade 12 courses within one or more of the four foundational 
areas. Principles of math 12 has typically been associated with university 
entrance, and thus indicates future plans (adamuti-trache and andres, 2007). 
By contrast, English 12 is a de facto choice for most students.

teacher education often occurs at one of British columbia’s four largest 
universities. while variations in routes to teacher candidacy are available, a 
typical high school teacher most often completes a bachelor of arts or science 
followed by a 12-month course of additional teacher education including 
courses in pedagogy, assessment, foundations of education, and subject-area 
methods. teacher education in British columbia, though fairly rigorous com-
pared to some other north american jurisdictions, suffers from the same 
lack of evidence-based decision making as the others often do. the curricula 
of teacher education programmes are rarely influenced by, and teacher- 
candidates are seldom exposed to, data-driven studies.

ungerleider (personal communication) argues two reasons may help 
account for this deficiency. first, teacher educators are often not ideologically 
predisposed to using data. often they are sessional teachers; that is, they are 
graduate students and/or ex-teachers, not professors at the forefront of new 
research. while their technical experience is valuable, they are not familiar 
with current research, and indeed in many cases are not themselves educated 
in how to interpret data-driven studies. this lack of knowledge tends to be 
excused by the “turn” in the social sciences over the last two decades toward 
a more qualitative orientation and scepticism as to whether the numbers in 
evidence-based research have “truth” to offer (see e.g. guba and lincoln, 
1994).

second, administrative data with which studies might be conducted 
have been relatively rare and/or inaccessible to researchers across canadian 
jurisdictions. while this situation has been changing over the last decade 
and a half, the scarcity of available data is illustrated by the limited amount 
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of published data-driven research describing the educational trajectories 
of immigrant youth in canada. this chapter, however, will describe one of 
these rare studies and show how data-driven research might offer lessons for 
teacher education for diversity.

Empirical research

analysis of Pisa 2003 data on performance in mathematics suggests 
canadian teachers are succeeding in their instruction of immigrant children. 
after controlling for parental education and occupation, canada, along with 
hong kong-china, is one of only two countries where second generation 
immigrants significantly outperform native students in mathematics, and one 
out of only three countries, along with macao china and australia, where 
native students do not significantly outperform first generation immigrants 
(oEcd, 2006). within British columbia, the ministry of Education (2009b) 
also reports that Esl students, our imperfect proxy of immigrant status, 
indeed graduate more frequently than native English speakers.

unfortunately, decision-makers will be hard pressed to either support or 
nuance these findings with further large-scale data-driven studies describing 
the outcomes of immigrant students in canada. a recent search of relevant 
literature from the last two decades revealed only six articles published in 
peer-reviewed academic journals, four reports published for government or 
non-governmental agencies, two dissertations, and one book (see garnett, 
2008 for a full review).

Earlier research seemed to indicate that children of immigrants with 
low English proficiency (i.e. Esl students) in high school disproportionately 
dropped out of high school but children of immigrants who had attended 
canadian schools for most or all of their careers, and who were likely to be 
proficient in English by high school, did very well. watt and roessingh (1994 
and 2001) (n = 505) and derwing, decorby, ichikawa and Jamieson (1999) 
(n = 516) all indicated dropout rates from 60-75% for students who required 
Esl services in high school.

By contrast, samuel, krugly-smolska and warren’s (2001) survey of chil-
dren (n = 1 954) whose parents had immigrated from four non-anglophone 
geographic regions and the caribbean revealed three of the four non-English 
groups self-reported higher mean scores and higher proportions of scores 
over 80% than did the children of canadian-born parents. all these respond-
ents had English proficiency high enough to respond to the survey. using 
secondary analysis, worswick (2001) similarly reported that children of non-
English or non-french speaking immigrants (n = 2 698), whose educational 
careers began in canadian kindergartens, equaled or exceeded children 
of canadian-born parents in reading, writing and mathematics by age 13. 
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overall, disparities in the five studies’ results seemed attributable to differ-
ences in English (or french) language proficiency, and perhaps acculturation, 
among the populations.

three recent canadian studies have attempted to describe trajectories 
while accounting for the effects of ethno-cultural background and socio-eco-
nomic status. all have used Esl data describing students from the vancouver 
school Board (gunderson, 2007 [n = 2 213]; toohey and derwing, 2008 
[n = 1 554]; garnett, adamuti-trache and ungerleider, 2008 [n = 2 679]). 
across the three, similar patterns emerge. chinese speaking Esl students’ 
outcomes exceed those of many other ethno-cultural groups on most per-
formance measures, while tagalog, spanish and vietnamese speakers appear 
to be most at risk (gunderson, 2007; toohey and derwing, 2008; garnett, 
adamuti-trache, and ungerleider, 2008). chinese speakers disproportion-
ately arrive as independent or entrepreneur class immigrants, considered a 
marker of high socio-economic status (sEs); whereas the underperforming 
ethno-cultural groups disproportionately arrive as refugee or family reuni-
fication immigrants, so are considered lower markers of sEs (gunderson, 
2007; toohey and derwing, 2008). however, the latter two studies neither 
systematically report the exact proportion of immigration statuses in each 
group nor control for this imperfect sEs indicator statistically. By contrast, 
garnett et al. (2008) controlled for school and family income and education 
levels and found that school-level income predicts Esl enrolment in math-
ematics and science courses, but has little effect on mean scores and does 
not negate ethno-cultural effects. family-level sEs effects appear negligible, 
though the indicators are only estimations based on proportions of university 
degrees and low-income families in the students’ neighbourhoods. a final 
cross-study finding is the preference for science courses among Esl students, 
as indicated by enrolment rates.

this study employs a more precise indicator of family income than these 
previous three studies, in an attempt to better understand the role of at least 
one dimension of sEs, and controls for English proficiency and age on arrival 
to better understand the roles these variables play in predicting achievement 
among various ethno-cultural groups. as such, it asks:

1. what do the academic trajectories of Esl students look like?

2. to what degree do sEs, ethno-cultural background and English 
proficiency, predict these trajectories, and how might we interpret 
these results?

3. what are the policy implications of these findings for teacher educa-
tion vis-a-vis Esl students?



Educating tEachErs for divErsity: mEEting thE challEngE – © oEcd 2010

chaPtEr 4. divErsity in Education: thE imPortancE of disaggrEgating data – 99

in addressing these questions, it illuminates how empirical studies like 
this one may prove particularly useful to teacher-educators wishing to pre-
pare teacher candidates for classrooms that include immigrant children.

Methods

data for British columbia’s 1997 grade 8 cohort (n = 48 265) were 
received from the British columbia ministry of Education. this final group 
of students was selected after cleaning the data of obvious errors (such as the 
inclusion of students born in 1907), and selecting only those born in 1984, the 
typical birth year of a grade 8 entrant in 1997. grade 8 is typically the first 
year of secondary school in British columbia.

the target population was all students who had never claimed English 
as a language spoken at home, and who had received Esl service at some 
point in their k-123 educational careers (n = 7 527). Ethno-cultural back-
ground was proxied by language spoken at home. the seven most frequently 
occurring home language groups of the grade 8 cohort were selected (see 
table 4.1). the “chinese” category included students who reported speaking 
chinese, mandarin and cantonese; “south asian” included Punjabi, hindi, 
gujarati and urdu; “filipino” included tagalog and Pilipino. the comparison 
group was native English speakers (nEs) (n = 37 612).

table 4.1. Numbers of ESL-ever and three subsets: beginner ESL students, 
low income students and high income students

ESL ever Beginner ESL Low income High income
Missing 

income data
Total ESL 7527 3540 3691 3675 157

Chinese 3 365 1 865 1 456 1 863 46

South Asian 1 470 549 807 611 52

Vietnamese 373 218 287 79 7

Filipino 323 142 179 134 10

Spanish-speakers 291 116 183 103 5

Persian 284 120 105 175 0

Korean 239 109 80 152 7

Other 1 182 349 594 558 30
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English language proficiency was proxied by calculating the sum of 
years of Esl service required by the student (mean = 4.5; std. dev. = 2.2; 
range = 10). more years of Esl service correlates with a lower level of 
English proficiency upon entry to the British columbia school system and/
or a lower rate of English language acquisition. a beginner ESL variable was 
created by selecting students who received Esl service for two or more years 
during or after grade 8. subsequently, a beginner Esl subset was derived 
from each ethno-cultural group. the complete Esl group from which the 
beginner Esl subset was derived is labelled “Esl-ever” (see table 4.1).

years of Esl service was an unsuitable predictor of graduation and 
grade 12 enrolment, as students who do not graduate often have fewer years 
of service, or do not enrol in classes (because they have dropped out). reading 
comprehension scores on a province wide grade 10 standardized reading test, 
the foundation skills assessment (fsa), were thus used to indicate English 
proficiency in the graduation and enrolment logistic regression models.

Socio-economic status was estimated by matching 2001 student postal 
codes with 2001 census data describing average family income per postal code 
according to all six characters. the size of local delivery units’ (i.e. final three 
characters of the postal codes) averages 15 households (Edudata, n.d.). these 
data describe average neighbourhood income. while this is a neighbourhood 
effect and perhaps should be modeled as such, it is interpreted here as a proxy 
for individual income because it is the most finely grained sEs indicator 
available. in the multivariate analyses, average family income is a continuous 
variable divided into deciles. for cross-tabulations, average family income 
(mean = cad 60 712; std. dev = cad 18 233) is divided at the median to 
create a simple high–low dichotomous variable. table 4.1 shows the distribu-
tion of ethno-cultural group members according to estimated family income.

further individual level variables include gender, an original database 
variable and age of entry to the British columbia system (mean = 8.7; 
std. dev. = 2.2; range = 7-13). these are included in multivariate models. 
similarly, variables derived from the same data-set describing school-level 
effects are included in multivariate analysis but they are not described here, 
and indeed exhibit minimal effects.

the dependent variables are graduation within five and six years of 
grade 8 entry, and enrolment and performance in mathematics 11 and 12 
and English 12. mean scores were calculated from final marks present in the 
original dataset. course enrolment was determined by the presence of a mark 
in the dataset. graduation was calculated from graduation dates present in the 
dataset. graduation within five years represents a non-delayed progression 
for a grade 8 cohort. the British columbia ministry of Education recognises 
some students require more time, and reports graduation within six years.
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Results

figure 4.1 represents a cross-tabulation of the five- and six-year gradua-
tion rates of nEs, Esl-ever, and disaggregated Esl ethno-cultural groups. 
although “all Esl” students’ graduation rate surpasses that of nEs, the large 
number of chinese-speaking graduates raises this aggregate Esl average. 
other ethno-cultural groups fare slightly worse than nEss and substan-
tially worse than chinese speakers. the graduation rates for spanish and 
vietnamese speakers are particularly low.

figure 4.1. Graduation rates of NES, all ESL and individual ESL 
ethno-cultural groups
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figure 4.2. Five and six-year graduation rates of beginner ESL students
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following rumberger and larson (1998) and watt and roessingh (1994 
and 2001), Esl students at lower levels of English language proficiency at 
entry to high school might have diminished trajectories. figure 4.2 shows the 
five and six-year graduation rates for beginner Esl students.

although “all beginner Esl” graduation rates remain remarkably high 
in both figures 4.1 and 4.2, again the strong performance of chinese speak-
ers pulls them upwards. when requiring two or more years of high school 
Esl, the five-year graduation rates of all groups except chinese and south 
asian speakers are below 60%. the lowest outcomes are among speakers of 
spanish, vietnamese and filipino languages. fewer than half of beginner 
Esl vietnamese and spanish speakers graduated within five years of begin-
ning grade 8.

English proficiency affects diverse ethno-cultural groups differently. 
chinese speakers are remarkably resilient to the barriers erected by limited 
English proficiency, whereas the already more “at risk” ethno-cultural groups 
face a more severe disadvantage when confronting the same hurdles. Beginner 
Esl spanish-speaking students, already the most disadvantaged group, gradu-
ate in six years at rates nine percentage points below Esl-ever spanish. the 
analogous drop for chinese speakers is only two percentage points.

figure 4.3 shows “all Esl” graduation rates depend less on income than 
nEs graduation rates do (t = 300; p <.001)4. among all ethno-cultural groups, 
only the spanish5 show a large gap between low and high-income gradua-
tion rates. among most groups the difference is negligible, and in the case of 
filipinos, in the opposite direction. the differences already observed between 
ethno-cultural groups hold when this control for sEs is introduced. the 
low-income chinese graduation rate is still higher than every other group’s 

figure 4.3. Six-year graduation rates of all ethno-cultural groups by 
estimated family income
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high-income rate. the high-income spanish-speaker, filipino and vietnamese 
graduation rates are still lower than chinese, south asian, korean and Persian 
low-income rates. overall, Esl students’ family economic backgrounds mini-
mally affect graduation.

Enrolment and mean scores in Mathematics 12 and English 12

the first two columns of table 4.2 show math 12 enrolment and mean 
scores of nEs and Esl-ever students, as do columns five and six for 
English 12. while the average math 12 all Esl scores are identical to nEs’, 
they hide the performance of spanish-speaking, filipino and vietnamese 
students who respectively score 11, 10 and 6 points below the nEs baseline. 
similarly, the two point English 12 gap between nEs’ and all Esl students 
mask 4-7 point gaps in the same three groups plus south asians. in both sub-
jects, the numerous chinese, and to a lesser degree the smaller numbers of 
koreans and Persians raise the all Esl average.

Enrolment rates dramatically illustrate Esl academic effort, more so 
among certain groups than others. the math 12 all Esl enrolment rate is 
nearly double that of nEs’. this owes largely to the chinese students who 
enrol in math 12 at 2.5 times the rate of nEs’. korean and Persian enrol-
ment is also very high. in fact, despite differences among ethno-cultural 

table 4.2. Enrolment and performance in Mathematics 12 and English 12 among NES, 
ESL, and individual ESL ethno-cultural groups: ESL-ever versus beginner ESL

Math 12 English 12

Enrolment
Mean 
score Enrolment

Mean 
score Enrolment

Mean 
score Enrolment

Mean 
score

NES 23% 69 -- -- 67% 70 -- --

ESL-ever Beginner ESL ESL-ever Beginner ESL

All ESL 43% 69 44% 69 77% 68 75% 65
Chinese 57% 72 60% 71 87% 70 86% 67
South Asian 32% 65 21% 62 74% 66 66% 64
Spanish-speakers 18% 58 8% 47 58% 63 46% 58
Filipino 30% 59 17% 58 72% 65 63% 59
Korean 45% 73 54% 73 74% 68 72% 63
Vietnamese 32% 63 24% 57 62% 66 55% 63
Persian 43% 69 47% 66 75% 68 75% 64
Other 28% 64 27% 64 67% 68 61% 64
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subgroups, all except spanish-speakers enrol in math 12 at rates higher than 
nEs’. similarly, all ethno-cultural groups except spanish-speaking and 
vietnamese enrol in English 12, the typical graduation requirement, more 
frequently than nEs’. chinese enrolment rates are extremely high.

table 4.3 shows the enrolment rates in mathematics 12 and English 12 
of all groups, cross-tabulated by their estimated family income. unlike 
graduation, estimated family income predicts mathematics 12 enrolment 
more strongly for all subgroups of Esl students than nEs’. this gap is more 
pronounced in some ethno-cultural groups than others. chinese have only 
a 6 percentage point gap, while all other groups except filipinos have 9 to 
12 percentage point gaps. English 12 enrolment is not predicted as strongly 
by estimated family income for any of the Esl subgroups as it is for nEs’. in 
five of the subgroups, the difference is three percentage points or fewer. the 
largest gaps are among the spanish-speakers and south asians. income is 
also a stronger predictor of Esl mean scores in mathematics than in English, 
particularly among the spanish, filipino and vietnamese speakers. also, the 

table 4.3. Mathematics 12 and English 12 enrolment and mean scores by estimated 
family income among NES, ESL and individual ethno-cultural groups

Math 12 English 12
Mean score Enrolment Mean score Enrolment

Low 
income

High 
income

Low 
income

High 
income

Low 
income

High 
income

Low 
income

High 
income

NES 68 71 21% 25% 69 71 60% 72%
All ESL 66 73 37% 48% 68 69 74% 80%
Chinese 69 73 53% 59% 70 70 86% 87%
South Asian 66 64 27% 39% 66 66 71% 77%
Spanish-speakers 52 65 14% 24% 60 67 56% 64%
Filipino 56 62 32% 26% 66 63 73% 72%
Korean 75 72 38% 49% 68 68 71% 74%
Vietnamese 61 68 30% 39% 66 67 62% 63%
Persian 68 69 35% 47% 65 70 73% 76%
Other 60 67 22% 34% 67 69 63% 71%

notes:
nEs math enrolment: sample n = 3 752; chi square p = .02
nEs math 12 mean score: f = 6.056, p = .014
nEs English enrolment sample n = 3 752; chi square p = .000
nEs English 12 mean score: f = 15.666, p<.001
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low-income – high-income gap is seven points among all Esl students, com-
pared to three points among nEs’. in English 12, only the spanish-speakers 
and Persians appear substantially advantaged at the high-income level, and 
only one point separates the low and high-income all Esl group. while 
income generally has a slightly larger effect on enrolment than mean scores 
in most subgroups, overall, the income variable does not suppress the previ-
ously established patterns of ethno-cultural variation.

Multivariate models

logistic regression models were built to control for all possible variables 
when predicting graduation within six years, and math 12 and English 12 
enrolment. appropriate statistical assumptions were met according to garson 
(n.d.). only the statistically significant odds ratios are shown in figure 4.4. 
scores of one indicate even odds. males are the reference group for gender; 
“all other Esl students” are the reference group for each ethno-cultural 
group. for the continuous variables, odds describe the average advantage 
or disadvantage attributable to each unit of increase. the units for family 
income and fsa reading scores are deciles; for age of entry they are years. 
the four school level variables, education index, income index, academic 
climate and proportion Esl, were included in the models, but are not the 
subject of this report; their effects were exceedingly weak as evidenced by 
their proximity to the score of 1.0. Each model is strong.6

females have moderately better chances of graduating and enrolling 
in English than males, but the opposite is true for mathematics. the ethno-
cultural patterns previously observed hold in many cases. the chinese 
advantage remains strong across outcomes, as does a Persian and smaller 
south asian advantage. koreans are advantaged in odds of enrolment in both 

figure 4.4. Odds ratios of logistic regression models predicting graduation in 6 years, 
and enrolment in Mathematics 12 and English 12
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subjects. the spanish-speakers remain significantly disadvantaged in all 
outcomes with all other variables controlled. a difference is the vietnamese 
and filipino students are no longer disadvantaged across any of the outcomes 
once all other factors, notably English proficiency, are controlled.

family income provides a statistically significant but trivial boost only 
in mathematics enrolment. interestingly, reading scores are a robust predic-
tor of graduation and academic enrolment. age of entry, by contrast, though 
statistically significant in predicting mathematics enrolment and graduation, 
is a trivial predictor. it appears as long as students have English proficiency, 
their ages entering the system do not matter. this suggests subject matter 
learned in the first language is transferable to the second language context.

multiple regression models were built to predict mean scores in math-
ematics and English. mathematics 11 was the dependent variable as enrol-
ment in mathematics 12 among some subgroups were too low to produce 
significant results (math n = 4 536; English n = 5 813). appropriate statistical 
assumptions were met according to garson (n.d.b). figure 4.5 shows statis-
tically significant standardised beta weights, the proportion of a standard 
deviation of variation attributable to each variable.

results are again consistent with the descriptive cross-tabulations7. females 
have a slight advantage in mathematics and a large one in English. across the 
ethno-cultural groups, the chinese clearly have performance advantages over 

figure 4.5. Standardised beta weights of multiple regression models predicting 
mean scores in Mathematics 11 and English 12
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their Esl peers, particularly in mathematics. south asian, spanish-speakers 
and filipino have small disadvantages. again the vietnamese disadvantage 
in the descriptive results is attenuated when all factors are controlled. family 
income contributes a trivial advantage in mathematics and nothing in English. 
later ages of entry actually increase mathematics scores among Esl students, 
a fact further analysis revealed was largely attributable to the large proportion 
of chinese students (not shown). low English proficiency, as indicated by years 
spent in Esl classes, is very problematic. it contributes a substantial disadvan-
tage in mathematics – home country education is beneficial in mathematics but 
harmful if it comes at the expense of English proficiency – and a very large 
disadvantage in English 12.

Discussion and relevance for teacher education

the results suggest a number of implications for teacher education. first, 
decision-makers must be careful to disaggregate data and use them critically 
when making judgments. specifically, “immigrant” or “Esl” labels mask 
tremendous variation among the groups they subsume. in this study, chinese-
speaking students performed extraordinarily well, and generally inflated the 
apparent achievement of other Esl ethno-cultural groups. indeed, three of 
these ethno-cultural groups attained significantly lower outcomes than native 
English speakers. teacher-educators are encouraged to make their teacher-
candidates aware of such variation, and that the challenges and advantages of 
one immigrant group may be far different than those experienced by another.

a troubling finding was that among most ethno-cultural groups, achieve-
ment did not match their apparent aspirations. all but one ethno-cultural 
group exceeded native English speakers in mathematics enrolment, as did 
all but two in English 12. these enrolment rates speak to the high degree of 
investment immigrant families place in schools. unfortunately, in the former 
subject, four of the seven groups were unable to equal nEs mean scores; and 
in the latter class none were.

these results are disconcerting first in that our schools do not seem to be 
capitalising on the aspirations of large segments of our immigrant communi-
ties. it may seem unsurprising that students for whom English is not a first 
language are not able to match the outcomes of native English speakers in an 
English medium school system; however, as a grade 8 cohort, all students had 
been in British columbia schools for a minimum of five years at the time they 
received these marks. most had been in much longer; the mean age of entry 
was 8.7 years (roughly grade 3). that schools were unable to offer equity of 
outcomes to subgroups that had been so long in the system suggests a need 
for teacher education to prepare teacher-candidates more adequately to serve 
immigrant populations.
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adequate preparation of teacher-candidates has two strands, technical 
and attitudinal. Esl students in British columbia spend the greatest amount 
of time with content-area teachers. although they may receive Esl special-
ist support in the form of classes or pull-out tutorials, like most students, 
the bulk of their subject-matter learning occurs in mainstream classes. it is 
imperative that mainstream teachers in immigrant-serving schools be trained 
in the pedagogical techniques that most effectively serve English language 
learners. although, there are no magic solutions, much literature over the last 
two decades has suggested how content-teachers might (a) integrate language 
instruction with their content teaching, and (b) adapt their teaching techniques 
to render content more accessible to second language learners (e.g. chamot 
and o’malley, 1994; mohan 1986; Brinton, snow and wesche, 2003).

generally, the “authenticity” of learning English through subject matter 
content is motivating for students; and more importantly, Esl students do 
not have the time to wait until they have mastered English before they can 
begin their content area studies. this latter point is critical, as the variation 
in mathematics outcomes was likely partially attributable to variation in first-
language-content knowledge. namely, chinese students from countries with 
extremely competitive, highly-developed educational infrastructures likely 
had a “head start” in mathematics not shared by the lower achieving ethno-
cultural groups. indeed these subgroups may have been behind native English 
speaking grade-level peers in mathematics when entering school. it is critical 
therefore that they be able to begin their content learning as soon as possible, 
rather than “wait until they learn English” before beginning their subject-
matter instruction. under this latter approach these students simply do not 
have time to catch up (see cummins, 2000). Predictably, when examining the 
perceptions of secondary Esl students and teachers of Esl navigation of high 
school, derwing et al. (1999) note, a “stronger link between Esl and content 
curricula is necessary” (p. 545) to promote success. teacher-candidates in 
urban canadian jurisdictions need to be able to do so effectively.

a related point is that student success appears bolstered by well-devel-
oped first language content knowledge. age of entry was not a disadvantage 
when English proficiency was controlled. in some cases it was an advantage. 
the chinese resilience to low English proficiency probably owed in part to 
their first language content knowledge. teacher candidates and in-service 
teachers should be made aware of the value of the students’ prior school expe-
riences. Practically, this may involve allowing generous use of the student’s 
first language, in order to access this knowledge. the evidence implies teach-
ers will be harming students by not allowing the use of their first languages 
in classrooms (see also cummins, 2000).

universities more consistently attend to a second strand of teacher 
education for immigrant students, trying to instill positive attitudes toward 
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diversity from a social justice perspective. the moral push for more equity 
in democratic societies demands teachers not be satisfied with underachieve-
ment, particularly among those from identifiable social subgroups, many of 
which have and may continue, to suffer discrimination.

such courses are necessary components of teacher education. in this 
study, although estimated family income was often not a particularly good 
predictor of outcomes, the three most disadvantaged immigrant groups were 
those most over-represented at lower levels of income. and the three highest 
achieving groups were indeed over-represented at higher levels of income 
(see table 4.1). so while income did not always predict outcomes very well 
within these groups, there is little doubt the ethno-cultural groups dispro-
portionately observed at higher levels of income were, on average, higher 
achievers. therefore, it seems likely that the disadvantaged social status of 
the groups most represented in the low-income column can partially account 
for their lower than average outcomes.

ogbu, when discussing minorities (e.g. 1992), and willis (1977) when 
discussing the British working class, developed analogous theories that 
dominant behavioural patterns among socially disadvantaged students and 
their families were to fail in school if school were not seen as a legitimate 
vehicle of upward social mobility. ogbu theorised colonised minorities like 
african-americans or indigenous peoples were unlikely to believe schooling 
credentials would be rewarded in a racist society. willis similarly showed that 
the “lads” in his study were uninterested in school success as they realised 
their destinies were in blue collar labour that did not require academic train-
ing. a similar mindset may be present in the disadvantaged ethno-cultural 
groups in this study. gunderson, who researched vancouver, interviewed a 
vietnamese girl who said:

Even if you do really well you just get an ordinary job … I have a 
few cousins, they all drop out. There’s no future, so what’s the point 
(gunderson, 2007, p. 207).

indeed, cummins (1997), building on ogbu’s theory, hypothesised that 
broader social power relations (e.g. media representations of minorities 
produced by dominant groups) filter into schooling, particularly in teacher 
perceptions of students, and can oppress students according to any category 
of difference (language, class, ethnicity, sexuality, gender, etc.). students 
from oppressed groups may be sceptical of the rewards offered by schooling 
credentials; teachers may – even subconsciously – doubt the aptitude of the 
same students. if this is the case, social justice education is clearly a critical 
part of teacher education. teacher-educators ought to find data-driven stud-
ies like this one invaluable in demonstrating empirically that these kinds of 
inequities are really occurring, given that teacher-candidates, generally from 
the dominant social groups themselves, are often sceptical that oppression 
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and discrimination still occur in our liberal societies (e.g. gay and kirkland, 
2003).

regrettably, in most canadian teacher-education programmes, Esl 
methods education – the technical skills of teaching subject matter content to 
Esl students – is not mandatory for teacher-candidates of mainstream sub-
jects. at the university of British columbia, teacher-candidates may enroll 
in Esl methods courses, but they are not required to, even though the great 
majority will teach in metro vancouver. this gap is particularly ironic since 
some of the leading language and content research in canada has taken place 
in the same faculty at that institution.

while teacher-education programmes in British columbia, and through-
out canada, prioritise social justice education, they appear to assume that the 
technical skills needed to teach Esl students can be learned on-the-job. this 
is flawed thinking in that (a) teachers on the job in British columbia typi-
cally have little opportunity to learn from their colleagues, and (b) moreover, 
their colleagues in most cases will not have any training in Esl education. 
But perhaps more critically, this thinking assumes actions always follow atti-
tudes, when there may be good reason to believe attitudes also follow actions. 
in other words, teachers who feel confident in their ability to teach English 
language learners are more likely to accept these students as their responsi-
bilities, and work to raise their outcomes. some research shows mainstream 
teachers are indeed sympathetic to, and admiring of, immigrant students, but 
do not feel they have the expertise to give them the instruction they need; 
therefore they believe the Esl teacher, not themselves, must be responsible 
for Esl students’ education (reeves, 2006; garnett, 1999; Penfield, 1987). 
teacher-education programmes ought to attend to these technical skills. 
school boards, the employers of British columbia public school teachers, 
could probably ensure that they do simply by making such training a prereq-
uisite for hire.

Conclusion

this chapter reported on one data-driven study conducted in British 
columbia, canada. readers are strongly cautioned against generalising the 
specific findings to their local contexts, and in assuming that the limited data 
available in this study can completely account for the trajectories of immi-
grant students through school; they cannot. to do so would require analysis 
of a range of personal and contextual variables, more sensitive and numerous 
than those reported here, and indeed well beyond the scope of any single 
piece of quantitative research. one should be particularly careful not to make 
misguided assumptions about the role of genetics when looking at the ethno-
cultural variables. they owe their power to the interplay of the knowledge, 
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skills and dispositions more commonly brought by ethno-cultural groups from 
some countries – with competitive and well-developed education systems – 
than others, and the reception provided to the groups in the host society.

what this study can do, is show how even with relatively limited data, 
patterns of inequities in achievement emerge which may be amenable to 
policy interventions. in this case, decision-makers in the arena of teacher-
education have seen how data can:

1. show where under- and over-achievement is occurring and how it 
varies underneath labels;

2. demonstrate if schools are meeting the apparent aspirations of immi-
grant populations;

3. provide a rationale for better technical education of teachers who 
serve diverse populations;

4. allow inferences about how social power relations filter into school-
ing, thereby;

5. providing an empirical rationale for social justice education that is 
sometimes met with scepticism; and

6. demonstrate to teacher-candidates how immigrant student success 
depends on both second language proficiency and first language 
content knowledge, thereby encouraging them to make appropriate 
classroom level decisions.

decision-makers are therefore encouraged to collect and use data in the 
interests of creating more equitable and just societies through education.
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Notes

1. “Esl” is provincial terminology. many of these students have learned more than 
one language before English.

2. grade 12 is the final grade of high school in the province of British columbia 
and most other canadian provinces.

3. kindergarten to grade 12. this comprises the full spectrum of the basic educa-
tion system in most canadian provinces.

4. unlike every other analysis, the nEs income analyses are based on a 10% 
random sample generated by sPss. 

5. note that this refers to spanish-speakers (and thus includes students from mexico 
and central and south america as well as spain).

6. nagelkerke r-squares and reductions in error produced by each are as follows: 
graduation, r sq =.357, reduction in error = 26%; mathematics 12, r sq. = .191, 
reduction in error = 20%; English 12 r sq = .398, reduction in error = 31%.

7. multiple regression model strengths were: mathematics 11 r-squared = .115; 
English 12 r-squared = .146.
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Chapter 5 
 

Diversity and educational disparities: 
the role of teacher education

russell Bishop
university of waikato, new Zealand

The most pressing problem facing education today is the persistent pattern of edu-
cational disparity which disproportionately affects indigenous peoples, populations 
of colour, those with lower socio-economic status, and new migrants. This disparity 
is exacerbated by a continuing lack of diversity among the teaching force, which 
tends to engage in pedagogic practices more appropriate to monocultural popula-
tions. This chapter suggests solutions drawn from “Te Kotahitanga: Improving the 
Educational Achievement of Māori students in Mainstream Schools”, a govern-
ment-funded professional development and research project underway in 50 sec-
ondary schools in New Zealand. Six main challenges identified include: (i) the 
hegemony of the status quo, (ii) the primacy of teachers’ positioning, (iii) the need 
for evidence, (iv) the role of power in knowledge construction, (v) the disconnect 
between pre-service and in-service education, and (vi) the fundamental importance 
of research in the areas of teaching and teacher education.
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From the OECD online consultation: 
importance of connecting with 
community

Practitioners overwhelmingly reported that 
they did not receive preparation or tools to help 
include parents or community members in their 
work. But this type of outreach can help improve 
student achievement and allow practitioners to 
better understand their students’ diversity.

Introduction: diversity and educational disparities1

Educators are increasingly identifying the most pressing problem facing 
education today as the interaction between the ever more diverse student 
population and the associated persistence of educational disparities affecting 
indigenous peoples and populations of colour, poverty, various abilities and 
new migrants. this problem is exacerbated by the continuing lack of diversity 
among the teaching force who demonstrate discursive positionings and peda-
gogic practices more appropriate to monocultural populations.

for example, villegas and lucas (2002) indicate that the united states is 
becoming more racially, ethnically and linguistically diverse than ever due to 
higher birth rates among minority groups, the differing age structures (fertil-
ity versus death rates) of minority versus the majority white population, and 
net immigration of non-white peoples. in Europe, the migrations of people 
from previous colonies and other sending countries with their different 
age structures and birth rates has also created a similar pattern of diversity 
among the school-age population where now sizable groups of ethnic and 
religious minorities are evident in most towns and cities.

this increasing diversity is coupled with persistent and increasing educa-
tional disparities, primarily between those from dominant cultural groups and 
those of marginalised and minoritised2 children. as villegas and lucas (2002, 
p. xi) pointed out, in the united states, “[h]istorically, members of economi-
cally poor and minority groups have not succeeded in schools at rates compa-
rable to those of their white, middle-class, standard English-speaking peers”. 
the same could be said of many other countries where there are significant 
and growing multicultural populations (oEcd, 2002).



Educating tEachErs for divErsity: mEEting thE challEngE – © oEcd 2010

chaPtEr 5. divErsity and Educational disParitiEs: thE rolE of tEachEr Education – 121

however, while the student population is becoming increasingly diverse, 
and disparities in student achievement persist or in many cases are increas-
ing, the teaching population is remaining homogeneous, or in the case of the 
united states, according to villegas (1998), is becoming more homogeneous 
as the proportional representation of minorities drops. Problems thus arise 
due to teachers’ limited range of cultural experiences and understandings as 
well as their possible unawareness of the “funds of knowledge” that children 
of different backgrounds can call upon in classrooms. they also may not 
understand the cultural cues that people use to indicate their willingness to 
enter into the dialogue that is fundamental to the conversation of learning 
such as eye contact or standing in the presence of older people (clay, 1985; 
cazden, 1990; grumet, 1995). in addition, the lack of role models and advo-
cates for students of colour in schools is also of considerable concern.

together these factors exacerbate the problems presented by a largely 
monocultural workforce who draw upon deficit discourses to explain edu-
cational disparities while trying to address the needs of a multicultural/
multi-ethnic student population from education models developed more to 
suit children of the majority cultures. as sleeter (2005, p. 2) suggests, “[i]t is 
true that low expectations for students of colour and students from poverty 
communities, buttressed by taken-for-granted acceptance of the deficit ideol-
ogy, has been a rampant and persistent problem for a long time … therefore, 
empowering teachers without addressing the deficit ideology may well aggra-
vate the problem”.

with this problem in mind, this chapter looks at how educators might 
address this situation. Te Kotahitanga: Improving the Educational Achievement 
of Māori students in Mainstream Schools (Bishop et al., 2003), is a kaupapa 
māori3 research and professional development project that aims to improve the 
educational achievement of māori students in mainstream classrooms. while 
this analysis is based on a case study of an intervention study undertaken in 
new Zealand, it is suggested that the messages drawn are applicable beyond 
the shores of this country.

The current educational context

the major challenge facing education in new Zealand today is that the 
status quo is one of ongoing social, economic and political disparities, pri-
marily between the descendents of the British colonisers (Pakeha) and the 
indigenous māori people. the māori have higher levels of unemployment, 
are more likely to be employed in low paying jobs, have much higher levels 
of incarceration, illness and poverty than do the rest of the population and 
are generally under-represented in positive social and economic indicators 
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(Education counts, n.d.). these disparities are also reflected at all levels of 
the education system.

in comparison to majority culture students (in new Zealand, these stu-
dents are primarily of European descent), the overall academic achievement 
levels of māori students is low; their rate of suspension from school is three 
times higher; they are over-represented in special education programmes; 
they enrol in pre-school programmes in lower proportions than other groups; 
they tend to be over-represented in low stream education classes; they are 
more likely than other students to be found in vocational curriculum streams; 
and they leave school earlier with fewer formal qualifications and enrol in 
tertiary education in lower proportions.

despite the choice provided by māori medium education in new Zealand, 
and decades of educational reforms and policies such as those promoting 
“multiculturalism” and “biculturalism” that have sought to address these 
problems, for the 90% of māori students (ministry of Education, 2001) 
who attend mainstream schools, there has been little if any shift in these 
disparities since they were first statistically identified over forty years ago 

(new Zealand department of māori affairs, 1962).

Six challenges for practice and practitioners

this problematic situation raises a number of challenges for teachers and 
teacher educators both in new Zealand and overseas.

Challenge number 1: the status quo is one where ongoing 
educational disparities are ethnically based

the major challenge that faces educators today is the continuing dispari-
ties of outcomes within the education system. in new Zealand, this is seen 
where māori children and those of other minoritised groups are consistently 
over-represented in negative education indicators and under-represented in 
the positive as detailed above. in terms of qualifications, māori students in 
mainstream schools are not achieving at the same levels as other students, 
and this situation has remained constant for some time. for example, in 
1993, 4% of maori gained an a or a B Bursary and 33% of maori left school 
without qualifications. yet, some 10 years later, in 2002, 4% of maori gained 
an a or a B Bursary and 35% of maori left school without qualifications. 
in effect, despite the implementation of large scale numeracy and literacy 
projects little changed over that decade.

similarly, in 1998, 74.1% of candidates gained university entrance, of 
whom 6.1% were māori (1 247). in 2002, 87.2% of candidates gained univer-
sity entrance, of whom 6.3% were māori (1 511). that is, despite an absolute 
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increase in numbers, there was a relative decline in the proportion of maori 
students gaining university entrance. Exacerbating this situation was the 
decrease in retention rates for māori students: from 1994 to 2003, school 
retention rates for māori boys to age 16 fell by 12.4% and those for māori 
girls by 7.1%. for the same period, retention rates for non māori boys fell by 
0.7%, whereas, the rate for non māori girls increased by 1.4%. in addition to 
these statistics of disparity over time, statistics also show that māori children 
are referred to specialist services for behavioural problems at far greater 
rates then other students, and comprise 47% of those suspended from school 
while only making up 21% of the national school population (this figure is 
far higher in some regions) (ministry of Education, 2004). despite many 
attempts to address these disparities, these patterns have remained relatively 
unchanged throughout the current decade.

the ongoing nature of these problems suggests two major implications. 
(1) the status quo in new Zealand education has ethnically-based educational 
disparities, and despite many protests to the contrary, this has been case for 
over 40 years. this pattern is also found among non-European migrant 
children in new Zealand. (2) despite the best intentions of educators from 
schools, colleges of education and policy agencies, new Zealand does not 
currently seem to have a means of systematically addressing these disparities.

how are teacher educators going to assist and educate student teachers 
to be able to produce equitable outcomes for children of different ethnic, 
racial, cultural, class and language groups when they become practicing 
teachers faced with these long-term and seemingly immutable disparities? 
the first thing they need to do, i maintain, is to examine their own discur-
sive positioning and those of their students and the impact that this might be 
having on student achievement. discursive positioning refers to how teachers 
construe the complex historical phenomena experienced by māori youth and 
where they stand as educators in the situation. in other words, which sets of 
ideas and actions, i.e. discourses, do educators draw upon to explain their 
experiences.

Challenge number 2: teacher positioning
all educators hold a variety of discursive positions on the challenge 

posed by minoritised students. Bishop et al. (2003) found that teachers tend 
to draw upon three major discourses when explaining their experiences 
with the education of māori students: (i) the child and their home, (ii) school 
structures, and (iii) relationships. the first two tend to locate the problem 
outside of the classroom and often blame the child and/or the child’s home or 
the school systems and structures for the seemingly immutable nature of the 
ongoing disparities. the outcome of teachers’ theorising from within these 
discourses is that change is seen to be beyond the power of the teacher to act 
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or to produce an effect, that is, to have agency (freedom to act). in contrast, 
the discursive position of relationships tends to promote the agency of the 
teacher in that it acknowledges that ongoing power imbalances within class-
rooms create educational disparities and power imbalances that can be altered 
through changes in pedagogy. such a position is agentic, as in being one of 
a change agent, and thus enables teachers to examine how they themselves 
might participate in the systematic marginalisation of māori students in their 
own classrooms through their discursive positioning.

to māori theorists (Bishop, 1996; smith, 1997), it is clear that unless 
teachers openly address how dominance manifests itself in the lives of māori 
students (and their whänau4), how the dominant culture maintains control over 
the various aspects of education, and the part they themselves might play in 
unwittingly perpetuating this pattern of domination, they will not understand 
how they and the way they relate to and interact with māori students may 
affect learning. an appreciation of relational dynamics without an analysis of 
power balances can result in professional development that promotes ways of 
“relating to” and “connecting with” students of other cultures that do not actu-
ally require teachers to understand, internalise and work towards changing 
the power imbalances of which they are a part. in particular, teachers need an 
opportunity to challenge those power imbalances that are manifested as cul-
tural deficit theorising in the classroom, which, in turn, support the retention 
of traditional classroom interaction patterns that perpetuate marginalisation.

to this end, valencia and others (1997), traced the origins of deficit think-
ing, including various manifestations such as intelligence testing, constructs 
of “at-riskness” and “blaming the victim” (see also mclaren, 2003). more 
recently, shields, Bishop and mazawi (2005) have detailed how educators and 
policy makers continue to pathologise the experiences of children through the 
examination of american navajo, israeli Bedouin, and new Zealand māori 
children’s schooling. in general, they detailed the common practice of attrib-
uting school failure to individuals because of their affiliation with a minori-
tised group within society by a process termed pathologising. according to 
shields, Bishop and mazawi (2005, p. 120) this is a process in which perceived 
structural-functional, cultural or epistemological deviation from an assumed 
normal state is ascribed to another group as a product of power relationships, 
whereby the less powerful group is deemed to be abnormal in some way.

Pathologising represents a challenge for educational reformers, teacher 
educators and teachers alike in that, as Bruner (1996) identified, it is not 
just a matter of intervening in part of the system. there is need to challenge 
whole discourses and move beyond current ways of thinking. the end goal 
would be to create alternative discourses that offer educators an opportunity 
to act as change agents.
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in Te Kotahitanga, we have identified that when teachers draw upon 
deficit positions, they blame others for educational disparities, they exhibit 
feelings of helplessness, and they reject their personal and professional 
responsibilities and agency. in contrast, when teachers actively reject blaming 
explanations, they accept personal and professional responsibility for their 
part in the learning relationships. this entails that they believe that they are 
powerful change agents, they know how and what to do in their classrooms to 
bring about such change, and they report being reinvigorated as teachers. the 
majority of teachers still position themselves within these outmoded deficit 
discourses, thus limiting their agency and, hence, their students’ achieve-
ment. this is problematic for education, in general, and needs to be addressed 
by schools and teacher educators specifically.

identifying discursive positioning involves teacher education students, 
staff and teachers engaging in ongoing reflection of the impact of these 
positions on student learning. therefore, critical questions such as “how do 
we provide our students/teachers with these opportunities for reflection?” 
are important. this reflection needs to involve those outside of the current 
reference groups because consultation within a closed set of people tends to 
reinforce the range of discourses used rather than challenge them. widening 
the range of discourses open to student teachers is vital, as is increasing the 
numbers of student teachers from minority populations.

ryan (1999) identifies a number of strategies by which this could be 
achieved. these include: challenging racist discourses; critically analysing 
mass media as well as contemporary and historical curriculum resources; 
fostering cultural identities and community relations; and valuing differ-
ent languages, knowledge, and alternative discourses. one effective means 
of employing this latter strategy has been used in te kotahitanga (Bishop 
et al., 2003), whereby narratives of the experiences (connelly and clandinin, 
1990) of a number of māori students have been used at the commencement 
of a professional development programme with teachers and school leaders. 
this is done to challenge the audience to reflect upon their own positionings 
vis-à-vis the lived realities of these students and to examine the discourses 
within which they and the students position themselves.

the major finding of this aspect of Te Kotahitanga reveals that education 
professionals who do not challenge their positions or assumptions about the 
experiences of minoritised students are actually disempowering themselves 
from achieving their goals for their students’ academic achievement. teacher 
educators, teachers and student teachers need to be supported and to encourage 
one another to accept an active role as agents of change and the responsibility 
for their actions that such a position entails. in order to bring about change 
in student outcomes, teacher educators should create contexts for learning 
which emphasise a culture of agency rather than reinforcing the unwitting 
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perpetuation of blame. once this has been achieved, teachers can then learn 
how to develop and change their practice through the use of a wide range of 
evidence, and to take responsibility for any required changes. for example, stu-
dent teachers will be able to learn how to set and measure appropriate achieve-
ment goals for minoritised students and know what to do with the information 
if and when they get it. this latter expectation, of course, raises the issue of 
how are pre-service and in-service teachers going to undertake this activity?

Challenge number 3: the call for evidence
among educators there is an increasing demand that teachers understand 

how to engage in critical reflection on student learning that is evidence-based 
rather than assumption-based. that is, there is an expectation that evidence 
will inform educators’ problem-solving in a manner that enables them to 
change their practice in response to student learning.

the implications of this position for teacher educators is that they need 
to ascertain if they and their students are able to use data to identify how 
minoritised students’ participation and learning is improving; data such as 
students’ experiences of being minoritised, student participation, absentee-
ism, suspensions, on-task engagement and student achievement. such data is 
then able to be used in a formative manner so that appropriate changes can 
be made to teachers’ practice in response to students’ schooling experiences 
and progress with respect to learning.

in their recent research on developing and sustaining a programme to 
improve the teaching of reading to five and six-year-olds, timperley, Philips 
and wiseman (2003) found that when achievement information (ranging from 
teachers classroom tests to national standardised, norm-referenced tests) was 
used by classroom teachers to inform their teaching practice, they were able 
to constantly monitor the effectiveness of their practice. when necessary, 
teachers were then able to adjust their teaching methods to ensure that the 
learning needs of the child were being addressed. in this way, by using both 
formative (which is crucial) and summative assessment to guide the single 
objective – improving māori children’s achievement – teachers received 
timely and regular information on the effect of their efforts. “successful 
actions are reinforcing and likely to be repeated … practices that are new and 
unfamiliar will be accepted and retained when they are perceived as increas-
ing one’s competence and effectiveness” (timperley, et. al. (2003), p. 130).

in such an approach, one pedagogic style cannot be preferred over another 
because achievement in its widest sense is the sole criterion for the determi-
nation of teaching method. in timperley et al.’s study, the data were used to 
prompt change in teaching practice where it was found that a particular teach-
ing method was not working for a specific child. it therefore became possible 
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for “the main measure of the effectiveness of professional development [to be] 
the extent to which it results in improved student learning and achievement” 
(timperley, et. al. (2003), p. 131).

standardised tests were used in this case and can provide schools with 
data that are critical to sustaining and maximising the benefit of the practice, 
albeit where there is a degree of match between what is being taught and what 
is being tested. the tests potentially measure children’s collective progress and 
thus the efficacy of pedagogy, the knowledge and skill gaps to which teachers 
must attend, and the areas of strength exhibited by children. By way of cau-
tion, however, goldberg and morrison (2002, p. 73) warn that these potential 
benefits do “not come automatically” and that “harmful effects of the tests can 
offset them, if these are not managed appropriately”. they advocate that teach-
ers be supported through professional development to understand the statisti-
cal concepts necessary to interpret test results, to be able to interpret results 
within the context of other data, and to work in an environment in which such 
results are taken seriously. they argue that the judicious use of standardised 
testing is more likely to occur when there is a strong professional community 
examining data with a good mix of curiosity and scepticism.

therefore, it is suggested that such activities are best not undertaken in 
isolation. timperley et al. (2003) also found that schools which were making 
a difference to children’s achievement held regular meetings to focus on 
teaching strategies for children whose progress was not at the expected rate. 
these meetings were held with a sense of urgency and were supported by 
senior teachers working with other teachers in their classrooms to assist in 
developing new strategies for these children. school-wide commitment to the 
urgency and centrality of structured and focused meetings of the professional 
learning community was also found to be essential.

the timperley et al. (2003) study identified that when teachers were 
organised into groups and worked together as a professional learning commu-
nity, with regular meetings within which they considered the evidence of stu-
dent progress and achievement so as to inform their collective progress, they 
were able to update their professional knowledge and skills within the context 
of an organised, school-wide system for improving teaching practices. in addi-
tion, teachers’ efforts, individually and collectively, “are focused on improving 
student learning and achievement and making the school as a whole become a 
high-performing organisation” (timperley et al. (2003), p. 132).

therefore, teacher educators need to be creating contexts for learning 
in which their students are able to participate in professional learning com-
munities focusing on problem-solving conversations. through this approach, 
student teachers will learn and practice how to set, measure and re-set 
achievement goals for minoritised students. furthermore, they will learn 
what to do with the information they obtain.
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Challenge number 4: realisations about learning
there is an increasing realisation that learning involves constructing 

knowledge individually and socially rather than receiving it from others. there 
is also an increasing realisation that knowledge is situational and not gender or 
culture-free. it is always created and promoted for a specific defined purpose. 
often these purposes (either explicitly or inadvertently) promote the language, 
culture and values of those in power.

teachers retain power and control over what knowledge is legitimate 
in their classrooms by constructing what australian educationalist robert 
young (1991, p. 78) terms the traditional classroom as a learning context for 
children. young states:

The [traditional] method [classroom] is one in which teachers objec-
tify learners and reify knowledge, drawing on a body of objectifying 
knowledge and pedagogy constructed by the behavioural sciences for 
the former, and empiricist and related understandings of knowledge 
for the latter.

to young (1991), in the traditional classroom teachers see their func-
tion “as to ‘cover’ the set curriculum, to achieve sufficient ‘control’ to make 
students do this, and to ensure that students achieve a sufficient level of 
‘mastery’ of the set curriculum as revealed by evaluation” (p. 79). the learn-
ing context these teachers create aims to promote these outcomes. in these 
classrooms teachers are “active” and do most of the “official” talk (classroom 
language). technical mastery of this language and the language of the cur-
riculum (which is generally one and the same) are pre-requisites for pupil 
participation with the official “knowledge” of the classroom.

the learning context that is created in traditional classrooms is such that 
there is a distinct power difference between teacher and learner which, as 
smith (1997, p. 178) suggests, may be reinforced ideologically and spatially. 
ideologically, the teacher is seen as the “font of all knowledge”; the students 
(in locke’s terms) as the “tabula rasa” – the empty slate; where the teacher 
is the objective arbiter and transmitter of knowledge. knowledge, however, is 
selected by the teacher, guided by curriculum documents and possibly texts 
that are created from within and by the dominant discourse. in colonial and 
neo-colonial contexts, it is knowledge often from outside the experiences 
and interests of the very people one is purporting to educate. far from being 
neutral, these documents actively reproduce the cultural and social hegemony 
of the dominant groups at the expense of marginalised groups. the spatial 
manifestation of difference can be seen in “the furniture arrangements 
within the classroom, in the organisation of staff meetings, and by holding 
assemblies with teachers sitting on the stage and so forth” (smith, 1997, 
p. 179). children who are unable or who do not want to participate in this 
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pattern are marginalised and fail. teachers will then explain the children’s 
lack of participation in terms of pupil inabilities, disabilities, dysfunctions 
or deficiencies, rather than considering that it may well be the very structure 
of the classroom that mitigates against the creation of a relationship that will 
promote satisfactory participation by students.

in contrast, in what young (1991) terms a “discursive classroom”, new 
images and their constituent metaphors are present to inform and guide the 
development of educational principles and pedagogies in order to help create 
power-sharing relationships and classroom interaction patterns within which 
young māori and other minoritised peoples can successfully participate and 
engage in learning.

discursive classrooms that are created by teachers who are working 
within kaupapa māori reform projects, such as Te Kotahitanga, suggest new 
approaches to interpersonal and group interactions that have the potential to 
improve aotearoa/new Zealand educational experiences for many children 
of diverse cultural backgrounds. Te Kotahitanga practices suggest that where 
the images and the metaphors used to express these images are holistic, inter-
actional and focus on power-sharing relationships, the resultant classroom 
practices and educational experiences for children of other than the dominant 
group will be entirely different.

new metaphors are needed in teaching and teacher education that are 
holistic, flexible and determined by or understood within cultural contexts to 
which young people of diverse backgrounds can relate. teaching and learning 
strategies that flow from these metaphors should be flexible and allow the 
diverse voices of young people to be heard. in such a pedagogy, the partici-
pants in the learning interaction become involved in the collaboration proc-
ess, in mutual story-telling and re-storying (connelly and clandinin, 1990), 
so that a relationship can emerge in which both stories are heard, or indeed a 
process in which a new story is created by all the participants. such pedagogy 
addresses māori people’s concerns that current traditional pedagogic prac-
tices being fundamentally monocultural and epistemologically racist. this 
new pedagogy recognises that all people involved in the learning and teach-
ing processes are participants with meaningful experiences, valid concerns 
and legitimate questions.

for teaching and teacher education, this implies an increasing realisation 
that teachers can construct contexts wherein students are able to bring their 
cultural experiences to the learning conversation, even when these experi-
ences and ways of making sense of the world are unfamiliar to the teacher. 
at the same time, teacher educators need to create learning contexts in which 
their student teachers can experience such relationships and interactions.



Educating tEachErs for divErsity: mEEting thE challEngE – © oEcd 2010

130 – chaPtEr 5. divErsity and Educational disParitiEs: thE rolE of tEachEr Education

Challenge number 5: relationship between pre-service and 
in-service education

there is an increasing demand from various sectors of the profession for 
increased relevance between pre-service education and in-service education, 
professional development, teaching practice and research. this is further 
exacerbated by international research strongly suggesting that there is little 
if any linkage between pre-service teacher education and in-service practice 
and the perceived hierarchies within the education sector (cochran-smith and 
Zeichner, 2005).

from the experiences of Te Kotahitanga, there is an added problem as 
teacher educators, teacher support staff, school teachers, and educational 
researchers tend to suggest that what they are doing is sufficient, necessary 
and adequate, in contrast to the functioning of those people in every other 
sector. in other words, what is happening in their patch is fine; it is all those 
other people who are not doing a good enough job. similar findings have 
been demonstrated by Prochnow and kearney (2002) in a study they con-
ducted regarding the effect of suspensions on student learning. they found 
that all groups involved with the students tended to blame others for the 
problems the students faced and were less likely to implicate themselves in 
the problem identification process.

to make matters worse, these notions are supported by the peer review 
process that teacher educators have devised to review their programmes. 
these reviews do not usually include their client groups; or, if they do, it is 
in a prescribed manner that limits the type of critique that could be useful 
in reforming teacher education programmes for their graduates to be able to 
address the learning needs of minoritised peoples.

People from different sectors expressed other issues in teacher education. 
these include increasing concern regarding the frailty of the “silo” model 
in which pre-service teachers are taught subjects separately rather than in 
a holistic fashion, and the continued criticism of tertiary teacher education 
providers by their graduates, their profession, the public and the media, or 
at least in media that are not part of the formal review process. a means of 
addressing these criticisms is urgently needed.

however, this type of criticism is not always welcome. one example of 
the problematic response to criticism is found in a survey of teacher prepar-
edness that was conducted by the Education review office (Ero) (2004). 
the report, which was critical of the preparedness of beginning second-
ary and primary teachers, was met with criticism by teacher educators and 
researchers alike regarding the process whereby this finding was attained, 
rather than the finding itself, or at least the problems that the survey indi-
cated could be present. this reaction did not re-energise the debate but rather 
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killed the conversation, despite many teachers and schools voicing concern 
about the preparedness of their beginning teachers. yet, recent observations 
of 360 teachers in Te Kotahitanga, 60% of whom had been to teacher educa-
tion institutions in the past five years, showed that while they wanted to teach 
in ways they had learnt while at their college of education, they were in fact 
teaching in a very traditional manner in their first year of teaching.

when surveyed, they stated that they were keen to implement a wide and 
effective range of interaction types. this would mean actively engaging their 
students in the lessons, capitalising on the prior knowledge of students, using 
group learning processes, providing academic feedback, involving students 
in planning lessons, demonstrating their high expectations, stimulating criti-
cal questioning, recognising the culture of students, etc. however, detailed, 
measured observations of their classrooms showed that 86% of their interac-
tions were of a traditional nature where they were engaging in the transmis-
sion of pre-determined knowledge, monitoring to see if this knowledge had 
been passed on and giving behavioural feedback in order to control the class. 
only 14% of their classroom interactions allowed them an opportunity to 
create learning relationships to which they initially aspired. in short, despite 
their aspirations to the contrary, the dominant classroom interaction remained 
active teacher and passive students. this might signal the pervasiveness of 
transmission education, the schools could be blamed for their insistence on 
transmitting a pre-set curriculum. however, this may also indicate the lack 
of student teacher preparedness and the reliance upon the school for practical 
training, in which case teacher educators could take notice of the survey and 
Te Kotahitanga results as a warning that their graduates may be facing prob-
lems implementing interactive approaches in the classroom. in other words, 
these findings might signal the need for pre-service teachers to integrate the 
theory and practice of teaching and learning (using evidence of behaviour 
as teachers and student achievement for formative purposes) in a systematic 
manner so that they can practice what they learn.

Pre-service teachers could receive objective analysis of and feedback on 
their classroom interactions in an ongoing manner upon which they could 
critically reflect in a collaborative, problem-solving setting. this means that 
pre-service teachers will need to learn to use evidence of student participa-
tion and achievement to inform their practice (to change classroom interac-
tion patterns for instance), and the relationship between teacher education 
institutions and schools will need to change dramatically.

Challenge number 6: the challenge of research
the Performance Based research fund (PBrf) report (alcorn et al., 

2005) states that 75% of staff involved in teaching degree-level courses in 
education are not involved in research. furthermore, teacher education is 
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the area with the lowest quality of research and the lowest assessed research 
performance in education. therefore, if change is necessary to address dis-
parities, and research is the most common way of informing and promoting 
change through the systematic production of evidence to inform our practice, 
and if teacher educators are not involved in research, what mechanisms are 
they using to inform their practice? this may mean that despite their avowed 
aspirations to address what fullan (2005) terms the moral dimension of edu-
cation, that is, the reduction of disparities, teacher educators may not have a 
means of addressing the status quo that is maintaining the disparities they 
say they want to reduce.

Conclusion

this chapter has suggested that reducing the seemingly immutable 
educational disparities in the education system in aotearoa/new Zealand 
is possible, and the answer lies in a critical examination of the discourses 
within which teachers position themselves. commonly, discourses that pro-
mote deficit notions that pathologise the lived experiences of māori students, 
together with the schooling systems, limit the agency of teachers to make the 
difference for their students to which they ironically aspire; whereas, posi-
tioning within change-agent discourses allows teachers to take responsibility 
for their student’s learning and reflect upon evidence thereof so as to revise 
their teaching approaches and enjoy teaching.

when teachers are (re)positioned within relational discourses, and pro-
mote what sidorkin (2002) calls a “Pedagogy of relations”, teachers are 
able to address power imbalances in their classrooms, within their schools 
and between various sectors of education which are currently critical of one 
another. in addition, research becomes part of teachers’ everyday lives and 
proves its usefulness in both formative and summative manners. Powerful 
accountability will arise in the midst of complex situations and discourses 
formed around the nexus of relationships.

above all, in terms of student achievement, this chapter suggests that the 
classroom should be a place where young people’s sense-making processes 
(culture with a small “c”) are incorporated and enhanced, where the existing 
knowledges of young people are seen as “acceptable”, in such a way that their 
stories provide the learning base from whence they can branch out into new 
fields of knowledge. in this process, the teacher interacts with students in 
such a way that new knowledge is co-created. such a classroom will generate 
different patterns of interaction, and educational outcomes from those gener-
ated by a classroom where knowledge is seen as simply something of which 
the teacher makes sense and then passes onto students.
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Notes

1. this chapter was adapted from a keynote address, “messages from te kotahitanga 
for teacher Education”, presented at the P.r.i.d.E. workshop held at the national 
university of samoa, apia, samoa, 28 november to 2 december, 2005.

2. “minoritised” is a term used in shields, Bishop and mazawi, (2005) to refer to a 
people who have been ascribed characteristics of a minority. to be minoritised, 
one does not need to be in the numerical minority, only to be treated as if one’s 
position and perspective is of less worth, to be silenced or to be marginalised.

3. kaupapa māori is a discourse of proactive theory and practice that emerged from 
within the wider revitalisation of māori communities that developed in new 
Zealand following the rapid māori urbanisation in the 1950s and 1960s. this 
movement grew further in the 1970s, and by the late 1980s it had developed as 
a political consciousness among māori people that promoted the revitalisation 
of māori cultural aspirations, preferences and practices as a philosophical and 
productive educational stance and resistance to the hegemony of the dominant 
discourse.

4. Extended family.
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Chapter 6 
 

Attracting and retaining diverse student teachers

rick wolff, sabine severiens and marieke meeuwisse
rotterdam institute for social science Policy research, Erasmus university 

the netherlands

This chapter examines the role that programmes play in the success of students from 
ethnic minorities by comparing the learning environments of three urban teacher 
training programmes. Although ethnic diversity of children in the Netherlands has 
dramatically increased as a result of several post-war waves of migration, this is 
not reflected in the composition of the teaching staff. In addition, the policy aim to 
train more students from ethnic minorities as teachers has proven far from simple. 
Students from minority backgrounds who attend teacher training programmes for 
primary education are far more likely than native Dutch students to leave before 
graduation. The research presented here suggests that an open atmosphere in a 
programme, the presence of career counsellors and internship co-ordinators specifi-
cally attuned to diversity issues, and the relative ease of finding internships all serve 
to increase the educational success of these students. The chapter concludes with 
recommendations for programme climate, guidance and internships.
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From the OECD online consultation: 
diversity in the teaching force

Student teacher, teacher, and teacher educa-
tor respondents were less diverse than their 
student populations. Why is the teaching 
force not more diverse, and what can be done 
about it?

Introduction

Ethnic diversity among children and young adults in the netherlands has 
increased spectacularly as a result of several post-war waves of migration 
(decolonisation, labour migration and asylum-seeking).1 the larger cities 
have been particularly affected. in amsterdam, rotterdam and the hague, 
the group of young people aged 0-20 years from ethnic minorities (primarily 
antillean, moroccan, surinamese and turkish) is nearly 17% larger than the 
native dutch city residents in the same age group. this figure is as much as 
25% greater in the group aged 0-10 years (statistics netherlands, statline).

these demographic developments have a major impact on education. in 
the larger cities, nearly all the primary and secondary schools have a student 
body which represents a wide diversity of ethnic backgrounds. some schools 
consist almost entirely of children from migrant families. this is due to two 
concurrent mechanisms, in which (a) migrant children live nearby and so 
attend their local school, and (b) white dutch parents in the neighbourhood 
tend to enrol their children in schools in other areas that have less minority 
presence. this new situation raises different questions. how should an eth-
nically diverse class be handled? should the lesson materials and methods 
be changed or updated? what approaches could be used to increase parent 
involvement in schools, particularly among migrant parents? and last but not 
least, how do we make the composition of the teaching staff reflect the stu-
dent population? teachers from ethnic minorities could serve as role models 
for pupils from migrant communities and help to build bridges between the 
school and the parents.

Before more teachers from ethnic minorities can be brought into the 
classroom, more students from ethnic minorities will have to be trained as 
teachers. this aim has proven far from simple. more often than their native 
dutch counterparts, many of these students attending the teacher training 
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programme for primary education (PaBo) leave before completing the pro-
gramme. in the student cohorts from 2002 to 2005, an average of 35.3% of 
the PaBo students from non-western ethnic minorities stopped after three 
years of study without earning a diploma, compared with 20.6% of the native 
dutch students. the 14.7% PaBo drop-out rate is more than two and a half 
times greater than the average difference in the entire higher professional 
education system.2

are there specific reasons why students from non-western ethnic minori-
ties do not complete PaBo? to what extent are teacher training programmes 
for primary school teachers in a position to offer students from ethnic 
minorities the same opportunities for successful completion as the native 
dutch students? how can programmes improve in this respect? this chapter 
examines these questions, focusing primarily on the role that programmes 
play (programme factors) in the completion rates of non-western students 
from ethnic minorities and of native dutch students. we present the results 
of a case study comparing the learning environments at three PaBo teacher 
training programmes in large cities.

Completion rates of students from non-Western ethnic minorities and 
native Dutch students: how much influence does a degree programme 
have?

a degree programme can influence students in various ways. the learn-
ing environment affects students simply because a programme is an environ-
ment in which people interact with each other, behave according to certain 
codes of conduct and deal with mutual expectations. a learning environment 
is understood to be the entire range of (a) written and unwritten principles of 
education and the details of such principles (educational concept, curriculum, 
guidance structure, etc.); and (b) formal and informal contacts (with fellow 
students, lecturers, tutors, student counsellors, etc.) related to a programme 
that students encounter.

in other words, success (graduation) and failure (leaving before gradua-
tion) depend in part on aspects of the programme. these factors could involve 
various aspects of quality such as the quality of the lecturers in a degree 
programme, the quality of the organisation or the quality of guidance and 
counselling. research on differences between students from non-western 
ethnic minorities and native dutch students shows that the extent to which a 
programme is small-scale or considered to be a learning community can be 
important (see severiens, wolff and rezai, 2006). other concepts such as 
social and academic integration, the culture and degree of inequality in the 
degree programme and practice shock are also linked to the learning environ-
ment and student performance.
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Small-scale structure and learning environments
various educational innovations have been launched in recent years 

that aim to introduce student-centred learning to a greater or lesser extent 
(Boekaerts, Pintrich and Zeidner, 2000; schelfhout, 2002). the underly-
ing concept is that student-centred learning has a positive effect on student 
learning and motivation, and therefore also on the completion rate for the 
degree programme. the question is whether this significant development in 
education has the same consequences for students from ethnic minorities as 
for native dutch students.

Previous research (severiens et al., 2006) showed that learning environ-
ments involving a high degree of social engagement result in lecturers play-
ing an important guiding role, balanced attention to diversity, and a central 
focus on the student, all of which are favourable for students from ethnic 
minorities. these results point to a learning environment known as a learn-
ing community (lave and wenger, 1991).

 research (Zhao and kuh, 2006) 
on the effects of learning communities shows that learning communities are 
powerful practical teaching tools; besides the sound theoretical basis for such 
educational practices, there is clear empirical evidence to support their posi-
tive impact.

Social and academic integration
study progress and completion rate is also related to the extent to which 

students have integrated into the community, both socially and academically. 
the model proposed by tinto (1994, 1997) is a study progress model in which 
various factors are used to explain how students progress through a degree 
programme and whether they leave before completion or stay to graduation. 
the two main components in the model are the concepts of academic and 
social integration. Academic integration refers to the extent to which students 
feel at home in the study programme in regard to the field of study and the 
lecturers and students who represent that field. Effective academic integra-
tion means that students identify with the field in a positive way and that the 
lecturers engage with them regarding their integration, inviting their students 
to take part in the profession, in a manner of speaking. Social integration 
refers to good social contact with lecturers and fellow students. for most 
students, a group where they feel at home is an important defining factor in 
the enjoyment they derive from the degree programme, ultimately also deter-
mining the likelihood that they will complete the programme.

various studies have shown that students from ethnic minorities and 
majority students differ in the degree to which they are socially and aca-
demically integrated, and that this difference is related to study success. for 
example, in our own qualitative research (severiens et al., 2006), carried out 
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among students at institutes for higher professional education and at research 
universities, we saw that certain experiences of ethnic-minority students, like 
being treated “differently” by fellow students and teachers and feeling less at 
home in the programme, had an influence on their social and academic inte-
gration and their study progress. conversely, more equality in the programme 
and more attention to diversity issues seem to lead to an equal degree of 
social and academic integration and study progress for ethnic-minority and 
majority students (see also: gloria et al., 2005; Braxton, milem and sullivan, 
2000; nora and cabrera, 1996; see also severiens, wolff and rezai, 2006).

Culture and inequality
one of the most important findings from the study by severiens, wolff 

and rezai (2006) is that students from ethnic minorities are more dependent 
on the quality of the education, whereas native dutch students rely on their 
more favourable starting point (on their social and cultural capital). this 
means that the quality of the educational structure and the quality of the lec-
turers can play an important role in the drop-out rate for students from ethnic 
minorities. it also confirms other studies which show that a poor fit with the 
programme is an important explanation for drop-out, especially for students 
from ethnic minorities (Just 1999, hurtado et al., 1999; swail et al., 2003, 
nora and cabrera, 1996; thomas, 2002).

research linking the culture of an educational institution or degree 
programme to the ethnic background of the students is primarily found in 
the united states. an overview of studies in this field shows that african-
american students studying at “historically black colleges and universities” 
(hBcus) have a perception of receiving more social and psychological sup-
port, are more satisfied, feel more a part of a community and have a higher 
chance of continuing and successfully completing their studies than african-
american students studying at “white” universities (fleming, 2002; hurtado, 
milem, clayton-Pedersen and allen, 1998).

we would like to pay particular attention to a study by hobson-horton 
and owens (2004) which looks at successful methods for keeping students 
from ethnic minorities in a degree programme. they show that it is about 
motivation, interaction with peers and lecturers, the contents of the pro-
gramme, challenging experiences, and perceptions and expectations. results 
from their study show that support is very important: mentoring programmes 
seem to achieve good results (see also harper, 1994; stolworthy, 2001). 
another important factor is that the degree programme needs to have mean-
ing and relevance for the students. from a student’s perspective, this should 
include a good balance between theory and practice. finally, they show that 
it is important to make good use of the cultural diversity at hand by organis-
ing productive social activities and offering student support and counselling.
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Practice shock
Based on their evaluation of educational innovation in the role of intern-

ships as part of degree programmes in the mid-1990s, stokking et al. (2003) 
identify three important reasons for student drop-out:

• the profession is too demanding; a British study by day (1999) for 
example shows that 23% of teachers suffer from a stress-related dis-
order or illness;

• student expectations are too idealistic, based on their experiences 
as a pupil in combination with their experiences during theoretical 
training. these expectations are often inaccurate which can lead to 
drop-out;

• insufficient preparation for the actual experience: “practice shock”.

Britzman (1986) writes that the first experiences in the classroom can 
be very emotional experiences for new teachers. support during these ini-
tial practical experiences is crucially important. Practice shock also plays 
a key role in the study by Brouwer and korthagen (2005). they describe 
the concept of “professional socialisation”: a process in which people adopt 
the values and attitudes and acquire the interests, skills and knowledge of 
a specific profession that they want to join. many studies show that profes-
sional socialisation has a negative impact on the innovative competencies 
of new teachers (such as stimulating pupils to be active participants in the 
learning process) in the specific context of teacher training schools and the 
school system. the impact of actually teaching a class (practice shock) seems 
stronger than the impact of learning the theory in teacher training school. 
students experience a discrepancy between what they learn in the degree pro-
gramme (ideal educational contexts and innovative methods of instruction) 
and the actual practice of teaching, in which they are primarily occupied with 
survival and are forced to fall back on traditional methods. to our knowledge, 
there has been no research specifically trying to find out whether students 
from different backgrounds experience practice shock in a different way. in 
this study we will examine the issue.

The model and the research question
figure 6.1 summarises the explanations provided for the high drop-out 

rate among students from ethnic minorities at teaching training school.

two contexts must be distinguished with regard to programme factors: 
the teacher training school itself and the schools to which the students go on 
work placement. the transitions between these two contexts are related to 
“practice shock”. this model aims to answer the following research question:
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Do students from non-Western ethnic minorities and native Dutch 
students have different perceptions of the programme due to culture 
and inequality, social and academic integration, the small scale, and 
practice shock? To what extent can these concepts offer an explana-
tion for the decision to leave the programme?

The Dutch school system and the road to higher education

Before we look at the case study, this chapter provides a brief explana-
tion of the dutch school system in order to clarify the position of the PaBo 
teacher training schools within this system, as well as the learning track that 
leads to the PaBo teacher training school.

the netherlands has a binary higher education system consisting of 
research universities and universities of applied science; the latter institu-
tions offer higher professional education (hBo) (figure 6.2). the PaBo 
teacher training programmes are offered at the universities of applied science. 
admission to higher professional education is more open, or less selective, 
than admission to university.

figure 6.1. Explanations for high drop-out rate of students from 
ethnic minorities
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Qualified students from both the general (havo and vwo) and vocational 
(mBo) tracks of secondary school have access to hBo institutions. in general, 
students qualified to attend higher professional education have access to any 
public institution, regardless of their average exam marks. since the dutch 
system is mainly public, this means that students with the right qualifications 
are eligible to attend almost all institutions for higher professional education.
the vocational track takes the longest time (seven to eight years without year 
repitition) to get from secondary education into hBo.havo is the shortest road 
to hBo: five years without year repitition. admission to universities requires 
higher secondary education qualifications than admission to hBo institutions. 
only students with a pre-university diploma (vwo) are eligible for admission 
to university. the pre-university track takes six years without year repitition.

student tracking starts after eight years of primary education, when pupils 
are twelve years old. Pupils are essentially tracked on the basis of two criteria: 
(i) scores on national tests (entry and/or cito testing); and (ii) a recommendation 
from the primary school. on the basis of the national test scores and the school 
recommendation, pupils are directed to either the vocational track (vmBo) 
or the general track (havo/vwo), which is an important decision. firstly, it 
determines the learning environment for the coming years: is a student’s edu-
cation focused more on academic theory or practical application? secondly, it 
determines the number of years before a pupil is qualified for higher education.

figure 6.2. The road to Dutch higher education
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in principle, it is possible to switch from the vocational to the general sec-
ondary education track (havo), which is a promotion in the pupil’s educa-
tional career, but national education reforms have made track-switching more 
difficult. most vocational pupils remain in their track. Pupils who continue 
in the general track after primary school can go directly to senior general 
secondary school (havo) or to pre-university school (vwo). however, there 
is also the opportunity for a transitional first year of secondary school, after 
which the decision is made as to whether a pupil will go to havo or vwo.

relatively many students from ethnic minorities are tracked into the 
vocational system and have to take the long route to higher education. as a 
consequence, the average age for a first-year student from an ethnic minority 
entering higher education is above the average age of native dutch students 
(wolff, 2007).

Method: three case studies

our current research examined three PaBo teacher training programmes 
at three different institutions of higher professional education. these three 
degree programmes, referred here to as programme a, programme B and 
programme c, were selected on the basis of the differences in drop-out 
rates for each programme comparing native dutch and non-western ethnic 
minority students, according to the netherlands association of universities 
of applied science (HBO-raad). the three programmes display variations 
in the comparison between drop-out rates which we attempt to explain by 
comparing the programmes’ different learning environments. the emphasis 
is on the first two years of study because the drop-out rate is highest during 
that phase (see HBO-raadcijfers, wolff, 2007).

the combination of the data from the HBO-raad, of the dutch universi-
ties of applied science, shows that programme a is the most successful at 
keeping students from ethnic minorities in the programme. during the 2000-
04 period, the drop-out rate of 8% was by far the lowest between students 
from non-western ethnic minorities and native dutch students after 3 years 
of study.3 Programme B is average in this respect; with a difference in drop-
out rate of 19%. Programme c yields the least positive result on the basis of 
these figures. the difference in drop-out rates between students from ethnic 
minorities and native dutch students is greatest at 26%.

for a clear impression of the learning environment in the first two years 
of study, ten4 respondents were interviewed from each programme (in total 
30 respondents). one group consisted of respondents from the programme 
and one group consisted of students. the people from the programme who 
provided information were the programme director (or programme manager), 
two lecturers and the internship co-ordinator. the students who provided 
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information were second-year students, three from non-western ethnic 
minorities and three from native dutch origins. the study guide for the first 
and second years was also reviewed.

the respondents were interviewed in-depth about the learning environ-
ment. the interview questions were categorised into various interview themes: 
“diversity policy and equality”, “atmosphere/culture in the programme”, “social 
integration” (contact with students), “academic integration” (contact with lectur-
ers and student counsellors), “quality of education”, “structure of the internship”, 
“experiences on work placement” and the pedagogical/teaching structure of the 
programme. separate questions were also asked about drop-out rates in general 
and drop-out among students from non-western ethnic minorities in particular.

the interview themes varied depending on the group of respondents. 
interviews with students primarily addressed the day-to-day practical aspects 
of the programme, while the interviews with programme directors (more than 
with other groups of respondents) covered the principles of education and the 
policies of the programme.

Results from the case studies

Before presenting the results of the three case studies, it should be noted 
that we differentiate between specific and general factors. in relation to the 
specific factors, the respondents were explicitly asked about an aspect of 
ethnicity or diversity, or an aspect of ethnicity or diversity was mentioned 
spontaneously during the interviews. we emphasise specific factors in order 
to gain a better understanding of the extent to which risk factors for drop-
out and study progress occur specifically among students from non-western 
minorities. factors which do not involve an ethnic element – the “general 
factors” – are also included, but only where they display clear differences 
between programmes.

this section compares the programmes on the basis of the following aspects:

1. the educational concept and structure

2. feeling at home

3. risk factors for student drop-out

4. academic integration

5. social integration

6. internships

7. general factors
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item 1 concerns the programme as it is described “on paper”, for exam-
ple in the study guide, and offers information about its policies. items 2 
through 6 involve the programme in practice. item 7 deals with the educa-
tional concept and structure and about the programme in practice, but from 
a more general perspective.

The educational concept and structure: diversity policy and 
activities

diversity constitutes an explicit focus in the educational vision of pro-
gramme B. Programmes a and c do not have an explicit diversity policy. the 
focus on diversity in these programmes is expressed implicitly at the conceptual 
level. it emerges e.g. in phrasing that shows an awareness of the programme’s posi-
tion in an urban context in which people from various cultural backgrounds live. 
this can be seen clearly in the schools, and students should be prepared for that.

however, there seems to be little connection between incorporating “diver-
sity” into the educational concept and maintaining a focus on diversity at the 
level of practice. diversity is addressed in some way in all three programmes, 
not just in programme B. for example, courses are offered in intercultural edu-
cation or philosophies of life centred on ethnic, cultural and religious diversity. 
thematic meetings on “identity” and “diversity” are held for students and lectur-
ers alike. it is stressed that students undertake internships at as many different 
types of schools as possible (black, white and mixed). the programmes also take 
part in projects to promote the teaching profession within migrant communi-
ties, projects to develop talent among students who are the first person in their 
family to attend higher education (including many students from non-western 
ethnic minorities) or projects to facilitate a better quality of progression from 
senior secondary vocational schools, which are attended by many pupils from 
non-western ethnic minorities. in programme a, study career counsellors 
receive training in intercultural communications, and internship tutors have 
taken a course on dealing with an ethnically diverse group of students. in pro-
grammes B and c, “diversity” is among the range of responsibilities of some 
lecturers whereby they co-ordinate and develop diversity activities. Programme 
staff also conduct institutional drop-out studies to determine why students drop 
out. finally, efforts are also being made to recruit more lecturers from non-
western ethnic minorities for the teaching training schools, but that has proven 
difficult (e.g. complicated recruitment, halt on advertising for job openings).

Feeling at home
in all three programmes, the student respondents from non-western ethnic 

minorities feel less at home than the native dutch students. dutch students said 
they more frequently enjoyed their studies and perceived the atmosphere in the 
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programme as pleasant and fun. however, differences were observed between 
programme a, on the one hand, and programmes B and c, on the other. first, 
students in programme a have little social engagement with the programme. 
neither students from non-western ethnic minorities nor native dutch students 
linger outside their scheduled class times; this is probably related to the tem-
porary accommodations currently provided by the programme. the student 
respondents from non-western ethnic minorities associate their sense of feeling 
less at home with the individualistic attitude of their classmates, rather than 
with a division between ethnic groups. as two students explain:

It is not a situation where you feel immediately at home. It is more 
like everyone is there for him or herself. You only see students when 
you have to work together on assignments, and then it’s simply a 
requirement, because you have to work together. But it’s not the case 
that you have some sort of bond with your fellow students. (a non-
western ethnic minority student attending programme a)

I don’t really hang around after class – just to do homework with 
other students, but not much other than that. (a native dutch student 
attending programme a)

in programmes B and c, we see that native dutch students have a stronger 
sense of social engagement than their fellow students from ethnic minori-
ties. they more frequently spend time at the programme facilities after class, 
whereas non-western minority students leave much more quickly. moreover, a 
number of student respondents from non-western ethnic minorities attending 
these programmes feel less at home because of the division between native 
dutch and ethnic minorities, and have a sense that they are not accepted. the 
following quotes from two students from programme c illustrate this:

Sometimes there are other students who make discouraging com-
ments. For instance if they see things at their work: “Yes, it was 
someone from an ethnic minority group again, who just had to yell at 
me. Always those minorities…” I come from an ethnic minority group 
too, of course, and when I hear that, it does not motivate me to strike 
up a conversation with them and sit around chatting and laughing. (a 
non-western ethnic minority student attending programme c)

Everyone knows each other a bit here, that kind of feeling. Like a vil-
lage, really. (a native dutch student attending programme c)

Risk factors for student drop-out

the respondents from the programmes mentioned several risk factors 
that cause students from ethnic minorities to drop out more often than native 
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dutch students. the three cases demonstrate significant similarity. a number 
of factors are general in nature, but appear to occur more frequently among 
students from ethnic minorities because they are more numerously repre-
sented in specific risk groups. this includes students from senior secondary 
vocational education (mBo) who lack sufficient basic skills (language and 
arithmetic) as well as study skills (planning and organisation) and students 
who have a home situation which is difficult to combine with the course of 
study. the programme manager from programme B explains it as follows:

You see that students from this city (where the programme and the 
university of applied science are situated – RISBO) drop out more. 
They have a different attitude towards study; there is less social cohe-
sion in their home situation. These are students for whom studying is 
not a normal thing, whose parents did not go to university and cannot 
keep them on track; they do not know what studying involves. … Many 
of them come from senior secondary vocational schools, for example 
after being trained as a teacher’s assistant. There are no jobs avail-
able for that. So they continue their studies, which results in drop-out 
and causes frustrations. (programme manager from programme B)

the opinion of student respondents from non-western minorities reveals 
specific drop-out factors for this particular group. first, students from pro-
grammes B and c primarily associate drop-out of students from ethnic 
minorities with the programme, mainly due to the dynamics between students. 
comments from programme B refer to exclusion of non-western students:

I do think it’s a pity that students stop because they feel pestered just 
because they wear a headscarf or are Moroccan. Things often went 
wrong in the classroom, and the teacher just continued the lesson. 
(student from a non-western ethnic minority attending programme B)

secondly, we do not hear anything from the student respondents from 
non-western ethnic minorities in programme a about specific causes for why 
students from ethnic minorities drop out. apparently, the students from this 
programme who took part in the case study consider general risk factors to 
play the primary role.

it can be concluded that students from ethnic minorities are probably 
more sensitive to the climate in the classroom than native dutch students, 
who may be more individualistic. we also see a difference in the perception 
of the respondents from the programme staff, who mainly discuss drop-out 
of students from ethnic minorities in terms of the individual characteristics of 
students, whereas students from ethnic minorities focus more on programme-
related factors.
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Academic integration
in the context of academic integration, specifically looking at whether 

lecturers treat students from ethnic minorities differently than native dutch 
students, the most positive reports came from programme a. this was the 
only programme where the growing influx of first-year students from ethnic 
minorities was described by participating lecturers in positive terms: the 
environment is first and foremost viewed as enriching. nearly all the student 
respondents from programme a stated that they saw no difference in how 
their teachers dealt with students from ethnic minorities and native dutch 
students. the programme director of programme a did note that some lectur-
ers perceived a mental distance between themselves and several of their stu-
dents from ethnic minorities, a distance which they found difficult to bridge.

in contrast to the situation in programme a, we have programme B. 
lecturers see that students from ethnic minorities are less assertive, but also 
less capable of accepting and responding constructively to feedback. among 
the student respondents, there are the native dutch students on the one hand, 
who do not see that lecturers treat students from ethnic minorities differently, 
and there are the students from ethnic minorities on the other hand, who feel 
that some of their teachers are prejudiced and biased and do treat students 
from ethnic minorities differently:

Sometimes you do notice that lecturers differentiate. Like with spelling 
and grammar, she says that we should pay close attention, and then she 
says to me, “You especially.” As if everyone from an ethnic minority 
has a problem with language. And in another class, one of the lecturers 
had some kind of Turkish doll and she said to me, “You must recognise 
this.” First of all, I’m not Turkish; secondly, it wasn’t familiar to me. 
(student from a non-western ethnic minority attending programme B)

with diversity and contacts between students and lecturers as a backdrop, 
it is interesting to see whether students from ethnic minorities would also 
want to have lecturers from ethnic minorities. it is primarily the students 
from non-western ethnic minorities who express a preference for more lec-
turers from ethnic minorities. this could be because these students have a 
more understanding working relationship with the few lecturers from ethnic 
minorities than with native dutch lecturers, or because of the programme’s 
image. however, quality is the main priority for students, regardless of a lec-
turer’s origin. it should be noted that within the three programmes combined, 
there are few teachers from ethnic minorities. it is striking that the student 
respondents from non-western ethnic minorities in programme c know that 
there are lecturers from non-western ethnic minorities teaching in the pro-
gramme, while the native dutch student respondents were unaware of this. 
students from ethnic minorities could be more attentive to this aspect, and 
native dutch students less so.
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Social integration
groups form in all the programmes along the lines of ethnic origin. it 

is not entirely possible to describe the situation as separate worlds, since 
student groups intermingle to some extent, especially in formal class situa-
tions. however, in the end, native dutch students and students from ethnic 
minorities tend to be drawn more towards their own group. a similar process 
is seen within the ethnic minority group, among e.g. moroccan, surinamese 
and turkish students. in programmes B and c, a division between the two 
groups is intensified from the very start of the programme, when students 
attend orientation week before actual classes begin. in actual practice, the 
students that do not attend are usually from non-western ethnic minorities. 
the programme staff who took part in the case study are eager to see stu-
dents from different backgrounds interact more with each other. attempts 
are made to achieve this goal by not leaving project group combinations up 
to students (programme a) and by encouraging students to talk with each 
other within the classroom context (programmes B and c). the traditional 
structure of orientation week is also up for discussion. Programmes are con-
sidering not requiring students to stay overnight and/or to move this type of 
combined activity week to a later in the year, when students already know 
each other better.

looking at actual interaction between students from ethnic minorities 
and native dutch students, we see clear differences between programme a, 
on the one hand, and programmes B and c, on the other. in programme a, 
the division between students from ethnic minorities and native dutch stu-
dents is considered a less loaded topic. regardless of their own ethnic origins, 
the respondents see differences in how they interact with their fellow students 
from various ethnic backgrounds, but do not make much of an issue of it. 
more so than in other programmes, students from programme a seem to be 
open to each other, which is best illustrated by one of the native dutch stu-
dent respondents who, out of interest and engagement, spent a day observing 
ramadan with their muslim fellow students from ethnic minorities.

A non-Muslim girlfriend of mine and I spent one day observing 
Ramadan with Muslims from our class. They said, “No, you’ll never 
be able to keep it up for a day!” We said, “Of course we will. We’ll 
fast that day and then come eat with you in the evening.” They were 
fine with that. I didn’t eat or drink anything all day. I only noticed 
that I was hungry and thirsty in the evening, but that was because 
her mother had made all sorts of extra things because we were 
coming. Then there was suddenly this whole table full of food in front 
of me, and that was when I noticed it. It went very well. They hadn’t 
expected that. I’ll do it again next year. (native dutch student from 
programme a)
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most of the student respondents from programme a also spend time with 
fellow students from other ethnic backgrounds outside school hours. in pro-
grammes B and c, native dutch and student respondents from ethnic minori-
ties perceive interaction with their fellow students differently. for example, 
the native dutch student respondents see no difference in interaction. the 
difference is definitely present for respondents from ethnic minorities: they 
are more familiar with other students from ethnic minorities and therefore 
have more contact with them.

moreover, students from ethnic minorities have the perception that they 
are not accepted or taken seriously by their fellow students in a number of 
situations, for example during presentations or in discussions on multicultural 
themes.

I noticed last year (the first year – RISBO) that there were groups. In 
the classroom, a native Dutch student would simply never sit next to 
you. As if you had a scary disease. That was the case in every class. 
Or if you did sit next to someone, that person would just get up and 
sit somewhere else.” (student from a non-western ethnic minority 
attending programme B)

You aren’t really accepted by them (native Dutch students – RISBO). 
Last year, for example, I was giving a presentation that went very 
well. I didn’t see it at all myself, but another student noticed that the 
other students were pulling a face because they couldn’t handle the 
fact that it was going so well. It comes out somewhere. In groups, 
you often know in advance who will be left over. (student from a 
non-western ethnic minority attending programme c)

in the context of social integration, it can be concluded that students 
from different ethnic groups get along best in programme a. this is less the 
case in programme c, and even less so in programme B, particularly in the 
perceptions of students from non-western ethnic minorities.

Internships
all the programmes encourage their students to do work placement at as 

many different primary schools as possible with the aim of broadening their 
horizons. this means, for example, that students need to gain experience in 
so-called white, black and mixed schools. in programmes B and c, intern-
ship co-ordinators see that a small number of schools do not want interns who 
wear a headscarf. for protective reasons, the programmes therefore prefer not 
to send these students to intern at those schools. two strategies are mentioned 
for addressing this problem. they explain that it may be possible to send 
students who are very good and very self-confident. they could be viewed 
as paving the way for the next groups of students. alternatively, discussion 
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could be initiated with school boards. this approach is used by the christian 
programme c, for example, to convince the christian school boards that the 
identity of the programme is not jeopardised by the changed composition of 
the new student body. the issue of having difficulty placing students who 
wear a headscarf also occurs in programme a, but to a lesser extent, as it 
seems to be more incidental here. a majority of the student respondents from 
ethnic minorities in programmes a and B report that they are treated differ-
ently and feel less at ease at the school where they do their internship than if 
they were to have been a native dutch intern. among the student respondents 
from programme a, this impression is primarily based on a feeling; in pro-
gramme B, the feeling is supported by concrete examples, such as unwelcome 
comments about pupils and other interns from ethnic minorities or about 
ethnic minorities in general:

I have difficulty with my colleagues. They don’t have any difficulty 
with me, but they do with another student who wears a headscarf, 
who speaks the language less well. That shocked me. That I heard 
how they wanted to get rid of her. They aren’t used to it; there is 
simply a very negative impression of foreign interns. Maybe they 
had bad experiences in the past. I’m glad that I am not dependent 
on them. I mentioned it to my mentor at the time, who said that they 
talked about me the same way when I walked away. (student from a 
non-western ethnic minority attending programme B)

these problems do not seem to occur in programme c.

General factors
Besides specific factors as discussed above, a number of general factors 

related to the programme overall can affect completion success. the general 
factors that show the distinctions between programmes most are:

• the emphasis on self-regulated study

• study career counselling

• Extra skill-building programmes

• social integration

• internships

Emphasis on self-regulated study is strongest in programme c, the same 
programme that displays the greatest differences in drop-out rate between 
native dutch students and students from non-western ethnic minorities. 
students in this programme are responsible for how they study for the vast 
majority of the programme. one concrete example is that the attendance of 
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lectures and seminars is not compulsory. this can have a negative influence 
for students from non-western ethnic minorities and confirms findings from 
previous research, which noted excessive independence in the curriculum as 
a specific risk factor (severiens et al., 2006). it is also confirmed by actual 
practice, in which programme c is characterised by a lack of clarity and 
guidance, and where students from non-western ethnic minorities in particu-
lar are dissatisfied with the guidance provided. another characteristic is that 
the lecturers from programme c indicate that they have little insight into how 
their students work. it would appear that the emphasis on independence in 
programme c also means that students pursue their studies in relative separa-
tion from the programme, with little supervision and guidance.

a second general factor concerns student counselling, particularly study 
career counselling. a student is assigned a study career counsellor for the 
entire year; this is often a lecturer who also handles some study career coun-
selling. throughout the year, a study career counsellor is a regular contact 
person for students, discussing the student’s progress in his or her studies 
and possibly looking for solutions if the student has fallen behind. individual 
talks take place, but students who have the same study career counsellor 
also meet in groups, for example to discuss improving certain general study 
skills. the study career counselling groups in programme a are smaller than 
in the other programmes (eight students versus twelve to fifteen students). 
in addition, programmes a and c offer (standard) training for study career 
counselling in practice. finally, programme B has the most individual study 
career counselling meetings. four individual meetings per year are scheduled 
for each student, compared to two in programmes a and c. it is striking that 
in programme a, where nearly all the student respondents were very dis-
satisfied with how their programme is organised, the relatively small study 
career counselling groups and the good quality of the study career counsel-
lors appeared to contribute to the relatively low differences in drop-out rates. 
an example is presented below:

I had a lot of problems at school. I have a lot of problems in my per-
sonal life, and I had one mentor who was always there for me. (stu-
dent from a non-western ethnic minority attending programme a)

thirdly, the organisation of the programmes designed to bring students 
up to standard, such as courses to improve language skills, also seems to play 
a role. Programme a is the only programme where students earn credits for 
such courses. skill improvement programmes have been incorporated into the 
curriculum in programme a. students from programmes B and c have to take 
such courses outside the official curriculum and do not earn credits for them. 
this offers no incentive to take part in the programme, which could have a 
particularly negative impact for students from non-western ethnic minori-
ties, who more frequently come to the programme from senior secondary 
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vocational school, and more often would benefit from taking part in these 
programmes. students from ethnic minorities in particular seem to benefit 
more from guidance within the programme, as is the case in programme a.

a fourth general factor involves social integration. in programme a, the 
students from non-western ethnic minorities perceive their classmates of any 
ethnic origin as individuals, and in programme B, they view their classmates 
as assertive, yet in programme c they see their classmates as irritating. 
social integration in programme c seems to take place in a “problematic” 
atmosphere.

I find it very disappointing. There is no enthusiasm here, no initia-
tive. We had to make a presentation on art. I worked on it for three 
days, and even enjoyed it, without the other members of my group 
knowing about it, because it had been the holidays and no one had 
done anything about it. So I arranged it all and the only thing I asked 
was to rehearse it once with the whole group. But no one responded. 
Why should I still pursue this? (student from a non-western ethnic 
minority attending programme c)

this quote illustrates how students (from a non-western ethnic minor-
ity) attending programme c perceive co-operation within the programme. 
these students from non-western ethnic minorities prefer to leave division 
into groups up to the programme, whereas native dutch students from pro-
gramme c prefer to form groups themselves. this situation is completely 
unlike the situation in programmes a and B. the problematic social integra-
tion could accordingly offer an explanation for the major difference in drop-
out rates in programme c.

finally, we will consider internships. for many students internship is the 
first time they practice their future profession. this can be very difficult (a 
non-western ethnic minority student from programme B: “my first lesson 
was a disaster”). generally speaking, most students are satisfied with their 
internship, especially in the longer term when students are more accustomed 
to standing in front of their class, and appreciate their time spent working 
with children. in their contacts with their internship school supervisors or the 
team of teachers, students have various experiences. while some supervisors 
and teachers are very helpful and constructive, others are not. one student 
explains:

One internship was not much fun. Everybody was busy with them-
selves and teachers never left their classrooms. And if, by accident, 
you bumped into somebody the response was: “Hi” and nothing 
else. At my current internship teachers are interested in me and say: 
“You’re the new internship student? Just ask if you need any help.” 
(student from a non-western ethnic minority attending programme a)
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this example illustrates that personal contacts between students and 
teachers/supervisors are an important condition for the quality of the intern-
ship. these differences exist among individuals, but the example also shows 
differences in working climate within schools.

in order to have more uniformity in supervision, programme c promotes 
learning in the workplace, in which the primary school (the internship school) 
is responsible for much of the guidance and supervision provided to interns. 
despite promotion working and reducing the gap between theory and practice, 
insufficient involvement by the programme seems to be a negative side effect 
(according to both white majority and ethnic minority students). combined 
with the relatively great difficulty it takes for this programme to arrange an 
internship for students from non-western ethnic minorities, in particular, this 
could be an indication that these practices explain the significant differences 
in drop-out rates. Programme a differs from programmes B and c prior to the 
internship: the students do their work placement at a later point in programme 
a. despite all the placement problems and dissatisfaction in programme a, 
it does appear to ensure that the students from ethnic minorities from pro-
gramme a complete their internship successfully and do not see it as a reason 
to abandon their studies.

Conclusions and recommendations

this final section sets out the most important conclusions. Based on the 
conclusions, we make a number of recommendations that could contribute 
to a reduction in the drop-out rate among students from non-western ethnic 
minorities attending the PaBo teacher training programme to become pri-
mary school teachers. we start with the research question formulated earlier:

Do students from non-Western ethnic minorities and native Dutch 
students have different perceptions of the programme due to culture 
and inequality, social and academic integration, the small scale, and 
practice shock? To what extent can these concepts offer an explana-
tion for the decision to leave the programme?

when we compare the educational concepts and structures of the three 
PaBo programmes in the context of diversity policy, there are no indica-
tions for variations in drop-out rate differences between students from ethnic 
minorities and native dutch students. Programme B is the only programme 
that has an explicit diversity policy, but an average drop-out rate difference 
of 19% was observed here. the most that can be said is that the extra atten-
tion focussed at this level contributed to the fact that the differences did 
not increase. all the programmes make concrete efforts to address diver-
sity. the cases do not differ much in this respect. there is a difference in 
personnel professionalisation. in programme a, study career counsellors 
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receive training in intercultural communications, and internship tutors have 
taken a course on dealing with an ethnically diverse group of students. in 
programmes B and c, a number of lecturers have the theme of “diversity” 
in their range of responsibilities. they co-ordinate and develop diversity 
activities.

in practice, we see a number of potential causes for the differences in 
drop-out rates. Programme a exhibits the smallest differences in drop-out 
rates and is simultaneously also the programme in which ethnic origin is less 
of a loaded issue, between students and between students (from ethnic minor-
ities) and lecturers. Ethnic origin is not associated with an increased risk of 
student drop-out, according to the student respondents from programme a. 
Programme B seems to be the opposite of programme a. the relations 
between students from ethnic minorities and native dutch students are more 
strained, and this is where we hear the most comments about students from 
ethnic minorities who feel that lecturers do not give them equal treatment. 
Programme c occupies a middle ground in this area.

as far as finding an internship is related to ethnic diversity issues, first-
year and second-year students from ethnic minorities from programme a 
seem to encounter fewer problems. Programmes B and c have somewhat 
more difficulty in finding work placement for their internship students from 
ethnic minorities. during the internship, the student respondents from ethnic 
minorities from programme c feel the most comfortable on ethnic diversity 
issues, followed by the student respondents from programme a. the student 
respondents from ethnic minorities from programme B end up in unfortunate 
situations most frequently. in general, students do experience practice shock, 
but in the longer term they are satisfied with their internship. the quality of 
internship supervision as well as the fitting into the team depends both on 
the quality of personal contacts and the overall working climate at internship 
schools.

Based on these findings, the smallest difference in the drop-out rate 
exhibited in programme a can be explained by the open atmosphere in the 
programme in which ethnicity is less of a loaded issue (better social and 
academic integration, more equality), the professionalisation of study career 
counsellors and internship co-ordinators specifically in relation to working in 
a multicultural setting, and the relative ease with which the programme finds 
internships for students from ethnic minorities. in comparing programmes B 
and c, programme B would be expected to display a greater difference in 
drop-out rate than programme c. however, programme c’s drop-out rate is 
greater. two possible explanations can be offered. first, the explicit diversity 
policy maintained in programme B may keep underlying conflicts con-
tained. this is not to say that there are no conflicts, but they do not escalate 
to the extent that, for example, many students from ethnic minorities feel so 
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unwelcome that they leave the programme. second, factors other than the 
processes related to diversity may also play a role, making the difference in 
drop-out rate in programme c relatively high. general factors should be con-
sidered here, related to the balance between supervising versus self-regulated 
study, the position of extra skill-building programmes compared to the pro-
gramme curriculum (are the courses integral or not? do the students receive 
credits for these courses?), social integration of students and the internships 
and how they are carried out. Programme c does less well in these general 
areas than programmes a and B.

the results show that the climate in the programme is crucially impor-
tant. the concept of “climate” here encompasses the results related to culture 
and inequality, but also includes social and academic integration. it is about 
an overall sense of feeling at home, about social integration; it is about con-
gruence between the home culture and the PaBo culture, and it is about 
inequality and discrimination. our study confirms earlier findings (fleming, 
2002; hurtado et al., 1998; hobson, horton and owens, 2004). on the basis 
of the case studies, we conclude that students from ethnic minorities appear 
to be more sensitive to the atmosphere in PaBo teacher training. whereas 
the native dutch students primarily emphasise how “nice and friendly” eve-
rything is, the students from ethnic minorities talk about the limited social 
cohesion and incidents in which ethnicity plays a role. in some ways, it is 
almost as if minority and majority students of the same course programmes 
take part in different course programmes.

in general, PaBo teacher training programmes appear to use a small-
scale model. Because there are no large-scale training programmes for 
primary school teachers to compare to similar programmes with small-scale 
approaches, we could not confirm or deny the possible effect of scale on dif-
ferences in dropout rates.

Practice shock is relevant (stokking et al., 2003), but applies equally to 
students from ethnic minorities and to native dutch students. however, if 
we focus on the experiences related to finding an internship and doing an 
internship, we do see differences that may also offer an explanation for the 
relatively high drop-out rate among students from ethnic minorities. students 
from non-western ethnic minorities have a harder time finding an internship 
in a number of programmes, and we note that students from non-western 
minorities regularly face less than pleasant encounters regarding their back-
ground or religion during their internship.

Based on the results, we provide recommendations in a number of areas 
with the aim of increasing the completion success of students from non-
western ethnic minorities attending primary school teacher training, with the 
ultimate goal of increasing the richness of ethnic diversity among teachers.
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Recommendation for climate
• diversity skills should be an explicit part of the current professional 

competencies for primary school teachers (and as such, they should 
also be assessed, for instance in the portfolio). students should dem-
onstrate an ability to work well in a culturally diverse setting (both at 
an internship school and in the PaBo programme).

Recommendations for guidance
• the talks with the study career counsellor should be intensified, not 

only with regard to frequency but also to depth. the current emphasis 
on reflection in the study career counselling talks is an example of 
this aspect. research could be done to assess the effect of reflection 
techniques on students and how guidance in reflection could be tai-
lored to a student’s needs.

• study career counselling is provided on an individual and group basis. 
we recommend keeping these study career counselling groups as small 
as possible, to ensure that the guidance is as personal as possible.

• deliberate and explicit guarantees should be provided to ensure the 
quality of study career counselling and the quality of teaching in a 
diverse student population, through training sessions, peer review and/
or coaching. among other things, this involves measures to eliminate 
and instructions on how to deal with prejudice and discrimination.

Recommendation for internships
• Based on an idea mentioned by a student respondent, PaBo pro-

grammes for training primary school teachers could offer a course 
on “forms of interaction”, so the students have some preparation for 
interaction with internship mentors and the teaching team. such a 
course could be important, because students indicate that they some-
times have no idea how to handle social interaction with teachers 
working at the internship school or in the PaBo programme.

• internships would be easier for students from ethnic minorities if 
primary schools were able to present differences as a resource and 
explicitly seek to increase the ethnic diversity of the teaching teams. 
this would require a (much) stronger focus on diversity as a positive 
aspect in various teams.
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Notes

1. in the netherlands, a member of an ethnic minority group is categorised by a 
layered definition. the main criterion is the country in which the parents were 
born (definition by statistics netherlands). 

 i. ‘a person is a migrant or a person of migrant descent when at least one parent 
is born outside the netherlands.’

 ii. a person of migrant descent born in a foreign country is referred to as ‘first 
generation’. if born in the netherlands, this person is referred to as ‘second gen-
eration’. historically, some ethnic groups were target groups of ethnic minority 
policies by the dutch national government, although official national policies on 
ethnic minorities no longer exist and have been replaced by integration policies. 
the four largest separate ethnic minority groups in the netherlands are from 
surinam, morocco, turkey and antilles/aruba. a fifth ethnic minority group 
are persons of ‘other non-western origin’. this is a combined group of people 
originating from central and south america, africa or asia.

2. see the website of the netherlands association of universities of applied 
sciences: www.hbo-raad.nl “facts and figures”.

3. compared to the other teacher training programme in the netherlands, the drop-
out rate among students from non-western ethnic minorities in programme a is 
the second lowest.

4. the data collection was focused on generating qualitative data in order to gain 
in-depth information (from different angles) about the teaching practice and 
social interaction and dynamics at different teacher training programmes and 
internship schools. generalisation, which requires a far greater number of 
respondents, was not the purpose of the study.
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Chapter 7 
 

Curriculum planning and development: 
implications for a new generation of teacher educators

h. richard milner iv and f. Blake tenore
vanderbilt university, united states

While doctoral students in education are taught research skills in their pro-
grammes, they are rarely explicitly taught how to plan and develop effective cur-
ricula, the types of guiding questions which are important to consider or how to 
study this process in order to improve practices. In an attempt to address this, the 
authors use Jackson’s (1968) framework for reflecting on teacher planning. The 
following questions are addressed: how does a teacher educator plan and develop 
a curriculum for student teachers? How do teacher educators critically examine 
their curriculum planning and development practices? What are the central ques-
tions, areas of focus and principles essential for consideration in such planning 
and development? For each phase of the planning process, a series of questions 
is presented. The principles derived from these questions may serve as a useful 
heuristic to guide the work of new teacher educators.
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From the OECD online consultation : 
educating the teacher educators

Teacher educator respondents reported using 
various strategies to prepare their student 
teachers for diversity in the classroom. 
But how are teacher educators themselves 
prepared and educated?

Introduction

teacher educators are faced with the demanding task of planning and 
developing a curriculum for teacher candidates who will eventually plan 
and develop a meaningful curriculum for diverse P-12 school students.* 
cochran-smith (1995) demonstrated how complex planning and developing 
meaningful teacher education curricula can be in her work focused on pre-
paring teacher candidates to be successful with diverse learners. it is well-
documented that doctoral students in education and related disciplines, some 
of whom will accept and assume roles as university professors, are taught 
research skills but rarely how to plan and develop a meaningful, relevant, 
responsive and effective curriculum that can meet the needs of their students 
once they have graduated (lieberg, 2005; moore, 2005). implicitly, teacher 
education graduate students may be taught that they should just “figure out” 
the complex task of curriculum planning and development when programmes 
do not explicitly provide a set of experiences to assist teachers in curriculum 
planning and development. this implicit and deleterious lesson – the lack of 
importance of curriculum planning and development – can create a void in 
the knowledge base of graduate students who will become teacher educators 
expected to prepare teachers to perform just such tasks.

this chapter provides insight into important features of curriculum plan-
ning and development for teacher education. the aim of this chapter is to 
offer a heuristic – mainly a set of reflection questions and principles – that 
may guide the thinking and decision making of (both new and experienced) 
teacher educators to help graduate students and others in teacher education 
think through the complexities and multifaceted nature of the curriculum 

* P-12 schools are schools in the united states that serve students from pre- 
kindergarten through grade 12. grade 12 is the final year of compulsory schooling.
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planning and development process. in this sense, teacher educators, similar 
to teacher education students, are also learners who must be mindful of their 
decision making in curriculum planning and development. there are at least 
two interrelated reasons that a discussion of teacher educators’ curriculum 
planning and development is essential:

• the curriculum planning and development of teacher educators can 
shape how their teacher education students (who will eventually 
become P-12 school teachers) plan and develop their own curriculum.

• focusing on curriculum planning and development can provide 
insight into some of the necessary complexities and tensions inherent 
in the process for teacher educators.

figure 7.1 provides a picture of the complex interplay between and 
among teacher educators, teacher education students, P-12 students and the 
many factors that mediate the teaching and learning exchange. in addition to 
teacher educators having to address the needs of teacher education students 
and P-12 students, the curriculum must also attend to the many contextual 
factors that teacher education students may face such as diversity, subject 
matter, institutional support and barriers, and parental support or lack 
thereof. some of the most salient contextual factors in diversity education and 
teacher preparation are outlined in the next sections.

figure 7.1. Complexities of curriculum planning and development
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the task of preparing teachers for the diversity they will face in 
P-12 schools is shaped and grounded in a range of complex realities in 
united states society and in education. Preparing teachers for diversity is 
perhaps the most challenging and daunting task facing teacher education in 
the united states. ladson-Billings (2001) provided a profound picture of the 
diversity teachers may encounter in P-12 schools asserting that:

… not only [will teachers encounter] … multiracial or multiethnic 
[students] but they [students] are also likely to be diverse along 
linguistic, religious, ability, and economic lines …Today teachers 
walk into … classrooms with children who represent an incredible 
range of diversity. Not only are students of different races and eth-
nicities, but there are students whose parents are incarcerated or 
drug-addicted, whose parents have never held a steady job, whose 
parents are themselves children (at least chronologically), and who 
are bounced from one foster home to the next. And there are children 
who have no homes or parents (p. 14).

thus, the idea that teachers will need to be prepared to address such a 
range of diversity in P-12 classrooms suggests how difficult yet important 
teacher preparation can be in equipping teachers with the tools they need. a 
demographic divide rationale is present in much of the literature that makes a 
case for the preparation of teachers for diversity in united states society (see 
for instance gay and howard, 2000; Zumwalt and craig, 2005). Zumwalt 
and craig (2005, p. 114) wrote, “although the student population is increas-
ingly diverse, 1999 to 2000 data indicate that public school teachers were 
predominantly white, non-hispanic (84%). of the remaining proportion, 
7.8% were african american, 5.7% hispanic, 1.6% asian american, and 
0.8% native american (ncEs, 2003)”. while much of the diversity discourse 
is framed around P-12 teacher demographics in comparison to P-12 students, 
merryfield (2000) explained that one of the essential reasons some teachers 
graduate from teacher education programmes under-prepared to teach in 
diverse contexts is due to the lack of knowledge, experience, commitment 
and understanding of faculty members who teach the teachers. in addition 
to the variability among faculty members who prepare teacher candidates in 
multicultural education, the structures, organisation and stated purposes of 
teacher preparation programmes in the united states are also quite variable, 
as described below.
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Teacher education in the United States

the settings and contexts in which teachers are prepared in the 
united states have a long and hotly debated history. from the early 19th cen-
tury when teacher education was formalised in academies, normal schools 
and teacher institutes (Zeichner, 2008), the form, setting and nature of 
teacher preparation has been thought and re-thought, and always contested. 
similarly, the contexts for and goals of teacher preparation for diverse stu-
dents have taken multiple forms and served varying functions throughout its 
history (milner, laughter and tenore, 2008). among the points of contention 
have been the setting (university-based or “alternative” preparation) and the 
length of preparation (from two weeks in some community or school-based 
alternative programmes to four or five years in university-based course 
work). sites of teacher preparation also vary in terms of their stated missions 
or goals, the organisation of coursework and field experiences, admission 
criteria, experiences and credentials of the teacher educators, and the degree 
to which institutions use data to drive decision-making about the future of 
their programmes (Zeichner and conklin, 2008). the national council for 
accreditation of teacher Education (ncatE) has established standards in 
these areas with which teacher preparation programmes must demonstrate 
compliance in order to be accredited, but the specific nature and character-
istics of exactly what teacher candidates have the opportunity to learn, how 
they are taught, and what the influence of the variety of ways to become a 
teacher might be on P-12 pupil learning are as yet largely unknown (Zeichner, 
2005).

in spite of the variability across forms and contexts of teacher prepara-
tion, this constant remains: teacher educators are charged with preparing 
candidates to skilfully, thoughtfully and responsibly educate all P-12 learn-
ers. the principles, reflective questions and examples used in this chapter 
to illustrate promising practices for teacher educators have emerged from 
our research and teaching in a four-year undergraduate teacher education 
programme and a master’s level alternative certification programme. while 
this work has been developed in a specific context, we believe it is readily 
transferable to teacher preparation in any model or form. indeed, that teacher 
educators should prepare teachers to offer exemplary learning opportunities 
to pupils from diverse backgrounds is necessary in any setting. to do so, 
thoughtful curriculum planning and development in teacher education should 
be a constant across contexts. the discussion shifts now to one that defines 
and clarifies what is meant by curriculum throughout this chapter and why it 
is imperative that graduate students who will become teacher educators have 
the knowledge and skills to plan and develop meaningful curricula.
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Curriculum planning and development
the curriculum can be defined as what students (or teacher education 

students) have the opportunity to learn. according to Eisner (1994), there 
are several forms of the curriculum: (a) the explicit curriculum concerns 
student-learning opportunities that are overtly taught and stated or printed 
in documents, policies, and guidelines, such as in course syllabi or on a web-
site; (b) the implicit curriculum is intended or unintended but is not stated or 
written down and can also be considered the hidden curriculum; and (c) the 
null curriculum, which deals with what students do not have the opportunity 
to learn. therefore, information and knowledge that are not available for 
student learning is also a form of the curriculum. thus, what is absent or not 
included in the curriculum is actually present in what students are learning. 
For example, the omission of overt opportunities to study curriculum theory 
and learn how to plan and develop curricula may imply to graduate students 
that this is an unimportant aspect of their work.

this discussion is grounded in the research on P-12 teacher curriculum 
planning (see for instance, clark and Peterson, 1986; mccutcheon, 1980; 
sardo-Brown, 1988) and development (see for instance, Eisner, 1994; 
mccutcheon, 2002). the focus is on some of what is known in the P-12 
literature regarding teacher planning and development because significant 
amounts of research in this field have resulted in robust perspectives and 
a sound knowledge base. in contrast, the teacher education planning and 
development literature provides a thinner layer of information, although this 
does not suggest that no studies have focused on curriculum planning and 
development in teacher education (see for instance, cochran-smith, 1995; 
ladson-Billings, 1996; milner and smithey, 2003); rather, this work has not 
explicitly addressed the particular aspects and challenges of curriculum plan-
ning and development taken up here.

Jackson (1968), mccutcheon (2002) and other researchers and theorists 
have conceived of at least three essential phases of teachers’ curriculum plan-
ning and development: a preactive phase, an interactive phase, and a postac-
tive or reflective phase. the preactive phase is the curriculum planning that 
takes place before the actual lesson. the planning of teachers before they 
actually teach is based on their projections about what may, should, and will 
actually occur during a lesson. teachers, for instance, consider the amount 
of time they will have to complete the lesson, what has been covered in the 
past, the levels of experience and knowledge base of their students prior to 
the lesson, and possible challenges that students may face during a particular 
lesson (see, for example, milner and smithey (2003) for a description of such 
a process in teacher education).

Building on the work of Jackson (1968) and mccutcheon (2002), teachers 
also plan while they are actually teaching. this planning is what researchers 
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have come to call the interactive phase of planning. although teach-
ers may not even realise it, they mentally plan (clark and Peterson, 1986; 
mccutcheon, 1980), (de)construct, and (re)direct their preactive plans in order 
to attend to the realities of their students in a context as they unfold. much of 
their interactive planning has to do with the idiosyncrasies inherent in class-
room life and experiences. thus, if a student in the back corner of the room 
is not “getting it,” the teacher, in interactive planning, recognises this and 
could (and actually should) alter what she or he had previously planned. the 
interactive phase of curriculum planning and development requires teachers 
to be responsive to student needs that emerge during classroom lessons. if 
teachers or teacher educators are taught to be “responsive” to their students, 
then the interactive phase may indeed be an implicit aspect of their prepara-
tion. however, interactive planning is a vital feature of curriculum planning 
and development, and thus should occupy a visible place in the “explicit 
curriculum” of teacher education graduate students. while the importance 
of making the interactive phase more explicit is recognised, it is difficult to 
incorporate this implicit phase in teacher preparation because it is sometimes 
deeply hidden and ingrained in the work of teaching.

the postactive phase of teacher planning and development occurs after 
teaching (and after the interactive phase) has occurred. for instance, teachers 
reflect on the successes and struggles of a lesson and the extent to which their 
instruction influenced students’ learning or not. the postactive phase lays 
the foundation for and is the first step in the next preactive phase. it is impor-
tant to note that the postactive and preactive phases of curriculum planning 
and development are very much interconnected. for example, as an african 
american, female teacher educator, ladson-Billings (1996) was challenged 
to develop a curriculum that would simultaneously spark deep thinking, 
reflection and the urge to speak openly about multicultural issues among her 
mostly white students. as a teacher educator she preactively designed lessons 
intended to promote dialogue among and between students and herself, but 
she found that her attempts were too often met with silence from her teacher 
education students. the postactive phase of her planning revealed the need 
to (1) uncover the causes of her students’ silence, and (2) implement instruc-
tional supports to help her students engage in oral discussion in her class. 
the instructional supports employed to understand her students’ thinking 
and help break the pervasive silences were journaling, small group discus-
sions, and enabling students to ask questions anonymously. re-designing her 
curriculum planning in response to students’ attitudes and behaviours in her 
classes enabled her to create learning opportunities (again, through journal-
ing, small-group discussions, and anonymous question asking) that took into 
account students’ diverse backgrounds, communication styles, and experi-
ences (or lack thereof) with people from different races and socio-economic 
backgrounds. during the postactive phase of planning and development, 
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ladson-Billings reflected critically on the silences in her classroom and 
asked herself what possible causes and solutions might be underlying this 
particular issue. she used the thinking from her postactive phase to guide her 
work in the next preactive phase of planning.

for the purposes of this discussion, Jackson’s (1968) conceptions of cur-
riculum planning and development, namely employing the preactive, interac-
tive, and postactive framework are used as tools to explicate and analyse the 
work of curriculum planning and development. without extensive preparation 
in the complex tasks of curriculum planning and development, graduate stu-
dents will be without the ability to interrogate their own teaching, carefully 
examine their students’ learning, and make appropriate modifications when 
necessary. in the following sections we present three principles of curriculum 
planning and development conceptualised in the course of our own research 
and experiences as teacher educators. the principles may be used by new fac-
ulty and experienced teacher educators alike to help guide their own course 
development and professional growth.

Preactive curriculum planning and development
Curriculum planning and development principle 1: teacher educa-
tors think not only about whom their teacher education students are, but 
also about the identities of P-12 school students the teacher education 
students will teach.

new teacher educators and teacher education graduate students, when 
planning and developing curricula, must learn to consider their students’ 
identities not only in relation to the present course material, but also in terms 
of how teacher candidates’ identifications may influence their work with P-12 
students. teacher educators must gauge the multiple and varied identities of 
the teacher education students as a precursor to planning and developing the 
curriculum. however, one of the particular complexities of teacher educa-
tion is that to think only about the teacher education students’ identities is 
insufficient. teacher educators should also think about the P-12 students 
whom teacher candidates are and will someday teach, particularly if teacher 
education students intend to work in schools that serve a diverse student pop-
ulation. this important area of consideration is indeed complex: teacher edu-
cators find themselves considering an enormously large range of students and 
different learning contexts – especially if the teacher education programme 
is not mission-driven. an example of a specific mission-driven programme 
would be an urban teacher education programme in the united states. while 
there is no static definition of “urban education” or of “urban teacher edu-
cation programme” in the united states, teachers enrolled in urban teacher 
education programmes may be prepared to work and practice thoughtfully 
in schools with a high enrolment of racially and/or linguistically diverse 
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learners or learners from lower socio-economic backgrounds, for instance. 
ideally, teachers are prepared to develop the mindsets and practices to rec-
ognise the rich and powerful assets of those in urban spaces and to use the 
assets and resources in their practices to create optimal learning opportuni-
ties for students (milner, 2010).

in summary, the preactive phase of planning has to do with the prepara-
tion of teachers before a lesson or prior to the planning of an entire course. 
unlike teachers in P-12 school contexts, teacher educators are not necessarily 
privy to a wide range of information about teacher education students’ inter-
ests, knowledge-base, areas of experience and demographics. for instance, 
milner and smithey (2003) describe how an initial phenotype for working 
with one class of teacher education students (mostly female and white, with 
one asian) was actually inaccurate. after engaging the teacher education 
students and learning from them, a wide range of diversity was noted. of 
the 14 teacher education students (interns) from across the united states 
enrolled in the course, twelve were from outside the state. given their age 
range from 23 to 48 years, these master’s-level teacher education students 
brought diverse experiences to the course. for instance, one female teacher 
education student had taught microbiology in a university medical school for 
16 years, another had eight years of international business experience, two 
had taught previously in Europe or asia, and one male had retired from the 
technology business sector. Because of the varied socio-economic, educa-
tional and professional experiences of these teacher education students, there 
were varied beliefs, opinions and convictions that emerged throughout the 
course – areas from which, as the teacher educator, he attempted to learn to 
shape curriculum planning and development during the preactive, interactive 
and postactive phases. for teacher educators, similarly to P-12 teachers, ideas 
about the teacher education students’ background and experiences growing 
up, for instance, can be critical to their curriculum planning and development 
in the preactive phase. a nuanced knowledge of the diversity of learners in 
a class, at any level, can benefit the instructor and enable him or her to con-
nect new learning more directly to students’ experiences in the world as well 
as help him or her create learning opportunities that draw on the diverse 
knowledge students bring with them into the course. teacher educators and 
P-12 teachers alike benefit from the diversity – that is, the varying perspec-
tives, experiences, worldviews and overall contributions that manifest in the 
classroom. in short, diversity, from our perspective, should be seen as an 
asset not a liability.

gaining a sense of how teacher education students were raised and 
what they and their parents thought about complex matters such as race, 
social justice and equity can be considerably important for teacher educa-
tors in their preactive phase of planning. in essence, teacher educators have 
to consider, to the extent possible, all the needs of students in P-12 schools 
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across the country. while there are common characteristics and needs across 
all students, there are other areas that are much more contextual, dynamic, 
inconsistent, and uncommon, such as issues of funding and resources, paren-
tal involvement or the lack thereof, administrative support, opportunities to 
collaborate with colleagues, student motivation, and so forth. therefore, it is 
not only important for a teacher educator to know his or her students well, he 
or she has to also think about how to prepare teacher education students to 
teach P-12 students with particular experiences, needs and strengths. in the 
preactive phase of planning, there is such a wide range of issues to consider 
that encompassing the range of obstacles teacher education students may 
encounter as they plan and develop the curriculum is an impossible task. 
however, they still should attempt to consider the range of issues and con-
cerns that teacher education students may encounter in P-12 schools. thus, 
in curriculum planning and development, teacher educators have to ask 
themselves several questions about the needs of P-12 school students with 
whom the teacher education students will work and also questions about the 
teacher education students themselves. these questions include, but are not 
limited to:

• what characteristics, demographics and needs might P-12 school stu-
dents have and of which teacher education students should be aware?

• what characteristics, demographics and needs might teacher educa-
tion students have and of which teacher educators should be aware?

• in what types of contexts (i.e. suburban, urban, rural) might the teacher 
education students teach after they have graduated and how should 
curricula and related experiences reflect these different contexts?

• from what types of contexts (i.e. suburban, urban, rural) do the 
teacher education students come and how should the curriculum 
reflect this?

• what relationships or potential influences exist among the character-
istics of teacher candidates’ backgrounds and those of their potential 
P-12 students?

• how do teacher educators plan and develop a curriculum that deep-
ens the teacher education students’ knowledge and understanding 
about themselves and their prospective P-12 school students, and does 
not reinforce stereotypes?

• what are some of the systemic and institutional barriers and supports 
that teacher education students may encounter that are beyond their 
control and are unpredictable, and how can the curriculum be struc-
tured to adjust to these “out of control” matters?
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• how do teacher educators develop curricula heuristics for teacher 
education students to gauge what their P-12 school students will 
know about the subject matter, their learning, and other important 
features of the teaching and learning encounter?

• what content should teacher educators omit in curriculum planning 
and development, and why?

in his work with preservice secondary English teachers, for example, 
tenore taught in a reading and writing methods course. among the above 
questions, he considered the potential relationships between his teacher 
education students’ backgrounds and experiences and those of their poten-
tial P-12 students with respect to their experiences as readers and writers. 
Because the university at which he teaches is among the most academically 
competitive in the united states, he conjectured that, with few exceptions, 
the teacher education students with whom he worked would generally have 
had experienced relatively few struggles as readers and writers in their 
school lives. Based on this conjecture, preactively, it became important to 
plan course readings, lessons and experiences that might help the teacher 
education students understand the nature of reading and writing difficulties 
faced by some P-12 students. teacher education students who had never expe-
rienced serious difficulty learning to read or write would need to understand 
potential causes of reading and writing difficulty and how such struggles can 
impact students’ learning, and they would need to develop appropriate dispo-
sitions and skills to be able to teach struggling readers and writers effectively.

these preactive guiding questions seem important to the overall cur-
riculum planning and development of teacher educators, regardless of the 
subject matter being taught. in addition to the above preactive guiding ques-
tions, new teacher educators and teacher education graduate students should 
be aware of several important considerations for self-study (Baszile, 2003; 
cochran-smith, 2000; cochran-smith and Zeichner, 2005; ladson-Billings, 
1996; hamilton and Pinnegar, 2000) during the preactive phase of curriculum 
planning and development. these areas of consideration can prove helpful 
to improving the curriculum planning and development processes in teacher 
education as well. the discussion moves now from planning that occurs prior 
to teaching to consideration of the importance and complexities of plan-
ning that happens during teaching, what Jackson (1968) termed interactive 
planning.

Interactive curriculum planning and development
Curriculum planning and development principle 2: teacher educa-
tors enact the preactive plan by deliberately responding to the nuanced 
needs of the students during the lesson.
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the preactive phase, the planning and development prior to teaching, is 
essential, but the interactive phase of planning and curriculum development 
is perhaps even more important. the interactive phase has to do with the 
planning – the thinking and reflection of teacher educators – while teaching. 
Beck and kosnik (2001) wrote: “reflection while teaching is feasible and can 
result in more – rather than less – attentive teaching” (p. 223). Based on stu-
dent questions, answers, informal assessments through writing, or even facial 
expressions or body language, the instructor is able to “read” the class in order 
to gauge understanding. interactive planning is the decisions the teacher or 
teacher educators makes in the moment, the “teacher moves” that have the 
potential to reshape conceptual confusion, misconception of information 
shared, and to clarify points about teaching practices. for example, during the 
interactive phase of curriculum planning and development, some of milner’s 
teacher education students struggled with claude steele’s (1997) construct of 
stereotype threat. according to the theory, stereotype threat can occur when 
members of a group worry that they can confirm a negative stereotype about 
their group. for instance, the pervasive stereotype in the united states that 
women are not as smart in mathematics as men is one that steele would argue 
could impact the achievement of women on standardised test exams because 
the women may worry that they will confirm the stereotype.

some students struggled to understand how pervasive stereotypes could 
influence people’s self-conceptions, work ethic and ability to function in an 
organisation. milner was able to gauge the students’ lack of understanding and 
clarity related to the topic and attempted to illustrate the idea, relative to stere-
otype threat, during the interactive phase of planning. Preactively, the lesson 
plan was to cover the steele reading, to discuss it, to think about how stereo-
type threat might be applicable to students’ own work, and to think about ways 
the teacher education students (as teachers) could circumvent it in their P-12 
work. however, interactively, because some of the students were not able to 
understand the construct in order to apply it, milner had to rework his preac-
tive plan in order to be responsive to the students; he had to plan interactively.

to redirect the plans interactively and to help explain the notion of 
stereotype threat, milner used examples of his own concerns about earning 
tenure; he shared the tenure rate for other african americans in his depart-
ment, college, and university and attempted to convey how stereotype threat 
applied to his situation. he also shared that he always saw himself as an 
african american male and assumed that others perceived him as an african 
american male as well. it seemed that, through the sharing of a personal nar-
rative and making overt connections to stereotype threat, the teacher educa-
tion students were able to better grasp the construct. again, it was through 
the assessment of the students’ understanding (based on evidence provided 
such as their responses to questions) that he came to understand that they did 
not understand steele’s construct and could not move on to the next phase of 
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the lesson, which was to apply stereotype threat to P-12 classrooms and to 
ultimately think about ways to work through and around it.

unlike the curriculum planning and development of P-12 school teachers, 
teacher educators have to interactively gauge not only where teacher educa-
tion students are in terms of the content being covered, but also in terms of 
the P-12 school students whom the teacher education students will someday 
teach. the decision to include lessons and readings on stereotype threat is an 
example of planning with both teacher education students and their future 
pupils in mind. it was included because stereotype threat is among the chal-
lenges P-12 students face in schools. teacher educators need to get a sense 
of the knowledge-base and understanding of their teacher education students 
and also more deeply understand if these students are making connections to 
the material that will benefit their P-12 school students. this phase of plan-
ning requires teacher educators to pose several important questions:

• what evidence suggests that teacher education students are actually 
learning the curriculum covered during teaching practices?

• what contradictions and challenges between teacher education 
students and P-12 school students seem persistently evident in the 
lesson?

• in what ways does the preactively planned lesson attend to and meet 
the needs of the teacher education students as well as the needs of 
P-12 students with whom they will work?

• what lessons do teacher educators omit during the interactive phase 
(i.e. the null curriculum) and why?

• how are teacher educators responding to the needs of both teacher 
education students and their future students during the enactment of 
the curriculum?

in essence, the above questions can help teacher educators think through 
their planning while teaching. responsiveness to a range of issues is neces-
sary for teacher educators as they plan interactively. the idea of responsive 
planning means that teacher educators scaffold learning by building on 
teacher education students’ prior knowledge, conceptions, understandings, 
worldviews, and belief systems. when teacher educators take teacher educa-
tion students’ interests, needs, and ideas into consideration while teaching, 
students are able to exhibit greater enthusiasm about the content and to con-
nect their learning to their future teaching. what makes responsive planning 
in teacher education even more complex, though, is that not only should 
teacher educators account for their students’ interests and needs, but they 
should also always keep in mind the diverse needs of P-12 students.
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the interactive phase of curriculum planning and development concerns 
the rational, responsive decisions of teacher educators to emergent issues 
that they encounter with teacher education students and also cues about P-12 
school students. the responsive nature of the interactive phase of curriculum 
planning and development means much more than teacher educators’ merely 
adjusting their practice based on their interactions with teacher education 
students. consistent with freire’s (1998) banking theory, which is a metaphor 
for teaching that involves teachers making “deposits” of knowledge into stu-
dents by imparting information to them, Elbaz (1993) stressed that responsive 
teaching is a “vision of teaching” (p. 190) that requires teacher educators to 
understand a wide range of issues and phenomena. Elbaz wrote that respon-
sive teaching negates the notion that “teaching consists essentially in the 
passing on of knowledge from one container (teacher) to another (student)” 
(p. 191). rather, knowledge construction is garnered with and through all 
those in the learning environment, including teacher education students, and 
should be done with P-12 learners in mind.

the interactive phase of curriculum planning and development chal-
lenges teacher educators to respect the reality that teacher education students 
bring a diverse range of experiences and expertise into the learning environ-
ment – some that can be an asset to their work with P-12 school students and 
some that can be detrimental. regardless of its benefit, the knowledge base 
of teacher education students as it emerges in teaching during the interac-
tive phase of curriculum planning and development needs to be targeted 
and centrally considered. while teacher educators should work to respond 
interactively to the emerging knowledge and conceptions teacher education 
students have, they should also carefully and thoughtfully reflect on them-
selves and their students during the postactive phase of curriculum planning 
and development. this phase of planning represents an important opportunity 
for teacher educators to be responsive to their and P-12 students’ needs. some 
guidelines for postactive planning are introduced in Principle 3 below.

Postactive planning
Curriculum planning and development principle 3: teacher 
educators reflect upon the extent to which their preactively 
planned lessons are effectively enacted, the extent to which they 
have been responsive to the learning needs of their students 
during the interactive phase, and they consider future directions 
for curriculum planning and development.

teacher educators plan before they teach (preactively), while teaching 
(interactively), and also after they have taught a lesson or a course. the 
postactive phase of curriculum planning and development is akin to the pre-
active phase because the reflective thinking that guides postactive planning 
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helps teacher educators preactively construct future lessons and courses. 
reflection is a key component to the postactive phase of planning and devel-
opment. the literature makes clear the importance of teachers’ self-, curricu-
lar- and pedagogical-examination and awareness in meeting the needs of their 
students (howard, 2001; medina, morrone and anderson, 2005; Zeichner and 
liston, 1996). woolfolk (2004, p. 8) wrote that “reflective teachers think back 
over situations to analyse what they did and why and to consider how they 
might improve learning for [all] their students”. valli (1997, p 67) explained 
that “reflective teaching emphasises the importance of teacher inquiry and 
counteracts a more limited interest in teachers’ behaviour without consider-
ing what is going on in their minds and hearts”. in this phase of postactive 
planning, it is important for teacher educators to write down (not necessar-
ily in a formal or specific format) the features of the lesson and interactive 
planning that seemed to work well and also those areas that seemed to be 
less effective. keeping a record of these areas of strength and weakness 
right after the lesson can prevent teacher educators from forgetting the most 
important experiences from the teaching episode or course. such emphasis 
on the importance of writing down plans is consistent with the literature that 
suggests that writing down lessons is useful (see for instance, mccutcheon, 
2002). reflective questions that can guide teacher educators in the postactive 
phase of curriculum planning and development include, but are not limited to:

• what features of the lesson seemed most effective? why?

• what features of the lesson seemed most ineffective? why?

• how was the teacher educator able to respond to unexpected dilem-
mas during earlier phases of curriculum planning and development, 
especially during the interactive phase?

• was the teacher educator able to respond to teacher education stu-
dents’ needs and to provide space where teacher education students 
were able to make meaningful connections with P-12 school students 
and their needs?

• did the enactment of the lesson take into consideration the needs of 
P-12 students?

• what phases of curriculum planning and development appeared most 
effective (preactive, interactive, or postactive)? why?

• what did the teacher educator choose to avoid and omit in the lesson? 
why?

the postactive phase of curriculum planning and development allows 
teacher educators the opportunity to think back over all phases of the plan-
ning and development process and work through tensions inherent in the 
process and outcomes.
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one area of concern has been teacher education students’ inability to take 
some of the ideas, ideology and theories discussed and to transfer them into 
their teaching and analysis of teaching practices. for example, one of the ideas 
tenore addressed in his work with teacher education students is the importance 
of considering contextual factors in teaching and planning. in postactive reflec-
tion following course meetings, he recognised that when teacher education 
students discussed teachers and students whom they had observed, their talk 
focused on evaluating or passing judgment on teachers or students as “good” 
or “bad” based on a single classroom interaction. during the postactive phase 
tenore came to understand that the teacher education students were not consid-
ering the “big picture” of classroom life, which includes the context in which 
the class occurred, the shared history among teachers and students, the particu-
lar knowledge that teachers had of the students’ idiosyncrasies, and so on. in 
subsequent course meetings, he used what he learned during postactive plan-
ning to preactively design lessons to help students apply what they had learned 
about the influences of contextual and social factors and power relations to the 
observations they were making in classrooms. here, not only was he thinking 
of the learning of teacher education students, but also he was considering the 
P-12 students’ need to have teachers who were able to draw on multiple sources 
of information concerning their contexts, histories and learning needs.

Postactively, teacher educators should think through ways to explicitly 
help teacher education students connect theory with practice. teacher educa-
tors have to be explicit both in terms of what they model, share and expect 
with teacher education students and also with what they ask them to do. 
teacher educators, in this phase of planning, write down, as soon as they leave 
class if possible, struggles and successes they face in their classes.

Conclusions and implications

in Box 7.1, an attempt is made to capture and summarise the three princi-
ples covered throughout this chapter. these principles focus on what teacher 
educators should consider during the preactive, interactive and postactive 
phases of curriculum planning and development. this chapter is written for 
the benefit of teacher education graduate students (and others) who will one 
day find themselves challenged by the complexity and tensions of preparing 
teachers to work with diverse learners. while teacher education graduate stu-
dents are often prepared in how to conduct research, it is also very important 
that they have a window into how to plan and develop a meaningful, relevant 
and responsive curriculum. moreover, these teacher education graduate stu-
dents need to understand how complex and challenging planning and devel-
oping a curriculum can be when they are not only working to meet the needs 
of their teacher education students but also their responsibility to consider 
P-12 school students needs as well.
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clearly, teacher education graduate students sometimes have experiences 
where they are the lead teacher or are a teaching assistant in a teacher educa-
tion course. still, the curriculum planning and development of these courses 
are too often not transparent enough for teacher education graduate students. 
these students find themselves struggling to understand how to respond to 
both the teacher education students and also provide contextual insight into 
the needs of P-12 school students. this chapter presented three sets of ques-
tions that are important for all teacher educators to thoughtfully consider 
when planning and developing curriculum. these questions might serve as the 
basis for a series of professional development courses for teacher educators. 
however, for graduate students or new teacher educators working to negotiate 
the complex challenges and tensions of preparing teachers for diverse learn-
ers, they are vital starting points that can guide careful, reflective, responsive 
curriculum planning and development and instruction.

teaching in any context for any purpose is challenging, complex work. 
we have argued, though, that curriculum planning and development in 
teacher education for diverse learners presents particular challenges and ten-
sions that should be addressed specifically. indeed, more attention should be 
placed on these matters because ultimately P-12 students either benefit or are 
hurt by what teacher education students have the opportunity to learn (or not).

Box 7.1. Curriculum planning and development principals

Preactive Phase
Principle 1: teacher educators think not only about who their teacher education 
students are, but also about the identities of P-12 school students the teacher 
education students will teach.

Interactive Phase
Principle 2: teacher educators enact the preactive plan by deliberately responding 
to the nuanced needs of the students during the lesson.

Postactive Phase
Principle 3: teacher educators reflect upon the extent to which their preactively 
planned lessons are effectively enacted, the extent to which they have been 
responsive to the learning needs of their students during the interactive phase, 
and they consider future directions for curriculum planning and development.
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Chapter 8 
 

Intercultural competence teacher-training models: 
the Italian experience

milena santerini
università cattolica del sacro cuore, italy

In order to address the challenges of cultural diversity Italian schools are facing, 
new initiatives are required in teacher education. This chapter surveys a number 
of theoretical models to identify the level of intercultural skills of practitioners and 
proposes a new training programme designed to increase the intercultural skills 
of teachers and social workers working in multicultural contexts. The experiences 
of teacher education initiatives at the Catholic University of Milan confirm the 
programme’s initial assumptions: sensitivity, understanding, a critical reprocess-
ing of personal experience and self-reflection (introspection) are all essential to 
improving the quality of intercultural skills training. The author argues that these 
assumptions are especially important in light of the increasing conflict and racism 
present in Italian schools today.
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From the OECD online consultation : 
preparing the teachers

The majority of teacher respondents reported 
that they did not feel well prepared for diversity 
in their classrooms, neither by their initial 
teacher education nor by their professional 
development. How can education systems give 
teachers the tools they need to respond to their 
changing classrooms?

Introduction

in today’s societies, where increasingly serious cultural conflict is 
becoming more and more common, the principles and methods of intercul-
tural education in schools have undergone extensive revision. Paradigms 
based on assimilation have proven ineffectual and have done little to resolve 
social contradictions and conflict while those based on absolute relativ-
ism have affirmed the importance of cultural differences but run the risk 
of exempting such differences from critique and judgement, and impeding 
dialogue (camilleri and cohen Emerique, 1989; Banks, 2006). in the latter 
case, the undisputed need to respect and promote diversity (the aim of open-
ness) has not gone hand in hand with building social cohesion and a sense 
of citizenship (the aim of equality). in fact, the glorification of diversity has 
had some adverse effects (ouellet, 1991). for example, in schools the didactic 
activities which have highlighted ethnic differences have sometimes resulted 
in increasing the separation between students.

this seeming impasse in interpretations of intercultural education has 
been resolved by a new conceptual approach to culture. this approach is 
based on anthropological and philosophical contributions and has made a 
thorough revision of educational assumptions and methodologies possible 
(geertz, 2000; cuche, 2003). in this perspective, culture cannot be reduced 
to an essence because it is plural, an amalgam of many different voices. Even 
in individuals, culture cannot be regarded as an unum because individuals are 
themselves multicultural. since culture is neither innate nor biologically trans-
mitted but rather an accumulation of habits acquired from birth, it is learned 
through acculturation, education and – especially in adults – daily social inter-
course. it is interactive, in that it is shared and transmitted within and through 
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the group. cultures are not static, they are dynamic and permeable; and apart 
from special instances of “closure”, they tend to change over time.

this conception of cultural interaction is particularly important in a coun-
try like italy, where the issue of the integration of diverse cultures has become 
urgent due to the rapid increase of immigrant students. in the period follow-
ing the second world war, italian schools have chosen an inclusive type of 
orientation. the term inclusive refers to the tendency over the past 50 years 
to promote schooling of all types of students, absorbing internal immigrants 
(from the south to the north) and integrating disabled students into mainstream 
classrooms. italian law also allows students to attend school even if they are 
undocumented immigrants. this situation could change if the laws regarding 
immigrants become more restrictive. to avoid this, a 2007 document of the 
ministry of Public Education (La via italiana alla scuola interculturale) specifi-
cally states that the organisation of italian schools is founded on the convention 
of children’s rights according to the principles adopted by the European union. 
this openness to diversity, however, has not always been accompanied by the 
appropriate teacher education to deal with diversity on all levels.

Beginning in the late 1980s, italy began receiving immigrant students, 
mostly from Eastern Europe, the maghreb region, latin america and asia. 
the heterogeneity of the immigrant population in italy put the principles and 
practices of integration to the test, and the variety of languages and countries 
of origin presented a new challenge for teachers. there are 191 nationali-
ties present in italian schools, with at least 60 different languages spoken. 
the largest groups of immigrant students come from romania, followed by 
albania, china, Ecuador and morocco, with most of these students concen-
trated in certain cities in northern italy. in addition, the roma population, 
which includes nearly 12 000 students, represents a particularly complex case 
for teachers and teaching due to their history.

in the 2007/2008 school year, students with non-italian citizenship 
numbered 574 133, representing 6.4% of the student population. this can be 
compared with the figures from 1998/1999 in which they made up only 1.1% 
of the student population. however, it is important to note that about 200 000 
of these children were born in italy and are thus second generation students. 
while they have grown up speaking italian and many of their cultural habits 
are the same as their italian schoolmates, under italian law they remain for-
eigners. citizenship laws in italy, unrealistically modelled on a country of 
emigrants rather than immigrants, have favoured the jus sanguinis, the trans-
mission of citizenship from an italian father or mother to the children rather 
than the jus soli, or birthright citizenship, used in many other European coun-
tries as well as in north america. although there is no distinction made in sta-
tistical data between non-citizens born in italy and those who immigrate, there 
is a significant difference for the teacher. for those who immigrate, the date of 
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arrival in italy is equally important. students who arrived in italy as recently 
as 2007/2008 make up only 10% of the non-citizen student population.

the phases of integration of these varied groups have been similar to 
many other European countries. initially, there was a phase of assimilation, 
or insertion of the minority culture with little or no attention paid to the 
culture of origin, followed by a phase of multiculturalism, understood as the 
“discovery” of pluralism but also the romanticising of other cultures. today, 
there is the feeling that it is necessary to reach an intercultural model to 
accomplish integration without giving up social cohesion.

to create the conditions for communal life in a pluralistic context, inter-
cultural education needs to convey an idea of culture that steers clear of 
essentialism (“all muslims”, the “african mentality”, “asian culture”) and 
encourages a non-simplified understanding of minority groups. intercultural 
education operates in the space between the cultural zero and the cultural all 
(abdallah Pretceille, 2006 and 1990). a dynamic concept of culture such as 
this relies on a kind of moderate relativism if it is to strike the difficult bal-
ance between respect for specificity and universal principles. in this sense, 
it encourages a worldview based on mutual transformation, respecting other 
cultures while also promoting cohesion by emphasising common goals and 
values (santerini, 2003).

this theoretical and conceptual framework ought to bring about far-reach-
ing change in all teaching methods and curricula in both formal education 
(schools, universities, courses) and informal education (fostering communal 
life and intercultural dialogue in the social sphere, conflict resolution, etc.). 
the reality, however, is that this dynamic vision of culture and education is 
frequently ignored. unsurprisingly, the explanation for this resistance lies in 
the fact that education based on a static concept of culture makes curricula 
“easier” to teach – but not more effective (allemann-ghionda, Perregaux 
and goumoens, 1999). in a certain sense, the “mono” approach to teaching is 
simpler than the “inter” approach. italian teachers are generally accustomed 
to a “mono” approach, which consists of the presentation of only one point of 
view (for example, in subjects such as sciences, geography and history). the 
intercultural approach, on the other hand, requires the consideration of other 
points of view, the exercise of critical capacity, the analysis of sources, the 
distinction between differences in cultural perspectives, etc.

a prime example of this is teacher and social-worker training in italy, the 
primary concern of this paper. in addition to reformulating didactic principles, 
methods and practices into an intercultural approach, teachers today must also 
deal with the consequences of a political orientation that is becoming more 
and more restrictive towards immigration (new laws that render it a crime to 
be in the country without the proper authorisation, restrictions on the possibil-
ity of residency, etc.). this situation of conflict, fed by the mass media, has 
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created the phenomenon of segregation of immigrant students into schools 
separate from those attended by native students. for example, the newspapers 
portray immigrant students as an “emergency” and “invasion” who will lower 
the quality of education for italian citizens. finally, especially in some cities in 
northern italy, various groups of immigrants are beginning to demand cultural 
recognition, asking that their native language be taught in the schools or for 
concessions regarding special food requirements and religious holidays.

for all these reasons, it is necessary to rethink teacher training in light of 
new challenges. intercultural teacher training is a fundamental means of con-
structing a school which is open to diversity rather than one oriented toward 
“segregated” education. it is important for italian teachers to be trained to 
manage heterogeneity, which is to say to become sensitive to differences and 
to organise support and co-operation activities between students. in italy, 
in-service teacher education takes place in the schools and is based on guide-
lines from the ministry of Education. initial teacher education, on the other 
hand, happens at university, which provides only a general training although 
some attention is given to intercultural and special education. most inter-
cultural training initiatives are organised by local government organisations 
or ngos that focus primarily on the knowledge of immigrant cultures. the 
approach to training in italy is generally a specialist or segregated approach 
(which promotes competence in specific fields, such as teaching the l2). the 
infusion approach, on the other hand, would update the teachers’ general 
skills in managing heterogeneity, but it is less used.

in addition to the above, another limit is the “culturalist” conception 
of education, which inevitably tends to teach the culture of “the other” by 
simplifying it, thereby running the risk of reinforcing stereotypes, biases and 
prejudices rather than countering them. on the other hand, it seems more 
effective to provide experiential training based on personal encounters and 
competence in relating to immigrant students in order to bring about more 
profound changes in trainees’ personalities and worldviews. the expectations 
of this training, as well as trainees’ reluctance to question their own roles and 
view intercultural relations critically, have been described in teacher-oriented 
studies on this issue (santerini, 2002, 2008).

although the need for multidimensional training programmes has already 
been voiced in several studies (e.g. milhouse, 1996), most teacher and social-
worker training, in italy at least, tends even now to be intellectual rather 
than experiential. for example, a research project based on focus groups and 
in-depth interviews with 30 teachers (from 14 elementary and middle schools 
in milan with high percentages of immigrants) revealed that the teachers 
involved all had a theoretical form of cultural training rather than an experi-
ential one. the teachers expressed the need for training that would help them 
to manage a heterogeneous classroom (santerini and reggio, 2004).
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A transversal, multidimensional approach to competence

the interpretative, inclusive approach to culture discussed in the previous 
section is also essential if the aim is to create real competence and not merely 
“knowledge” of or familiarity with cultural differences. the concept of com-
petence is a dynamic mix of knowledge and ability indicating that mastery has 
been achieved in given professional or business environments. another word 
for this concept is “proficiency” – high-level internalised knowledge linked to 
the ability to read, analyse and interpret specific, complex situations.

these process features – interactions of motivation, lived experience and 
uniqueness of context – make the concept of competence particularly appro-
priate to intercultural relations, especially where teachers are concerned. 
fantini (2007) affirms that intercultural competence means the skills set 
needed to act effectively and appropriately in relation to linguistically and cul-
turally diverse immigrants. the field of definition is so vast that 19 alternative 
terms have been coined to describe the concept (intercultural, cross-cultural or 
trans-cultural competence, global competence, multiculturalism, etc.).

in italy, the concept refers mostly to the knowledge and ability of educational, 
social and healthcare professionals who interact with immigrants although inter-
cultural competence increasingly seems not so much a quality or entity per se 
as an essential set of training resources for people who are aware of living in a 
complex world where encountering cultural difference is becoming the norm.

it should be stressed that intercultural competence training (whether 
delivered by or received from teachers and professionals) is, in the broadest 
sense, a political task because it is integral to our awareness of living in an 
interdependent world, and because it is connected to migration policy and the 
way states and their institutions are programmed and run. teachers and social 
workers need to enhance their skills in dealing with such complexity and, in 
particular, their intercultural competence not only as educational profession-
als, but also as social actors on the cutting edge of their country’s democratic 
development, endeavouring to promote equal rights for all citizens.

Models for the definition and evaluation of intercultural competence

in a recent survey, sinicrope, norris and watanabe (2007) examined the 
various conceptual frameworks that have been used to define intercultural 
competence and the rating scales created to measure these in individuals. 
some of these frameworks are discussed below in a pedagogical perspective 
to determine which of their aspects may be useful in developing appropriate 
training programmes for diversity and intercultural competence.
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ruben’s model (1976), for example, lists seven dimensions of intercultural 
communication effectiveness. Byram (1997) affirms that intercultural compe-
tence involves five elements. the resulting model, which is appropriate both for 
school students and for adults, applies especially to linguistic communication.

one of the best known is the Developmental Model of Intercultural 
Sensitivity (dmis) (hammer, Bennett, and wiseman, 2003), in which Bennett 
conceptualises the dimensions of an individual’s intercultural awareness, 
i.e. experience in the broad sense – of cultural difference. the model’s under-
lying assumption is that when an individual’s experience of cultural difference 
becomes more complex and sophisticated, his or her potential competence in 
intercultural relations increases. in this constructivist perspective, cultural dif-
ference is a key event in our experience of reality. the model was developed 
to identify the attitudes and viewpoints (ranging from mono-cultural to more 
complex mindsets) in a person’s development.

a different approach, this time from an education expert rather than a 
psychologist, comes from Banks (2006). the aim of his six-step model is to 
outline ideal-types that can help educators to identify how people experience 
their ethnic identities and to help develop them. the six steps are:

• captivity (internalisation of negative racial/ethnic stereotypes and beliefs)
• encapsulation (characterised by separatism)
• clarification (development of a healthy sense of one’s own identity)
• bi-ethnicity (participation in cultures other than one’s own)
• multiculturalism (interaction and involvement with several cultures)
• globalism (positive identification with the global dimension)
deardorff’s multidimensional model (2004) reappears in Intercultural 

Competence – The Key Competence in the 21st Century (2007), which is based 
on the american researcher’s intercultural competence models. in her original 
delphi study, deardorff interviewed 23 american intercultural experts regard-
ing key elements and appropriate methods of intercultural evaluation so as 
to draw up a checklist of definitions of intercultural competence. deardorff 
then reduced the components of intercultural competence (as indicated by the 
experts) to four dimensions:

• attitude (openness, respect, curiosity, tolerance of ambiguity)
• knowledge and skills (cultural awareness, knowledge of one’s own and 

other cultures, observation, ability to evaluate)
• internal outcomes (adaptability, flexibility, empathy, the ability to see 

things from another’s point of view
• external outcomes (situation-appropriate behaviours and communication)
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in the models we have examined, the most useful analyses of intercul-
tural competence for the purposes of this study – i.e. models that actually 
increase competence, rather than merely define and describe it – are those 
that adopt a dynamic, multidimensional approach (deardorff, 2007). this is 
because they enable us to consider not only the development of competence 
over time, but also the extent to which its elements influence each other.

models of this type are concerned with how an individual attains the 
highest possible level of self-awareness (Bennett, 1986). most importantly, 
they invite reflection on how intercultural competence is constructed 
(e.g. through encountering and relating to the “other”) rather than merely how 
it is described. to the extent that competence is a question not only of know-
ing but also of being and doing, the ability to increase competence depends 
not so much on describing its content as on being able to experience and 
reflect on the interaction with people from other cultures that activates the 
necessary comprehension skills and abilities.

Box 8.1. Enhancing intercultural awareness: training model

1. intErcultural knowlEdgE

a. acquisition of a theoretical framework encompassing major intercultural issues and 
concepts (universal vs. relative, etc).

i. discussion of major ethical issues.

ii. the ability to understand and describe the evolutionary, subjective, historical 
and dynamic aspects of cultures.

iii. interpreting cultural difference in ways that take into account individual sub-
jectivity, rather than in terms of static, unyielding worldviews.

iv. the ability to make informed ethical choices (e.g. universalistic vs. relativistic) 
when comparing cultures.

b. increased knowledge.

i. of the life sciences (anthropological, psychosocial and pedagogical aspects of 
integration, assimilation, inter-group relations, theories of prejudice, concepts 
of ethnic difference, race/racism).

ii. of geo-historical and socio-political issues (globalisation, geo-political infor-
mation, migration and ethnic difference, migrants’ countries of origin, the 
composition of multicultural societies).

iii. of language and linguistics (differences of idiom, verbal and non-verbal com-
munication, sociolinguistic issues).
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2. intErcultural undErstanding

a. development of cultural sensitivity.

i. the ability to acknowledge (accept) people who are different.

ii. the acquisition of interpretative ability (relating to others as unique individu-
als, perceiving differences as variants of a shared humanity).

iii. Encouraging de-centring/other-centredness (overcoming self-centredness so as 
to be able to adopt the other’s point of view).

iv. Empathy (an intentional process through which a profound relationship with the 
other is achieved by accepting his/her uniqueness while maintaining a sense of 
one’s own personal autonomy and identity).

v. trust (a moral resource that makes sharing and co-operation possible).

vi. flexibility and emotional resilience (the ability to tolerate ambiguity and react 
to it in a constructive and appropriate way).

b. Encouragement of self-reflection.

i. modifying and reconstructing one’s previous attitudes and views.

ii. understanding how one’s own thinking may be biased.

iii. Questioning stereotypes and prejudices.

iv. developing a critical and dialectic approach.

3. intErcultural skills

a. Enhancement of relational skills.

i. developing the ability to communicate.

ii. developing the ability to handle emotional conflict and moral divergence, and 
to mediate and negotiate democratically.

iii. developing awareness of communication signals.

iv. developing the ability to handle stress and culture shock.

v. developing willingness to engage in new activities and experiences, and to 
interact with people in new situations.

Box 8.1. Enhancing intercultural awareness: training model  (continued)
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Structuring the training

having surveyed academic models of competence and the components 
of intercultural training, the following section outlines a training programme 
designed to enhance the intercultural awareness of social workers and teach-
ers professionally involved in ethnic diversity. this training model incor-
porates the dynamic, multidimensional features appropriate to training in a 
complex field, and is based on the three classic dimensions of intercultural 
training – knowing, being and doing.

the training model above has a number of specific features:
• the concept of culture is dynamic and subjective (it is people who 

enter into contact with each other, not cultures). this means that 
competence rests on an anthropological interpretation of reality 
rather than on knowledge of preordained notions.

• Personality and self-reflection are crucial because they make affectiv-
ity the basis of cultural relations. in this sense, training must act on the 
personalities of teachers and social workers, who in turn must “mediate” 
or facilitate understanding between people from different cultures. for 
example, various studies have shown the tendency of some teachers 
to have stereotypes regarding immigrants. a critical analysis of his or 
her own stereotypes may help him or her to mediate problems between 
italian families and immigrant families.

• the various elements are mutually influential. for example, interest 
in and respect for the other determine the ability to communicate 
which, once learned, can create empathy. revisiting one’s stereotypes 
and prejudices creates openness, and openness is, in turn, a necessary 
condition for self-reflection.

b. construction of methodological tools that can add an intercultural perspective to 
working and professional activities.

i. developing the competences needed to gather ethnographic data on pupils, 
their families and their socio-cultural environment, and then to interpret and 
apply it in strategy building.

ii. developing the competences needed to review school subjects and informal 
system content in an intercultural perspective.

iii. acquiring the knowledge and skills needed to handle direct contact with people 
from other cultures.

Box 8.1. Enhancing intercultural awareness: training model  (continued)
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• training is not limited to promoting the ability for tolerance and mere 
acceptance, which would mean leaving people in separate spaces that 
never intersect. to achieve training objectives and overcome preju-
dice and cultural misunderstandings, it is not enough to know about 
the other culture: a third space of trust and mutual transformation 
needs to be constructed, in which people are prepared to adapt to 
each other (marandon, 2001, 2003).

• intercultural competence has an ethical-political dimension because 
it fosters a global, non-nationalistic concept of citizenship based on 
interdependence and peaceful understanding between peoples.

these elements constitute a working basis that can be adapted to the var-
ying needs of teachers and the contexts in which they find themselves. the 
self-reflective nature of the approach suggests a personalised form of train-
ing, as trainees can decide how they want to communicate their experiences 
and theoretical insights. this individual work can be the basis upon which the 
trainer develops additional skills in the trainees. to be effective, programmes 
of this type need active methodologies – discussion, case study, simulation, 
role-playing, problem-solving, exploration of cultural dilemmas and culture 
shock – that can personalise learning, and tools that encourage self-reflection 
(e.g. logs, self-assessment, narrative writing, literary criticism, portfolios). 
these activities should be done in a group setting with other teachers.

the connection between theoretical knowledge and practice is fundamen-
tal to this training curriculum, and takes the form of frequent or less frequent 
(depending on need) alternations of work experience, traineeship/teaching 
practice, extramural activities, and periods spent abroad or living in minor-
ity communities. it is also essential that trainees are expected to report on the 
competence they have acquired by producing a teaching or educational project.

Trainees’ thoughts on intercultural competence

the training programme outlined above was tested as a component of the 
m.a. in intercultural training in the faculty of Education (facoltà di scienze 
della formazione) at the catholic university of milan in the academic year 
2007/2008. to test some of the programme’s hypotheses, the 28 participants 
were asked to fill in a short questionnaire of six open questions. the partici-
pants, who came from varying backgrounds (teachers, social workers, univer-
sity students, professionals), had already completed module i of the m.a., 
consisting of courses and workshops on intercultural education and anthropo-
logical and communication models of particular relevance to migration issues. 
the aim of our questionnaire was to explore some of the autobiographical 
aspects of the participants’ experience, i.e. their knowledge and beliefs con-
cerning the intercultural sphere when they filled in the questionnaire, and 
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the experiences (professional, cultural, daily life, etc.) that had helped shape 
their opinions. the training aspects of the questionnaire were designed to 
elicit the definitions and aims of intercultural competence resulting from the 
participants’ experience of the course. the perceptions of students intending 
to become teachers in intercultural contexts are especially useful because they 
suggest practical ways of improving competence (mushi, 2004).

in their descriptions of the knowledge and beliefs they thought they pos-
sessed (as a result of training or otherwise), all the participants discovered, 
in their various ways, that the dynamic process of intercultural relations was 
fundamental to any kind of meaningful intercultural relationship. half of them 
(14) stressed the social dimension because they saw intercultural relations as 
a pervasive feature of both daily life and society as a whole. in their view, the 
social dimension is an aspect not only of ethnic relations in the narrow sense, 
but also of the ability to relate to other people in general through dialogue 
and mutual respect. intercultural activity is, then, a way of encountering and 
coping with the range of thought-processes typical of complex societies.

five students laid even more emphasis on the idea of inter-relationship 
and the notion that mutual transformation and influence leads people not only 
to compare themselves with others, but also to question who they are in their 
search for shared values.

finally, nine students related their heightened awareness of the social 
dimension to the conceptual content of the course itself (essentialism, the 
subjectivity of culture, universalism versus relativism, etc).

the participants also had to indicate, in the “training” section of the ques-
tionnaire, their definition of intercultural competence. in terms of the three 
dimensions of the training model (knowing, being, doing), there was a marked 
preference for intercultural sensitivity and understanding (being). twenty of 
the 28 students stressed that self-reflection was a fundamental part of compe-
tence: the ability to risk, to be self-critical, to re-examine their beliefs, to be 
able to see things from another’s point of view and so on. of these 20 students, 
five expressed this idea in an explicitly “relativistic” way (with non-judgemen-
tal openness, unconditional acceptance, etc.), while another seven stressed 
the transformative power of intercultural competence (achieving competence 
entails changing all one’s partners, creating mutual understanding, searching 
for shared values and the things that bring people together).

By contrast, only four participants chose knowing (knowledge) as their 
main definition of competence (“understanding of theoretical intercultural 
concepts”, “knowledge of socio-political and life sciences”). another four opted 
for the third dimension (doing), the ability to communicate, relate and negotiate 
(“the ability to listen and communicate effectively”).
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Conclusions and next steps

this chapter has reviewed a number of theoretical models to identify the 
salient dimensions of intercultural competence. a brief survey of participants 
in an m.a. course in intercultural training confirmed the programme’s initial 
assumptions, in particular the dynamic, transformative nature of intercultural 
competence training in which sensitivity, understanding, critical reprocessing 
of personal experience and self-reflection (introspection) are of key importance.

the conclusions suggest a new training programme designed to increase 
the intercultural competence of teachers and social workers involved in inter-
cultural contexts, especially in situations of conflict and racism that appear 
to be present in italian society today. it is necessary to continue the research 
in order to understand the impact of this training on participants, and in par-
ticular, teachers’ intercultural competences should be evaluated according 
to the three aforementioned levels (intercultural knowledge, understanding 
and skills). future steps of this research will include evaluating intercultural 
competences of a group of teachers before and after the training through the 
use of a questionnaire and other methodology.

the research will be accompanied by a specific assessment, consisting of 
the collection of continuous monitoring data of teachers’ training to identify 
the impact of intercultural training. the evaluation will be designed to reveal 
the evolution and critical aspects of the various dimensions of intercultural 
competence – intercultural knowledge, understanding and skills. these ele-
ments will be gathered from a group of teachers who attend a post-graduate 
intercultural training course who are simultaneously actively teaching in 
schools. the characteristics of the participants will be observed throughout 
the training course to shed light on the learning process and weak points rela-
tive to skills mastered or acquired. a final round of data collection will be 
performed at the end of the training regarding the skills developed.

we will employ methodological tools that encourage the ability of teach-
ers to reflect on their training and professional experience. the data on 
skills developed will be analysed by the participants along with intercultural 
training experts, through a dialogue that develops awareness and critical 
capacity. the tools to be utilised are suitable for research and individual 
evaluation (personal themes, diaries, case analyses, interviews) as well as for 
group evaluation: brainstorming and the “scale of required priorities” (Bezzi, 
Palumbo, 1997), focus groups, and case analyses carried out within the group. 
the data gathered will be used to form evaluation judgments to be discussed 
and shared with teachers. these judgments will be formulated using specific 
criteria and relevant indicators which will be identified with the teachers in 
the establishment phase of the intercultural training assessment.
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Chapter 9 
 

From homogeneity to diversity in German education

anne sliwka
heidelberg university of Education, germany

Germany is currently changing its self-perception as it shifts from a culturally 
homogenous nation to a more pluralistic society shaped by immigration. Education 
is thus evolving to be more inclusive although heterogeneity is still considered a 
challenge with which to cope rather than a potential strength. This approach can be 
compared with countries that have longer histories of immigration, such as Canada, 
having moved from merely “dealing with heterogeneity” to embracing diversity as 
a resource for education. Teacher education plays a key role in this transition, and 
there are many approaches it can use to facilitate this shift. These approaches range 
from increasing the intake of teacher trainees with diverse backgrounds, to apply-
ing didactic approaches that will encourage communication about their different 
identities, to exploring basic philosophical concepts such as diversity, identity and 
controversy.
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From the OECD online consultation :  
resistance to change

The perceived importance of diversity 
issues varied across countries and contexts. 
Although many practitioners acknowledged 
its significance, in some countries there was 
still resistance to addressing diversity in 
education systems.

Introduction: changing perceptions of German reality

understanding diversity in the german educational system calls for first 
taking a broader look at diversity and how it is regarded in german society. 
as is the case in most oEcd member countries, germany’s perception of 
itself has been changing rapidly in recent years. Even if ethnic, linguistic and 
religious plurality have been a reality in germany since the 1960s, the coun-
try has not come to terms with this fundamental change from its longstanding 
image of itself as a homogeneous society until a decade ago.

the “economic miracle” of the 1960s triggered an influx of foreign work-
ers from greece, italy, spain and turkey. immigrants into germany were 
called “gastarbeiter”, guest workers, because of the assumption that they 
would eventually be returning to their home countries. in reality, most not 
only remained but brought their families from their home country to germany. 
this influx of immigrant families has changed the demography of german 
classrooms. in the past 30 years, most classrooms in the urban areas of 
germany (particularly in former west germany) have become multicultural.

Germany: an immigrant society?

the perception of “foreigners” living “temporarily” in germany began 
to change when german politicians of all parties realised that the absence of 
an official policy to accommodate immigrants had created a parallel world of 
immigrant communities outside mainstream german society (with ensuing 
social problems),. this delayed awareness is not without repercussions. with 
the beginning of the new millennium, the need to develop an understanding 
of germany as a nation of “immigration” has found an increasingly stronger 
voice.
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the successful integration of individuals with an immigrant background 
has become the declared aim of successive governments (Bommes and 
krüger-Potratz, 2008). the current political discourse considers an immi-
grant to be successfully integrated if he or she speaks and writes german 
fluently and is able to participate fully in the education system and the labour 
market to earn a living. whereas well-integrated immigrants were also 
expected to adopt german customs and cultural traits, the concept of diver-
sity as an asset is slowly becoming tangible in the country’s fabric. in recent 
years, several of the large private foundations have started programmes to 
support gifted migrant students on their way into higher education and posi-
tions of leadership. the green Party is the first political party to have elected 
a chairman with an immigrant background, the son of turkish workers born 
in germany. the other political parties are opening their ranks to individu-
als with immigrant backgrounds, increasingly making them common-place 
rather than merely token figures. at the same time, germany is still reluctant 
to ensure that minority groups are equally represented in the government and 
to grant immigrants without European citizenship full political rights at the 
local level.

Other diversity issues: gender equality and inclusion of individuals 
with special needs

seen from the outside, media reports of xenophobia in some parts of the 
country make it seem as if germany has a problem with linguistic, cultural 
and religious diversity. But to grasp germany’s persistent discomfort with 
perceiving diversity as an asset rather than a problem, one must look beyond 
the cultural dimension of diversity. this discomfort also becomes apparent 
when examining gender and special needs.

for example, in spite of angela merkel being one of the few female 
heads of state in oEcd member countries, women are significantly under-
represented in the higher ranks of german companies and universities. the 
majority of leadership positions in business and academia are held by white 
men of german origin. a highly emotional public debate on the compatibility 
of raising children and having a professional career is indicative of the lin-
gering uncertainty regarding gender roles. it has taken germany longer than 
many other oEcd countries to ensure public infrastructure for high-quality 
early childcare that enables both women and men to pursue careers and have 
children without remorse. it is only in the past four years that a coalition 
government, formed by the two big left-of-centre and right-of-centre parties, 
decided to make the necessary infrastructure investments while providing 
pecuniary incentives.
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another challenging learning process with regard to diversity has been 
the debate about inclusive education for disabled students and students with 
learning disabilities or behavioural problems (wansing, 2005). after the per-
secution of disabled individuals under the nazi regime, post-war germany 
felt a special obligation towards the disabled, which resulted in the creation 
of an intricate system of special schools for the various forms of special 
educational needs. special schools were created for the deaf, the blind and 
for individuals with other forms of physical disability as well as for children 
and youth with learning disabilities or behavioural problems. the underly-
ing assumption was that those with special needs would get the best possible 
developmental support if they were taken out of mainstream schooling and 
were taught and cared for by teachers with specialist training. the argument 
was that special needs required special investments in highly specialised 
institutions. special schools were well-equipped and special needs teachers 
well-paid, highly qualified professionals, working outside the main school 
system.

in spite of recurrent debates about being more inclusive, the overall 
system of separating students with various special needs from students in 
mainstream education remained fundamentally unchanged for 50 years. 
finally, parents – most of them with an academic background – of disabled 
children began to challenge the idea that their children had to be separated 
from mainstream education in order to get optimal support. they felt that 
special education in separate institutions failed to deliver the educational 
outcomes their children needed for graduating. for many years, a vocal but 
comparatively small group of parents legally challenged the system. some of 
them were successful, achieving for their child (but not for disabled children 
in general) the right to be educated in a mainstream school.

in recent years, some of the german länder* have responded by creating 
more integrated schools, predominantly in primary education. yet it was not 
until germany ratified the united nations convention for the rights of the 
disabled on 1 January 2009 that legal certainty for individuals with special 
needs was finally achieved. they can now demand to be fully integrated into 
mainstream schools and receive the individual support needed to succeed. 
this is an important milestone towards diversity in education.

Early selection and educational stratification as a barrier to diversity

mainstream education at the secondary level is highly stratified in sev-
eral ways. as educational policy is the responsibility of the 16 individual 
german states, it is difficult to make universally valid statements about the 

* i.e. “states”.
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german school system. compared with most other school systems across the 
oEcd, the german system shows several specificities:

1. after four (in some states, six) years of elementary schooling for all, 
children’s schooling continues in different types of schools based on 
an assessment of their competence level at ages nine to eleven.

2. despite the common perception that germany has a tripartite school 
system, the reality is more complex. in addition to different types of 
mainstream secondary schools, most german länder still maintain a 
large number of special schools for children with physical and learn-
ing disabilities or behavioural challenges. furthermore, several of the 
german länder have created new highly selective special schools for 
gifted students. it would thus be more correct to speak of a four or 
five-partite school system.

for individuals socialised in comprehensive school systems, it is often 
difficult to understand the logic behind a system that sustains so many sepa-
rate institutional tracks of schooling for students at such a young age. it is one 
of the core issues and should be more closely examined as germany begins to 
move towards a culture of diversity.

the fundamental paradigm that has underlaid and shaped german edu-
cation is the assumption that the homogeneity of learners in a group best 
facilitates their individual learning. thinking along the lines of a “norm”, 
and deviations from it, has a long history in german educational thought 
(tillmann, 2006). when asked about the most challenging task for teachers 
in classrooms, early german educational thinker Johann friedrich herbart 
(1776-1841) responded, “the difference in heads”. the first german profes-
sor of education, Ernst christian trapp (1745-1818) at halle university wrote, 
“as it is impossible to take into account everyone’s individual, special and 
momentary disposition in a heap of children who are educated and trained 
together, teachers should base their work on the approximate average” (trapp, 
1780). trapp’s advice to teachers was to cater to the needs of the Mittelköpfe, 
the “middle heads” or average students in a given class. this approach devel-
oped a long-standing consensus on certain norms that provided guidance for 
selecting and sorting children into the “right” type of school for them. this 
resulted in allegedly homogenous groupings in the various institutional tracks 
of the german system:

• Förderschule, a special-needs school for students with behavioural or 
developmental challenges;

• Hauptschule, a lower-track school traditionally geared towards edu-
cating future blue-collar workers;
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• Realschule, traditionally geared towards future white-collar workers 
without a university education;

• Gymnasium, a cognitively more demanding type of school with an 
upper secondary level leading to higher education; and

• special schools for the gifted – a small number of schools with an 
enriched and accelerated curriculum.

this excessive tracking enabled the idea of homogeneity in german edu-
cation to continue for so long.

the didactic focus on “the average” within these different types of schools 
has been paralysing the german education system. calculating resources on 
the basis of the “average” legitimises uniform teaching for large groups: equal 
aims, equal content, equal learning steps, equal amount of time assigned for 
learning, and equal criteria for success. it is not surprising that in a culture of 
alleged homogeneity, assessment has predominately been norm-referenced, 
i.e. focusing on a given peer group. the paradigm of homogeneity required 
that learners were seen as similar in many ways and that differences were 
deliberately not acknowledged. those in the same school and in the same 
classroom were treated the same, regardless of their interests and abilities.

studies on teachers and the teaching profession have shown that an ori-
entation along the lines of the “average students” in class has become almost 
impossible, given the cultural, socio-economic and linguistic differences in 
almost all of today’s classrooms (gomolla, 2005; gomolla and radtke, 2009). 
reliable data on the makeup of german classrooms along these lines is scant, 
however (stanat and segeritz, 2009). the lack of awareness of diversity 
issues meant that these data were not collected, and as a result, educational 
accountability with regard to diversity is still in its infancy. it was only in 
2006 that the german government began to publish diversity-related data 
in its biannual report on the state of education in germany, but compared 
to data available in north america, for example, they lack disaggregation 
(autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2009).

Psychological and neuroscience research published at the end of the 20th 
century has finally encouraged german educators to start seeing every child 
as a unique human being with great individual potential to learn and develop. 
ideas of reformist pedagogy are now making their way into mainstream 
schooling. many primary schools are now applying didactic approaches 
developed by maria montessori, celestin freinet and other reformist peda-
gogies of a century ago. mixed-age groupings as developed in the Jena-Plan 
pedagogy can now be found in more or less conventional state schools.

Primary school teachers have long known for a long time that homogene-
ity does not exist in education. But even for the secondary level, the oEcd’s 
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Pisa study, analysing the educational outcomes of students from the different 
types of schools in germany, showed that there are learners at the Realschule 
who perform better than students at the Gymnasium, and some students at the 
Hauptschule sometimes surpass the results of those at the Realschule-level. 
no matter how much effort is invested in selecting wisely, the result is never 
a truly homogenous grouping of learners. the data collected in the context of 
the Pisa study also revealed profound equity issues in the german education 
system (Baumert, stanat and watermann, 2006; stanat and christensen, 2006). 
immigrant students and students with an immigrant background, i.e. those 
whose parents and even grandparents migrated to germany, are severely 
over-represented in the lower tracks of the german secondary school system, 
even when allowing for differences in cognitive ability and grade average at 
primary school level. children of parents with little formal education are also 
significantly disadvantaged. while this applies to german and immigrant chil-
dren alike, immigrant children are especially affected since parents from cer-
tain immigrant communities often have little formal education. in other words, 
schools are currently unable to remediate differences in educational background.

From homogeneity to heterogeneity in German education

while the school system has not yet changed significantly, several 
changes at the micro-level indicate a shift in thinking among those responsi-
ble for the education system. individualised support, Individuelle Förderung; 
differentiation within the classroom, Binnendifferenzierung; and heteroge-
neity, Heterogenität; are the buzz words of the current educational debate. 
not only do they shape the educational research agenda (chairs in education 
are now being redesignated to encompass these new concepts); regional and 
national policy programmes also aim to strengthen the system’s capacity to 
deal productively with the heterogeneity of students and their needs.

one example of the change in what is perceived to be “best practice” is 
the german school award, first offered in 2006 by a group of influential 
german foundations. it was established to single out and make widely known 
mainstream schools that have successfully responded to the educational and 
equity challenges that Pisa and other studies have exposed. it is quite reveal-
ing that although diversity is one of the six criteria for the nomination of 
award-winning schools, this aspect is referred to as “dealing with diversity”, 
which sounds equally reserved in german (Umgang mit Vielfalt). the award 
is given to schools “that have found ways and means to deal productively 
with the different educational backgrounds, interests and abilities of their 
students, with their cultural and national origin, their family’s educational 
history, and their gender; to schools that effectively compensate disadvan-
tages and continuously and strategically support individualised learning.” in 
other words, diversity is not celebrated but something with which to cope.
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the award-winning schools:

• take in learners with different abilities and disabilities.

• apply diagnostic assessment to find out what kind of support each 
child needs to be able to learn and develop successfully, taking into 
account prior learning and aiming to organise learning in each stu-
dent’s “zone of proximal development”.

• Personalise learning, apply peer learning and provide individualised 
support for learning.

• have changed their culture of assessment to move away from norm-
referenced towards self-referenced and criterion-referenced forma-
tive feedback. rather than comparing individual children with other 
children in the classroom, every child’s development is considered 
separately. children and parents receive feedback on the child’s 
learning progress in relation to the child’s previous development and 
in relation to a rubric of overall learning goals.

however, it is important to bear in mind that these schools are not yet 
representative of the german school system. more and more teachers are 
adopting these practices, but their work is not always part of a whole-school 
approach. wherever there is a whole-school approach, it tends to stem from 
strong school leadership and local support for change.

From homogeneity to heterogeneity: the difficult process of changing 
deep-seated mental models

as a teacher educator, i have often noticed that german teacher trainees’ 
mental concept of schooling is deeply influenced by the school system in 
which they have been socialised. many students in teacher education have 
understood the need to diversify pedagogical and didactic strategies applied 
in the classroom, yet at the same time they perceive the differences among 
learners as one of the most challenging tasks they will face. in a way, they are 
right. given the fact that early selection of students into the various types of 
schooling has been the norm in german education, the equally separate insti-
tutional tracks for teacher education did not recognise the need to develop 
pedagogies and teaching strategies to productively deal with diverse student 
abilities, interests and needs. teacher education is now beginning to focus on 
the different developmental stages (childhood, early adolescence, late adoles-
cence), rather than on the different tracks.

this change is taking place alongside other shifts in the system. after 
Pisa, the old way of early selection and alleged homogeneity has lost 
much of its credibility (auernheim, 2006; gogolin, 2008; neumann 2008). 
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Empirical educational research is receiving massive funding. many young 
researchers are examining the equity issues at stake. additional issues are 
coming to the fore. Education for heterogeneity is not only about doing justice 
to each individual’s learning needs, it is also about the development of the 
social and democratic skills that a pluralistic society needs to flourish, and 
it is about understanding the mutual benefits society as a whole (and smaller 
communities and groups within it) can gain from a wide range of abilities, 
perspectives, interests and skills.

this learning process in german education has allowed for a paradigm 
shift from homogeneity to heterogeneity, but can go even further.

Futures thinking: from heterogeneity to diversity

societies with longer histories of ongoing immigration seem to have 
responded with more thorough and sustainable school change to address 
the kind of challenges facing germany today. i first noticed this during a 
research stay in ontario/canada in the late 1990s. i remember being very 
impressed at the time by the fact that teacher trainees in practice teaching not 
only had to have a curricular and didactic understanding of how they were 
going to teach but also needed to show an elaborate and well-developed plan 
about how they were going to work with a specific diverse class to enhance 
social cohesion in the classroom and to teach pro-social values and social 
skills.

as a prerequisite, these trainees needed to have substantial knowledge 
about the students with whom they were working: their ethnic, cultural, 
religious and socio-economic background, their level of language acquisi-
tion and their educational history. that requirement in itself significantly 
broadened the knowledge base of teacher training. i hardly ever heard the 
term “heterogeneity” in canadian schools and universities. it seemed to me 
that the system had moved one step further. whereas the paradigm of hetero-
geneity perceives difference as a challenge to be dealt with actively, diversity 
as a systemic paradigm perceives difference as an asset. the pedagogy that i 
came to know there was based on the idea that difference between individuals 
is one of the most important resources for mutual learning. a world without 
difference of interests, abilities and perspectives, on the one hand, and dif-
ferences in cultural, religious and ethnic identities, on the other hand, would 
have been considered a barren learning environment. this educational phi-
losophy was very different from what i had learned during my own education 
in germany and proved to be a real eye-opener. as i will show later, there 
is much to be learned from this different mindset for teachers and teacher 
educators in germany.
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i would like to argue that german education has taken some important 
steps in the right direction in recent years but would have to make more 
significant changes to reap the fruits of diversity in education. “schools of 
diversity” would move beyond the schools of heterogeneity that we currently 
see emerging (see figure 9.1). in addition to diagnostic and formative assess-
ment as well as personalised learning and individual support for learning, the 
german education system would have to make full use of diversity, perceiv-
ing and communicating it as a core value and a key resource of education that 
needs to be cherished, safeguarded and fully explored. to do that, individuals 
would have to be perceived as having multiple, hybrid and changing identi-
ties. their cultural knowledge and the individual perspective would be valued 
and used as a resource for learning, not just in socio-emotional but also in 
cognitive terms.

all of this would require not only changes in the structure of the german 
education system but also in the organisation of learning. this would require 
strengthening norms of mutual support and peer learning, a culture of forma-
tive assessment based on self-referencing and criterion-referencing, elements 
of choice and self-determination in learning, and finally a culture of public 
deliberation and citizenship. there is a long road ahead to make this vision 
come true, but germans have already made strides in this direction, and they 
should go further.

figure 9.1. Paradigm shifts: from homogeneity to heterogeneity to diversity
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The potential role of teacher education as a change agent

as a teacher educator, i ask myself about the role of teacher education in 
the development of a culture of diversity. these are the steps that we ought to 
be taking in the coming years:

• teacher education institutions need to increase the intake of students 
with diverse backgrounds, for example, by actively recruiting stu-
dents from immigrant families and students with disabilities.

• teaching and learning in initial teacher education need to make use 
of diversity to enhance student awareness of diversity as a resource 
for learning. this implies deliberately taking the perspectives of dif-
ferent students into account and applying didactic approaches that 
will draw students into communicating about their different identities 
and perspectives in a respectful manner.

• in teacher education courses, students should have opportunities 
to explore basic philosophical concepts such as diversity, identity, 
democracy, pluralism, controversy and deliberation. this will allow 
students to make connections and understand the bigger picture.

• teacher education needs to significantly broaden its knowledge base to 
incorporate cultural and psychological knowledge on cultural, religious, 
ethnic and gender identities as well as intercultural communication. 
any manager sent abroad is now required to undergo training in inter-
cultural communication – why not do the same for teacher trainees?

• training in foreign languages, internships and study abroad should 
become a requirement for teacher trainees as it will enable them to 
extend their frames of reference. having experienced another culture 
firsthand, they will be more understanding of other cultures at home or 
even develop an understanding of culture itself as hybrid and changing.

• students in teacher education programmes should take advantage 
of the learning opportunities that exemplary schools offer so that 
they may observe and apply “best practice” in diversity education. 
internships in local schools with highly diverse populations would 
provide teacher trainees with essential classroom practice.

these are steps that german teacher education will have to make in the 
coming years. many teacher trainees and teachers are eagerly looking for 
tools that will help them succeed in their diverse classrooms. on the other 
hand, there are others who simply feel that addressing diversity means extra 
work. thus, changing the way the german educational systems views and 
embraces diversity also entails cultural change in the society at large, and 
that, as we all know, takes time.
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Chapter 10 
 

Teacher education for diversity in Spain: 
moving from theory to practice

miquel angel Essomba
autonomous university of Barcelona, spain

The school and teacher education systems in Spain have traditionally considered 
students who were “different” as a problem to be addressed rather than as an 
opportunity to learn. Recent educational reforms have required not only that diver-
sity be accepted as a reality but have also emphasised it as an asset. These reforms 
have also stated that teacher education must be redesigned for this to be formally 
reflected. However, moving from theory to practice is not always easy and changing 
minds and culture takes time and resources. For a first impression of this process, 
this chapter looks at the status and role of diversity issues in the curricula of four 
Spanish universities offering new degrees in teacher education (academic year 
2009-10). Initial observations indicate that the system has not yet been reformed 
successfully and that it could be a result of simply changing discourse instead of 
practices.
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From the OECD online consultation : 
diversity as an asset – moving from 
theory to practice

One strategy often suggested by teachers was 
that diversity be considered a “resource” and 
not a “problem”. This is easier said than done 
as changing behaviours and attitudes require 
ongoing support and guidance.

Introduction

for diversity to be valued and not treated as a difficult reality with which 
school systems must cope, proper teacher education is crucial. while it is cru-
cial to implement strategies to transform this into reality, this is an extremely 
complex endeavour. the underlying difficulties may be identified around 
two issues: teacher education in general and the role of diversity in education. 
this chapter first analyses the challenges surrounding teacher education and 
diversity in spain in order to provide an understanding of the past and shed 
light on the current situation. it then provides a number of ideas that emerge 
from the spanish case, opening new paths for further research and innovative 
action.

Teacher education in Spain: background
the spanish teacher education system comes from a strongly inspired 

rationalistic paradigm (Perez gomez, 2007), in which, for the last three or 
four decades, teacher education has been developed according to particular 
principles, including:

• the mission of schools is to provide academic knowledge to young 
students in order to prepare them for further education.

• teacher education is based on the perception of teachers’ roles as 
pure “academic content translators” to the younger generations.

• teacher education activities must therefore be focused on transmit-
ting the academic knowledge and pedagogical tools required.
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• the key factors driving educational success are mainly set up 
around the interaction between the teacher and the pupil inside the 
classroom.

• finally, teacher education is a pre-service activity which consists of 
modelling teacher behaviour by mentoring, encouraging the use of 
good practices, benchmarking and observation. continuing teacher 
education follows the same path.

the process of turning these principles into reality was and remains 
intensive. with the role of school perceived as the scientific preparation of 
youth, childcare and pre-primary education became less relevant. teacher 
education for the lowest level (iscEd 0) was structured within the frame-
work of vocational education (upper-secondary education, iscEd (3) and 
segregated from the rest of teacher education usually included in the first 
stage of tertiary education (iscEd 5). reasons for this include the low social 
status assigned to childcare and pre-primary education. it was not until 
the 1990s and the implementation of logsE (the Education act of 19901) 
that childcare and pre-primary education were officially recognised, and 
teacher education for these levels was integrated into the tertiary education 
framework.

historically, there has also been a clear distinction between primary and 
secondary teacher education. for primary education teachers, teacher edu-
cation became compulsory in the 1970s thanks to the lgE (Education act 
of 19702), and was structured as a short-cycle degree (three-year bachelor’s 
degree), focused primarily on specific subject knowledge. in contrast, teacher 
education was practically absent as a basic requirement for becoming a sec-
ondary school teacher, as candidates merely had to complete a long-cycle 
degree (four or five-year bachelor’s degree) in a concrete scientific discipline 
and take a 120-hour course (less than half of a semester), which included 
educational content (pedagogy, psychology, sociology, teaching methodology) 
to obtain the caP (a certificate of pedagogical aptitude). the logsE tried 
to solve this lack of training with the introduction of an additional one-year 
course called the ccP (a certificate of pedagogical qualification), but it was 
never implemented due to insufficient resources as well as the low status of 
teacher training among secondary teachers.

another important element of previous versions of teacher education was 
the absence of a strong and significant relationship between teacher education 
and the educational system as a whole, including schools and colleges. there 
were some opportunities for classroom teaching practice for teachers taking 
courses in initial teacher education, but these internships were too short, and 
the lack of co-ordination between trainers and schoolteachers made them 
traditionally poor from a learning perspective. little essential classroom 
experience during training was the norm in the 1970s and 1980s.
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Diversity and education in Spain: background
the predominant educational paradigm in spain has traditionally 

been rationalistic, and the spanish educational system has not historically 
acknowledged diversity. this has been the case both from an ideological 
and operational point of view. in general, spanish teachers strongly defend 
principles like equality, equity and respect for differences. however, dealing 
with children or young people who are “different” does not work well with an 
approach that requires teaching a “normalised” population to achieve stand-
ardised outputs. it could be argued that this attitude is the result of a lack of 
professional competence to face the new challenges of education, a situation 
which is similar to that of many other countries (oEcd, 2005).

in general, diversity in the classroom is perceived more as a problem than 
as an opportunity, with some of the following attitudes commonly expressed 
by teachers:

• schools are for “normalised” students. those who are different from 
the majority for some reason (e.g. special needs, mentally ill or for-
eign students) must be placed in special schools.

• differences should be eliminated as they are considered anomalies.

• the spanish educational system must be selective instead of com-
prehensive (young students were segregated based on academic 
performance at the age of 14 until the late 1990s).

• methodologies must be universal, and groups must be homogeneous. 
schools aim to minimalise differences by building standardised pat-
terns of citizenship.

• more recently, “diversity” has become synonymous with “cultural 
diversity” due to the arrival of a significant number of immigrants 
in the last ten years throughout spain. Prevailing public opinion sug-
gests that gender, age, socio-economic and other forms of diversity 
are currently considered as secondary after cultural diversity.

this shift in the way diversity is viewed has meant that most policies and 
resources pay great attention to the inclusion of migrant families’ children, 
including special classrooms for advanced language learning within schools, 
specific programmes for the provision of materials and grants for migrant 
pupils and others.

there are, of course, many spanish teachers who adopt an attitude that 
involves the “acceptance of differences”. these teachers realise that their 
students are not all the same and some of them belong to ethnic minority 
groups. others may have a disability, but this does not mean that they cannot 
be taught in the same classroom. their role consists of helping all students 
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achieve the same goals by various means and strategies. for these teachers, 
integration is the preferred approach to dealing with differences. however, 
there is a distinction between integration, which involves accepting “dif-
ference”, and inclusion,3 which would entail embracing “diversity”. at the 
moment, no process has been proposed for progressively moving away from 
the integration approach and towards inclusion as the convenient teaching 
framework for managing and enhancing diversity.

despite the 1990 Education act’s stipulation that teacher education 
must prepare teachers to face differences in the classroom, only a minority 
of teachers take this approach. however, these goals were not immediately 
reflected in initial teacher education due to the aforementioned separation 
between the school system and the teacher education system. teacher educa-
tors’ incapacity to update teacher training content to take into account this 
new aspect of the act posed another significant problem.

this gap between the “integration” and “inclusion” approaches has been 
reflected in many aspects of the educational system. this situation has been 
reproduced in several areas, from educational literature to school practice. 
teachers’ opinions on the issue provide much insight. an analysis of their 
discourse provides evidence that diversity is not seen from a global perspec-
tive but rather is viewed with a restrictive, simplified and fragmented eye. 
the following table provides a summary of research on the discourse of 
teachers and other educational agents in catalonia (northeastern spain).

however, the situation is evolving. there are an increasing number 
of teachers taking a global approach to diversity, with the special needs 
unEsco conference in 1994 in salamanca (northwestern spain) and new 
juridical frameworks (loE – 2006 Education act) contributing to this change 
of perspective. a decentralised system which transferred the management of 
the school system to the comunidades autónomas (autonomous communities) 
during the 1980s-1990s also contributed to a better understanding of, and 
practices for coping with, diversity at school. all these changes are still in 
progress and may have more of an effect on discourse than on the practice of 
teaching. this nonetheless represents an important first step.

The current context of teacher education and diversity: adapting the 
discourse to new realities

as explained above, teacher education in spain has not been explicitly 
training teachers to manage diversity in education (in some cases, for exam-
ple, secondary education did not prepare them to manage education). there 
has thus been relatively little progress made on these issues.
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however, imperatives coming from recent political and social changes 
(European integration, the European space for higher Education,5 the huge 
number of new migrants coming from overseas, and the development of 
spanish democracy after the death of general franco in 1975) have all put 
diversity on the agenda. the increasingly central role of diversity within the 
educational system means that teachers must be trained in order to build their 
capacity and professional competencies in this area. current teacher educa-
tion in spain must thus be adapted to reflect the changing roles of teachers, 
including the teaching of foreign languages and national language(s) as a 
second language to immigrant students, the use of ict as new learning tools, 
and the importance of planning both specific learning activities and general 
lessons in ordinary classrooms for immigrant students.

in short, teachers must transform traditional practices into more intercul-
tural6 practices to acknowledge cultural diversity in daily school life. after 
the approval of the 2004 gender Equality act, gender issues must also be 
present in the curricula. inclusive education for all is the new approach, and 
all students (including those with disabilities and “gifted” students) count.

table 10.1. Perspectives of diversity regarding a global or a simplified, fragmented and 
restrictive approach

Global approach to diversity: 
ideal situation

Restrictive approach to diversity: 
current situation in Spain

WHO are the students who must 
be assisted from a diversity 
perspective?

All students Only those students with special 
needs4

HOW can teachers assist students 
from a diversity perspective?

Using a combination of individual, 
peer, small group and larger group 
learning strategies

Using individual strategies

WHICH dimension(s) of diversity 
must be considered?

All dimensions: intellectual, social, 
cultural, linguistic, gender, religious, 
age etc.

The cultural dimension

WHAT is the aim of a diversity 
perspective?

The development of the full potential 
of all students

The solution of educational problems

WHEN is the diversity perspective 
relevant?

At all educational stages Mainly during lower secondary 
education (ISCED 2)

WHERE must a diversity perspective 
be implemented?

In all significant student contexts 
(classroom, school, community, 
media and society)

In the classroom

Source: Essomba, 2005.
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Diversity within the educational system in Spain
the current situation in spain is defined by the 2006 Education act7 

(loE). in this act, diversity is clearly introduced in the article concerning 
the principles and aims of the educational system as well as those articles 
concerning the role of teachers and their training needs. diversity must not 
only be respected but integrated from a cross-curricular perspective as it is 
part of the essential structure of the system, as the following articles suggest:

• Quality of education for all students, independent of their conditions 
and circumstances (loE, article 1a).

• Equity, guaranteeing equal opportunity, educational inclusion and 
non-discrimination, plays a role in compensating for personal, cul-
tural, economical and social inequalities, being especially attentive 
to those related to disabilities (loE, article 1b).

• the transmission and practice of values for personal freedom, 
responsibility, democratic citizenship, solidarity, tolerance, equality, 
respect and justice, and all those that contribute to eliminating any 
sort of discrimination (loE, article 1c).

• the flexibility to adapt education to the diversity of aptitudes, inter-
ests, expectations and needs of students as well as to social changes 
(loE, article 1e).

• the development of equal rights and opportunities as well as the pro-
motion of an effective equality between men and women – not only 
formally but also in social practices (loE, article 11).

the approach to diversity is global and not restrictive, taking into account 
all its dimensions (intellectual, social, cultural, linguistic and others). these 
dimensions can be further identified through some of the aims reflected in 
articles of this act:

• the full development of the student’s personality and his/her abilities 
(loE, article 2a): intellectual diversity.

• Education respecting fundamental rights and freedom, equal rights 
and opportunities for both men and women, and equality of aware-
ness and non-discrimination of disabled people (loE, article 2b): 
gender diversity and special needs.

• Peace education, respect for human rights, living together, social 
cohesion, solidarity and co-operation amongst peoples … (loE, 
article 2e): socio-economic diversity.
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• Education respecting and acknowledging the linguistic and cultural 
plurality of spain and considering interculturality as an enriching 
element of society (loE, article 2g): linguistic and cultural diversity.

Legal context of teacher education for diversity in Spain
it has taken a long time for all spanish governmental bodies, teacher 

unions and teacher associations to agree that teachers should modify their 
role with respect to diversity (loE, 2006; Associació de Mestres Rosa 
Sensat, 2005). the current Education act (op. cit.) makes it clear that students 
are not a homogeneous group, and every child or young person has the right 
to be considered unique. thus, teaching goes beyond dealing with academic 
contents and tests. all teachers, apart from giving lessons and assessing their 
students’ achievement, have to provide personal guidance, counselling and 
support for the full intellectual, emotional, physical, social and moral devel-
opment of students (loE, article 91).

teacher education has moved into a new era marked by new recom-
mendations outlined by the European common Principles for teacher 
competences and Qualifications (European commission, 2005 – reflected 
in loE, articles 100 and 102):

• teacher education must be adapted to the challenges of the educa-
tional system, including increasing diversity. this implies prioritising 
teaching methods and strategies (how to teach) over contents to be 
taught (what to teach).

• all teachers must obtain at least a four-year bachelor’s degree. this 
is an important departure from the past, when teachers needed a 
three-year bachelor’s degree, or in some cases, only some vocational 
education courses (e.g. for childcare and pre-primary education). 
teacher education for secondary school teachers is also significantly 
extended (four-year bachelor’s degree in a specific area plus a one-
year master’s degree focusing on teaching methods and strategies).

• there must be close collaboration between educational authorities 
and universities when defining and assessing teacher education needs 
in order to ensure that teacher education responds to the reality of 
the school.

• teacher education must follow the guidelines and the structure of the 
European space for higher Education.8

• continuing teacher education must focus on diversity among other topics.
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all these principles must promote the acquisition of core competences 
which embrace diversity and are common to all member states of the European 
union (European commission, 2007). these competences are:

• to identify the special needs of every pupil and respond to them by 
using a wide variety of teaching strategies;

• to help young people learn autonomously within the context of a life-
long learning perspective;

• to help young people learn the basic competences described in the 
European reference framework of key competences (European 
Parliament, 2006);

• to work within multicultural settings (understanding the value of 
diversity and respecting differences); and

• to work closely with teachers, parents and community.

universities have been progressively adapting their planning to meet the 
requirements of the curriculum reform regarding teacher training in spain 
since 2004 although it is too early to state whether the process has been suc-
cessful as a whole.

The “natural” gap between policy and implementation

despite the fact that teacher education for diversity should cover both 
initial and continuing levels, most resources and expectations are focused on 
initial teacher education. it is still considered that, in teacher education, this 
initial experience is crucial for further professional development (imbernon, 
1998), and that these early stages help teachers to become competent in the 
methods and strategies that must be put into practice at schools.

now we turn to the challenging current situation of teacher education 
regarding diversity, especially focusing on teacher education for those profes-
sionals who want to work at iscEd 0 and iscEd 1 levels.9

The state educational authorities context
as with other tertiary degrees at spanish universities, teacher education 

has traditionally been centralised, with the spanish ministry of Education 
and science determining 70% to 80% of the curriculum content and each 
university responsible for 20% to 30% of content selection.

however, this rule was modified recently because of the adaptation to the 
European space for higher Education, which requires a high level of autonomy for 
every university. this procedure has been established in the lou (2007 universities 
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act), a legal framework that aims to respond to the recommendations and instruc-
tions of international bodies related to this matter. this means that each institution 
can design its own curriculum with no initial prescriptions from the state. however, 
due to the importance of teacher education, the spanish ministry of Education and 
science has determined some core competences that each student should achieve by 
the end of his/her teacher education. there are two categories of core competences: 
(1) childcare and pre-primary education; and (2) primary education.

of the core competences for those professionals who work with children 
from ages 0 to 6, two out of 23 are clearly related to diversity. at this level, 
teacher education must provide learning opportunities to become competent in:

• designing and implementing learning opportunities in diversity con-
texts, while being attentive to the special needs of students, gender 
equality and respect for human rights.

• leading situations of language learning within multicultural and 
multilingual contexts.10

for those professionals who wish to work with children from ages 6 
to 12, two out of 18 core competences that must be acquired during the 
training process are directly related to diversity (basically the same as those 
required for their colleagues in childcare and pre-primary teacher education):

• designing and implementing learning opportunities in diversity con-
texts, while being attentive to the special needs of students, gender 
equality and respect for human rights according to the values of 
citizenship education.

• leading situations of language learning under efficacy criteria 
within multicultural and multilingual contexts.10

this means that the state educational authorities believe that teachers 
must be competent in dealing with diversity and that teacher education must 
play a preparatory role. it is relevant to see that the focus is on the learning 
process and not on diversity; diversity is the context, not the content. with 
this approach, diversity is identified as a value and a principle for which 
schools strive. what is promising is that the scope of diversity is broad: intel-
lectual, gender, social, cultural and linguistic. all teacher education curricula 
in spain are required to include diversity and such inclusion is well-received.

The university context
as the legal and structural frameworks for teacher education and diver-

sity have changed, it is important to determine whether these changes have 
taken effect within the universities which are responsible for this kind of 
training.
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this may not be the best moment because, as previously mentioned, 
teacher education is currently undergoing extensive reform. according to the 
fundamental norm which guides this process (Real Decreto 1393/2007 por el 
que se establece la ordenación de las enseñanzas universitarias oficiales), 
the eight teacher education degrees available11 must be progressively phased 
out from the academic year 2010-11 on, so that all education faculties and 
departments can plan and programme new teacher education curricula. a 
state co-ordination of the conference of deans of Education has met regu-
larly since 2002 in order to share criteria as well as to plan the challenges and 
processes that this innovation involves.

at the moment, a few universities have already launched the new teacher 
education curricula in the academic year 2009/2010. four (universitat 
autònoma de Barcelona [uaB]; universidad autónoma de madrid [uam]; 
universitat de valència [uv]; universitat de les illes Balears [uiB]) were 
selected with the purpose of obtaining some initial data on the focus on 
diversity in the new teacher education curricula. given that this is a process 
of initial implementation, it is not possible to obtain definitive conclusions on 
how this will play out, but this early analysis can serve to identify tendencies 
and provide a rough idea of the possibilities and limitations that teacher edu-
cation for diversity might have in spain in the coming years.

the list of the coursework for teacher education for diversity is presented 
in the following table, which includes those descriptors written in the cur-
riculum directly related to one or more dimensions of diversity (intellectual, 
linguistic, cultural, social, special needs), their quantitative importance within 
the overall curriculum (measured by the number of credits, or Ects) and their 
qualitative importance (measured by the scope of the content: the basic cur-
riculum for all students; other compulsory courses; and optional courses for 
some students).

from this first glance, the following observations emerge:

• the percentage of courses on diversity available to all students is low 
(the average is between 6 Ects and 12 Ects – between 2.5% and 
5% of a curriculum comprised of 240 Ects).

• teacher education for childcare and pre-primary education 
(iscEd 0) provides fewer courses on diversity issues than teacher 
education for primary education (iscEd 1) .

• all initial teacher education curricula for primary teachers provide 
some expertise in diversity issues. however, because diversity train-
ing is not the only expertise available (other expertise includes, for 
instance, music education, physical education or arts and crafts edu-
cation); it is always optional and covers about 30 Ects (12.5% of a 
240 Ects curriculum).
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• the diversity perspective still remains within a rationalistic para-
digm. it is seen as a problematic deficit for which to be compensated 
instead of an opportunity for the enrichment of all.

in this early analysis it appears that these reforms tend to involve structural 
adaptation rather than a transformation of content. further analysis as the reforms 
progress will be able to refute or corroborate these initial impressions, but it 
should be highlighted that the teacher trainers, as well as universities, are the same 
as before, and they have had to face this challenge with no extra resources and 
without specific training. in addition, the percentage of compulsory education on 
diversity for students still remains more or less the same compared to the previous 
curricula (for another study on this topic see Essomba, 2006). despite the changes 
in legal and institutional frameworks, it appears that diversity is still sometimes 
seen as an “abnormal” context, to be controlled in order to achieve a standardised 
educational environment that allows for the acquisition of scientific knowledge.

the approach used in teacher education is closer to the previous “integra-
tion” model than the currently stated goal of “inclusion” (despite the titles 
of the courses in table 10.2). this means that the teacher’s role is seen as an 
expert on those learning processes that allow “different pupils” (mainly special 
needs and immigrant pupils) to share in some activities with the “ordinary and 
normal pupils”, an approach that is far from conceiving the teacher’s role as 
that of a supporter of diversity within the same classroom. diversity manage-
ment is thus viewed as a matter to be carried out by specialists rather than 
all staff, with the mastery of teaching for diversity considered an optional 
specialisation. despite the common vision of state authorities and universities 
when defining teacher competences in diversity to be learnt, at the moment it 
seems that diversity is the context but not the content. changing discourse thus 
does not necessarily translate automatically into changing practices.

table 10.2. Diversity contents in new teacher education curricula at four Spanish 
Universities (UAB, UAM, UV, UIB)

University

Teacher education for 
childcare and pre-primary 

education (0-6 years)
Teacher education for primary education 

(6-12 years)

UAB Language learning for 
newcomers (Optional, 
6 ECTS)

Linguistic school project and multilingualism (Compulsory, 
5 ECTS)

Learning difficulties and 
developmental handicap: 
inclusive education. 
(Basic, 6 ECTS)

Differences and inclusion 
(Compulsory, 5 ECTS)

Expertise in Inclusive Education (Optional, 30 ECTS): 
special needs and learning processes; special needs and 
cognitive development; special needs and behavioural 
problems; special needs and sensory disabilities; 
mediation/language learning for newcomers.
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University

Teacher education for 
childcare and pre-primary 

education (0-6 years)
Teacher education for primary education 

(6-12 years)

UAM Expertise in Early Care 
(Optional, 27 ECTS): 
early care, disabilities 
and its evaluation; special 
programmes for disabled or 
at-risk pupils.

Expertise in Support for Inclusive Education (Optional, 
27 ECTS): needs for educational support; counselling and 
team work for inclusive education; programmes for pupils 
with different abilities; socio-emotional skills for pupils with 
social relation problems.

Psychological and 
educational basics for 
the inclusion of pupils 
with special needs 
(Basic, 9 ECTS)

Psychological and educational 
basics for inclusive education 
(Basic, 6 ECTS)

UV Difficulties with written and 
oral language development 
(Basic, 6 ECTS)

Development of communication skills in multilingual 
contexts (Compulsory, 6 ECTS)

Special needs (Basic, 
6 ECTS)

Special needs (Basic, 
6 ECTS)

Expertise in Diversity and Individual Differences Care 
(Optional, 30 ECTS): school management and counselling 
for diversity; self-regulation and behavioural problems; 
compensatory education; curriculum development for 
learning disabilities; curriculum development for special 
abilities, family situations and school disaffection.

UIB Language learning in 
multicultural contexts 
(Optional, 3 ECTS)

Expertise in Counselling and Academic Guidance 
(Optional, 30 ECTS): social exclusion at school; 
intercultural education.

Inclusive education 
(Basic, 6 ECTS)

Inclusive education (Basic, 
6 ECTS)

Expertise in Counselling and Academic Guidance 
(Optional, 30 ECTS): social exclusion at school; 
intercultural education.

Delayed development 
(Basic, 6 ECTS)

Specific learning difficulties 
(Basic, 6 ECTS)

Expertise in Counselling and Academic Guidance 
(Optional, 30 ECTS): social exclusion at school; 
intercultural education.
Expertise in Language Development (Optional 30 ECTS): 
language difficulties; educational intervention for 
language development problems; prevention of language 
development problems.

Source: Essomba, 2009.

table 10.2. Diversity contents in new teacher education curricula at four Spanish 
Universities (UAB, UAM, UV, UIB)  (continued)
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Further steps towards understanding and learning: the case of Spain

we would like to conclude with some additional remarks that could be 
interesting for an international audience. first, if diversity is becoming a 
challenging issue at schools, simply changing teacher education in itself is not 
enough. an innovation process like this requires the involvement of teacher 
education institutions, of course, but in close interaction with other agents: 
educational authorities, schools and teacher associations. it is not clear that 
teacher education curricula strongly consider this a relevant topic, especially 
as diversity education is not given its due importance in teacher training.

second, continuing teacher education is as important as initial teacher 
education. the profile and treatment of diversity issues in initial teacher 
education curricula is poor and in continuing teacher education it is no better. 
logically, it is of no use to train new education professionals for diversity if 
they will be in schools in which their colleagues have fewer tools to manage 
diversity than they do, although, it must start somewhere.

third, it is important that teacher education explicitly include diversity 
content in the curricula. the diversity perspective should be cross-curricular 
instead of another topic to be learned separately. however, when attempting 
to make this sort of change, it is necessary to provide some explicit courses in 
order to facilitate the increasing importance of the issue in the whole curricu-
lum (even considering the evident risk of a permanent specialisation instead 
of a transversal approach).

finally, although it is outside of the scope of this chapter, it is important 
to address the training of trainers. if teacher education is to be redesigned and 
this work is to be done in close collaboration with educational agents with 
diversity being a basic element rooted in the ethos and curricula of teacher 
education institutions, then the training of trainers is crucial. it is worth 
looking into international co-operation in this area, including how the role of 
institutions like the oEcd can be helpful in the organisation and implemen-
tation of teacher training.
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Notes

1. this is the third Education act of the spanish democracy. it aimed to set new 
educational stages, new curricula and to increase the age of compulsory educa-
tion from 14 to 16.

2. this was the previous Education act of the spanish dictatorship, which tried 
to update and modernise the spanish education system according to emerging 
needs based on the new economic development framework of the 1960s and 
1970s.

3. inclusive education is “an ongoing process aimed at offering quality education 
for all while respecting diversity and the different needs and abilities, character-
istics and learning expectations of the students and communities, eliminating all 
forms of discrimination” (unEsco, 2008).

4. traditionally, the spanish school system considered “special needs” as those 
related to physical, mental or sensorial disability. however, nowadays the term 
“special needs” involves a broader scope, including linguistic needs of immigrant 
students, behavioural issues and even talented students. for further information 
see the last educational reform in the 2006 Education act.

5. the purpose of the European space of higher Education is to enhance the 
employability and mobility of citizens and to increase the international competi-
tiveness of European higher education. more information can be found at: http://
ec.europa.eu/education/policies/educ/bologna/bologna.pdf.

6. a note on terminology: in spanish literature, the term “multicultural” refers to 
social reality while the term “intercultural” pertains to the social agenda of inclu-
sion and cohesion that is to be promoted in relation to this social reality.

7. ley orgánica de Educación

8. teacher education in spain is centred on the learning process of the student. the 
curriculum is based on a competence approach and is flexible, with mobility 
considered a fundamental practice during initial training.

9. information on teacher education for teaching at lower secondary education 
(iscEd (2) and upper-secondary education (iscEd (3) is not included in this 
discussion as this curriculum is still in the process of legal definition as a one-
year course (master’s level), and only some experimental universities have 
developed non-compulsory courses to test training methods. nevertheless, there 
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are concerns regarding the feasibility of this proposal for two reasons: the lack 
of time (only two semesters) and the commonly held opinion among secondary 
school teachers and trainers that for iscEd 2 and iscEd 3 tackling diversity is 
not as important as teaching content.

10. this means that all teachers must be competent to make use of multilingualism 
as an ordinary situation for learning activities (to teach a lesson in spanish but 
look up information in English to solve an exercise and/or translate the output 
into another language and exchange it with some students abroad within the 
framework of a mobility programme).

11. childcare and pre-primary education, primary education, musical education, 
physical education, language education, special needs education and caP.
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Chapter 11 
 

School leader approaches to multicultural education: 
a Northern Ireland case study

claire mcglynn
Queen’s university, northern ireland

This chapter critically examines a variety of approaches to diversity in integrated 
schools (i.e. mixed Catholic and Protestant) in Northern Ireland and considers 
their implications in the context of the wider debate around multiculturalism. It 
presents a study of integrated school principals and their responses to diversity in 
their schools. It furthermore provides a summary of the characteristics of differ-
ent approaches to integration and how they can be viewed with respect to teacher 
education. Given the range of possible educational responses to cultural diversity, 
it is important to determine which are the most contextually relevant in order to 
encourage their adoption throughout initial and ongoing teacher education. This 
chapter argues that multiculturalism and multicultural education can provide a 
valuable frame for analysis of integrated education policy and practice.
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From the OECD online consultation : 
role of school administration

Less than half of teacher respondents felt 
well-supported by their school administration 
in their attempts to address diversity in the 
classroom. How can school administrators 
effectively support teachers working in diverse 
classrooms?

Introduction: challenges to multiculturalism*

all modern states need to reconcile the claims of minority groups of 
people who are perceived as having identities that differ from those of the 
majority (kymlicka, 2007; kelly, 2002). in many countries, the response has 
been to employ models of pluralistic citizenship in which common societal 
goals provide cohesion whilst respecting the diverse cultural, ethnic, linguis-
tic, and religious backgrounds of the population. however, multiculturalism 
has been significantly challenged by liberal egalitarians, such as Barry, 
who assert that such policies reinforce cultural difference and can inhibit 
the development of common values such as liberty and equality (2001). 
multiculturalists retort that cultural neutrality neglects, for example, the role 
of culture and group identity in defining harms and causes of injustice and 
they continue to contend a social thesis that culture matters. indeed, Jenkins 
suggests that we are powerless to resist the “socialising tyranny of categorisa-
tion” (2004, p. 183). he also argues that identity is made up of both individual 
and collective aspects that interact. for taylor (1994), the politics of recogni-
tion leads him to favour collective over personal identification but he main-
tains that people should not be compelled to organise their lives around their 
group identity. however, in societies such as northern ireland that have suf-
fered from protracted conflict, such organisation is a common characteristic.

kymlicka (1995) attempts to reconcile the social thesis with the primary lib-
eral value of autonomy. he proposes that collective identity and culture provide 

* a version of this paper was first published in the journal Multicultural Perspectives. 
this study was made possible by a grant from the international fund for ireland, 
with grateful thanks to the northern ireland council for integrated Education and 
all participants.
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the resources from which an autonomous and valuable life can be constructed. 
in practice, however, the reconciliation of individual freedom and collective cul-
tural expression is problematic (Benhabib, 2002). we must be very careful here 
to be critical in our use of the concept of culture. gjerde (2004) contends that we 
must challenge any representation of culture as an objective referent, when it is 
in fact a human creation, shaped by hegemonic interests. it may be that cultural 
difference is not as great as sometimes claimed and also that it does not always 
map neatly onto communities (Phillips, 2007). more recent conceptualisations 
of multiculturalism challenge reified notions of culture and homogenised views 
of cultural groups (Phillips, 2007; Parekh, 2006). some continue to hold to “cul-
ture” as the unit of analysis (Banks, 2008; Parekh, 2006) whilst others prefer to 
use “identity” (see modood, 2007). modood (2007) argues that in post-immi-
gration societies, such as Britain, identity is a more useful construct as identities 
may persist even when cultural practices decline or adapt. that is not however 
to essentialise identity, which is increasingly viewed as “multiple, changing, 
overlapping and contextual, rather than fixed and static” (Banks, 2008, p. 133; 
Parekh, 2006). whilst we may consider then either culture or identity or both 
to be a vital source from which to construct our life, we must also acknowledge 
that both are constantly evolving and are not finite.

Multicultural education in conflicted societies

in societies that have suffered from conflict, issues of cultural recognition 
come into sharp relief. how can/should educators respond to issues of cultural 
diversity when group rights are often central to the conflict? what approaches 
can be taken, both in formal education and teacher education, when structural 
inequalities such as segregated education systems mediate against a reconcili-
atory role for education? we must always be aware that the education system 
can be a powerful force for maintaining the social status quo.

Proponents of critical multicultural education theory (mahalingham and 
mccarthy, 2000; nieto, 2000; kincheloe and steinberg, 1997 and sleeter 
and mclaren, 1995) argue that acknowledging diversity without seriously 
challenging inequality is not only fraudulent but potentially harmful. indeed, 
adopting a critical multicultural perspective brings into question the role 
of teachers and schooling in perpetuating dominant values and common 
culture. critical theorists denounce liberal forms of multiculturalism that 
support belief in a natural equality and a common humanity (kincheloe and 
steinberg, 1997). they argue that if commonalities are stressed rather than 
difference, the promotion of cultural invisibility fails to address bias. liberal 
multiculturalists counter this by claiming that positive ideals such as liberty 
and equality must be endorsed, rather than emphasising cultural difference. 
they contend that this liberal standpoint gives hope for the stable coexistence 
of people with diverse values (duarte and smith, 2000).
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once again we must be careful in our use of the concept of “culture”. sen 
(2006) argues that the inaccurate presumption that people can be uniquely 
categorised based on their culture constitutes a major source of conflict in 
the contemporary world. he rejects a plural monocultural approach that 
essentialises identity in favour of multicultural practice endowing the free-
dom to cultivate a reasoned choice of identity priorities. Phillips (2007) also 
argues that people need to be treated as agents, rather than as captives, of 
their cultures. sen (2006) critically distinguishes between two approaches to 
multiculturalism – one that promotes diversity as a value in itself (see Parekh, 
2006) and one that focuses on the freedom of reasoning and decision-making, 
and celebrates cultural diversity to the extent that it is as freely chosen as 
possible by the persons involved. i would argue that we more usually see the 
former, rather than the latter, approach to diversity reflected in formal educa-
tion. we should question the value of each approach carefully.

davies (2004) warns us that attempts to preserve distinct cultures can 
present communities as homogenous and fixed, rather than dynamic and 
emerging. in conflicted societies, we must be acutely aware that to prevent 
essentialist identities being mobilised for conflict we need to acknowledge 
complexity and hybridity and to avoid stereotyped portrayals of the “other” 
(davies, 2004). all multicultural societies must also “navigate between the 
‘pluribus’ whilst also promoting a ‘unum’” (reich, 2002, p. 116). reich (2002) 
proposes an adapted liberal theory of multicultural education that tries not to 
script students for a predetermined cultural identity but rather to treat them 
as evolving, self-governing persons. whilst autonomy is clearly the goal, 
reich (2002) readily concedes that education about alternative cultures is also 
needed to address the narrow ethnocentric educational practices of the past. 
as such, the emphasis is not on the promotion of commonality, but rather on 
the development of self-reflective individuals. the caveat here is that such a 
model must then maintain sufficient attention on cultural difference in order 
to sufficiently challenge cultural bias and inequality.

Integrated education in Northern Ireland

as elsewhere in the united kingdom, community tensions in 
northern ireland have risen due to the impact of the events of 11 september 
2001 in new york, 7 July 2005 in london and the iraq war. in a thinly veiled 
attack on separatist multicultural policy (from a somewhat unlikely quarter) 
the chair of the commission for racial Equality warned of the dangers 
of sleepwalking to social segregation (Phillips, 2005). government policy 
of increasing the number of funded faith-based schools in Britain has also 
been questioned with regards to the possible impact on community cohesion 
and also with regards to the use of public funds to sustain religious schools 
(Parker-Jenkins, hartas and irving, 2004; mcglynn, 2005). indeed Brighouse 



Educating tEachErs for divErsity: mEEting thE challEngE – © oEcd 2010

chaPtEr 11. school lEadEr aPProachEs: northErn irEland casE study – 241

(2006) goes as far as to contend that faith-based schools undermine the oppor-
tunity for autonomy of those who do not attend them, as they limit the oppor-
tunity for inter-cultural contact in non-faith based schools.

this raises important questions regarding the role of contact and cur-
riculum in promoting social cohesion. an american Educational research 
association research brief (2006) presents a body of evidence for main-
taining formally desegregated schools in the united states. further to this, 
reich claims that “the efficacy of multicultural education likely increases 
to the degree that the school in which the children learn is integrated, not 
segregated, by cultures” (2002, p. 131). the current trend, however, is edu-
cational resegregation (orfield and lee, 2006) both in the united states and 
elsewhere, driven largely by the ability of better-off parents to move to nicer 
neighbourhoods and subsequently enrol their children in socio-economically 
and racially separate schools, with those who cannot afford to move becom-
ing increasingly ghettoised.

northern ireland is a particularly interesting case study of educational 
response to diversity. Progress towards a more peaceful and democratic 
society in northern ireland has been painstaking. indeed, some commenta-
tors have observed that the good friday agreement of 1998, the settlement 
that heralded the end of the recent thirty year conflict, has actually served 
to institutionalise sectarianism, resulting in greater political and social seg-
regation due to its very careful attention to acknowledging the differences 
and demands of the conflicting groups. gallagher (2005) argues that the 
overprivileging of difference by the peace process has left little space for 
a discourse of the common good. there remain many challenges to break 
down the boundaries between members of the catholic and Protestant com-
munities who continue for the main part to live, work and play separately. 
Education remains largely segregated, with children either attending catholic 
maintained schools or de facto Protestant-controlled schools. in addition the 
arrival of new minority group members, particularly from newly acceded 
eastern European countries, brings a new national, cultural and linguistic 
diversity to many of our classrooms. it is only in the last few years that chil-
dren with first languages other than English have arrived in northern irish 
schools. as the most recent population census was conducted in 2001,* these 
new arrivals do not feature in the statistics but they have certainly made an 
impression in schools which previously only had English speaking pupils. 
in most schools, English language learners represent approximately 2-3% 
of the school population, although in some areas the number may be higher 
due to greater availability of jobs for migrant workers. according to the 2001 
census, 40.26% of the northern ireland population was catholic; 45.57% 
was Protestant, 0.3% other religions and 13.88% of no religion. By contrast 

* see www.nicensus2001.gov.uk/nica/public/index.html.



Educating tEachErs for divErsity: mEEting thE challEngE – © oEcd 2010

242 – chaPtEr 11. school lEadEr aPProachEs: northErn irEland casE study

minority ethnic groups constitute only 0.85% of northern ireland’s 2001 
population, one of the smallest ethnic minority populations in the European 
union. one third of all ethnic minorities live in Belfast and the largest group 
is chinese, with significant number recorded in the 2001 census as irish 
travellers, Black caribbeans, Black africans and other Blacks. however, we 
will not get more accurate census data of new arrivals from Eastern Europe 
until 2011.

whilst many see this diversity as enriching, others feel threatened and 
there has been a proportionate growth in societal race hate crime. the total 
number of “racial incidents”, for example, increased from 226 in 2002/3 to 
990 in 2008/9 (Police services of northern ireland archives, 2009). after 
a series of race hate attacks in June 2009, more than 100 members of the 
romanian roma community left Belfast (BBc news, 2009). this then is 
the northern ireland context, a society still divided by religion, sectarianism 
and needing to respond to the legacy of conflict, but also a society facing the 
challenges of incoming populations and new forms of racism. one hopeful 
development is the emergence of integrated education.

integrated education was established in northern ireland with the open-
ing of the first planned integrated post-primary school by parents in 1981. 
a further 59 primary and post-primary schools have since been established 
either by parent groups or by parental ballot. integrated education is defined 
as the education together, in equal numbers, of catholic and Protestant chil-
dren, who are more usually educated separately, providing an opportunity 
for them to develop respect and understanding for alternative cultures and 
perspectives. under the 1989 Education reform (northern ireland) order 
the government has a duty to meet the needs of parents requesting integrated 
education but only 18 000 children (6% of all pupils) attend integrated schools 
(either planned integrated or Protestant schools that have transformed to 
integrated status). the phenomenon has thus been described as voluntary 
integration by parental consent rather than by compulsory desegregation as 
in the united states (gallagher and smith, 2002).

research evidence to date suggests that integrated education may impact 
positively on identity, outgroup attitudes and forgiveness, with potential to 
heal division (mcglynn, niens, cairns and hewstone, 2004; montgomery, 
fraser, mcglynn and smith, 2003; mcglynn, 2001) and promote a less 
sectarian outlook (hayes, mcallister and dowds, 2006). however, it would 
appear issues of religion and politics are avoided in some integrated schools 
(donnelly, 2004; hughes and donnelly, 2007). research also suggests that 
integration often relies on the interpersonal contact that arises from sharing 
classrooms, rather than intergroup contact (niens and cairns 2008). this 
passive approach was observed in a review of integrated education practice 
(montgomery, fraser, mcglynn and smith, 2003), although reactive and 
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pro-active models of integration were also noted. the difference here is 
between reactive approaches, responding to events only when and if they 
occur (such as sectarian bullying), and pro-active approaches that include 
planned curriculum activities to address issues of religion, politics and 
identity in a bid to increase understanding. in a previous study of leadership 
in several integrated schools, mcglynn (2008) reports that some principals 
adopt liberal approaches to multicultural education.

this paper is concerned with exploring approaches to integrating diver-
sity in the integrated schools in northern ireland and thus with investigating 
approaches to multicultural education in a segregated society. the theoretical 
perspectives on multiculturalism and identity outlined above will be brought 
to bear on qualitative data collected in a study of the leadership approaches 
of integrated school principals.

Methods

in northern ireland, a still divided society moving out of conflict and 
challenged by the presence of new minority group members, how do the 
formally integrated schools respond to diversity? how do they manage 
cultural difference? a study of integrated school principals, funded by the 
international fund for ireland, was carried out to explore these issues. semi-
structured interviews were conducted with principals of planned and trans-
formed integrated schools. 52 of the 58 integrated principals agreed to be 
interviewed, of whom 33 were principals of planned and 19 were principals of 
transformed schools. interviews lasted approximately one hour and aimed to 
determine what the principals understand by integration and to explore their 
leadership visions. data were analysed using qualitative methods, whereby 
units of relevant meanings were clustered and common themes determined 
before themes general and unique to all interviews were identified (freebody, 
2003; mason, 1996; Punch, 1998).

Findings

Before considering the findings there are two provisos that should be 
considered. firstly, it should be noted that the breadth and depth of response 
to questions regarding vision and practice of integration varied greatly 
between principals, indicating a variation in the degree of importance allo-
cated to the “integrating” function of the school. it was also apparent that 
some principals were not satisfied with their current approach to integration 
and wished to develop it further.

however, distinctive categories of approach to integration, identified by 
the emphasis placed on cultural difference or similarity and/or willingness to 
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tackle inequalities, emerged from the data. Principals’ approaches to integra-
tion constituted five main categories, namely liberal, plural, critical, liberal/
plural and liberal/critical, of which two categories were further self-divided 
(see table 11.1). Each approach will be considered in turn.

Liberal integration
Eighteen principals described approaches to integration that can be 

categorised as liberal; that is, where the emphasis is placed on cultural com-
monality rather than difference, reflecting the liberal position that individu-
als from diverse groups share a natural equality and common humanity and 
endorsing the joint ideals of liberty and equality. however, the approaches 
reported can be further divided into liberal pro-active where the emphasis 
on commonality is deliberate (nine principals) and liberal passive where it is 
coincidental (nine principals).

the liberal pro-active approach is typified by the following comments:

Integration is everyone working together, all classes and all creeds. 
It should be all one family under the one sky. Respect is the core 
value. It is important how you treat people and children should expe-
rience how to deal with conflict (Principal 2).

in this principal’s school there is active work on developing conflict reso-
lution skills, including a peer mediation programme. this was reflected by 
other pro-active liberal principals, for example:

Integration here is not too much in your face. It is about more than 
the things that divide us. A balanced celebration of events is difficult 
… Conflict resolution is a central plank at the micro and macro level. 
Integration features through all levels in the school (Principal 37).

table 11.1. Approaches to integration shown by integrated school principals, 
where P = planned and T = transformed integrated school

Type of principal
Liberal 

pro-active
Liberal 
passive

Plural 
inclusive

Plural 
limited Critical

Liberal/ 
plural

Liberal/ 
critical Total

P primary principals 1-21 2 1 3 1 3 5 6 21
T primary principals 22-36 2 6 4 2 0 1 0 15
P  post-primary 

principals 37-48
3 2 5 0 0 0 2 12

T  post-primary 
principals 49-52

2 0 1 0 1 0 0 4

Total 9 9 13 3 4 6 8 52
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such comments reflect a conscious effort to find common ground (“we 
are all human first and foremost” – school 49) but also indicate a deliberate 
reluctance to focus on difference. instead there is a desire to build a united 
school community:

We see integration as being welcoming, friendly and serving the wider 
community. It is about breaking down suspicions … we are seeking to 
encourage the sense of community within the school (Principal 38).

By contrast the liberal passive approach is characterised by a belief that 
integration can happen “naturally” (Principal 25).whilst integration is per-
ceived as a child-centred and welcoming concept, there is some evidence of 
the avoidance of divisive issues (“do we look at symbols and emblems? no!” 
– Principal 27) and also evidence of an acknowledgement that it is a challenge 
to keep integration to the fore. a typical comment illustrates the reluctance 
to prioritise integration:

Our core business is the education of children. We would love to 
have more time on the integrated ethos but it is a bit of a luxury 
being able to do that (Principal 39).

for this principal integration is about the day to day contact with 
catholics and Protestants that happens naturally in the school. no particular 
further leadership or curricular emphasis is required.

Plural integration
a pluralist approach to integration that embraces the celebration of diver-

sity, history and cultural heritage is exhibited by 16 principals. however, 
these principals do not stress any critical multicultural perspective. the 
plural approach noted can be further sub-divided into plural inclusive, where 
the focus is on celebrating all aspects of difference (13 principals) and plural 
limited, where although world religions and ethnic minority groups are rec-
ognised, references to catholic/Protestant differences are actively avoided 
(three principals).

Principals reflecting a plural inclusive approach articulate a clear focus 
on all forms of cultural and religious difference:

We recognise differences and encourage children to celebrate these 
differences. Everything should be out in the open – for discussion. We 
celebrate all religions (Principal 31).

this approach to integration is clearly an intrinsic part of school devel-
opment planning and is reflected in the formal and informal curricula. the 
celebration of cultural tradition and the expression of cultural identity is a 
priority:
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We celebrate cultural diversity … you should be proud of who you 
are and what you believe in but have respect for others’ cultures 
(Principal 45).

By contrast three principals describe an approach to integration that is 
plural limited in that overt references to catholic/Protestant differences are 
avoided although recognition is given to other diverse groups. these principals 
report a range of curricular and other activities that celebrate “world religions 
and culture, for example, ramadan” (Principal 7). whilst attempts are made 
to celebrate some traditions, these principals do not focus on denominational, 
cultural or political differences between catholic and Protestant pupils. thus 
the “exotic” is worthy of celebration but that which is at the root of the conflict 
is ignored.

Critical integration
a small number (4) of principals exhibit a critical approach to integra-

tion. this is characterised not only by a policy of recognising and celebrating 
all differences, both denominational and other, but also by a desire to tackle 
social injustice:

While we recognise and celebrate difference, we appreciate that 
school in not a neutral haven. Issues of prejudice must be addressed. 
We are inclusive in all respects … we address the needs of all faiths 
and we are challenged by supporting the needs of our ethnic minority 
pupils (Principal 9).

these principals describe a range of initiatives that promote the celebra-
tion of difference, including the existence of integration committees and 
integration development plans; whole school celebration of the catholic sac-
raments of confession, communion and confirmation; the teaching of world 
faiths; visits to christian and non-christian places of worship and displays 
of cultural symbols and emblems. what distinguishes this approach from the 
plural inclusive one, however, is an accompanying emphasis on challenging 
inequality:

School should be different. We are tackling controversial issues and 
conflict resolution. You need to be comfortable with difference. This 
is the challenge of an increasingly multicultural society. We have to 
confront racist attacks (Principal 8).

Principals also report human rights and anti-bullying initiatives as central 
to their critical practice of integrated education. this approach recognises 
that diversity must be considered alongside issues of social justice.
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Liberal/plural integration
an approach that incorporates aspects of both liberal and plural models 

of integration is reported by six principals. whilst cultural difference is 
acknowledged, commonality and equality are also stressed:

Integration is primarily about equal opportunity, all are welcome. 
School is safe and child-centred. All children are special and unique 
– we value and celebrate difference and promote tolerance and 
respect (Principal 14).

while offering pupils “the freedom to be different” (Principal 34) the 
liberal/plural approach attempts to construct an inclusive school community 
where “children and staff feel valued” (Principal 34). the inclusion of diverse 
groups pivots on the liberal principle of equality:

Children come first. Everyone is welcome and all are treated with 
respect … all children are educated together. Children are treated 
equally. Our school tries to instill an attitude of respect (Principal 15).

as such the liberal/plural approach promotes a model of integration that 
reconciles cultural difference within the concept of a common school com-
munity, a “unity through diversity” model.

Liberal/critical integration
the liberal/critical approach to integration reported by eight principals 

also seeks common ground between diverse groups. whilst overtly acknowl-
edging commonality, this approach also commits to challenging injustice 
such as sectarianism and racism head on:

Integration is about a shared community open to everyone. An 
all inclusive school should be at the heart of a shared community. 
Integration should drive all areas and the teaching should reflect 
this. Children will be looking at contentious issues … we have a 
constant awareness of anti-bias, anti-bullying and conflict resolution 
(Principal 16).

a further principal, whilst clearly in favour of seeking commonality, 
views initiatives on difference and injustice as a route to promoting equality;

The ideal is no awareness of Protestant or Catholic. We have a 
firm discipline policy on sectarianism … we tackle sectarian abuse. 
Integration is promoted through assemblies – we take a compassion-
ate view of those in need, for example, tsunami victims and children 
in need (Principal 47).
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the data indicates that this group of principals actively reflect on how 
they might draw together an eclectic school community comprising catholics, 
Protestants, those of other faiths and no faith, boys, girls, all abilities, social 
classes and ethnic backgrounds. Pro-active anti-bias and anti-prejudice work 
is seen as vital. in addition two principals report on the importance to their 
model of integration of an emphasis on developing pupil actualisation. this 
is exemplified by the comment:

Each child is special and should be given opportunities to develop 
good self-esteem and achieve success. There is a place in the sun for 
everyone (Principal 17).

Discussion

Previous research indicates positive outcomes for integrated education 
in northern ireland (hayes, mcallister and dowds, 2006; mcglynn, niens, 
cairns and hewstone, 2004; montgomery et al., 2003; mcglynn, 2001), but 
also suggests that opportunities for pro-active practice are missed in some 
schools (montgomery et al., 2003; donnelly, 2004; donnelly and hughes, 
2007). this study reports a much wider range of approaches to integrated 
education, including liberal, plural, critical, liberal/plural and liberal/critical 
(see table 11.2 for summary of approaches noted in this study).

thus within even a small education sector, deliberately established to 
educate catholic and Protestant children together, there are a number of 
quite different approaches to dealing with cultural diversity. whilst such a 
typology may provide us with a useful tool for categorising approaches to 

table 11.2. Summary of approaches to integration

Approach Characterised by
Liberal pro-active Deliberate emphasis on commonality
Liberal passive Coincidental emphasis on commonality i.e. avoidance of difference
Plural inclusive Recognition and celebration of all aspects of cultural difference
Plural limited Recognition of world religions and ethnic minority groups but Catholic/

Protestant difference avoided
Critical Recognition and celebration of all cultural difference plus commitment to 

tackle prejudice and injustice
Liberal/plural Deliberate emphasis on commonality balanced with recognition of cultural 

difference
Liberal/critical Deliberate emphasis on commonality plus commitment to tackle prejudice 

and injustice
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multicultural educational efforts, we must go further with our analysis and 
consider the potential implications of this variation, not least for teacher 
education. ongoing research projects by the author are now investigating 
the characteristics of good practice in response to cultural diversity in two 
case study integrated schools, one with a critical approach and one with a 
more liberal approach. it is hoped that eliciting detailed, multi-perspectival 
insights and observations into the practices of response to cultural diversity 
will increase our understanding of how these approaches are experienced by 
culturally diverse children and of how teachers translate them into practice.

central here is surely the necessity to strike a balance between respect-
ing group and individual rights, reich’s navigation between the “pluribus” 
and “unum” (2002, p. 116). kincheloe and steinberg (1997) warn that liberal 
approaches may promote cultural invisibility and fail to challenge prejudice 
and injustice towards minority groups. however, liberal pro-active endorse-
ment of commonality, liberty and equality might also help to construct the 
common ground that is sorely needed between conflicting communities. the 
weaker liberal passive model, also reported in this study may, at best, leave 
the building of such common ground to chance. more plural approaches that 
purely advocate the celebration of diversity also have their limitations. it is 
difficult to defend a plural limited model that, whilst willing to recognise 
“exotic” minorities, appears to deny recognition to the two majority groups, 
catholics and Protestants. although the plural inclusive approach may be 
more easily supported, due to its willingness to acknowledge and celebrate 
all forms of diversity, without a critical edge it appears to promise equality 
it cannot deliver. Plural approaches also risk the reification of difference by 
presenting group identities as homogeneous and fixed. this is also a dif-
ficulty for critical approaches, which whilst challenging hegemonic culture, 
may also unintentionally reinforce group boundaries.

sen (2006) resists over-simplistic categorisation of people purely on the 
basis of their religion or culture. he argues for the autonomy of the individual 
in celebrating whichever aspects of their culture that they choose. only 
2 of the 52 principals interviewed reported that the development of pupil 
autonomy was a central aspect of their approach to integration. this does not 
imply that the other 50 principals believe that education cannot contribute 
to this, but rather that they tend to prioritise the bringing together of groups 
of children. niens and cairns (2008) suggest that the contact hypothesis, 
that states that contact between members of opposing groups will promote 
positive intergroup attitudes in individuals and improve relationships between 
groups (allport, 1954; Pettigrew and tropp, 2000), has been an unspoken 
guiding principle behind integrated education. however, developments of 
the contact hypothesis (hewstone, 1996) indicate the importance of group 
salience in the process of prejudice reduction. this risks reifying difference. 
whereas contact theory foregrounds difference, sen’s approach challenges 
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our tendency to reduce difference to the lowest common denominator. indeed 
to promote a culture of peace he advocates the development of understanding 
of the pluralities of human identity (sen, 2006). davies suggests:

Efforts to “preserve” or “celebrate” distinct cultures … may be 
counterproductive: it would be better to acknowledge hybridity as a 
positive identity (Davies, 2004, p. 87).

as suggested earlier identity may be a more helpful construct to us than 
the much contested “culture”, not least because in northern ireland identity 
as a “catholic” or “Protestant” can be understood as a complex amalgam of 
religious, political, social and ethnic aspects. we must also recognise that 
identities are complex and continually in flux. it is difficult, however, to 
imagine how recognition of identity hybridity might be reflected in class-
room practice whilst also effectively tackling bias, when the latter requires a 
recognition of group distinctiveness. reich (2002) outlines a theory of liberal 
multicultural education that promotes the development of self-reflective 
individuals who are empowered to make autonomous decisions about shap-
ing their own lives, but his model lacks the critical edge needed to coun-
teract sectarianism and racism. the liberal/critical approach reported here 
represents an attempt to unify, whilst also proactively challenging prejudice 
and injustice. an extension of this liberal/critical model that acknowledges 
hybridity as a positive identity and that promotes the development of more 
autonomous individuals may be a useful policy direction for multicultural 
societies. in conflicted societies like northern ireland the multicultural 
project must affirm and protect minority group members, but also be fit to 
tackle the legacy of conflict by challenging stereotypes, engaging with the 
“other” perspective and reducing prejudice.

we have seen here that multiculturalism and multicultural education can 
provide a valuable frame for analysis of integrated education policy and prac-
tice. one thing must be remembered: the socialising role of schools is limited 
and it remains to be seen whether educational initiatives such as integrated 
education can overcome the “socialising tyranny of categorisation” (Jenkins, 
2004, p. 183). this study reports a range of approaches to managing cultural 
difference. the motto “Ut sint unum” (together we are one) of the first inte-
grated school in northern ireland is a powerful rallying call to integration 
and cultural interaction: its translation into practice is an ongoing challenge 
when the needs of individuals and groups must be negotiated and prejudice 
must also be tackled.

what are the consequences then for preparing our teachers for diversity 
in initial and ongoing teacher education? in a study of students at the two 
institutions responsible for the initial education of the majority of primary 
school teachers in northern ireland, montgomery and mcglynn (2009) 
report that much more needs to be done to embed diversity and community 
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relations in teacher education. however, this is constrained by the absence 
of an explicit community relations role for teachers in both the statements 
of teacher competency and in the revised national curriculum. the present 
chapter would suggest that central to the preparation of teachers for diverse 
classrooms is engagement in critical debates surrounding the social purposes 
of education; explorations of identity as a social construction and the impact 
of education on identity construction; the development of classroom tools 
such as critical multicultural pedagogy that enable teachers to increase the 
participation and achievement of culturally diverse children; and the ongo-
ing development of critically reflexive teachers who are constantly working 
towards inclusion by evaluating their practice.
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Chapter 12 
 

Classroom practices for teaching diversity: 
an example from Washington State (United States)

geneva gay
university of washington, united states

It is difficult to identify classroom practices for teaching cultural diversity that 
could be applicable across national and cultural contexts. So much weight in 
research on ethnic and cultural diversity is given to the environmental, sociologi-
cal and historical influences which mitigate learning that “universal” strategies 
are almost unthinkable. The author proposes that teacher education programmes 
focus on principles to guide classroom practices rather than specific practices 
themselves. Prospective teachers can be taught how to translate these principles 
into effective strategies for their particular classroom settings. Four principles are 
discussed: (i) how beliefs about diversity shape instructional behaviours; (ii) using 
multiple perspectives in learning about diversity; (iii) multiple techniques to 
achieve common learning outcomes; and (iv) developing skills to cross borders 
between different cultural systems. Specific examples are provided to illustrate 
what these principles look like in actual instructional practice, but the emphasis 
is on encouraging teachers to develop their own.
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From the OECD online consultation : 
addressing diversity in practice

Teachers provided examples of practices 
they adapt for their changing classrooms. As 
student populations become more diverse, it is 
clear that there is no “one-size fits all” method 
that will work for everyone. How can teachers 
be supported to choose practices that have the 
most potential for their particular context?

Introduction

in discussions on instructional strategies for teaching diversity, it is 
important to take into account the importance of contextual specificity 
in determining techniques for meeting the needs of different students 
(see verma, Bagley, and Jha, 2007; Paik and walberg, 2007; arzubiaga, 
noguerón, and sullivan, 2009). this is more valid than looking for “universal 
best practices” for two reasons. first, teaching and learning are cultural proc-
esses that take place in social and political contexts. without knowing the 
specifics of who is teaching what to whom, when, where and why, suggested 
techniques are unavoidably general and broad. second, while it is acceptable 
for principles of teaching diversity to transcend context, strategies for their 
implementation should be targeted to particular audiences, purposes and 
locations if they are to be most effective.

the idea of contextual specificity in the learning experiences designed 
for different individuals and groups of students based on more than intellec-
tual abilities is a significant departure from long-held beliefs and practices in 
education. ideological claims have been made repeatedly by many educators 
about the need to respond to the individual identities and needs of students, 
while actually using the same or similar practices for large groups. however, 
the idea of educational programmes and practices tailored to specific com-
munities and student populations has theoretical precedents that date back 
many years as well. in the united states context, these include the thoughts 
of John dewey, lev vygotsky, and african american educators such as w. 
E. B. du Bois, mary mcleod Bethune, and carter g. woodson in the early 
years of the 20th century. it also has been a constant theme in multicultural 
education theory since its beginnings in the late 1960s.
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Invitations and challenges

not all categories of diversity are synonymous and, therefore, cannot be 
treated identically in teaching and learning. however, they cannot be handled 
entirely discretely either. racial, gender, ethnic and social class inequities are 
not the same even though there are points of intersection among them. nor do 
any or all of them function in identical ways for members of different ethnic 
groups or even for all members within the same ethnic group (verma, Bagley, 
and Jha, 2007; Paik and walberg, 2007; Banks, 2009). time and location are 
other factors that cause diversity challenges and need to be nuanced.

one example of this “variance within diversity” that must be considered 
when designing instructional strategies is the ethnic student enrolment pat-
terns in different countries. as can be seen in figure 12.1, in the latest statis-
tics available from the national center for Educational statistics (ncEs), the 
number of students from different ethnic and racial groups in public schools 
in the united states is growing significantly. the percentage of increase 
between 1972 and 2007 varies by region of the country and ethnic group, 
but students of latino ancestry account for the largest amount of growth in 
all regions. african american student enrolments have remained relatively 
stable across regions of the united states over the last 35 years; however, 
regional patterns do exist as can be seen when, in 2007, african american 
student enrolments comprised a quarter of student enrolments in the south 
and only a small minority in the west.

figure 12.1. Percentage distribution of the race/ethnicity of public 
school students enrolled in kindergarten through 12th grade: 

selected years, October 1972-October 2007
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notes:  “other” includes all students who identified themselves as being asian, hawaiian, 
native american indian, or two or more races.

 Estimates include all public school students enrolled in kindergarten through 12th grade.
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other groups of colour (asian, Pacific islander, native american, 
alaskan native, and bi/multiracial) are also increasing in public school 
enrolment, but the numbers remain very small, while students of European 
ancestry are declining, with by far the highest decline in the western region 
of the country.1

oppression and discrimination are an illustration of how time and loca-
tion influence the teachings of diversity. the features and effects of racism 
directed at african americans differ from those toward asian, native 
and latino americans, and racial discrimination is manifested differ-
ently today than it was 50 years ago. this is also true for different regions 
of the country – that is, the north, East, south and west. while they are 
not immune to oppression and racial profiling, educated and middle class 
individuals of colour receive somewhat better treatment than those who are 
poor and uneducated. in most instances, females in different ethnic groups 
in the united states are not treated as harshly as their male counterparts. 
however, across time african american females have been perceived and 
treated more negatively than other women of colour by mainstream society 
in the united states. they have been profiled as aggressive, angry, unattrac-
tive, hostile and domineering. Ethnic and gender stereotypes such as these 
have negative effects on the social, psychological, educational and identity 
achievement of both african american females and males (see collins, 1990; 
Jewell 1993; west, 1995; woodard and mastin, 2005). for example, research 
by steele (1997) shows that stereotypes attributed to african americans can 
derail the academic achievement of students from this ethnic group even 
when they are normally high achievers and even if they do not believe that 
the stereotypes apply to them personally.

international variations in diversity need to be considered as well in 
teacher preparation and practice (see verms, Bagley, and Jha, 2007; Banks, 
2009; arzubiaga, noguerón, and sullivan, 2009). the arrival of people from 
different parts of the world, at particular points in time and under particular 
conditions, creates different educational, political, social, economic and cul-
tural challenges. the language that educators use to discuss diversity varies 
by country or regions of the world as do the particular issues of analysis. 
for instance, the language of choice in the united states for people relocat-
ing to the country includes terms such as immigrants and newcomers, with 
qualifiers added to indicate differences in political status, such as sojourners, 
refugees and undocumented newcomers. in many European nations these 
individuals are referred to as migrants, migrant minorities and resettlers.

insightful information about these and more extensive cross-national 
nuances within diversity discourses, and their educational implications, are 
presented by contributors to a recently edited volume by Banks (2009) on 
international multicultural education. it is a helpful resource for prospective 
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teachers and teacher educators on a variety of diversities in countries in the 
americas, Europe, africa and asia.

this topic has already generated much discussion. according to storti 
(2001), some tensions are inevitable when different cultures intersect, and this 
reality should not be avoided in cross-cultural teaching and learning. instead, 
cultural differences should be confronted directly and skills taught to negoti-
ate them. this is necessary because:

People from different cultures have … deeply ingrained ideas about 
what is right, good, normal and natural … These values and beliefs 
determine how those individuals behave and what they are supposed 
to say and do, as well as not say and do, in various situations. As 
children we learn and internalise the values and behaviours of our 
culture, what we might call the code of conduct in that society, until 
it becomes entirely natural and instinctive for us to behave in certain 
ways and to never behave in others. Needless to say, when people 
from different countries come in contact with each other … they are 
bound to say and do things that will confuse, frustrate, and offend 
each other. And the more this happens … the harder it will be for 
them to live and work together (Storti 2001, pp. 2-3).

if these various complications and configurations are ignored in teach-
ing, then the complexities of existing inequities and interventions required 
to resolve them are minimised. the resulting reform is likely to be overly 
simplified, focus too much on the presumed common denominators among 
diversities, and have limited value in teaching students important information 
and skills about diversity.

therefore, designing classroom practices for teaching diversity cross-
nationally should begin by specifying the particular type of diversity that is 
to be the primary focus of instructional attention, and its contextual charac-
teristics and dynamics. in theory, all forms of diversity should be understood 
by teachers and students, but, in practice, all of them simply cannot be taught 
with the same degree of emphasis and depth at the same time. Priorities have 
to be established about which one will be the primary focus of the instruc-
tional centre,2 how others will be woven into the analyses, and what these 
will be. thus, ethnic diversity could be the primary unit of teaching and 
learning in one socio-political setting while incorporating gender, language, 
social class, and immigration/migration perspectives and experiences to gain 
greater insights into its complexities and dynamics. in another school or 
national setting, the crux of diversity studies could be immigration/migra-
tion, with gender, nationality and language as the intervening variables. in yet 
another, the focus of analysis could be race and racism. Professional prepara-
tion programmes should help prospective and practicing teachers learn how 
to make informed and valid choices about addressing, characterising and 
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analysing diversities so that they and their students learn significant, accurate 
and authentic information.

the notion of intersectionality proposed by gillborn and youdell (2009) 
for studying interconnections and interrelationships among multiple diver-
sities is a viable strategy for accomplishing these goals.3 these relation-
ships are configured differently for various groups of people in assorted 
socio-political, national and historical contexts and they have different impli-
cations for how specific educational programmes and practices are organised 
and implemented. for instance, educating immigrant students is affected 
by their pre-migration education status, as well as other social and political 
conditions in their countries of origin, and their reception in the receiving 
countries (arzbugiaba et al., 2009).

in the united states some developments in multicultural education theory 
and practice are occurring that recognise these complexities of diversity. most 
scholars in this field routinely declare and name particular kinds of diversity 
as their areas of concentration. it is the rare exception that these major scholars 
make references to “diversity” without including a qualifier – hence, cultural 
diversity, racial diversity, ethnic diversity, gender diversity and linguistic 
diversity. separate bodies of research, theory and practice have developed on 
these various diversity categories. for instance, many multicultural education 
specialists routinely include ethnic, racial and cultural diversity in their schol-
arly discourse and proposals for practice; educational disability specialists 
typically form the professional communities of special Education, and gifted 
and talented Education (gatE); and immigrants students who are not native 
speakers of the dominant mainstream language of the united states (English) 
fall within the jurisdiction of Bilingual Education (BE), English as a second 
language (Esl), and/or English language learning (Ell).

the number of “cross-over” scholars and school practitioners is grow-
ing. these individuals combine analyses of more than one area of diversity 
to serve the needs of the constituent students for whom they advocate. for 
instance, some special educators of colour are including race, ethnicity and 
culture into their analyses of the educational needs of and instructional 
programmes for students who need specialised ability-based instructional 
interventions. some gender equity and women’s studies scholars are examin-
ing how race, ethnicity and culture interact with gender. also, some scholars 
who promote educational equity for african, asian, latino and/or native 
american students are incorporating critical race theory into their analyses 
and reform proposals.

william ayers’ (2004, pp. 3, 43) statement that teaching is an intellectual 
task of perpetual decision-making symbolises another factor contributing 
to the challenge of identifying classroom practices for teaching diversity 
across multiple cultural and national contexts. he explains that in teaching, 
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“nothing is settled once and for all. no view is all views and no perspective 
is every perspective … good teaching is not automatic; it is always a strug-
gle. it is filled with initiative and risk, but also with satisfaction and joy. it is 
intricate, complex, deep and wide. it is never twice the same”.

if teachers can never know with certainty how their practices will unfold 
and the effects they will generate in the interactive dynamics with students in 
classrooms, the chances are even less so in ethnically and culturally diverse 
classrooms or with practices proposed by outsiders. the best that people 
who are not an intimate part of the classroom communities of teachers can 
do is offer some general guidelines for practice, and help teachers learn to 
make these their own by personalising them to fit the particulars of their 
classrooms. this orientation offers ample space for prospective and practic-
ing teachers to be active partners in the process of constructing instructional 
strategies for teaching diversity in their own classrooms. these strategies will 
be behaviourally unique but must be ideologically consistent with established 
parameters of educational equity, social justice and excellence for students 
diversified by a wide variety of factors.

Principles for practice in teaching diversity

Possible principles and practices for teaching diversity are too numerous 
to name them all. four are included here to illustrate the idea of principles 
guiding practice, to suggest the range of possibilities, and to invite teacher 
educators and teachers to make their own additions. they are: (1) beliefs 
shape behaviour, (2) multiple perspectives, (3) multiple instructional means 
and (4) crossing cultural borders. in presenting these principles, this chap-
ter provides an explanation of what these terms mean and provides a few 
examples (mostly from schooling in the united states) to demonstrate what 
they may look like in practice. the principles are at once discrete and inter-
connected, which implies that classroom practices should deal with various 
dimensions and types of diversities separately and in concert with each other. 
hopefully, they will entice teacher educators, scholars as well as prospec-
tive and practicing teachers to add others gleaned from their personal back-
grounds, academic knowledge and professional experiences with diversity. 
the larger challenge and invitation are for teachers in different cultures, com-
munities and countries to not merely understand and accept these principles 
but to translate them into classroom teaching practices that are appropriate 
for their particular contexts and situations. teacher education programmes 
can assist these processes by providing sample lessons, demonstrations and 
guided practice in converting general ideas about diversity into instructional 
actions appropriate for different learning situations. video recordings and 
personal narratives can also serve as valuable tools for showing how these 
ideas are embodied as actions.
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Beliefs shape instructional behaviours
the first principle for practice is that personal and professional beliefs 

about diversity based on race, ethnicity, language, culture, social class and 
nationality shape instructional behaviours. if diversity is perceived as a posi-
tive, enriching and valuable resource for teaching, learning and living, then 
it will be systematically and explicitly included in teaching practices, with 
an air of excitement, expectancy and adventure. conversely, negative beliefs 
about diversity generate behaviours characterised by avoidance, denial, 
dismissal, anxiety and even fear. it is considered a pathology, or an obstacle 
to successful teaching and learning. some teachers have ambivalent beliefs 
about diversity; they are positive about some related aspects, negative about 
others, and unsure about still others.

regardless of their ideological positions, many teachers have not clarified 
their beliefs or critically analysed their behaviour with students. correcting 
this is a good starting place for developing classroom practices for teaching 
diversity. deep analyses will reveal that some long-standing beliefs about stu-
dents from different ethnic groups are somewhat negative and become prob-
lematic for teaching them effectively. among them are beliefs such as: some 
ethnic groups (such as african and latino americans in the united states) 
do not value education and are not motivated to learn; focusing on ethnic 
and cultural differences in schools is divisive and breeds hostilities; minor-
ity groups maintaining their first languages interferes with their learning 
the dominant language; students of asian ancestry are “model minorities” 
(s. lee, 2009; Pang and cheng, 1998) because they are motivated to learn and 
are high achievers; children from all ethnic, cultural and social backgrounds 
should adapt to the existing norms of the mainstream cultures of the coun-
tries where they live; and racism is a thing of the past.

teaching for and through diversity requires very different beliefs if the 
intended outcomes are equity, maximum achievement and genuine acceptance 
of the validity of and the right to existence for different cultures. such positive 
beliefs attribute low school achievement of ethnic minorities and immigrants 
to factors other than inherent individual and cultural pathologies. these 
include: cultural incompatibilities between home and school; the failure of 
schools to include cultural diversity in the heart of their policies, programmes 
and practices; negotiating multiple cultural systems which command intel-
lectual and emotional energy, thus drawing attention away from academic 
pursuits; high levels of stress, anxiety and distrust experienced by many 
ethnically and culturally diverse students; and the lack of familiarity faced by 
minority, migrant and immigrant students with the way teaching and learn-
ing are conducted in mainstream schools of their host countries. therefore, 
achievement problems are often due more to the failure of educational sys-
tems to respond appropriately to the interactions among teaching, learning, 
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and cultures, and diverse students not having the cultural and social capital to 
successfully negotiate unfamiliar school protocols, than they are to students’ 
intellectual ability and motivation (gay, 2000; Pang and cheng, 1998).

techniques well-grounded in theory, research and practice are available 
to help teachers articulate, analyse and revise their beliefs about various 
forms of diversity, and their role and function in the educational enterprise. 
one of these is cultural therapy: a series of self-study questions to help indi-
viduals become aware of their own cultural attitudes, values and behaviours, 
and how these affect teaching actions (spindler and spindler, 1994). it is 
especially helpful for white teachers in the united states because so many 
of them believe that they have no culture and ethnicity, and that these terms 
apply only to individuals and groups of colour. another is the developmental 
model of intercultural sensitivity (dmis) and related measurement tool, the 
intercultural development inventory (idi). the dmis describes six stages 
of sensitivity and receptivity to cultural differences, and it suggests stage-
appropriate interventions for building capacity for intercultural competence. 
the idi, used to identify these developmental stages in individuals, groups 
and organisations, has been translated into 12 languages including chinese, 
English, french, german, italian, Japanese, korean, Portuguese and russian 
(see m. Bennett, 1986; landis, Bennett, and Bennett, 2004; van hook, 
2004). other formal tools and techniques exist for diagnosing and developing 
receptivity to different kinds of diversity, including those described by feng, 
Bryam and fleming (2009).

many instructors involved in diversity studies use a variety of more 
informal, self-constructed tools to help teachers become cognizant of their 
attitudes and beliefs about diversity. among them are: cultural profiles; criti-
cal encounters with ethnic, racial and cultural diversity; personal narratives 
and storytelling; courageous conversations and dialogue analysis (singleton, 
2006; storti, 2001); and procedures for observing, recording and reflecting 
on cultural diversity in everyday life. i have used three different techniques to 
serve similar purposes. i ask prospective teachers to: (1) create multicultural 
codes of ethics for their classrooms that state how they expect students to 
receive and respond to cultural diversity; (2) compose letters of multicultural 
appreciation to parents indicating excitement about having their children 
in class, and anticipation of how parents and children will contribute to the 
class’ ventures into and adventures with diversity; and (3) write multicultural 
pedagogical creeds that combine general beliefs about ethnic, racial and cul-
tural diversity with specifically related instructional behaviours. the struc-
tural format for these creed statements is, “i believe … ; therefore i will ….” 
an example is “i believe content on multicultural diversity should be taught 
regularly within the context of other subjects and skills; therefore i will 
incorporate information from african, asian, European, latino and native 
american cultures and experiences (at the same time and for all students) as 
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i teach word recognition, vocabulary, comprehension and interpretation in 
reading.” an underlying premise of all these strategies is that teachers need 
to develop more positive beliefs about and behaviours toward diversity, but 
little if any progress can be made in doing so until those that already exist are 
revealed and subjected to critical analysis. similar attitudes and actions can 
be used with students in primary and secondary schools.

Multiple perspectives
a second principle for developing classroom practices is using multiple 

perspectives in teaching knowledge about different kinds of diversities and 
skills for engaging with these diversities. addressing diversity in classroom 
practices entails – at a minimum – paying special attention to curriculum, 
pedagogy and relationships. it is important for all students, subjects and school 
settings, regardless of whether they are minority or majority populations, 
immigrant or indigenous residents, high or low achievers, or enrolled in aca-
demic or vocational training programmes. how diversity education is actually 
delivered will vary by environmental settings and student populations. thus, 
teachers’ decisions regarding how to teach math, science or reading to students 
from different ethnic backgrounds should be informed by knowledge of their 
cultural heritages and living experiences. Both minority and majority students 
should learn about their own and each others’ histories and heritages.

another way to address multiple perspectives is to deal with both the 
general and the particulars of diversity, i.e. things that are common among 
groups as well as aspects that are unique to them. Both are necessary to avoid 
over-simplifying or over-generalising very complex and contextually-bound 
issues. this principle may be actualised by organising teaching and learn-
ing around major concepts, issues, events and experiences that are common 
among various groups, in different locations and times. some of these uni-
versals are diaspora, identity, culture, oppression and survival. virtually 
all groups throughout the world have experienced these in some form or 
another, and continue to do so, but not for the same reasons, in the similar 
ways, or with the identical consequences. therefore, specific groups’ experi-
ences should be used as case studies to demonstrate how common concerns 
are manifested differently in actual behaviours. for example, in studying 
resistance to oppression, teachers should help students understand that some 
groups use political protest as their primary means while others use music, 
art, literature and drama. students might analyse any one of these means of 
resistance (such as politics and protest) from the vantage point of different 
ethnic groups within and among different countries to determine similarities 
and differences in causes, techniques and effects.

classroom practices for teaching ethnic and cultural diversity also can 
be directed toward and guided by commonly accepted goals and objectives 
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as identified by scholars. these include increasing the academic achievement 
of students from marginalised groups; combating racism and other forms 
of oppression; providing equity and social justice in access to educational 
opportunities; teaching knowledge about the histories, heritages and contri-
butions of different ethnic groups; developing competencies for cross-cultural 
personal interactions and relationships; acquiring skills for citizenship in 
multicultural communities, nations and the world; enhancing self-concepts 
and ethnic identities; and improving the socio-political empowerment, 
agency and activism of ethnically and culturally diverse students (see gay, 
1994; king, hollins, and hayman, 1997; c. Bennett, 2007; grant and sleeter, 
2007). a number of analyses and recommendations presented by scholars 
from different ethnic identities, national locations and areas of specialisation4 
offer valuable insights into similarities and differences among the histories 
and experiences of ethnic groups, and provide some useful starting points for 
teachers and teacher educators to develop appropriate strategies for teaching 
to and through them.

in-depth understandings of diversity issues demand knowledge, insights 
and techniques from a wide-range of disciplines, viewpoints, individual and 
group experiences as well as from historical and contemporary explorations. 
this multivocality avoids falling into the trap of assuming that the “truth” of 
one group, individual, culture or nation is the only “correct” one that exists. 
music, poetry, personal stories and literary texts (such as fiction, biographies, 
autobiographies and children’s picture books) provide insights into diversity, 
and students respond to these materials differently than they do to informa-
tion generated by empirical research in the social sciences, demographic 
analyses, political policies and legal regulations.

Multiple instructional strategies
a third principle for practice endorsed by scholars of cultural diversity, 

equity and social justice in education is using multiple instructional means 
to achieve common learning outcomes for ethnically, racially and culturally 
diverse students. other educators refer to a variant of this idea that empha-
sises intellectual diversity as differentiated instruction (forsten, grant, and 
hollas, 2002; Educational leadership, 2008; the new England reading 
association Journal, 2009). this strategy is based on the fact that students 
learn in various ways and at different rates, and that these learning styles are 
strongly influenced by cultural socialisation and prior experiences (shade, 
1997; Park, 2002; woodrow, 2007).

from his review of research on learning styles in austria, india, the 
united kingdom, and the united states, as well as his own studies of chinese 
ancestry students in England and hong kong-china, woodrow (2007; 
woodrow and sham, 2001) concluded that different societies develop different 
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assumptions about the nature of knowledge and ways of learning. this “cul-
tural capital” can be problematic when ethnically diverse students are learning 
in multicultural and multinational settings with teachers who do not under-
stand, value or accommodate their students’ cultural capital. as it is extremely 
difficult for both students and teachers to transcend or set aside their underly-
ing beliefs and assumptions that drive the act of learning, it is important to 
acknowledge that these assumptions may be present despite the best intentions 
of the teacher or student. in designing strategies for teaching diversity, these 
different beliefs about learning and ways of learning need to be accommodated 
and complemented, not denied, ignored or eradicated.

research evidence indicates that when teaching styles are compatible 
with students’ learning styles, the achievement of ethnically and culturally 
diverse students is much higher in the areas of academic, personal, social, 
political, moral and ethical performance as well as on different measures, 
such as standardised tests and teacher-made assessments. in addition such 
outcomes as improved school attendance; fewer disciplinary referrals; feel-
ings of efficacy and empowerment; and greater satisfaction with schooling 
for both students and teachers are noted as well (see tharp and gallimore, 
1991; gay, 2000; Banks and Banks, 2004; au, 2006; o. lee and luykx, 2006; 
c. lee, 2007; Palk and walberg, 2007; ladson-Billings, 2009).there are 
numerous strategies that can be used in classroom practices to accommodate 
the learning styles of ethnically and culturally diverse students, including the 
use of co-operative and collaborative groups; learning communities; teacher 
modelling; peer coaching; using theatre (or performance), poetry, music and 
drama as pedagogy; mentoring; cross-cultural exchange programmes among 
ethnic groups in local, national and international settings; student-produced 
narratives; oral histories; storytelling; learning partnerships with senior 
citizens and business people; and computer discourses among students from 
different backgrounds and living in different cultural environments (see gay, 
2000; shorr, 2006; c. lee, 2007; Banks, 2009; tiedt and tiedt, 2010).

specific practices for teaching diversity should also be shaped by the 
many different aspects of teaching that regularly exist in classrooms. they 
include: curriculum content; teacher-student and student-student rapport and 
relationships; physical and psycho-emotional classroom climates; instruc-
tional materials and resources; beliefs about and expectations for perform-
ance; the many different delivery techniques used in the act of teaching; 
diagnosis of students’ needs and assessment of their achievement; and social 
etiquette and behaviour management. the different subjects, knowledge 
and skills typically taught in schools and classrooms also demand different 
approaches to teaching diversity. thus, teaching ethnic and cultural diversity 
within the context of reading will differ somewhat in math, science, literature 
and social studies. various skills (acquiring factual information, problem-
solving, critical thinking, values clarification, etc.) within different subjects 
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require various techniques as well. for instance, a major part of social studies 
education is teaching students the symbols, signs and iconic representations 
of national identity (such as the national flag, motto and anthem) to evoke 
feelings of loyalty, affiliation and citizenship. in most countries there are 
new residents who are not yet citizens, and do not have any strong feelings 
of sentimentality toward these symbols, or even recognise them. some may 
even feel conflicted because of continuing identity and strong affinity with 
their countries of origin. yet, most social studies teachers do not ask students 
to critically examine what national symbols mean to different groups within 
a country, as they should in teaching diversity. all of these situations rein-
force the need to use multiple means to teach the many aspects of diversity, 
and to ensure that these techniques are compatible with different arenas of 
classroom practices.

another way to employ multiple instructional means to improve achieve-
ment is through using multicultural and multi-ethnic examples, scenarios and 
vignettes to illustrate academic concepts, ideas, and skills, and for students 
to practice and demonstrate mastery of knowledge. it is a powerful strategy 
for incorporating diversity into the heart of teaching because examples are 
fundamental to and consume much of the actual time devoted to teaching in 
all subjects and school settings. relevant examples link school knowledge to 
the lived experience of diverse students and improved academic achievement. 
for instance, in schools in the united states a particular artistic, musical, rhe-
torical or dance technique might be illustrated with examples from European, 
african, asian, latino or native american culture, as well as ethnic group 
traditions in other countries. math skills such as ratios and graphing might 
be taught by using population distributions of different ethnic groups in the 
schools, cities, regions or countries where they are being taught. or, students 
could be taught writing skills through conducting oral history interviews with 
significant individuals in their lives within their own families, cultural com-
munities and countries of origin. it is impossible to provide an instructional 
example from every ethnic group within a given country, but surely more 
than those representing only the dominant culture can be easily identified and 
used routinely in teaching.

one of the teaching frameworks i use for ensuring that students receive 
varied engagement opportunities and participate in multiple kinds of learning 
is “know, think, feel, do, and reflect”. this requires different kinds of stu-
dent involvement, including comprehension, analysis, emotional responding, 
introspection and action. i do not consider a teaching exchange complete until 
i have had students engage in each of these processes. they are particularly 
powerful when used in concert with co-operative groups and project-based 
learning. since some students are more skilful and amenable to some of the 
levels of engagement than others, they complement each other’s strengths and 
compensate for weaknesses. i also frequently have students practice using 
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different expressive modalities to acquire information and demonstrate their 
understanding of key concepts, ideas and theories. they may read scholarly 
texts; interpret statistical data sets; engage in observation exercises; compare 
accounts of culturally diverse events and experiences transmitted through per-
sonal memories, poetry, prose, song lyrics, novels, visual arts and films; and 
analyse insider and outsider perspectives. i also challenge prospective teachers 
in my classes to use a variety of expressive genres to convey what they know. 
these might include the conventional academic essay very familiar to college 
students; verbal presentations in small and large groups; photo essays; newspa-
per and various literary forms of writing; storytelling; role playing, simulation 
and dramatic performance; games; letter writing; creating dvds; scrapbook-
ing; constructing portfolios; and creating metaphorical imagery.

tiedt and tiedt (2010) use esteem, empathy and equity as the founda-
tional anchors for their multicultural teaching. they suggest that building 
positive self-esteem is necessary to counteract feelings of inferiority that have 
been imposed upon many students from non-mainstream groups; empathy 
enables people to connect with others, accept differences, and work co-opera-
tively; and equity recognises that diverse students do not come to school with 
equal learning backgrounds but must be given full access to resources that 
will help them achieve their maximum potential. these commitments shape 
the contours of all subsequent programmes and practices.

teachers do not have to accept the models outlined above or any others 
found in educational theory and practice scholarship for structuring their 
teaching. they should, however, create some kind of explicit framework to 
give structure and order to their teaching diversity routines. it helps in organ-
ising, replicating and regularising one’s teaching regime, and for acclimat-
ing students to established patterns in pedagogical processes. Experiencing 
multiple techniques in their own learning is an effective way for teachers to 
appreciate (based on actual experience instead of only theoretical ideas) the 
need for and benefits of using a wide range of teaching strategies to improve 
the engagement and achievement of ethnically, culturally and racially diverse 
students. in making these choices it is imperative that teachers are guided by 
knowledge of the cultural heritages and socialisation of their ethnically diverse 
students, which have strong influences on shaping their learning styles.

Crossing cultural borders
Crossing cultural borders is a fourth principle for practice. cultural 

diversity educators view cultural and linguistic heritages as valuable per-
sonal and educational resources that should be preserved and used as teach-
ing tools in diverse classrooms. they believe that cultures and languages 
practiced in homes and communities should be embraced by schools but not 
to the exclusion of diverse students learning the mainstream languages and 
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cultures of the countries in which they reside – or what lisa delpit (2006; 
delpit and dowdy, 2002) calls the “culture of power and privilege”. she 
argues, for example, that immigrants from north african countries to italy 
and spain should maintain their home languages and cultures while learn-
ing italian and spanish; first nation peoples in canada and the united states 
should learn English along with preserving their indigenous languages; and 
dialect speakers in any country should maintain their cultural practices and 
social language facilities while learning the academic versions of the domi-
nant languages and cultures of their respective countries. in doing so, they 
develop skills necessary to function effectively in multiple cultural systems 
and settings.

cultural and experiential scaffolding is a consensual proposal among 
multicultural educators for building bridges across cultural borders. it is 
based on the general principle of learning that new knowledge is easier to 
master when it is connected to prior knowledge, and the socio-cultural idea 
that students from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds develop “funds 
of knowledge and skills” that are functional in their own daily lives, cultures 
and communities which can facilitate school success (gonzáles, moll, and 
amanti, 2005; moll and gonzáles, 2004; c. lee, 2007; mccarty, 2002; and 
lipka, 1998). o. lee and luykx (2006, p. 150) capture the essence of these 
ideas in their comments that:

Students from all ethnic/racial, cultural, linguistic and socio-eco-
nomic backgrounds come to school with already-constructed knowl-
edge, including their home languages and cultural values, acquired 
in their home and community environments. Such knowledge serves 
as the framework for constructing new understandings.

additionally, different ethnic groups have accumulated noteworthy 
bodies of knowledge and contributions in virtually all disciplines typically 
taught in schools. this social, cultural and intellectual capital can be used to 
improve academic achievement in schools for diverse students, and cultural 
competence for both members and non-members of various ethnic groups.

carol lee (2007; 2009) has used two approaches for teaching african 
american students communication skills that are effective both within their 
cultural community and mainstream schools. these are cultural model-
ling and cultural data sets. the first involves teaching students to critically 
analyse some of the knowledge and skills embedded in the routine speech 
practices of their cultural communities, discern parallels between them and 
features of different literary genres as well as transfer performance abilities 
from one domain of functioning (social) to another (academic). the teaching 
technique used is called contrastive analysis, and the learning outcome is 
style or code-shifting.
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lee and others scholars and practitioners also use cultural data sets to 
facilitate the academic learning of under-achieving african, asian, latino 
and native americans. these include “informal texts” such as the lyrics of 
contemporary popular songs and social speech, formal literary texts (fiction 
and non-fiction), the visual arts and indigenous knowledge and practices 
produced by ethnic authors, artists, customs and traditions. students’ cul-
tural competencies become bridges to and resources for academic learning 
and these resources have been applied in teaching non-native speakers in 
a number of specific academic areas.5 in all of these culturally responsive 
teaching efforts the results are impressive and are similar across grades, 
subjects and ethnic groups. student achievement improves significantly on 
multiple levels, including higher grade point averages, higher standardised 
test scores, less disciplinary problems, better school attendance, greater 
interest in and satisfaction with school, and higher self-concept and academic 
efficacy.

Conclusion

ochoa (2007) offers several recommendations for teaching latino 
students in the united states that are relevant for other ethnic groups and 
national settings, and are useful for summarising the key ideas underlying 
the principles discussed above:

• integrate multicultural content into school curricula that combine 
analysis of ethnically diverse contributions, power, privilege and 
inequity with multiple histories, perspectives, experiences and voices;

• help students see themselves as active and empowered agents of change 
in social, political and economic situations beyond the classroom;

• value the cultural knowledge and experiences outside school as viable 
resources for and bridges to academic learning;

• know students culturally, socially, ethnically, experientially and intel-
lectually; and genuinely care for them in the process of teaching;

• accommodate the different learning styles of diverse students to 
affirm their prior competencies and make new knowledge easier to 
master;

• create inclusive learning environments in which the experiences and 
perspectives of diverse students are always prominent in teaching and 
learning activities; and

• develop open lines of communication between schools and teachers, 
and diverse students, families, and communities based on cultural 
knowledge, human dignity, respect, and egalitarian reciprocity.



Educating tEachErs for divErsity: mEEting thE challEngE – © oEcd 2010

chaPtEr 12. classroom PracticEs: an ExamPlE from washington usa – 273

translating general recommendations and principles for teaching 
diversity into specific classroom practices is a complex, compelling and 
exhilarating challenge. the difficulty increases when the learning sites are 
multi-ethnic and transnational. however, it is a necessity if the educational 
opportunities and outcomes for students from various ethnic, cultural, racial 
and linguistic backgrounds in different countries are to be improved sub-
stantially. these are important international needs but with significant local 
nuances. Both must be attended to in classroom practices. they also are 
comprehensive in that they affect all dimensions of teaching and learning as 
well as other aspects of the educational enterprise. the benefits are broad-
based: theory, research and practice indicate that all students benefit from 
diversity education in multiple ways (although configured differently). these 
include improved academic, social, personal, moral, civic, interpersonal and 
cultural achievements. Even when teaching diversity is not as thorough or 
complete as it should be, the results are still positive. therefore, everybody 
wins – students and teachers; mainstream and marginalised students; high 
and low achievers; immigrants and indigenous residents.

given these effects, one wonders why there would be even a hint of 
reluctance among educators to embrace ethnic, racial, cultural, social and lin-
guistic diversity? yet it happens far too often. this failure must be driven by 
motivation other than pedagogical effectiveness or genuine moral and social 
justice commitments to doing what is right for all students. the unresolved 
question is not whether teaching for and about diversity is something that 
should be done. it is whether educators have the skill and will to do it and to 
proceed without equivocation – even when teaching diversity defies easily 
identifiable classroom practices that are transcendent across cultural, social 
and national boundaries. although teaching diversity is challenging, children 
everywhere deserve the best efforts and investments imaginable as well as 
the instructional benefits of receiving high quality, relevant and empower-
ing education. the difficulty and complexity involved should stimulate, not 
inhibit, this teaching commitment and the imagination, creativity, courage 
and perseverance that it requires.
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Notes

1. http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/2009/section1/indicator07.asp.

2. the “instructional centre” is defined as “the primary emphasis or focus of atten-
tion.” among united states educators, conversations about diversity often address 
“the centre” and “the margins”.

3. intersectionality asks that educators “pay attention to more than one axis of sub-
ordination and inequality, more than one category of identity, and attend to the 
relationships between inequities, between identities, and between inequities and 
identities” (gillborn and youdell, 2009).

4. cf. the anthologies edited by Banks and Banks (2004; 2007), verma et al. (2007), 
Paik and walberg (2007), and Banks (2009), and the book authored by storti 
(2001).

5. these include academic English (fogel and Ehri, 2000; shorr, 2006; Palmer, 
chen, chang, and leclere, 2006); math, science, reading and writing to native 
alaskans (lipka, 1998), navajos (mccarty, 2002), mexican americans (civil, 
2002; moll and gonzáles, 2004), african americans (moses and cobb, 2001), 
and native hawaiians (au, 1993; Boggs, watson-gegeo and mcmillen, 1985; 
tharp and gallimore, 1988); and basic literacy skills to multi ethnic students in 
the same classrooms (diamond and moore, 1995; krater, Zeni and cason, 1994).
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Chapter 13 
 

Supporting effective practice: the pending agenda

tracey Burns and vanessa shadoian-gersing
centre for Educational research and innovation, oEcd 

Paris, france

This chapter focuses on key issues in teacher education for diversity: the system 
and its governance, strengthening the research base, and improving teaching 
practice. Gaps in our knowledge and areas for improvement are identified and 
discussed for each of these areas. Orientations for addressing and improving the 
current state of affairs are also provided. These orientations are necessarily gen-
eral as approaches to diversity in teacher education are context-dependent; there-
fore, it is argued that they should be used as a starting point for further thematic 
and contextual analysis. Policy makers, educators and research communities are 
encouraged to consolidate their efforts and resources to provide sound evidence 
for future decision-making on this important and sensitive topic.
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From the OECD online consultation : 
evaluating what works

Most practitioners reported no formal evalu-
ation of strategies used to address diverse 
student classrooms. Without evaluation, how 
can classrooms, schools and systems learn 
what works?

Introduction

this publication aims to shed light on teacher education for diverse stu-
dent populations, with a particular focus on the changing role and expecta-
tions for teachers, the distinction between diversity and disparity, and the 
concept of multiple risks. various options available in teacher education to 
address these themes have been discussed along with examples of particular 
country classroom practices.

one of the challenges in this field is that the available evidence base 
is not sufficiently robust, with an abundance of theoretical and descriptive 
research and a noticeable lack of empirical findings. in addition to calling for 
more empirical research on the general topic, this publication has identified 
areas in which more research is particularly needed.

the improvement of the evidence base is crucial and should in turn 
be used to connect research to practice and better inform policymaking. 
although the need to better connect policy to research and research to prac-
tice is not unique to this topic, the sensitive – and often political – nature of 
diversity issues and debates makes doing so particularly complex. the diffi-
culty in connecting research to practice and policy is also exacerbated by the 
complexity of the topic and a lack of connection among the various research 
disciplines doing work in this area, such as psycholinguistics, economics, 
sociology and the learning sciences, to name just a few.

this chapter focuses on areas that require further attention concerning 
the system and governance, the research base and teaching practice. it looks 
first at a number of transversal themes that have emerged across the chapters 
and discussions of this publication. gaps in our knowledge and areas for 
improvement are then identified, followed by orientations for policy, research 
and practice on assessing and improving the status quo. these orientations 
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are necessarily general in nature, as approaches to diversity in teacher edu-
cation and the classroom are very much context-dependent. devising a “one 
size fits all” response to an inherently multifaceted issue is thus neither pos-
sible nor desirable. the general orientations presented in this chapter will be 
complemented by further thematic and contextual analysis in the next stage 
of the teacher Education for diversity project.

Emerging transversal themes

crafting an agenda (from a policy, school or research perspective) to best 
address the issues raised in teacher education for diversity is complex and 
encompasses a number of different disciplines. throughout the chapters in 
this volume the following transversal themes have emerged:

• diversity is a broad term with multiple meanings. charting courses 
of action for systems and classrooms can only be done with careful 
consideration of the particular context and tradition;

• when diversity is viewed as an asset rather than a liability, it becomes 
easier to consider and implement the advantages that it can bring to 
classrooms, schools and systems;

• changing attitudes and behaviours is neither simple nor rapid. 
Effective teacher education for diversity is thus an ongoing process in 
which diversity issues are embedded within training and development 
options rather than being presented as one-off optional modules;

• teacher education would benefit from systematic planning and 
structuring such that the links between initial and in-service teacher 
education are better articulated and offer a holistic approach to career 
development; and

• suggestions for reform (of curricula, programme design, teaching 
practice, etc.) must be considered also in light of the incentives avail-
able to support and encourage the change desired. one key element 
too often overlooked is the role of parents and communities in effect-
ing lasting change.

Knowledge gaps and policy orientations

System-wide and governance issues
it is important to better understand characteristics of increasingly diverse 

populations so that they may be taken into account in education systems. 
without clear indications of who is included in the diverse landscape, it is 
difficult to target efforts addressing disparities in educational performance 
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to where they are most needed. to accomplish this, relevant data on diverse 
student populations must be collected and examined. however, overly broad 
data collection methods can distort the unique characteristics of diverse 
groups within the population as a whole. in addition, the analysis of the data 
may not be appropriately disaggregated, leading to inaccurate assumptions 
and conclusions of broad patterns that do not necessarily exist. including and 
maintaining more detailed variables pertaining to diversity for all groups will 
benefit research, policies and practices pertaining to teacher education and 
student achievement.

 ¾ Encourage timely, relevant and coherent data collection in order 
to provide clear indications of who is included in the diverse class-
room landscape for more informed decision-making on how best to 
respond.

as populations change across oEcd countries, open and honest discus-
sion about the nature and impact of these changes on society and classrooms 
can become embroiled in sensitive topics related to national identity and 
values. there is thus a tendency for these issues to become labelled as “dif-
ficult” and best avoided, particularly if political and ideological motivations 
become intertwined with suggested courses of action. yet without open and 
active discussion, the impact of these demographic changes on schools and 
classrooms, and the pressure on teachers to address diversity issues, are 
unlikely to be adequately recognised. in order to design, develop and imple-
ment a cohesive, system-level approach to preparing teachers for diverse 
schools, open discussion among the relevant actors of changing realities and 
subsequent development needs is necessary.

 ¾ Foster active dialogue in view of a shared vision, at different levels 
and with a variety of stakeholders, on the nature of increasingly 
diverse populations, how these are reflected in schools and class-
rooms, and how to accommodate the changing landscapes.

throughout oEcd countries, demographic gaps between students and 
teachers are growing as student populations continue to diversify while 
teaching populations do not. a teaching force that more closely mirrors the 
student population can benefit both students and teachers. diverse teachers 
can serve as powerful role models for diverse students, potentially motivat-
ing them to strive further in their achievements. diverse teachers also bring 
to the classroom their unique experiences and perspectives, which can help 
them to better relate to their diverse students. diverse teachers may also be 
more inclined to view student diversity in the classroom as a resource, and 
treat it as such.

 ¾ Improve the diversity of student teachers and teachers. For this to be 
accomplished, there must be a holistic policy plan within countries 
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and regions for attracting, retaining and inserting diverse student 
teachers into the teaching force.

data on student achievement reveal that various characteristics of diverse 
populations, such as migration status, socio-economic status, parental levels of 
schooling, etc., can impact on student performance. while these data are of great 
importance, they must be augmented with other types of research evidence in 
order to provide teachers, schools and systems with timely and relevant infor-
mation on what works for diverse student populations, and when. within the 
classroom, the alignment of summative processes and formative assessment 
(or frequent interactive assessments of student progress and understanding) can 
assist teachers in helping their diverse students achieve their learning goals. 
they can also enable researchers and policy makers to better understand the 
links between teaching and learning, which can in turn inform and shape strate-
gies for teaching diverse students at classroom, school and system levels.

 ¾ Better link classroom, school and system assessment and evaluation 
to provide stakeholders with a more holistic view of how objectives 
are being achieved and to provide a more complete basis on which 
to make improvements.

as is the case in other areas in education, research and evidence on 
teacher education for diversity are not very well linked to practice and policy. 
this missing element is crucial since a key benefit of research lies in its use 
and its implementation. Barriers to using research to inform practice can 
include resistance on the individual level, such as when teachers or policy 
makers do not believe that a suggested change is appropriate. Perhaps more 
importantly, it may not always be clear what research means and how it might 
be implemented. Even when stakeholders are clearly convinced of the utility 
of suggested changes, there may be practical barriers to implementation in 
terms of the time and resources required. on a system level, there may be 
resistance among policy makers on various levels, not because of mistrust 
of the research but due to reluctance to change existing teacher policy in an 
area that may not be viewed as under their own jurisdiction. as resistance 
to change on individual and system levels can be reduced with strategic 
interventions, efforts to encourage the use of research in policy and practice 
should be made accordingly, especially by local actors who can examine 
research results and determine the significance of these results within their 
specific context.

 ¾ Encourage capacity-building throughout the system for using research 
to influence teacher education practice and policy, for example, through 
training for research literacy for practitioners, and/or helping to inter-
pret and disseminate research results for a non-academic audience.
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Strengthening the knowledge base
Better teacher education for diverse student populations is a topic that 

requires learning from multidisciplinary evidence, but too often relevant 
research results are not disseminated widely enough. for example, teacher 
education institutions could greatly benefit from evidence from the linguistics 
field on how non-native speakers learn. however, research results too often 
remain in their original field without much further dissemination, making 
it difficult to create links between research findings. the dissemination of 
research results among relevant disciplines should be a planned and system-
atic process to allow for an interdisciplinary knowledge base that can better 
inform practice and policy. this could be fostered through the establishment 
of networks to stimulate dialogue and build communities among researchers 
themselves. this could also include creating or supporting brokerage agencies 
designed to provide the required links between research and practice as well 
as building relevant capacity both in the system and among stakeholders.

 ¾ Create and support research networks and brokerage agencies to help 
foster dialogue and dissemination as well as improve the interdisci-
plinary nature of the knowledge base related to educating teachers 
for diversity.

while the multidisciplinary domain of teacher education for diversity has 
inspired a great deal of research, it is predominately theoretical and descriptive 
in nature. without rigorous empirical research on the key elements of teacher 
education for diversity, policy makers will not be able to answer crucial ques-
tions about what works and what does not. the importance of a strong evi-
dence base on this topic is made more urgent given the political sensitivity and 
ideological motivations that often characterise these discussions.

 ¾ Support relevant research, especially empirical research, on initial 
and ongoing teacher education as well as classroom practices for 
diversity in order to develop a richer knowledge base.

in addition to calling for more empirical research overall, the analysis 
from the tEd project reveals three major areas that require further investiga-
tion, as elaborated below.

1. teacher educators are entrusted with the crucial task of preparing 
student teachers and teachers to face their classrooms. yet there is 
a surprisingly sparse knowledge base on how teacher educators are 
themselves prepared. the limited evidence available suggests that 
in many countries there is minimal oversight on who can become 
teacher educators and that the required course of study is often ill-
defined. consequently, little is known about teacher educators and 
how they are prepared to teach in general, especially with respect to 
diversity.
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 ¾ Increase focus on the education of teacher educators, both 
broadly and for diversity in particular, in order to increase evi-
dence of how they are prepared and how they in turn prepare 
student teachers and teachers.

2. diverse student teachers, who stay in the system and become diverse 
teachers, can bring numerous benefits to the classroom by serving 
as role models for diverse students, providing opportunities for all 
students to learn about diversity through their unique perspectives, 
enriching diverse students’ learning through shared identities, and 
even serving as culture/diversity brokers in the school and broader 
community. yet little is known about how best to attract diverse can-
didates to teaching careers, why many diverse student teachers do not 
continue on to become teachers, and the factors that could contribute 
to their retention. more targeted research would allow us to determine 
these factors and in turn develop strategies to address these issues.

 ¾ Focus more on the factors involved in improving attraction and 
retention of diverse student teachers and teachers, who can serve 
as important role models and bring valuable perspectives into 
the classroom.

3. in many oEcd countries it is difficult to attract highly-qualified 
teachers to poorer performing schools. Even when the best teachers 
begin their careers at disadvantaged schools they often leave within 
a short period of time. diverse student classrooms are in serious need 
of well-qualified teachers, but it is not always clear how to address 
this situation. for example, data on teacher retention both in general 
and in diverse schools is often lacking. so too is qualitative research 
that would meaningfully complement these quantitative data, such as 
research on contexts of hard-to-staff schools, incentives to keep the 
best teachers in the schools that need them most, and effective and 
targeted strategies for attraction and retention.

 ¾ Further focus on the attraction and retention of highly quali-
fied teachers in the schools that need them most, going beyond 
descriptive statistics to build explanatory evidence on key 
variables for attracting and retaining well-qualified teachers in 
diverse schools.

Improving teacher practice
initial teacher education, the induction period when teachers are first 

placed in the classroom, and continuing professional development are too 
often considered discrete stages in the professional life of a teacher. as such, 
they are developed and monitored by different bodies, often with minimal 
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co-ordination among the various players. in order for teachers to reach their 
full potential and be best guided in their career progression, these “separate” 
stages must be linked in order to foster a more holistic process of career 
development and progression that more closely matches teachers’ needs. a 
systematic approach to career progression and development also allows for an 
analysis of the best timing of development opportunities so that they can be 
offered when they would be most useful. for example, it may be premature 
to provide in-depth instruction on classroom management techniques if the 
student has not yet started practicing in classrooms. waiting until a practicum 
begins and focusing on providing ongoing support during the induction phase 
(i.e. the first year of teaching) may be a far better use of student time (and 
programme budget) than separating the theory from its practical application.

 ¾ Better connect the stages of teacher education to more thoroughly 
develop teachers’ knowledge and skills, and plan the timing of inter-
ventions such that they are available when they are most needed.

improved teaching for diverse student populations is an increasingly 
important competency for current and future teachers. however, too often 
these topics are addressed through a sole course, often as an elective. as 
systems increasingly recognise the need to prepare teachers for a diversify-
ing student population, there must be a systematic effort to integrate this 
topic and strategies into the curriculum. moreover, a crucial component of 
teaching for diversity lies in examining one’s own beliefs and how they influ-
ence behaviour. much like any other teacher competency, the requisite skills 
for teaching and motivating diverse classrooms and attitudinal awareness 
cannot be simply absorbed through a one-off course during initial education 
or professional development. instead, it is important to build on this train-
ing throughout teachers’ careers, so that they gain transversal exposure to 
knowledge and perspectives that can have a meaningful impact on how they 
practice.

 ¾ Ensure that teaching for diverse student populations is an integral 
component of both initial and in-service teacher education in order 
to foster and build on the ongoing behavioural changes necessary to 
respond to evolving classrooms.

firsthand experience in dealing with diversity issues can be a tremendous 
asset for teaching, curriculum design and class development. student teach-
ers would greatly benefit from participation in activities that expose them 
to practical situations of addressing diversity, especially classroom practice 
and placements in schools with highly diverse student populations as well 
as in schools that are already recognised for their use of good practices for 
addressing diversity. another important way to better prepare student teach-
ers to deal with diverse classrooms is by broadening their frame of reference 
with respect to diversity. Encouraging student teachers to experience another 
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culture firsthand through foreign language study, sustained interaction with 
multicultural or indigenous communities, study abroad, etc. can help them 
better relate to diverse students. another good approach would be to encour-
age understanding of diverse groups through the use of critical reflection in 
learning contexts and problem-solving simulations using student evidence. in 
turn, after the completion of such programmes or experiences, sharing such 
experiences within their own education programme through formal discus-
sion with peers and instructors would help to disseminate lessons learned 
more broadly. it would also serve to encourage leadership within the popula-
tion of student teachers on this issue.

 ¾ Teacher education programmes should provide student teachers the 
opportunity to engage in activities that expose them to practical situ-
ations of classroom diversity and allow them to broaden their frames 
of reference. These experiences should be formally discussed and 
shared in order to maximise lessons learned.

mentoring schemes can be extremely helpful in supporting teacher can-
didates and new teachers by capitalising on guidance from veteran teachers, 
but this mechanism is not always properly implemented. some mandatory 
mentoring programmes for new teachers function better on paper than in 
practice, while other voluntary mentoring schemes often have few incen-
tives for teachers to volunteer, making it difficult to attract good mentors. 
however, when school leaders have the tools to design and implement them 
properly, mentoring programmes provide opportunities for new teachers 
and teacher candidates to work together and discuss new situations and dif-
ficulties encountered in the classroom. these measures have been shown 
to increase retention of new teachers, particularly in the induction phase, 
that is, the first year or two of schooling when attrition is most marked. it is 
important to fully develop mentoring schemes so that new teachers can learn 
constructively from experienced teachers in their field regarding the situa-
tions encountered in the classroom.

 ¾ Develop new, or reinforce existing, mentoring programmes, so that 
new and veteran teachers, preferably at the same grade and subject 
level, can share experiences, with the aim of supporting new teachers 
and encouraging them to remain in the classroom.

teaching requires a tremendous amount of flexibility to respond to 
changing classroom needs, and teachers are constantly updating their prac-
tices to respond to their students. however, without proper evaluation, teach-
ers and school leaders do not have feedback from which to learn and, thus, 
lack indications of what works well, what works less well, and why. while 
there may be very good practices being used by teachers in the field, the lack 
of formal record and evaluation means that potentially good practices are 
being lost. Proper evaluation helps us to learn from “what works” in practice 
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and enables knowledge to be transferred back into schools and systems. good 
evaluation practices can also serve to encourage critical self-assessment, 
which is an important element of improving teacher practice.

 ¾ Better evaluate “what works” in the classroom by encouraging, and 
providing incentives for, the appraisal and feedback of teacher prac-
tices to feed knowledge back into classrooms, schools and systems.

teaching and learning take place in particular contexts. while general 
principles of teaching for diversity can transcend context, it is extremely 
important that particular classroom strategies be tailored to the learners in 
question. determining universal best practices is thus neither possible nor 
desirable. instead, it is important that pre-service and in-service teachers and 
teacher educators understand the importance of contextual specificity and be 
able to critically reflect on their own classroom contexts and practice. this 
will then allow them to apply general principles of teaching for diversity in 
ways that work for their classes and students. it should be noted that estab-
lishing this as a consistent practice takes time and repetition. research has 
demonstrated that this process works best when it is supported in an ongoing 
manner throughout initial and in-service education. furthermore, teachers 
report that they find this easiest to do when they have colleagues with whom 
they can collaborate and share experiences and reflections as well as leaders 
within the school body that support and champion these practices.

 ¾ Promote awareness of contextual specificity when preparing pre-ser-
vice and in-service teachers for diversity. Guide and encourage teach-
ers and teacher candidates to adapt general principles of teaching for 
diversity to teaching their specific student populations.
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Annex A
 

An international online consultation

from 17 november 2008 to 17 december 2008 the cEri teacher Education 
for diversity (tEd) project ran an online consultation exercise with teachers, stu-
dent teachers and teacher educators. the goal of this exercise was to hear the voices 
of practitioners about their day-to-day experience with diversity in the classrooms, 
the key challenges they face, as well as their best solutions and creative practices. 
it should be noted that this was not a representative survey with random sampling 
within and across countries as that was beyond the reach of both the budget and 
timeline of this project. the consultation was thus designed to use the voices of the 
responding practitioners to highlight keys areas for further research.

the questionnaire was composed of three separate branches, one each for 
student teachers, teachers, and teacher educators. all three groups were asked 
a series of multiple choice questions on:

• demographic characteristics (gender, age, country of residence, name 
of region/institution, size of the town).

• teacher education and experience (type of programme and length of 
time in studies (student teachers) or years of work experience (teach-
ers and teacher educators), type of institution).

• Experience in and with diversity (diversity among their colleagues/
students, perceived importance of diversity issues, how well prepared 
they feel to address diversity in the classroom, and whether or not 
their training contained tools for working with parents and/or com-
munity members).

teachers and teacher educators then went on to answer an additional 
series of questions on their current work and the relevance of any diversity 
training they may have received or provided as professional development or 
in-service education. they were also asked questions on the biggest challenges 
they experienced related to diversity in the classroom, the strategies that they 
used/devised to address these challenges, and the evaluation of such strategies.
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in order to reach as many practitioners as possible, the consultation was 
hosted on the oEcd website and available in English, french, spanish and 
german. social networking tools (e.g. facebook and linked in) were also 
used to contact practitioners and the call to participate was disseminated to 
other online discussion groups and fora, including Education week’s teacher 
magazine, Japan society Education Programs; Elt turkey; Estudiantes, 
Graduados y Profesores de Ciencias de la Educación; i am teacher; Tu Sais 
T’es Prof Quand; teacher2teacher network; and the centre for multicultural 
Education.

as already mentioned, the exercise was not designed nor intended to 
be a representative or random sample of the teacher, student-teacher, and 
teacher educator populations. in addition, as a web-based intervention there 
was concern that certain portions of the population (young, urban or at least 
those with access to broadband internet) might be more likely to respond than 
others.1 the results should thus be interpreted with these limitations in mind.

Demographics

in just under a one-month period, 3 196 responses were received to the 
online consultation. teachers comprised 53% of the respondents (n = 1750) 
while student teachers and teacher educators each comprised 23% (n = 723 
for each group). respondents identified themselves as living in over 40 coun-
tries, including 28 oEcd countries. the breakdown of responses by country 
can be found in figure a.1.

overall, 73% of the respondents were female and 27% were male. the 
age distribution of respondents was quite broad, covering student teachers, 
teachers, and teacher educators. as might be expected, the age distribution is 
highly dependent on the category of respondent. the overall age breakdown 
for all three categories of respondents and from all countries can be found in 
figure a.2.

interestingly, the teacher respondents reported the same demographic 
profile as the teachers surveyed in talis in terms of gender composition, 
age range, the length of time employed as a teacher, and the percent working 
in public schools. however unlike talis, which targeted teachers in lower 
secondary schools (iscEd 2) the majority of the teachers that responded to 
this consultation reported teaching in primary and upper secondary schools 
(for more information see below).

respondents were from a variety of communities, ranging from a village 
of less than 3 000 people (7%), a small town of 3 000 to 15 000 people (13%), 
towns of 15 000 to 100 000 inhabitants (24%), cities of 100 000 to 1 million 
(35%) and large cities (over 1 million) (21%).2
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figure a.1. Respondents by country
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figure a.2. Breakdown of respondents by age and type
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Work as a teacher and teacher educator

most teacher respondents and teacher educator respondents reported 
teaching in primary and secondary education. 34% of teachers reported that 
they teach in “primary education”, 27% in “lower secondary” and 34% in 
“upper secondary” education. substantially smaller numbers of respondents 
were teaching in initial education and pre-school (7%) and tertiary education 
(8%).3 teacher educators show a similar profile: 55% reported that they train 
teachers to work in primary education, 42% in lower secondary and 38% in 
upper secondary education. 19 % reported preparing teachers for initial and 
pre-schooling and 17% for tertiary education.

in accordance with their reported age, 57% of teachers responded that 
they had more than 11 years working experience. only 11% were in their first 
two years of teaching. this pattern was also true for teacher educators, with 
22% reporting more than 20 years of experience as a teacher educator. more 
than eighty percent of the teachers (83%) and two-thirds of teacher educators 
work in full-time education programmes in school settings. much smaller 
percentages report, for example, teaching online or through distance educa-
tion (3% of the teacher educators that responded).

in terms of the content of their teaching, the teachers that responded 
to the consultation were spread across a wide variety of subject areas (see 
figure a.3), with the heaviest concentrations in general subjects (primary 
school), mathematics or natural sciences, literature, history, and foreign 

figure a.3. Subjects taught by teacher respondents

absolute numbers; n = 1 748; respondents free to choose more than one category
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languages. for teacher educators, most of the respondents report that they 
focus on training teachers in pedagogical techniques (62%) and/ or on subject 
related knowledge (43%). fewer respondents report that they focus on class-
room management (30%) and interpersonal relations (27%).4

Preparation for diversity in the classroom

Perceived importance of diversity issues
all respondents were asked how important sensitivity to diversity issues 

(e.g. working with different languages, cultures, religions) was to effective 
teaching. the majority of the respondents across the three categories rated 
sensitivity to diversity issues to be of considerable importance for becoming 
an effective teacher. 96% of student teachers, 70% of teachers, and 96% of 
teacher educator respondents rated sensitivity to diversity issues as “extremely 
important” or “moderately important” for effective teaching. female respond-
ents across all categories were more convinced of the importance of sensitiv-
ity to diversity across the three categories. age did not change the pattern of 
responses for student teachers or teachers.

in the teacher educator category, there was some variation in impor-
tance as a function of age, with a higher percentage of older respondents 
reporting that sensitivity to diversity was extremely important. of the age 
group 30 to 39 years of age, 73% of the respondents stated that they find 
sensitivity for diversity extremely important, compared to 83% for the age 
group of 60 years and older. this also correlated with length of time teaching.

Perhaps not surprisingly, respondents across the categories from larger 
cities with a population of 100 000 to over one million generally reported 
sensitivity to diversity as more important than respondents from smaller 
cities and towns. as a general rule, the percentage of respondents from all 
three teacher categories (student teachers, teachers, teacher educators) rating 
sensitivity to diversity as extremely important became progressively lower for 
smaller cities and towns although as noted above the distribution of responses 
is not even across countries, and so this trend would need to be confirmed 
with a representative sample.

Diversity of student teachers
as classrooms become more diverse, questions have been raised regard-

ing how best to diversify the teacher workforce to better reflect the compo-
sition of the classrooms. in the online consultation, student teachers were 
asked to report on the diversity of the fellow participants in their teacher 
education programmes. the diversity of fellow student teachers was reported 
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to be limited, with only 12% of student teachers reporting that those follow-
ing their programme came from many different backgrounds. the majority 
of respondents were in programmes in which fellow student teachers were 
mostly (25%) or nearly fully (63%) from the same background.5

these responses were corroborated by the responses of the teacher edu-
cators, the great majority (83%) of whom teach classes where students are 
mostly (31%) or almost fully (52%) from the same background as themselves.6 
in addition, of the 89% of student teacher respondents who had already had 
practical experience in the classroom, greater diversity was reported among 
their students than among their fellow student teachers. student teacher 
respondents were thus overall less representative of the populations that they 
teach – a result which raises the possibility of a continuing divergence in the 
composition of the teacher workforce and the students in the classrooms.

Coverage of diversity issues in education and training
respondents were asked how diversity issues (e.g. working with different 

languages, cultures, and/or religions) were covered in their teacher education. 
among student teacher respondents, only 7% stated that this was not covered 
at all in their teacher education programme. these responses coincide well with 
the responses of the teacher educators, of whom only 6% said their training did 
not address diversity issues. however the presence or absence of such training 
does not mean that this is systematically built into programmes. of the student 
teachers, only 22% reported that this was always incorporated as part of the 
broader programme. often the respondents reported that these issues were cov-
ered separately in courses or modules rather than integrated across the curricu-
lum as a whole. while it is a positive sign that diversity is in fact addressed in 
teacher education programmes, the effectiveness of isolated courses or modules 
for creating or supporting lasting change in practice can be questioned.

when teachers were asked how diversity issues were covered in their 
initial teacher education, 45% of respondents said that they were always or 
sometimes incorporated as part of the broader programme. in addition 35% of 
teachers responded that these issues were not covered in their initial teacher 
education. one possible explanation for the difference in the responses of 
the teachers from the student teachers is that in many school systems train-
ing on diversity issues is relatively new, and so teachers who completed 
their initial training 20 or 30 years ago were reporting on systems that have 
since changed. however when examined more closely, there was a strong 
impact of country on the response. while some systems have been placing 
more emphasis on diversity issues more recently, others have very consist-
ently offered such training and have been for quite some time, and still other 
systems do not currently emphasise this, at least not for the teachers that 
responded to this survey.
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Assessing the effectiveness of preparation in initial teacher education
respondents were asked how well prepared they felt by their teacher 

education to respond to diversity in the classroom. although the vast majority 
of respondents reported that sensitivity to diversity was important to effec-
tive teaching, far fewer respondents reported feeling well-prepared to handle 
diversity issues in the classroom. this was particularly evident for the teach-
ers who responded to the consultation.

as can be seen in figure a.4, student teachers and teacher educators had 
similar patterns of responses, with around 50% of respondents from both groups 
reporting that they felt that student teachers were moderately to extremely 
well-prepared for diversity in the classroom. a small but nonetheless alarming 
proportion of student teacher and teacher educator respondents (13% and 10% 
respectively) reported that they felt that student teachers are not at all prepared 
by initial teacher education to deal with diversity issues in the classroom.

Teacher responses to the same question were far less positive: considerably 
less than half (34%) of the respondents reported feeling extremely or moder-
ately well-prepared by their initial teacher education. of the 66% that reported 
feeling only somewhat well or not at all prepared, a full 30% reported that they 
felt not at all prepared by their initial teacher education to handle diversity in 
the classroom. given how highly the importance of this subject was rated by 
all groups of respondents, these responses suggest that more could be done to 
help student teachers feel better prepared during and after their initial teacher 
education. they also suggest that for teachers currently in the workforce, there 
might be unmet need for ongoing guidance and support on these issues.

figure a.4. “How well do you feel your [initial] teacher education is preparing/
prepared you to effectively handle diversity issues?”
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note:  for teacher educators, the question was “how well do you think student teachers are prepared to 
effectively handle diversity issues?”
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when probed about how they felt they were best prepared, teachers and 
teacher educators (reporting on student teachers) gave similar patterns of 
responses, although as with the previous question, teachers were overall less 
positive than teacher educators. this may indicate that the teachers themselves, 
experiencing classroom life day-in and day-out as they do, are slightly more 
realistic about how well elements in their initial teacher education prepared 
them for diversity in the classroom. not surprisingly, both groups reported 
that real world experience in schools was the number one reason for feeling 
prepared, followed by good theoretical courses, practice in teacher training 
courses, and diversity of students and teachers in the study programme.

Student teachers had a slightly different assessment, attributing the most 
importance to good theoretical courses, followed by real world experience in 
schools. a much lower ranking was given to both practice in teacher educa-
tion (e.g. role playing with other student teachers) and diversity of students and 
teachers in their study programme. unlike the other two groups, student teach-
ers more often chose having good theoretical coursework than having real 
world experience, which may be indicative of what they spend the most time 
on during their studies. this raises an important question on finding the right 
balance of theory and practice in the education and preparation of teachers.

figure a.6 presents the responses given by those respondents who did not 
feel well prepared by their initial teacher education when asked how they did 
not feel well prepared. all three groups chose a “lack of practice in teacher 
training (e.g. role playing with other student teachers)” most often to account for 
feeling unprepared for diversity issues. overall, student teachers and teacher 
educators (reporting on the preparation of student teachers) gave very similar 
patterns of responses, with “lack of diversity of students and teachers in study 
programme” as the second most frequent response. teachers who did not feel 
well prepared rated all possible responses relatively highly, perhaps reflecting 
on the lack of such training when they completed their initial teacher education.

Diversity issues in in-service teacher education
when looking at ongoing professional development for in-service teach-

ers, 50% of respondents said that diversity issues were always or sometimes 
addressed as part of the broader programme and 64% of teacher respondents 
reported that the training they received on diversity issues was extremely or 
moderately relevant to their needs.

however 18% of teachers reported that these issues were not addressed 
at all in their professional development and a further 8% reported that they 
did not receive professional development of any kind. additionally, of the 
1 100 respondents who did receive diversity training during their professional 
development, 8% reported that it was irrelevant or only somewhat relevant to 
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figure a.5. “If extremely or moderately well prepared, how?”

0 

25 

50 

75 

100 

Real world experience 
in schools 

Good theoretical 
courses 

Practice in teacher 
training (e.g. role 

playing) 

Diversity of students 
and teachers in study 

programme 

Student teachers 
Teachers 
Teacher educators 

note:  respondents were free to choose as many options as applied; thus, the sum of category percent-
ages is greater than 100%.

figure a.6. “If somewhat or not at all prepared, why not?”
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their needs. these figures are similar to those coming from the large repre-
sentative sample of talis, which probed the kinds of professional develop-
ment teachers received and how well it met their needs. there is thus very 
likely a need to look carefully at the professional development options that 
are available to teachers and to develop a systematic approach to indentifying 
development needs and training provision.

Challenges and strategies developed by teachers
teachers and teacher educators were asked what they saw as the biggest 

challenges related to diversity issues in their classroom. table a.1 provides 
an overview of their responses.7

when asked what strategies were currently used to address these chal-
lenges, teachers and teacher educators’ most frequent responses were: “creating 
an interactive environment to promote and support diversity in the classroom”. 
these were followed by a number of other factors (see table a.2).8

Box a.1. Working with parents and communities

teachers (and student teachers once they enter the classroom) interact with 
not only their students but also parents and community members, and there is 
growing evidence that involving parents and community can be an effective 
strategy for addressing diversity in the classroom and helping with the integration 
of new arrivals to the school system.

when asked whether or not they were given tools or strategies for working with 
parents or community members in their initial teacher education:

• 53% of student teacher respondents reported that they received training 
for working with these important constituents in their programme;

• 60% of teacher educators stated that their teacher training includes such 
strategies and/or tools;

• howEvEr, only 31% of teachers reported that they had received such 
training.

as classrooms open up and involve more outside actors, working with communities 
and parents is becoming more important for teachers, and the education that 
student teacher respondents are receiving seems to be beginning to reflect this. for 
many, however, and especially for teachers who have not received such guidance, 
working with parents and communities may be a next but unfamiliar step.
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one-tenth of the respondents also chose to add a preferred strategy of 
their own. strategies frequently mentioned included:

• increasing the interaction between students (games, role play and 
group work);

• diversifying pedagogical techniques so that children with different 
backgrounds and abilities will all be able to understand teaching 
content better; and

• recognising, valuing and addressing diversity in the classroom.

a final important topic highlighted by this consultation is the lack of 
systematic formal evaluations of strategies to address challenges related to 
diversity. over three-quarters of teachers responding to the consultation 
reported no formal evaluation of the strategies they used to address diversity 
in the classroom. of the 22% that did report a formal evaluation, 9% reported 
receiving formal institutional evaluations and 13% conducted formal evalu-
ations themselves (e.g. through an evaluation tool). the situation was similar 
for teacher educators (see figure a.7).

table a.1. Diversity challenges rated by teachers and teacher educators

Teachers Teacher Educators
Lack of fluency in the classroom language (49%) Cultural differences (62%)
Cultural differences (42%) Socio-economic differences (50%)
Physical or behavioural differences (42%) Lack of fluency of the language of instruction (49%)
Socio-economic differences (41%). Physical or behavioural differences (30%)
Gender (16%) Religious differences (22%)
Religious differences (15%) Gender (16%)

table a.2. Diversity strategies identified by teachers and teacher educators

Teachers Teacher Educators
Creating an interactive environment to promote and 
support diversity in the classroom (48%)

Creating an interactive environment to promote and 
support diversity in the classroom (58%)

Flexibility for students whose first language is not the 
majority language (47%) 

Using an inclusive curriculum (56%)

Using an inclusive curriculum (45%). Flexibility for students whose first language is not the 
majority language (37%)

Participation in community events or contests aimed at 
promoting diversity (26%).

Participation in community events or contests aimed at 
promoting diversity (26%).
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these responses imply that the teachers and teacher educators who 
responded to this consultation were often choosing their preferred strategies 
without formal feedback on how well they work. although teachers can know 
what works and what doesn’t without requiring a formal evaluation, the lack 
of evaluation is troubling in that evaluation procedures also offer opportuni-
ties for learning and clear feedback. in relying on informal evaluation, there 
is very little institutional structure to aid teachers in their assessments, and 
the link between skill needs and options for professional development is 
weakened. it is also a missed opportunity in the form of knowledge transfer, 
as without formal or at least explicit appraisal mechanisms, it is not possible 
to systematically distribute the informal knowledge that individual teachers 
gain from such assessments to other teachers who could benefit from that 
knowledge.

Conclusion

the results of the online consultation are meant to shed light on the expe-
riences and challenges faced by practitioners in their day to day work which 
can then be interpreted in light of available research. the student teachers, 
teachers, and teacher educators that generously gave their time to compete 
the survey have underlined the importance of diversity issues in effective 
teaching, and expressed their concerns about their level of preparation before 
entering the classroom. they have also suggested that moving from theory 
to practice (i.e. from student teacher courses to real world teaching) is not 
always easy, and ongoing support throughout this period (by fellow teachers, 

figure a.7. Type of evaluation reported
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school leaders, and professional development) is important. the key messages 
from this exercise are used to highlight or counterpoint the research contribu-
tions of experts in this volume, and thus appear at the start of each chapter.

the short discussion in this annex presents aggregate responses from all 
countries due to the nature of the sample. given the different contexts and 
approaches to diversity among the systems, one would expect to see rather 
different profiles from particular countries or regions. it would thus be very 
interesting to examine these kinds of questions with a large-scale repre-
sentative sample. indeed, talis can be examined more closely for questions 
related to professional development and appraisal and feedback, and Ben 
Jensen does this is chapter 3 of this volume. on many other questions, such 
as the link between initial teacher education and in-service teacher training 
and the effectiveness of teaching strategies for diverse classrooms, much 
work remains to be done.

Box a.2. Support by school administration

teacher respondents were asked how well supported they felt by school admin-
istration in their attempts to address diversity issues in the classroom. 41% of 
teachers that responded to the consultation reported that they felt extremely or 
moderately supported, while an almost equal proportion (42%) reported feeling 
only somewhat or not supported by school administration.

clearly there is room to improve the support and guidance that these teachers 
receive, and if this pattern of responses were to be found in a representative 
sample, this would suggest that there is a need for school administration to pro-
vide more leadership in this area. of course, it should be noted that the strategies 
mentioned by these respondents were focussed on the learning process directly 
and thus take place within the confines of the classroom. teachers thus often 
have both the capacity and the autonomy to pursue these strategies.
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Notes

1. interestingly, a number of studies, including the 2009 teaching and learning 
international survey (talis), have showed no difference in the profiles or types 
of responses obtained from either online or pen and paper survey instruments.

2. the relatively high number of respondents located in a village or rural area of 
less than 3 000 people is not evenly distributed across countries (e.g. 39% of 
teachers from such small villages come from iceland). 

3. note that respondents can report that they teach in more than one category.

4. respondents were free to choose as many options as applied; thus, the sum of 
category percentages is greater than 100%.

5. here students were defined to come from the same background if 90% or more 
are from the majority background, mostly from the same background if 65% or 
more were from the majority background, or from many different backgrounds 
if less than 50% were from the majority background. 

6. Ibid.

7. respondents were free to choose as many options as applied thus the sum of 
category percentages is greater than 100%.

8. Ibid.
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Educating Teachers for Diversity
mEETing ThE ChallEngE
Are teachers being adequately prepared and supported to make the most of the diverse 
students in their classrooms?

Globalised societies must learn to benefit from their increasingly diverse populations. 
Teachers can play a key role in this by integrating students with different backgrounds 
and encouraging their academic and social achievement. As teachers’ roles and 
responsibilities change with their students, teacher education and training must evolve 
as well. What is the best way to do this, and how can success be measured?

This publication summarises key research findings which can be used to redesign 
initial and continuing teacher education to help practitioners effectively teach diverse 
students. It looks at challenges teachers face in OECD countries and presents a range 
of policies and practices used in various contexts, from countries with long histories of 
diversity to those with more recent experiences. The key role of evaluation – of teachers, 
schools and systems – is emphasised. Educating Teachers for Diversity: Meeting the 
Challenge asks how these insights can inspire continuing educational reform for our 
changing classrooms, with a special focus on key questions for research, policy and 
practice.

Further reading

Creating Effective Teaching and Learning Environments: First Results from TALIS 
(OECD, 2009)
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