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This book is dedicated to all those teachers who teach, believe in,
and love their students, and to the students in our schools today,
with the gifts of curiosity, energy, resilience, determination, and
awe they bring to our world. They are, after all, our future.
—S. N. and P. B.
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Foreword

I

t is a privilege to be associated with this seventh edition of Affirming Diversity,
a book that has exerted a profound impact on American schools and teacher
education programs since its first edition in 1992. This is a textbook like no
other. It refuses to “play it safe” by glossing over the historical and current realities
of discrimination and exclusion in American and other societies. Over 25 years, it
has drawn from the lives of teachers and students to illustrate the impact of overt
racism and more subtle forms of institutional racism on the educational experiences of students of color. It has highlighted the challenges experienced by LGBTQ
students as they negotiate their evolving identities in the face of widespread societal rejection. And it has exposed the irrationality of educational policies that
encourage bilingual students to abandon their home languages despite extensive
research evidence that the continued development of bilingualism and biliteracy
promotes academic achievement (e.g., August & Shanahan, 2006).
Affirming Diversity provides educators with a powerful set of conceptual tools
to push back against these societal power relations that constrict the instructional
space experienced by minoritized students. A central message throughout the
book is that teachers have choices. Teacher agency is the key to implementing
instruction that connects with students’ lives and affirms their identities. In their
own classrooms, teachers can foster critical literacy and extend instruction to
“uncomfortable” topics and issues. Many teachers, particularly in relatively affluent suburban schools, may prefer to avoid discomfort for themselves and their
students. As one of the young people highlighted in this book, ninth grader Delilah
Rogers insightfully observes, “Talking about race is like a ticking time bomb.”
However, if we avoid talking about race, power, and multiple forms of diversity,
are we simply transmitting a sanitized curriculum, rather than educating our students? Are we perpetuating and complicit with societal discourses that implicitly
but clearly state that black lives don’t matter, that demonize immigrants and refugees, and that ignore the rapidly increasing gap between affluent and impoverished communities?
As these questions illustrate, teacher identity is central to effective instruction.
Despite many constraints imposed by federal and state policies, as teachers, we
always have at least some degrees of freedom in how we interact with students,
how we connect with their cultural experiences and language talents, how we
involve parents in their children’s learning, how we adapt content to link with
students’ background knowledge and experiences, and in the levels of cognitive
engagement we try to evoke through our instruction. Alternative modes of assessment (such as portfolio assessment) can also present a counter-discourse to the
inaccurate and misleading account of student progress and effort often reflected in
standardized test scores. In articulating our choices, both individually and collectively, we rediscover and shape our own identities as educators and we also
become aware of the identity options that our instruction helps construct for our
students.
Sonia Nieto and Patty Bode open up a dialogical sphere of both affirmation
and resistance: affirmation of student and teacher identity and resistance to coercive and misguided top-down control. When we realize that we do have choices,
and when we articulate these choices explicitly, we take the first steps toward
empowerment, which can be defined as the collaborative creation of power. Disempowered teachers are not in a position to create contexts of empowerment for

xiv
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their students. We need to understand, and rediscover, the power that we bring to
the classroom, not as instructional technicians who simply transmit the curriculum, but as educators whose instructional choices exert a dramatic impact on the
lives of our students.
Affirming Diversity challenges us, as educators, to make explicit the image of
our students and of our society that is implied by our interactions in the school
context. What kind of people do we hope our students will grow up to be? What
kinds of abilities and knowledge are accessible to them in our classrooms? What
kind of society do we hope they will create? The answers to all these questions are
written in the daily record of our interactions with our students. Our interactions
with students and communities constitute a moral enterprise, whether we define it
explicitly as such or not.
Students’ and teachers’ voices occupy a central place in this book. They complement and illustrate the theoretical analyses and remind us that the interactions
between educators and students dramatically affect not only the acquisition of
knowledge and skills but also the creation of both student and teacher identity.
Unfortunately, in many classrooms, the curriculum has been sanitized such that
opportunities for critical reflection on personal and collective identity and on
issues of social justice are minimized. The image of our students and society
implied by this pedagogical orientation is an image of compliant consumers who
will gratefully accept their place within the existing power structure and who can
easily be manipulated to exercise their democratic rights to preserve that power
structure.
A radically different image is implied by the pedagogical orientations articulated in Affirming Diversity. Students are viewed as critical thinkers capable of,
and responsible for, creating change through action both in their own lives and in
the broader society. Their interactions in school provide opportunities to collaborate across cultural and linguistic boundaries in the generation, interpretation, and
application of knowledge. The curriculum orients students toward critical reflection on issues of social justice and how personal and collective identities are intertwined with historical and current societal power relations.
The term “multicultural education” does not figure prominently in the educational prescriptions of what historian Diane Ravitch (2013) has called the “corporate reformers” whose focus is increasing test scores and privatizing as much of
education as possible. Multicultural education is frequently dismissed within this
perspective as, at best, an off-task frill or, at worst, a radical challenge to fundamental values of American society. However, the alternative to multicultural education is monocultural education. The history of monocultural education is written
in the certainties of the Crusades and the Inquisition, the smug brutalities of slavery, the casual eradication of the language, culture, and identity of generations of
Native American children “educated” in boarding schools, as well as in contemporary claims of fundamentalist groups, from various religious persuasions, to have
exclusive access to ultimate truths. Surely, 9/11 should have brought home to us
the destructive power of monocultural fundamentalist belief systems and the need
to figure out ways of living together in a global context where cross-cultural contact and population mobility are at an all-time high in human history.
Affirming Diversity not only constitutes an eloquent and forceful statement
about the importance of multicultural education to our society, it also affirms the
central role that individual educators play in nurturing and shaping the lives and
identities of our youth. To be a teacher is to be a visionary—as we interact with
our students, we envisage what contributions they will play in shaping a better
society and we orchestrate our classroom interactions to enable them to realize
these possibilities. The pages of this book resonate with the voices of educators
whose vision of education encompasses equal opportunity for all students and
whose instruction focuses on expanding minds as the primary means of attaining
curriculum goals.
xv
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FOREWORD

Affirming Diversity does not supply prescriptions or formulaic solutions, but it
does present extensive empirical research and invites us to think and talk about
our own identities as educators and the potential and consequences of the choices
we make on a daily basis. As such, it represents a powerful source of inspiration,
ideas, and solidarity for all of us who see social justice and equity as important
core values within our educational systems. Affirming Diversity also highlights the
fact that our global society can use all of the multilingual and multicultural intelligence it can get. The consequences of squandering the intellectual, linguistic, and
cultural resources that our students bring to school can be seen in our domestic
prisons, in our battlefields abroad, and in the spiritual malaise that afflicts our
society. This book does not provide a map, but it is a powerful source of
inspiration—it breathes new life into those of us who believe that education is fundamentally an ethical imperative, rather than just an economic or bureaucratic
exercise.
Jim Cummins
University of Toronto
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Preface

M

uch has changed in our society and in the world since the sixth edition of
Affirming Diversity was published. The United States is still engaged in two
long-running wars (in Iraq and Afghanistan), and most recently, the conflict
in Syria, while the threat of violence and terrorism still looms large on the world
stage. Interethnic, interracial, and interreligious hostility around the world, a leading
cause of ever more conflicts and wars, remains rampant. As a result, the number of
immigrants and refugees fleeing such conflicts is at an all-time high, and although
they have been welcomed in some nations, they have been roundly rejected in others.
The range of cultural and social differences in our communities, schools, and classrooms has increased tremendously over the past several decades. All of these issues
have considerable consequences for our nation’s classrooms. Moreover, with the election of a president in 2016 with seemingly little knowledge, or appreciation, of public
education, the federal government’s growing commitment to privatization, vouchers,
and charter schools places public schools in a precarious position. These changes signal a dramatic shift in our nation’s historic commitment to public education.
The changing landscape of our world, our nation, and our schools confirms
the pressing need for interethnic understanding and cooperation, a need that is
more evident than ever before. At the same time, while multicultural and social
justice education are recognized by many as essential for living in today’s world,
many teachers and other educators are woefully unprepared to deal with the tremendous diversity they will face in their classrooms—diversity not only of race,
ethnicity, and gender, but also of religion, ability, social class, life opportunities,
and more. In addition, the growing inequality in our schools and society, an
inequality leading to ever more alienation and anger among segments of the population who have been overlooked and underappreciated, is leading to more conflict in our streets, legislatures, courts, and, of course, our schools.
This leads us to the need for this book. It is not only about cultural diversity but
also, and just as significantly, about why students succeed or fail in school. The
subject of much research and debate, this topic has particular salience for students
whose racial, ethnic, linguistic, or social identities differ from those of the dominant
group. In this book, we consider these matters in relation to a comprehensive
understanding of the current sociopolitical context. That is, rather than focus only
on individual experiences or psychological responses to schooling, we explore how
societal and educational structures, policies, and practices affect student learning,
and we suggest some ways that teachers as well as other educators, individually
and collectively, can provide high-quality education in spite of obstacles that may
get in the way. For us, multicultural education needs to consider not just schooling
but also the social, economic, and political context of the world in which we live.
In this seventh edition of Affirming Diversity, we continue to explore such
matters as diversity, equity, and equality, bringing our discussion up to date by
considering issues of current policy, practice, and legislation. For example, highstakes testing, the growing standardization of the curriculum, vouchers, “choice,”
charter schools, and a marketization of schooling have had a tremendous impact
on public schools in the past several decades. Increasingly, education is being
defined by policies far removed from daily classroom life but nevertheless having
enormous consequences for teachers, students, families, and communities. The
growing diversity in our nation and debates over immigration, the U.S. invasion of
Iraq and subsequent wars in which the United States is engaged, the economic
xvii
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recession and slow recovery, and its impact on many segments of the population,
inter-ethnic and interracial strife here and abroad, regional wars around the world,
global warming, the devastation of the environment—all of these call for a different way to interact in the world. Not coincidentally, burgeoning awareness and
militancy have developed among educators who have tired of the unjustified
blame they receive for many of the problems in education. Their growing militancy is evident in numerous organizations focused on calls for social justice in
education and teacher empowerment, sometimes through teacher unions and
many times separate from them. This, too, is a significant situation that must be
considered in writing a book on education in today’s world.
Given the situation briefly sketched above, we believe teachers and prospective teachers need, more than ever, to understand how the larger societal context
affects students, particularly those most marginalized in schools, and in society in
general. Why do some students succeed academically, while others fail? What do
race/ethnicity, social class, language, gender, sexual orientation, ability, and other
differences have to do with learning? What is the real significance of the “achievement gap”? How does the societal context influence what happens in your school?
Do your school’s and your school system’s policies and practices exacerbate and
perpetuate inequality? Can teachers and other educators turn this situation around?
What is your role and how can you face these challenges with hope and joy?
Affirming Diversity is an attempt to answer these questions—and more—that both
new and veteran teachers face every day in increasingly diverse classrooms and in
schools that are becoming more bureaucratic and standardized.

About This Book
Affirming Diversity explores the meaning, necessity, and benefits of multicultural education for students from all backgrounds through an extensive review of
research that explores:
•

•
•

•

Influences on schooling and learning, such as:
• The sociopolitical context of schools and society
• Racism and other biases and expectations of students’ achievement
• School organization and educational policies and practices
• Cultural and other differences, including ethnicity, race, gender, language,
sexual orientation, religion, and social class
A conceptual framework for multicultural education based on that investigation
Case studies and snapshots—in the words of a selected group of students from a
variety of backgrounds—about home, school, and community experiences and
how these have influenced their school experiences
Teaching stories that highlight specific teachers and the inspiring work they do
in their classrooms to address issues of equity and diversity in a variety of settings, course content, and grade levels

The book presents data on the multicultural nature of schools and society,
including information about different sociocultural groups, their experiences in
schools, and the issues and challenges they face.
Affirming Diversity consists of 10 chapters organized in three parts. Part I sets
the stage for understanding the sociopolitical context of multicultural education.
Part II develops the conceptual framework for multicultural education, emphasizing institutional and cultural factors in schooling and individual and group
responses to diversity. This section explores the multiple forces that may affect the
school achievement of students from a variety of backgrounds.
To provide insights into the interrelated roles that discrimination, school policies and practices, and culture play in the education of students in the classroom,
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we present 16 case studies and 7 snapshots. Incorporated throughout Parts II and
III, the case studies and snapshots highlight salient issues discussed in particular
chapters, and they provide a concrete means for addressing issues of diversity and
success or failure in schools. We hope that the case studies and snapshots will
help you more fully understand the lives and school experiences of a variety of
young people who reflect our nation’s growing diversity. Parts II and III also contain a number of multicultural teaching stories that epitomize what teachers can
do, individually and in collaboration with one another, to put into practice some
of the theories developed throughout the text.
Part III focuses on the implications of the case studies, snapshots, and teaching stories for teaching and learning in a multicultural society such as ours. We
use themes that emerged from interviews with students and teachers to emphasize
conditions that may affect learning for different students. In Chapter 9, three specific curriculum ideas for elementary, middle, and high schools are comprehensively described. These examples embody what the previous chapters have defined
as multicultural education, that is, education that affirms diversity, encourages
critical thinking, and leads to social justice and action. Chapter 10 offers suggestions for developing environments that foster high-quality education, concentrating on multicultural education as a process. In addition, in Chapter 10, we propose
a model of multicultural education that affirms all students.
Each chapter concludes with (1) a series of problems or situations for you to
contemplate and (2) suggestions for classroom activities and community actions.
By including these, we are not implying that there are immediate or easy answers
to the dilemmas you face in schools every day. The purpose of posing particular
problems and proposing activities to address them is to suggest that careful attention needs to be paid to the many manifestations of inequality in our schools and
that productive resolutions can be achieved when teachers, students, families, and
communities reflect critically on these problems and work together to solve them.

New to This Edition
Previous readers may notice a broad range of changes in this new edition.

About Terminology
In the sixth edition, we took each section of the chapter that in previous editions
was titled “About Terminology” and incorporated those sections throughout the
book. In this seventh edition, we continue to include the same feature, one that
clarifies what terms to use when referring to specific kinds of people, and how to
identify respectful language that describes group affiliations. You will see these
terms highlighted in boxes nearby case studies and snapshots when relevant to the
identities of the students discussed in those features. One About Terminology box
is new to this edition; titled “White Privilege,” it appears in Chapter 3.

Multicultural Teaching Stories
In the sixth edition, we introduced a new feature, multicultural teaching stories,
to highlight the important role of teachers in changing classrooms and schools. In
this edition, we include two new stories and update two familiar stories. The first
new story, “Immigration Rights and Family Stories” in Chapter 3, focuses on the
actions of a teacher, principal, and superintendent in one school district to address
the needs of immigrant families within the atmosphere of anti-immigrant vitriol
that has become more prevalent since the 2016 presidential campaign and election. The second new story in Chapter 8 highlights the teaching of Renee Spanos
Klein, who embodies the ethic of care through what she calls “culturally relevant
writing pedagogy.” In Chapter 4, we revisit the Boston Teachers Union School,
a teacher-run school, five years later. In Chapter 9, we hear updates from Bill
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Blatner and learn about the transformation of the math curriculum at his school
that was built upon his introduction of more inclusive math classes with a “belief
in every kid” to succeed.

A New Case Study
Delilah Rogers is the focus of a new case study in Chapter 3; she reflects on how
schools either silence or support student voices and talks about race in school
against the backdrop of the Black Lives Matter movement.

A New Snapshot
Chapter 3 also features a new snapshot of two brothers: one a seventh grader and
the other a high school senior who identify as straight White males, and they both
discuss White privilege.

Thoroughly Updated References
We have gone to great lengths to thoroughly update the vast majority of the references and studies cited throughout the text.

Student Art
The updated artwork appearing on the cover as well as in all the chapter openers
and part openers are portraits and self-portraits created by school students from
middle and high school.

Chapter by Chapter
Chapter 1, “Understanding the Sociopolitical Context of Schooling,” has expanded
its emphasis on the foundational concepts of the text. Updates include the most
recent research illustrating the six significant tasks of understanding the sociopolitical context of multicultural education: (1) clarifying the goals and key terms of
multicultural education; (2) dissolving myths about immigration and difference;
(3) naming the social, economic, political, and ideological underpinnings that
influence educational structures; (4) studying the current demographic “mosaic”
of our nation; (5) using qualitative research to understand students; and (6) examining the political struggles of legislation and policy in public education.
Chapter 2, “Defining Multicultural Education for School Reform,” remains the
anchor of the text, describing in detail Sonia Nieto’s definition of multicultural
education, which she offered in the first edition of this book in 1992. The definition remains rooted in the seven characteristics originally named while continuing to evolve to address current conditions. Since Sonia developed this conceptual
framework in the first edition, she is listed as the sole author of this chapter.
Chapter 3, “Racism, Discrimination, and Expectations of Students’ Achievement,” has been thoroughly updated with new research and insights on these topics:
•
•
•
•

Implicit bias, discussed under the section on critical race theory
The history of housing segregation that influences school in a contemporary
context, discussed under the section on the systemic nature of discrimination
The manifestation of racism and discrimination in statistics
Statistics and research on teacher expectations

In addition, a new multicultural teaching story on immigration rights, a new
case study, a new snapshot, and a new About Terminology box have been added
to the chapter, along with a new What You Can Do: “Promoting Racial Literacy in
Your Classroom and School.”
In Chapter 4, “Structural and Organizational Issues in Classrooms and
Schools,” many of the topics covered have remained the same as in the sixth edition, although a great deal of new research on those issues has been included.
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The section on discipline policies has been updated with resources about
restorative justice practices in schools.
There is a new section on school climate with four subsections to reflect
the multifaceted issues that schools must address with a multicultural
perspective:
• social and emotional learning;
• anti-bullying initiatives;
• physical violence and safety; and
• school buildings, physical environment, school and class size.
The chapter also includes an updated report about the Boston Teachers Union
School in its multicultural teaching story.
There are many updated resources listed in several of the What You Can Do
boxes providing the most recent research to inform practice:
• being proactive about tests;
• using the curriculum critically;
• creating inclusive disciplinary practices; and
• vigorously promoting family outreach.

Chapter 5, “Culture, Identity, and Learning,” includes further explanation of
theories about culture and learning than in the previous edition. Recent research is
presented on culturally sustaining practices, as well as the relationship between
power, poverty, and learning.
Chapter 6, “Linguistic Diversity in U.S. Classrooms,” has been updated with
new definitions and cutting-edge research in the field.
Chapter 7, “Understanding Student Learning and School Achievement,” has
been completely revised in this edition, reflecting new research on:
•
•
•
•
•

caring relationships, hope and healing;
teacher expectations and asset-based pedagogy;
out-of-school factors;
discipline disparities and restorative justice; and
youth identities within school structures.

Chapter 8, “Learning from Students,” includes a new multicultural teaching
story about a first-grade teacher’s efforts to affirm students funds of knowledge
through culturally responsive writing.
Chapter 9, “Adapting Curriculum for Multicultural Classrooms,” includes an
updated multicultural teaching story about Bill Blatner’s Interactive Mathematics
Program (IMP). We revisit the teaching story of the sixth edition and see how
Bill’s Math Department transformed the entire school math curriculum.
•
•

•

•
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Its language has been updated to include transgender identities more explicitly, especially in the discussion of LGBTQ curriculum.
The coverage of Sara Barber-Just’s LGBTQ literature course has been updated,
reflecting the new literature she has added and the change in the course’s actual
title so it is more inclusive of transgender identities.
A section has been added at the end of the unit on Cambodia, suggesting how
the same approach and activities might be applied to other refugee or immigrant
groups, depending on school population and location.
The What You Can Do boxes feature the updated recommendations of recently
published resources under themes such as:
• Using technology to expand multicultural curriculum
• Making your school a “welcoming school”
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This chapter was single-authored by Patty Bode, so it bears Patty’s name.
Chapter 10, “Affirming Diversity: Implications for Teachers, Schools, Families,
and Communities,” continues to focus on communities. It highlights the importance of working with families to promote student learning.

Supplements and Learning Aids
Instructor’s Manual
The Instructor’s Manual includes a wealth of thoughtful ideas and activities
designed to help instructors teach the course. The IM contains a sample syllabus
and course suggestions. Each chapter includes the following elements: overview,
problem posing, response journal prompts, whole class/group work assignments,
student as teacher assignments, a critical pedagogy in action assignment, instructions for projects to be included in student portfolios and used as assessments,
handouts to accompany all assignments, and essay questions. (Available for
download from the Instructor’s Resource Center at http://www.pearsonhighered
.com/irc.)

PowerPoint™ Presentation
Created by Patty Bode, these PowerPoint slides outline the key points of each
chapter, and are customizable so that professors may add or delete material as
they see fit. Instructors may also download book-specific PowerPoint slides from
the Instructor Resource Center at http://www.pearsonhighered.com/irc. Your
local representative can provide a password and instructions for using the IRC.
We end this preface with a personal reflection from each of us.

Sonia
The first edition of Affirming Diversity, published over 25 years ago, helped define
my professional career. It also had an enormous impact on my personal and professional life because it put into words the ideas and values about education, diversity, and social justice I had been thinking about since I was a child, and especially
since I stepped into my first classroom at Junior High School 278 in Brooklyn, New
York, many years ago. Just a few years ago, the Museum of Education recognized
the first edition of Affirming Diversity as one of the 100 books in the twentieth century to help define the field of education, something for which I am both humbled
and incredibly proud. I have been equally gratified by the enormous and generous
response of readers to the text through its first four editions when I was the sole
author, and since the fifth edition when Patty Bode accepted my invitation to
become my co-author. She has helped to make subsequent editions of Affirming
Diversity fresh, timely, and relevant to our times. Given the challenging times in
which we are living—particularly with relationship to public education—it is my
hope that the book will challenge you to think boldly and creatively about your
role in making schools inspiring and joyful for all students. In the process, I hope
that education becomes not only your profession but also a rewarding odyssey.

Patty
The first four editions of Affirming Diversity played a transformative role in my
research, teaching, and worldview. I was honored to become co-author on the fifth,
sixth, and now seventh edition and am eternally grateful to Sonia for inviting me to
participate in the continual metamorphosis of this important book. The work on the
text reflects the urgent calls I have heard through 18 years as a public school teacher,
a decade in higher education as a teacher educator, and now in my work as a school
principal to make our schools thrive as socially just places of joy and rigor. I strive
to bring those voices together with educational research that combines the most
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current scholarship with foundational and landmark studies in the field to point
teachers toward creating meaningful, high-achieving, transformative learning communities. As a teacher, I recognize the struggle that arises from competing messages
from academic, political, and popular culture about what counts as knowledge and
what defines teaching. The vision we assert in this book hopes to activate antiracist
critical pedagogy in classrooms. For all students and their families and teachers, I
hope that this new edition of Affirming Diversity contributes to creating change.
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