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Criteria for Evaluating State Curriculum Standards

The population of the United States of America has been multicultural since its inception. Moreover, the longstanding status of the U.S. as an economic world power draws persons from across the globe who contribute further to its multicultural character. This historical and contemporary diversity has considerable implications for the work of educators in the nation’s schools. Specifically, state curriculum standards designed to guide public education need to include the particular contributions, distinct heritages and values, as well as the multiple ways of knowing that represent our diverse population. Curricula should be designed to facilitate the development of individuals who appreciate the complexity of the human condition and who can effectively negotiate the diverse cultural contexts of U.S. society. Such individuals must acquire critical understanding and appreciation of their own cultural heritage as well as the cultural heritages of the diverse groups that are represented in our collective national identity. Similarly, through curricula and school-based experiences individuals should become critically engaged with the principles of social justice for all people. Ultimately, curriculum standards must do far more than simply stress the multicultural composition of the United States. Rather they must also outline classroom practices that help educators impart the knowledge, skills, and dispositions necessary for individuals to participate fully and meaningfully in our multiethnic and multiracial society.  To this end, the National Association for Multicultural Education has established curriculum guidelines that respond to five key concerns:

I. Inclusiveness: Inclusive curriculum guidelines will

a. Represent the broad range of experiences and peoples that compose the population of the United States;

b. Acknowledge the ways multicultural experiences have contributed to the knowledge base, value systems, and ways of thinking within disciplines;

c. Provide an integrated understanding of human experience in its many varieties and complexities by attending to the exceptional as well as the ordinary;

d. Promote understanding of the interdependence of groups and the reciprocal ways, both historic and contemporary, in which our collective experiences shape the lives of the diverse peoples in the United States.

II. Diverse perspectives: Curriculum guidelines emphasizing diverse perspectives will

a. Represent the multiple constituencies and points of view in the United States;

b. Encourage students to entertain competing constructions and understandings of social, historical, and natural phenomena;

c. Recognize the ways these constructions are rooted in the cultural and historical experiences of the people who espouse them;

d. Facilitate independent, contextual, and critical thinking among students about what they are being taught in schools.

III. Accommodating alternative epistemologies/social construction of knowledge: To provide students with the means to understand the ways knowledge is socially constructed, curriculum guidelines will 

a. Recognize that alternative cultural constructions entail distinct ways of thinking;

b. Provide a basis for appreciating the differences in traditional ways of knowing, both the content of knowledge and the forms of evidence advanced to support it;

c. Set out the paradigms and logic that structure knowledge within a community;

d. Provide the analytic tools students need to evaluate both the causes and the effects of traditional and alternative belief systems.

IV. Self-knowledge: In order to foster a sense in students of how their own identities have been constructed by the complex interplay of historical, social, political, economic, and even geographic factors, curriculum guidelines will

a. Provide a structure that allows students to investigate their own cultural and ethnic identities and to examine the origins and consequences of their attitudes and behaviors toward other groups;

b. Lead students to a critical understanding and appreciation of their own cultural and ethnic identities, including both their strengths and weaknesses;

c. Recognize that identity is based on multiple factors, including the diverse and sometimes contradictory realities of membership in multiple groups;

d. Foster in students an understanding that identity is dynamic and therefore, that change is possible.

V. Social justice: Curriculum guidelines fostering the goals of social justice will

a. Emphasize the constitutional rights accorded all members of our society and the responsibilities entailed by citizenship in our multicultural society;

b. Recognize and uphold the statutes set forth by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted by the United Nations in 1948, in particular Article 26.2, that “Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms.  It shall promote understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups, and shall further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace”;

c. Prepare students to “think globally and act locally” by fostering a critical understanding of the ways local knowledge and actions are situated within and have an impact on global contexts;

d. Provide students opportunities to evaluate the results of personal, organizational, corporate, and governmental decisions and to develop a critical understanding of how such decisions may benefit some groups while negatively impacting others;

e. Promote social action, creating an engaged, active, and responsible citizenry committed to eradicating bigotry and to developing a fair, just, democratic society responsive to the needs of all our people regardless of race, class, gender, age, sexual orientation, physical appearance, ability or disability, national origin, ethnicity, religious belief or lack thereof.

The value in articulating curriculum standards at the state level is really two-fold:  First, setting standards represents each state’s commitment to hold all students to equally high standards for performance while providing the instructional programs and support functions necessary for all students to meet these standards.  All students deserve a quality education; curriculum standards define the core knowledge and skills we expect all students to master while providing an impetus for programs that facilitate the processes of learning and instruction.  Second, the process of setting state standards itself represents a crucial step in our school systems’ attempts to acknowledge the multiple constituencies composing each state’s population and by extension, the United States’ multiethnic, multicultural nature.  For the process to be meaningful, it must itself be open and inclusive, the standards representing a consensus of opinion reflecting and respecting the broad range of needs, interests, and bodies of expertise that students, parents, educators, representatives of numerous professional organizations, politicians, and our elders bring to the discussion.  To be fully effective, such negotiations should acknowledge the international, national and local initiatives adopted by educational and professional organizations which represent the most fully developed understanding of educational purposes and pedagogical practices currently available.  Examples of specific statements include, but are not limited to, the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights; “The Standards for English Language Arts” developed jointly by the National Council of Teachers of English and the International Reading Association; “Principles and Standards for School Mathematics” developed by the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics; “National Science Education Standards” developed by the National Research Council in consultation with the American Association for the Advancement of Science and the National Science Teachers Association; the National Council for Social Studies’ “Curriculum Guidelines for Multicultural Education”; Alaska Standards for Culturally Responsive Schools adopted by the Assembly of Alaska Native Educators; the American Speech and Hearing Association’s position paper “Social Dialects and Implications of the Position on Social Dialects.”  In order to respond to the changing realities of life in our academic disciplines and in our schools, state standards need to be open to regular review and revision.  Moreover, the standards movement will prove most valuable insofar as it fosters the on-going discussion of what we teach and how and why we teach these things to our students.  

The National Association for Multicultural Education is the leading international and national organization in the area of multicultural education. For additional information, contact NAME at name@nameorg.org or visit the website at www.nameorg.org. The NAME office is located at NAME, 5272 River Rd, Suite 430, Bethesda, MD 20816 and can be reached by phone at (301) 951-0022 or by fax at (301) 951-0023
