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The Practical Multicultural Classroom:  No Room for “Fluff” 

 

 “I don’t think I am a multicultural teacher,” (personal communication, November 8, 

2010) was not the response I expected Jenny Berlin to give, especially considering her role as an 

educator within the International Baccalaureate (IB) program focused specifically on creating 

international learners with an emphasis on diversity.  Upon hearing that Berlin did not consider 

herself a multicultural teacher, I knew it was my duty to learn why a veteran educator, that has 

dedicated the majority of her career to multicultural instruction, did not view herself in this 

important light.  This challenge motivated me to use the interview to evaluate her pedagogies, 

discuss the IB curriculum, and survey her classroom to see if I could uncover examples of 

multicultural teaching.   

 Morse Elementary School, where Berlin has spent the past four years, is a unique 

educational community where teachers and administrators have committed to the International 

Baccalaureate program to meet the needs of and appreciate the diverse student body.  Even the 

school’s mission statement reflects a desire to create students who appreciate and benefit from 

multicultural curriculum: “The purpose of Morse Elementary is to ensure the development of 

Internationally Minded Learners” (J. Berlin, personal communication, November 8, 2010).   

Curriculum Content  

 Morse Elementary is an International Baccalaureate World School that organizes 

curriculum and instruction around six themes:  “Who we are; who we are in place and time; how 

the world works; sharing the planet; how we organize ourselves; and how we express ourselves” 

(J. Berlin, personal communication, November 8, 2010).  These same themes are explored every 
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year from Kindergarten through fifth grade, culminating in a portfolio that evidences sequential 

years of learning that reflects a growing understanding of each theme throughout their 

elementary experience.  As Sleeter states in her book, Un-standardizing Curriculum, 

“recogniz[ing] the value of designing curriculum around big ideas” (2005, p. 62) is an essential 

aspect of the IB curriculum featured in Berlin’s classroom.  The mission statement and goal of 

the IB program is as follows:  

“The International Baccalaureate aims to develop inquiring, knowledgeable and 

caring young people who help to create a better and more peaceful world through 

intercultural understanding and respect… These programmes encourage students 

across the world to become active, compassionate and lifelong learners who 

understand that other people, with their differences, can also be right” (IB, 2010, 

website).   

 

Having also taught fifth grade, I was curious to learn how these seemingly grand ideas play out 

in Berlin’s classroom and what it looks like for her students to be engaged in this type of 

learning.  Jenny explained that: 

“A lot of the learning comes from student created questions based on the central 

idea we are studying.  I then ask the students ‘How do we find the answers to our 

questions?’ and encourage them to research and find out the answers they are 

looking for.  Students must then act or react to the information learned in some 

way.  This is inquiry based learning, which makes the learner responsible for their 

own learning” (J. Berlin, personal communication, November 8, 2010).   

 

The IB program at Morse Elementary is interwoven throughout the standards that the 

state of Michigan requires all students to master.  The curriculum is organized in a logical 

way surrounding the six themes and the MI content standards are mastered by the 

students, just like any other fifth grade classroom, the methods just look slightly different. 

 

Materials Used by the Teacher and Students 

 While studying the theme “where we are in place & time, and the big ideas around 

human migration:  why do people move” (personal communication, November 8, 2010) students 
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in Berlin’s classroom are currently learning about the Native American groups of North America 

and studying the artifacts that represent the cultural and geographic differences between the 

tribes.  In an effort to include students’ own heritage and history, Berlin asks the children to 

bring in an artifact that represents their family’s culture.  These artifacts are then presented and 

shared with the class, serving as the springboard for rich conversation about students’ individual 

history and experience.  Flags, photographs, books, figurines, and spiritual relics are brought to 

school so students can take pride in representing the experience of their ancestors.  Gay states 

that this project, “acknowledges the legitimacy of the cultural heritages of different ethnic 

groups, both as legacies that affect students’ dispositions, attitudes, and approaches to learning 

and as worthy content to be taught in the formal curriculum” (2000, p. 29).  Berlin noted that the 

Caucasian students in her room “often struggle with this assignment” (personal communication, 

November 8, 2010), but eventually learn that they too are cultural beings, especially after seeing 

their fellow classmates’ artifacts.  Just as Banks & Banks state, “White people are just as cultural 

as are people of color” (2010, p.36) and this is obviously an experience of self-discovery for the 

Caucasian students in Berlin’s room.  Hearing Berlin describe her role as a multicultural 

mediator during this project, it is clear that she is creating what Sleeter describes as, “reflective 

individuals, who see knowledge as situation within the context in which people create it; 

problems have multiple solutions, and trough claims can be evaluated on the basis of the veracity 

of evidence on which they rest” (2005, p. 31).    

Instructional Strategies 

 In Jenny Berlin’s classroom, she is also working to create IB learners who exhibit the 

necessary transdisciplinary skills required to participate in inquiry-based instruction.  Berlin lists 

the learner profiles and attitudes she is trying to develop in each student: “IB learners strive to 
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be: inquirers, knowledgeable, thinkers, communicators, principled, open-minded, caring, risk-

takers, balanced, and reflective” (personal communication, November 8, 2010).  At the end of 

each day of study, Berlin invites her students to describe which learner profile they used best that 

day in school.  “A student might say, ‘I was a thinker today because I thought before I spoke 

about a certain topic’, or “I was a risk-taker because I tried something new today’” (J. Berlin, 

personal communication, November 8, 2010).  By the end of the year, students are expected to 

participate in “exhibition” where they focus on the theme “how we express ourselves” as the 

year’s summative assignment.  Small groups of students are required to address a “hot topic with 

an oral, written, creative, and action piece” (J. Berlin, personal communication, November 8, 

2010) that they present to the entire school in a science-fair styled format.  This assignment is an 

effort to create “students who will promote change and think for themselves” (J. Berlin, personal 

communication, November 8, 2010).  Action is expected at the end of each instructional unit, 

whether that means checking out a book from the library to further explore the topic, writing a 

letter to a person of power with the hope of evoking change, or raising money to support a cause 

or group (J. Berlin, personal communication, November 8, 2010).     

 Freire states that, “The teacher is no longer merely the-one-who-teaches, but one who is 

himself taught in dialogue with the students, who in turn being taught also teach.  They become 

jointly responsible for a process in which all grow” (1993, p. 61).  While inquiry in Berlin’s 

classroom remains focused on a particular unit of study, students are constantly asked to refer 

back to the six primary IB themes and reflect on the things they have learned (personal 

communication, November 8, 2010).  Berlin stated that the instruction in the classroom is 

“driven by my students, their needs, and questions” (personal communication, November 8, 

2010).   
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 In Ladson-Bilings’s book, entitled The Dreamkeepers, she notes six tenants of culturally 

relevant teaching, with number three stating, “Students’ real-life experiences are legitimized as 

they become part of the ‘official’ curriculum” (1994, p. 117).  This notion is evidenced by the 

“homeland booklet” (see Appendix B) that Berlin’s students are currently completing.  In this 

project, students are expected to explore “why people move,” specifically: “where an 

individual’s homeland is, why they moved from that area, the impacts of moving, and mapping 

the movement on a map” (J. Berlin, personal communication, November 8, 2010).  By utilizing 

the students’ own familial experiences, Berlin is clearly focusing on culture and encouraging 

ownership of education.  As Ladson-Billings states, “They are not writing on blank slates; 

instead, they are challenging conventional scripts by importing the culture and everyday 

experiences of the students into the…learning” (Ladson-Billing, 1994, p. 117).    

Classroom Environment 

 Jenny Berlin’s classroom consists of a diverse range cultures and ethnicities in her group 

of 24 students.  Forty-six percent of the classroom is considered Asian (mostly Indian, six 

different ethnic groups represented), 25% is white (mostly Albanian), 21% is African American, 

and 8% is Hispanic (J. Berlin, personal communication, November 8, 2010).  As a Caucasian, 

Berlin does not identify with the majority of students culturally in her classroom, but the 

following comment illuminated how she was forced to reconsider her own cultural biases: 

“I didn’t even realize that there would have to be a difference in my approach in 

the classroom until October in my first year teaching here.  My principal told me I 

had to send home permission slips to make sure the parents would allow their 

student to participate in Halloween celebrations.  It wasn’t until I saw that not 

everyone would be able to participate that I decided I had to make a change” 

(personal communication, November 8, 2010).    

 

After realizing that not everyone in her diverse group of students celebrated the same holidays, 

Berlin decided to avoid the “fluff” (personal communication, November 8, 2010) that she had 
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taught in her previous district and begin focusing on creating curriculum and content that was 

purposeful and inclusive of all the students in her classroom.  Now students have the option to 

participate in after school celebrations.  Morse Elementary School celebrates in a more 

generalized way with after school activity evenings, such as “the Fall Harvest and Winter 

Celebration” (J. Berlin, personal communication, November 8, 2010).  Even during the fall 

season there is no evidence of pumpkins, leaves, or other forms of harvest decorations.  It is clear 

that the curriculum is most important in Berlin’s room as large bulletin boards (see Appendix C) 

with big ideas and student work showcase classroom thinking, rather than “fluffy,” meaningless, 

holiday décor. 

Berlin’s room purposely features pictures of students, many examples of their work, group 

discussions summarized on chart paper, and evidence of students’ questions/thinking on post-it 

notes (see Appendix C) attached to posters.  When asked about how the work-based physical 

classroom environment impacts the social/emotional student environment, Berlin stated that, 

“Students are more engaged in deep thinking and questioning.  I feel that we are more focused on 

learning” (personal communication, November 8, 2010).  She also notes that her students are less 

concerned with unproductive socializing because “they are taught to communicate with an 

academic purpose and just remember to look for the good in everyone and appreciate that” (J. 

Berlin, personal communication, November 8, 2010).        

* * * 

 This process allowed me to view firsthand how multicultural theory can begin to take a 

more tangible shape in the classroom.  After reading about the many two-dimensional theoretical 

examples of multicultural teaching and its importance in modern classrooms, it was invigorating 

and inspirational to explore a three-dimensional example of how to meet and appreciate the 

needs of a diverse student body.   
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 In considering the approach to integration of multicultural context that Berlin uses in her 

classroom, I believe that she exemplifies both level three and four on “Banks’ Four Levels of 

Integration of Ethnic Content” (Banks & Banks, 2010, p. 238).  Banks and Banks describe level 

3 as, “the transformation approach changes the basic assumptions of the curriculum and enables 

students to view concepts, issues, themes, and problems from several ethnic perspectives and 

points of view” (2010, p. 242).  This is evidenced by Berlin’s use of students’ family and life 

experiences to help drive the instruction in her classroom, for example, exploring the idea “why 

do people leave” and relating this concept to students’ migration (personal communication, 

November 8, 2010).  Banks and Banks describe level 4 as, the social action approach which 

“includes all elements of the transformation approach but adds components that require students 

to make decisions and take actions related to the concept, issue, or problem studied in the unit” 

(2010, p. 245).  Berlin expects action during every unit of study, but this concept is largely 

featured in the “exhibition” year-end project.  Berlin detailed one group’s exhibition project that 

focused on steroid use, “the students created a brochure, a survey for middle school students, a 

Power Point presentation, and for their action piece they decided to write to major league 

baseball teams about their findings.  The Boston Red Socks actually wrote back to them and they 

were pretty excited about it” (personal communication, November 8, 2010).   

 The curriculum content, materials used by the teacher and students, instructional 

strategies, and classroom environment are all achievable and desirable methods that one could 

use to integrate a multicultural curriculum, but it ultimately comes down to is the importance of 

the curriculum content and the IB program that is supported in this educational community.  

From my observation, it is clear that Berlin has the unit plans, tools, and curriculum necessary to 

be considered a competent multicultural teacher.     
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Appendix A:  

Interview Information and Questions 

Interviewer:  Chelsea L. Montague 

Interviewee:  Jenny Berlin 

Location:  Morse Elementary School, Troy School District 

Date/Time: November 8, 2010 / 4:15-5:30 PM 

 

Interviewee Contact Information:  JBerlin2@troy.k12.mi.us   (248) 823-3223 

 

Multicultural Teacher Interview Questions: 

 

• In what ways do you view yourself as a multicultural educator? 

 

• How would you define multiculturalism in the context of your classroom and/or school? 

 

• The IB mission states:  “The International Baccalaureate aims to develop inquiring, 

knowledgeable and caring young people who help to create a better and more peaceful 

world through intercultural understanding and respect… These programmes encourage 

students across the world to become active, compassionate and lifelong learners who 

understand that other people, with their differences, can also be right.”  What does this 

look like in your classroom? 

 

• What are the primary driving forces behind a need for a multicultural approach in your 

experience? 

 

• Do you feel that increased student diversity is the primary catalyst or is the growing need 

to prepare all students for a multicultural and global experience within and beyond 

academia?  Or, a combination of both?  

 

• How would you describe your school/district/community in terms of demographics? 

 

• Do you identify with your students and community, demographically and culturally, or 

not? 

 

• Given the need to meet mandated curriculum, how closely do you follow the given 

textbook explanations, historic accounts, and mainstream facts that are generally accepted 

as knowledge, but may be up for debate?  Christopher Columbus may be an example, 

here.  Or, conversely, do you utilize nontraditional texts/resources that offer a critical or 

contrary viewpoint? 

  

• What strategies do you use when you encounter mainstream knowledge that offers an 

opportunity to be viewed from minority/multicultural perspectives? 
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• Although the IB program is based on a philosophy of intercultural understanding and 

respect, have you had any specific success stories/breakthroughs where using a 

multicultural approach engaged your students in a new/profound way?  Conversely, have 

you had any setbacks or felt resistance from students (or others) as you integrated 

multiculturalism into your teaching? 

   

• Is IB an example where curriculum has been purposely structured to provide a 

multicultural perspective on mainstream curriculum?  Or, is it something more? 

 

• How long has this program been in existence at your school and what do you view as its 

successes and failures?   
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Appendix B: 

Examples of Student Work 
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Appendix C: 

Examples of Classroom Bulletin Boards 
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