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ABSTRACT This article draws on Czech teachers’ ideas about multicultural education at a time when
the teaching of multicultural education has become obligatory for primary and secondary schools.
After describing the broader context within which this reform has taken place — specifically, the
transformation of the educational system and the changing ethnic mosaic of the Czech Republic — the
authors present results of a qualitative research study of Czech teachers’ ideas about multicultural
education.

On 24 September 2004 a new School Act was adopted in the Czech Republic, changing both the
structure and content of school education. One of the implications of the Act is the introduction of
multicultural education (MCE) as an obligatory part of new curricula in primary and secondary
schools. The process of education change of which the School Act is a part is undoubtedly very
complex with many key players and many factors influencing its results. Teachers have a special
significance in this process since ‘educational change depends on what teachers do and think’
(Fullan, 1982, p. 107). The main aim of this article is to present the results of a qualitative research
study on teachers’ ideas concerning MCE - in other words to show something of what teachers
think. The study presented in this article is part of a larger research programme on social change,
education, teachers and the introduction of MCE in the Czech Republic. In this wider research, we
have also concentrated on the issue of what teachers actually do.

The article is in four parts. First, we briefly describe the role of teachers with regard to
education policy in the changing Czech social and political context. Second, we explore how MCE
is understood in the Czech Republic and how this is related to international debates on the issue.
Third, we indicate some key features of the multicultural context of the country and the attitudes
of the Czech majority towards migrant and minority groups. Fourth, we will present the results of
our qualitative study on teachers’ ideas about MCE.

Education and Teachers in a Changing Social and Political Context

Education contributes to the reproduction and transformation of society. On the political level
education can be used as a vehicle for changing society or to prepare students to adjust to changing
social and political ideas and relations (Goodson, 2005). Changes in society are inevitably linked
with changes in education. Schools in the Communist system were well known for their
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subordination to the aim of creating ‘a good, socially minded citizen of a socialist society, who
would also realize in his private life the values of a classless, egalitarian, and collective society’
(Kozakiewicz, 1992, p. 4). To try to achieve these aims curriculum content was controlled and
transferred to students by a didactic — i.e. behaviourist oriented — teaching style. Czech teachers
very often refer to this as frontal teaching, where the main emphasis is on passing information on
to students. In the context of political changes after 1989 the Czech education system differs in
some specific respects to other countries of central and eastern Europe. Before 1989 the
Communist influence on the school system varied from country to country and in this respect the
Czech Republic belonged to the hardliners (Mitter, 2003). The fact that the Czech Republic is the
last country in the region implementing the first complex school reform since 1984 (Kozakiewicz,
1992; Koucky, 1996) is in this context relatively surprising.

The implementation of educational change signalled by the new School Act will be influenced
by many factors but it is clear that teachers, as important pedagogical agents, will play a crucial role
(Fullan, 1982; Hargreaves, 1994). To a certain extent they have to follow formal educational policy
since as civil servants they are part of the system. Sometimes, however, they can be actively
involved in changing society or creating counter practices in the borders of the system. Hence,
teachers implicitly and explicitly shape the formal policy and curriculum. Educational change is
always the product of a combination of top-down and bottom-up processes (Veugelers, 2004).
Historical periods characterised by more autonomy for schools and teachers, either explicitly
‘given’ by the political system or the result of inefficient functioning of the system, can empower
teachers and give them more possibilities actively to create their own pedagogical practice. The
period since 1989 was characterised first by a weakening of structural control of education by the
political system, and later by a replacing of the old structures with new ones designed explicitly to
enable schools and teachers to be actively and creatively involved in shaping their own pedagogic
practice (Tomusk, 2001). Given teachers’ potentially pivotal position it is important to do research
on their beliefs and practices while also taking into consideration their own life histories and
current views on the socio-political context and goals of education (Klaassen, 2002).

In terms of curricular content, the reform brings about two essential changes. In the first
place, the results of the teaching and learning process are in future supposed to be not only assessed
by the amount of information transmitted (which has been the case up to now), but also by the
competencies developed by students. In the second place, the curriculum is defined as having two
aspects. The first is comprised of subject knowledge (e.g. language and language communication,
mathematics and its application, human beings and society) and the second aspect is made up of so-
called cross-curricular topics, including social skills education, awareness of the European and
global context, multicultural education, environmental education and media education
(Dolezalova et al, 2004). Cross-curricula topics are expected to permeate all subjects and areas,
reflecting what Anderson et al (2000) describe as the ‘infusion model’ (see also Faas, 2008).

The implementation of the changes is planned on two levels. The Ministry of Education in
cooperation with the Research Institute of Education in Prague [Vyzkumny ustav pedagogicky v
Praze] is preparing guidelines for the reform. Schools will have the freedom (and duty) to handle
what is expected of them in their own way. Each school will have to prepare a so-called School
Educational Programme, which will contain a specific curriculum based on the general guidelines.
The guidelines were produced in developmental stages. The first to be produced were for general
grammar schools (gymndzia) educating students from 15 to 19 years of age, followed by the
guidelines for primary schools attended by children from 6 to 16 years of age. Guidelines for
vocational grammar schools have at the time of writing (August 2007) not been prepared.

Changes in the curriculum and the implementation of the changes mean that schools will
have more freedom and greater responsibility for their own programme. The implementation of
the reform is obligatory for all schools and will be controlled by the Ministry of Education through
the Czech School Inspectorate. The new law reflects the changed relationship between state and
school: from a centralised system with a fixed curriculum to more autonomy for schools and
teachers and a more constructivist approach to learning. The Czech Republic is therefore following
an international trend of increasing school and teacher autonomy (Veugelers, 2004), though, as
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already indicated, compared to Western countries the Czech education system has had to undergo
major changes as it has moved from an authoritarian mode of regulation to a more democratic and
decentralised one.

Understandings of Multicultural Education in the Czech Republic

We know from international literature that MCE is a multifaceted concept (Lynch, 1983; Sleeter &
Grant, 1988; Banks & Banks, 1989; Hernandez, 1989). The concept can be used in very different
ways. In particular, the proposed goals and practices associated with it can differ enormously, and it
can be linked with many aspects of school environments and classroom life. Acknowledging this
diversity in the way in which the concept of MCE is used is very important when considering its
interpretation in the context of school reform.

The main aim of this part of the article is to consider the aspects of MCE that are stressed in
the recent Czech school reforms and to compare the way in which MCE is interpreted in the Czech
Republic to how it is interpreted elsewhere. We use here the results of a content analysis of the
official guidelines for general secondary schools (gymndzia) (Dolezalova et al, 2004). The
interpretation of MCE found within the guidelines is compared with interpretations evident in the
international literature. The guidelines are divided into preamble and content sections, a structure
we also follow in the analysis.

The introduction of MCE as a cross-curricular topic is set out in the reform guidelines on
three pages (Dolezalova et al, 2004) and this gives some idea of how MCE is understood. The
preamble introduces the background to, and motive for, the implementation of MCE:

MCE plays an important role in a present as well as future society which is based on
multicultural relations, especially for young people who should be prepared for living in a society
where they will meet people from different nations, ethnic groups, races, religions, as well as
people with different lifestyles and value systems. It should support students in understanding
themselves and their own cultural heritage and, at the same time, their integration into a wider
cultural environment while keeping their own cultural identity, and simultaneously respecting
human and civil rights. The school has an informational and educational role in this process.
(Dolezalova et al, 2004, p. 72, translated from Czech)

The preamble’s main topic is the question “what is multiculturalism?’, echoing a key question in the
international literature, where we find several interpretations. The ‘cultural standard” model
(Lynch, 1983; Trompenaars, 1989; Hofstede, 1991) suggests that members of particular cultures
(meaning here, ethnic groups or nationalities) have tendencies towards specific behaviours, value
systems and cultural assumptions. This model defines the core purpose of MCE as helping the
majority to understand and live with other ethnic groups. In contrast, the ‘multiple-identities’ or
‘transcultural’ model (Flechsig, 2000; Banks, 2004) views the individual as a unique human with
multiple allegiances to multiple identities. Banks (2004) even talks about the necessity of developing
national, regional and global identities. Due to processes of globalisation and increasing
interconnectedness there is a tendency to see multiculturalism and also MCE as a broader issue,
not necessarily or exclusively linked to ethnicity. The international debate tends to prefer the term
‘cultural diversity” or ‘pluralism’, thus signalling concern with not only ethnicity, but also, for
example, with social status, gender or disability (Lynch, 1986; Sleeter & Grant, 1988; Hernandez,
1989; Bennett, 1990). The international debate in recent years has increasingly tended towards the
multiple-identity interpretation based on a dynamic conceptualisation of identity. In other words, it
is based on the idea that people have to build many identities during their lives and that identity is
something that can be shaped and reshaped (Banks, 2004; see also Gewirtz & Cribb, 2008).

The preamble of the reform guidelines constructs identity in terms of its static, ‘cultural
standard’ interpretation (it is important to keep one’s identity unchanged). The implicit suggestion
of the guidelines is, therefore, that there is something like an independent Czech identity, which
should be maintained and developed even if ‘we’ (i.e. the Czech majority) learn how to cope with
people coming from other ethnic groups. This conceptualisation might have a deep influence not
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only on MCE and its implementation but also on the potential integration of immigrants and
minority groups.

When we go one step further in the reform guidelines, we can see that the aims and
objectives of MCE are defined in terms of cognitive, affective and behavioural levels, as is also the
case in the international literature. However, there are interesting differences in how these levels
are understood in the guidelines and the international literature. The international literature tends
not to be very clear about concrete aims relating to the three levels but we can nevertheless find
some tendencies. On the cognitive level, we find, for example, an emphasis on critical thinking
(Lynch, 1983; Bennett, 1990; Gaine & Weiner, 2005), knowledge about particular cultural groups
(Lynch, 1983; Hernandez, 1989) and cognitive reflection on stereotypes and prejudice (Hernandez,
1989; Boyle-Baise & Gillette, 1998). On the affective level we find an emphasis on positive self-
image, positive attitudes towards different groups (Lynch, 1983; Banks & Banks, 1989) and
intercultural sensitivity (Hammer et al, 2003). On the behavioural level there is a particular
emphasis on fostering equality and academic achievement (Sleeter & Grant, 1988; Banks & Banks,
1988; Moses, 1997).

A content analysis of the guidelines shows us that on the cognitive level the school reform
particularly stresses the importance of informing students about various ethnic groups (whether
defined as ‘immigrants’, ‘refugees’ or ‘minorities’) but lacks any reference to critical thinking ability.
On the affective level, the school reform stresses the importance of engendering an emotional
climate that supports equality but not in the sense of ethno-relativism, which is recommended by
intercultural sensitivity theory (Hammer, 2003). Finally, the behavioural aspect is mainly
interpreted in the sense of language skills complemented by social skills improvement, which
generally matches ideas in the international literature. One aspect missing on the cognitive level is
academic achievement, which is not mentioned in the documents at all.

So we can see that the reform guidelines to some extent reflect the international debate but at
the same time they appear to be in transition between possible approaches. Moreover, the
articulation of what multiculturalism actually means and what the Czech majority can do about
their own identity is very vague and it implicitly covers a fear of losing it. It would be interesting to
follow the further development of these ideas as they are enacted in practice in Czech schools.

Before presenting the results of the qualitative research, we should explain our own position
on how MCE should be interpreted. Our own perspective on the reform documents and the
international literature is that we believe international experiences and suggestions must be
sensitively implemented in the Czech context: they cannot simply be transferred wholesale. On the
other hand, we would argue that the Czech interpretation seems to be too rigid for a globalised
world, so for the purposes of evaluating Czech work in this field, we wish to subscribe to the
following conceptualisation of MCE: MCE as a holistic pedagogical approach fostering multiple
dynamic identities and preparing students for living in a diverse world.

The Multicultural Mosaic of the Czech Republic

It seems that the Czech reform documents largely associate MCE with the presence of ‘foreigners’.
This might be due to the fact that the political changes in Czechoslovakia in 1989 took place in a
country that perceived itself as almost ethnically homogeneous, and its new openness first to
immigration and then to broader international integration (most obviously by membership of the
European Union) have since been very important. This is why we would like to present some basic
facts about the country’s multicultural composition and survey data about the attitudes of the
Czech majority to migrants and minority ethnic groups.

Pre-war Czechoslovakia was a multi-ethnic state with large groups of Germans and Roma
(Brandes, 2000). After the War, from 1945 to 1947, three million ethnic Germans were expelled
(Brandes, 2000; Glassheim, 2005; Stan€k & von Arburg, 2005). During the Communist period of
1948-89 the ethnic background of people was officially regarded as not significant, though the great
exception to this ‘official’ homogeneity was the Roma community, whose culture was
systematically destroyed (see, for example, Charter 77, 1978). Diversity was also significantly
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inhibited by very limited immigration, so that Czechoslovakian citizens had very few opportunities
to meet newcomers. The journey from a multicultural towards a monocultural society was
seemingly continued in 1993 when post-Communist Czechoslovakia divided into two parts — the
Czech Republic and the Slovak Republic (Ulc, 1996).

The Czechoslovak borders were opened after 1990, the consequences of which were, firstly,
the arrival of economic migrants and, secondly, the arrival of some refugees (mostly from the
former Soviet bloc — Belorussia, Ukraine, and Russia — but also from Vietnam and China). Refugee
numbers grew in the first years after 1990 from approximately 1600 in 1990 to 18,000 in 2001 when
the numbers started to decrease again, falling to 2000 in 2005 (see official pages of Czech Statistical
Office; http://czso.cz/csu/cizinci.nsf/kapitola/ciz_rizeni_azyl). The Czech Republic is often
criticised internationally — for example, by the International Helsinki Committee for Human Rights
— for the fact that less than 2% of asylum seekers are accepted. Another significant group of
newcomers consists of ‘foreigners’ asking for permanent residence permits. There are about
300,000 of them, mainly from the Ukraine, the Slovak Republic and Vietnam (see more at
http://czso.cz/ csu/ cizinci.nsf/ kapitola/ ciz_pocet_cizincu). Although ‘foreigners’ still only
represent approximately 3% of the Czech population, their integration has been problematic,
arguably due especially to administrative obstacles that effectively generate segregation (Gabal,
2004). Aside from newcomers there is still, of course, the relatively significant group of around
300,000 people of the Roma minority, a socially excluded group who are attempting a revival of
their almost destroyed culture.

The multicultural mosaic of the present-day Czech Republic appears more complex when we
consider the attitudes of the majority towards foreigners” and people from different cultural and
ethnic groups, as several research studies have shown. Prudky’s (2005) work showed that, while the
majority of Czech people regarded their own attitudes towards ‘foreigners’ as positive
(approximately 61%), a lower percentage expressed tolerance towards people with a different skin
colour from their own (approximately 43%). Some 66% claimed that foreigners’ cause an increase
in crime and 41% thought that they took working opportunities from local people. Only 21%
thought positively about ‘foreigners’ bringing new culture and new ideas; 55.2% of the respondents
stated they would prefer Roma people not to live in the Czech Republic, 52.4% said the same about
Albanians and 55% said this about Afghans. People from Vietman (49.2%), Romanians (49%) and
Ukrainians (46%) followed close behind. Similarly, Gabal (2004) showed that most of the Czech
population do not regard ‘foreigners’ coming to the country as a positive phenomenon: 75% take a
strong assimilationist stance towards foreigners’, arguing that the more they attempt to assimilate
then the more the majority will accept them. The only reason given for accepting ‘foreigners’ is
pragmatic: the need for skilled labour.

Given these negative attitudes, it is not surprising that some elements within the Czech
Republic are trying to develop initiatives to improve the effective integration of “foreigners’. Two
practical examples, apart from the educational initiatives discussed in this article, are the state
integration programme established by the Ministry of Social Affairs and the offering of services to
‘foreigners” and asylum seekers by non-governmental organisations.

Research on the Multicultural Ideas and Practice of Czech Teachers

MCE is a new approach in the Czech school system. The aim of our research was to identify
teachers’ prior experiences with MCE as well as their understanding of MCE and the obstacles they
face in implementing it. The research sample was drawn from teachers in grammar schools of the
general type, so called gymndzia, because although all primary and secondary schools have a duty
to implement MCE as a cross-curricular topic, they are also dependent upon the publication of
general guidelines by the Research Institute of Education in Prague. At the time this research
started the only documents ready were for gymndzia, kindergarten and special schools. In finding a
representative sample of such schools we settled upon nine gymndzia in suburban and central areas
of Prague, since we needed multicultural schools without unusual or special circumstances (such as
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those in border areas with Germany where historic attitudes persist, or schools with unusually low
or high numbers of Roma pupils).

The research was carried out with 30 teachers, 10 males and 20 females. Of the men, three
were aged 18-30, four 31-40, two 41-50 and one was over 60. Of the women, five were aged 18-30,
six 31-40 and five 41-50. In terms of subject discipline, the distribution was as follows: thirteen were
teachers of civics, six taught foreign languages (English and German), three taught Czech language
and literature, three history, three a combination of Czech language and history, one taught
geography and one physics. As we can see, there were teachers of different age groups and different
disciplines in the sample. This is important for two reasons. First, while MCE is not directly linked
to any specific curriculum subject, schools as well as teachers tend to be subject-orientated and we
were looking at teachers” openness towards the implementation of MCE across disciplines. Second,
the reform process suggests that MCE should be implemented not only across all subjects but also
that all teachers should do it, so teachers’ age categories are significant.

In all cases the schools were initially contacted by phone and the director or deputy suggested
a specific teacher that could be used as a contact person. He or she was usually responsible for
Civics in the school. Starting with this contact, other teachers in the same school were contacted by
the snowballing method, so that those interviewed were those perceived by their colleagues as
people who had something to say about MCE. All interviews took between 35 and 45 minutes and
we chose a semi-structured interview format, inspired by research on active learning by Niemi
(2002) and the link she made between present experiences with a particular approach (active
learning in her case) and ideas about the approach. We also included a question on the obstacles
that teachers felt they have to deal with. At the beginning the research aims were explained and it
was particularly stressed that there were no clear answers to the questions but that any opinion was
valid for research purposes. When teachers wanted to add any information, they were not stopped.
Interviews were taped and transcribed and the data were analysed by qualitative categorisation
(Maykut & Morehouse, 1994).

The following interview questions were used, generally in this order:

1. Describe up to three teaching situations in which you experienced being a good ‘multicultural teacher’.
The purpose of this question was to investigate teachers’ experiences in the field of MCE.

2. What is your opinion on multicultural education? The purposes of this question were to find out the
teachers’ opinions about MCE and their understandings of the term.

3. Are there any obstacles to the use of multicultural education at schools and which do you view to be the
main ones? The purpose of this question was to investigate where teachers see obstacles to MCE.

Results
Teachers’ Experiences

Asking teachers about specific situations when they felt like they were being good multicultural
teachers revealed different conceptions of what constituted multicultural teaching. Teachers are
basically divided into two categories on this issue. Some teachers perceive a direct link between the
experience of multicultural teaching and the actual presence of migrant or minority students in
their class. Other teachers understand the term ‘multicultural situation’ in a wider sense, and do
not see it as necessarily implying the actual presence of migrant or minority students. These two
groups of teachers can be further subdivided into a number of categories.

Some of the teachers who refer to their experiences with migrant or minority students
remember specific situations they have had to deal with. They admit feelings of uncertainty, but
sometimes also try to find innovative solutions:

I have a Ukrainian boy in my class who made some trouble, because he could not speak proper
Czech and so he disturbed the class and did not learn. He was not very popular among the other
students. Once I said to him: ‘Eduard, isn’t it embarrassing for you that you cannot follow me?’
And he replied: ‘No, itisn’t’. And so I said in Russian: “We can also talk in Russian; that’s no
problem for me at all’. He was totally astonished and was not able to answer my question. Then
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he learned everything for the next lesson and got a good mark. His classmates started to accept
him after this. They saw that he knew something that they did not know, while Eduard noticed
he did not know things which the others already did, and I won much more respect in the class.
It was interesting how successful I was in integrating him just making use of my knowledge of
Russian.[1] (49 year-old male teacher of Civics)

Where some teachers mention examples of creative solutions, others with experience of migrants
or minority students in their classes do not remember any specific culturally related interaction
during lessons with them. Such teachers typically said that they do teach “foreign’ students, but ‘do
not have any problem’. Others recounted making use of the presence of “foreign’ students by
introducing their experiences into the class (for example, by asking them to prepare a paper or
presentation about their customs). Some teachers, by contrast, said they had never had any
‘foreign’ students in their class.

A number of teachers mentioned school exchange programmes with other schools from
(usually) western European countries as the only multicultural experience. These programmes,
which are voluntary for schools, offer students from a foreign school the opportunity of visiting
Czech students for a while, and vice versa, with students on both sides usually staying with host
families. These programmes represent a kind of cultural exchange and sometimes evoke certain
dilemmas:

The way the children are brought up in their families plays a big role. When German children
come here, they are used to a free lifestyle — discos, nightlife, etc., and their guest parents do not
want to understand this — and why should they? They are the ones who are responsible for the
students. In such a situation, tolerance is necessary. The German students should understand
that they are abroad and that these things work in a different way here. We have other habits
and traditions, so he or she should be able to follow these and not to go to the disco. (40 year-old
female teacher of Czech language and literature)

Apart from teachers remembering specific experiences with ‘foreign’ students, many teachers
associate their experience of multicultural teaching with a focus on the substantive topics that they
consider important for the field of MCE. For example, some of them try to discuss topics about ‘the
other’ during their lessons. They inform students about living in foreign countries, about the
different lifestyles there, and sometimes get students to prepare projects about other countries in
small groups. Other teachers mainly concentrate on minority groups living in the Czech Republic,
of which the Roma are mentioned relatively often. This approach reflects what Lynch (1983) calls
the ‘ethnic additive’ model of curriculum reform where information about ‘the other’ is added on
to the curriculum.

However, a large group of teachers associate multicultural teaching with situations in which
they train students in plural thinking within the common curriculum and in doing so develop
students’ capacity to see different points of view and facets of reality. This approach resembles
what Lynch (1983) calls the ‘ethno-national’ model where every historical or social event is seen
from different perspectives. Such teachers, for example, mention using philosophy, Czech-German
topics or discussion on actual social developments for these purposes. Such teachers also tend to
use methods such as role-play or discussions with guests, rather than teaching from the front of the
class. It is interesting that, while these teachers try to develop in their students one of the most
important skills for a multicultural society — critical thinking — and they are able to reflect upon
these attempts in the context of MCE, at the same time they show some uncertainty whether this
approach ‘counts’ as MCE.

Teachers also say that they face dilemmas about their own attitude. They feel that
multicultural topics are connected to teachers’ own attitudes and behaviour. They try to create a
positive climate in their lessons, but are uncertain about their ability to react in an appropriate way
when facing a multiculturally difficult situation. They also have doubts about their own
interpretation of particular topics:

A typical example is the Roma question. Students say that of course they do not mind skin colour

and that we do not need to talk about it. I try to explain that the Roma have a different culture

and that we can mutually enrich each other, but the discussion usually goes in the direction of
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criminality issues or the misuse of social benefits. (30 year-old male teacher of Czech language
and literature)

Dilemmas about attitudes are not only an important topic in relation to MCE, but in relation to
integration issues more generally. Integration can be described from many perspectives (Berry,
1997) and its value is also questioned in many European countries (Pels, 2005). Czech teachers
seem to need further professional development and reflection about what integration means and
where the borders are between broad acceptance of cultural differences and living together in one
society. In the interviews these dilemmas were addressed more often by younger teachers.

Most of the respondents were able to identify a number of specific situations which they had
experienced as being connected to MCE, only differing in their understanding of how such a
situation should be interpreted and whether the presence of foreign students necessarily must be a
part of it. While some teachers associate MCE with a situation of concrete interaction between the
ethnic Czech majority and ‘some foreigners’, others associate it more with an attitude of open-
mindedness or becoming a more cosmopolitan citizen. The latter perceive multicultural teaching
to be broader than an intercultural encounter, seeing multicultural teaching situations as those
encouraging consideration of plural points of view, critical thinking abilities or language issues.

Teachers’ Ideas about MCE

When asked about their own opinion on MCE, the respondents show substantial uncertainty.
Their answers are very short and general and most of the teachers only express a general support
for MCE, but are unable to define it. All express the view that “we’ (i.e. the Czech majority) should
be tolerant because Czech society is going through a process of diversification and people need to
be prepared for a new, culturally more diverse situation and thus also for more ‘foreign” students
being in Czech schools. Some of the respondents are not sure whether MCE is useful at this time or
whether it will only become an effective approach when the number of ‘foreign” students increases.
For all of the respondents, the key question is whether or not MCE can help ‘“foreign’ students to
integrate in Czech society.

Mentioning the presence of ‘foreign’ students seems to be a typical part of the discussion of
multiculturalism not only in the Czech Republic, but also in other countries. In the view of some
teachers, the absence of or a low number of foreign’ students in their classes means that there is no
problem and thus no need for MCE (Gaine, 1987). Some literature, however, states that the
numbers of foreign’ students is not the key issue: teachers should simply educate students for
living in a multicultural society (Gaine, 1987, 1995; Banks, 2004; Gaine & Weiner, 2005).

Some teachers admit they are vague about what MCE means and say they would welcome a
clear explanation of its content. Other teachers consider it useful, although they do not have a clear
notion of the meaning of the term. They give a number of basic definitions of MCE, which are
usually linked to tolerance, understanding among nations and reflection upon one’s own
prejudices. For example:

I understand culture as something that divides people — if they are religious or non-religious,
foreigners from a completely different cultural background having a very different way of life.
So, MCE might be to split students according to what divides them and then to look for issues,
which connect them? (50 year-old female teacher of English language)

Another group of teachers understands MCE as familiarisation with diversity. Providing students
with information about people from cultural backgrounds that are different to their own is seen as
a necessary part of modern education and the teachers are looking for possible ways of doing this.
These teachers stress the normal lives of ordinary people, and rather than trying to give fairly
abstract information about other cultures and countries they prefer real examples:
Students are not interested in reading about other cultures, but they do like to hear about other
people’s life experiences and they react in an interesting way. We invited the ambassador of

South Africa to our school who talked about problems of Africa, about Mandela and the fight for
independence, and the students were enthusiastic. (49 year-old female teacher of civics)
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Some teachers said that MCE involves paying attention to the representation of a range of
perspectives within the topics that are already taught (echoing Lynch’s ethno-national approach).
Contemporary textbooks and the present curriculum set the topics that must be included into
particular lessons, with subjects such as history presented in a very Eurocentric way with little
opportunity for teachers to add information to change this. One teacher described it as follows:

When I teach about the Middle Ages, there is nothing about China or India. There is a gap. I can
somehow try to remedy this, but still I am focused on one cultural interpretation, European in
this case. We do not know anything about China or India. If I didn’t want to accept this, I would
have to skip other topics. These new topics are not elaborated in present materials so it is difficult
to include them. (25 year-old male teacher of history)

The last group of teachers understands MCE as plural thinking. They try to train students in the
ability to take critical points of view. These teachers understand MCE as a new philosophy of
teaching. Most teachers in this group use common curricular content for the presentation of
particular topics in a plural, non-Eurocentric way. From the ideas of these teachers it seems that
they do already use some elements of the ethno-national model of MCE, probably more than they
think.

As a conclusion, we can say that teachers show basic agreement that MCE might be useful,
that because the world has changed, a broader, plural perspective is becoming necessary. The
respondents appear ready to accept that motivating students towards tolerance or acceptance of
difference is part of a democratic education. However, they lack a clear idea of what MCE exactly is
and how they should introduce it into their schools. In particular, the respondents showed
significant uncertainty about specific methods, strategies and topics.

Teachers’ Perceptions of Obstacles to MCE

While the respondents described their ideas about MCE in very broad and mostly not very
concrete terms, they were very clear about what they expected to be the obstacles to MCE, which
they defined on two levels: structural obstacles and their own, personal limitations.

Curricula and time were seen as two important obstructions to MCE. Grammar school
teachers are given a very specific curricular framework and structure, since they are expected to
prepare students for the examinations they need to pass for admission to university. Since these
entrance examinations are in general very “positivistic’ [2], they require memorised data rather than
examining the students’ ‘deeper’ knowledge or problem-solving skills. Grammar schools, therefore,
mainly concentrate on transmitting information and do not have much time left for other teaching
approaches:

Personally, I see the period in secondary school as very important from the perspective of
students’ personality development. But unfortunately the requirements of universities are as
they are. We have to prepare our students perfectly so that they do not have to work hard to
prepare themselves individually. It is a question of prestige, as well. The more of your students
who are admitted to university studies, the better you are rated as a teacher. It is required by
parents, students and the whole system. (45 year-old female teacher of civics)

Teachers apparently find themselves in a situation where they have to struggle with many loyalties.
The Ministry of Education pushes them to implement the school reform, which is supposed to
enhance the training of skills and students’ preparation for life in a democratic multicultural
society. At the same time, teachers are under structural pressure to stick to a positivistic approach
and just pass on information. As a result, the education system at school level does not significantly
differ from what teachers were used to before 1990. The questions now are: what is better for
students? Should they be prepared for living in a democratic society or for passing entrance
examinations? And who is responsible for such decisions? The school reform does not offer clear
answers to such questions.

Another osbstacle teachers have to face when implementing MCE is a lack of good materials.
They have to invest much of their leisure time in finding extra information and resources and
preparing ways of introducing multicultural approaches into their teaching. Existing materials
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replicate the positivistic tradition of the education system, and they are often biased and do not
offer teaching methods or strategies for the learning processes MCE requires. The teachers we
interviewed feel that the materials are too positivistic and commented that when they need more
critical sources, they have to produce them on their own. Mok & Reinsch (1996) suggest giving
teachers guidelines that would help them to recognise which materials are good and which are
weak, from an MCE perspective. The comments from teachers suggest that this kind of support as
well as a recognition of their complaints might be helpful.

However, teachers see themselves as the biggest obstacle to MCE for several reasons. The
respondents admitted that their knowledge of multicultural issues is often very limited. They were
conscious that many things are changing very quickly and it is very difficult to keep up, especially
for teachers of the humanities. Furthermore, many of the teachers say they are conservative with
regard to teaching methods. They are used to a didactic teaching style and have difficulties
imagining other strategies. Some of the respondents comment that they have positive experiences
with ‘frontal’ teaching and do not trust other methods, although they have a feeling that they
should. (This preference is not uniquely Czech, as is clear from international literature dealing with
transitions in educational systems; see, for example, Toots, 2003.) The respondents’ limited
willingness to use a variety of teaching strategies is very rooted in their uncertainty about their
role, as this example reveals:

Some time ago, I had the idea of founding a school discussion club. Students came up with
interesting topics like homosexuality, euthanasia, the President of the USA —leader or
marionette? Religion — support or weapon? When I presented the idea to other teachers, their
first reaction was — will we be able to manage? One colleague said, “What are we going to do
when students say we should expel all Roma from the country? Do we have enough counter
arguments? What do we know about Roma at all> We cannot do this without knowing which
direction we want to lead the discussion’. When thinking over his reaction, I thought he might
be partly right. We should know upfront how we want to conclude the debate. Since we cannot
be experts in all fields, we would need a thorough informational and methodological
background. We also need to know if we want students to gain information or if we want them
to cultivate their attitudes. It’s not easy. (49 year-old male teacher of civics and philosophy)

This example illustrates the teachers’ uncertainty concerning their role: should they give clear
answers or stimulate students to think for themselves and leave some issues open? This uncertainty
can partly be attributed to the fact that the Czech school system before 1990 was only aiming at
giving clear answers and did not allow teachers or students to ask any questions. These teachers’
uncertainty about their role was closely linked to the issue of authenticity, a feeling that MCE is
linked to attitudes and to developing tolerant attitudes in students and that if these did not match
the teachers’ own convictions, the students would notice:

I am a teacher of Czech language and literature and I have real difficulty in teaching about people
who — in my opinion — commit crimes. I can see that there are many things which have changed
but they have not changed in their essence. I have read authors who are really good and yet they
do not fit into the curriculum any more. We still use the stereotypical literary memory. Why are
we not allowed to talk about authors who are much closer to a real human story? (42 year-old
female teacher of Czech language and literature)

This teacher talks about authors who were and still are a compulsory part of the official curriculum
but represent communist ideology and her dilemma goes very deep. Her experience is that she was
a ‘megaphone’ of the Communist regime; she was not allowed to be authentic in the deep human
sense. But this feeling comes up again in the context of MCE for her: she asks the question: on
whose behalf does she speak? On behalf of a state doctrine (whatever it is) or on behalf of herself?
This dilemma seems to be still alive not only in the Czech Republic, but also in other post-
Communist countries (Toots, 2003).

Some respondents call for a deeper interdisciplinary approach. They feel that MCE should
permeate the whole curriculum and not only be aimed at a number of selected subjects, but they
do not know how to handle this in their schools. However, although interdisciplinarity is
mentioned relatively often, most of the respondents do not react positively to the suggestion of
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deeper cooperation with their colleagues during the preparation of MCE. A common response is
that they know each other too well (and maybe have known each other for too long) to be able to
share all of their ideas and feelings.

Some of the respondents also mention students as an obstacle to MCE, claiming that students
are very influenced by prejudices present at home or on television. In addition, some argue that the
number of students per class (approximately 30) makes dialogue difficult. Some teachers also
mention the lack of “foreign’ students in the classroom in this context. However, in general, the
respondents mention their students as an obstacle less frequently than themselves, in some respects
seeing their students as more skilled or informed than they are. This could also be a reason why
some teachers find it easier not to hold many discussions. This aspect of student—teacher
interaction would be another interesting topic for further research, but for the moment we can
suggest the possibility that a hidden conflict or anxiety about inter-generational exchange may
influence MCE implementation.

We can conclude that the obstacles teachers expect in the implementation of MCE are linked
to a deep uncertainty about what to do and how to do it. Many of the obstacles are perceived to lie
at a structural level (for example, university entrance requirements and the availability of good
materials) and surprisingly, teachers also see themselves as a source of many problems and
dilemmas. Teachers experience their relationship to MCE as complex. Their uncertainty about
what comprises the essence of MCE might be so deep that they do not see the aspects they are
already adopting. They can also be uncertain about their professional identity and the quality of
their teaching in general, which may signal a wider problem. Many of the obstacles discussed here
reflect the problems teachers face in the process of post-Communist transition. They are
confronted with many new requirements from their students, schools, the Ministry of Education
and society as a whole. This often results in considerable uncertainty, which has to be taken into
account when analysing their views and practices regarding MCE.

Conclusions

The success of the implementation of MCE will be very influenced by what teachers think about
the subject and, as we have seen, they are uncertain about many things. They are uncertain about
how to define MCE, about their own professional identity and their professionalism and about
what society expects from them.

With regard to teachers” uncertainty about what MCE is, the teachers we interviewed were
to some extent in a transition phase between two possible approaches to MCE. Some of them
associate the subject directly with the presence of student ‘foreigners’ in their classes or with
activities in the field of youth exchanges. This is more in accordance with the cultural standard
theory. Here MCE is designed to help the majority to live with immigrants and minority groups
who are culturally different, and to support their integration. Another group of teachers associates
MCE more with the general situation in a globalised world. These teachers do not assume that the
implementation of MCE depends upon the presence of student “foreigners’ but rather aim to train
students in plural thinking, helping them to see issues from different perspectives in a dynamic
process of looking for answers. This aligns more to the multiple-identities approach and also to
‘transcultural’ developments in the international MCE debate. It is worth noting that the tension
between these two approaches does not appear in the reform guidelines, which are more
orientated towards the cultural standard model. This will doubtless emerge in further research —
which tendency will prevail? Which of the teachers will prefer which of the conceptualisations?
And by which means will they seek to realise them?

With regard to teachers’ professional identity and sense of professionalism, teachers see
themselves as key players in the implementation of MCE but at the same time they see themselves
as the main obstacle. Teachers feel that MCE is very linked to their personal opinions and attitudes.
Although teachers do not talk about their own ideological views very much, we know that the
attitudes of the majority of the Czech population are not very positive about migrants and minority
groups (Gabal, 2005; Prudky, 2005). Teachers feel they have to express their ideas in this social and
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political climate, and are reluctant to do so. Their concern about authenticity may cover some
deeper aversion towards minorities. Getting to know more about teachers’ attitudes to cultural
diversity must be an aim of further research.

The international literature stresses the importance of the school environment and teachers’
identification with the school (Hargreaves, 1994) but schools do not feature strongly in our
interviews. Sometimes one has the feeling that teachers do not identify strongly with their schools
at all: if they mention their working environment they say that they cannot imagine starting some
innovations with some colleagues. Students are another part of the school environment and
surprisingly the concerns of students do not seem to be a key issue for teachers either. If they do
mention students, it is not from an optimistic perspective but rather as part of a discussion about
the constraints they experience. Some teachers complain about the negative influence of the media
and parents’ attitudes on their students, but these concerns are not widely voiced. Most teachers
are used to playing the role of a walking encyclopaedia or information slot-machine and this is why
they feel uncertain about dealing with topics like globalisation or the war in Iraq in school: they
cannot give simple answers. Teachers need to learn how to cope with situations which are
complex. Moreover, their concern about their role might be another sign of their overall
uncertainty. As Gaine (1987) points out, very often MCE is experienced by teachers as a potentially
explosive issue. Its content is not easily transferable in the way that, for example, information
technology may be: on the contrary, it involves both teachers” and students” own identities. This
feeling of potential explosiveness must be even stronger in the case of Czech teachers, whose main
teaching strategy so far has been a didactic one, with little scope for discussion.

Finally, there is uncertainty about what Czech society expects of teachers. In Czech society
there is an ambiguity about how migrant and minority groups are perceived and this is reflected in
the debate in schools. Moreover, because there are not yet significant numbers of migrants and
people from minority ethnic groups in the Czech Republic, teachers do not interact with them very
often. Hence many teachers feel that MCE is not directly relevant to their own lives. Yet even
teachers open to a broader notion of MCE linked to critical thinking have to cope with structural
uncertainties. Teachers’ feelings of being ground between two millstones were quite acute at the
time of the interviews. On the one hand, the school reform corresponds to these teachers’ needs, as
they perceive them, because it brings more freedom for them and its focus is more on competences
than pure knowledge. From this perspective the school reform might be motivating for them. On
the other hand, this motivation seems to be weakened by their feelings of time pressure. They feel
that MCE should be linked to a more active teaching and learning style, which they perceive as
more time consuming. The perception of a lack of time is very often linked to another structural
element, namely, the requirement in gymndzia for success in knowledge-oriented examinations for
entering higher education. It is not very realistic to expect rapid fundamental change in the process
of teaching and learning. So, here is an educational and political question again: what message is
Czech society giving? Should teachers simply pass on knowledge or educate in a fuller sense?

Thus we would argue that teachers, as well as the whole of Czech society, are in a transient
situation in more than one respect. In the context of MCE, this transition involves a move between
possible MCE models and a move towards the use of a wider range of teaching methods, as well as
changing teachers’ roles. How will they manage? Which factors will be more significant in the
process? How far will the implementation of MCE be successful when it is influenced by teachers’
previous experiences (which differ according to the length of time they have been teaching)? All of
these questions are worth further researching, especially after September 2007 when, officially, the
implementation of MCE started in schools.

Notes

[1] All Czech students had to learn Russian during the Communist period.

[2] Teachers use the word “positivistic’ to denote a pedagogic emphasis on memorising data instead of
encouraging interpretation and deeper understanding. In this article we use the word in the same
sense.
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