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This report examines Canadian teacher candidates' perspectives on the multicultural 
education component of the preservice teacher education program they attend. The data we 
analyze were collected through a questionnaire that set out to explore whether teacher 
candidates were satisfied with the multicultural education preparation they received and 
their ideas on how it might be improved. We present the findings in two parts. First we 
consider the teacher candidates' critiques and suggestions on multicultural education to 
reveal that the majority of respondents did not feel adequately prepared to the challenge of 
teaching in ethno-racially diverse classrooms. Their responses point to specific 
programmatic and structural shortcomings of current multicultural curricula in Canadian 
teacher education programs. They suggest ways to improve the multicultural education 
curriculum including compulsory courses, more diversity among faculty and teacher 
candidates in the program, and an integrative approach across the teacher education 
curriculum. We then analyze the discourses embedded in their responses to examine how 
multicultural education is being understood by teacher candidates. Here we show that their 
common understandings are often articulated through the paradigm of difference, through 
which the problems and the solutions are believed to be about the Other. We argue that 
tltese understandings promote rather than disrupt practices that sustain white hegemony. 
The article concludes with a discussion of the practical implications of the research. 

Cet article porte sur les points de vue de stagiaires canadiennes sur la composante 
"éducation multiculturelle" de leur formation. Les données que nous analysons ont été 
recueillies par le biais d'un questionnaire cherchant à connaître dans quelle mesure les 
stagiaires étaient satisfaits de la formation qu'ils avaient reçue en éducation multiculturelle 
et leurs avis sur des façons de l'améliorer. La présentation des résultats se fait en deux 
parties. D'abord, nous nous penchons sur les critiques et les suggestions des stagiaires 
quant à l'éducation multiculturelle ; celles-ci indiquent que les stagiaires ne se sentaient 
pas suffisamment bien préparés pour enseigner dans des contextes où les élèves avaient 
diverses origines ethno-raciales. Les réponses des stagiaires font ressortir des lacunes 
relatives aux programmes et aux structures portant sur la formation en multiculturalisme 
au sein des études en pédagogie au Canada. Les stagiaires proposent des façons d'améliorer 
la composante "éducation multiculturelle" y compris des cours obligatoires, davantage de 
diversité au sein du personnel enseignant et des stagiaires dans les programmes de 
pédagogie, et une approche integrative appliquée aux programmes d'études. Dans un 
deuxième temps, nous analysons les discours intégrés dans leurs réponses dans le but 

Donatille Mujawamariya is an associate professor in the Faculty of Education and a regular 
researcher with the Centre interuniversitaire sur la formation et la profession enseignante 
(CRIFPE). Her teaching and research interests include teacher education, the pedagogy of 
teaching science, multicultural education, and women in science. 
Gada Mahrouse is a doctoral candidate. Her areas of interest include antiracism, racialized 
subjectivities, social justice pedagogies, and foundations of education. 

336 



d'etudier I'interpretation quefont les stagiaires de l'education multicultureUe. Nous
rivthms que leurs connaissanas communes s'articu1ent souvent en relation avec Ie
paradigme de la difftrence et selon lequelIes problemes et les solutions sont tenus porter
sur l'Autre. Nous maintenons que, pluMt que d'aZZer ~ I'encontre des pratiques qui
soutiennent I'higbnonie des Blancs, ces attitudes la promeuvent. Un!discussion des
impliaztions pratiques de notre recherche vient conclure l'article.

Introduction and Background
Over the past two decades teacher education programs have W\dergone some
changes in response to the increasingly diverse ethnoracia1 backgroW\ds of
students in Canadian schools. Curriculum has been ,developed and is now
being implemented in teacher education programs across the cOW\try to ensure
that teacher candidates learn approaches to education, often refetTed to as
multicultural, which are designed to give future teachers knowledge of and
preparation for responding to the educational needs of the diverse student
population. For the purposes of this project, the term curriculum encompasses a
broad range of structural, programmatic, practical, and attitudinal aspects of
the learning process.

This study seeks to encourage critical questioning of curricular and peda
gogical practices and approaches that are intended to promote an inclusive and
equitable educational system by examining teacher candidates' perspectives
on how multicultural education is being implemented in teaCher education
programs. As we show, teacher candidates perceive the current curricular
initiatives developed by Canadian faculties ofeducation to engageartd iitstruct
them in equitable and inclusive teaching strategies as lacking; and much am~'

bivalence shapes their understandings of, cOllUltitments to, and preparedness
for multicultural approaches to education.

The data examined in this report were collected as part of a larger study that
described, analyzed, and explained how the multicultural education cur
riculum in faculties of education in Canadian urban centers prepare teacher
candidates to respond to the needs of diverse student populations~1 The central
objective for this article is to consider this curriculum from the points of view
of Canadian teacher candidates. As such, this article is not an investigation of
the multicultural education curriculum, but rather an inquiry into how teacher
candidates perceive it. At a later stage in the research project we examine the
formal multicultural education curriculum itSelf, that is, specific courses, meth
ods, materials, and pedagogical approaches currently being used to prepare
future teachers,for the diversity of 'students they will encounter. The specific
focus here is on the perspectives and opinions of teacher candidates who were
surveyed while enrolled in a one-year teacher education program at the Uni
versity of Ottawa, which was chosen as a starting point for this study. Al
though the University of Ottawa is a bilingual institution, and the broader
study explores the perspectives of Francophone teacher candidates at this
Wliversity as well, this report focuses exclusively on data collected from teach
er candidates in the Anglophone division.

We begin by examining literature that addresses the distinctions and the
overlaps between multiculturalism and antiracism. It is through this review
that we develop our conceptual framework and are thus able to explain our use
of the term multicultural as a strategic one and as one not intended in opposi
tion to antiracism. In presenting the findings, we begin'by examining whether
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teacher candidates who were enrolled in this program perceived the multicul
tural education component of their teacher education as important, whether 
they were satisfied with how it was addressed in the teacher education pro
gram, and their comments and suggestions on how it might be improved. We 
then analyze the discourses embedded in the participants' responses to reveal 
how multicultural education is being understood by teacher candidates and 
discuss the effects of such conceptions. Here we argue that how multicultural 
education is conceptualized by teacher candidates promotes pedagogical prac
tices that sustain white hegemony by reproducing power relations through 
which the problems and the solutions, often articulated through the paradigm 
of difference, are believed to be about the Other. In the final section we explore 
some of the implications of these findings both in terms of teacher education 
program structure and of the challenge to transcend dominant paradigms in 
education that perpetuate rather than challenge inequity. 

To contextualize the findings we present, we first offer some background 
information on the specific demographics and structure of the teacher educa
tion program we examined. Although the Faculty of Education of this univer
sity has implemented a preferential admissions policy since 1994 to encourage 
applicants from underrepresented groups, most students entering this teacher 
education program still identify as white. Preferential affirmative action pro
grams give priority to members of target groups when candidates are equally 
qualified. Through this access policy, 14% of places in the teacher education 
program are reserved for qualified Aboriginal (2%), visible minority (9%), and 
people with disabilities (3%) (University of Ottawa, 1999). Although student 
demographics are not collected by the faculty, according to the sample used in 
this study that reflects the larger student population, 90% identified as white. 
This is more or less consistent with the ethnoracial demographics of teacher 
education programs across the country (Finney & Orr, 1995; Hesch, 1999; 
Schick, 2002; Young & Buchanan, 1996) indicating that teaching continues to be 
a predominantly white profession, despite the ever-increasing ethnoracial 
diversity of the student population. 

Although no formal model of multicultural education for teachers presently 
exists in this teacher education program, faculty members must issue the 
following formal commitments in the documents that describe the mandate 
and the objectives of the program: 

Promotion of the use of diverse knowledge, experiences and understandings of 
the world that engage student teachers' conventional notions and prepare 
them for the multiple contexts of teaching, for example, sensitivity to broader 
cultural, social and organizational contexts. 

A setting where student teachers are encouraged and informed in their efforts 
to successfully teach every learner. Support for the aspirations of under-
represented groups with respect to the policy of the university on access and 
equity. (University of Ottawa 2000, p. 13) 

It is also important to note that all courses are compulsory in this program, 
with the exception of one that teacher candidates select from a number of 
specialized topics. For this optional course, one can choose between either 
Teaching in Roman Catholic Separate Schools or Contemporary Issues in Education, 
worth three credits each. Those who opt for the Contemporary Issues course are 
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then asked to select two half-eourses from special interest courses such as
Antiracism'and Multiculturalism, Gender Equity in Eduaztion, English as Second
l.Jlnguage, Values Eduaztion and Popular Culture, and Technology in the Classroom.
It is important to recognize that some course instructors do make efforts to
address multicultural education in courses that are not directly related to these
issues. These initiatives come from the course instructors themselves and not
requirements set by the administration.

Multicultural and/or Antiracism Eduaztion
We report here on data that were collected as a pilot study for what became an
extensive project that explores areas of the teacher education curriCulum com
monly referred to as multicultural and/or antiracism.2 The instrument we used
for the pilot study was a questionnaire in which just the term multicultural
eduaztion was used. Recognizing that the idea of multicultural education has
been controversial and even contentious in some Canadian academic circles, it
is necessary to explain how itwas operationalized in this study. Thus we begin
by delineating the conceptual and political distinctions theorists have made
between these two theoretical approaches and the overlaps between the two,
particularly in a Canadian context. .

It has been widely argued that one of the problems with the multicultural
discourse in Canada is that it downplays inequity and often disguises the fact
that racism is currently an everyday reality for many Canadians (Bannerji,
2000; Henry, Tator, Mattis, & Rees, 2000; James, 1996; Javed, 1995; Satzewich,
1998). For example, BanneIji has shown that in this discourse there exists a
contradictory process of recognition and of denial. Furthermore, she claims
that the discourses of multiculturalism evoke only part of the history of racially
minoritized groups in Canada. Similarly, in exploring the psychological im
plications for members of the groups defined as multicultural, Javed argues
that the illusion of change the Multiculturalism Act has brought forth makes
individuals identified as visible minorities deny their own reality and accept
the discourses imposed on them by the dominant group. This false conscious
ness, he contends, creates a contradiction between lived reality and the images
presented by the rhetoric.

These critiques of multiculturaliSm have entered into the field of education
and have provoked academic debates on various approaches to schooling that
best meet the needs of the changing student population. Overviews on the
history of multicultu{al education in Canada show that the official acknowl
edgment of the needs of students from diverse backgrounds can indeed be
traced back to the federal policy on multiculturalism, prompting a different
but-equal approach to be adopted in schools (Carrington & Bonnett, 1997;
Henry et al., 2000; Kehoe, 1994; Lund, 1998). By the 19808, leaders of minority
communities began to challenge this approach by drawing attention to ineq
uity ip educational opportunities for students of ethnoracially diverse back
grounds and calling for more politicized antiracist educational approaches to
replace multicultural education (Dei, 1996; Henry et al., 2000; Kehoe, 1994; Lee,
1994).

Although the conceptual division between antiracism and multicultural
education persists, some recent educational research shows that the two ap
proaches cannot be thought of separately and that although distinctions be-
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tween the two approaches may be made in theory, they are much more blurred 
in practice (Carrington & Bonnett, 1997; Hesch, 1999). These studies suggest 
that, depending on the specific context in which it is being considered, there is 
often conflation and contradiction in the meanings attributed to multicultural 
and antiracist education and that the two paradigms may now be regarded as 
largely complementary. As Carrington and Bonnett state, conceptualizing an-
tiracism and multicultural education in terms of a dichotomy is no longer an 
acceptable position in much educational equity scholarship. "Despite their 
differing antecedents and ideological concerns," they state, "over the years, 
antiracists and multiculturalists have come to share a number of areas of 
common concern and to espouse similar organizational, curricular and peda
gogical strategies to counter racism and ethnocentrism" (p. 428). Furthermore, 
elaborating on this point, they show that these issues resonate differently in 
various parts of the country. Focusing on British Columbia and Ontario, they 
claim that at the level of rhetoric the boundary between antiracism and multi-
culturalism remains much more delineated in Ontario. However, in practice, 
they argue, the boundary is not as apparent because "you have a lot of people 
talking about anti-racist education, but in fact doing multicultural education" 
(p. 428). 

Situating our study in this theoretical context, we wish to make clear that 
underlying our use of the term multicultural education was the explicit goal of 
working toward social justice and equity. Our decision to employ the term 
multicultural education at this stage of the project was informed by Sleeter and 
McLaren's (1995) recognition that antiracism can be off-putting to many and 
that the seemingly less politicized use of multicultural education can be a 
strategically effective way to engage white educators. It is also important to 
note that during the data analysis stage, we became even more cognizant of the 
ambiguous and contradictory ways these approaches are commonly under
stood. Our participants' responses were clear examples of the extent to which 
the two terms were used interchangeably by some and sharply distinguished 
by others. (These understandings are discussed below as we present specific 
findings on how the term was conceptualized by participants.) Because these 
data were collected as a pilot study, our increased awareness of the slipperiness 
of the two terms allowed us to adjust our research instrument for subsequent 
data collection. We later revised the questionnaire and replaced multicultural 
education with multicultural/antiracism education to better capture participants' 
insights into the meanings attributed to these terms. We also added a section 
encouraging respondents to give us their definitions of the terms. 

Methodology 
A random sampling method was used to collect data from a broad range of 
teacher candidates enrolled in this one-year teacher education program be
tween 1999 and 2001. Two attempts were made to recruit volunteer par
ticipants through announcements in all sections of the mandatory Schooling in 
Society course, first in April 2000 and then in February 2001. A brief an
nouncement explaining the study was given, and the questionnaire was then 
distributed to the teacher candidates. A consent form was given to all par
ticipants that made clear that participation in the study would be kept con-
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fidential, was completely unrelated to their course requirements, and par
ticipation was entirely voluntary. 

The questionnaire had three components: (a) autobiographical data on age, 
ethnoracial background, sex, and the teacher education division in which they 
were enrolled; (b) their opinions on multicultural education rated on a Likert 
scale; and (c) a suggestions section consisting of two yes/no questions about the 
importance and quality of the education they received, followed by a blank 
space for comments. This report focuses exclusively on the comments section. 
Data analysis centered on commonalities or recurrences of key ideas; salient 
themes, patterns, and categories were identified and interpreted from the 
participants' descriptions of their experiences and perceptions. 

In the first section of the questionnaire, participants were asked to indicate 
which of the three groups they belonged to: visible minority, white, or 
Aboriginal.3 We had some trepidation about asking participants to self-identify 
their ethnoracial membership through the specific categories we provided. We 
were concerned that this might inadvertently give the impression that we 
considered these categories unproblematically or as fixed. We recognized, for 
example, as Synott and Howes (1996) have shown, the flaws in the use of the 
term visible minorities in Canada because it erroneously homogenizes differen
ces in power, status, history, culture, and even visibility. Informed by Hall's 
(1992) work on identity, we see these categories rather as shifting and contex
tual. Indeed, these features of identity became evident in our participants' 
responses. Some chose not to identify in any of the categories we provided 
whereas others checked off more than one box. This suggested to us, as Yon's 
(2000) study of the ethnoracial identities of Toronto high school students has 
shown, that "people know how to work with the representations, both nega
tive and positive, through which they imagine themselves, but they also know 
how to discard them or to refuse their disciplinary effects" (p. 131). 

Why, then, did we use these categories at all? As Yon's work (2000) has 
shown, when considered in relation to the specific contexts in which they occur 
there is a relevance to the use of such categories. Furthermore, given our 
objective of understanding teacher candidates' perspectives, we deemed it 
necessary to employ these categories on the basis of studies that suggest that 
teachers' ethnoracial identities can influence their approaches to multicultural 
education (Carr & Klassen, 1997; McAllister, Irvine, & Jordan, 2000; Sleeter, 
1993; Tatum, 2002). Therefore, despite the reductionist risks involved in 
employing such a framework and the ambiguity of such categories, we deter
mined that considering the teacher candidates' responses alongside their self-
defined ethnoracial identities offered potential for a deeper understanding of 
their conceptions of and commitments to multicultural education. 

Most teacher candidates completed and returned the questionnaire. From 
260 teacher candidates approached to participate, 216 questionnaires were 
returned, resulting in a sample of 83.1% of teacher candidates. Proportionate to 
the enrollment of the student body as a whole, participants mostly comprised 
white women in their 20s. Ages ranged from 22 to 52, with 69.7% in their 20s, 
19.4% in their 30s, and 10.9% in their 40s and 50s. Men represented 29.6% of 
respondents. Teacher candidates who self-identified as visible minority or 
Aboriginal completed only 22 of the total 216 questionnaires.4 To respect con-
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fidentiality, direct quotes presented in the findings section are identified by a 
number assigned to the respondent, followed by the letters W for those who 
identified as white, VM for visible minorities, and A for Aboriginal. The 
respondents' sex, age, and the division in which they were enrolled are also 
noted.5 

The approach taken in this study is premised on the idea that research 
always involves acts of human judgment and interpretation and that there is 
no such thing as neutrality (Kincheloe & McLaren, 1994; Kirby & McKenna, 
1989; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Thus we recognize that our world views, social 
positionings, and political commitments as researchers influence not only the 
research topic, but also how the data are interpreted and presented. We have 
both had direct involvement in various capacities in the teacher education 
program examined here, and as such wish to make explicit that the motivation 
for this study stems from our personal and professional knowledge of and 
experiences in it. On the basis of numerous informal discussions with teacher 
candidates and our own experiences with this curriculum, we believe that the 
multicultural education component of this teacher education is generally lack
ing. We wished to collect empirical data to determine if the overall perspectives 
of the teacher candidate cohort would match our own. As we show through 
our presentation of findings in the following section, they did concur on the 
whole. By exposing the dissatisfaction with the multicultural education cur
riculum articulated by our respondents as well as some of the problematic 
underpinnings of their responses, our goal is to contribute understandings on 
effective auricular and pedagogical approaches that enable equity in educa
tion. 

Teacher Candidates' Opinions and Perspectives 
The first objective of this study was to explore teacher candidates' perspectives 
on the education they received in multicultural issues. The section of the 
questionnaire examined here asked the following two yes/no questions: (a) As 
a teacher candidate, is education on multicultural issues important? And (b) 
Am I satisfied with the way multicultural issues were taught to teacher can
didates? Although most (96%) of the respondents stated that education on 
multicultural issues was important, 71% reported that they were not satisfied 
with how multicultural issues were taught in the program. The predominant 
criticism related to program structure. Three main criticisms of how multicul
tural education curriculum was structured into the program were identified 
and are discussed below. 

Optional versus mandatory courses that specifically address multicultural education 
An overarching criticism of how multicultural education was implemented in 
the program related to how it was structured into the program through 
courses. As described above, the one mandatory course in the program that 
explicitly addresses these issues, School in Society, was for many their only 
exposure to these issues. Although their responses did generally indicate that 
this course enhanced their understanding of multicultural issues, it was per
ceived as insufficient by many. For the most part the problem was attributed to 
the limited time spent on multicultural education in this course and/or the 
superficial ways it was addressed. 
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The data also reveal that the participants' views of the effectiveness of this 
course largely depended on the course instructor. This was not surprising in 
the light of other studies that have shown that course instructors bring their 
own interpretations of multicultural education to their pedagogies, and in
dividual instructors' understandings of these issues result in radically varying 
conceptual and practical approaches to the issues (Carr & Klassen, 1997; 
Mujawamariya, Cuffaro, & Tardif, 2001). For example, as Mujawamariya et al. 
have shown, some course instructors ascribe an emphasis to similarities that 
minimize attention to ethnoracial difference, whereas other more critical ap
proaches encourage students to question their privilege and complicity in 
systems of oppression. 

Although other courses that address multicultural education issues were 
available to teacher candidates as électives, many expressed frustration at 
having to choose between these and others that they felt were also important 
such as teaching ESL students, technology in education, and gender equity. 
Furthermore, nearly half the respondents were primarily critical of the fact that 
the two available courses that focus exclusively on multicultural issues were 
optional. Those who elected to take one or both of these expressed a sense of 
relief that they taken the course or courses. They also expressed a concern that 
as many as one third of their peers had not been exposed to these issues in any 
depth. 

I was fortunate enough to enroll in the multiculturalism and ESL classes. They 
were invaluable. Without them I would be ill prepared to enter a classroom. 
Include them in everyone's teacher curriculum. (66;—W f-42 PJ) 

I feel that I was fortunate to have attended the antiracism education course. If it 
wasn't for that course, I would feel completely uneducated in the area of 
multicultural education. The antiracism course should be mandatory. The 
other courses did not prepare me for a multicultural classroom. (87—W f-23 PJ) 

I took the antiracism "elective" course and am very upset that it wasn't 
mandatory.... If it is made an elective it is relegated to an inferior status, and is 
viewed as an "asset" rather than a "requirement." I feel that ALL prospective 
teachers (including Catholic) should take this course. I also don't feel that our 
regular courses dealt with it in a meaningful way, and talking with many of 
my colleagues, I feel they and the education system would benefit from it. 
(88—W m-29 PJ) 

Some respondents expressed concern that they could not take either of these 
courses because they felt compelled to take other optional courses. Those who 
opted for the full year Teaching in a Roman Catholic School course were par
ticularly concerned because this made it impossible for them to take the Multi
cultural Education/Anti-Racism course or any of the other optional courses: 

Due to the fact that I was in the religion course [Teaching in the Catholic 
Schools) I was not able to take Antiracism—this should be changed so that I 
can take both courses—I feel as though I have missed out. (92—W f-25 PJ) 

I could not take the multiculturalism course because I was in the Catholic 
studies course. I think this is a big shame because such courses as 
multiculturalism and gender issues are so crucial for teachers to take. These 
issues need to be addressed. And we need to be aware of what role this has in 
our schools/society. (67—VM f-25 PJ) 
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Multicultural education was not integrated across the teacher education curriculum 
A second common criticism of the teacher education program was the idea that 
multicultural issues were often presented as an appendage to the main cur
riculum. It has been argued widely that simply adding multicultural ap
proaches to the existing structures is ineffective because it further marginalizes 
issues of "equity and therefore does nothing to disrupt the Eurocentric systems 
of education (Dei, 1996; Lund, 1998; Phillips, 1995). Many of the respondents in 
our study echoed these concerns. In their views, the multicultural education 
efforts made in the program were added on, at times awkwardly, rather than 
integrated throughout. 

Schooling in Society and the Antiracism course (which is an elective) are the 
only courses that gave me any opportunity to explore race, racism, 
multiculturalism, or ethnicity. This is a major problem with the program. There 
is not an integrated approach to multiculturalism/anti-racism. They are 
segregated subjects and not dealt with substantively in any other core course. 
(113—Wf-30IS) 

There should be discussions in every class on the different ways of learning 
and how it could be adapted to a diverse population.... I think multicultural, 
gender and racism issues should be stated and discussed in all classes. 
(39—VM?26JI)7 

We study integration, but multicultural issues are isolated in the program to 
PED 3102 and a few électives (not even available to Roman Catholic students). 
There seems to be such an irony to this. (109—W f-25 IS) 

According to the teacher candidates we surveyed, a more integrated approach 
is needed whereby multicultural issues are dealt with comprehensively, not 
just in one or two courses. As one respondent stated, separating these issues 
into optional half-credit courses makes them seem like an afterthought. Fur
thermore, a few observed that their peers who most needed to be exposed to 
these issues were the least likely to take those optional courses, either because 
they deemed them unnecessary or because of their resistance to them. 

The faculty and teacher candidates in the program need to better reflect the diversity 
of the population 
A substantial number of our respondents saw the largely homogeneous faculty 
and student population as a reason for the limited ways issues of equity were 
addressed in the program and as evidence of structural barriers that continue 
to prohibit the entry of minorities into the teaching profession. Their comments 
indicated a skepticism regarding the faculty's ability to prepare them on multi
cultural issues when the teacher candidates and the teaching staff in the pro
gram were predominantly white. 

It's next to impossible to teach it [multicultural issues/anti-racism) in a 
classroom setting where there is really very little diversity.... I did not take the 
specific "multicultural" class here, and my practicums were at schools with 
relatively small minority populations. I effectively learned nothing. Maybe 
more of an attempt could be made to place us where we will be exposed to 
diversity. (6—W m-25 IS) 

One of the greatest weaknesses of the program is that most B.Ed, students are 
white middle-class. (116—W f-35 IS) 
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I think we need a more diverse teaching faculty and student body. Greater 
effort needs to be made to encourage diversity in both these populations. 
(169-Wf-24IS) 

Many of the respondents believe that effective preparation on multicultural 
issues requires an education environment that is inclusive and representative 
of the diversity in Canadian society. Their suggestions clearly reveal the as
sumption that by increasing the numbers of minorities, better multicultural 
teacher education would ensue. To consider this idea further, we examined 
some secondary literature on minorities in the teaching profession. Consistent 
with our respondents' views, many studies we found emphasized the value 
and benefits of having more minorities in the field. By and large, they claimed 
a value to diversifying the teacher workforce and suggested that the presence 
of minority teachers helps improve the educational system (Carr & Klassen, 
1996; Cheng & Soudack, 1994; Darder, 1995; Sleeter 1993; Solomon, 1997; Thies-
sen, Bascia, & Goodson 1996). Underlying these studies was the idea that 
minority teachers have heightened awareness of and commitment to multicul
tural education and can therefore help sensitize their white colleagues, thereby 
enabling them to become better practitioners. Divergent views on this matter, 
although not as common, have also been written. Monticenos (1995), for ex
ample, has argued that assumptions about the benefits of having minority 
teachers are essentialized and simplistic. In her view, one cannot take for 
granted that minority teachers will necessarily be more critical or have more 
developed understandings of multicultural issues. 

Interestingly, our own findings alluded to both positions. Although it is not 
possible to draw conclusions from our limited sample of minority respondents, 
it is important to note that the overall perspectives of those who identified as 
visible minority and Aboriginal did not differ significantly from those who 
identified as white. One notable difference, however, was that although the 
majority of our sample indicated that they believed multicultural issues were 
important, not all respondents did. However, without exception, all who iden
tified as a visible minority or Aboriginal stated emphatically that they believed 
multicultural education to be important. Apart from this discrepancy, no dif
ferences were detected in the overall ways members of any of the particular 
groups conceptualized multicultural education. In fact some of the more criti
cal views came from respondents who identified as white. In speculating as to 
why this was so, we turned to literature that has explored the assumption that 
one's own experience of marginalization results in social sensitivity or insight 
into systems of oppression. 

Brush's (2001) work has challenged the taken-for-granted notion that mem
bers of minority groups have a heightened political understanding of equity. 
The development of race consciousness and responses to racism, she claims, 
depend on available political discourses in individual contexts. According to 
this argument, if the minority teacher candidates we surveyed are exposed for 
the most part to dominant paradigms that deny racial injustice, their articula
tion of these issues will follow suit, hooks (1995) offers a different explanation. 
By drawing attention to the tensions marginalized people face in challenging 
racism, she suggests that a delicate negotiation is involved that may hinder the 
ability to be forthcoming about knowledge and experiences of inequity. In her 
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words, minorities are "faced with the peculiar dilemma of developing 
strategies that draw attention to one's plight in a way that will merit regard and 
consideration without reinserting a paradigm of victimization" (p. 58). 

These theories provide some possible explanations as to why there was no 
noticeable divergence in the levels of awareness between the groups we sur
veyed. In response to our respondents' suggestions that increasing the number 
of minority teachers would help improve the multicultural education cur
riculum, this suggests that although removing barriers to access does indeed 
constitute a key step, in isolation it is not necessarily a way of contributing to 
equity in education. As we show in the following section, much more complex 
change is needed. 

Teacher Candidates' Conceptualizations of Multicultural Education 
The data we collected reveal more than weaknesses in the multicultural educa
tion curriculum. They also reveal the respondents' ideas and beliefs about what 
multicultural education is and what it should be. Examining the paradigms 
embedded in our respondents' comments reveals that the general concep
tualizations of multicultural education held by the current cohort of Canadian 
teacher candidates is ostensibly void of any awareness of systemic barriers, 
power, or issues of social justice. 

Some of our respondents expressed notions of egalitarianism that are com
mon in dominant liberal ideologies, suggesting that an emphasis on how we 
are all the same rather than different would be a more effective approach. 
Others indicated discomfort with multicultural education altogether. 

I believe that we should be taught how to see every student as a student and 
focus on understanding how they learn and develop ways to teach them.... 
Students in Canadian schools are or will be Canadians. We need to accept all 
positive attributes that come with them and deal with the negatives (be they 
fatigue from a poor family environment, negative views towards women, 
intolerance based on prejudice—be it against someone who looks different, 
behaves different, learns differently, is less or more athletic). (85—W f-40 PJ) 

Let's not make cultural diversity our main concern rather than the similarities 
between all. There is too much "let's see how we differ and make 
accommodations." We are all different including white people. I feel the more 
we point out specific groups under the pretence of, "they are different, let's 
accept it" the more we draw light to it. Let's not ignore it, rather educate 
various cultures through studies like the way we study ancient civilizations. 
We can teach, without making multiculturalism our main focus. (72—Wf-? PJ) 

These suggestions to deemphasize difference and focus rather on how we 
are all the same clearly indicate no awareness of issues of systemic power. As 
we see the issue, ethnoracial differences are being equated with characteristics 
and attributes that are as seemingly insignificant to social justice as athletic 
ability. Other Canadian studies that have explored ideological barriers that 
prevent white middle-class teachers from "getting it" were helpful in revealing 
what may be informing such views. Finney and Orr (1995), for example, found 
that the difficulty for teacher candidates to move beyond idealized and liberal-
individualistic perspective of social change lies in a firm belief in meritocracy. 
Those who adhere to the idea that anyone can succeed regardless of different 
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ethnoracial backgrounds would understandably be dismissive of a focus on 
multicultural education. 

The comments of some of our respondents, however, seem to hint at more 
than just dismissiveness. The emotive ways some insist that multicultural 
education is not only insignificant but also detrimental suggests that they are 
quite resistant to the idea of it. Although many studies on multicultural educa
tion do note the significance of student resistance, few offer explanations as to 
why this happens. The work of Schick (2002) is one exception. Interviews she 
conducted with white preservice teachers in Saskatchewan revealed that they 
perceived the university as a whole, and the teacher education program in 
particular, as a space where white students belong. Her research shows that 
multicultural types of initiatives are often perceived as posing some type of 
threat and appear to be disruptive no matter how carefully worded or ideologi
cally mild the agenda, because they implicitly undermine and endanger claims 
of white entitlement. It is for these reasons, Schick suggests, that a multicultural 
education curriculum is often met with resistance. This explanation helps shed 
light on the resistance we perceived in some of our respondents' comments. A 
sense of entitlement ran through their comments not only in terms of not 
questioning their rightful place in the institution, but also in deeming what has 
curricular value on the basis of their own interests and comfort levels. 

Of those respondents who were open to the idea of multicultural education, 
many were critical of the approaches taken by the instructors. Instruction was 
perceived to be lacking in specificity and guidance. Many complained about 
approaches that were based on theory arid not on practice. Several individuals 
noted that they were left to figure out the how of multicultural education on 
their own, indicating that they were not given enough practical information, 
either knowledge or skills-building, to teach a diverse learning student body 
effectively. They felt that they should have been given specific pedagogical 
tools to equip them to respond to the needs of the diversity of students in their 
classes. 

More concrete strategies regarding how to help students feel included and 
succeed. (27—VM? 28 IS) 

Although we learned how to address the issues, we did not learn how to teach 
to them. (132—W/m-25 IS) 

Endless theory is not practical. Simulating everyday situations (the modem 
classroom would help us to learn how to respond, mediate and generally focus 
on the issues. We would take note of where we fall short, and help us learn 
techniques to better work through the issues. (125—W m-51 IS) 

The Antiracism and Multiculturalism class does not deal with issues a teacher 
may face in a classroom. This course has nothing to do with how to teach 
antiracism and life in a multicultural class. This aspect is not discussed to any 
great detail in other classes and our practicum is the only opportunity to learn 
and deal with these issues. (105—Wm-29 PJ) 

Researchers who have grappled with addressing these issues with a pre
dominantly white teacher candidate population (Montecinos, 1995; Roman, 
1997; Sleeter, 1995; Sleeter & McLaren, 1995) have found that multicultural 
education cannot be accomplished through practical approaches. For multicul-
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rural education to be effective, it has been widely argued, teacher candidates 
need to be given opportunities for self-reflection to understand their own 
complicity in the existing structures of education that marginalize members of 
certain groups. Sleeter (1995), for example, argues that multicultural teaching is 
not simply a list of teaching strategies. Rather, it is an orientation that requires 
building dialogue and learning to share decision-making power with mar
ginalized communities. Otherwise, she contends, how multicultural education 
is conceptualized and practiced simply maintains the status quo. 

The problems with the desire for more practical approaches were also 
evident in the teacher candidates' views on how they should be taught about 
these issues. Although most respondents did articulate the value of multicul
tural education, their ideas about what this would entail were often explicitly 
expressed in terms of learning about the traditions, customs, and charac
teristics of specific groups. Respondents repeatedly suggested approaches 
whereby members of marginalized groups act as native informants to educate 
them on different customs and characteristics. 

Guest speakers from various cultures who might [offer] some insight about 
how other cultures learn. (5—Wf-23 IS) 

Provide more information regarding lifestyle, religion, and cultural customs of 
different cultures. (70—Wf-31 PJ) 

To have more guest speakers that teach presently at the high school or primary 
levels. Maybe also to invite multicultural students so they can explain their 
views. (9—VM f-32 IS) 

More specifics about ethnic groups would be helpful, e.g., their language, 
religious beliefs, outlook on education, attitude toward gender roles, things 
(words, actions) that may offend. (10—Wm-23 IS) 

Teach about details of others' culture... holidays, cultural beliefs, practices, in 
order for preservice teachers to better understand! (93—Wf-29 PJ) 

Scholarship on multicultural teacher education has emphasized the need for 
the complexities and richness of a group's cultural life to be presented rather 
than an essentialist view of culture where patterned depictions are used (Mon-
tecinos, 1995). Despite all that educational research has shown about the 
problems with teaching about the alleged characteristics of certain groups that 
dismiss questions of gender, class, sexuality, and other social divisions (Dei & 
Calliste, 2000), our respondents' understandings of these processes were some
what simplistic. This led us to theorists who have problematized approaches to 
multicultural education that do not disrupt the accepted notions of whiteness 
as neutral and universal (Haymes, 1995). It is this idea of whiteness as integral 
to understandings of racial inequity that we discuss below. 

To practice pedagogies that are liberatory, hooks (Haymes, 1995) argues, 
"studying the 'other' is not the goal, the goal is learning about some aspect of 
who you are" (p. 122). Our respondents did not articulate an understanding or 
a critical questioning of the need to examine their own biases, privileges, or 
issues of power in any way. Rather, their responses indicated, as Fine (1997) 
states, that "the gaze of surveillance, whether it may be a gaze of pity, blame, or 
liberal hope" (p. 64) was always on Other. 
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By uncovering some of the assumptions that underlie perceptions of initia
tives used to engage and instruct equitable and inclusive teaching strategies, 
we wish to highlight that our respondents' conceptions of multicultural educa
tion recreate a situation whereby those from the dominant group consider 
members of minoritized groups as objects of study. Embedded in this perspec
tive is what Smith (1999) refers to as a "positional superiority" (p. 60), that is, 
the process whereby the dominant group comes to see, to name, and to know the 
minority. We argue, therefore, that how multicultural education is understood 
by teacher candidates promotes educational practices that sustain and 
reproduce inequity. By keeping the focus on the Other, multicultural education 
effectively becomes antithetical to shifts in power. 

The focus of this article thus far is primarily to examine the perspectives and 
understandings of respondents who articulated both dissatisfaction with the 
program's multicultural education curriculum and conceptions of it that sus
tain the systemic barriers that hinder any progress in this area. A small number 
of respondents, however, were noteworthy exceptions. At the beginnng of this 
article we provide a theoretical framework explaining our usage of the term 
multicultural education as not in opposition to, but as existing and overlapping 
with critical approaches to equity. In analyzing our data, we found that al
though most respondents collapsed and conflated the two terms, for a few 
there were important distinctions between multicultural and antiracism educa
tion. This provides further evidence of the ambiguous ways these terms are 
understood. In these cases, the understandings went beyond the difference 
paradigm, and their responses sought to interrogate simplistic responses to the 
gaps in multicultural education. Indeed several used the questionnaire itself as 
an opportunity to challenge the Faculty to be more critical in its approach to 
teaching multicultural issues. 

Multicultural education is a term that is far from the reality and diversity that 
exists within a classroom. Educators must be taught how to move beyond 
multicultural education and begin to explore the meaning of antiracist 
education. (87-W f-23 PJ) 

"Multiculturalism" as conceptualized in this program, is presented, in my 
opinion, as a "token minority" system. We fail to address the underlying issues 
of acceptance, celebration of perspectives, variety of ideals, and focus, instead, 
on shifting subcultural paradigms and over-generalized details. (157—W m-26 
IS) 

I am answering this question based on my belief that antiracist education is 
better than multiculturalism.... Multicultural education will not meet the needs 
of student teachers in Ontario Schools. Antiracist education is a more 
appropriate approach. (123—W f-28 IS) 

As the above quotes indicate, some of the respondents had clear and deter
mined views about the limitations of multicultural approaches. We were en
couraged by these responses that indicated awareness of the need to go beyond 
the rhetoric of difference and plurality. That these critiques were so exceptional 
has led us to question whether these teacher candidates developed this aware
ness in the program, or if they had learned about these issues before entering 
teacher education. It seems to us that if awareness of such issues were being 
effectively taught in the program, more classmates might have shared such 
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curriculum. Lund (1998), for example, recommends a more broadly integrated 
model of reform for substantive changes in the outcomes for teacher can
didates. He argues that to go beyond the typical add-on approaches, significant 
structural change is needed. He suggests that this can be accomplished in part 
through hiring or admissions practices and incorporation of social justice is
sues into the entire program, not just specialized courses on the periphery. 

As our findings clearly demonstrate, these structural and programmatic 
limitations constitute only part of the problem. Our study also offers insights 
into the conceptual underpinnings on understandings of multicultural educa
tion, showing how efforts to prepare teachers to be equitable practitioners 
often fail because in existing structures, dominant discourses are transmitted 
and reproduced through notions of multicultural education. The challenge, 
therefore, is to consider how multicultural education might be reconfigured 
not only at a structural level, but also at a conceptual level. In response to the 
conceptual barriers, we believe that Canadian teacher candidates need to be 
provided with theoretical tools and that will enable them to transcend the 
common predisposition of essentializing notions of difference, positing the 
Other as object of study and dehistoricizing racial inequities. 

How can such change be accomplished? To shift ways of thinking and to 
enable a new paradigm, many suggest providing teacher candidates opportu
nities to think critically about whiteness as a racialized subjectivity and chal
lenging them to consider the historical consequences of racism (Dei, 1996; 
Montecinos, 1995; Roman, 1997). Furthermore, as some anticolonial scholars 
have argued (Dei & Asgharzadeh, 2000; Smith, 1999), if we are to keep teaching 
about the Other, it needs to be done through studies of agency and resistance 
of minoritized groups. Finally, rather than offering them information about the 
alleged characteristics of different groups that perpetuate stereotypes, a more 
useful approach would enable them to think critically about how categories of 
difference are created in the first place. 

It is through such approaches that teacher candidates can then begin to 
explore the processes of knowledge production that sustain the power of 
certain groups over others. To be effective, therefore, instruction in multicul
tural education must not only be increased and integrated throughout the 
entire program, but must rise to the more difficult challenge of disrupting 
taken-for-granted assumptions about what multicultural education is, what it 
is for, and how it is practiced. It is only when teacher candidates become aware 
of such issues of power that we can expect our education system to become 
equitable. 

Notes 
1. This study then extended to teacher education programs in Vancouver, Toronto, and 

Montreal. These cities were chosen because they have the largest populations of students 
from diverse backgrounds. Further along in this project, policies, programs, as well as 
strategies, pedagogical practices, and perceptions of teacher educators in relation to 
multicultural education were also examined to show how multicultural education programs 
are structured and implemented in the various teacher education programs. 

2. In other parts of the world these terms are understood differently. In the United States, for 
example, multiculturalism or critical multiculturalism is often used to refer to what is 
considered antiracism in a Canadian context. 
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3. The terms Caucasian and Native Indian were originally used in the questionnaire, but have 
since been changed to White and Aboriginal to correspond better with the language currently 
used by the Canadian government for demographic purposes. 

4. As indicated by the respondents' demographic information, the racial groups represented in 
this study include Chinese, Middle Eastern, South Asian, Korean, Latin American, West 
African, Caribbean, and Afro-Canadian. Furthermore, two people indicated that they were 
both White and Aboriginal, and one person identified as half Japanese. 

5. Of the 216 respondents, 98 belong to the Primary/Junior division (PJ), 16 to the 
Junior/Intermediate (JI) division, and 101 to the Intermediate/Senior (IS) division. 

6. This participant checked off both the white and the visible minority categories. 
7. The question mark is used in cases where respondents chose not to answer a personal 

question on the questionnaire. 
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