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is transmitted in various ways from one gen-
eration to another. It is typically reflected in 
language, religion, dress, diet, social customs, 
and other aspects of a particular lifestyle 
(Gargiulo & Kilgo, 2014). Siccone (1995) 
points out that culture also includes the way 
particular groups of people interpret the 
world; it provides individuals with a frame of 
reference or perspective for attaching mean-
ing to specific events or situations, such as the 
value and purpose of education or the birth of 
a child with a disability.

Gargiulo and Kilgo (2014) caution edu-
cators to guard against generalizing and 
stereotyping when working with pupils from 
various cultural groups. Even within specific 
groups, each person is unique, even though all 
members of the group may share distinctively 
similar group characteristics. Two students 
from the same racial group will most likely perform quite differently in the classroom 
regardless of their shared cultural heritage.

Multiculturalism
We live in a multicultural society, yet multiculturalism is frequently a confusing and 
poorly understood concept. In its most basic interpretation, multiculturalism refers 
to more than one culture. It acknowledges basic commonalities among groups of 
people while appreciating their differences. Implicit within the concept of multicul-
turalism is the belief that an individual can function within more than one culture. 
Multiculturalism also provides us with a foundation for understanding multicultural 
education.

Multicultural Education
Multicultural education is an ambiguous and somewhat controversial concept. Sleeter 
and Grant (2009) characterize multicultural education as an umbrella concept involv-
ing issues of race, language, social class, and culture as well as disability and gender. 
Banks (2013) and Gollnick and Chinn (2013) portray multicultural education as an 
educational strategy wherein the cultural background of each pupil is valued, viewed 
positively, and used to develop effective instruction.

Bilingual Education
A term frequently associated with multicultural education is bilingual education, an 
equally controversial and somewhat confusing concept. The two are not synonymous, 
however. Multicultural education can be infused throughout the curriculum without 
the benefit of bilingual education. Simply defined, bilingual education is an educa-
tional strategy whereby students whose first language is not English are instructed 
primarily through their native language while developing their competency and 
proficiency in English. Teachers initially use the language that the child knows 
best (Baca & Baca, 2004b). Once a satisfactory command of English is achieved, it 
becomes the medium of instruction.

multiculturalism: Referring to more 
than one culture; acknowledges basic 
commonalities among groups of people 
while appreciating their differences.

multicultural education: An 
ambiguous concept that deals with 
issues of race, language, social class, 
and culture as well as disability and 
gender. Also viewed as an educational 
strategy wherein the cultural heritage of 
each pupil is valued.

bilingual education: An educational 
approach whereby students whose first 
language is not English are instructed 
primarily through their native language 
while developing competency and 
proficiency in English.

Because of the increasing diversity of our society, the United States is now 
often likened to a floral bouquet or patchwork quilt.
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