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Describing Diversity
U.S. society is an amalgamation of many different cultures. The 
U.S. government, however, officially recognizes only a handful of 
distinct racial groups. The federal government uses this classifica-
tion scheme when reporting, for example, Head Start enrollment, 
poverty figures, high school graduation rates, and other such sta-
tistics. Citizens of the United States are typically categorized as 
follows:

•• American Indian or Alaska Native. A person having origins in any of 
the original peoples of North and South America and who main-
tains cultural identification through tribal affiliation or community 
recognition.

•• Asian. A person having origins in any of the original peoples 
of the Far East, Southeast Asia, and the Indian subcontinent. 
This area includes, for example, Cambodia, China, India, Japan, 
Korea, Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippine Islands, Thailand, and 
Vietnam.

•• Black. A person having origins in any of the black racial groups of 
Africa.

•• Hispanic. A person of Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Central or 
South American, or other Spanish culture or origin regardless of 
race.

•• Native Hawaiian or Other Pacif ic Islander. A person having origins 
in any of the original peoples of Hawaii, Guam, Samoa, or other 
Pacific Islands.

•• White. A person having descended from any of the original peoples 
of Europe, North Africa, or the Middle East.

•• Two or more races. An individual who selects two or more of the 
preceding categories when offered the option of indicating his or 
her racial designation (National Center for Education Statistics, 
2015b).

We should point out that the preceding descriptions are arbi-
trary and represent umbrella terms. This terminology camouflages 

immense cultural and racial variability while obscuring the richness of individual 
cultures. Regardless of how specific groups of people are described, the diversity and 
variation within each group are tremendous. Various cultural groups are anything 
but homogeneous; differences are likely to be found in language, ethnicity, social 
class, home country, and a host of other dimensions (Lustig & Koester, 2013). It is 
important for teachers to acknowledge and respect this heterogeneity. They must also 
guard against perpetuating ethnic and racial stereotypes. Educators frequently fail 
to use qualifiers such as some, many, or most when discussing various cultural groups. 
This insensitivity to individuality can easily result in students’ receiving an errone-
ous, oversimplified, and possibly stereotypical impression of a particular racial group 
(Ryan, 1993).

Teachers must also guard against assuming that the behaviors, beliefs, and 
actions of their particular cultural group are the correct or only way of doing some-
thing. Such assumptions reflect ethnocentrism—viewing one’s own cultural group 
characteristics as superior or correct and the ways of other groups as inferior or 
peculiar.

The clientele of U.S. schools is rapidly changing.
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ethnocentrism: A perspective 
whereby a person views his or her 
cultural practices as correct and those 
of other groups as inferior, peculiar, or 
deviant.
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