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The Multidimensional Teaching Approach to Honouring Cultural Diversity 

 Teaching is a political act; engaging in the critical conscious process of deciding what to 

teach and how to teach it (Guo & Jamal, 2007).  The teacher holds a lot of power in shaping the 

learning experience and should do this with much care.  Some students feel that they have to 

“check their culture at the door and adopt Western approaches to education and curriculum to 

succeed” (Hogue, 2012, p. 78).  How can teachers honour the diversity that each student brings to 

the learning experience and meet their diverse learning needs?  Teachers must start with seeking 

out creative ways to understand who their students are as people.  As discussed in my paper 

‘Trends of Cultural Diversity in Canadian Higher Education’ there are various trends that can 

create an important foundation for this understanding.  Beyond these trends the instructor must 

realize that, “in a sense every classroom is crowded as each (person) brings not only himself, but 

also his friends, family, community and the culture to which he has been born and raised” (Gold, 

Grant & Rivlin, as cited in Huber & Pewewardy, 1990, p.4).  Understanding each student’s 

context is therefore key in understanding the student. The students should be at the very centre of 

the experience and a movement from a pedagogical to an approach of andragogy should be 

enacted.  With an awareness of trends identified in cultural diversity research, theoretical 

frameworks and individual student assessments, the teacher can create an empowering, engaging 

and inclusive learning experience for every student (Guo & Jamal, 2007). 

This paper is based on the Intercultural Education Model and the Multicultural Education 

Model with elements of the Anti-Racist Model, as explained in my paper titled ‘Trends of 

Cultural Diversity in Higher Education.’  The institutional and community level of change that is 

fundamental in the Anti-Racist Model is not addressed in this paper (Guo & Jamal, 2007).  

Although this is ultimately the change that must be engaged to create profound changes to honour 

cultural diversity, I have chosen not to explore this very complex realm in this paper. 
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 Understanding cultural groups’ ways of knowing can help educators more effectively tailor 

their teaching.  Teachers need to be aware of what excludes people in the classroom (Guo & 

Jamal, 2007, p. 30).  For example, valuing competiveness can exclude those who value group 

achievement.  The teacher should utilize a variety of frameworks that provide a better 

understanding of the different ways of knowing of various cultural groups.  These frameworks 

should include Hofstede’s and Prowse and Goddard’s Five Dimensions of Culture, Gardner’s 

Eight Intelligences, and the general cultural learning themes noted by Phillips and Vaughn (2009) 

that were summarized and explored in my Trends paper.    

 These frameworks highlight some of the underlying differences in learning between 

cultures and religions that are important to keep in mind when engaging with learners from 

various cultural groups.  They can help guide teachers when they feel lost and unsure how to 

proceed and will help instructors use a phenomenological lens to begin understanding the 

student’s experience.  Using these frameworks can provide teachers with insight into the possible 

values and characteristics of various cultures so they can better diversify their teaching for 

students to realize their true learning potential.  The research by Hogue (2012) explores the 

learning experiences of the Blackfoot Aboriginal community in Lethbridge and highlighted that 

teachers needed to learn more about the Blackfoot culture so that they could be better understood.   

Awareness that the Blackfoot community and many other cultures approach learning from a 

collectivism viewpoint allows teachers to seek a balance of activities and assignments that 

encompass this viewpoint by using group work and group assignments.  Understanding that 

Japanese people often hold traditional roles of males and females might allow instructors to better 

understand why a student holds a particular viewpoint.   

 The research by Mayuzumi, Motobayashi, Nagayama & Takeuchi (2007) cautions that 

instructors must openly seek clarification on potential stereotypes of cultures to ensure that they 
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accurately understand their student.  One of the authors expressed how an instructor thought that 

the reason she did not speak up in class was because she was Japanese and female.  The author 

agreed to this assessment even though she did not agree with it.  This instructor may have had 

more success by simply exploring with the student the factors that contributed to the student 

being quiet rather than assuming the instructor knew the reason.  This discussion could open 

doors with the student as to how the instructor might be able to more successfully draw this 

student out in a supportive and safe manner.  Perhaps this student likes to listen and reflect before 

speaking and may be drawn out better in small groups or with more time between the questions 

being posed and the answers expected.  In a study by Hogue (2012), it was demonstrated that 

Aboriginal people like to have more time to answer questions than the short amount of time that 

was given in a traditional class setting.  The requirement for immediate answers left the 

Aboriginal people feeling put on the spot and embarrassed (Hogue, 2012).  Posing questions and 

giving students a few minutes to write their answers down and then calling upon people can help 

lessen this phenomenon.  Within groups, there could be assigned tasks or roles that are rotated to 

encourage every student to participate, for instance a listener and a speaker or having a reporter 

(Cuseo, 2012). 

 While using these theoretical frameworks are helpful as a foundational starting point we 

must realize that the people in each cultural group are also individuals.  People within a cultural 

group are not all the same and therefore cannot be approached as a collective whole.  Instructors 

should never assume that any one student will believe a prescribed thing or have a particular 

learning need just because they are from a particular culture. For example teachers cannot use 

Hofstede’s cultural dimensions alone to assume that because a student is Chinese that they want a 

more pedagogical approach, and that they view the teacher as the dominant figure in the learning 

experience.  In Mayuzumi’s et al. (2007) research, the students felt their culture was seen a 
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commodity “packaged for display, labeled with the names of countries and sold with price tags”; 

they felt that unless they were speaking about their culture their voices were not valued and felt 

silenced as a result (p. 587). Every individual in the community has different experiences.  People 

from the same community with similar experiences perceive and interpret these experiences 

uniquely thereby developing differently as a result (Guo & Jamal, 2007, p. 29).  Each individual 

in the cultural group may in fact belong to other cultural groups and the general characteristics 

assigned to each cultural group may be contrary to one another.  Culture is dynamic and not static 

(Guo & Jamal, 2007; Mayuzumi et al., 2007); it is always changing.  Relying too heavily on 

these frameworks does not accommodate for the evolving nature of culture.  It is therefore 

integral that the teacher who wishes to honour cultural diversity in the learning experience, 

individually assess each learner’s needs in a collaborative manner.  This approach fits very well 

with Malcolm Knowles adult learning theory of andragogy (Knowles as cited by Baumgartner, 

2003).    

 Conducting a collaborative assessment of where each learner fits on the continuum of the 

six principles of andragogy, the teacher can begin to understand the student’s learning needs.  

Discussion with learners, if possible, on a one-to-one basis would also be very effective.  Doing 

this individually will help the instructor get to know his or her students on a personal basis and 

also draw out students that are potentially at risk for prejudice.  For example research has 

identified that female students from under-represented cultural backgrounds tend to receive less 

of the teacher’s attention including less eye contact, are called on less often, and receive less out 

of class time with the teacher (Cuseo, 2012).  The teacher could set up a short questionnaire 

where students have to place themselves on the principles’ continuums (with a brief explanation 

of what each principle means), and include comment fields below each principle for further 

comment.  At the end of the questionnaire, there would be space for students to explore any 
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additional learning needs they may have.  The students would also be asked to explore how 

culture shapes their learning and what learning needs they may have as a result.  If unable to meet 

one-on-one with students, due to time restraints or other logistical problems, the students could 

break into groups to discuss their questionnaires and, if comfortable with the situation, would 

share this information.  In groups, they would be asked to suggest teaching strategies, activities 

and assignments that would address their needs and draw from their diverse strengths.  This 

activity could also include an exploration of the learning struggles the students’ may have had in 

the past to uncover learning needs.  By sharing personal struggles with other students who are at 

risk, they are reassured that they are not alone (Cuseo, 2012).  This dialogue between students 

will help them gain cultural understanding and awareness of the diverse needs of each student.  

This awareness of divergent thinking helps move the students to appreciate diversity, increases 

their capacity for imagining situations of problems from different perspectives and prepares them 

for participation in the real world (Cuseo, 2012; Guo & Jamal, 2007). 

 The classroom should be the “marketplace of ideas” (Weimer as cited in Cuseo, 2012).  

Having a wide exposure to diverse perspectives opens the students’ minds to new ways of 

thinking and they learn to think critically about things and approach issues and problems from a 

well-rounded and creative perspective.  Cuseo (2012) suggests many different activities to create 

cognitive dissonance to promote critical thinking.  One strategy is to select multiple readings or 

form groups in class that present different viewpoints.  An alternative activity would have 

students prepare ahead of class to debate various viewpoints on a particular topic.  In class, the 

students are randomly selected to represent one position to debate that may or may not be 

congruent with their personal stance (Cuseo, 2012).  These three cognitive dissonance learning 

activities utilize the Intercultural Education Model by moving the student away from dualistic 

modes of thinking (Guo & Jamal, 2007).   It challenges students to come outside of themselves to 
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see other people’s perspectives, and teaches them to continually seek multiple ways of looking at 

all issues.  

The richness that each student brings to the table is acknowledged and drawn out in a 

strength-based approach.  Teaching strategies need to be adjusted to meet individual students’ 

learning needs and to bring out their strengths.  The incorporation of diverse activities and 

assignments that draw from the multiple intelligences and strengths of each student could include 

the use of Microbursts.  The Microburst Model of teaching utilizes short bursts of a large variety 

of teaching strategies based on adult learning and motivation theories (Phillips & Vaughn, 2009).  

Some examples of Microbursts are the use of: music, dance, riddles, puzzles, self-reflection and 

multimedia. Having short bursts of various learning activities ensures that the instructor is 

teaching to meet all learners’ needs, it keeps the class fresh, interesting and exciting for the 

students and teacher alike by stretching everyone’s abilities (Vaughn, Gonzales Del Rey & 

Baker, 2001).   To draw from the diverse strengths of the students, the instructor can create one 

assignment during the course that the students have a selection of the mode of their assignment, 

which could include: a video, role play demonstration in class, a poster presentation, academic 

paper, participatory class presentation (Cuseo, 2012).  The individualization of an assignment 

capitalizes on the student’s diverse strengths and intelligences.    

With an emphasis on diversity, in order to minimize a divide amongst students, activities 

that promote unity are equally important (Cuseo, 2012 & Ofori-Dankwa & Lane, 2000).  As 

mentioned previously, group work is important for honouring cultural ways of knowing, 

promoting critical thinking but also for promoting the unity of students.  Together, they are 

working towards the same endpoint.  In groups, the students are asked to rank the course’s 

learning outcomes, revise them as they see fit and then add their own learning outcomes as well 

(Cuseo, 2012).  This activity promotes unity and also encourages the students’ collaboration in 
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the course.  The creation of diverse learning groups to encourage modeling and mentoring is 

another strategy for unity.  The students could form writing groups in class to mentor each other 

and develop their writing skills or problem-based learning teams could be created to address a 

variety of problems presented in class (Cuseo, 2012). 

  The incorporation of elements of the Anti-Racist model create a forward momentum 

toward systemic change for embracing cultural diversity.  Educators tend to “approach teaching 

and learning grounded in their discipline and content areas of expertise, culture of origin, and 

their own learning styles and ways of knowing” (Phillips & Vaughn, 2009, p. 49). Teachers must 

be self-aware of their own context and how this may impact student learning and inclusiveness in 

the classroom.  “We do not really see through our eyes or hear through our ears but through our 

beliefs” (Delpit, 1988, p. 297).  The teacher must make all attempts to be equitable in the 

classroom by requesting anonymous student feedback and having peers evaluate them on their 

interactions with students.  The teacher can also include in the course syllabus that divergent 

ways of thinking are encouraged and if students ever feel that they are not being honoured then 

they are encouraged to bring this to the instructor’s attention (Cuseo, 2012).  The instructor 

should also include diverse sources of knowledge from marginalized groups (Guo & Jamal, 

2007), for example the teacher could utilize the Medicine Wheel’s four directions and 

orientations to approach a topic.  The use of the Medicine Wheel highlights the circular and 

cyclical way of looking at issues rather than the “the linear philosophy of the Western paradigm” 

(Hogue, 2012, p. 82).  For example, a problem-based learning activity using the Medicine Wheel 

could examine different perspectives such as the Spring phase which is the time for birth and 

planting new seeds (ideas are brainstormed to address the problem); the Summer phase when 

there is a focus on growth and development (ideas are developed and a plan of action is created); 

the Fall phase when the fields are harvested (the plan is implemented); and in the Winter phase 
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when it is time for reflection on the quality of the yield (critical reflection is done on the whole 

process) and then the cycle begins anew. 

Utilizing the Intercultural and Multicultural Education Model and elements of the Anti-

Racist Model as a foundation, whilst implementing various cultural diversity research and 

frameworks, is a great starting point to honouring and nurturing cultural diversity.  The teacher 

however cannot use these methods in isolation because each student is unique, whether they are 

from the same cultural group or not.  The teacher must therefore begin to understand each 

student’s own unique context in order to meet each student’s own unique needs.  Moving from a 

pedagogical approach to teaching to from a stance of andragogy will increase the likelihood that 

this occurs.  This will promote a safe and inclusive learning environment to meet the diverse 

learning needs of every student.  Using teaching techniques like cognitive dissonance, mentorship 

and group work will develop critical thinking skills, stretch each student’s abilities and create 

flexibility and adaptability in students to help them when working in the globalized world. 
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