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Trends of Cultural Diversity in Canadian Higher Education 

Students in Higher Education are becoming more culturally diverse and this is an 

important trend for educators to acknowledge.  Almost one quarter of Canada’s population (23%) 

is aged fifteen years and older and are first generation Canadians, born outside of Canada (Guo & 

Jamal, 2007).  The Aboriginal population is ten to fifteen years younger than the median 

Canadian age (Hogue, 2012).  These statistics demonstrate the increasing numbers of culturally 

diverse students that are post-secondary school-aged.  Research has proven that merely having a 

culturally diverse student population does not in turn promote interracial harmony in the 

classroom (Cuseo, 2012).  Research has also proven that inequalities continue to exist in the 

classroom and need to be addressed to provide a quality learning experience for every student.  It 

is therefore imperative that instructors learn how to honour the diversity of their students to 

ensure effective learning for all.  Every student will benefit from a more integrative approach by 

developing critical thinking skills and preparing students for working in the real globalized world 

(Cuseo, 2012; Guo & Jamal, 2007; Phillips & Vaughn, 2009). There have been many trends in 

addressing cultural diversity in higher education.  This paper will explore some of these trends in 

Canadian education that will help inform the most effective approach to teaching and learning for 

a culturally diverse student population.  A more thorough examination of this approach will be 

included in my paper titled ‘The Multidimensional Teaching Approach to Honouring Cultural 

Diversity.’ 

There are thousands of definitions of culture and the most encompassing definition views 

culture as “the shared patterns of behaviours and interactions, cognitive constructs, and affective 

understanding that are learned through a process of socialization.  These shared patterns identify 

the members of a culture group while also distinguishing those of another group” (University of 

Minnesota, 2014).  Individuals therefore living in the same community, regardless of ethnicity, 



Running	  head:	  TRENDS	  OF	  CULTURAL	  DIVERSITY	   3	  

could therefore over time become a culture if their behaviours and thinking become congruent 

with one another.  For the purposes of this paper, I will be using the term culture to primarily 

describe the ethno-diversity that exists in Canada. 

Ofori-Dankwa and Lane (2000) state that there are four ways that teachers approach 

culture in teaching: a) neutrality  (colour blind); b) similarity (focusing on common ground); c) 

diversity (focuses on the differences); d) diversimilarity (balances differences and similarities 

between students).  The colour-blind approach overlooks culture and historical experiences, 

which gives the instructor the illusion of creating equality in the classroom (Ofori-Dankwa & 

Lane, 2000).  In the neutrality and similarity approach, the examination of how culture shapes the 

students’ learning experience is largely ignored and the instructor is not able to address the 

students’ learning needs appropriately, which perpetuates injustice.  It results in a disservice to 

students and a loss of a rich learning resource (Cuseo, 2012; Guo & Jamal, 2007).  Focusing 

solely on diversity has its advantages: it provides a voice to everyone, students learn how to work 

with diversity, and it creates a safe and trusting learning climate.  This diversity approach 

however reduces the drive for others to truly understand one another because ‘the other’ is seen 

as so different than themselves.  When commonalities are found amongst people it brings them 

closer together and they begin to genuinely understand and respect one another (Ofori-Dankwa & 

Lane, 2000).  The diversimilarity approach celebrates differences and finds commonalities 

amongst students to more accurately represent the complexities of the real world that students 

need to learn how to work within. 

Guo and Jamal (2007) examined three models used in Canada to approach cultural 

diversity in teaching and learning.  Each of the models seeks transformation at either the 

personal, classroom or institutional and community level. The first model is the Multicultural 

Education Model that exerts change on the individual level to promote diversity development of 
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the teacher and the students.  This model was developed in the 1920s and 1930s and is still 

widely used in Canadian schools (Guo & Jamal, 2007).  This framework acknowledges that the 

essentialist approach of defining general cultural group characteristics is helpful as a starting 

point, but that using this information solely could lead to misunderstandings.  As explored in the 

definition of culture, culture transcends ethnicity hence a person can belong to multiple cultural 

groups.  Thus a person would have multiple assigned cultural group characteristics that may in 

fact contradict with one another (Guo & Jamal, 2007). This model identifies five progressive 

stages of individual diversity development and examines how to nurture development at each 

stage.  An assessment of which stage the teacher and students are at is identified to begin 

progression towards profound honouring of cultural diversity.  The final stage is ‘integration’ 

where the individual’s behaviour is congruent with their thoughts and feelings, the individual is 

able to interact in and out of his or her own culture and can affirm and validate the experiences of 

others (Guo & Jamal, 2007).   

The second framework that encourages development at the individual and the classroom 

level is the Multicultural Education Model.  This model acknowledges the diversity of students 

and develops curriculum and teaching practices that respond to this.  It proposes that a shift occur 

from pedagogical practices to andragogy and should adopt the five phases: a) content integration 

of varying perspectives and knowledge; b) knowledge construction: the instructor draws attention 

to what assumptions helped construct that knowledge and encourages students to use this critical 

lens when approaching learning situations; c) prejudice reduction: students from varying cultures 

work together to understand different perspectives; d) equity pedagogy: allow freedom of 

students to learn what is relevant and meaningful to them and; e) empowering learning culture by 

creating an inclusive curriculum (for example inclusion of unheard voices) (Guo & Jamal, 2007).   
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Lastly, the Anti-Racist model examines change at all three levels; personal, classroom and 

the institutional and community level.  This model examines barriers to inclusive education that 

need to be addressed in order to truly honour diversity in the classroom.  This can be achieved by 

drawing on often-neglected sources of knowledge (i.e. indigenous, spiritual and community).  

The instructor must examine and challenge his/her own assumptions and how they might affect 

the teaching and learning process.  Inequities in educational structures and environments need to 

be acknowledged and social and political action undertaken to create a more inclusive 

institutional climate (Guo & Jamal, 2007).  It requires the institution to shift its values, have more 

openness to new ideas and change how it acts.  Collaboration with all stakeholders, including the 

students, instructors, administrators and the community is imperative to create a truly inclusive 

institution.  This model works against the grain by moving the marginalized groups away from 

the periphery towards the centre (Guo & Jamal, 2007). 

Guo and Jamal (2007) state that an empowering learning culture should be embraced not 

only in the classroom but the institution as a whole to be truly empowering.  The first two models 

use culture as an add-on and yield a superficial approach to honouring diversity.  The Anti-Racist 

Model incorporates elements of the first two models but also gets to the root cause of the 

problem, which is often at the institutional and community level. 

Another important trend to take note of is how different cultures utilize different ways of 

knowing.  This is demonstrated in the work of Hofstede and was later modified by Prowse & 

Goddard in 2010 (Berger, 2011; Phillips & Vaughn, 2009).  Hofstede’s work established five 

dimensions of culture that influence learning, including: power distance: degree of acceptance of 

a perceived inequality of power; individualism versus collectivism: the strength of ties that 

people have to others in a community; masculinity versus femininity: the degree that traditional 

female and male roles and characteristics as defined by the Western world, are carried out; 
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uncertainty avoidance: the degree that people when feeling uncertainty rely on rules and 

structure; long versus short term orientation: importance that is placed on tradition and customs 

(Phillips & Vaughn, 2009).  While there have been some criticisms of his work, this work can be 

used as a starting point to guide instructors to begin to understand other cultures. 

Gardner’s (as cited in Phillips & Vaughn, 2009) examination of the eight intelligences is 

another framework for the instructor to keep in mind when striving for a culturally inclusive 

learning environment.   Gardner states that traditional education addresses primarily two of the 

eight intelligences: linguistic and logical–mathematical (Phillips & Vaughn, 2009).  In order to 

address the eight intelligences, teaching strategies and evaluative measures be diversified to 

ensure engagement and fair evaluation of all students.  Teaching strategies that would address 

these gaps include the incorporation of music, cooperative learning, multimedia, field trips and 

self-reflection (Phillips & Vaughn, 2009).  By being aware of the different intelligences and those 

most commonly addressed, instructors can be more aware of what intelligences they are 

addressing in classroom activities and assignments.  Diversifying teaching strategies, activities 

and evaluation measures will help to uncover the strengths of each student and also help develop 

and challenge each student’s abilities in different ways.   

Phillips and Vaughn (2009) discovered other trends among cultures and religions in 

relation to learning.  For Confucians, Hindus, Africans and Islamists, learning is a spiritual 

journey.  Western learning, as a contrast, sees a split between the mind and body, and therefore 

does not view learning as a spiritual endeavour.  Many cultures also construct learning within 

their community, for example in oral traditions and in informal settings, such as in everyday life.  

Understanding how other cultures may construct learning provides insight into how the instructor 

can incorporate this into their teaching.  For example, the instructor will be more receptive to 

students who share that they learned something through a dream or that the student does not 
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believe in evolution because humans are reincarnates of animals.  The instructor can suggest 

homework that the student explore and create learning within their community or family.  

Storytelling by the students can be a fundamental method of making the classroom culturally 

relevant to the students and honour the importance of oral traditions.  The instructor can create 

talking circles using a talking stick to pass between students to honour the Aboriginal tradition, 

and create an equality within the group so that everyone feels safe to share. 

Immigration, the development of international student programs and a young Aboriginal 

population play an important role in the growing numbers of  “ethnoculturally diverse” students 

in post-secondary institutions (Guo & Jamal, 2007).  The need for the instructor to understand 

how to effectively teach in such a culturally diverse climate is of utmost importance.  The 

instructor requires foundational knowledge of the diverse cultural ways of knowing, models and 

frameworks for addressing cultural diversity.  The instructor must engage in critical self-

reflection and examine which paradigm they are using to teach (Ofori-Dankwa & Lane, 2000).  

The instructor must evaluate whether this paradigm is consistent with his or her beliefs and 

values and if it is best meeting the needs of his or her students.  The teacher must also move 

towards andragogy by uncovering each student’s unique learning needs and addressing them 

accordingly.  My paper titled ‘The Multidimensional Teaching Approach to Honouring Cultural 

Diversity’ will examine more thoroughly how these trends and other pertinent research will 

facilitate learning in a culturally inclusive manner. 
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