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CHAPTER 2

Critical thinking
How would you handle the situation? What are your first goals in working 
on this problem? What teaching, social, or other activities would you 
implement to engage the students in collaborative work that promotes 
learning English, builds identity, and directs their energies away from 
conflict? How will these issues affect the year levels you teach?

What strategies would you use to explain project work, and 
collaboration, to the English-language learners and the English 
speakers so that they all understand what needs to be done?

Collaboration
With four or five other members of your class, brainstorm as many 
reasonable ways as you can of addressing this situation. Come to 
consensus on the two best ways and present them to the class, with 
your rationale for why these are good choices.

Think of ways to involve the English speakers in supporting the 
communication needs of the group. 

TEACHERS’ CASEBOOK 
WHAT WOULD YOU DO?
The middle school group you are working with this year includes students 
from several different ethnic backgrounds. At present there are problems of 
communication and even some tensions arising in the group. One group of 
recently arrived refugee students do not feel comfortable speaking in English 
and tend not to mix with the other students. There appears to be some 
hostility among some of the immigrant students, and there is very little 
mixing across the different ethnicities in the playground. When you ask the 
students to work together for projects they tend to find collaboration and 
teamwork difficult and appear not to want to work together. The English-
speaking students seem to resent the time it takes you to explain what needs 
to be done to those with limited English; the recently arrived students don’t 
seem to understand what you want done. There is tension growing and the 
other day an ‘ethnic joke’ got out of hand. You have heard that some 
hotheads have been calling each other names, and trouble is brewing.
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CHAPTER OUTLINE
The social and cultural contexts in which we live have a strong influence on our learning and development. Many differences 
in educational outcomes are associated with students’ backgrounds and access to education, including the interaction of 
personal, family, school, and community factors. Australasian classrooms are among the most culturally and linguistically 
diverse in the world. Every year, the face of Australian classrooms is changing further as new groups of immigrants from 
diverse parts of the world enter our schools.

This chapter commences with an overview of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory, which provides a framework for 
examining education in the context of the many social systems that form the fabric of our society. We begin by tracing the 
schools’ responses to different ethnic and cultural groups and consider the concept of culturally pluralistic education. With 
a broad conception of culture as a basis, we then examine three important sociocultural influences on students’ identity: 
social class, ethnicity, and gender. Next, we turn to a consideration of identity, language, and bilingual education. The last 
section of the chapter presents three general principles for teaching every student, and specific ideas and principles for 
effective teaching of students from immigrant and Indigenous backgrounds in particular.

LEARNING OUTCOMES
By the end of this chapter, you should be able to:

 LO 2.1 Describe the social systems that influence learning and development in Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory.

 LO 2.2 Explain the meanings and common uses of the terms cultural diversity and multicultural education.

 LO 2.3 Identify influences of family contexts and parenting practices on children’s wellbeing and learning.

 LO 2.4 Explain why the school performance of students from low-SES families is often below that of students from 
other families.

 LO 2.5 Discuss historical influences on cultural diversity in Australia and the impact of ethnic and racial differences, 
prejudice, discrimination, and stereotype threat on learning and teaching.

 LO 2.6 Explain ways in which teachers and schools can contribute to the development of gender differences.

 LO 2.7 Discuss issues associated with dialect diversity and bilingualism in the classroom, and strategies for responding 
to language differences.

 LO 2.8 Explain the aims of culturally inclusive classrooms and how these classrooms can be created.

 LO 2.9 Describe and explain the practices associated with the three key principles for teaching in culturally diverse 
classrooms and schools.

 ▶ THE IMPORTANCE OF CONTEXT
This chapter examines the importance of the contexts in which learning and development occur. 
Context is the total situation that surrounds and interacts with a person or event. There are contextual 
conditions and effects that are both internal and external to the developing individual. For example, 
hormone levels within the body are contexts for developing organs, including the brain, as well as for 
adolescents’ self-concepts during puberty. Children grow up in families and are members of particular 
economic, ethnic, religious, and language communities. They live in neighbourhoods, attend schools, 
and are members of classes, teams, or online social groups. The social and educational programs and 
policies of governments affect their lives. These contexts inf luence the development of behaviours, 
beliefs, and knowledge by providing resources, supports, incentives and penalties, expectations, 
teachers, models, tools—all the building blocks of learning and development (Dodge, 2011; Lerner, 
Theokas & Bobek, 2005). We can put the developing person in context by exploring the work of Urie 

LO 2.1
Describe the social 
systems that influence 
learning and development 
in Bronfenbrenner’s 
bioecological theory.

context The total situation and 
conditions, both internal and 
external, that surround and 
interact with a person or event.
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Bronfenbrenner, whose (bio)ecological theory has made important contributions to many of the 
understandings and principles in this book. 

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model of development
Urie Bronfenbrenner was born in Moscow, Russia, in 1917. He moved with his family to the United 
States when he was 6 years of age and later had a long career in psychology.

Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model of development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 1989; 
Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) illustrates the inf luence on development of the interactions of 
individuals, other people, their environment, and time periods. Bronfenbrenner suggests that the 
strength, content, and direction of the reciprocal interactions that occur between individuals, other 
people, and objects in the immediate environment—proximal processes—are most signif icant 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1994). Bioecological theory describes the physical and social contexts in which we 
develop as ecosystems because they are constantly interacting with and inf luencing each other. Look at 
Figure 2.1. Every person lives within a microsystem, inside a mesosystem, embedded in an exosystem, 
all of which are a part of the macrosystem—like a set of concentric circles, nested one inside the other. 
In addition, all development and learning occurs in and is inf luenced by the time period—the 
chronosystem. Thus, the model is often referred to as the process-person-context-time approach to 
development.

The microsystem includes the person’s immediate relationships and activities. For a child, the 
microsystem might be the immediate family, friends, or teachers, and the activities of play and school. 
Relationships in the microsystem are reciprocal—they f low in both directions. For example, the child 
affects the parent and the parent inf luences the child. The mesosystem involves the interactions and 
relationships between and among two or more contexts and all the elements of the microsystems 
involved—the family members interacting with each other or with teachers. Again, all relationships 

bioecological model of 
development Urie 
Bronfenbrenner’s theory, 
describing the nested social 
and cultural contexts that shape 
development. Every person 
develops within a microsystem, 
inside a mesosystem, 
embedded in an exosystem, all 
of which are a part of the 
macrosystem of the culture and 
are affected by the 
chronosystem.

Every person develops within a microsystem (family, friends, school activities, teacher, 
etc.) inside a mesosystem (the interactions among all the microsystem elements), 
embedded in an exosystem (social settings that affect the individual, even though the 
individual is not a direct member—community resources, parents’ workplace, etc.); all 
are part of the macrosystem (the larger society with its laws, customs, values, etc.).
SOURCE: Adapted from A. E. Woolfolk & N. Perry (2012). Child and adolescent development. Upper Saddle River, 
NJ: Pearson/Merrill.

Figure 2.1 Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model of human development
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are reciprocal—teachers inf luence the parents and the parents affect teachers, and these interactions 
affect the child. The exosystem includes the social settings that the child is not directly involved in but 
which nevertheless indirectly inf luence their learning and development. These social settings include 
parental employment and how this impacts on their parenting, family social networks, the family’s 
religious aff iliation, community resources for health or recreation, and relationships with school 
administrators. The macrosystem is the larger sociocultural environment in which the child lives—its 
subcultures or dominant values, laws, conventions, and traditions. Macrosystems impact the life 
opportunities of people through availability of resources, by how schooling is valued, by discrimination 
and prejudice, through economic and social class differences, and through many other sociopolitical 
beliefs and practices. The chronosystem helps us to understand how different events affect people over 
time. These include normative life-cycle events and transitions, such as changes in value systems, in 
notions of gender and family, or in political systems, as well as non-normative events, such as personal 
trauma, and sociohistorical events. An example of a normative event is the ongoing development of 
digital technologies, which provide children with interactions and experiences that result in different 
ways of learning and communication compared with what these technologies enabled 20 years ago.

In the following sections of the current chapter, and in the next three chapters as well as in other 
sections of this book, we consider the complexity of the social and cultural contexts of classrooms and 
how these contexts inf luence learning and development.

 ▶ describe Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model of learning and development.

 ▶ TODAY’S MULTICULTURAL CLASSROOMS
Who are the students in Australia’s classrooms today? From what kinds of family do they come?

 ▶ Australia has the second highest percentage of overseas-born residents (28.5 per cent) of any major 
country in the world (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2017c).

 ▶ Over 220 languages in addition to Indigenous languages are spoken in Australia (Australian Department 
of Immigration and Border Protection, 2014).

 ▶ Of the original 250 Indigenous Australian languages, there remain 170 languages or language groups, 
with 150 of these spoken at home and 69 languages having at least 100 speakers (ABS, 2017a). About 
110 Indigenous languages are severely endangered (ABS, 2008b). 

 ▶ There are many varieties of English spoken in Australian homes.
 ▶ Some Australian schools comprise 70 or more ethnic groups.
 ▶ Both rural and urban areas of Australia are becoming increasingly diverse.
 ▶ Many immigrant families retain the use of languages other than English—community languages—at 

home as they acquire English.
 ▶ A growing number of children learn to read and write in more than one language, often using 

different writing systems.
 ▶ There is a wide range of religious affiliations among Australian families (Australian Department of 

Immigration and Border Protection, 2014).

Australia-wide, this diversity is growing. The 2016 Census of Population and Housing of the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) found that more than 21 per cent of the population spoke a 
language other than English at home, an increase of more than 3 per cent since 2011. The six most 
commonly spoken languages other than English were Mandarin, Italian, Arabic, Cantonese, Greek, 
and Vietnamese, with speakers of these languages comprising 8.5 per cent of the total population 
(ABS, 2017a). The statistics in 2008 showed how these are in fact Australian languages—no longer 
foreign. For example: ‘Greek, Arabic and Italian speakers had the largest proportions of Australian-
born speakers, ref lecting the fact that these languages were mainly brought to Australia now more than 
20 years ago and have been maintained among the children of those migrants’ (ABS, 2008b).

Cultural diversity is a fact of life in Australia and New Zealand. Typically there are three broad 
responses to this growing demographic diversity: f irst, assimilation; second, integration; and third, 
multiculturalism. Assimilation involves social and educational policies that require members of 

LO 2.2
Explain the meanings and 
common uses of the 
terms cultural diversity 
and multicultural 
education.

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
MULTICULTURAL EDUCATION

What are the major dimensions 
of multicultural education? 
Describe how these dimensions 
influence each other.

assimilation A process 
whereby people from immigrant 
and Indigenous minorities shed 
their distinctive cultures and 
languages and are fully 
absorbed into the dominant 
culture of the host society. 
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minority groups and immigrants to lose their cultural distinctiveness and assimilate completely into 
the wider society. Integration involves educational and social policies that encourage the component 
groups of a society to interact with each other as citizens of a shared state, but does not require them to 
shed their cultural differences. Over time, this approach can lead to a new cultural identity, an amalgam 
formed from aspects of the component parts known as multiculturalism. Multiculturalism can be used 
as a descriptive term, and merely records that Australian and New Zealand societies are comprised of 
people from diverse cultural groups. Multiculturalism is also used to describe policy in which education 
and social actions are based on an acknowledgement of differences or may even promote the long-term 
maintenance of these differences, while, at the same time, stress social unity and cohesion via the rule 
of law, common citizenship, and a shared language of communication. Integration and multiculturalism 
also stress equal educational opportunity and the celebration of cultural differences.

In its idealised form, multicultural education encourages Australian and New Zealand societies to 
value, recognise, and promote the benefits of diversity. There are many approaches to multicultural 
education. In Australia and New Zealand, the following principles have been common:

1. There should be appropriate English-as-a-second-language (ESL) teaching for non-English 
speakers.

2. All schooling should promote a culturally inclusive curriculum and pedagogy. This means that 
culturally diverse perspectives should pervade all aspects of the curriculum and school organisation.

3. There should be specific content about Indigenous Australia, and Māori society and history, for all 
learners in the respective countries.

4. There should be specific efforts to remove prejudice, discrimination, and hostility.
5. There should be extensive teaching of languages other than English, and, in New Zealand, specific 

efforts on behalf of Māori, so that students who have a home language other than English can have 
a chance to develop literacy and improve their spoken command of the language, and English-
speaking learners can also have the chance to become bilingual.

Individuals, groups and society
From the establishment of the British colonies in Australia at the end of the 18th century and throughout 
the 19th century, there was continuous immigration from many countries of the world. Numerous 
parts of 19th-century Australia, both urban and rural, were linguistically and culturally diverse, and 
Aboriginal peoples represented a far greater percentage of the total population than they do today.

At Federation in 1901, the newly constituted Commonwealth of Australia passed the Immigration 
Restriction Act, slowing the f low of new settlers in general and specifically limiting intakes from Asian 
and Pacific countries (Lo Bianco, 2004).

After the Second World War, Australia initiated a program of large-scale immigration recruitment 
to boost the national population; this has come to be known as the Post-War Immigration Program of 
1947. Millions of immigrants were encouraged to settle in Australia, initially from Britain and northern 
Europe, then from southern Europe, Asia, Latin America and, today, from all parts of the globe. As a 
result, Australia has been transformed, culturally as well as demographically, in a lasting way.

To support the assimilation of new arrivals in Australia, shipboard classes in English were held for 
adults, leading to the creation of the Adult Multicultural Education Program (Martin, 1998). As 
immigration f lows increased during the 1950s and 1960s, and as growing numbers of second-generation 
children of immigrants were born in Australia, specialist ESL teaching programs were established.

By the early 1970s the Commonwealth government was supporting direct education initiatives for 
immigrant education and, progressively, language education support programs in Indigenous languages 
were set up in rural and remote parts of the country. English teaching initiatives were extended to 
support what came to be called community languages, for both immigrant and Indigenous children. By the 
late 1970s and early 1980s a widespread practice of multicultural education had arisen (Lo Bianco, 2005).

Multicultural education is premised on the idea that education should acknowledge and build on 
the cultural and linguistic backgrounds of learners. In the Australian experience, multicultural 
education has had four specific components:

1. English as a second language—the provision of specialist teaching of English as a second language 
and appropriate English literacy

2. community languages—the teaching of community languages as language maintenance for 
children from minority groups and new learning for other children

integration Refers to the active 
participation by people from 
immigrant and Indigenous 
minorities in mainstream 
society while they retain 
distinctive cultures and 
languages.

multiculturalism Refers to the 
long-term coexistence of diverse 
cultural and linguistic groups 
within a cohesive shared society. 

multicultural education  
Education that teaches the 
value of cultural diversity, 
supports children’s first 
languages and literacy, 
promotes second-language 
learning and bilingualism for all, 
encourages all curricula to 
express cultural diversity, and 
opposes discrimination and 
negative stereotyping.

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
TO THE RESEARCH

 ▶ For a comprehensive 
summary of relevant 
research and practice, see: 
Perso, T. F. (2012). Cultural 
responsiveness and school 
education: With particular 
focus on Australia’s first 
peoples; A review & 
synthesis of the literature. 
Darwin, NT: Menzies School 
of Health Research, Centre 
for Child Development and 
Education. Retrieved from 
<http://ccde.menzies.edu.
au>.

 ▶ In the paper, ‘Dealing with 
difference: Building culturally 
responsive classrooms’, Nina 
Burridge, John Buchanan, 
and Andrew Chodkiewicz 
consider cultural diversity in 
relation to school policies, 
and discuss frameworks for 
addressing cultural diversity 
in classrooms. They highlight 
the need for progressive and 
innovative pedagogy for 
building inclusive 
communities. Burridge, N., 
Buchanan, J. & Chodkiewicz, 
A. (2009). Dealing with 
difference: Building culturally 
responsive classrooms. 
Cosmopolitan Civil Societies 
Journal, 1(3), 68–83. 
Retrieved from <https://
epress.lib.uts.edu.au/
journals/index.php/mcs/
article/viewFile/1245/1370>.

Sam
ple

 pa
ge

s



EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY26

3. multicultural perspectives—to infuse cross-cultural and multicultural perspectives across all subject 
areas and all practices of schooling

4. participation—fostering full participation in school and wider community life among parents from 
all ethnic backgrounds.

The components of multicultural education have always had two specif ic aims: equality and 
difference. Equality is a broad principle that has aimed to advance equal educational opportunity and 
outcomes for children from minority groups. Difference is also a broad principle which has aimed to 
recognise cultural diversity as a positive element in the new and evolving social arrangements, to 
combat prejudice, racism and discrimination, and generally to foster inter-ethnic interaction by 
supporting harmonious community relations (Banks, 2016).

In the present age of travel, economic globalisation, and instantaneous communications technologies, 
we all increasingly come into contact with diverse cultural groups, and most societies are, or are 
becoming, pluralistic in many ways. There are many ways to think about how diverse cultural, linguistic, 
racial, and religious groups coexisting in a single society should be encouraged to interact and relate to 
each other. At one extreme there can be measures to remove, minimise, or even obliterate differences. 
At the other extreme there can be measures to entrench, divide, and separate differences. In between 
such extremes, education that acknowledges and encourages positive attitudes to differences, supports 
minorities, fosters tolerance, reduces prejudice, and develops cross-cultural skills makes good educational 
and social sense. Multicultural education is also premised on the idea that everyone has the right to have 
his or her distinctive language and culture respected, and that civilised societies acknowledge culture 
and language as basic human rights. In addition, social cohesion, equal opportunity, economic 
participation, and citizenship all require that we develop shared communication practices.

Multicultural education is more than simply content integration—the use of examples and content 
from a variety of cultures when teaching a subject—and involves more than a change in curriculum. 
James Banks (2001; 2016) suggests a further four dimensions, as shown in Figure 2.2, that must be 

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
TO OTHER CHAPTERS

Chapter 4 provides information 
about the internationalisation of 
education and values of 
education, and the importance 
of tolerance and respect.

Multicultural
education

                                                                             Content integration
Using examples and content from a variety of 
cultures and groups to illustrate key concepts, 
principles, generalisations, and theories in 
their subject area or discipline.

      The knowledge construction process
Helping students to understand how the 
implicit cultural assumptions within a discipline 
influence the ways that knowledge is 
constructed within it.

        Prejudice reduction
Identifying the characteristics of 
students’ racial attitudes and 
determining how they can be 
modified by teaching.

                                                             An equity pedagogy
Matching teaching styles to students’ 
learning styles in order to facilitate 
the academic achievement of students 
from diverse racial, cultural, and social 
class groups.

                                                                                                          An empowering school culture and social structure
Examining group and labelling practices, sports participation, 
and the interaction of the staff and the students across ethnic 
and racial lines to create a school culture that empowers 
students from all groups.

Multicultural education is more than a change in the curriculum. To make education appropriate for all students, we must 
consider other dimensions as well. The way the athletics and counselling programs are structured, the teaching methods 
used, lessons about prejudice, perspectives on knowledge—these and many more elements contribute to true multicul-
tural education.
SOURCE: Adapted from J. A. Banks (2001). Cultural diversity and education: Foundations, curriculum, and teaching (4th ed). Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon.

Figure 2.2 Banks’s dimensions of multicultural education
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considered in making education appropriate for all students. This includes helping students understand 
how knowledge is inf luenced by beliefs, reducing prejudice, creating social structures in schools that 
support learning and development for all students, and using teaching methods that reach all students.

Unlike education in some other countries, Australian multicultural education has always made 
shared citizenship, participation, and English and English literacy central (Lo Bianco & Freebody, 
2001; Lo Bianco & Slaughter, 2009).

Australia—a land of cultural diversity

stop think write
Spend two hours this week watching a variety of content on SBS television and listening to SBS 
radio or other multilingual radio stations. (See <www.sbs.com.au> for program guides.) note 
the number of languages used in the course of the week. Consider the presenters: are they 
male or female? old or young? do they address a range of social issues, including privilege or 
disadvantage? do they appear to favour one type of viewer or listener over another?

In this book we take a broad interpretation of culture and multicultural education, so we will examine 
social class, race, ethnicity, and gender as aspects of diversity. We begin by considering the meaning of 
culture. Many people associate this concept with the ‘cultural events’ section of the newspaper—art 
galleries, museums, Shakespeare, classical music, and so on. Culture has a much broader meaning; it 
embraces the whole way of life of a group of people.

Culture and group membership There are many definitions of culture. Most include some or all 
of the following: the knowledge, skills, rules, norms, practices, traditions, self-definitions, institutions 
(educational, legal, communal, religious, political, etc.), language, and values that shape and guide 
beliefs and behaviour in a particular group of people, as well as the art, literature, folklore, and artefacts 
produced and passed down to the next generation (Cohen, 2009; 2010;  Lo Bianco, 2003). The concept 
of culture is ‘complex and elusive’ (Lo Bianco, 2003, p. 11). The group constructs a culture—a program 
for living—and communicates the culture to members. Thus, people are members of groups; they are 
not members of cultures.

Groups can be defined along regional, ethnic, religious, racial, gender, social class, or other lines. 
Each of us is a member of many groups, so we all are inf luenced by many different cultures. Sometimes 
the inf luences are incompatible or even contradictory. For example, if you are a feminist but also a 
Roman Catholic, you may have trouble reconciling the two different cultures’ beliefs about the 
ordination of women as priests. Your personal belief will be based, in part, on how strongly you 
identify with each group.

There are many different cultures in every modern country. In Australia, students growing up in a 
small rural town in Tasmania are part of a cultural group that is very different from that of students in 
a large urban centre or students in western Sydney. The child of a labourer in a small town in Tasmania 
grows up in a different culture from that of the child of the town doctor or dentist, and from that of the 
child who grows up in a city. Individuals of different European, Indigenous Australian, Pacific Islander, 
Asian, African, or British descent have distinctive histories and traditions. The experiences of males 
and females are different in most ethnic and economic groups. Everyone living within a particular 
country shares many common experiences and values, especially because of the inf luence of the mass 
media. But other aspects of their lives are shaped by differing cultural backgrounds.

Cautions in interpreting cultural differences Before we examine the bases for cultural differences, 
two cautions are necessary. First, we will consider social class, ethnicity, gender, and language separately, 
because much of the available research focuses on only one of these variables. Of course, children are not 
just Asian, or middle-class, or female; they are complex beings and members of many groups.

The second caution comes from James Banks (2010), who has written several books on multicultural 
education:

Although membership in a gender, racial, ethnic, social-class, or religious group can provide us 
with important clues about an individual’s behaviour, it cannot enable us to predict behavior. 
Membership in a particular group does not determine behavior but makes certain types of behavior 
more probable. (p. 13)

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
TO PRACTICE

Pearson, N. (2006, 23 July). 
Layered identities and peace. 
Paper presented at the Earth 
Dialogue, Brisbane Festival, 
Brisbane. Retrieved from <www.
capeyorkpartnerships.com/
downloads/noel-pearson-papers/
layered-identities-and-
peace-230706.pdf>.

This article considers cultural 
identity, particularly Indigenous 
Australian identity.

culture The knowledge, values, 
attitudes, and traditions that 
guide the behaviour of a group 
of people and allow them to 
solve the problems of living in 
their environment. 
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 ▶ THE FAMILY CONTEXT
The family is the first and most important context for learning and development. There are many 
different types of family along with different types of parenting. Increasingly, students today have only 
one or no sibling, or they may be part of blended families, with stepbrothers or stepsisters who move 
in and out of their lives. Some of your students may live with an aunt, with grandparents, with one 
parent, in foster or adoptive homes, or with an older brother or sister. Some may live in extended 
families with many relatives in the same household or in daily contact with each other. Others may 
have gay or lesbian parents. The best advice is to drop the phrases ‘your parents’ and ‘your mother and 
father’ and to speak of ‘your family’ when talking with students.

In 2016 in Australia, about 22 per cent of mothers in couple families with children under the age of 
5 years were employed full time, rising to 39 per cent for mothers with children aged 10 to 14 years 
(ABS, 2017b). Given the number of children under the age of 18 years who live in single-parent 
families (about 16 per cent) and the number of couple families with children aged 10 to 14 years where 
both parents work (69 per cent), it is likely that many upper primary and secondary students are home 
alone or unsupervised much of the time outside school. The growing number of children with working 
parents has prompted many schools to offer before- and after-school care programs, as well as vacation-
care programs.

Divorce
In 2015, divorces in Australia numbered more than 48 500, with approximately 47 per cent of divorces 
involving children under 18 years of age (ABS, 2016c). As many of us know from experiences in our 
own families, separation and divorce are stressful events for all participants, even under the best of 
circumstances. The actual separation of the parents may have been preceded by years of conf lict in the 
home or may come as a shock to all, including friends and children. During the divorce itself, conf lict 
may increase as property and custody rights are decided.

After the divorce, more changes may disrupt the children’s lives. The parent who has custody may 
have to move to a less expensive home, find new sources of income, go to work for the first time, or 
work longer hours. For children, this can mean leaving behind important friendships in the old 
neighbourhood or school, just when support is needed the most. It may mean having just one parent, 
who has less time than ever to be with the children. Of children under 18 years of age in 2016, 
21 per cent had a parent living elsewhere (ABS, 2017a). About 56 per cent of fathers and 46 per cent of 
mothers remarry (ABS, 2007) and half of them divorce again, so there are more adjustments ahead for 
the children. In some divorces, there are few conf licts, ample resources, and the continuing support of 
friends and extended family. But divorce is never easy for anyone.

Effects of divorce The first two years after the divorce seem to be the most difficult period for both 
boys and girls. Students may have problems in school or just skip school, lose or gain an unusual 
amount of weight, develop difficulties sleeping, and so on. They may blame themselves for the breakup 
of their family or hold unrealistic hopes for a reconciliation (Hetherington, 2006). Long-term 
adjustment is also difficult. Boys tend to show a higher rate of behavioural and interpersonal problems 
at home and in school than do either girls in general or boys from intact families. Girls may have 

LO 2.3
Identify influences of 
family contexts and 
parenting practices on 
children’s wellbeing and 
learning.

Keep this in mind as you read about characteristics of students who are economically disadvantaged, 
Asian, male, or in any other category. The information we will examine ref lects tendencies and 
probabilities. It does not tell you about the specific students you will teach. For example, if a student in 
your class consistently arrives late, it may be that the student has a job before school, or must walk a long 
distance, or even that he or she dreads school, rather than indicating anything specific about his or her 
cultural background.

 ▶ distinguish between integration, assimilation, and multiculturalism.
 ▶ What is multicultural education?
 ▶ What is culture?

blended families Parents, 
children, and stepchildren 
merged into families through 
remarriages. 
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trouble in their dealings with males. They may become more sexually active or have diff iculty in 
trusting males. However, living with one fairly content, if harried, parent may be better than living in 
a conf lict-filled situation with two unhappy parents. Adjustment to divorce varies and some children 
respond with increased responsibility, maturity, and coping skills (Amato, 2006; Amato, Loomis & 
Booth, 1995). Over time, about 75 to 80 per cent of children in divorced families adapt and become 
reasonably well-adjusted (Hetherington & Kelly, 2002). See the Guidelines above for ideas about how to 
help students in dealing with divorce.

Parenting style
The ways that parents interact with their children and maintain adult authority inf luence children’s 
learning and behaviour. An Australian study of over 1100 students in Years 8 to 10 has shown that 
authoritative parenting, which is firm and directive, has clear rules and consequences, and has high levels 
of warmth and emotional support, is associated with higher academic achievement, optimism, and 
motivation. Low achievement is linked to students’ perceptions of neglectful parenting characterised by 
low warmth, low support, or low interest (Boon, 2007).

Adolescents with authoritative parents are more likely to be happy in themselves and relate well to 
others and they are less likely to be inf luenced by peer pressure to use drugs or alcohol, especially when 
their friends have authoritative parents (Collins, Maccoby, Steinberg, Hetherington & Bornstein, 
2000). Authoritarian parents (very controlling, expect conformity to rules, undemocratic) usually expect 
children to obey them. Punishment is strict but not abusive, and there are low levels of emotional 
support. Their adolescent children are more likely to feel guilty and depressed. Students with permissive 

GUIDELINES
Helping children of divorce
Take note of any sudden changes in behaviour that might 
indicate problems at home.

EXAMPLES

1. Be alert to physical symptoms such as repeated headaches 
or stomach pains, rapid weight gain or loss, fatigue, or 
excess energy.

2. Be aware of signs of emotional distress, such as 
moodiness, temper tantrums, or difficulty in paying 
attention or concentrating.

3. Let parents kn  ow about the student’s signs of stress.

Talk individually to students about their attitude or 
behaviour changes. This gives you a chance to find out about 
unusual stress, such as divorce.

EXAMPLES

1. Be a good listener. Students may have no other adult 
willing to hear their concerns.

2. Let students know you are available to talk, and let the 
student set the agenda.

Watch your language to make sure you avoid stereotypes 
about ‘happy’ (two-parent) homes.

EXAMPLES

1. Simply say ‘your families’ instead of ‘your mothers and 
fathers’ when addressing the class.

2. Avoid statements such as ‘We need volunteers for room 
mother’ or ‘Your father can help you’.

Help students maintain self-esteem.

EXAMPLES

1. Recognise a job well done.
2. Make sure the student understands the assignment and 

can handle the workload. This is not the time to pile on 
new and very difficult work.

3. The student may be angry with his or her parents, but 
may direct the anger at teachers. Don’t take the student’s 
anger personally.

Find out what resources are available at your school.

EXAMPLES

1. Talk to the school psychologist, guidance counsellor, social 
worker, or principal about students who seem to need 
outside help.

2. Consider establishing a discussion group, led by a trained 
adult, for students going through a divorce.

Be sensitive to both parents’ rights to information.

EXAMPLES

1. When parents have joint custody, both are entitled to 
receive information and attend parent–teacher 
conferences.

2. The non-custodial parent may still be concerned about 
their child’s school progress. Check with your principal 
about state laws regarding the non-custodial parent’s 
rights.
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parents (warm and nurturing but with few rules or consequences) are more likely to have difficulty 
interacting with peers and self-regulating their behaviour (Berger, 2015; Spera, 2005).

Attachment relationship
The quality and strength of children’s early emotional bond or attachment relationship with parents 
or significant caregivers also impacts on both learning, and social and emotional development. Strong, 
secure attachments form when children experience warm, predictable support and care; are encouraged 
to explore; and receive comfort when distressed. By contrast, disorganised attachments can result when 
children experience diff iculties in their relationship with parents or caregivers, which may also be 
associated with abuse or neglect. Secure attachment is positively related to positive relationships and 
wellbeing, higher achievement test scores, teacher assessment of social competence throughout the 
school years, and higher school-retention rates. Insecure attachment can lead to challenges for young 
people’s wellbeing, while disorganised attachment increases the risk for poor relationships, ongoing 
behaviour problems, and mental health issues (Roeser, Peck & Nasir, 2006). Attachment theory is 
relevant throughout life. Having a supportive and stable relationship with a caring and competent adult 
improves the life outcomes and resilience for young people with high-risk behaviours or who have 
experienced trauma ( Jackson, 2014). 

Domestic and family violence
With outcomes similar to those of child abuse (see Chapter 4), exposure to or participation in domestic and 
family violence—violence between intimate partners and between family members—can have negative 
effects on children’s cognitive development, education, behaviour, and physical, social, and emotional 
wellbeing. Children who experience domestic and family violence are more vulnerable to other forms of 
abuse. The 2016 Australian Bureau of Statistics’ (2017d) Personal Safety Survey found 10 per cent of men 
and 13 per cent of women had witnessed violence towards their mother by a partner before the age of 
15 years, and about 4 per cent of men and women had witnessed violence toward their father.

Domestic and family violence is the leading cause of homelessness, which adds to the trauma and 
poor outcomes for children, and disrupts friendships, schooling, the sense of belonging, and safety. 
Domestic and family violence is of such concern that, in some Australian states and territories, 
witnessing this type of violence by children is notif iable emotional abuse in child protection 
frameworks. During and after parent separation, children are at particular risk of experiencing domestic 
and family violence (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare [AIHW], 2017a; Campo, Kaspiew, 
Tayton & Moore, 2015; Spinney, 2013).

How can teachers help?
When we consider the high rate of divorce, parenting roles, and the power of relationships for students, 
we see that teachers today are dealing with issues that once stayed outside the walls of the school. 
Teachers are sometimes the best source of help for students facing emotional or interpersonal problems. 
When students have chaotic and unpredictable home lives, they need a caring, firm structure in school. 
They need teachers who are authoritative—who set clear limits, are consistent, enforce rules firmly but 
not punitively, respect students, and show genuine concern. These secure, predictable, and supportive 
relationships can shield students from trauma and associated toxic stress, and help them deal 
constructively with their situation. As a teacher, you can be available to talk about personal problems 
without requiring that your students do so. 

One preservice teacher gave a boy in her class a journal entitled ‘Very hard thoughts’ so that he 
could write about his parents’ divorce. Sometimes the boy talked to her about the journal entries, but 
at other times he just recorded his feelings. The preservice teacher was very careful to respect the boy’s 
privacy about his writings.

CONNECT AND EXTEND

For more information about 
attachment relationships and 
the effect on learning, read the 
following paper: Larose, S., 
Bernie, A. & Tarabulsy, G. (2005). 
Attachment state of mind, 
learning dispositions, and 
academic performance during 
college transition. 
Developmental Psychology, 
41(1), 281–289.

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
TO OTHER CHAPTERS

Chapter 3 provides information 
about the impact of serious 
adversity and toxic stress on 
brain development and 
cognitive function.

attachment Strong emotional 
bond a child has with a parent 
or other significant adult.

 ▶ What challenges face children whose parents are divorced?
 ▶ in what ways does parenting style influence student behaviour?
 ▶ What are typical outcomes for young people exposed to domestic and family 
violence?

 ▶ in what ways are secure attachment relationships important for young people?
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 ▶ ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL CLASS DIFFERENCES
The term typically used by sociologists for variations in wealth, power, and prestige is socioeconomic 
status (SES). In modern societies, levels of wealth, power, and prestige are not always consistent. 
Some people—for instance, university lecturers—are members of professions that are reasonably 
prestigious but provide little wealth or power. Other people have political power even though they are 
not wealthy.

No single variable, not even income, is an effective measure of SES. In spite of these inconsistencies, 
most researchers identify three general levels of SES: upper, middle, and lower. The upper class is 
characterised by very high incomes; corporate or professional occupations; university education; 
ownership of at least one home; exclusive or comfortable neighbourhoods; and political power at the 
national, state, or local levels. The middle class is characterised by white-collar and skilled blue-collar 
occupations, secondary school or professional qualifications, home ownership, and political power at 
the state or local level. The lower class is characterised by unskilled and semi-skilled, lowly paid 
occupations that usually involve manual labour. The term working class is often used interchangeably 
with lower class. Lower class is characterised by very low incomes (and usually, in Australia, dependence 
on social security), unskilled occupations, low levels of education, and little or no political power 
(Macionis, 2013). As you watched SBS Television (stop think write on page 27), how many people did 
you see who appeared to be from lower SES backgrounds?

Social class is a significant dimension of cultural differences, often overriding other differences, 
such as ethnicity or gender. For example, upper-class people, regardless of ethnicity, typically find that 
they have more in common with each other than they have with lower-class individuals from their 
own ethnic groups (Gollnick & Chinn, 2013 ).

SES and achievement
There are many relationships between SES and school performance. In general, students of all ethnic 
groups with high-SES backgrounds show higher average levels of achievement on test scores and stay 
in school longer than do students with low-SES backgrounds (Berliner, 2005a; Cutuli, Long, Chan, 
Desjardins, Herbers, Heistad, Hinz & Masten, 2013; Newcomb, Abbott, Catalano, Hawkins, Battin-
Pearson & Hill, 2002). Poverty during a child’s preschool years appears to have the greatest negative 
impact. Unfortunately, families with young children are the most likely to be poor because young 
parents have the lowest-paying jobs or no jobs at all (Bronfenbrenner, McClelland, Wethington, Moen 
& Ceci, 1996; Margetts, 2003b; 2014a). The longer the child lives in poverty, the stronger the impact on 
achievement. For example, even when we take into account parents’ education, the chance that 
children will repeat years or be placed in special education increases by 2 to 3 per cent for every year 
the children live in poverty (Ackerman, Brown & Izard, 2004).

What are the effects of low socioeconomic status that might explain the lower school achievement 
of these students? Many factors maintain a cycle of poverty. Poor health care for mother and child, 
limited resources, family stress, interruptions in schooling, exposure to violence, overcrowding, 
homelessness, discrimination, and other factors lead to school failures, low-paying jobs—and another 
generation born in poverty. Let us consider possible explanations.

Poor health care Families living in poverty have less access to good prenatal and infant health 
care and nutrition. Over half of all adolescent mothers receive no prenatal care at all. Poor mothers 
and adolescent mothers are more likely to have premature babies, and prematurity is associated with 
many cognitive and learning problems. Children living in poverty are more likely to be exposed to 
legal drugs (e.g. nicotine, alcohol) and illegal drugs (e.g. cocaine, heroin) before birth. Children 
whose mothers take drugs during pregnancy can have problems with organisation, attention, and 
language skills (Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 2000). Good nutrition and a balanced diet of vitamins, 
minerals, and fatty acids have been linked to improved learning (Wesnes, Pincock, Richardson, 
Helm & Hails, 2003).

Children with low-SES backgrounds are four times more likely to experience chronic stress due to 
poor diet, overcrowding, housing instability, and family financial stress. Chronic stress is associated 
with higher levels of school absence; decreased attention, memory, thinking, and motivation; and 
increased depression. These findings ref lect neuroscience research showing links between poverty, 
higher levels of stress hormones leading to decreased synaptic connections, and higher levels of 

LO 2.4
Explain why the school 
performance of students 
from low-SES families is 
often below that of 
students from other 
families.

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
TO THE RESEARCH

For more information about 
poverty and social exclusion of 
children and adolescents in 
Australia, access Harding, A., 
McNamara, J., Tanton, R., Daly, A. 
& Yap, M. (2006, August). Poverty 
and disadvantage among 
Australian children: A spatial 
perspective. Paper presented at 
General Conference of the 
International Association for 
Research in Income and Wealth, 
Joensuu, Finland. Retrieved from 
<www.iariw.org/papers/2006/
harding_paper.pdf>.

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
ECONOMIC CONDITIONS/
SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS 
(SES)

Identify the possible effects of 
socioeconomic status on 
student achievement. Consider 
the steps teachers can take to 
minimise those effects.

socioeconomic status 
(SES) Relative standing in 
society based on income, 
power, background, and 
prestige.
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impulsive and violent behaviours (Collaborate for Kids, 2016; National Scientif ic Council on the 
Developing Child, 2014).

Low expectations—low self-concept Because of the often erroneous stigmas associated with 
students from impoverished and low-SES backgrounds, teachers frequently have low expectations of 
these students. They may avoid calling on the students in class to protect the students from the 
embarrassment of giving responses that do not ref lect ‘middle-class norms’ or because the students 
make the teacher uncomfortable. These students are often surprised when they receive school awards 
or are given positions of responsibility.

The following story shows how powerful this effect on academic self-concept can be. A Year 8  
student who regularly participated in her school’s breakfast program—an outreach strategy to increase 
school attendance for children from families on low incomes—was named dux of her class. Her 
response when the school principal told her of the award was, ‘Can someone on welfare really win the 
prize for dux?’

Students from low-SES backgrounds (or any students who fail continually) may come to believe 
that doing well in school is impossible. Many of their friends and relatives may never have finished 
school, so it seems normal to quit. Studies have indicated that drop-out rates are higher for students 
from families of low SES (Cooper, Lloyd-Reason & Wall, 2004; Lamb, Jackson, Walstab & Huo, 
2015). Students from families of low SES, particularly those who also encounter racial discrimination, 
become convinced that attending school is a waste of time and effort, and that time and effort are 
better expended elsewhere (Cullingford, 1999; Lamb, Jackson, Walstab & Huo, 2015). Low 
expectations, along with a lower-quality educational experience, can lead to a sense of learned 
helplessness (see Chapters 5 and 10).

Peer influences and resistance cultures Some researchers have suggested that students from 
low-SES backgrounds may become part of a resistance culture. To members of this group, making it 
in school means opting out and trying to act ‘middle-class’. In order to maintain their identity and their 
status within the group, students from families with low SES must reject the behaviours that would 
make them successful in school—studying, cooperating with teachers, even coming to class (Bennett, 
2011; Vitaro, Larocque, Janosz & Tremblay, 2001). Peer culture is addressed further in Chapter 4. 
Identification in a resistance culture has been noted for poor Anglo-European students in secondary 
school in Papua New Guinea (Woolfolk Hoy, Demerath & Pape, 2002). This is not to say that all 
students from families with low SES resist achievement. Adolescents whose parents value academic 
achievement tend to select friends who also share those values (Berndt & Keefe, 1995), and many young 
people, such as the Year 8 student described above, are high achievers in spite of either their economic 
situation or negative peer inf luences ( Jacobs & Harvey, 2005; O’Connor, 1997). We should not forget 
that some aspects of schooling—competitive grading, public reprimands, stressful testing and 
assignments, and repetitive work that is too hard or too easy—can encourage resistance in all students 
(Okagaki, 2001). The challenge is to make school an inclusive place that does not invite resistance 
(Stinson, 2006).

Home environment and resources A frequent explanation for the academic problems of 
children from families with low SES is that their home environment does not give them the head 
start in school provided by middle- and upper-class families. Families in poverty seldom have 
access to high-quality preschool education and care for their young children. Research has shown 
that high-quality preschool education with qualif ied staff enhances cognitive and social development 
(Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford & Taggart, 2008; Vandell, 2004), as does access to 
family and community resources such as books, information technologies, libraries, trips, museums, 
and so on (Evans, 2004; Kim & Guryan, 2010). Entwisle, Alexander and Olson (1997) found that 
children from families with high SES were more likely to have access to these resources, especially 
prior to school or during school holidays, and this provided benef its for children’s reading and 
mathematics achievement. In their longitudinal study in the United Kingdom, Sylva and colleagues 
(2008; 2014) found that home support for learning provided benefits for mathematics, literacy, and 
social-behavioural outcomes at age 16 years. Their research (2008; 2010; 2011) also found that 
students in Year 5 and Year 9 had higher intellectual and social-behavioural scores if their mothers 
engaged with them at home during the preschool years in activities that challenged the children’s 
thinking and stretched their minds, such as reading with the child, teaching songs, playing with 

resistance culture Group 
values and beliefs about 
refusing to adopt the 
behaviours and attitudes of the 
majority culture. 
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 ▶ ETHNIC AND RACIAL DIFFERENCES
Ethnicity usually refers to a common cultural heritage or to characteristics, such as history, homeland, 
language, traditions, or religion, that are shared by a group. We all have some ethnic heritage, whether 
our background is Italian, Greek, Jewish, Ukrainian, Hmong, Chinese, Japanese, Vietnamese, 
Sudanese, Turkish, Cuban, Hungarian, German, or Irish—to name only a few.

Race, on the other hand, is def ined as ‘a socially constructed category of people who share 
biologically transmitted traits that members of a society consider important’, such as skin colour or hair 
texture (Macionis, 2013, p. 274). In effect, race is a sociological construct, a label people apply to 
themselves and to others based on appearances. There are no biologically ‘pure’ races (Betancourt & 
Lopez, 1993). Still, race is a powerful construct. At the individual level, race is part of our identity—
how we understand ourselves and interact with others. At the group level, race is involved with 
economic and political structures.

Sociologists sometimes use the term minority group to label a group of people that receives 
unequal or discriminatory treatment. Strictly speaking, however, the term refers to a numerical 
minority compared to the total population. Referring to particular racial or ethnic groups as ‘minorities’ 
is technically incorrect in some situations, because in certain places the ‘minority’ group is actually the 
majority; for example, in many remote Australian communities all the residents are Aboriginal people, 
and in some urban areas by far the majority population is comprised of various minority groups. So the 
practice of referring to people as ‘minorities’ based on their racial or ethnic heritage has been criticised 
because it is misleading and has negative connotations (Milner, 2010).

Changing demographics: Cultural differences
Before the establishment of the British colonies from the end of the 18th century, traditional Australian 
society comprised some 250 distinct languages, representing a large number of tribal and clan groups. 
Over centuries, Indigenous Australians had forged relationships with peoples of the near South Pacific, 
people from present-day Papua New Guinea, and the inhabitants of some islands of present-day 
Indonesia.

LO 2.5
Discuss historical 
influences on cultural 
diversity in Australia and 
the impact of ethnic and 
racial differences, 
prejudice, discrimination, 
and stereotype threat on 
learning and teaching.

and teaching letters and numbers, and creating opportunities for the children to play with friends 
at home.

Contrast these two examples of interactions as a mother works with a child on a puzzle:

1. ‘No, that piece goes here!’

2.  ‘What shape is that piece? Can you find a spot that is straight like the piece? Yes, that’s straight, 
but look at the colour. Does the colour match? No? Look again for a straight, red piece. Yes—try 
that one. Good for you! You finished the corner.’

By assisting their children in these ways the mothers are following the approach of inf luential 
psychologist Lev Vygotsky by providing intellectual support, or scaffolding, in the children’s zone of 
proximal development, which we address in Chapter 3. The second approach, which is similar to an 
instructional conversation (Chapter 9), is more likely to encourage learning concepts (straight, shape, 
colour, corner, match) and problem solving.

However, not all low-income families lack resources. Many of these families provide rich learning 
environments for their children. When parents of any socioeconomic background support and encourage 
their children—by reading to them, providing books and educational toys, taking the children to the 
library, talking with them, making time and space for learning—the children tend to become better, 
more enthusiastic readers (Stainthorp & Hughes, 2000; Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford, 
Taggart & Elliot, 2003). You should be wary of prejudging families based on their socioeconomic status. 
The actual behaviours and parenting style of the parents are often more predictive of their children’s 
school achievement than income level or parents’ occupation, as we note in Chapter 4.

 ▶ What is SeS?
 ▶ What is the relationship between SeS and school achievement?

ethnicity A cultural heritage or 
characteristics such as history, 
homeland, language, traditions, 
or religion shared by a group. 

race A group of people who 
share common traits that are 
seen as self-defining by the 
people of the group. Many 
believe that this term is a social 
construct rather than a 
biologically valid concept.

minority group A group of 
people who have been socially 
disadvantaged. Sometimes the 
term ‘minority’ is used to refer to 
a numerical minority in the 
strict meaning of the term. Often 
the term is applied to a situation 
where a group has relatively 
less power and social 
opportunity than other groups.

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
TO THE RESEARCH

For a review into racism in 
schools, read Mansouri, F. & 
Jenkins, L. (2010). Schools as 
sites of race relations and 
intercultural tension. Australian 
Journal of Teacher Education, 
35(7), 93–108. Retrieved from 
<http://ro.ecu.edu.au/cgi/
viewcontent.cgi?article 
51478&context5ajte>.
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During the 19th century, after the initial arrival of the British, significant new arrivals from Europe, 
North America, and Asia arrived in Australia, as well as many Irish from the British Isles.

However, this diversity of the 19th century was disrupted after Federation in 1901. One of the first 
acts of parliament after Federation was to adopt the Immigration Restriction Act 1901, later known as the 
White Australia Policy. The Act aimed to force people, especially Chinese and Indians, who were 
already in Australia in 1901, to leave the country. This legislation remained in force until it was 
progressively dismantled from the late 1960s to early 1970s.

In 1947, after the trauma of the Second World War, Australia embarked on a program to recruit 
new immigrants in order to build a larger population and economy for the vast and sparsely populated 
continent. As a result, many millions of immigrants—initially from the British Isles, but, over time, 
drawn from all over Europe, then the Middle East, South-East Asia, north Asia, Latin America, and 
today increasingly from Africa—arrived to start new lives as residents, and ultimately as citizens of 
Australia. The history of New Zealand’s immigration program is quite different, commencing much 
later and drawn mostly from the South Pacific, although today immigrants to New Zealand come from 
many different countries (Clyne, 2005; Dixon, 1980; Lo Bianco, 2004).

As a result of immigration policy—and, later, of the policy of multiculturalism that Australia 
adopted during the 1970s and 1980s—the linguistic, cultural, ethnic, religious, and racial makeup of 
the nation has been utterly transformed. Today, the large urban centres of Australia are as diverse as any 
in the world. Even rural towns and remote areas have been deeply affected by immigration ( Jupp, 
2001; Triggs, 2014 ). Aboriginal Australians reside in a much wider range of locations, from towns, to 
remote and rural areas, to the major cities.

Back in the late 1940s, Australians carried a British passport, saw themselves as belonging to the 
wider British Empire of states, and often considered England as their home. Today, Australia is 
conscious of its heritage in Europe and especially in Britain, its geography in Asia and the South 
Pacific, and its increasingly diverse domestic population. These wider sociopolitical issues have deep 
consequences for teaching, for curriculum planning, and for educational policy-making at all levels. 
Similarly, New Zealand is involved in educational, social, and political debates about cultural diversity 
and its impact on education (Lo Bianco & Rhydwen, 2001).

From the perspective of schools, this can seem overwhelming. In one Melbourne school, teachers 
who had been trained to teach English learners of South-East Asian backgrounds were struggling to 
adapt their expectations, techniques, and assumptions to the new population, which was mostly from 
the Horn of Africa. These were also refugee children, but their cultural and linguistic characteristics, 
and their personal histories, were very different from those the teachers were used to.

Communication systems Joseph Lo Bianco and Chantal Crozet (2003) remind us that 
communication systems are deeply ref lective of cultural differences. For example, different groups 
structure the rules and patterns for participating in conversations in radically different ways. In some 
language-culture systems it is appropriate, even necessary, for speakers to ‘overlap’ in conversation. 
This is seen as a way of showing interest in what the other person is saying. By contrast, in other groups 

‘conversational overlapping’ is called ‘interrupting’ and can be 
regarded as being very rude and socially unacceptable. In some 
cultures, it is impolite to talk about particular topics that, in other 
cultures, are considered to be perfectly legitimate areas for 
discussion. Some cultures tolerate or even encourage silence, 
whereas in other cultures silence is interpreted very negatively. In 
some language and culture systems there are very elaborate rules for 
who may speak to whom about what, so much so that entire 
grammatical rules and forms operate. Different ways to say ‘you’ 
regulate how close to or distant from each other two people are—
whether the relationship is one of strangers, friends, intimates, 
young–old, male–female, teacher–pupil, and so on. These are just a 
small number of the ways in which rules and patterns of conversation, 
courtesy, and relating socially vary.

Perhaps the most extreme demonstration of cultural differences 
in action in Australia is in relation to the Stolen Generations 
controversy (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, 
1997). This bitter dispute about the forced removal of children from 

The visible signs of cultural differences represent only a small portion of the 
differences among cultures. Many differences are ‘below the surface’ and have 
more to do with beliefs and attitudes about life.
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Aboriginal families over many decades, and the continuing debates about the practice, show how when 
power, colonisation, welfare, and disputes about child-rearing collide, a gulf of misunderstanding, 
prejudice, and suffering appears. In 2007, on the second day of the 42nd Parliament of Australia, the 
newly elected prime minister, the Hon. Kevin Rudd MP, made a formal apology to the Stolen 
Generations, adding an important new chapter to this significant issue.

In bilingual education for Aboriginal language, there has also been a gulf in understanding, cultural 
differences, and values. An example of the turbulent politics around bilingual education in the 
Northern Territory has been documented by Nicholls (2001). Today in education and health (the two 
most critical indicators of disadvantage), Aboriginal children, and Indigenous children generally 
(including Torres Strait Islanders), show persisting and very large differences compared to non-
Indigenous children. The school retention rate for Indigenous children to Year 12 is just under 
60 per cent, while for non-Indigenous students the national average is 84 per cent (ABS, 2017f ).

Values Cultural inf luences are widespread and pervasive. For example, physical grace is essential in 
Balinese social life, so the ability to master physical movements is a mark of intelligence in that culture. 
Manipulating words and numbers is important in Western societies, so in these cultures such skills are 
indicators of intelligence (Gardner, 1983). But it would be wrong to assume that every member of a 
cultural group is identical in beliefs, actions, or values. Eugene Garcia (2002) suggests that culture is 
‘attributes that are made available to members of a group, but may not be shared by all members’ (p. 93).

This latter point is important to keep in mind. Our culture, the assumptions, the unremarked-upon 
aspects of life, and the way we assume that things are done ‘normally’ all tend to be taken for granted. 
We become aware that our way of doing things is just one of many possible ways only when we 
encounter differences (Lo Bianco & Crozet, 2003). Sometimes, perhaps often, this experience can be a 
challenge, or even stressful and difficult, and therefore the term culture shock has arisen to express this 
jolt of realisation that the way we do things isn’t ‘natural’ but cultural—one of several, perhaps 
thousands, of possible ways that we can communicate, dance, move, or think about time, space, human 
relationships, dress, food, and so on. These differences can be misunderstood as deficiencies, as the 
following example shows.

Misunderstandings Cultural differences do not necessarily lead to misunderstanding, conf lict, 
tension, or worse. Most people are equipped with goodwill, curiosity, evident politeness, and common 
interests such that cultural differences are ignored, or celebrated and enjoyed, or even melded together 
to form hybrid mixtures. However, too often cultural differences do play a part in human social, 
educational, and political problems, including conf lict, hostility, fighting, and even war. In schooling, 
it is crucial that teachers become aware that cultural differences are manifested in socialisation. 
Different social groups have different practices, values, and experiences with child-rearing, and very 
different degrees of belief in and fostering of individualism, responsibility, obligation, duty, and 
deference result from these different traditions of child-raising (Hamston, 2004). In turn, these practices 
f low into educational expectations. Indigenous educators often point to the radically different ways in 
which traditional Aboriginal children are expected to relate to adults—how apparently simple practices 
of questioning and answering, of direct eye contact, physical closeness, and so on can have very 
different meanings and be interpreted in different ways (Eades, 1995/2000).

Cultural differences do impact on learning and teaching, and every teacher should be aware of the 
specific cultural backgrounds of their students. After all, these students are individuals shaped by their 
personal experiences, and these in turn are inf luenced by the particular social, cultural, and other 
contexts from which they derive. Frequently, the greater part of culture is not immediately evident. 
Only with time, knowledge, goodwill, and a professional commitment to educational excellence for 
all learners can cultural differences be turned into a rich and rewarding experience rather than a less 
positive alternative.

The Family and Community Partnerships feature on page 36 provides ideas for supporting students’ 
learning and strengthening family/school/community relationships.

Ethnic and racial differences in school achievement
A major concern in schools is that some ethnic groups consistently achieve below the average for all 
students. This is especially true for Indigenous children. Australian Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander, 
and New Zealand Māori children consistently have higher rates of underperformance in schooling; 
lower English literacy and numeracy scores; and much lower rates of admission to university, TAFE, or 

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
TO THE RESEARCH

In the Chinese tradition, 
achievement is seen as being 
dependent more on 
concentration, effort, and 
persistence than on talent. 
Centuries ago, Xu Gan, a revered 
Chinese scholar, said, ‘Will is the 
teacher of study and talent is 
the follower of study. If a person 
has no talent, [achievement] is 
possible. But if a person has no 
will, it is not worth talking about 
study’ (Hess, Chih-Mei & 
McDevitt, 1987, p. 180).

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
THE LARGER COMMUNITY 

The cultural background of 
classrooms is changing rapidly. 
What are some changes you 
might encounter in the next five 
years? What can schools and 
teachers do to adapt positively 
to those changes?
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any kind of post-school training, education, or apprenticeships. This pattern has been demonstrated in 
a very large number of studies over a long period of time. For many such children, problems of poor 
health, poverty, deprivation, encounters with racism and marginalisation, and often culturally 
inappropriate monolingual education compound so that their educational disadvantages are by far the 
greatest of any group in the community (Nicholls, 2001).

Many immigrant children—especially those of refugee origin, whose first language is not English, 
and who may not have had the chance to develop literacy in their first language—also face educational 
disadvantages. This is especially so when language, cultural, religious, and racial differences intersect 
with low SES or with interrupted schooling experiences.

Because many minority group students are also economically disadvantaged, it is important to 
separate the effects of these two sets of inf luences on school achievement. When we compare 

GUIDELINES
Family and community partnerships 
Building learning communities
Joyce Epstein (1995) described six types of family/school/
community partnership. The following guidelines are based 
on her six categories.

Parenting partnerships: Help all families establish home 
environments to support children as students.

EXAMPLES

1. Offer workshops, DVDs, courses, family literacy fairs, and 
other informational programs to help parents cope with 
parenting situations that they identify as important.

2. Establish family support programs to assist with nutrition, 
health, and social services.

3. Find ways to help families share information with the 
school about the child’s cultural background, talents, and 
priorities—learn from the families.

Communication: Design effective forms of school-to-home 
and home-to-school communication.

EXAMPLES

1. Make sure communications fit the priorities of families. 
Provide translations, visual support, large print, email—
whatever is needed to make communication effective.

2. Visit families in their homes or local community, after 
gaining their permission. Don’t expect family members to 
come to school until a trusting relationship is established.

3. Balance messages about problems with communications 
of accomplishments and positive information.

Volunteering: Recruit and organise parent help and support.

EXAMPLES

1. Do an annual postcard survey to identify family talents, 
interests, times available, and suggestions for 
improvements.

2. Establish a structure (e.g. online communication network) 
to keep all families informed. Make sure families without 
information and communication technologies (ICTs) are 
included.

3. If possible, set aside a room for volunteer meetings and 
projects.

Learning at home: Provide information and ideas to families 
about how to help students at home with schoolwork and 
other curriculum-related activities, decisions, and planning.

EXAMPLES

1. Provide assignment schedules, homework policies, and tips 
on how to help with schoolwork without doing the work.

2. Seek family input into curriculum planning—have idea and 
activity exchanges.

3. Send learning packets and enjoyable learning activities 
home, especially over holidays and summers.

Decision-making partnerships: Include families in school 
decisions, developing family and community leaders and 
representatives.

EXAMPLES

1. Create family advisory committees for the school with 
parent representatives.

2. Make sure all families are in a network with their 
community leader or representative.

Community partnerships: Identify and integrate resources 
and services from the community to strengthen school 
programs, family practices, and student learning and 
development.

EXAMPLES

1. Have students and families research existing resources—
build a database.

2. Identify service projects for students—explore service 
learning.

3. Identify community members who are school alumni and 
get them involved in school programs.

4. Approach service organisations for assistance with specific 
projects.

SOURCE: Based on J. L. Epstein (1995). School/Family/Community partnerships: Caring for children we share. Phi Delta Kappan, 76(9), pp. 701–712. Copyright © 
1995 by Phi Delta Kappan.
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Many people believe that teachers and fellow students sometimes have a negative effect on children 
from ethnic and Indigenous minority groups by holding low expectations and biases towards them.

The following story is true. It describes an event that occurred more than 65 years ago in the 
United States, in Topeka, Kansas.

A minister walked hand in hand with his seven-year-old daughter to a primary school four blocks 
from their home. Linda Brown wanted to enrol in the 2nd grade, but the school refused to admit 
her. Instead, public school officials required her to attend another school two miles away. This 
meant that she had to walk six blocks to a bus stop, where she sometimes waited half an hour for 
the bus. In bad weather, Linda Brown would be soaking wet by the time the bus came; one day she 
became so cold at the bus stop that she walked back home. Why, she asked her parents, could she 
not attend the school only four blocks away? (Macionis, 2003, p. 353)

Her parents’ answer to this question, with the help of other concerned families, was to take the 
school to court. The outcome was famous in American legal history, in the education of racial 
minorities. ‘Separate but equal’ schools for African American children in the United States were 
declared inherently unequal under the Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka decision. The effect of 
Brown v. Board of Education was felt beyond the United States, and the principles established in the case 
have also played a role in Aboriginal education, and in the education of Māori in New Zealand and of 
Indigenous people and Torres Strait Islanders in Australia, each with a different history, and their own 
struggles, achievements, and setbacks.

Regrettably, a similar pattern is also found in Australia, where an equally long and bitter struggle 
has been waged for equality. Indigenous children are by far the worst educated component of the 
Australian educational population. In 1997, a federal government study of English literacy found that 
Indigenous children were represented four or five times more than non-Indigenous children in the 
lowest-achieving group (Lo Bianco & Freebody, 2001). The work of Attwood and Markus (1999) is a 
very useful teaching resource that documents the campaigns in the history of political rights for 
Aboriginal Australia from an Indigenous perspective. It provides information about the issues 
Indigenous people have faced, and successes and setbacks, and presents historical documents that clarify 
the issues involved.

In 1973, the Australian Government established the Disadvantaged Schools Program (DSP) in 
recognition of the fact that many students were predictably disadvantaged. The DSP has supported the 
poorest and most marginalised school districts to enrich the educational experiences of learners. The 
experiences of more than 45 years of such educational support shows that poverty and ethnic/racial 
background compound to produce lasting educational underachievement. And yet gifted children of 
Indigenous or immigrant backgrounds can sometimes overcome the many obstacles that face them.

Legal barriers that maintained educational inequality were removed decades ago in Australia but, as 
in the United States, predictable groups of learners are still over-represented among the poorest 
achieving segments of school populations. The lessons of intervention programs, such as the DSP, are 
that good teaching, regular school attendance, enriched experiences, culturally appropriate pedagogy, 
and high expectations of learners—along with financial support—can make a significant improvement 
in educational outcomes.

What is the legacy of unequal treatment and discrimination?

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
RACIAL BIAS

Describe the possible effects of 
racial discrimination and bias 
on minority students. What can 
teachers and schools do to 
address the lingering effects of 
this discrimination?

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
TO OTHER CHAPTERS

Strategies and approaches to 
building communities of 
learners are addressed in 
Chapter 9.

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
TO THE RESEARCH

 ▶ Refer to the 2011 paper by 
the Public Policy Institute of 
the Australian Catholic 
University, ‘Issues Paper 1: 
Equity & education’, <http://
isca.edu.au/wp-content/
uploads/2011/03/PPI-Paper-
1-Equity-and-Education.pdf>.

 ▶ Also see the Educational 
Leadership issue on ‘Poverty 
and learning’, April 2008, 
65(7).

students from different ethnic groups who are all at the same SES level, then their achievement 
differences diminish.

It is important to get to know the cultures of your students. State and regional multicultural education 
services and resource centres contain support material, and will be pleased to offer advice and assistance. 
Later in this chapter, we explore other ways to make classrooms culturally inclusive. First, however, we 
need to consider some of the effects of cultural conf licts and discrimination on student achievement.

The legacy of discrimination

as part of your interview for a job in a very multi-ethnic, multilingual, and multiracial 
school, you are asked: ‘How will you contribute to our goal to create a culturally inclusive 
school?’
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What is prejudice? The word prejudice is closely related to the word prejudge. Prejudice is a rigid 
and irrational generalisation—a prejudgement—about an entire category of people. Prejudice 
comprises beliefs, feelings, and tendencies towards particular actions (Aboud, Tredoux, Tropp, 
Spears Brown, Niens, Noor & the Una Global Evaluation Group, 2012; Myers, 2010). It may be 
positive or negative; that is, you can have positive as well as negative irrational beliefs about a 
group, but the word usually refers to negative attitudes. Prejudice may target people on the basis of 
race, ethnicity, religion, political beliefs, geography, language, gender, sexual orientation, or 
appearance, or it may be directed towards other social categories. Racial prejudice is pervasive and 
not confined to one group.

stop think write 
list three traits most characteristic of:

university students ��������������������������������������������������������������������

Politicians  ���������������������������������������������������������������������������

Soccer players  �����������������������������������������������������������������������

aboriginal people  �������������������������������������������������������������������

aussie rules footballers  ���������������������������������������������������������������

Buddhists  ����������������������������������������������������������������������������

members of the australian defence Forces  ��������������������������������������������

The development of prejudice Prejudice starts early. Children learn about valued traits and 
characteristics from observing the spoken and unspoken messages that families, friends, teachers, and 
others provide about differences among people. There are many theories about how and why prejudice 
develops, but there is no complete explanation of prejudice. One source of prejudice is the human 
tendency to divide the social world into two categories—us and them or the in-group and the out-group. 
We tend to see members of the out-group as inferior and different from us, but similar to each other—
’they all look alike’ (Aboud, Tredoux, Tropp, Spears Brown, Niens, Noor & the Una Global Evaluation 
Group, 2012; Lambert, 1995). Another source of prejudice may arise from a superiority perspective 
with people who have more (money, social position) justifying their privilege as being ‘deserved’ 
because they are somehow ‘better’ than those who have less (Macionis, 2013). This can lead to the view 
that those who live in poverty or belong to a particular marginalised group somehow ‘cause’ or 
‘deserve’ their difficulties—a view that often has strong emotional undertones. Emotions also play a 
part. When things ‘go wrong’ we often look for someone or some group to blame. For example, after 
the tragic events in the United States in September 2001, some people vented their anger by attacking 
innocent Arab Australians (Myers, 2010).

Prejudice is more than a tendency to form in-groups, self-justification, or an emotional reaction—it 
is also a set of cultural values. Prejudice is difficult to combat because it can be part of our thinking 
processes. You will see in Chapter 3 that children develop schemas—organised bodies of knowledge—
about objects, events, and actions. We have schemas that organise our knowledge about drinking from 
a straw, people we know, the meaning of words, and so on. We can also form schemas about groups of 
people. When you were asked to list the traits most characteristic of university students, politicians, 
soccer players, Aboriginal people, Aussie Rules footballers, Buddhists, and members of the Australian 
Defence Forces (stop think write above), you could probably generate a list. That list would show that 
you have a stereotype—a schema—that organises what you know (or perceive) about each group 
(Vonk, 2002). Stereotypes are over-simplified descriptions that a person applies to every member of a 
group (Macionis, 2013).

As with any schema, we use our stereotype to make sense of the world. You will see in Chapter 7 
that having a schema allows you to process information more quickly and efficiently, but it also allows 
you to distort information to make it fit your schema better. This is the danger in racial and ethnic 
stereotypes. We notice information that confirms or agrees with our stereotype—our schema—and 
miss or dismiss information that does not fit. For example, if the member of a jury has a negative 
stereotype of Aboriginal people and is listening to evidence in the trial of an Aboriginal person, the 
jury member might interpret the evidence more negatively. The juror may actually forget testimony in 
favour of the defendant but remember more damaging testimony. Information that fits the stereotype 
is even processed more quickly (Anderson, Klatzky & Murray, 1990; Baron, 1998).

prejudice An irrational 
generalisation about a group of 
people that usually involves 
negative attitudes. 

stereotype Over-simplified 
description that a person 
applies to every member of a 
group.
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Continuing discrimination Prejudice consists of irrational beliefs and feelings (usually negative) about 
an entire category of people. The third element of prejudice is the tendency to act, called discrimination. 
Discrimination is unequal treatment of particular categories of people. Australians of immigrant 
origin, particularly Muslims since 2001, and Indigenous people in Australia and New Zealand, tend to 
face prejudice and discrimination in subtle or blatant ways.

There is another problem caused by stereotyping and prejudice that can undermine academic 
achievement—stereotype threat.

Stereotype threat
Stereotype threat is defined as apprehensiveness about the risk of confirming a negative stereotype 
about the group to which one belongs (Aronson, 2002). The basic idea is that when individuals are in 
situations in which they feel they may be stereotyped, they bear an extra emotional and cognitive 
burden. The burden is the possibility of confirming the stereotype, either in the eyes of others or in 
their own eyes. Thus, when girls are asked to solve complicated mathematics problems, for example, 
they are at risk of confirming widely held stereotypes that girls are inferior to boys in mathematics. It 
is not necessary that the individual even believes the stereotype. All that matters is that the person is 
aware of the stereotype and cares about performing well enough to disprove its unf lattering implications 
(O’Brien & Crandall, 2003).

What are the results of stereotype threat? Research provides answers that should interest all teachers.

Short-term effects: Test performance In the short run, the fear that you might confirm a negative 
stereotype can induce test anxiety and undermine performance. In a series of experiments in the 
United States, Joshua Aronson, Claude Steele, and their colleagues demonstrated that when African 
American or Latino college students are put in situations that induce stereotype threat, their 
performance suffers (Aronson, 2002; Aronson & Steele, 2005; Okagaki, 2006). For example, a 
stereotype threat was created for a group of African American and white undergraduate students in an 
experiment at Stanford University when they were told that the test they were about to take would 
precisely measure their verbal ability. A similar group of students was told that the purpose of the test 
was to understand the psychology of verbal problem solving and not to assess individual ability. When 
the test was presented as being diagnostic of verbal ability (stereotype threat), the African American 
students solved about half as many problems as the white students. In the no-threat situation, the two 
groups solved about the same number of problems.

All groups, not just students from minority groups, can be susceptible to stereotype threat.

Long-term effects: Disidentification Students who experience stereotype threat are less likely to 
feel a sense of belonging and connection in the context where the threat is ‘in the air’. When they feel 
disconnected, motivation and engagement suffer (Thoman, Smith, Brown, Chase & Lee, 2013). 
Disidentification in students may lead them to adopt performance-avoidance goals and self-defeating 
strategies to protect their self-esteem about academic success. As we will see in Chapter 10, they 
withdraw, claim to not care, and exert little effort—they disidentify or psychologically disengage from 
success in the domain and claim ‘maths is for nerds’ or ‘school is for losers’.

Combating stereotype threat Stereotypes are pervasive and difficult to change. Rather than wait 
for changes, it may be better to acknowledge that these images exist and the effects they can have, and 
offer students ways of coping with the stereotypes.

Self-belief or self-efficacy is an important factor in students’ achievement (Bandura & Locke, 2003) 
and targeted interventions make a difference to personal attitudes and achievement (Mason, 2003). 
Aronson, Fried, and Good (2002) demonstrated the powerful effects of changing beliefs about intelligence 
and showed that believing that intelligence can be improved might inoculate students against stereotype 
threat. In Chapter 10, we discuss test anxiety and how to overcome the negative effects of anxiety. Many 
of those strategies are also appropriate for helping students resist stereotype threat.

discrimination Treating 
particular categories of people 
unequally in unfair ways. 

stereotype threat The extra 
emotional and cognitive burden 
that one’s behaviour might 
confirm a negative stereotype 
about a group to which one 
belongs.

disidentification Psychological 
disengagement from a 
particular characteristic, belief, 
ability, or practice.

 ▶ distinguish between ethnicity and race.
 ▶ How can ethnicity affect school performance?
 ▶ distinguish between prejudice, discrimination, and stereotype threat.

Sam
ple

 pa
ge

s



EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY40

A colleague was proofreading a chapter while travelling home on a train when the ticket inspector 
stopped beside her seat and said, ‘I’m sorry, dear, for interrupting your homework, but do you have a 
ticket?’ She had to smile at his (possibly unintended) sexism. He did not make the same comment to 
the man sitting across the aisle writing on a set of documents. Like racial discrimination, messages of 
sexism can be subtle. 

In this section, we examine how men and women are socialised and the role of teachers in seeking 
an equitable education for both sexes.

Gender, identity and subjectivity
The terms gender and sex are sometimes used interchangeably. A distinction which is widely recognised 
is that gender refers to behaviours and attitudes constructed through social practice, whereas a person’s 
sex refers to biological differences (Australian Education Council, 1993; Brannon, 2002; Deaux, 1993). 
Australian researchers Julie McLeod and Lyn Yates, who have undertaken a longitudinal study on how 
young people shape their lives as they progress through secondary school, define gender as a structure 
of social relations that relate to ‘differences, to clusters of attributes, to identities or subjectivities’ 
(McLeod & Yates, 2006, p. 190). Mindful that gender can be construed from different positionings, it 
is discussed here at the intersection between psychology and sociology.

The terms identity and subjectivity are also used interchangeably. Identity is often described as a 
unitary, non-contradictory association (Davies, 1993; 2003) or as how people see themselves—‘their 
more self-conscious identifications and self-identity, as a particular kind of person’ (McLeod & Yates, 
2006, pp. 37–38), whereas subjectivity informs us of how subjects are formed or constituted through 
discourses—recognised ways of being, thinking, feeling, believing, and valuing in relation to gender, 
race, class, and sex. As Davies (1994) asserts, our subjectivity is dependent on the discourses we access 
through our life experiences and life history.

Bob Connell (2000) claims gender identities are neither programmed in our genes nor fixed by 
social structure prior to social interaction. They are not static but actively produced, using the resources 
and strategies available in a given social setting. Behaviours and/or characteristics identified with gender 
identity may change over time. Dependent on the context, boys, girls, men, and women may take up 
different masculinities and femininities (Alloway & Gilbert, 1997a; 1997b;  Connell, 2000; Gilbert & 
Gilbert, 1998; Kenway, Willis, Blackmore & Rennie, 1997; Martino & Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2003). For 
example, a boy may be aggressive with his peer group, but sensitive and caring towards his mother; 
while a girl may be caring and nurturing towards a younger sibling, but a bully with her peer group.

Consistent with these ideas, Gender Equity: A Framework for Australian Schools (Ministerial Council 
on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs [MCEETYA], 1997) advises educators that 
gendered characteristics are not necessarily inherent but are socially, historically, and culturally 
constructed through institutions, practices, and processes, including those occurring in schools. The 
Australian Government advises schools to be mindful of their active role in the construction of gender, 
to ensure that students and teachers understand and accept that there are many different ways of being 
masculine and feminine, and to sanction alternative ways of being. Since 2010 the Safe Schools 
Coalition Australia <www.safeschoolscoalition.org.au>, which receives funding from the Australian 
Government Department of Education and Training, has been established to work with schools to 
respond to homophobic and transphobic behaviour and to create safer and more inclusive environments 
for same-sex attracted, intersex, and gender-diverse students, staff, and families.

How do gendered identities develop? From a psychological perspective, very early hormones 
affect activity level, with boys tending towards more physical, rough, and noisy play. Play styles often 

LO 2.6
Explain ways in which 
teachers and schools can 
contribute to the 
development of gender 
differences.

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
TO THE RESEARCH

For a lively debate on the 
terminology of gender and sex, 
read the following paper: Haig, 
D. (2004). The inexorable rise of 
gender and the decline of sex: 
Social change in academic 
titles, 1945–2001. Archives of 
Sexual Behavior, 33(2), 87–96. 
Also read: Francis, B. (2010).  
Re/theorising gender: Female 
masculinity and male femininity 
in the classroom? Gender and 
Education, 22(5), 477–490.

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
TO OTHER CHAPTERS

Connect to Chapter 4 about 
morality and caring, and the 
role of values education, for 
building respect and social 
cohesion in schools and 
classrooms.

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
TO OTHER CHAPTERS

Connect to Chapter 9 and 
Chapter 11 for ideas for 
fostering a community of 
learners that is underpinned by 
care, respect, and trust.

In the next section, we examine another difference that is a strong sociocultural inf luence and a 
source of stereotypes—gender.

 ▶ GENDER DIFFERENCES IN THE CLASSROOM

you are being interviewed for a job in a middle years class in a coeducational school. 
after a few questions, the principal asks, ‘do you believe that boys and girls learn 
differently?’ How would you answer?

gender identity The image 
each individual has of himself 
or herself as masculine or 
feminine in characteristics.
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lead to same-sex play partners so that by 4 years of age, children spend three times as much play time 
with same-sex playmates as with opposite-sex partners; by the age of 6 years, the ratio is 11:1 (Halim, 
Ruble, Tamis-LeMonda & Shrout, 2013; Hines, 2004; Maccoby, 1998). Of course, these are averages 
and not necessarily applicable to individuals. The argument between nature and nurture remains 
unresolved and highly contested, with sociologists favouring the argument for nurture.

Traditional sociological perspectives of identity suggest that socioeconomic status, cultural 
background, location, disability, and sexuality inf luence gender characteristics, and that this occurs 
through family and community experiences. From this perspective, children from an early age are 
socialised into roles through observation and absorption, which are strongly inf luenced by prevailing 
stereotypes. This role theory has been rejected by theorists working in the field of gender studies, who 
perceive it as ‘gender-as-conformity’—‘the subject of dismay not celebration’ (Connell, 2000, p. 7), 
given its identification with male–female binaries. These binaries are based on years of research on 
personality that have found, for example, that men on average are more assertive, active, aggressive, 
and independent in their actions, whereas women are more extroverted, anxious, compliant, 
emotionally sensitive, and dependent (Berk, 2012; Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998).

A further perspective, constructionism, sees gender identity as a process whereby students construct 
their identity and develop their understandings about gender from a diversity of social experiences 
and social relations. Neither role theory nor constructionism takes into account how people are 
constituted by and subjected to social structures and discourse (Davies, 1993; 1994). These paradigms 
do not explain children’s resistance to being socialised in the ways expected of them, nor the ability 
of children to create their own understandings and gender identities independent of the adults with 
whom they interact (Davies, 1993; 2003). Bourdieu’s theory of ‘habitus’ describes how people become 
themselves not through copying role models, but in more subtle ways, such as ‘through discourse, 
practices, and institutions, and through interactions with others in their environment’ (McLeod & 
Yates, 2006, p. 90).

Of course, all theories apply in some way to our gendered sense of who we are. Yet there are 
inherent difficulties associated with defining behavioural characteristics according to the male–female 
binaries, given that people have a tendency to react to situations or contexts, rather than behaving in 
typically gender-specific ways. Some children and adults rate themselves high in both masculine and 
feminine traits. In this sense, they may be described as androgynous, which has led some researchers 
to argue the inappropriateness of the male–female binaries (Davies, 1993; Walkerdine, 1990). Yet, as 
Bob Connell (2000) claims, without the concepts of femininity and masculinity we could not discuss 
the issue of gender ambiguity or raise contradictions about personality, important to psychoanalysis. 
Recently, some psychologists have suggested that measures of androgyny actually assess instrumental 
(goal-directed) and expressive (social-emotional) traits, not masculine and feminine traits (Spence & 
Buckner, 2000).

Gender stereotyping in the preschool years Davies (1993; Bjerrum & Davies, 2002) has 
observed that children arrive at preschool acting, speaking, and behaving according to conventional 
images of gender. Yet, as Davies acknowledges, these images 
may vary according to individual circumstances and sociocultural 
factors. While people have some control over the discourses 
they adopt, Davies argues that young children rarely have access 
to a discourse which empowers them to speak of their resistance 
to male–female binaries, and to negotiate their position in 
relation to them.

Researchers have found evidence of gender stereotyping in 
early childhood. For example, in an examination of children’s 
spontaneous associations about boys and girls, Miller and 
colleagues (2009) found a consistent pattern in children as young 
as preschool age, with boys associated with having short hair, 
being rough, and playing active games, while girls were seen as 
being nice, wearing dresses, and liking dolls. 

And then there are the toys! Walk through any store’s toy 
section and see what is offered to girls and boys. Dolls and 
kitchen sets for girls, and trucks and toy weapons for boys, have 
been with us for decades. Now we have aisles of princess 

androgynous Having some 
typically male and some 
typically female characteristics 
apparent in one individual.

Gender schemas often have become barriers to success when students avoid 
activities not associated with their gender. Recognising these potential barriers has 
allowed student choices to become less gender-driven.
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paraphernalia for girls and super-heroes for boys. But we cannot blame the toymakers alone. Adults 
buying for children favour gender-typed toys, and fathers tend to discourage young sons from playing 
with ‘girls’ toys’ (Brannon, 2002).

Through their interactions with family, peers, teachers, and the broader society, children begin to 
form a gender schema or an organised network of knowledge about what it means to be male or 
female. These schemas are usually developed by age 4 or 5 years, and help children make sense of the 
world and their role in it (see Figure 2.3). These schemas describe what clothes, games, toys, behaviours, 
and careers are ‘right’ for boys and girls—and these ideas can be quite rigid (Brannon, 2002; Halim, 
Ruble, Tamis-LeMonda & Shrout, 2013), possibly because young children have limited power to resist 
this dualism (Davies, 1993). Even in this era of great progress towards equal opportunity, a preschool girl 
is more likely to tell you she wants to become a nurse than to say she wants to be an engineer. After she 
had given a lecture on the dangers of gender stereotyping in schools, a lecturer brought her young 
daughter to class. When the students asked the girl, ‘What do you want to be when you grow up?’, she 
immediately replied, ‘A doctor’, and her lecturer-mother beamed with pride. Then the girl whispered to 
the students in the front row, ‘I really want to be a nurse, but my Mummy won’t let me’. This is a 
common reaction for young children and is an example of the type of response that is of particular 
interest to feminist post-structural research. The child’s response affirms research that preschoolers tend 
to have more stereotyped notions of gender roles than older children, and all ages seem to have more 
rigid and traditional ideas about male occupations than about what females do (Skelton & Hall, 2001).

Gender bias in the curriculum Until the mid-1990s, educational policy, research, and curriculum 
reform in Australia focused on discrimination against girls. This highlighting of girls’ issues was driven by 
the feminist movement, which appropriately identified women as being disadvantaged socially, culturally, 
politically, and economically in relation to men (Kenway, Willis, Blackmore & Rennie, 1997). Australian 
curriculum reform in relation to gender inclusiveness has undergone three major shifts: through equity and 
access to power and privilege; followed by a valuing of women’s knowledge and experience; to a more 
broadly based understanding of gender and gender relations (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998).

In the equity phase (1970s), research showed that primary school textbooks had pervasive gender 
stereotyping, as did literature-based reading schemes widely used in Australian primary schools (Gilbert 
& Rowe, 1989). The National Action Plan for the Education of Girls, 1993–1997 (Australian Education 
Council, 1993) acknowledged that curriculum in Australian schools showed gender bias, and 
identified this as a key factor in determining educational access, participation, and outcomes for girls. 
It noted that texts and resources in almost all areas of study excluded or trivialised women’s contributions, 
experiences, or knowledge.

The impact of sexist reading materials on students’ writing has been widely researched. Gilbert 
(1993) revealed that students write what they read: ‘Through stories we position ourselves in relation 
to others and are ourselves positioned by the stories of our culture’ (p. 3). While publishers have 
established guidelines to check for stereotyping, it cannot be totally eradicated; neither would it be 
appropriate or realistic for publishers to attempt such action.

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
CULTURAL AND GENDER 
DIFFERENCES IN THE 
CLASSROOM 

What are the sources of 
possible miscommunication 
between students and teachers 
in the classroom because of 
cultural or gender differences? 
Identify steps a teacher can take 
to minimise such problems.

gender schemas Organised 
networks of knowledge about 
what it means to be male or 
female.

gender bias Different views of 
males and females, often 
favouring one gender over the 
other. 

Society’s beliefs 
about the traits 
of females 
and males.

Processing of social 
information—
attention, memory, etc.

Self-esteem—only 
behaviour or attitudes 
consistent with gender 
schema are acceptable.

Gender
schema

According to gender schema theory, children and adolescents use gender as an 
organising theme to classify and understand their perceptions about the world.

Figure 2.3 Gender schema theory
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Although a major reshaping of Australian curriculum has occurred, ‘gender is deeply and often 
unconsciously ingrained within people’s psyches and behaviour and inscribed within school cultures 
and education systems’ (Kenway, Willis, Blackmore & Rennie, 1997, p. xvi). Changing school curricula 
is no simple matter. One practical way to counter curriculum content that may be exclusionary or 
stereotyped is to encourage students to critically analyse the texts they read, view, and produce. This 
approach allows students not only to see how texts are socially and culturally constructed but to 
identify how power is constructed through the dominance of certain discourses and the silencing of 
others. Critical text analysis also reveals how texts shape and inform the values and attitudes that 
people hold, and opens up possibilities for students to imagine other constructions of gender—other 
masculinities and femininities (Alloway & Gilbert, 1997a; 1997b;  Martino & Meyen, 2001).

In Australia, as in the United Kingdom, a backlash to the focus on girls’ inclusion in curriculum has 
now occurred. Questions such as ‘What about the boys?’ and ‘When will it be the boys’ turn in 
education?’ are driving a growing concern that it is boys who are now disadvantaged by their schooling 
(Weaver-Hightower, 2003). Boys have consistently shown poorer outcomes against national literacy 
standards than girls, study a narrower range of subjects, and are less likely to complete secondary school 
(Cortis & Newmarch, 2000).

Despite ongoing attention, large sections of the curriculum still show gender imbalances in regard 
to subject choices. Boys are poorly represented in subjects that have been historically perceived as 
feminised—languages, humanities, and the arts—while the specialist maths and physical science 
subjects still have disproportionately high male enrolments (Kenway, Willis, Blackmore & Rennie, 
1997; Teese, Davies, Charlton & Polesel, 1995). The seminal study by Teese and colleagues (1995) 
about the secondary schooling of boys and girls in Australia has shown that girls’ curriculum choices 
often lack the strong vocational emphasis of boys’ curriculum choices, with boys opting for subjects 
that have high vocational potential and male status. Curriculum segregation along gender lines, 
however, means both boys and girls can be disadvantaged. The study concluded that students from 
families of higher socioeconomic status are least affected by gender disadvantage in curriculum choice 
or schooling outcomes (Teese, Davies, Charlton & Polesel, 1995).

Gender discrimination in classrooms Some popular authors have argued that boys and girls 
learn differently and that schools tend to reward the passive, cooperative behaviours of girls (Gurian & 
Henley, 2001). Other people believe that schools ‘shortchange’ girls and ‘fail to be fair’ (Kenway, 
Willis, Blackmore & Rennie, 1997; Sadker & Sadker, 1994).

International research sometimes provides very different perspectives on gender discrimination in 
the classroom. One of the best documented findings of the past 45 years is that teachers interact more 
with boys than with girls. This is true from preschool to university. Research has shown that girls 
occupy less linguistic space in discussions (French & French, 1984; Godinho & Shrimpton, 2003; 
Sadker & Sadker, 1986; Spender, 1982) and that boys, girls, and teachers collude to allow boys more 
talk turns and talk time (Swann & Graddol, 1988), albeit subconsciously. Teachers ask more questions 
of males, give males more feedback (praise, criticism, and correction), and give more specif ic and 
valuable comments to boys. Some research suggests that as girls move through school, they have less 
and less to say, and by the time students reach university, men are twice as likely to initiate comments 
as women (Bailey, 1993; Sadker & Sadker, 1994).

In Australia, Sally Godinho and Brad Shrimpton investigated talk patterns used by teachers and 
students in a range of primary classrooms and found that in primary classrooms, particularly in the 
lower grades, boys dominated the linguistic space in discussions. The majority of teachers in the 
primary grades were unaware of the boys’ domination despite asserting their mindfulness of gender 
equity policies (Godinho & Shrimpton, 2003). In secondary classrooms, the use of linguistic space was 
evenly distributed, although girls actually dominated the number of talk turns taken (Godinho, 2006). 
Taping a discussion and analysing the talk patterns of the teacher and students can be an effective way 
of revealing the occurrence of inequitable practices that may otherwise go undetected.

Andrea Allard’s research in secondary schools revealed that teachers’ daily interactions with their 
students constructed ‘particular understandings of “correct” gender and power relations’ (Allard, 2004, 
p. 348). As Allard attests, while schools have focused on gender-inclusive language as the means for 
changing gender relations among students, little attention has been paid to how teacher discourses or 
language practices impact on these relationships.

The imbalances of teacher attention given to boys and girls are particularly dramatic in maths and 
science classes. Teachers wait longer for boys to answer and give more detailed feedback to the boys 
(Meece, 2002; Sadker & Sadker, 1994). Boys have also been found to dominate the use of equipment 

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
TO THE RESEARCH 

To learn more about the 
different ways that girls and 
boys participate in class, read: 
Godinho, S. & Shrimpton, B. 
(2003). Boys’ and girls’ use of 
linguistic space in small-group 
discussions: Whose talk 
dominates? Journal of the 
Australian Literacy Educators 
Association, 26(3), 28–43.
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in science labs, in some cases even dismantling the apparatus before the girls in the class have a chance 
to perform the experiments (Rennie & Parker, 1987).

However, the decline in the school retention rate for Australian boys, coupled with awareness that 
boys are experiencing less success than girls throughout their primary and secondary education 
(Cresswell, Rowe & Withers, 2002; Masters & Forster, 1997; Teese, Davies, Charlton & Polesel, 1995) 
suggests that both curriculum and pedagogy may now be discriminating against boys. As noted by 
Trent and Slade (2001), boys claim that too often teachers don’t engage with them: they don’t ask, don’t 
listen, don’t care.

To address these concerns about boys not being provided for appropriately, the Australian 
Government funded the Boys’ Education Lighthouse Schools (BELS) program (Department of 
Education, Science and Training [DEST], 2006b) and the Success for Boys project (DEST, 2006c). 
These initiatives enabled schools to have access to professional development in learning approaches 
that have proved successful, either by school-based evidence or the research literature, in enhancing 
boys’ engagement with learning and their academic performance. The key areas targeted for 
professional development in the Success for Boys project were positive role models for boys, literacy, 
and information and technology—areas identif ied as impacting on the improvement of learning 
outcomes for boys.

Stereotypes which impact on gender discrimination are perpetuated in many ways—some obvious, 
some subtle. Boys with high scores on standardised maths tests are more likely to be placed in the high-
ability maths group than girls with the same scores. Guidance counsellors, parents, and teachers often 
do not protest at all when a bright girl says she doesn’t want to take any more maths or science courses, 
but when a boy of the same ability wants to forget about maths or science, they will object. More 
women than men are teachers, but men tend to be the administrators, coaches, and advanced maths 
and science teachers. In these subtle ways, students’ stereotyped expectations for themselves are 
reinforced (Sadker & Sadker, 1994).

The Point/Counterpoint opposite examines gender differences and learning.

Gender differences in cognitive abilities
From infancy through the preschool years, most studies find few differences between boys and girls in 
overall cognitive and motor development or in specific abilities. During the school years and beyond, 
psychologists find no differences in general intelligence on the standard measures—these tests have 
been designed and standardised to minimise gender differences. However, scores on some tests of 
specific abilities show gender differences. For example, from primary school through secondary school, 
girls score higher than boys on tests of reading and writing, and fewer girls require remediation in 
reading (Fawcett, Nicolson, Moss, Nicolson & Reason, 2001; Halpern, 2000). Diane Halpern and 
colleagues (2007) note that, by the end of secondary school,

females perform better on assessment of verbal abilities when assessments are heavily weighted with 
writing and the language-usage items cover topics with which females are familiar; sex differences 
favouring female are much larger in these conditions than when assessments of verbal abilities do 
not include writing. In contrast, males excel on certain visuospatial-ability measures. (p. 40) 

Australian research reveals some notable gender-based differences in learning achievements. For 
example, in the early years of schooling, boys constitute 75–85 per cent of students identified as at risk 
of poor achievement progress in literacy (Cresswell, Rowe & Withers, 2002; Rowe, 2004b ). Of some 
concern is the f lattening out of boys’ literacy achievements from Year 4 to Year 9. However, in 
mathematics, boys slightly outperform girls according to longitudinal studies (Marks & Ainley, 1997). 
Research also shows that girls are over-represented in the less challenging mathematics units, and 
have diff iculty accessing the more traditional or selective mathematics units (Teese, Davies, Charlton 
& Polesel, 1995). Boys, however, outperform girls in prof iciency with computer skills, which is 
possibly attributable to boys spending more out-of-school time using computers, and dominating 
their usage in school time.

Judith Baxter’s (1999) study in the United Kingdom found that in classroom discussions girls were 
more likely to be associated with an aff iliative, cooperative style of talk. Conversely, boys were 
identified with a competitive, adversarial style of talk. Other studies affirm that girls are considered 
better at collaborative small-group talk where interpersonal skills are valued ( Jenkins & Cheshire, 
1990; Reay, 1991; Sadker & Sadker, 1994). According to Jenkins and Cheshire, girls are ‘careful 
listeners and cooperative members of their discussion groups’ (1990, p. 261).
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 POINT
yeS, BoyS and GirlS learn diFFerently.

During the school years and beyond, scores on some tests of 
specific abilities show gender differences. The scores of boys 
tend to be slightly more variable in general, so there are more 
boys than girls with very high and very low scores on tests 
(Baye & Monseur, 2016; Lindberg, Hyde, Peterson & Linn, 
2010). In addition, more boys than girls are diagnosed with 
learning disabilities, ADHD, and autism. 

In their book, Boys and Girls Learn Differently, Michael 
Gurian and Patricia Henley (2001) make the argument that 
boys and girls need different teaching approaches. Reviewing 
the book for The Men’s Resource Network, J. Steven Svoboda 
(2000) writes:

Our schools seem to be creating overt depression in 
girls and covert depression in boys. Through violence, 
male hormones and brains cry out for a different 
school promoting closer bonding, smaller classes, 
more verbalisation, less male isolation, better 
discipline, and more attention to male learning styles. 
Most of all, boys need men in their schools. (90 per 
cent of primary teachers are female.) They need male 
teachers, male teaching assistants, male volunteers 
from the parents or grandparents, and older male 
students. Peer mentoring across years helps 
everybody involved.

For girls, Gurian and Henley recommend developing their 
leadership abilities, encouraging them to enjoy healthy 
competition, providing extra access to technology, and 
helping them understand the impact of the media on their 
self-images.

 COUNTERPOINT
no, diFFerenCeS are too Small or 
inConSiStent to HaVe eduCational 
imPliCationS.

From infancy through the preschool years, most studies find 
few differences between boys and girls in overall mental and 
motor development or in specific abilities.

International studies have found few differences or 
consistencies in mathematics achievement for boys and girls. 
For example, meta-analyses from 242 studies involving over a 
million students from primary school through to the end of 
secondary school found that girls’ and boys’ performance in 
mathematics is comparable in some nations, but girls scored 
higher than boys in several countries such as Russia, Bahrain, 
and Mexico, while boys’ scores were higher in other countries 
such as Switzerland, the Netherlands, and African nations 
(Else-Quest, Hyde & Linn, 2010; Lindberg, Hyde, Peterson & 
Linn, 2010). 

Many of Gurian and Henley’s claims about gender 
differences in learning are based on gender differences in the 
brain. In research on what makes male and female brains 
distinctive, Catherine Dulac (Stix, 2015) says that while it has 
been assumed that male and female brains are very different, 
neuroscience has not found many major anatomical differences. 

Actually, they’ve found surprisingly few differences: 
more neurons or more neuronal spines here and there 
in one sex or the other, with great variations from one 
individual to the other but that’s about it … there are 
few dedicated parts of the brain that are different 
between males and females. (Stix, 2015)

Dulac notes that more work is needed in understanding how 
the environment and social experiences affect neural circuits. 
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do BoyS and GirlS learn diFFerently?
As we have seen, there are a number of documented gender differences in cognitive abilities. Do these translate into different 
ways of learning and thus different needs in the classroom?

 BEYOND EITHER/OR
There are boys who thrive in schools and boys who do not; girls who are strong in mathematics and girls who have difficulties; 
boys who excel in languages and boys who do not. Teachers need to consider which boys and which girls are struggling to learn 
and why, and to create inclusive and supportive learning environments that redress the influences of sociocultural 
disadvantage and gender stereotypes.

What is the basis for the differences? The answers are complex and are the result of social and 
psychological factors. For example, males on average are better on tests that require mental rotation of 
a figure in space, prediction of the trajectories of moving objects, and navigating. Some researchers 
argue that evolution has favoured these skills in males (Buss, 1995; Geary, 1995; 1999) but others relate 
these skills to males’ more active play styles, their greater experience with video games and construction 
toys such as Lego, and their participation in athletics (Else-Quest, Hyde & Linn, 2010; Stumpf, 1995). 
There is a caution, however. In most studies of gender differences, race and socioeconomic status are 
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not taken into account. When racial groups are studied separately, gender differences are less evident 
and there is little or no difference between the performance of girls and boys in maths or science, for 
example (Grossman & Grossman, 1994; Yee, 1992).

The Boys: Getting It Right report (House of Representatives Standing Committee on Education and 
Training, 2002) identifies a number of possible reasons for boys’ lower literacy achievements that were 
submitted to its committee hearings:

 ▶ Behavioural problems and truancy are largely associated with boys (Lingard, Martino, Mills & Bahr, 
2002).

 ▶ Boys are less attentive during schooling than girls (Hill & Rowe, 1998).
 ▶ Teaching pedagogies and the feminism of primary teaching favour girls (Cortis & Newmarch, 2000).
 ▶ A higher proportion of boys have cognitive and hearing impairments (Cresswell, Rowe & Withers, 

2002).
 ▶ Boys favour mathematical, logical subjects over language-based modes (Teese, Davies, Charlton & 

Polesel, 1995).
 ▶ Boys’ verbal communication skills and verbal reasoning do not meet the increased operational demands 

of schooling (Cresswell, Rowe & Withers, 2002).

Research by Love and Hamston (2001; 2003) identifies the cultural practices that contribute to 
differential reading capabilities of teenage boys, some of whom are identified as ‘able and committed 
readers’ and some of whom are ‘able and reluctant readers’. A picture emerges from this research of a 
range of reading ‘reluctancies’, situated in complex patterns of social actions and shaped in interactions 
between individual boys and their families, peers, and school. Further research shows the need to 
engage boys with multimodal forms of reading. Digital texts, for example, provide opportunities for 
teenage boys to explore how language, blended with visual communication, contributes to the 
development of an understanding of their lives (Alloway, Freebody, Gilbert & Muspratt, 2002; Alloway 
& Gilbert, 1997a; 1997b; Beavis, 2002; Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998).

A summary of data from the 2009 Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), presented 
in Figure 2.4, illustrates notable gender-based differences in comparing 15-year-old students in Australia, 
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While there are notable differences in reading literacy subscales and in overall mathematic literacy 
(maths), scientific literacy (science) is the only one of the eight cognitive achievement measures that did 
not show any substantive difference between 15-year-old Australian boys and girls in 2009.
SOURCE: Adapted from S. Thomson, L. De Bortoli, M. Nicholas, K. Hillman & S. Buckley (2011). Challenges for Australian education: 
Results from PISA 2009: The PISA assessment of students’ reading, mathematical and scientific literacy (p. 23, Figure 6). Melbourne: 
Australian Council for Educational Research.

Figure 2.4 Differences in achievement levels for boys and girls in PISA, 2009
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GUIDELINES
avoiding gender bias in teaching
Check to see whether the textbooks and other materials you 
are using present an honest view of the options open to both 
males and females.

EXAMPLES

1. Are both males and females portrayed in traditional and 
non-traditional roles at work, at leisure, and at home?

2. Discuss your analyses with students, and ask them to help 
you find gender-role biases in other materials—magazine 
advertising, TV programs, and news reporting, for example.

Watch for any unintended biases in your own classroom 
practices.

EXAMPLES

1. Do you group students by gender for certain activities? Is 
the grouping appropriate?

2. Do you call on one gender or the other for certain 
answers—boys for maths and girls for poetry, for example?

3. Monitor your metaphors. Ask students to ‘tackle the 
problem’ and also to ‘cook up a solution’.

Make sure all students have a chance to do complex, 
technical work.

EXAMPLES

1. Experiment with same-sex lab groups so girls do not 
always end up as the secretaries, boys as the technicians.

2. Rotate jobs in groups or randomly assign responsibilities.

Look for ways in which your school may be limiting the 
options open to male or female students.

EXAMPLES

1. What advice is given by guidance counsellors to students 
in course and career decisions?

2. Is there a good sports program for both girls and boys?
3. Are girls encouraged to take advanced courses in science 

and mathematics? And boys, literature and foreign 
languages?

Use gender-free language as much as possible.

EXAMPLES

1. Do you speak of ‘police officer’ and ‘shop assistant’ instead 
of ‘policeman’ and ‘shopgirl’?

2. Do you use the term ‘chairperson’ instead of a ‘chairman’?

Provide role models.

EXAMPLES

1. Assign articles in professional journals written by female 
research scientists or mathematicians.

2. Have recent female graduates who are studying science, 
maths, engineering, or other technical fields come to 
school to talk about university.

3. Create online mentoring programs for both male and 
female students to connect them with adults working in 
areas of interest to the students.

with females significantly outperforming males in all subscales of reading literacy. By comparison, 
males significantly outperformed females in mathematical literacy. Males also reported greater interest 
in and enjoyment of science than girls (Thomson, De Bortoli, Nicholas, Hillman & Buckley, 2011). 
The gap between the performance of males and females in the three domains of PISA barely changed 
in 2015 (Thomson, De Bortoli & Underwood, 2017). Data from the 2007 Trends in International 
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) found that Year 8 Australian boys performed at a higher level 
than girls in mathematics; however, there was no signif icant gender difference in 2011 and 2015. 
Internationally, girls outperformed boys in science in 2011 and 2015 but there were no significant 
gender differences for Australian students, although boys achieved higher scores in earth sciences and 
physics in 2011 (Thomson, Hillman & Wernert, 2012; Thomson, Wernert, O’Grady & Rodrigues, 
2016; Thomson, Wernert, Underwood & Nicholas, 2009).

Researchers, however, stress the danger of overgeneralising about gender-based differences in 
performance (Mills, Martino & Lingard, 2007; Rowan, Knobel, Bigum & Lankshear, 2002). The question 
that must be asked when examining assessment data is: ‘Which boys and which girls?’ Some boys continually 
outperform girls, and conversely some girls continually outperform boys across subjects/disciplines. 

Teese and his colleagues, in their study of who ‘wins’ in Australian secondary schools, found that 
socioeconomic status, geographic locality, ethnicity, Aboriginality, and other characteristics all 
contribute to the performance levels of boys and girls, and what may be then perceived as their mental 
abilities (Teese, Davies, Charlton & Polesel, 1995). These characteristics must be carefully taken into 
consideration when making claims about gender differences in any discipline, as should the pedagogies 
and practices that are enacted by teachers, which need to be inclusive of all students and viewed ‘within 
a framework of gender justice’ (Keddie, 2006, p. 113).

The Guidelines below provide additional ideas about avoiding gender bias in your teaching. Some 
are taken from Rop (1997/1998). The Point/Counterpoint (page 45) also examines these issues.

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
GENDER BIAS

What can you as a teacher do 
to reduce or eliminate gender 
bias and its effects in schools?
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 ▶ LANGUAGE DIFFERENCES IN THE CLASSROOM
In the classroom, language is a critical part of education relationships. Communication is at the heart 
of teaching, but, as we have noted in this chapter, culture affects communication. In this section, we 
examine two kinds of language differences—dialect differences and bilingualism.

Dialects
All languages have dialects. In one sense, everyone speaks a dialect, rather than a language. Dialects are 
essentially systematic variations in one or more aspects of a language according to social, regional, 
ethnic, or other elements. Australian and New Zealand English are dialects of English, as are British and 
American English (Parker, 1999; Ronowicz & Yallop, 1999). Within Australian English there are further 
varieties according to social origin. Australian linguists have long identified a range of varieties from 
‘broad’ to ‘cultivated’. There are only minor regional differences in Australian English compared to, say, 
Britain’s regional dialects of English, or the geographical varieties in the United States. However, there 
are ethnic and racial dialects of Australian English, especially strongly found in what has come to be 
called Aboriginal English (Eades, 1995/2000; Malcolm & Kaldor, 1991; Williams, 1988).

While describing and identifying dialects has not been especially diff icult, being an essentially 
technical task, there has been extensive controversy about the educational and social implications of 
identifying dialects. There tend to be two ways to use the term dialect. Language specialists, especially 
linguists, tend to use the term in a technical, non-judgemental, and descriptive way. In the technical 
use of the term, dialects are like all language varieties: rule-governed, systematic, and internally logical. 
Non-specialists often use the word ‘dialect’ as a contrast to standard speech or ‘correct speech’. This 
contrast between a technical linguistic understanding of dialect, a descriptive account, and the more 
popular use of the term—which is often judgemental, believing that a dialect is an inferior, substandard, 
or unattractive form of language—has consequences for teaching and assessment of ‘dialect’ speakers, 
as well as for issues of identity. It should be kept in mind that most people actually speak, or know, 
more than one form of their mother tongue. Speakers of a standard variety, or a standard language, also 
often know and use other varieties, or dialects, or at least understand them (Eades, 1995/2000).

Technically, a standard form is a privileged dialect, but it does function socially in very different 
ways from other dialects. As a selected form, standard forms receive considerable attention, so that over 
time they grow in status and prestige and become socially, educationally, and artistically elevated. 
These processes usually involve changes in spelling, other written conventions being made formal, and 
the growth of literacy. Over the long term, these changes tend to add prestige and power, or cultural 
capital, to the standard form, compared to other dialects.

Often a standard dialect is promoted in education and the media as the ‘national’ language. Because 
some of the most prestigious and powerful aspects of a society—its education system, science system, 
public media, employment, and so on—use standard dialects, citizens who do not know standard forms 
can be seriously disadvantaged by being excluded from key areas of society, education, and the economy.

Grammatical rules This social consequence of not knowing standard forms of language is a 
challenge for educators. It is important to help all learners achieve mastery over standard language. But 
because we know that every dialect within a language is just as logical, complex, and rule-governed as 
the standard form of the language (often called standard speech), it is especially important that we are 
aware of the special issues that arise from dialect differences, and overcome prejudices, misunderstanding, 
and discrimination that are often found when dialects are raised for discussion.

The logical character of all dialect forms can be easily shown. For example, one key feature of some 
non-standard dialects of English is the use of double negatives, expressions such as ‘I don’t know nothing’. 
In standard English, the redundancy of the double negative is not allowed, even though in earlier  
forms of standard English double negatives were permitted. In many non-prestige dialects, such as 
some kinds of Aboriginal English, using double negatives, or redundancy in negation, is common.  

LO 2.7
Discuss issues associated 
with dialect diversity and 
bilingualism in the 
classroom, and strategies 
for responding to 
language differences.

 ▶ What is gender identity?
 ▶ How do gender identities develop?
 ▶ are there gender differences in cognitive abilities?

dialect Rule-governed variation 
of a language spoken by a 
particular group. Dialects can 
be social or regional in nature. 

standard speech The most 
generally accepted and used 
form of a given language, 
sometimes called ‘educated 
speech’. 
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This practice is also common in the standard form of other languages. For example, Russian, French, 
Spanish, and Italian all require the double negative in standard language grammatical rules. To say 
‘I don’t want anything’ in Spanish, you must literally say, ‘I don’t want nothing’ or ‘No quiero nada’. In 
Italian, to say ‘I have nothing’ you need to say, literally, ‘I don’t have nothing’ or ‘Non ho nulla’ or ‘Non ho 
niente’. In all these examples we can see that what standard grammars require in English is not required 
in the standard grammars of other major languages, nor in the languages of science and technology, 
and are in no sense less ‘logical’ than English, or in what used to be found in English standard grammar. 
Speakers of standard English sometimes call double negatives illogical, when in fact they are not 
inherently illogical at all, just different realisations of the requirement of negation. There are many 
examples of this kind.

It is clear therefore that we need to remove prejudice in discussing dialects spoken by Indigenous 
children, by working-class children, or by immigrants, and think of the relation between standard 
forms and dialect more carefully (Williams, 1988).

Pronunciation Another area in which non-standard dialects differ from standard English is 
pronunciation. Essentially there are two problems here—issues of spelling and issues of prejudice. In 
some dialects of English spoken in Australia there are different, or fading, word endings. A lack of 
attention to final consonants, such as s, can lead to failure to indicate possession, third-person singular 
verbs, and plurals in the standard way. Teaching students who use a dialect that is not the school’s 
language, or the language of the curriculum, requires adjustment so that teachers can respond to the 
need the learner has to distinguish between what is appropriate in informal, family, or social settings 
and what is appropriate for school. If teachers are aware of the special issues and problems that arise in 
the contrast between student dialects and school English they can teach these differences directly and 
assist the students to achieve better standard English literacy. In this way they can also avoid stigmatising 
students’ dialects, damaging their sense of identity and alienating them from the school (Malcolm & 
Kaldor, 1991).

What does all of this mean for teachers? How can teachers cope with dialect diversity in the 
classroom? First, teachers should consult Aboriginal and immigrant or multicultural education units or 
advisers and obtain information about the local dialects and languages of the areas or schools in which 
they will teach. They should read about dialect and language differences, bilingualism, and bi-
dialectalism. Bi-dialectalism involves helping learners who have a non-standard dialect form of English 
to acquire and add the standard dialect to their ‘repertoire’. The term repertoire refers to the range of 
forms of a language that a speaker has, so that, for example, an Aboriginal child, or a Torres Strait 
Islander child, in an Australian school might know and freely use the local dialectal form of English at 
home with his or her parents, siblings, and relatives, but also with friends in social settings. At school, 
this child will have mastered the school’s English; that is, standard forms of writing and speaking that 
the curriculum requires. The bridge between these two is for teachers to have non-stigmatising 
attitudes, and a teaching method that scaffolds the learner’s acquisition of standard English.

Research from South Australia and Western Australia has defined Aboriginal English as:

a dialectal form of English that ref lects [Aboriginal] language and culture … The form and 
structure of this language exhibit some speech patterns of standard English as well as speech 
characteristics and words originating from Aboriginal languages. Aboriginal English is a very 
effective medium of communication which has evolved to meet the particular needs and 
circumstances of its speakers. Aboriginal English also varies across the state due to the people, their 
culture and community. (Williams, 1988, p. 10)

An excellent resource is Ways of Being, Ways of Talk (Western Australia Department of Education, 
2002) <http://det.wa.edu.au/curriculumsupport/eald/detcms/school-support-programs/english-as-
an-additional-language-or-dialect/binary-files/ways-of-being-ways-of-talk.en?cat-id513356775>, which 
contains four videos and a book full of classroom examples, lesson plans, and explanations. Examples 
from this resource may need to be adapted to the languages and dialect of your local area.

Therefore teachers need to acquire knowledge, examine their attitudes and views, and devise, 
study, and implement appropriate teaching techniques for non-standard dialect speakers. Studies have 
found that teachers who have negative attitudes towards non-standard English tend to allocate lower 
ratings for reading comprehension for students using that dialect, even when the accuracy of the 
students’ performance was the same as that of standard English speakers. Second, teachers can ensure 
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comprehension by repeating instructions using different words and by asking students to paraphrase 
instructions or give examples.

The most productive teaching approach seems to be to focus on understanding the students, to 
allow them to communicate and express themselves, without stigma or negative judgement, in their 
form of English—meaning that teachers accept their dialect as a valid and correct language system—
but to teach standard educated Australian English as an addition to, or expansion of, their linguistic 
repertoire. This is sometimes called Two-Way Education. It accepts that as students are acquiring the 
standard forms, they will engage in code-switching—moving between the standard and the non-
standard form, sometimes within a single sentence or expression. Over time, with the teacher teaching 
standard forms, but accepting and validating non-standard forms, the students will grow in their 
knowledge of the distinctions, and separate realms of use, of each. The Guidelines below give ideas for 
supporting language acquisition and code-switching.

Throughout Australia, education departments provide extensive material on teaching children who 
speak non-standard English, and there is extensive research in this important area to support a 
bi-dialectal approach.

Bilingualism raises issues of teaching and learning that are closely connected to the discussion of 
dialects in the classroom.

Bilingualism
Many people learn two languages simultaneously while they are growing up. When family members 
and the community value a child’s first language, children are more likely to keep the first when a 
second one is learned (Montrul, 2010). People can sometimes be less supportive of immigrant or 
Indigenous children retaining their original languages as they acquire English and becoming bilingual 
in this way, but for the most part, Australia and New Zealand have lacked the heated emotional and 

code-switching Moving 
between languages, dialects, or 
nonverbal behaviours in 
continuous conversation. 

GUIDELINES
dialects in the classroom

1. Become familiar with features of the students’ dialect. 
This will allow you to understand students better and to 
distinguish a reading miscue (a non-comprehension 
feature) from a comprehension error. Students should 
not be interrupted during the oral reading process. 
Correction of comprehension features is best done after 
the reading segment.

2. Allow students to listen to a passage or story and ask 
them questions about the content. This can be done in 
two ways:
(a) finish the story and then ask comprehension 

questions
(b) interrupt the story at key comprehension segments 

and ask students to predict the outcome.
3. Use predictable stories, which can be familiar episodes in 

literature, music, or history. They can be original works or 
experiential readers.

4. Use visual aids to enhance comprehension. Visual images, 
whether pictures or words, will aid word recognition and 
comprehension.

5. Integrate reading, speaking, and writing skills whenever 
possible.

6. Use ‘cloze procedure’ deletions to focus on vocabulary 
and meaning. Cloze procedures are selected deletions of 
words from a passage in order to focus on a specific text 
feature. Examples: (a) The little red hen found an ear of 
corn. The little red ___ said, ‘Who will dry the ear of 
____?’ (vocabulary focus); (b) Today I feel like a (noun). 
(grammar focus); (c) There was a (pain) in the pit of his 
stomach. (semantic focus).

7. Allow students to retell the story or passage in various 
speech styles. Have students select different people to 
whom they would like to retell the story (family member, 
principal, friend), and assist them in selecting synonyms 
most appropriate to each audience. This allows both 
teacher and student to become language authorities.

8. Use computers (if available) as a time-on-task exercise. 
Computers can effectively assist in teaching the reading 
techniques of skimming (general idea), scanning (focused 
reference), reading for comprehension (mastery of total 
message), and critical reading (inference and evaluation).

9. Teach students directly how to switch between home and 
school dialects.

10. Give practice with feedback and correction in using 
school dialect. All learning takes practice.

SOURCES: Adapted from C. I. Bennett (1990). Comprehensive multicultural education: Theory and practice (2nd ed.) (pp. 234–235). Copyright © 1990 by Allyn & 
Bacon. Also J. U. Ogbu (1999). Beyond language: Ebonics, proper English, and identity in a Black-American speech community. American Educational Research 
Journal, 36, 178. Copyright © 1999 by American Educational Research Association.
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sometimes bitter national debates and court action that have characterised discussion of bilingualism in 
the United States (Crawford, 2002).

Bilingualism involves variations in the ability to speak, listen, read, or write in two languages. 
Many bilingual people live in multilingual settings and therefore shift between languages and other 
communication modes, according to intended meaning, nuance, or the particular identity being 
invoked. For some people, this involves proficiency in two languages, while for others it involves only 
the ability to understand two languages. People can become bilingual in two ways: by acquiring both 
languages at the same time in early childhood, or by learning a second language after mastering the 
first (Fernandez, 1996; Lo Bianco & Slaughter, 2009; Lotherington, 2004).

However, bilingualism is a complex phenomenon and its def inition is compounded by many 
variables: personal (emotional, age, cognitive, identity); sociological (class, gender, status); and educational 
(program design, methodology, duration). Definitions also vary according to interests, and are often 
immersed in settings where there are practical consequences involved (Valdes & Figueroa, 1994).

Bilingualism in Australia and New Zealand describes two kinds of processes—Pathway One and 
Pathway Two. Pathway One involves children who speak a language other than English as their first 
or home language and who become bilingual by maintaining this language and acquiring English. 
Pathway Two involves children who speak English as their first or home language and who become 
bilingual by maintaining English and acquiring a language other than English. Typically, public 
attitudes are more positive to Pathway Two than to Pathway One, although in reality Pathway One is 
more likely to lead to high levels of bilingual skill more quickly; it involves just as much intellectual 
effort and is as worthy of as much admiration as Pathway Two.

Pathway One tends to raise issues of dialects, code-switching, and social status of speakers and 
languages more often. Ideally, Pathway One involves full bilingual education programs in which 
children are supported to gain literacy in both languages. These kinds of programs are uncommon. 
Mostly, immigrant and Indigenous children, when they are supported to develop their potential 
bilingualism, are only offered what is called transitional bilingual education, in which a short-duration 
first language support is offered while they are acquiring English before being enrolled in English-only 
submersion teaching. Often, Pathway One bilingualism comes about through community-based efforts 
at first language support, while mainstream schools concentrate on teaching English as a Second 
Language (ESL). For Pathway Two to succeed, English-speaking learners need to be offered serious 
and sustained foreign- or second-language teaching, or, ideally, immersion second-language teaching 
whereby classes are taught in the second language and by a bilingual teacher.

Bilingualism is both a social and a linguistic experience. Languages express different cultural 
histories and experiences, and therefore learning ‘foreign’ languages from distant countries is a quite 
different experience from learning languages that are used in the immediate environment of children’s 
lives and play a part in their experiences and sense of identity.

There have been major national efforts in New Zealand over the past 30 years to make bilingual 
education a key strategy in revitalising the Māori language. Initiatives that have helped strengthen the 
language are Te Kohanga Reo (language nests or preschools) and Te Kura Kaupapa Māori—schools that 
deliver curriculum in Māori. By the late 1990s and early 2000s almost 87 per cent of all Māori were 
learning, and learning in, Māori (Benton & Benton, 2001).

Becoming bilingual Proficiency in a second language has two separate aspects: face-to-face 
communication (Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills [BICS]), and academic uses of language 
such as reading and doing grammar exercises (Cognitive and Academic Language Proficiency [CALP]) 
(Cummins, 2000). It takes students about two to three years in a good-quality program to be able to 
communicate face-to-face in a second language, but mastering decontextualised, academic language 
skills in the new language takes between five and seven years (Collier, 1987). So students who seem in 
conversation to ‘know’ a second language may still have great difficulty with complex schoolwork in 
that language (Sowden, 2003).

Teaching practices vary. Most broadly, they divide according to the focus allocated to the language 
in classrooms: whether the language itself is the target (the object) of teaching activity or the means (the 
medium) to teach subject content other than language itself. Although helpful, this divide is simplistic, 
because in practice language as object programs often engage learners in discussing content other than 
the language, and many language as medium programs pay attention to the language form.

The language as medium approach further divides into two broad classifications: bilingual education 
and immersion programs. These two names have emerged to describe policy responses to two separate 

bilingualism Variations in the 
ability to speak, listen, read, or 
write in two languages. For 
some people, this involves 
proficiency in two languages, 
while for others it involves 
proficiency in the first or home 
language and limited 
proficiency in the second 
language. 

Pathway One Process by 
which children who speak a 
language other than English as 
their first or home language 
become bilingual by 
maintaining this language and 
acquiring English. 

Pathway Two Process by 
which children who speak 
English as their first or home 
language become bilingual by 
maintaining English and 
acquiring a language other 
than English.

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
TO PRACTICE

Is the increasing cultural 
plurality of society making the 
learning of foreign languages 
more important in schools than 
was the case in the past?

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
TO THE RESEARCH

 ▶ Dabrowski, A. (2015, 18 June). 
How to make Australia more 
bilingual. The Conversation. 
Retrieved from <https://
theconversation.com/how-to-
make-australia-more-
bilingual-42609>. This article 
looks at the benefits of 
bilingualism and presents 
possible blockages to students 
taking up language study.

 ▶ Lo Bianco, J. & Slaughter, Y. 
(2009). Second languages 
and Australian schooling. 
Camberwell: Australian 
Council for Educational 
Research. Retrieved from 
<http://research.acer.edu.au/
cgi/ viewcontent.cgi?article 
51007&context5aer>. This 
review addresses challenges 
facing, and strategies that 
support, the successful 
teaching of additional 
languages to English native 
speakers, particularly in the 
Australian context.
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social conditions—immigration and internationalism—respectively. 
While both involve two languages in the instruction of the same 
cohorts of learners, the difference is essentially sociopolitical, so that 
bilingual education is applied mostly in multilingual societies to mean 
devoting some part of the taught curriculum of immigrant or 
Indigenous students to the languages they speak in their homes. 
Immersion, as identif ied above, has come to describe programs in 
which mainstream or majority language students are taught in and 
through a second language.

Bilingual programs have a controversial history in the United States 
(Crawford, 2002) where programs to teach immigrant minority 
students effective English, by transitional use of the home or mother 
language, was mandated by law but became bitterly contested and was 
ultimately abandoned by the United States federal government in 2001. 
In this kind of bilingual education, schools aim to foster non-English-
speaking students’ general intellectual development in their mother 
tongue until they acquire suff icient English to be taught solely in 
English, but such acceptably conventional aims have not saved them 
from immense controversy.

Immersion programs are less controversial, and over the past  
50 years have arisen mostly to provide ‘mainstream’ students with a 
serious opportunity to become f luent in a second language, due to the 

widespread perception that language as object programs produce unsatisfactory results. Bilingual 
education and immersion programs share this common underlying approach that two languages are 
used (in differing proportions and sequences) to teach regular, mainstream school content.

It has been argued that educational programs such as those in Europe, Australia, and the United 
States rarely try to make students bilingual and, as we have seen above, it appears educators are also 
unwilling to truly foster bilingualism (Lo Bianco & Slaughter, 2009; Skutnabb-Kangas, 1988). 
Therefore the types of programs are typically submersion, characterised by neglect of the distinctive 
language learning needs of students’ f irst or home language, whether they are of immigrant or 
Indigenous origin, or local minority populations. At best, submersion approaches are based on the idea 
that students will ‘pick up’ the target language (English) required for academic work. Different models 
for teaching a second language are identified in Table 2.1.

There is one program model that combines the immersion and the bilingual education 
modalities. Two-Way (or Dual ) Immersion involves a combination of a bilingual program for 
‘minority’ students, and an immersion program for ‘majority’ students, where the students are in 
the same classes or at least in the same schools. Although two-way immersion is mostly found in 
primary schools, the approach is proving popular in growing numbers of secondary schools, 
particularly in the United States.

Research consistently finds that bilingualism is cognitively enriching for all pupils, with higher 
levels of bilingualism linked to increased concept formation, creativity, theory of mind, attention, 
executive functioning, and metalinguistic understanding (Bialystok, Craik & Luk, 2012). Students 
who are proficient in their first language will proceed to learn a second language faster than students 
who have only developed limited skill in their first language. Research also shows that students who 
know two languages are improved learners of a third language (Cummins, 2000; de Courcy, 2002). 
Table 2.2 identif ies some myths and truths about bilingual students. Research on the brain and 
bilingualism has shown that people who learn two languages before the age of 5 years process both 
languages in the same way as those who learn only one language and use the same parts of their 
brain—usually the left hemisphere (Klein, Mok, Chen & Watkins, 2014). People who learn a second 
language after the age of 5 years use both hemispheres of their brain as well as the frontal lobe and 
therefore have to apply more effort (Petitto, 2009).

There is more to being bilingual than just speaking two languages. It is important to be able to 
move between two cultures while still maintaining a sense of your own identity (Hakuta & Garcia, 
1989), including dealing with discrimination. Teachers should help students develop these skills. 
Students who are bilingual often appear less capable in the classroom as they struggle to master two 
languages. The Reaching Every Student feature on page 54 gives ideas for recognising giftedness in 
students whose first language is other than English.

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
BILINGUAL ISSUES 

Identify the major issues related 
to the debate over bilingual 
education. Explain the major 
approaches to bilingual 
education, and describe steps 
that a teacher can take to 
promote the learning and 
language acquisition of non-
English-speaking students.

English as a Second 
Language (ESL) Designation 
for programs and classes to teach 
English to students who are not 
native speakers of English. ESL is 
different from English as a foreign 
language (EFL). EFL is a term 
used to describe programs in 
which English is taught to new 
learners but the language is not 
spoken in the learner’s society or 
environment.

While most people agree that all citizens should learn the official language 
of their country, how this should be accomplished in school remains a very 
controversial question.

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
TO THE RESEARCH

To identify some current issues 
in bilingual education, visit 
these websites:

 ▶ Federation of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander 
Languages and Culture 
(FATSILC): <www.fatsilc. 
org.au>

 ▶ Te Puni Kōkiri: Ministry of 
Māori Development at 
<www.tpk.govt.nz/en> and 
Te Kōhanga Reo National 
Trust at <www.kohanga.
ac.nz> for Māori and New 
Zealand language issues.
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Table 2.1 Language education models 

IMMERSION EDUCATION
In the following examples, the target language (TL) is usually a prestigious, generally foreign, language, and the home 
language (HL) is a socially dominant local language.

Early partial Perhaps the most common approach found in immersion programs across the world is the early  
  partial model. This is often a 50:50 split between the target language and the home language 

for Years F–8, reducing to an approximate 70:30 proportion for Years 9–12 of a 12-year 
sequence of schooling. 

Early total The main alternative to the early partial model is early total. Early total has also proved popular  
  in some parts of the world and is based on a complete immersion in the TL for some years, 

usually the earliest years of primary school, with a stepped reduction of time allocated to the 
TL and a commensurate expansion of time allocated to the HL, resulting in one of several 
alternatives at the end of schooling. This model reduces the stress on the TL in the belief that 
the cognitively more demanding and more literacy-dependent upper years of schooling require 
more time in the HL, and that major exams will be in this language. 

Late partial The late partial alternative to the two early models described above is premised on opposite  
  principles: that the earliest years are best devoted to the consolidation of HL literacy and 

learning and that the TL should be introduced in a major way only in the upper primary years. 
An example of late partial could be the following split in TL and HL: Years F–3, 90:10 HL to TL; 
Years 4–6, 30:70 HL:TL; reducing to 50:50 with the TL declining in the final years of schooling. 

Late total An example of this model would be 100 per cent TL at junior secondary school for Years 7 and 8,  
  reducing to a 50:50 approach from Year 9 to Year 12. Late total immersion may or may not be 

preceded by intensive teaching of the TL as a subject.

BILINGUAL EDUCATION
The use of TL and HL designations typically has very different social meaning in the bilingual models. The HL is rarely a 
prestigious language code in the societies in which bilingual programs are offered, and these programs are premised on 
compensatory thinking, with schools seeking to make up what it is assumed homes are unable to supply, i.e. the TL (the 
society’s dominant language) literacy. 

Submersion This is characterised by neglect of the distinctive language learning needs of children from  
  language backgrounds other than the dominant social code, whether the children are of 

immigrant or Indigenous origin, or whether they are long-present local minority populations, as 
in regional minority groups. At best, submersion approaches are based on the idea that 
children will ‘pick up’ the TL required for academic work. Sometimes, because basic 
conversational TL is mastered first and with less difficulty than the learning of academic and 
cognitively demanding (decontextualised) TL, children are misdiagnosed as having attained 
the TL proficiency they need and are provided only initial teaching in the language. 

TL as a second  
 language

Second-language methodologies vary considerably along two extreme points of a continuum.   
  At one extreme there is full withdrawal from regular classroom activities for intensive instruction 

focused on the language forms of the TL. At the other extreme there is full immersion in 
classrooms but with carefully implemented ‘language across the curriculum’ attention to the 
learner’s growing TL needs. In this way all teachers attend to the growing TL of the learner, with 
careful attention paid to the language demands of the particular subject matter being taught.

Transitional  
 bilingualism

This involves using the first language of the learner, the HL, but only for a strictly defined time  
  and purpose of allowing the learner to continue their conceptual development in the mother 

tongue until they have acquired sufficient TL to transfer to full learning in the TL. The 
‘bilingualism’ is strictly transitional. The HL is a ‘stepping stone’ to overcome a deficit. The 
curriculum is firmly focused on TL learning and usually culminates in monolingual capability 
through the loss of the HL.

Mono-literate  
 bilingualism

This approach involves the use of both of the languages, TL and HL, but literacy is only imparted  
 in the societally dominant language, the TL.

Partial biliterate  
 bilingualism

In this approach both languages are used for all four ‘macro-skills’ of language (reading, writing,  
  speaking, and listening) but the academic subjects are divided so that the mother tongue is 

reserved for ‘cultural’ or ‘heritage’ or ‘background’ studies while the TL is used to teach all core 
and academic content.

Total biliterate  
 bilingualism

This kind of program and approach aims to develop a literate capability in both languages for  
  learners. All areas of the curriculum and all domains of language are developed in both 

languages (Hamers & Blanc, 1989; Lo Bianco & Freebody, 2001). Two-way total biliterate 
bilingualism involves learners from different language backgrounds learning each other’s 
languages in a program in which academic results are aimed for in both languages equally.
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Table 2.2 Myths about bilingual students

In this table, HL means the original or home language and TL means the target or second language.

Myth Truth

Learning a second language (TL) takes little time and  
 effort.

Learning English as a second language takes two to three years for oral language  
 use and five to seven years for academic language use.

All language skills (listening, speaking, reading, writing)  
 transfer from HL to TL.

Reading is the skill that transfers most readily.

Code-switching is an indication of a language disorder. Code-switching can indicate high-level language skills in both HL and TL.

All bilinguals easily maintain both languages. It takes great effort and attention to maintain high-level skills in both languages.

Children do not lose their first language. Loss of HL and underdevelopment of TL can be problems for second-language  
 learners (in HL and TL).

Exposure to English is sufficient for TL learning. To learn TL, students need to have a reason to communicate, access to English  
 speakers, interaction, support, feedback, and time.

To learn English, students’ parents need to speak only  
 English at home.

Children need to use both languages in many contexts.

Reading in HL is detrimental to learning English. Literacy-rich environments in either HL or TL support development of necessary  
 pre-reading skills.

Language disorders must be identified by tests in English. Children should be tested in both HL and TL to determine language disorders.

SOURCE: Adapted from A. E. Brice (2002). The Hispanic child: Speech, language, culture and education. Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon. Copyright © 2002 by Pearson 
Education. Adapted by permission of the publisher.

REACHING EVERY STUDENT 
recognising giftedness in bilingual students

To identify gifted bilingual students, you can use a case 
study or portfolio approach in order to collect a variety of 
information, including interviews with parents and peers, 
formal and informal assessments, samples of student work 
and performances, and student self-assessments. The 
following checklist might add useful information.

______  Learns English quickly

______  Takes risks in trying to communicate in English

______  Practises English skills by himself or herself

______  Initiates conversations with native English 
speakers

______  Does not frustrate easily

______  Is curious about new words or phrases and 
practises them

______  Questions word meanings; for example, ‘How can 
a bat be an animal and also something you use 
to hit a ball?’

______  Looks for similarities between words in his or her 
native language and English

______  Is able to modify his or her language for less 
capable English speakers

______  Is able to express abstract verbal concepts with a 
limited English vocabulary

______  Uses English to demonstrate leadership skills; 
for example, uses English to resolve 
disagreements and to facilitate cooperative 
learning groups

______  Prefers to work independently or with students 
whose level of English proficiency is higher than 
his or hers

______  Is able to use English in a creative way; for 
example, can make puns, poems, jokes, or 
original stories in English

______  Becomes easily bored with routine tasks or drill 
work

______  Has a great deal of curiosity

______  Is persistent; sticks to a task

______  Has good physical coordination

______  Is independent and self-sufficient

______  Has a long attention span

______  Becomes absorbed with self-selected problems, 
topics, and issues

______  Retains, easily recalls, and uses new information

______  Demonstrates social maturity, especially in the 
home or community

SOURCE: J. A. Castellano and E. I. Diaz (2002). Reaching new horizons: Gifted and talented education for culturally and linguistically diverse students. Boston, MA: 
Allyn & Bacon. Copyright © 2002 by Pearson Education.
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 ▶ CREATING CULTURALLY INCLUSIVE CLASSROOMS
The goal of creating culturally inclusive classrooms is to:

 ▶ eliminate prejudice, discrimination, and other kinds of negative educational and interpersonal practice
 ▶ make learning and teaching more effective and appropriate to complex multicultural societies
 ▶ benefit from the rich linguistic and cultural backgrounds of learners
 ▶ provide more equal educational opportunities for all students.

Some psychologists have found ethnic group differences in students’ cognitive styles—the ways that 
individuals typically process information. You will learn more about this in Chapter 5.

Research has shown that many Indigenous children have different dominant cognitive styles and 
learning preferences from mainstream Anglo children of English-speaking background (Eades, 
1995/2000; Hughes, More & Williams, 2004; Williams, 1988). Hughes and colleagues show that 
while there is no singular ‘Aboriginal learning style’ there are some recurring ways of learning and 
teaching that are more effective in teaching Aboriginal children. They caution against stereotyping 
individual Aboriginal children and encourage teachers to respond to the culturally inf luenced styles of 
gaining knowledge that are practised in Indigenous communities and passed on to children, without 
losing sight of individual differences. Get to know the individual. The Ways of Being, Ways of Talk 
(Western Australian Department of Education, 2002) resource kit is excellent for assisting in this task.

The best advice for teachers is to be sensitive to individual differences in all students and to make 
available alternative paths to learning. Never prejudge how a student will learn best by making 
assumptions about the student’s ethnicity or race. Sensitivity and responsiveness to individual students is 
supported when teachers have knowledge about and understand the cultural characteristics of different 
ethnic groups, ‘how they affect learning behaviours, and how classroom interactions and instruction can 
be changed to embrace these differences’ (Gay, 2001, p. 114). Communication is a key element. Teachers 
benefit from knowing how the communication styles of different ethnic groups ref lect cultural values; 
they are then able to modify classroom interactions to better accommodate these styles.

Sociolinguistics
Sociolinguistics is the study of how language and social factors 
vary and relate to each other (Coulmas, 2005). A knowledge of 
sociolinguistics will help you understand why communication 
sometimes breaks down in classrooms. The classroom is a special 
setting for communicating; it has its own set of rules for when, 
how, to whom, about what subject, and in what manner to use 
language. Sometimes the sociolinguistic skills of students do not 
fit the expectations of teachers or other students.

Participation structures In order to be successful, students 
must know the communication rules; that is, they must 
understand the pragmatics of the classroom—when, where, and 
how to communicate. This is not an easy task. As class activities 
change, rules change. Sometimes you have to raise your hand 
(during the teacher’s presentation), but sometimes you don’t 
(during story time on the rug). Sometimes it is good to ask a 
question (during discussion), but other times it isn’t so good 
(when the teacher is reprimanding you). These differing activity 
rules are called participation structures, and they def ine 

LO 2.8
Explain the aims of 
culturally inclusive 
classrooms and how these 
classrooms can be 
created.

culturally inclusive 
classrooms Classrooms in 
which procedures, rules, 
grouping strategies, attitudes, 
teaching methods, and 
curriculum content and activity 
seek to respond to the needs, 
and linguistic and cultural 
backgrounds, of all learners. The 
central aim should always be to 
support all learners to 
understand and use new 
information, to develop skills 
and academic success, and to 
have a secure identity. This 
sense of self that a learner is 
supported to achieve should be 
recognised for all pupils, so that 
students come to see that 
differences are normal, 
inevitable, and natural.

sociolinguistics The study of 
how language and social 
factors vary and relate to each 
other.

participation structures   
The formal and informal rules 
for how to take part in a given 
activity or context. 

A major goal of creating culturally compatible classrooms is to encourage mutual 
respect among students from all backgrounds.

We have dealt with a wide range of differences in this chapter. How can teachers provide an 
appropriate education for all their students? One response is to make the classroom inclusive of students’ 
cultural heritage. Such a classroom is described as being culturally inclusive.

 ▶ What are the origins of language differences in the classroom?
 ▶ What is bilingual education?
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appropriate participation in classrooms and associated activities. Most classrooms have many different 
participation structures.

To be competent communicators in the classroom, students sometimes have to read very subtle, 
nonverbal cues telling them which participation structures are currently in effect. For example, in 
some classrooms, when the teacher moves to the whiteboard and stands looking at the class, the students 
are signalled to ‘stop and freeze’, look at the teacher, and anticipate an announcement. Specifically for 
Aboriginal children in Australian education, it is important for local awareness and knowledge to be the 
guiding principles of teaching (Harris, 1990; Hughes & More, 1997; Hughes, More & Williams, 2004).

Sources of misunderstandings Some students are better than others at reading the classroom 
situation because the participation structures of the school match the structures they have learned at 
home. The communication rules for most school situations are similar to those in middle-class homes, 
so students from these homes often appear to be more competent communicators. They know the 
unwritten rules. Students from different ethnic backgrounds may have learned participation structures 
that conf lict with the behaviours expected in school. The source of misunderstanding can be a subtle 
sociolinguistic difference, such as how long the teacher waits to react to a student’s response. It seems 
that even students who speak the same language as their teachers may still have trouble communicating, 
and thus learning, if their knowledge of pragmatics does not fit the school situation.

What can teachers do? Make sure that communication rules for activities are clear and explicit. Do 
not assume students know what to do. Use cues to signal students when changes occur. Explain and 
demonstrate appropriate behaviour. One teacher said and then demonstrated, ‘If you have to interrupt me 
while I’m working with other students, stand quietly beside me until I can help you’. We have seen teachers 
show young children how to use their ‘inside voice’, or ‘whisper voice’. Be consistent in responding to 
students. If students are supposed to raise their hands, don’t call on those who break the rules. In these ways 
you teach students the participation structures of the classroom and support their learning.

Culturally inclusive pedagogy
Many researchers have addressed how to teach to bring about the most effective educational results, 
how to include students from different ethnic groups in all the activities and experiences of learning, 
and how to make classrooms harmonious and interculturally sensitive. In American research, Ladson-
Billings (1994; 1995) identified teachers who were recognised by both parents and principals as being 
particularly effective and then examined why these teachers were excellent educators.

Based on her research, Ladson-Billings developed a conception of teaching excellence that 
encompasses, but also goes beyond, considerations of sociolinguistics or social organisations. She uses 
the term culturally inclusive pedagogy to describe teaching that rests on three propositions, all of 
which are equally applicable in Australian and New Zealand schools. These principles are also ref lected 
in the work of Geneva Gay (2001), and are addressed below.

1. Students must experience academic success ‘Despite the current social inequities and 
hostile classroom environments, students must develop their academic skills. The ways those skills are 
developed may vary, but all students need literacy, numeracy, technological, social, and political skills 
in order to be active participants in a democracy’ (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 160). Teachers should have 
high expectations of all students and use imaginative strategies to ensure success, with an emphasis on 
integrated learning (Gay, 2001).

2. Students must develop/maintain their cultural competence As they become more 
academically skilled, students still retain their cultural competence. ‘Culturally relevant teachers utilise 
students’ culture as a vehicle for learning’ (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 161). As for excellent, culturally 
inclusive teachers in Australia and New Zealand, teachers need to appreciate, value, and respond to 
local cultural differences, and make links between home knowledge and school knowledge.

3. Students must develop a critical consciousness through which they challenge the 
status quo In addition to developing academic skills while retaining cultural competence, excellent 
teachers help students ‘develop a broader socio-political consciousness that allows them to critique the 
social norms, values, mores, and institutions that produce and maintain social inequities’ (Ladson-
Billings, 1995, p. 162). Culturally inclusive teaching involves ‘dealing directly with controversy; 
studying a wide range of ethnic individuals and groups; contextualizing issues within race, class, 
ethnicity and gender; and including multiple kinds of knowledge and perspectives’ (Gay, 2001, p. 108).

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
TO PRACTICE

Read:

 ▶ Gay, G. (2001). Preparing for 
culturally responsive 
teaching. Journal of Teacher 
Education, 53(2), 106–116.

 ▶ Gay, G. & Kirkland, K. (2003). 
Developing cultural critical 
consciousness and self-
reflection in preservice 
teacher education. Theory 
into Practice, 42(3), 181–187.

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
TO THE RESEARCH 

To learn more about how 
communication systems are 
influenced by cultural 
differences, read: Lo Bianco J. & 
Crozet, C. (2003). Teaching 
invisible culture: Classroom 
practice and theory. Melbourne, 
Vic.: Language Australia 
Publications.

culturally inclusive 
pedagogy Practices that 
encourage mutual respect 
among students and teachers 
from all backgrounds and 
enable students to experience 
academic success, retain their 
cultural competence, and 
challenge social inequities.

CONNECT AND EXTEND 
TO THE RESEARCH

McDonald, H. (2003, November/
December). Exploring 
possibilities through critical race 
theory: Exemplary pedagogical 
practices for Indigenous 
students. Paper presented at the 
NZARE/AARE Conference, 
Auckland. Retrieved from <www.
aare.edu.au/data/publications/ 
2003/mcd03504.pdf>.

This paper investigates critical 
race theory in educational 
theorising and research, and its 
contribution to understandings of 
the experiences of Indigenous 
students in Australian schools. It 
reports exemplary practices for 
Indigenous students in a 
secondary school in the Northern 
Territory, and offers guidelines for 
teachers committed to making a 
critical difference.
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The goal of this chapter is to give you a sense of the diversity in today’s and tomorrow’s schools and to 
help you meet the challenges of teaching in a multicultural classroom. How will you understand and 
build on all the cultures of your students? How will you deal with many different languages? Here are 
three general teaching principles to guide you in finding answers to these questions.

Know your students
Nothing you read in a chapter on cultural differences will teach you enough to understand the lives of 
all your students. If you can take other courses in university or read about other cultures, we encourage 
you to do so. But reading and studying are not enough. You should get to know your students’ families 
and communities. Try to spend time with students and parents on projects outside school. Ask parents 
to help in class or to speak to your students about their jobs, their hobbies, or the history and heritage 
of their ethnic group. In the primary years, don’t wait until a student is in trouble to have the first 
meeting with a family member. Watch and listen to the ways that your students interact in large and 
small groups. Eat lunch with one or two students. Spend some non-teaching time with them.

Respect your students
From knowledge should come respect for your students’ learning strengths—for the struggles they face 
and the obstacles they overcome. For a child, genuine acceptance is a necessary condition for developing 
self-esteem. Sometimes the self-image and occupational aspirations of minority children actually 
decline in their early years in school, probably because of the emphasis on majority culture values, 
accomplishments, and history. By presenting the accomplishments of particular members of an ethnic 
group or by bringing that group’s culture into the classroom (in the form of literature, art, music, or 
any cultural knowledge), teachers can help students maintain a sense of pride in their cultural group. 
This integration of culture must be more than the ‘tokenism’ of sampling ethnic foods or wearing 
costumes. Students should learn about the socially and intellectually important contributions of the 
various groups. There are many excellent references that provide background information, history, and 
teaching strategies for different groups of students (e.g. Banks, 2002; 2016;  Bennett, 2011; Irvine & 
Armento, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 1995).

Teach your students
The most important thing you can do for your students is teach them to read, write, speak, calculate, 
think, and create. Too often, goals for students from low-SES or minority groups have focused 
exclusively on basic skills. Students are taught words and sounds, but the meaning of the story is 
supposed to come later. Knapp, Turnbull, and Shields (1990, p. 5) make these suggestions:

 ▶ Focus on meaning and understanding from beginning to end—for example, by orienting instruction 
towards comprehending reading passages, communicating important ideas in written text, or understanding 
the concepts underlying number facts.

 ▶ Balance routine skill learning with novel and complex tasks from the earliest stages of learning.
 ▶ Provide context for skill learning that establishes clear reasons for needing to learn the skills.
 ▶ Influence attitudes and beliefs about the academic content areas as well as skills and knowledge.

LO 2.9
Describe and explain the 
practices associated with 
the three key principles for 
teaching in culturally 
diverse classrooms and 
schools.

 ▶ What are the elements of a culturally inclusive classroom?
 ▶ What is culturally inclusive pedagogy?

 ▶ BRINGING IT ALL TOGETHER: TEACHING  
EVERY STUDENT

as the interview continues for a middle school teaching position, the next question is, 
‘describe the things you do for students to indicate you are sensitive to their needs’. What 
would you say?
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 ▶ Eliminate unnecessary redundancy in the curriculum (e.g. repeating instruction in the same 
mathematics skills year after year). Linguistic redundancy, however, can be useful with students who 
have English as a second language.

One area of teaching that often places students at risk is the use of technology. Many students have 
limited access to technology at home or in their communities. For example, while most mainstream 
Australians have access to the internet at home, many fewer Indigenous students have access.

And, finally, teach students directly about how to be students. In the early years, this could mean 
directly teaching the courtesies and conventions of the classroom: how to get a turn to speak, how and 
when to interrupt the teacher, how to whisper, how to get help in a small group, how to give an 
explanation that is helpful. In the later years, it may mean teaching the study skills that fit your subject. 
You can ask students to learn ‘how we do it in school’ without violating principle number two above—
respect your students. Ways of asking questions around the kitchen table at home may be different from 
ways of asking questions in school, but students can learn both ways without deciding that either way 
is superior. The Guidelines above provide more ideas.

GUIDELINES
Culturally inclusive teaching
Experiment with different grouping arrangements to 
encourage social harmony and cooperation.

EXAMPLES

1. Try ‘study buddies’ and pairs.
2. Organise heterogeneous groups of four or five.
3. Establish larger teams for older students.

Provide a range of ways to learn material to accommodate a 
range of learning styles.

EXAMPLES

1. Give students verbal materials at different reading levels.
2. Offer visual materials—charts, diagrams, models.
3. Provide video or audio recordings for listening and viewing.
4. Set up activities and projects.

Emphasise meaning in teaching.

EXAMPLES

1. Ensure students understand what they read.
2. Try storytelling and other modes that don’t require written 

materials.
3. Use examples that relate abstract concepts to everyday 

experiences; for instance, relate negative numbers to being 
overdrawn in your bank account.

Learn the meaning of different behaviours for your students.

EXAMPLES

1. Ask students how they feel when you correct or praise 
them. What gives them this message?

2. Talk to family and community members and other teachers 
to discover the meaning of expressions, gestures, or other 
responses that are unfamiliar to you.

Teach classroom procedures directly, even ways of doing 
things that you thought everyone would know.

EXAMPLES

1. Tell students how to get the teacher’s attention.
2. Explain when and how to interrupt the teacher if students 

need help.
3. Show which materials students can take and which require 

permission.
4. Demonstrate acceptable ways to disagree with or 

challenge another student.

Get to know the customs, traditions, and values of your 
students.

EXAMPLES

1. Use holidays as a chance to discuss the origins and 
meaning of traditions.

2. Analyse different traditions for common themes.
3. Attend community fairs and festivals.

Help students detect racist and sexist messages.

EXAMPLES

1. Analyse curriculum materials for biases.
2. Make students ‘bias detectives’, reporting comments from 

the media.
3. Discuss the ways that students communicate biased 

messages about each other and what should be done 
when this happens.

4. Discuss expressions of prejudice, such as anti-Semitism or 
negative stereotyping of Indigenous people.

 ▶ How can teachers create classroom environments in which all students can learn?
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SUMMARY
the importance of context (pp. 22–24) (lo 2.1)
Describe Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model of learning and development. This model recognises that 
the physical and social contexts in which we develop are ‘ecosystems’ because they are in constant interaction and 
inf luence each other. The model takes into account both the biological aspects that are internal to the individual, 
and the social and cultural contexts that are external to the individual; together, these shape learning and development. 
Every person develops within a microsystem (immediate relationships and activities), inside a mesosystem 
(relationships between and among microsystems), embedded in an exosystem (larger social settings such as 
communities); all of these are part of the macrosystem (the broader society). In addition, all development occurs in 
and is inf luenced by the time period—the chronosystem.

today’s multicultural classrooms (pp. 24–28) (lo 2.2)
Distinguish between integration, assimilation, and multiculturalism. Assimilation involves social and 
educational policies that require minority group members and immigrants to lose their cultural distinctiveness and 
assimilate completely into the wider society. Integration involves educational and social policies that encourage the 
component groups of a society to interact with each other as citizens of a shared state, but do not require them to 
shed their cultural differences. Multiculturalism generally has two meanings. First, it is descriptive, and merely records 
that Australian and New Zealand societies are comprised of diverse cultural groups. Second, it is a term used to 
describe policy in which education and social actions are based on an acknowledgement of differences and promote 
the long-term maintenance of these differences, while all the time stressing social unity and cohesion via the rule of 
law, common citizenship, and a shared language of communication. Integration and multiculturalism also stress 
equal educational opportunity and the celebration of cultural differences.

What is multicultural education? In its idealised form, multicultural education encourages Australian and New 
Zealand societies to value, recognise, and promote the benef its of diversity. There are many approaches to 
multicultural education. In Australia and New Zealand, the following elements have been common. First, there 
should be appropriate English-as-a-second-language teaching for non-English speakers; second, all schooling should 
promote culturally inclusive curriculum and pedagogy, meaning that culturally diverse perspectives should pervade 
all aspects of curriculum and school organisation; third, there should be specific content about Indigenous Australia, 
and Māori society and history, for all learners in the respective countries; fourth, there should be specific efforts to 
remove prejudice, discrimination, and hostility; fifth, there should be extensive teaching of languages other than 
English, and, in New Zealand, specific efforts on behalf of Māori, so that students who have a home language other 
than English can have a chance to develop literacy and improve their spoken command of the language, and English-
speaking learners can also have the chance to become bilingual.

What is culture? There are many conceptions of culture, but most include the knowledge, rules, traditions, 
attitudes, and values that guide behaviour in a particular group of people—culture is a program for living. Everyone 
is a member of many cultural groups, defined in terms of geographic region, nationality, ethnicity, race, gender, 
social class, and religion. Membership in a particular group does not determine behaviour or values, but makes 
certain values and kinds of behaviour more likely. Wide variations exist within each group, and culture changes over 
time from both internal inf luence and from external inf luence.

the family context (pp. 28–30) (lo 2.3)
What challenges face children whose parents are divorced? During the divorce itself, conf lict may increase 
as property and custody rights are being decided. After the divorce, the custodial parent may have to move to a less 
expensive home, find new sources of income, go to work for the first time, or work longer hours. For the child, this 
can mean leaving behind important friendships in the old neighbourhood or school just when support is needed the 
most, having only one parent who has less time than ever to be with the child, or adjusting to new family structures 
when parents remarry.

In what ways does parenting style inf luence student behaviour? Adolescents with authoritative parents 
(demanding but responsive, warm and supportive, rational and democratic) are less likely to be inf luenced by peer 
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pressure to use drugs or alcohol, especially when their friends have authoritative parents. They are more likely to do 
well in school, be happy, and relate well to others. When adolescents have authoritarian parents (very controlling, 
expect conformity to rules, undemocratic), they are more likely to feel guilty and depressed. Adolescents with 
parents who are permissive (warm and nurturing but with few rules or consequences) are more likely to have difficulty 
interacting with peers and self-regulating their behaviour.

What are typical outcomes for young people exposed to domestic and family violence? Children who 
experience domestic and family violence are at particular risk of poor cognitive development, education, behaviour, 
and physical, social, and emotional wellbeing. They are more likely to become homeless and to experience the 
associated disruption to friendships, schooling, sense of belonging, and personal safety. These children are also more 
vulnerable to other forms of abuse.

In what ways are secure attachment relationships important for young people? Strong, secure, and 
predictable attachment relationships with a parent or other caring adult are associated with the development of 
positive relationships and wellbeing, higher educational outcomes, and social competence. These relationships are 
important during serious adversity, and can shield a young person from trauma and toxic stress (see Chapter 3) and 
help them deal more constructively with the situation.

economic and social class differences (pp. 31–33) (lo 2.4)
What is SES? Socioeconomic status (SES) is a term used by sociologists for variations in wealth, power, and 
prestige. Socioeconomic status is determined by several factors—not just income—and often overpowers other 
cultural differences. No single variable is an effective measure of SES, but most researchers identify three general 
levels of SES: upper, middle, and lower classes.

What is the relationship between SES and school achievement? Socioeconomic status and academic 
achievement are closely related. High-SES students of all ethnic groups show higher average levels of achievement 
on test scores and stay in school longer than low-SES students. Poverty during a child’s preschool years appears 
to have the greatest negative impact. And the longer the child is in poverty, the stronger the impact on 
achievement.

ethnic and racial differences (pp. 33–40) (lo 2.5)
Distinguish between ethnicity and race. Ethnicity (culturally transmitted behaviour) and race (biologically 
transmitted physical traits) are socially significant categories people use to describe themselves and others. Minority 
groups (either numerically or historically unempowered) are rapidly increasing in population.

How can ethnicity affect school performance? The main effect of ethnicity is the inf luence that culturally 
based stocks of knowledge and preferred learning styles have on how information is organised and learned. Conf licts 
between groups can also arise from differences in culture-based beliefs, values, and expectations. Cultural conf licts 
are usually about below-the-surface differences, because when subtle cultural differences meet, misunderstandings 
are common. Students in some cultures learn attitudes and behaviours that are more consistent with school 
expectations. Most differences among ethnic groups in cognitive and academic abilities are largely the legacy of 
social and economic position, acquaintance with and mastery of English, level of English literacy, recognition by 
education systems of f irst language learning and literacy, and—for some groups—continuing prejudice and 
discrimination.

Distinguish between prejudice, discrimination, and stereotype threat. Prejudice is a rigid and irrational 
generalisation—a prejudgement—about an entire category of people. Prejudice may target people in particular racial, 
ethnic, religious, political, geographic, or language groups, or it may be directed towards the gender or sexual 
orientation of the individual. Discrimination is unequal treatment of particular categories of people. Stereotype threat is the 
extra emotional and cognitive burden that your performance in an academic situation might confirm a stereotype that 
others hold about you. It is not necessary that the individual even believes the stereotype. All that matters is that the 
person is aware of the stereotype and cares about performing well enough to disprove its unf lattering implications. In the 
short run, the fear that you might confirm a negative stereotype can induce test anxiety and undermine performance. 
Over time, experiencing stereotype threat may lead to disidentification with schooling and academic achievement.

In addition to overt and personalised prejudice there is also structural discrimination and prejudice, in which past 
practices of exclusion can become infused in the way whole systems operate. Usually these practices become 
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‘naturalised’ and are difficult to dislodge, but with awareness of their disadvantaging effects it is possible to take 
action to ensure that schooling actively pursues improved outcomes for all.

Gender differences in the classroom (pp. 40–48) (lo 2.6)
What is gender identity? Gender identity is the image each individual has of himself or herself as masculine or 
feminine in characteristics—a part of self-concept. People with a ‘feminine’ identity would rate themselves high on 
characteristics usually associated with females, such as ‘sensitive’ or ‘warm’, and low on characteristics traditionally 
associated with males, such as ‘forceful’ and ‘competitive’. Most people see themselves in gender-typed terms; 
however, some children and adults are more androgynous—they rate themselves high on both masculine and 
feminine traits.

How do gender identities develop? Biology (hormones) plays a role, as does the differential behaviour of parents 
and teachers towards male and female children. Through their interactions with family, peers, teachers, and the 
environment in general, children begin to form gender schemas, or organised networks of knowledge about what it 
means to be male or female. Research shows that gender-role stereotyping begins in the preschool years and 
continues through gender bias in the school curriculum and sex discrimination in the classroom. Teachers often 
unintentionally perpetuate these problems.

Are there gender differences in cognitive abilities? There appear to be some gender-linked differences, 
especially in verbal and spatial abilities. Males seem to be superior on tasks that require mental rotation of objects 
and females are better on tasks that require acquisition and use of verbal information. Research on the causes of these 
differences has been inconclusive, except to indicate that academic socialisation and teachers’ treatment of male and 
female students in mathematics classes do play a role. Teachers can use many strategies for reducing gender bias.

language differences in the classroom (pp. 48–55) (lo 2.7)
What are the origins of language differences in the classroom? Language differences among students include 
dialects, bilingualism, and culture-based communication styles. Dialects are not inferior forms of speech. All 
languages, including English of course, have dialects. Dialects are normal and natural and should be respected, but 
standard English should be taught for academic contexts. Dialects often affect the pronunciation of words, so teachers 
should be able to distinguish learning errors from dialect differences in oral language. Students who speak in dialect 
and students who are bilingual often use code-switching. Code-switching can be a practice of marking identity 
between two speakers who are bilingual or who may in fact not be functionally bilingual but who have a bicultural 
heritage in which they have a passive or partial mastery of more than one language code.

What is bilingual education? In Australia and New Zealand, the term bilingual education usually means the use of 
the mother tongue of students alongside English to teach the curriculum. There are many forms of bilingual 
education. Bilingual education can be transitional, in which the first or home language of the learner is used along 
with English, say until initial literacy is established, and then all teaching reverts to English. Bilingual education can 
also involve students learning a language other than English while maintaining English as their f irst or home 
language, with the aim of achieving high levels of skill in all language functions in both languages. Enrichment 
bilingual education aims to ensure that both languages are developed equally. When subject matter, or whole parts 
of the curriculum, are taught in a language other than English to English-speaking students as a means to increase 
their mastery of the second language, this is called immersion foreign-language teaching. Mastering academic 
language skills in any new language takes five to seven years.

Creating culturally inclusive classrooms (pp. 55–57) (lo 2.8)
What are the elements of a culturally inclusive classroom? Culturally inclusive classrooms are free of racism, 
and ethnic and other forms of prejudice, and provide equal educational opportunities for all students. Inclusive 
teaching and inclusive classrooms aim to involve all learners. This is done by finding out about the language and 
cultural backgrounds of the learners and adapting both teaching style and content to support as much as possible the 
learners’ academic growth, classroom participation, and identity. Dimensions of classroom life that can be modified 
to achieve inclusiveness are social organisation; encouragement of all students; using examples, texts, or activities 
that different groups of learners identify with; and scrutinising materials to identify biases or culturally unfamiliar 
content. Teachers must avoid stereotypes of culture-based learning styles and should not assume that every individual 
in a group shares the same preferred learning style. Communication may break down in classrooms because of 
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differences in sociolinguistic styles and skills. Teachers can directly teach appropriate participation structures and be 
sensitive to culture-based communication rules.

What is culturally inclusive pedagogy? Culturally inclusive pedagogy refers to the practices that teachers use to 
include all students in all the activities and experiences of learning regardless of their background, and to make 
classrooms harmonious and interculturally sensitive. These practices include enabling students to experience 
academic success, maintain their cultural competence, and develop a broader sociopolitical consciousness.

Bringing it all together: teaching every student (pp. 57–58) (lo 2.9)
How can teachers create classroom environments in which all students can learn? To help create inclusive 
multicultural classrooms, teachers must know, respect, and have high expectations of all their students, and teach 
them what they need to know to succeed.

KEY TERMS
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RELATED TOPICS
 ▶ Diversity in language (Chapter 3)

 ▶ Community outside the classroom: community service (Chapter 4)

 ▶ Diversity in reasoning: the morality of caring (Chapter 4)

 ▶ Gender, ethnicity, and self-esteem (Chapter 4)

 ▶ Socialisation: family, peers, and teachers (Chapter 4)

 ▶ Values education (Chapter 4)

 ▶ Self-schemas (Chapter 10)

 ▶ Creating a positive learning environment (Chapter 11)

 ▶ Teacher expectations (Chapter 12)
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Mary Frances Donohoe
YEAR 5 TEACHER

Students must learn to respect themselves and others. 
Respect should be taught, modelled, and practised 
throughout the school year. A short daily activity that 
engages students in reflecting, talking about, and practising 
respect constantly reinforces this concept. At the end of 
each week, students are asked to nominate a citizen of the 
week. They should give reasons why they have nominated 
this person and the teacher should respond with positive 
comments. Students can cast a secret ballot or the teacher 
may decide based on his or her observation. The citizen of 
the week is announced at the end of the day, their name is 
placed on a recognition board, and they are given a reward 
commensurate with age. Middle school students like to 
receive certificates excusing them from a homework 
assignment.

For example, the allegory The Terrible Things by Eve 
Bunting, or Boy Overboard by Morris Gleitzman, stimulate 
students’ thinking about and understanding of prejudice. 
Early in the school year, I read these to students and 
encourage them to respond by writing individually, sharing 
with others at their table, and finally with a whole-class 
discussion.

Thomas W. Newkirk
YEAR 8 TEACHER

The members of the class need lessons that both celebrate 
their differences and recognise their similarities. Assigning 
students to homogeneous groups to report to the class 
about their cultures may eliminate some misconceptions 
students have. Assigning students to heterogeneous groups 
may encourage them to work with people from ‘outside’. 
Introducing the class to E. L. Konigsburg’s The View from 
Saturday, as well as to other notable examples of young 
adult literature, could provide topics for class discussion and 
could help students understand the contributions each 
member of the class has to offer. Hopefully these activities 
would reduce the tension in the classroom and would 
eliminate the audience for ethnic jokes. Certainly neither 
students nor teachers can be allowed to make the class 
uncomfortable for anyone.

TEACHERS’ CASEBOOK WHat Would tHey do?
Here is how some practising teachers responded to the teaching situation presented at the beginning 
of this chapter about bringing together a class with many conflicts and cliques.
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