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How Gender influences teachers’ attitudes towards acquiring multicultural competence?

Abstract


This study investigates the impact of gender on the willingness of teachers to engage in activities that lead to cultural competence and multiculturalism in their school. Cultural competence is defined as the recognition and use of different cultures in school settings as evidenced by staff development, school climate, and curriculum and instruction that meet the goals of multiculturalism.


Data for this study were obtained from a survey administered to teachers who replied to 30 items using the Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). An independent t-test analysis determined that female teachers are more willing than male teachers to incorporate multicultural aspects into the school setting. 
Purpose of the Study

This study considered both female and male teachers in an examination of how gender affects willingness to develop cultural competence. A single study (Inoue and Kirk, 2000) at the university level on this topic suggested that this is an area for future study. A body of literature following the lead of James Banks agrees that the discrepancy between teachers’ knowledge of students’ cultures hindered their ability to teach all students.  According to Banks, “A major goal of multicultural education is to help students develop the knowledge, attitudes, and skills needed to participate effectively in their cultural communities and within the civic culture of the nation-state” (2001, p. xxi). 

We hypothesized that female teachers had a more positive attitude toward acquiring cultural competence than male teachers in the three categories of professional development (continuing education, workshops to develop sensitivity and instructional techniques), school climate (social system, displays, food, mission statement), and curriculum and instruction (text books and supplemental materials). We agreed with Sleeter and Grant (2003) that an approach to education that teaches students to seek equity in a pluralistic society accomplished the larger goals of both education and the society. Believing that the fundamental instruments of this type of education are teachers, our study investigates teacher perceptions for the need to incorporate multicultural components in professional development, school climate, and curriculum and instruction. 

A review of research literature produced a single study (Inoue and Kirk, 2000) on the subject of how gender impacts teacher willingness to engage in multicultural practices. This scarcity indicated a need for more study on this subject. 

Theoretical Framework

Two facts go undisputed about public schools in the United States: diversity among student populations is changing, and diversity among teachers is not. Although the faces of the nation’s students are changing—particularly in urban centers—the great majority of teachers remain female and White. A press release from the National Education Association quotes Reg Weaver, its president, “The sad reality is that a young boy could go through his entire education without ever having a teacher who looks like me” (National Education Association, 2004, p. 1). Weaver’s statement is doubly powerful in that he is both male and African American. Consider his statement as you examine Table 1 of changing student demographics developed from one generated by the Condition of Education by US Department of Education (2005).

If only considering data for the last three school years shown in the Table 1, the percentages graphically represent striking changes in student demographics, particularly for White (down 2.3%), Hispanic (up 1%), and Other (up 1%) categories. With these data, the question becomes are teachers willing to develop cultural competence leading to an increase in multiculturalism in school.
Table 1: Racial/Ethnic Distribution for Public School Students K-12
	
	
	
	
	Statistics for Minorities

	Fall of Year
	White %
	Minority %
	Black
	Hispanic
	Other

	1972
	
	77.8
	
	22.2
	14.8
	6
	1.4

	1980
	
	-
	
	-
	-
	-
	-

	1990
	
	67.6
	
	32.4
	16.5
	11.7
	4.2

	1991
	
	67.1
	
	32.9
	16.9
	11.8
	4.2

	1992
	
	66.8
	
	33.3
	16.9
	12.1
	4.3

	1993
	
	67.0
	
	33.0
	16.6
	12.1
	4.3

	1994
	
	65.8
	
	34.2
	16.7
	13.7
	3.8

	1995
	
	65.5
	
	34.5
	16.9
	14.1
	3.5

	1996
	
	63.7
	
	36.3
	16.6
	14.5
	5.3

	1997
	
	63.0
	
	37.0
	16.9
	14.9
	5.1

	1998
	
	62.4
	
	37.6
	17.2
	15.4
	5.1

	1999
	
	61.9
	
	38.1
	16.5
	16.2
	5.5

	2000
	
	61.3
	
	38.7
	16.6
	16.6
	5.4

	2001
	
	61.3
	
	38.7
	16.5
	16.6
	5.6

	2002
	
	60.7
	
	39.3
	16.5
	17.6
	5.2

	2003
	
	58.3
	
	41.7
	16.1
	18.6
	7.0

	- Not available
	
	
	


Two recent studies on pre-service teachers illustrated a females’ willingness to expose her to more diverse situations and a male’s belief that nothing needs to be improved upon.  In a case study, Garmon (2004) related the receptivity of a white female pre-service teacher to address the need to identify and understand the differences students bring to the learning environment, and how this information informs her ability to teach them effectively.

Paccione (2003) studied the level of teachers’ commitment to multicultural education.  Part of her study consisted of open-ended interview questions.  A white male participant shared his own experiences with multiculturalism indicating that although he considered himself liberal when compared to “racist people I would see on TV,” conflicts with his African American roommate “began to open my eyes” (Paccione, 2003,  p. 13). 
Methodology

One of the researchers made a presentation during a contracted professional development day on the subject of multicultural awareness to the staff at a school district on Long Island, New York. Afterward, a 30-item questionnaire was administered. Respondents answered with 1 strongly disagree (SD) to 5 strongly agree (SA).

 The following dimensions (in decreasing order of their rated importance) were divided into nine (11) questions relating to curriculum and instruction, eleven (11) questions relating to professional development, and eight (8) questions related to school climate regarding general multicultural awareness. Internal consistency estimates of reliability were computed for the 3 factors. Values of the alpha coefficient ranged from 85.8% to 88 %, indicating satisfactory reliability. Table 2 shows how we interpreted the responses for the three variables under consideration. 

Table 2. Interpretation Table for Survey Responses
	Dimensions
	Number of questions
	Range
	Average response meaning:

	
	
	
	SD
	D
	Slt. A
	A
	SA

	Professional Development
	11
	11-55
	11
	22
	33
	44
	55

	School Climate
	8
	8-40
	8
	16
	24
	32
	40

	Curriculum and Instruction
	11
	11-55
	11
	22
	33
	44
	55


SD (Strongly Disagree = 1); D (Disagree = 2); Slt. A (Slightly Agree = 3); A (Agree = 4); SA (Strongly Agree =5)

Of the 183 respondents approximately 87% were teachers (136), 7% administrators, 5% counselors and 1% other. Of the teachers, 31 were males, and 105 were females. To contrast female to male attitudes, the original female teachers sample was reduced to 33. The randomizing feature in the statistical computer software application SPSS was used to randomly select 33 females, who, when added to the 31 male respondents, comprised the sample of 64 teachers for this study.

Data Analysis

An independent-samples t-test was conducted to evaluate the hypothesis that female teachers demonstrate a more positive attitude toward acquiring cultural competence than male teachers in the categories of professional development, school climate, and curriculum and instruction.

In the case of professional development the test was significant, t(56) = -2.19,p = .03, which supports the research hypothesis.  The negative t value indicated that males (M= 42.21, SD=6.07) were less likely to pursue multicultural professional development opportunities than females (M=45.61, SD=5.83) Means above 44 for both males and females indicated that most responses were in the category of agreement. The 95% confidence interval for the difference in means was wide ranging from -6.51 to -287.  For the eta square index, 8% of the variance of professional development was accounted for by gender, indicating a medium effect.

An analysis of school climate revealed the test was significant, t(54) = 3.04, p = .00 (.004). The research hypothesis was again supported. Male teachers (M = 23, SD = 4.99) believed that their environment required only few changes to incorporate multiculturalism. Their responses ranged in the slightly agree area for the variable school climate. However, female teachers (M = 18.8, SD = 5.3) believed there was room for growth. Their responses centered in the disagreement area.  The 95% confidence interval for the difference of means ranged 1.43 to 6.97. The eta square index of 15% indicated a large effect.

In the case of curriculum the test was not significant t(47) = 1.62, p = .11, [male teachers (M = 34.03, SD = 7.89) and female teachers (M = 31.03, SD = 5.73)], indicating that there was no significant difference between males and females. The 95% confidence interval for the difference of means ranged from -.73 to 6.73.  The eta square index showed a medium effect of 5%. Note that both groups responses are on the slightly agree area (Sl A) indicating the need to improve curriculum to address multicultural issues.

In conclusion, the findings of this study showed that for the variable of professional development, female teachers demonstrated a slightly increased willingness to engage in training in multiculturalism over male teachers. For the variable school climate, female teachers indicated the need for more multiculturalism than their male counterparts. For the variable curriculum and instruction, analysis showed no significant difference in the responses by gender. Both female and male teachers indicated the need to improve curriculum and instruction in regards to multiculturalism. Although female and male teachers indicated a slight need, this result presents the opportunity for staff development and school climate on multiculturalism. Through an effective, continuing program of staff development on multiculturalism, teachers develop cultural competence that would enable them to make changes in the curriculum and in their instructional content and strategies. The result of such multicultural activities would provide a smooth transition to changes in school climate through bulletin boards, displays of student work, and public events. The goal of these activities would be the promotion of social structural equity and cultural pluralism as described in Sleeter and Grant (2003).

Educational Importance of the Study

As the degree of diversity increases in the student population of schools across the nation, it becomes increasingly important for teachers to have, and be willing to use instructional strategies that result in high levels of academic achievement for all students. The importance of this study rests in its investigation of teacher willingness to engage in activities that increase their cultural competencies and lead to multiculturalism in their school. We found no similar studies for public or private schools of this type. Because of the increasing diversity of students, and the lack there of for teachers, the challenge to educators will be the identification and use of personal and instructional strategies that accomplish civic responsibility in a pluralistic society. Cultural competence and multicultural education offers a way to achieve this goal. 

This study investigated the impact of gender on the willingness of teachers to develop cultural competence leading to multicultural education. Because of the small sample size, it is not feasible to predict these findings onto the larger population. 

We recommend further studies with a large sample for the purpose of predicting to the larger population. We recommend special attention be paid to the attitudes of male teachers in future studies of multiculturalism and cultural competence. Although males are in the minority when compared to female teachers in the classroom, they comprise the majority of administrators who then have greater participation at the decision-making level in education.
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