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THINKING MULTICULTURALLY ABOUT RESEARCH IN TEACHER EDUCATION: A CASE STUDY
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Summary

The present article argues that in order for research to have an impact in preparing teachers as agents of change, it could build on a multicultural perspective that takes on board the need to challenge stereotypes against plural cultural identities, as well as of understanding research as a multicultural process itself. Based on those theoretical lenses, this work analyses a case study in which participatory action research was carried out in a Research Methodology course in a teacher education course. It particularly focuses on the seminars in which students showed teaching and researching projects in a multicultural approach. Challenges and potentials of such a multicultural approach are discussed, local educational issues giving insights as to the impact of thinking multiculturally about research in other cultural contexts, with implications for transformational teacher education.  
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Introduction 
There has been a steady movement in knowledge building concerning teacher education that correctly stresses the need to embed it with a research perspective that prepares future teachers to be reflective practitioners and critically act and reflect upon their practice. I argue that in order for research to have an impact in preparing teachers as agents of change, it should be embedded in a teacher education perspective that takes on board its role in the process of construction of teacher identities open to cultural diversity as well as to the interrogation of discourses (including research ones) that may be acting towards perpetuating cultural prejudices and inequalities. It is important to note that even though multiculturalism and research have had each an impact in the thinking concerning teacher education, the articulation of both areas still beg for further studies, to which the present study intends to contribute. 
The present article intends to discuss theoretical categories related to multicultural research in teacher education, as well as analyse potentials and dilemmas from such an approach to research in a real-life teacher education course. In order to answer those questions, as well as to fostering the debate in the area, the present article is structured in the following way. Firstly, it discusses the meaning of critical post-colonial multiculturalism (Canen, 1999; Canen, 2003; Canen & Grant, 1999; Canen & Oliveira, 2002; Canen & Xavier, 2005; Hickling-Hudson, 2003), as well as its implications for thinking about a multicultural research perspective in teacher education. It highlights the importance of understanding the context of higher education institutions as multicultural organizations (Canen & Canen, 2005) , in which the plurality of actors and the need to build a cultural identity intertwine in the everyday life of such institutions, with implications for research. It also stresses the need to go beyond dichotomies and understand the way discourses such as whiteness and blackness are socially constructed (Leonardo, 2004) in multicultural thinking and research. Secondly, drawing on Paulo Freire´s approach to pedagogical praxis, as commented on by McLaren (2003), it draws on data from  a case study in which participatory action-research was carried out by me in the context of initial teacher education  at a Higher Education Institution in Brazil. It particularly focuses on data from students´ assignments, seminars and self-evaluation discussions.

Action-research is understood in the present article as a critical process in which the researcher acts within a setting with views to collaboratively working towards transforming it (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000). In a critical post-colonial multicultural perspective, the present narrative of the action-research draws on the ways by which I have worked towards implementing a multicultural research perspective in the Research Methodology component of that course, which is a compulsory subject aimed at preparing student-teachers both for their impending extended monographical work – a requisite to get their degree -, and as a foundational course towards preparing teachers as researchers in their own right. 

Student-teachers´ assignments and perceptions: multicultural issues and tensions 
Congruent with my concerns about the extent to which the Research Methodology syllabus was having an impact in making a difference to teacher education in terms of effectively contributing to building teachers’ identities as transformational agents in multicultural and unequal Brazilian society, I had decided to go beyond the instrumental and technical approach to which it had been assuming lately and incorporate a multiculturally oriented approach. I considered two intertwined axes should be central for such an approach. The first one, which I have called researching about multiculturalism, refers to the need to work research in teacher education within a multicultural project which explicits the meanings of multiculturalism, their implications for teaching and learning and some of the main themes and issues related to multicultural sensitivities on the lines of gender, social class, race, religion, ethnicity, aging and other identity issues.  That meant raising the awareness of student teachers as to their role in a hegemonic society that silences certain identities and values others. 
The second one dealt with what I have called thinking multiculturally about research. In a critical post-colonial multicultural thinking that I have espoused, that category meant to interrogate the process of research itself as a narrative, straightly linked to a multicultural researcher marked by gender, race, ethnicity, religion, social class and other identity markers that had a strong impact on their positioning and posturing about the process of research. I had in view problematise the very discourses that construct research and to try and discuss it as a multiculturally oriented process. In that sense, that axe sought to discuss issues such as: the role of the researcher as a multicultural subject; the challenges to a pretense universalism in the act of research; the analysis of plural paradigms in research and their intimate relation with a multicultural researcher; research methodological strategies as discursive constructions about research. Those aspects have been discussed by authors such as Lincoln & Guba (2000), who have highlighted the imbrication of the researcher within historical, cultural, gender, race and other variables that strongly impact the development of research processes, including the problem that originated it and the defence of its relevance. 

In the limits of the present article, as explicated earlier on, the focus of analysis is on student-teachers’ assignments, seminars and self-evaluative remarks. A more thorough discussion of the theoretical concepts, as well as of the action research and of data from other sources such as class discussions and other evaluative works of students can be found in Canen (2006). 
Student-teachers´ assignments and seminars seemed to confirm the need to take into account plural markers of identity in the understanding of prejudices and in the devising of strategies to educate for the valuing of cultural diversity. In their ideas for teaching projects, they dealt with an array of issues and learned to focus on certain ones in order to develop plans of activities to be worked out with children in order to sensitize them to cultural diversity and challenge prejudices. Some illustrations could be interesting at this point, bearing in mind that other students’  opinions besides those below are shown in Canen (2006):
Renata:  I have focused on the issue of festivals in Brazil. I have selected talks about Brazil having lots of folkloric festivals, but there is a source that assures the state of  Maranhão has  the greatest number of them… It is all about cultural diversity in the Northeast of Brazil. The teacher can present this to children… This way, they can know  big Brazil and its cultural diversity. 

Andrea: We have focused on the pre-school (nursery) phase. Firstly I show a genealogical tree and make the pupils see that it cannot be always the way it is normally drawn, with a nuclear family. So we draw a tree but put a question mark. There is one tree in which we draw a single mother and say “ me and my mother…” ;  we get copies of different trees and show them. Another one is “ me and my father”. In the last one, we put two pine trees, one beside the other, and we put “ my father number one”  and “ my father number 2” (referring to an homosexual couple). The current law says the child belongs only to one of them! Sometimes the child does not fill the tree because she feels she does not fit in… so that would be a way to try and include all the children and their different families in a genealogic tree. 

Isis: We propose a project of teaching that challenges teachers´ neutrality with reference to the feminine identity. We work cross-culturally. In Portuguese, we work with a text that make children think… It is about girls that cannot climb trees, because they are not supposed to because they are girls. But, when a boy called João climbed it, he was considered a ´brave man, just like his father’. So, we would ask them their opinions. Secondly, in the Brazil History subject, we would ask them to research into the famous Brazilian women and their conquests. We would also comment on a song by Ana Carolina [a Brazilian singer] that talks about the multiple roles of poor women, as the samba dancers of Carnival, of mother and workers throughout the year… We would ask children to do an assignment involving both subjects and focusing on women, their role in History and their real role nowadays, particularly the poor ones…Portuguese would emerge by the oral and written expressions concerning those assessment exercises and activities. 

Caroline: We have focused on the laws that finished with Black slavery in Brazil at the end of the nineteenth century. We have worked cross-culturally in Portuguese and in History. Our aim is to call into attention the extent to which Black people were left without home, job or any possibility after being liberated from slavery and the process of marginalization they had suffered ever since. In order to do that, we chose two texts: one which is a poem by Castro Alves, of the 19th century called Navio Negreiro [Black ship, the nickname of the ships that brought the Black from Africa in order to be slaves in Brazil, under inhumane conditions]. The other text is a rap, that talked about the fact that Black people are always stopped in police blitz in Brazil, are subjected to humiliations and all sorts of maginalization processes. So, the texts in a way talk about the same thing: the first one about real slavery and the second one about the veiled current slavery of Black people in Brazil. 

From the above excerpts, some remarks can be made. It can be noted that some students, such as Renata, worked in a liberal, folkloric multicultural approach, whilst others, such as Caroline, Isis and Andrea, had a critical multicultural approach informing their proposal. However, a general unproblematic view could be perceived when students prepared their lessons about black people, as opposed to a critical multicultural approach initially espoused by them in their discourses and indeed stressed during class discussions, as analysed elsewhere (Canen, 2006).  
It could be noted that those same trends were present in the research projects proposed by the student-teachers in a multicultural perspective, although in those a more critical approach was perceived, as described below:

Sylvia: Our research problem is to know whether the school has been using its autonomy to promote and legitimate inequality and oppression. We believed the school has liberty to act and operate, it is autonomous in a certain way, but it is not engaged in knowing the children and their cultures. The teachers have other cultural values – and there is little research about those conflicts. We would do an ethnographic research study. We would observe the day to day life of a school in a very poor area in Rio de Janeiro, in Primary education. We would do interviews, make observations and try to be attentive to cultural values of parents, teachers and directors.  We would be very attentive to all… For example, if there was a parent saying something – we would keep our ears open and register in our diary…The idea would be to see the many cultural views of stakeholders and whether the school knows how to deal with cultural conflicts.

Isis: Our project will build on the differentiated ways by which the teacher constructs the feminine in the classroom. How she or he can interrupt the cycle of inequality…We will do an ethnographic study in a classroom and observe how the teacher calls the attention of the girls, what words and concepts she uses, how she claims certain things boys can do and others not and so on…The teacher is a very important character in the story of deconstructing stereotypes against the women. Teacher education should be engaged in that, as we learned in the articles…

It should be stressed again, at this point, that a more thorough analysis of these and other excerpts are to be found at Canen (2006). Meanwhile, within the limits of the present paper, it is important to note that both teaching and research projects did tend to emphasize a master marker of identity and failed to address hybridization of markers of identity, as espoused by post-colonial multicultural perspectives. Likewise, it is important to note that the role of the researcher as a multicultural subject was not touched upon. An hypothesis for such data is that actually transforming multicultural thinking into transformational actions is a long-term process in which dichotomies should systematically be challenged. Students should be fostered to understand their position within a hierarchical society and 
revise their own autobiographies (Cochrane-Smith, 1995; Leonardo, 2004) with reference to that situation, apart from being exposed to media, texts and discussions concerning those issues. 
It is important to note that, aside those remarks, the course did seem to have had an impact upon students, making a difference particularly considering the little exposition to multicultural issues they had previously had.  For more details, Canen (2006) discusses other student-teachers´ comments.
 “ the course allowed us to know more clearly what educational research is and recognize that it  can be made according to several approaches and propose important reflections and transformations; it made us know multiculturalism, which is very important for teacher education; the problem I see is that such an issue is poorly addressed in our teacher education course, it should be amplified for other subjects. Also, we could listen to other voices, of oppressed people, indigeneous people, and others, not only what is talked about them…”

“The course was important for me, it was just what I needed. I understood what research is and its importance for teaching and for continuing teacher education. We also (sic) knew what multiculturalism means, as the texts were very well chosen. I would like to do research about other issues, such as curriculum and teacher education, to which I think the course was extremely productive”.

It is important to consider that a link between theory and practice is paramount in order to try and achieve a multicultural approach to research in teacher education. Encouraging students to propose teaching strategies and research projects in a multicultural perspective, apart from other more conventional and theoretical assignments, has been a way towards achieving that. Even though marred with contradictions, we claim that by “putting their hands on”  teaching and researching in a multicultural perspective, students can identify contradictions between recognizing multicultural approaches and effectively applying them in order to have an impact on identity construction and reconstruction. A way forward could be critically analyzing the projects at the light of potential impacts on identity construction. 
The relevance of such an approach is more and more recognized within the context of increasingly multicultural societies, so that education should be geared towards inclusive perspectives that enhance the potentials of all pupils and challenge stereotypes and prejudices that choke cultural diversity and happiness.

Conclusions

The present study described a multiculturally oriented participatory action research experience within initial teacher education at a Higher Education Institution in Brazil. It described the categories that informed the approach, mainly dealing with multicultural research as a perspective to imbue discussions about research methodologies and the role of a multicultural researcher. It also emphasized the importance of proposing seminars, teaching and research projects that dealt with issues akin to multicultural concerns in research methodology courses in initial teacher education. 
Within the limits of the present study, the seminars that exposed students’ teaching and research projects were discussed. A more thorough analysis including other data sources such as taped classroom discussions can be found at Canen (2006). 

It was noted that even though the course had a positive impact in the way of sensitizing student-teachers to multicultural issues, teaching and research projects mainly dealt with those issues in a rather unproblematic way.  However, considering the course was perhaps the first contact of students with multicultural sensitivities, it can be argued that it did represent a change of perceptions about what teaching and researching in a multicultural society is all about. 
It is expected that teacher education should endeavour to find ways of promoting opportunities for students to be professional practitioners concerned with acting in increasingly multicultural and unequal societies. In order to do so, we as teacher educators, should also endeavor to critically reflect upon our practices, as well as narrate our experiences. In a world where bullying, stereotyping and prejudice are sapping more and more of our energies and potentials, teacher education courses that embed a research perspective with multicultural concerns could make a difference in the way of preparing teachers and future teachers as agents of change.
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