On the Portland Plan:
A Conversation with
Matthew Prophet

Students’ and staffs’ lack of knowledge about

ethnic groups spurred Portland schools to begin
compiling “baseline essays” about the contributions of
six major geocultural groups. Superintendent
Matthew Prophet discusses the philosophical beliefs

that undergird that effort.

JoHN O'NEIL

ortland’s multicultural educa-

tion plan has been described as

a national model. What does
the plan entail?

Our plan is based on the idea that a
multicultural education is one that, by
virtue of specific content, perspectives,
and a structured process, prepares
students to live, learn, and work in a
pluralistic world. We want our schools
to foster an appreciation, respect, and
tolerance for people of different ethnic
and cultural backgrounds. We achieve
this through broadening the perspec-
tives of both students and staff.

Most of the attention that’s been
paid 1o the Portland plan has come
from our effort to address the specific
content needed to foster multicultural
awareness. We're compiling a set of
what we call “baseline essays.” These
are what we, at least, regard as highly
factual histories of six major geocul-
tural groups. We began by developing
essays that explain the contributions of
Africans to the cultures of the world.
In addition, we are focusing on the
other five major geocultural groups:
Asians, Hispanics, American Indians,
Pacific Islanders, and, of course, Euro-
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pean Americans,

At this point, we have established
African-American baseline essays:
these have been published and are a
resource for all subjects at all grade
levels. We also have lesson plans on
the African-American content for
grades K-5. A second draft of the
American-Indian baseline essays is
being prepared, and the first draft of
the Hispanic-American baseline essays
will be finished June 1992. The base-
line essays on the contributions of
Asian Americans, Pacific Island
Americans, and European Americans
will be completed in that order, we
hope, before the beginning of the
1993-94 school year.

What made the creation of these
essays necessary?

We felt that there was a gap in the
knowledge of our students and staff
about ethnic groups besides Europeans.
We needed to establish a set of baseline
information that shows the contribu-
tions of various geocultural groups in
each of the major disciplines: social
studies, science, mathematics, language
arts, and art and music.

Are there basic philosophical ideas
you're trying to get across through
the baseline data?

We have a number of recurring themes
that we wanted everyone to buy into as
much as possible; they really undergird
practically everything we're attempting
to do. The first of those themes is that
we believe that early civilization
evolved in Africa, and that Africa is the
cradle of civilization. Egypt was and
still is a significant African civilization.
People of African descent have a
history that precedes slavery and civil
rights. The culture of African people
was not destroyed by slavery.

Another overriding principle is that
each of the six geocultural groups has
made significant contributions. No
geocultural group is innately inferior or
superior to another. People, wherever
they are, are interdependent and need
one another. We're attempting to build
in all of our kids, whatever their
ethnicity or cultural identity, an aware-
ness of their culture and ethnic
heritage. We're trying to have them
develop an understanding and respect
and appreciation for the history,
culture, and contributions of all groups
of people, trying to eliminate personal
and national ethnocentrism so that one
understands that a specific culture i
neither intrinsically inferior or superior
to another. We're trying also to give
some general suggestions that we think
teachers should integrate into what
they do that will bring about greater
understanding and appreciation of
cultural diversity.

Some critics say the essays in fact
work against an appreciation of
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cultural diversity: that they
actually take on a tone of
superiority on behalf of
African Americans.

Well, that could be. We had
to begin somewhere, and we
don’t put our professional
reputations on any of these
essays to the extent of saying
that all of their content is
necessarily 100 percent accu-
rate. This is the first edition,
and were constantly
receiving suggestions on ways
that their content can be
improved. There was not a
single point in any of these
particular disciplines that did
not have opinions running
around the spectrum. At
some point we had to come to
a conclusion in order to
publish something, and I did
my very best, with the input
and expertise from within =
Portland and around the country, to
synthesize these views in a way that
would minimize conflict and yet not
refute what was most documentable as
events that had actually occurred.
With each reprinting of the baseline
essays, we've corrected known errors.
Portland was probably the first major
urban school system in the United States
1o take on this task. Unfortunately, we
didn’t have a precursor to provide to us
any kind of a road map, so we initially
encountered a predictable amount of resis-
tance. There are some who, by virtue of
their having gone through the traditional
Amenican educational system, have
ingrained in their minds certain historical
“truths” that are irrefutable to them.

If historians and scholars can’t agree
on some of these points, how does a
teacher make sense of all the
conflicting information?

Well, we don’t believe that teachers
can ever be made to deny their own
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We think that the
content of the essays
themselves is of less
importance than the
overriding principle
of respecting all
geocultural groups.

beliefs, their own sense of values.
However, they need to be exposed to
new information and perspectives.
Take one example from the African-
American baseline essays: “African
Americans have a history that precedes
slavery and civil rights.” That's true
and not subject to debate. Curriculum
reform can take place using that theme
as a catalyst. Students need to know
the history of African peoples in antig-
uity and the current contributions of

Americans of African descent:
we don’t have to organize this
treatment around slavery and
civil nghts.

We think that teachers have
to weigh this information
against their own conscience,
against their own judgment,
against what they themselves
/ regard as fact. We think that
the content of the essays them-
selves is of less importance
than the overriding principle of
respecting all geocultural
groups. It's good to argue
about content. 1 think too
many of us in our country have
become too involved with
trying to refute or to prove

certain factual content rather
ll than 10 really know the
purpose. The purpose is to
gain recognition that all people
have made contributions.

Doesn’t the publishing of the essays
constitute a major endorsement, just
as if you'd endorsed a particular text-
book that teachers could use? Your
support for the factual accuracy of
the essays seems to be lukewarm.

Well. textbooks change. too. What we
have now is a first edition. Nothing is
etched in stone. In chemistry, there
were 91 or 92 elements when I was in
college, and now there are 107, 108
elements. That's based on new
evidence. The essays contain infor-
mation that is the best that we can
determine at this time, based upon
input from a vaniety of experts in the
particular disciplines involved.

We don’t have to necessarily agree
what truth 1s. If we raise the level of
awareness enough that certain issues
become arguable, that represents a
significant advance over where we are
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Too many of us have
become too involved
with trying to refute
or to prove certain
factual content rather
than to really know
the purpose. The

purpose is to gain
recognition that all
people have made
contributions.

now, which — at least in my lifetime
— has been a singularistic, Eurocentric
perspective. There has to be, simply, a
greater appreciation for all people.

Some would say there’s a conflict
within the multicultural education
movement between advocates of a
pluralistic approach, in which the
roles of many cultures are treated,
and those who promote a more sepa-
ratist approach, which teaches chil-
dren through the lens of their own
culture. The second approach has
been identified more with the Afrocen-
tric view. Does Portland follow the
approach of those who say: “Look,
we've got 95 percent African-Amer-
ican kids in this school; we’ve got to
teach them the curriculum through
the lens of African-Americans?”

No, we don't see it that way. We see
the contributions of Africans as having
a distinct nature, a distinct character, a
distinct, provable historical context.
We also see, similarly, the potential
contributions that have been made by

26

all ethnic groups. We had to begin
somewhere. We began with the
African-American history and culture
and an attempt to share that geocul-
tural group’s world view. The Euro-
centric view of Africans is already
well entrenched in both the curriculum
and in our society.

Now, as we're developing materials
from Hispanics and Asians and Amer-
ican Indians and European Americans,
there are also certain points that
people could regard as being
Hispanic-centric, or Asian-centric; it
depends on the perspective from
which one views it. It’s impossible to
view phenomena without an implicit
view. That view is usually Eurocentric,
and we are simply acknowledging that
there are other points of view. But we
are not presenting any particular ethnic
or cultural group as being inherently
superior to another. We're trying to
build a comprehensive mosaic to show
how all people have made contribu-
tions.

What about those who say that the
contributions of the West have to be at
the forefront of our core curriculum,
because it’s where we derived our
government and many of our traditions?

Well, I think world studies needs to be
at the forefront. I think that, again, it
depends on your perspective. As we
look at things that are developing in
the Middle East and in the Soviet
Union and all around this globe, we
can see the shrinking of the globe and
see the importance of having an
overall view. Look at the problems
we're beginning to experience when it
comes to international competitive-
ness. Many of the deficiencies that
we 're now experiencing as Americans
stem from our rather insular view of
ourselves and our Western orientation,

without a clear understanding of logic
and principles of reasoning and strate-
gies and understandings that others
around the globe have.

But hasn’t a lot of progress been
made? History textbooks are far less
distorted than in the past, and
teachers are generally much more
sensitive to the cultural differences
among students.

I know in certain areas, particularly
the social studies, there’s been some
success in infusing multicultural
principles. By the same token, a lot
more progress needs to be made in
certain areas of the sciences and in
math.

It's really a travesty that a single
school system had to generate the so-
called textbook of baseline essays.
But, our having done that, we have
stimulated across this country a
discussion — a movement is under
way. | predict that the textbook
industry, by virtue of the pressure
that's going to be exerted nationwide
and the arguments that are ensuing
now, will certainly begin to change.

How successful would you say Port-
land has been in infusing the mate-
rial in the baseline essays into school
curriculums?

The first phase of our plan is the
Afro-American baseline essays.
Those have been implemented. |
can’t claim that they've been imple-
mented to a 100 percent success
level. There are varying levels of
acceptance. We've had more success
at the elementary level than at the
middle school level, more success at
the middle school level than at the
high school level.
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Why is that?

We've been very specific in terms of
the development of our K-5 lesson
plans for the African-American
content. And teachers are more used
to integrating information because
they have students for more than one
subject. It's been more difficult for us
to infuse this content in the high
school, which is more discipline-
based. We're developing now a
particular curriculum matrix that can
also be integrated into the holistic
learning objectives at the high school.

Overall, I'd give ourselves about a
C+ at this time. 1'd give ourselves
about an A- at the elementary, maybe
a B or so at the middle school level,
and a C- or so at the high school level.
We still have a long way to go.

You seem to have a deep personal
interest in multicultural education.
How did that come about?

Growing up. | went to segregated
schools in Mississippi—what amounted
to educational apartheid. And I've been
powerfully influenced by spending 20
years in military service in Korea, in
Vietnam. and in Europe, where I came
in contact with many, many cultures
and ethnic groups around the world.
My interest not only in promoting
cultural understanding but also in
conflict resolution evolved from these
experiences—serving as a nuclear
weapons officer, finding out the futility
of war. Vietnam, Korea, the whole bit.

So in Portland, we're not only inter-
ested in helping students leam about
other cultures, we'd like to promote
conflict resolution.

Why are conflict resolution and
multicultural education linked?

Well, in America we still have, unfor-
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tunately, a lot of hatred and a lot of
racism. Out of this hatred and racism
comes conflict in all segments of our
society. I believe that for future gener-
ations of Americans to benefit from
the efforts that we're making, they
need to understand that many of these
conflicts are based on these ideas of
intrinsic inferiority and superiority.
We're trying to eliminate that attitude,
and we believe that linking multicul-
tural education and conflict resolution
will help.

Matthew Prophet is Supenntendent of the
Portland, Oregon, public schools. He can
be reached at 501 North Dixon, Portland.
OR 97227. John O'Neil is Contributing
Editor for Educational Leadership
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understanding but also
in conflict resolution
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experiences — serving
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JUST SAY ‘NO’
TO BAD READING TESTS

Say °‘No’ to tests that are stress-provoking,
time-consuming and reflect out-dated ideas about
reading and reading instruction.

Say ‘No’ to tests that just label children.

The Hunter/Grundin Reading-for-Meaning Tests
(part of the Hunter/Grundin Literacy Profiles)
have now been standardized for the US. They are
available for each of Grades 1 - 5 (end of year).

A sample pack tests a class of 30 at one grade level;
it also has single copies of the other four tests.

Each sample pack is $21.00 (incl. s & h).
Indicate grade or grades required.

Language Assessment Corporation
P O Box 36391, Louisville, KY 40232
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