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One fundamental function of mass education in societal development has been the inculcation of knowledge respecting social and governmental systems, the role of the individual in the surrounding socio-political and economic environment. The growth of politico-social units, or governments, has historically encountered problems incorporating diverse cultures within a stable functioning system. Coherence of the politico-social unit, however, requires some sense of unity and common values to advance nationalistic goals. This paper will focus on the tension between recognition of cultural diversity within such politico-social units, and the goal of creating a normative culture to support and advance political and economic objectives as defined by national authorities. The preservation and expression of unique and diverse cultures within a pluralistic society often demands balancing with the homogenization process of instilling a normative conception of citizenship. This duality or tension is at the core of education policy decisions respecting multicultural education. This paper will address current controversy in the United States of America regarding educational policies that frame curriculum discussion within the context of developing a homogeneous norm stressing political identity, and educational policies that seek development of a pluralistic social identity stressing respect for cultural diversity while fostering cooperation across cultures on common goals and objectives. The State of Arizona adopted a law which became effective on January 1, 2011 that bans “ethnic studies” instruction in any K-12 public education institution of the State. In contrast, the States of Washington and Montana require education regarding indigenous cultures within the K-12 public education curriculum. Other States allow ethnic studies within public school curriculum planning, often tailored to address the culturally diverse student body in the respective school district. This paper will discuss the development and policy arguments surrounding such governmental education policies. Finally, the paper will examine the establishment of a linguistic framework and discourse for educational policy purposes which suppose and advance conflict between cultural identity and citizenship in a multi-ethnic society. Whether or not resolving the tension through open conflict is useful or necessary, the outcome of the debate will likely have profound consequences for multicultural education.

