Approaches to Diversity and equaltiy

In responding to diversity of any kind people tend to take one or more of a number of basic approaches, which are based on their underlying assumptions and beliefs about diversity, and which influence both their thinking and their actions.  It is likely that in any school, staff, students, and parents or guardians will have different views on how diversity should be viewed and accommodated.   In planning for diversity and equality, it is important that schools spend some time in honest reflection on their perceptions of and attitudes towards diversity of all kinds, and to try to agree the core values which they want to implement in their policy and practice.  
The following brief descriptions of common approaches to diversity which exist among schools are given in order to prompt this kind of reflection.  
Assimilation - Fitting In  

‘If students decide to come to this school, they have to fit in completely with ‘our’ way/the ‘accepted’ way of doing and seeing things.  We shouldn’t have to change.’  

In this approach, students have to fit in totally to the existing system, values and norms of schools, which will not change.  ‘Our’ way assumes, although this may not be explicitly stated, that it is the norm to be Irish, settled, Catholic/Christian, white, heterosexual and English or Irish speaking, thus marginalising anyone who differs from these.  Assimilation is detrimental to students’ development and education and is also in contradiction of their rights under the Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN, 1989).
Diversity Blindness/Silence - Ignoring Differences 

‘All students are the same and they should be treated identically.  We should not draw attention to difference.’

This approach is often based on a belief that if some students are treated differently from others, this will lead to resentment, divisiveness, bullying, prejudice, or racism on the part of other students.  It can also stem from a belief that certain issues, such as sexual orientation, are not the proper concern of schools and should be ignored.  While it is important to recognise the similarities which exist between all people, non-recognition of central aspects of students’ identities by the school is detrimental to self-esteem, negatively affects students’ academic progress and social status, and may fail to protect them from discrimination. 

Essentialism - Only Seeing what is Different 

This approach is based on the reduction of a person’s identity to one characteristic which makes them different to the majority, whether this be disability, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or religion.  It may be accompanied by either positive or negative attitudes towards certain groups.  While this model meets the needs of people to have their identity recognised, it reduces identity to one feature, without recognition that everyone has multi-layered identities, some of which are different from, and some of which are similar to those of others.  Essentialism also fails to recognise the cross-cutting nature of discrimination e.g. gender and ethnicity etc.  If students are reduced to one feature of their identity then this can lead to or strengthen perceptions among the school community of students who are different in some way to the majority as ‘Them’, with the majority ‘Us’, being regarded as the norm.   
Essentialism is related to stereotyping, which makes assumptions about certain characteristics of people, based on membership of a particular group e.g. all Africans are good dancers; young people are irresponsible.  Schools need to be careful not to stereotype people, whether negatively or positively, as again that denies them full recognition of their multi-layered identity.  

A Charity Approach - Feeling Sorry for Them  

‘It is our duty to take care of and help disadvantaged students - the poor, the disabled, Travellers and other minority ethnic students.’

This approach often stems from a sense of pity for those perceived to be less fortunate, but may perpetuate dependency and lack of status on the part of those being ‘helped’.  It can also lead to resentment on the part of staff if those being helped are not appreciative of what is done for them, or begin to make demands for rights or recognition which the school is not prepared to facilitate.

Inequality is Normal - Accepting Inequality  

‘Inequality is a part of life, we can’t do anything about it.  Schools cannot be expected to change social and economic inequalities.’

This approach would relieve schools of any real responsibility to promote equality in their policy and practice.  It may stem from a confusion of equality with sameness, as well as from reluctance on the part of individuals or the institution to change.  It is certainly true that schools cannot transform society but they can reflect and promote equality in areas within their control.

Negative Recognition - Seeing Diversity as a Problem 

‘We already have our fair share of Traveller/disabled /Muslim/special needs students.  Other schools should share the burden.’ 

‘The only time she ever called me a Traveller was when I was in trouble’.

Negative recognition refers to the perception of diversity or certain groups as a problem.  It may be reflected in a reluctance to accept certain groups of students; a perception, based on their identity, of certain students as being difficult; an implicit or explicit condemnation of certain types of family status, sexual orientation or religious beliefs; or a refusal to reflect and value diverse identities in school activities or in the curriculum.

Limited Recognition - So Far but No Further 

‘We’ll acknowledge their culture through special intercultural events, but don’t ask me to change the way I teach.’

‘We’ll ensure access for a wheelchair user, but not adapt a class or extra-curricular activity to ensure that she can take part.’ 

Limited recognition often occurs where schools feel they should ‘do something special’ to recognise diversity, but do not adequately reflect on whether their everyday practice values or ignores diversity.  It can also occur where schools resist change in their traditional practices, where minority groups challenge the school’s norms, or where a staff member feels unprepared and/or inadequately resourced to respond to growing diversity.

Recognition of Diversity as the Norm - Diversity is Normal and Good
‘We all have similarities and differences and our policies, practice and curriculum reflect that.  At times we may give special recognition to different groups within the school, but we also ensure that they are included and recognised in all aspects of school life.  We value the ways in each we are similar and the ways in which we are different.’

 Recognition of diverse identities in a positive way requires some thought and reflection.  Schools should consider how best they can normalise and value the diverse identities present in the school community and in society, and do so in ways which do not unintentionally spotlight, marginalise, or exoticise students, staff or parent/guardians who are different from the majority.  

An Equality/Human Rights Approach  - We are all Equal 

‘We are all equally entitled to have our human dignity recognised and respected’  

‘Our school welcomes and includes students, staff and parents from all backgrounds.  We try to provide an education which meets the needs of all’.  

This approach, which is grounded in human rights and the concept of equality, provides the basis for schools to work towards creating an inclusive environment within which all members of the school community can be recognised, respected, and valued, and in which all can grow and flourish.
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