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The Light in Their Eyes: Creating Multicultural Learning Communities, by Sonia Nieto, is a refreshing book. It is bold and honest and conveys a clear message of ways forward in the ongoing and gigantic struggle against educational inequality. It is also refreshing in that it is interspersed with the vivid personal reflections of Nieto’s graduate students about the theoretical framings of the issues she uses in her classes to challenge them to embrace new ways of seeing and doing.

The purpose of Nieto’s book is "to suggest how teachers’ practices, attitudes and values and schools’ policies and practices can promote student learning . . . [among those who primarily live in poverty] and are primarily students of American Indian, African American, Latino, and sometimes Asian background" (p. xvii). She refers to these students as "bicultural" or "students of color" (p. xvii) when perhaps a phrase that fits the remainder of her book better is "the students our nation has marginalized." Indeed, Nieto argues for deep transformation — individually, collectively, and institutionally (p. xviii). To this end she uses a powerful metaphor for learning, "the light in their eyes, because it can illuminate the work of teachers and it can be a beacon for the learning of others" (p. xx).

The first chapter examines the linkages among learning, the social context, and multicultural education. Nieto makes the case that learning is both sociocultural and sociopolitical (pp. 2–5) and should therefore emerge from students’ lived experience. Furthermore, learning is influenced by cultural differences and the context in which it occurs. Accordingly, it is socially mediated within a culture and community. Indeed, what is needed to ensure learning for all is introduced on page 18.

The second chapter on learning and inequality pulls no punches when it comes to naming the origins and describing the effects of inequality. Nieto thoroughly examines racism and institutional discrimination, particularly how it has been created by unequal funding, segregation, inequitable access to learning, underrepresentation of teachers of color, pressures toward cultural and linguistic assimilation, and "other manifestations of educational inequality" (pp. 38–40). Discussion then turns to group and individual responses to the dilemma.

The third chapter examines links between culture and learning in some detail and ends with three implications that derive from her analysis. They are that natal cultures can have a positive influence on learning, that the teacher needs to be a "cultural accommodator and mediator" (p. 70) to promote student learning, and that cultural differences need to take account of the "broader and societal context to foster learning and empowerment" (p. 71). The fourth chapter asks, "Who does the accommodating?" and responds by highlighting the need not only to transform curriculum and pedagogy but to establish "positive learning communities" (p. 84). Within this chapter there are five further implications, this time related to teachers’ beliefs and attitudes.

The fifth chapter links Nieto’s multicultural education with critical pedagogy, empowerment, and learning by building from students’ strengths; "bridging cultures, bridging lives"; "embracing ‘dangerous discourses’"; and "students transforming schools." The sixth chapter, on the personal and collective transformation of teachers, includes many examples of teachers grappling with the complexities of their own teaching. These are "confronting one’s identity"—including becoming a "white ally"; "becoming a learner of students"; "identifying with students"; "becoming multicultural"; "challenging racism and other biases"; and "developing a community of critical friends." I have some problems with Nieto’s treatment of "becoming multicultural"—"to become a multicultural teacher, one needs to become a multicultural person first" (p.154)—in that we each have a variety of cultures (lived experiences) we can and often do draw on: national, ethnic, religious, popular, to name but a few. Nevertheless, becoming aware of them is important, as is her suggestion that we become bilingual.

The seventh chapter ties the previous chapters together into four principal themes and six conditions for promoting student learning. Accordingly, the book offers some guidance about how to get to "see the light in their eyes." The delightful reflections by Nieto’s graduate students, cleverly woven in between her own texts, show that they have engaged in critical reflection to that end. Unfortunately, we are given little insight into any subsequent modifications to their classroom practices. As a result we are unable to see evidence of transformations in their classes even though these should follow from the teachers’ new insights. However, we know that insights do not in and of themselves create new ways of being and doing—these, like the curriculum, teaching practices, and institutional racism, as Nieto repeatedly affirms—are firmly embedded in wider social practices, politics, and histories. As such they are difficult to change and require not only courage and tenacity but also considerable skill.

Nieto’s book is neither prescriptive nor simplistic. Nor is it essentializing. Rather, it is well informed, theoretically sound, and interspersed with delightful accounts of teachers confronting the complex issues of educating students whom America has marginalized. It builds a strong case for teacher praxis, understanding the insidiousness and complexity of the task we take on as teachers teaching across cultures, seeing curriculum and pedagogy as embedded in powerful school and societal histories and politics that need critique, and the need for transformations in that task. As such, it should be required reading for all teachers who want to educate all their students equitably and with dignity within a framework of empowerment.
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