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Multicultural Education and the Internet




Multicultural Assessment of Web Resources  –––––––


Most of the criteria used to assess and evaluate traditional educational media such as textbooks and films can be directly applied to Web sites as well.  These include: accuracy of the information, critical analysis of possible bias, credibility of the author and/or publishing source, appropriateness and accessibility (in terms of language) to the specified audience, timeliness, relevance to a particular subject area, validity of content, and effectiveness of aesthetic aspects.


Still, for a variety reasons, even deeper considerations for some of the more traditional educational evaluation criteria and several new criteria must be added to old models to holistically evaluate products of this fairly new cyber-medium.  


For instance, unlike traditional educational media such as films, textbooks, and journals that usually go through a rigorous review process before being made widely available to teachers and students, virtually anybody with access to a Web server can create an educational Web site. In most cases, there is no entity comparable to a publishing company to help ensure the credibility or expertise of educational Web designers.  Likewise, as is the case with many journals, there is no formal review board to examine the validity of the information on most educational Web sites.  For the most part, the responsibility is left with the user to assess these issues.


Other complications to the assessment of Web sites exist within the structure of the medium itself.  In no other medium is the line between commercial and informational distinctions quite so blurry.  Sometimes it is difficult to ascertain whether a particular site is a purely commercial venture or a purely educational venture.  In fact, it might well be the case that no site fits the latter extreme.  Again, since many Web sites are produced by unfamiliar sources, we, the users, must look deeper to uncover the bias of an educational Web site.  (At least we know in most cases the political leanings of established media companies such as the Washington Times or Allyn and Bacon.)


In addition, unlike in books or films, the information on Web sites is not static.  This can be a strength, allowing site maintainers and authors to continually update material.  But it also presents the possibility that I will send my students to a site thinking they will find a new perspective on World War II, and instead they will find themselves on the site of a white supremacy group.


Literally hundreds of models for evaluating Web sites have been created by university librarians, educational and instructional technologists, and Web developers.  Some of these focus on content credibility and validity while others focus on design and navigability.  Some combine all of these.  But few really get at educational value and none that I have seen assess the extent to which Web sites maximize the interactivability of the Web.  

In order to create a new model for assessing educational Web sites, I combined many of the criteria of existing models with items that looked for the application of multicultural principles within sites.  The result is the Assessment of Web Resources from a Multicultural Perspective, a model consisting of several criteria categories:

Relevance and Appropriateness.  There is sometimes a tendency in education to use new technology for the sake of using new technology and without a particular need or sense for how it will improve curricula or pedagogy.  As somewhat of a cautionary measure, this category may appear to be an obvious first step in assessing a Web site or any educational product.  It explores the extent to which the content and target audience of a site match with your needs and target audience.    

Credibility.  One cannot assume credibility or expertise in regards to a Web site as readily as they might with a textbook (although similar questions should be asked about textbook writers).  We must be conscious of credibility both in terms of the author’s authority and the trustworthiness of a site’s content.

Bias Identification.  Again, this is a step that should be taken in relation to all educational media.  It is not always so much about what information is included – we must remember to also ask what is NOT included.  These criteria critically examine the inclusiveness of a site or whether the author is up-front about its exclusiveness.

Accuracy. The foundation of a multicultural curriculum is accuracy and completeness.  This category addresses both of these intertwined concepts.

Accessibility. The internet was originally designed to give people access to each other and information. If a resource is inaccessible because of coding problems or incompatibility with certain browsers or special-needs users, it fails to meet even the minimum requirements for an effective educational tool.  And if a site author or sponsor is inaccessible through the site, she or he fails to take advantage of the fundamental nature and value of internet technology.  This criteria category covers accessibility of the site as well as accessibility of a site’s author or sponsor.  

Multiculturality. The Web has the capability to house educational opportunities consistent with the principles of multicultural teaching and learning to a greater extent than any other medium.  Educational sites should reflect this capability.

Navigability.  If your students cannot find their way around a site, it will not take long for collective disengagement to ensue.


What follows is a set of questions to guide your assessment of educational Web sites from a multicultural perspective.  Some will be more relevant than others depending on what type of resource you are looking for and how you plan to use it.  I have not included a rating scale because I believe it is more effective to use your own experience in getting an overall, holistic sense of whether a particular site will be valuable in your classroom.

Multicultural Assessment Tool for Web Resources
	Criteria Category
	Questions

	Relevance and

Appropriateness
	1. Is the site’s content relevant to your needs?

2. Is the target age group clearly indicated and consistent with the age range of your students?

3. Are the mission and the scope of the site clearly indicated and relevant to your purposes?

4. Are graphic images appropriate for your students’ age group?

5. Is the content timely and updated reasonably often?

	Credibility
	1. Is the author of the site clearly indicated?

2. Is the author’s experience in the content area sufficient?

3. Is the site author and/or sponsor a known entity?

4. Is there evidence of quality control?

5. Is the site or site author affiliated with an identified educational organization?

	Bias Identification
	1. Does the site include a statement about the author or sponsoring organization that helps identify potential bias?

2. Is the site authored or sponsored by some person or organization with a known position regarding the content?  If not, is their position clearly stated?

3. Is the primary purpose of the site commercial, and if so, how is this interest informing the content of the site?

4. Does the site include forums for users to discuss its content and present divergent perspectives?

	Accuracy
	1. Does the site contain obvious content errors or omissions?

2. If information on the site is time-sensitive, is it routinely updated to incorporate new and follow-up information?

3. Are sources within the site clearly cited?

	Accessibility
	1. Is the site free of coding bugs?

2. Does the site load reasonably fast?

3. Is the author or sponsoring organization accessible to answer your questions via email or online form?

4. Is contact information provided for the author or sponsoring organization? 

5. Does the site take into consideration the needs of differently-abled students (e.g. non-frames version and other considerations)?

	Multiculturality
	1. Does the site use a variety of media and styles to effectively engage students with varying learning styles?

2. Does the site encourage interaction between creator and user or among users?

3. Does the site invite critical examination or divergent perspectives through interactive forums or online evaluation instruments?

4. Does the site provide voice to other perspectives through links or other connections?

5. Is the site free of material that may be oppressive to any student?

	Navigability
	1. Is the site organization intuitive?

2. Is the necessity of scrolling kept to a minimum?

3. Is navigation simple and obvious?

4. Are navigation bars provided to allow users to jump to different places within the site?


