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A Social Psychological Analysis of the Multicultural Education Model

Erin Gruwell's Practice for Improving Interracial Relations

NI "

OGAWA Shuhei

One of the most critical questions in the field of multicultural education has
been how educators can improve relations among racially, ethnically and
culturally diverse groups of students at school. In an effort to find some solutions
to this complex problem, this research paper examines the pedagogical practice of
Erin Gruwell, a teacher at an inner-city high school in Long Beach, California.
The Freedom Writers Diary (1999), a book written by Gruwell and her racially
diverse students, clearly shows that she led her classes toward a "harmony"
among Latinos, Asian, African American and Caucasian students who had
segregated themselves and sometimes violently conflicted each other in the wake
of the 1992 Los Angeles riots.

In order to clarify the reasons why Gruwell was able to dramatically improve
interracial relations in such extremely difficult conditions, this research takes
advantage of the two social psychological frameworks: contact hypothesis and
social identity theory, and applies these theoretical frameworks to this case
analysis. In particular, this paper aims to prove two reasons for the question.
First, Gruwell provided her students with opportunities to experience interracial
contacts, which reduced prejudice and hostility among the racial groups, thus
improving their relations. Second, the students' new collective identity of "the
Freedom Writers" reduced the intensity of their dependence on the racial in-group

for meeting psychological needs for inclusion, thereby increasing tolerance for
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other racial groups in general.

Through the analytical process, special attention is given to Gordon Allport's
proposed conditions and qualities of effective intergroup contact, and Marilynn
Brewer's optimal distinctiveness theory and her reference to the implications of

cross-cutting and multiple social identities in better intergroup relations.
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