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Patrick Thornberry (2001):  “An Unfinished Story of Minority Rights”
Central Quote  “In minority affairs, education issues are often delicately balanced between integration and separation.” (pp. 66)  

Argument  Thornberry reviews several international and European documents relating to minority rights, examining the principles outlined in each and offering his personal viewpoints.  Regarding the position on education, outlined in the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, he illustrates the complexities that create the fragile stability.  With respect to funding of education, Thornberry believes that the “provisions look tentative and ambiguous” (pp. 65) because, if a government finances one group’s program, equal treatment would require it to fund all groups’ programs; this verbiage allows an escape from responsibility in representing minorities, in essence.  Yet, he highlights the Convention’s Article 15 provision to incorporate minorities into curricula; Article 12 identifies more direct objectives, as well.  Thornberry regards education as “a powerful instrument for the achievement of social engineering” (pp. 65), again demonstrating the sensitivity that must be used in creating a balance.

Question   Thornberry points out that the term ‘framework’ is part of the document’s title and is used by some to lessen the authority of the treaty.  However, as the document utilizes several qualifying characteristics to identify when the provisions should be invoked and specifically calls on nations to “implement the principles set out in this Framework Convention through national legislation and appropriate governmental policies”1, it does oblige states to comply.  Many provisions, however, are formed with vague verbiage or leave much of the implementation details to the state’s discretion, as with the use of “where appropriate” (pp. 78+).  While a certain level of abstraction is needed to facilitate customization based on the state’s needs, how likely is it that states do, in fact, use the inherent ambiguity as a means for further discrimination?  To what extent are the monitoring mechanisms truly effective?

Experiential Connection  My personal experience with minorities’ education is actually quite positive.  Growing up during the 1980’s in the Midwest region of the U.S., segregation was long forgotten – from a child’s perspective, at least.  Throughout my education, from primary school through graduate studies, I was educated alongside African-Americans (although, at that time, it was still politically correct to use the term ‘blacks’), as well as many other minorities.  There seemed to be no discrepancies in the teacher’s expectations or treatment of us, or in the resources to which we had access.  While learning American history, I remember lessons about the various ethnicities that fought for the country or immigrated to America, their cultures and the important roles they played in the country’s history.  I have not, as an adult, learned of information that would indicate those childhood lessons were biased.  Was, and is, there unequal treatment of minorities in the American educational system?  Are some groups of Americans indirectly segregated within the classroom, denied the same quality of teaching or amount of attention, graded more strictly than others?  I expect there are, in some parts of the country.  Generally, however, educational policies in the United States seem to protect and promote minorities’ interests.

Textual Connection  In “The Concept of a Multicultural Society”, John Rex supports Thornberry’s assessment of a delicately balanced educational system.  While Thornberry focuses on the degree to which ethnicities are integrated with the majority, Rex concentrates on the coordination required between the public educational system and private cultural influences2.  Rex presents a different perspective than Thornberry, but the two are directly related.  Rex cautions that the “clash of values” (pp. 214) between the public and private spheres, mainly concerning morality, will cause tension within the system.  Incorporating these viewpoints, the public sector correlates integration, as the ‘mainstream’ skills are provided, and the private sector reflects the distinct cultural needs of the minority groups.  Any society that strives to provide all citizens with “both equality of opportunity and the toleration of cultural diversity” (original emphasis) (pp. 214) must coordinate these influences.  Furthermore, if that tension is not addressed and the educational programs not developed to encompass those pressures accordingly, the system will result in greater segregation.  

Implications  Given that Thornberry’s evaluation of the Framework Convention focuses on a precise equilibrium required within a society’s educational system, the policy implications seem to be two-fold and are surely quite complex.  First, effective policies must be developed that not only provide children with adequate skills and knowledge to be productive members of society, but that do so through unbiased teaching.  This, in itself, is complicated, as it involves resources, money and individuals who may bring prejudiced viewpoints.  Secondly, those policies must be governed, monitored and evaluated.  The impediment to this is, again, potentially biased individuals.  By incorporating and encouraging cooperation among a cross-section of the society’s population in the development and management of an educational system, more balanced equality may likely be achieved.
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