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Abstract 
 

Saint Demetrios Greek American School of Astoria focuses on promoting the 

Greek language, culture, religion, and tradition. With the population being primarily 99% 

Greek-American children, the idea of incorporating a multicultural curriculum is quite 

difficult but absolutely necessary.  The school does attempt to introduce multicultural 

ideas in various subject areas such as English and Social Studies however there is great 

room for improvement.  Focusing on the students’ Greek culture and the value of 

maintaining their ethnic identities is a spring board for teaching them to respect and 

understand other cultures.   

 

  



 
 

The Saint Demetrios Greek-Orthodox Church of Astoria was founded in 1927 by 

a small group of immigrants. Twelve families with great religious faith and determination 

worked progressively to attain a church for their needs. Since their financial means were 

limited, they were unable to purchase a building to worship, but acquired a lot where the 

present structure of the Saint Demetrios cathedral now stands, pitched a tent and 

conducted church services under it until enough funds could be raised to start 

construction.  Not before long, the basement of the church was built.  The children 

gathered there for Sunday school classes.  During the year 1937, the upper floor of the 

building was completed.  

 The church served as a vital nucleus for the faithful immigrants and the 

community grew rapidly.  The thought of a day parochial school had ripened and in 1957 

an educational miracle to place, the first Geek-American parochial school in Queens 

opened its doors to 276 students.  As those children crossed the threshold, they carried 

with them the future of the community.  

 The objectives of the school were to give children of the members of the 

community an educational program including a complete American curriculum with the 

teaching of the Greek language, the Greek Orthodox religion and culture in an 

environment characterized by strict discipline and a Christian morality.  With such an 

educational program, the parents hoped to prepare their children to become good 

American citizens without forgetting their Greek roots and religion. 

Through the years, factors such as normal population growth, influx of Greek-

American and eventually immigrants coming from Greece contributed to the second 

church.  A crusade for the realization of this new dream then began. The Board of 



 
 

Trustees adopted their theme phrase “We believe…, Therefore We Build” proceeded 

earnestly and worked with energy, courage and faith to reach their goal.  Finally, in 1972 

the annex church of Saint Catherine and Saint George was erected. (Andriotis  p. 32) 

 From 1958 until 1974, the school operated in the same building without, any 

significant reforms.  With the influx of more Greek-American families in Astoria, the 

educational needs of the community multiplied and the Parish Council took the 

appropriate steps to meet these new demands.  A School Expansion Program was duly 

introduced and in 1974 the Kindergarten and Primary grades were relocated at the Saint 

Catherine and Saint George church building.  In 1976, a new school building was added 

adjacent to Saint Catherine and Saint George church.  In 1977 property was purchased 

next to the Saint Demetrios church to accommodate any future plans for school 

expansion. (Andriotis  p. 51) 

 The decision of the general assembly on April 8, 1976, to establish the first 

Greek-American High School in the United States was the milestone for the community’s 

educational progress.  The dream which had been nourished so fervently for so many 

years by every Greek American became a reality for Astoria.  

 The Saint Demetrios community which had its’ humble beginnings in a basement 

structure, built by a few stalwart pioneers has now developed into the largest Greek-

Orthodox community in the United States.  The Saint Demetrios Parochial School is also 

the largest operating Greek-American school with the only High School, outside of 

Greece. 

The Saint Demetrios Greek American School was created because of the struggles 

Greek immigrants faced when they arrived to the United States. One of the greatest 



 
 

obstacles they had to overcome was being accepted in this new country.  Despite their 

efforts, the Greek immigrants could not find any door opened. Instead of constantly 

struggling, they decided to create their own communities, churches, and schools. Saint 

Demetrios has always taught every student the value of respect and tolerance for other 

cultures and religions. Even though the school admits only children of Greek-Orthodox 

faith, the school recognizes that the multicultural education in the United States is of vital 

importance. 

Understanding the importance of multicultural education must first come with the 

acknowledgement and acceptance that racism still exists in America today. It is a difficult 

topic to bring up in a classroom, especially to educators that have no insight into other 

cultures and groups. It is always considered “safer” and “easier” to focus on the standards 

based curriculum, and although it is truly important to enable students to move upwards 

academically, it also dims the light on all other educational materials and topics that 

could be implemented with a little more careful planning. 

Being a school that serves a majority of Greek American students, we find the 

need for multicultural education in our curriculum. Students in our school come from 

families of immigrants that have lived through the harsh realities of being a minority that 

is discriminated against. They know how hard they had to work at being an “American,” 

whilst at the same time trying to maintain their ethnic identities and traditions in order to 

pass them on to their children. We are a people that were persecuted by the Nazis, as well 

as the KKK and were enslaved for hundreds of years. “Slavery led to a set of racial 

divides, yielding a ubiquitous legacy of racism that shapes perceptions of, and 

interactions among, American citizens,” (Davis 209).  Due to our history, we will not turn 



 
 

our backs on racial injustices done to others. We are aware of the stereotypes given to us, 

and yet refuse to give up our titles of “Americans,” because it was earned with blood, 

sweat and tears. Living in a country that so recently had legal slavery, it is easy to forget 

how we all came to be here. However, the important thing to remember is why we are 

here now, and why the families of our students came: for the American dream.  

Although one would think at such an academic institution the curriculum would 

be ethnocentric, this is not the case. We strongly encourage our teachers to follow the  

“Multicultural Education Approach” that is based on the two ideals of “equal  

opportunity” and “cultural pluralism.” Teachers use diverse materials to implement 

multicultural education in their classrooms. “Teachers conveniently infuse cultural 

themes like holidays and heroes into their curriculum,” (DomNwachukwu 40). This 

approach is also used at our school across the content areas, and not held exclusively for 

the Social Studies and English classrooms. Our students are very receptive and open to 

learning about other cultures than their own, and whether from mere curiosity or simple 

interest, they are able to relate to other groups and minorities and empathize with 

fictional characters or historical ones. Our teachers also use the “additive approach 

[where] teachers add content, concepts, themes, and perspectives that are multicultural 

without changing the structure of their instructional material,” (DomNwachukwu 40). 

This “additive approach” is the most used approach when dealing with multicultural 

education because it more easily fuses with the day-to-day classroom, and can be 

implemented in most curriculums and daily lessons. Due to the added stress of 

completing certain standards in order to prepare students for standardized testing, our 

teachers must create engaging and imaginative lessons to keep the students interested, 



 
 

and also allow them the needed freedom to express opinions and question stereotypes 

they are faced with on a daily basis.  

By becoming more aware of the severity of discrimination, students become very 

opinionated on topics that are sensitive or may even be considered taboo. “Racism is too 

entrenched in society for it to be eradicated by changing what is taught in schools. 

However, by changing what and how students are taught about race and culture, teachers 

can plant a seed that will be passed on from generation to generation, with the hope that 

in a few generations people will have more cross-cultural appreciation and respect than 

they do today,” (Davis 213). The most prevalent social issue that they can understand is 

the horrors of 9/11. It was an event that occurred during their lifetime, and they can still 

see the discrimination against Muslims in America today. If a teacher can create a safe 

enough environment within his or her classroom, in which the student knows that their 

opinions and beliefs are acceptable and will be taken into consideration during a 

discussion, students are then more likely to actively participate in material addressing 

multicultural issues whether it is about their own race or that of others.  

Apart from the Social Studies classroom, the easiest to incorporate the 

multicultural education approach is the English classroom. English teachers have the 

ability to not only choose texts that allow students to delve into multicultural 

backgrounds, and hear the stories of people from around the world and learn about their 

cultures and traditions, but they can create a safe environment where inquisitive learners 

can take the information learned beyond the classroom, and apply this knowledge to their 

daily lives. All students will eventually be in a social or professional situation where their 

knowledge and acceptance of other cultures and ways of life will enable them to be more 



 
 

successful people and citizens. English teachers can utilize the “cultural-response 

approach” where the students find their preexisting ideas and stereotypes of other cultures 

challenged. “This can result in “increasing students’ cross-cultural understanding, and 

engaging students in exploring the cultural context of a text,” (Dong 369). Our English 

teachers always strive for a well-rounded curriculum when planning and choosing their 

literature. They always include texts from various cultures and backgrounds, as well as a 

variety of genres to deepen the student’s understanding of the material. They aim to 

“promote cross-cultural understanding” and are always trying out better ways to 

incorporate the themes and issues into their units.  

Students come to our school because their families value the importance of 

maintaining their ethnic identities in a time where it is easy to let go of them in order to 

“fit in.” We need to meet the parents’ needs and provide the students with an in depth 

knowledge of their heritage, language and customs. But we strongly feel that one cannot 

truly know his or her own cultural identity unless he or she can clearly see that of others 

who are different for whatever reason. Our goal is to enable students to “engage and 

critique issues and concepts which deal with diversity and social justice,” 

(DomNwachukwu 40). Students must be able to take in information about multicultural 

issues, formulate their own opinions, and then take a stand on important social and 

political issue, which will greatly benefit the growth of this nation as a multicultural and 

modern country.  
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