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Teachers who can integrate students' experiences and cultural identities into the
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1. INTRODUCTION

Globalization and cross-cultural migration have brought about major changes in the
educational landscape in different parts of the world. Schools and classrooms are no longer
homogeneous, but are made up of students from diverse ethnic, linguistic, religious, and
cultural backgrounds. This creates an urgent need for the education system to respond
adaptively and inclusively to this diversity. Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (CRP) is a
prominent approach in answering this challenge.

Culturally responsive pedagogy 1s a teaching approach that focuses on
acknowledging, accepting, and utilizing students' cultural backgrounds as a force in the
learning process. Gay (2010) defines CRP as using students' cultural knowledge, past
experiences, and learning styles as an effective tool in bridging their life experiences with
academic content. This approach aims to create a relevant, equitable, and empowering
learning environment for all students, especially those who come from minority groups or
who have been historically marginalized in the education system.

In the context of a multicultural and multilingual Indonesia, the importance of CRP
is becoming increasingly real. Many students come to school with a strong cultural
identity, but do not see the representation of that identity in the learning materials or in the
teacher's pedagogical practice. This can lead to cultural dissonance and reduce student
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engagement in the classroom (Banks, 2004). When students feel that their culture is not
appreciated or even ignored, it can affect their motivation to learn, academic achievement,
and sense of belonging to the school community (Nieto, 2010).

Ladson-Billings (1995), in his classic work, underlines the importance of developing
culturally relevant pedagogies to guarantee students' active participation in learning. He
argues that CRP is not only concerned with the integration of cultural content in the
curriculum, but also with the development of egalitarian teacher-student relationships,
inclusive teaching strategies, and high academic expectations for all students. Thus, CRP
requires a comprehensive transformation in educators' attitudes and practices.

Empathy and cultural awareness of teachers are the main keys to the success of the
implementation of CRP. Villegas and Lucas (2002) state that culturally responsive teachers
are those who actively reflect on their self-identity, understand the dynamics of power in
social interactions, and have a commitment to social justice. These teachers not only
recognize the diversity of students, but also actively adapt teaching strategies to
accommodate individual needs based on their cultural backgrounds. In practice, this can
be seen in the choice of texts that represent different cultures, learning activities that allow
students to express their identities, and fair and unbiased classroom policies.

Empirical research shows that the implementation of CRP positively impacts various
aspects of student engagement. Morrison, Robbins, and Rose (2008) report that students
who study in a culturally responsive environment show increased motivation, engagement,
and better academic achievement compared to students who study in a traditional
environment that is not culturally sensitive. Similar results were found in the Sleeter (2011)
study, which revealed that CRP can reduce achievement gaps between majority and
minority students by providing more equitable access to meaningful learning.

However, implementing CRP in the field does not always go smoothly. Many
teachers lack training or understanding of how to effectively apply CRP principles in daily
practice (Howard, 2003). Other challenges include time constraints, rigid curriculum, and
lack of support from educational institutions. For this reason, the continuous professional
development of teachers is essential in encouraging the successful implementation of CRP.
Teacher training centers, universities, and ministries of education need to provide
programs that not only enhance pedagogical knowledge, but also foster critical awareness
of 1ssues of diversity and social justice (Gay & Kirkland, 2003).

Furthermore, CRP also demands a paradigm shift in student assessment and
evaluation. Assessments that rely solely on dominant standards often do not reflect
students' abilities from different cultural backgrounds. Therefore, more authentic
alternative assessment approaches, such as portfolios, projects, and observations, must be
considered to provide a more comprehensive picture of student achievement (Banks &
Banks, 2010). Thus, CRP is not only limited to teaching practices, but concerns the entire
philosophy of education that respects cultural plurality.

Student engagement, in this case, is measured not only by their participation in
classroom activities, but also by their confidence, emotional engagement, and capacity to
think critically as well as participate in social discourse. Geneva Gay (2010) states that
CRP empowers students to be active subjects in their education, not just passive objects
receiving information. In a multicultural context, this approach is important to prevent
marginalization and to ensure that all students have a fair chance to succeed.

In Indonesia, CRP integration is still relatively new and faces considerable systemic
challenges. National education systems tend to be centralistic and uniform, with national
curricula that are not entirely flexible to accommodate local diversity. In fact, Indonesia is

IJETR Integrating culturally responsive pedagogy to increase student engagement in 23
multicultural .....



Mukramin, S. e-ISSN : XXXX-XXX

a country with more than 1,300 ethnic groups and 700 regional languages. The
implementation of CRP in Indonesia requires a more decentralized policy, which allows
teachers to adapt the materials and teaching methods according to the local context of the
students (Sukmawati & Yamin, 2021).

Therefore, this paper aims to examine how culturally responsive pedagogy can be
effectively integrated in multicultural classrooms. This research will also analyze best
practices in the implementation of CRP and the obstacles faced by teachers. With a focus
on student engagement as a key indicator of success, the study is expected to make a
theoretical and practical contribution to the development of an education that is inclusive,
equitable, and responsive to cultural diversity.

2. METHODS

This study uses a descriptive qualitative approach with the aim of understanding in
depth the practice, challenges, and impacts of the application of culturally responsive
pedagogy (CRP) in multicultural classrooms. This method was chosen because it is in
accordance with the characteristics of studies that explore social and educational
phenomena in a contextual and meaningful way (Creswell, 2013). The research does not
seek to generalize the results, but rather to dig into an in-depth understanding of how CRP
is applied by teachers in real practice as well as how students respond to it.

The main data in this study was collected through literature studies and content
analysis of scientific journal articles, education policy reports, and case studies related to
the implementation of CRP. Data sources were selected based on criteria: (1) relevance to
culturally responsive pedagogical topics, (2) published in peer-reviewed journals between
2000 and 2024, and (3) containing real practices or results of CRP implementation in the
classroom. The data were analyzed thematically by identifying key patterns in the
implementation of CRP, such as cultural integration in the curriculum, the role of teachers,
professional development, and their impact on student engagement.

To maintain the validity of the data, the researchers used the source triangulation
technique, which is to compare the results of various different literature and case studies
to see the consistency and convergence of findings. In addition, the interpretation of the
data is carried out with reference to the theoretical framework developed by Gay (2010),
Ladson-Billings (1995), and Villegas & Lucas (2002), which 1s widely recognized in the
field of multicultural education. With this methodology, the research is expected to provide
a comprehensive picture of how CRP can be effectively implemented in the context of
multicultural education, especially in developing countries such as Indonesia.

3. RESULT AND DISCUSSION
3.1. Results
3.1.1. Integration of Students' Cultural Backgrounds in the Curriculum

One of the key findings in the implementation of culturally responsive pedagogy
(CRP) is the importance of integrating students' cultural backgrounds into the learning
curriculum. In a multicultural classroom, students come with diverse cultural experiences,
values, languages, and practices. When teachers are able to relate the subject matter to the
students' backgrounds, they are easier to understand and engage in learning (Gay, 2010).
This 1s reinforced by the results of a study by Morrison, Robbins, and Rose (2008) which
showed that students from minority groups are more active in the classroom when teachers
deliver culturally relevant material.

For example, in history or language lessons, teachers who insert local stories from
different student cultures encourage a sense of pride and emotional connection. In several
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schools in Indonesia, the implementation of CRP is carried out by incorporating regional
folklore, oral traditions, and local cultural symbols into teaching materials. This not only
increases students' interest in learning, but also strengthens their cultural identity.

However, this integration demands curriculum flexibility and pedagogical freedom
for teachers. In the context of Indonesian education, teachers are often bound by a strict
and standardized national curriculum, so that there is limited room for local adjustments
(Sukmawati & Yamin, 2021). However, some creative teachers are still able to adapt the
material through the development of contextual teaching tools, such as worksheets or
projects based on local culture.

In general, the success of cultural integration in learning depends on the ability of
teachers to understand the cultural background of students, as well as the availability of
supporting resources. This study found that teachers who come from the same community
as their students find it easier to integrate cultural values because they have adequate
contextual knowledge. Meanwhile, teachers from outside the community need to take a
participatory approach through dialogue and collaboration with students and parents.

Thus, cultural integration in the curriculum is not just a symbolic act, but an effective
pedagogical strategy to increase student engagement, strengthen their identity, and create
inclusive and meaningful learning spaces. This supports the finding from Ladson-Billings
(1995) that culturally relevant learning is learning that empowers students intellectually
and socially.

3.1.2. Creating an Inclusive and Safe Learning Environment

An inclusive learning environment is an important component of culturally
responsive pedagogy. Inclusivity in this context not only refers to acceptance of diversity,
but also creates a safe space for all students to express their identity without fear,
discrimination, or rejection (Nieto, 2010). The findings of this study confirm that
classrooms that encourage intercultural dialogue and mutual respect are able to increase
students' sense of belonging and engagement.

Teachers have a central role in creating this inclusive atmosphere. Teachers who are
able to build warm relationships, show empathy, and encourage collaboration between
students from various backgrounds have been proven to increase students' confidence in
participating. Ladson-Billings (1995) states that culturally relevant pedagogy lies not only
in the content, but also in the social relations built in the classroom.

Tangible examples of this practice are the implementation of cross-cultural group
discussions, project presentation activities that raise the theme of students' cultural identity,
and the establishment of shared class rules based on the principles of justice and equality.
In some of the case studies analyzed, students who were previously passive became more
active after feeling that their views and culture were valued. This shows that learning is not
only a cognitive issue, but also affective and social.

On the other hand, some challenges are encountered, especially in the context of a
classroom dominated by a single majority cultural group. Teachers must be able to prevent
marginalization of minority groups and consciously create a balance of representation. For
this reason, critical reflection on personal biases and intersectionality approaches are
important in building teachers' cultural sensitivity (Howard, 2003).

The study also noted that schools that have explicit inclusion policies are more
successful in creating a conducive learning environment. Support from principals, teacher
training, and community involvement are key factors in shaping an inclusive school
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culture. Therefore, CRP cannot stand alone, but rather must be integrated into the overall
institutional culture of the school.

In conclusion, creating inclusive and safe classrooms is an important foundation in
culturally responsive pedagogy. An environment like this allows students to feel valued,
build trust, and actively participate in the learning process. This has a direct impact on
increasing students' academic engagement and social well-being in multicultural
classrooms.

3.1.3. Professional Development of Teachers in Implementing CRP

The success of culturally responsive pedagogy cannot be separated from the quality
and readiness of teachers in implementing it. This study found that teacher professional
development is a crucial factor in ensuring that CRP is implemented effectively in the
classroom. Teachers do not automatically have cultural competence; these abilities must
be formed through training, critical reflection, and ongoing experience (Villegas & Lucas,
2002).

One of the obstacles that often arise in the implementation of CRP is the lack of
adequate training in teacher education. Many teacher training programs still emphasize a
standard approach that is culturally neutral, without equipping prospective teachers with
the skills to address diversity and social inequality in the classroom (Gay & Kirkland,
2003). As a result, teachers tend to use uniform teaching strategies that are less effective in
reaching students from different cultural backgrounds.

In the studies analyzed, successful professional development programs have several
key characteristics: (1) emphasizing the importance of self-awareness and reflection on
personal biases, (2) providing knowledge of socio-cultural dynamics in education, and (3)
providing concrete pedagogical strategies to be applied in the classroom. Programs like this
not only increase teachers' capacity technically, but also build an ethical commitment to
social justice.

For example, in some university partner schools in the Americas and Southeast Asia,
teacher training is conducted collaboratively with local communities. Teachers are trained
to develop a community-based curriculum and use the mother tongue as an additional
medium of instruction. As a result, students show significant improvements in learning
motivation and academic outcomes (Banks, 2004; Sleeter, 2011).

In Indonesia, the local culture-based teacher training model is still in its infancy.
Several promising initiatives have emerged from non-governmental organizations and
universities that have developed training modules based on the archipelago's culture.
However, its sustainability and scalability are still a challenge. Support from the
government and integration into the national training system is urgently needed to expand
the impact of CRP across the region.

Therefore, the professional development of teachers should be a top priority in a
multicultural education strategy. Teachers who are trained consistently and deeply will be
able to be agents of change that create classrooms that are more equitable, inclusive, and
responsive to student culture. This not only affects student engagement, but also forms a
more tolerant and globally competitive generation.

3.2. Discussion

The results show that culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP) plays an important role
in increasing student engagement in multicultural classrooms. Strategies such as the
integration of cultural values in the curriculum, the creation of an inclusive learning

IJETR Integrating culturally responsive pedagogy to increase student engagement in 26
multicultural .....



Mukramin, S. e-ISSN : XXXX-XXX

environment, and the professional development of teachers have proven to be intertwined
and form a strong foundation in building a meaningful learning process.

First, the integration of student culture in the curriculum not only increases the
relevance of the subject matter, but also fosters students' confidence and active
participation. When students see their cultural representation in texts, discussions, and
classroom activities, they feel recognized as an important part of the learning community.
This is in line with the findings of Gay (2010) who stated that learning that links students'
cultural experiences is able to increase their emotional and cognitive engagement.

However, the implementation of this strategy still faces challenges, especially in an
education system that tends to be centralistic and does not provide flexibility for teachers.
In the Indonesian context, most teachers work under the pressure of national curriculum
standards that are not always relevant to the local context. This has an impact on the
limited space for teachers to adapt the material to the student's culture. Therefore, an
education policy is needed that encourages curriculum differentiation and gives greater
autonomy to teachers to innovate based on the local context (Sukmawati & Yamin, 2021).

Second, the creation of an inclusive and safe learning environment is an important
aspect that underpins the success of CRP. An environment that respects diversity and
prioritizes equal participation has been proven to be able to build a sense of student
ownership of the learning process. As emphasized by Nieto (2010), student involvement is
not only seen from physical presence in the classroom, but also from their social and
emotional participation in learning interactions. When students feel accepted, they will be
more open in expressing ideas, discussing, and taking an active role in learning.

This is where the role of teachers as facilitators and coaches is important. Teachers
who are able to show empathy, be open to differences, and build two-way communication
with students will be more successful in creating a psychologically safe classroom.
Strategies such as forming shared classroom norms, holding intercultural dialogues, and
providing space for students' cultural identity expression are effective practices. However,
in reality, not all teachers are ready or trained to carry out this role. Some still carry an
unconscious bias or ignorance of inclusive pedagogical practices.

Therefore, the professional development of teachers is a crucial aspect that cannot be
ignored. Without a deep understanding of cultural diversity and its implications in
teaching, teachers tend to adopt a homogeneous and unresponsive approach. In this study,
teacher training that emphasizes critical reflection, increased cultural awareness, and
pedagogical skills was proven to increase teachers' readiness in implementing CRP. As
stated by Villegas and Lucas (2002), culturally responsive teachers are those who have an
awareness of social inequality and a commitment to addressing it through education.

Unfortunately, many teacher training programs still focus on the technical aspects of
curriculum and classroom management, without mentioning the socio-cultural dimension
of education. In Indonesia, efforts to build cultural awareness in teacher training are still
fragmented and have not become a key policy. In fact, if education is to be truly inclusive
and equitable, then the development of teachers' cultural competencies must be part of a
structured and sustainable training system (Gay & Kirkland, 2003).

Additionally, it's important to understand that CRP is not an instant approach. It is
a process that requires time, commitment, and institutional support. Teachers need space
to try, reflect, and improve their teaching strategies. School principals and policymakers
must create an educational ecosystem that supports innovation and diversity. This includes
providing resources, training, and policies that favor the recognition and strengthening of
local culture.
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In the context of today's globalization, CRP is becoming increasingly relevant. The
world of education is required to produce individuals who not only excel academically,
but also have multicultural awareness, tolerance, and adaptability in the midst of diversity.
CRP responds to this challenge by placing students as active subjects in the learning process
that corresponds to their social and cultural realities. Student engagement is no longer
judged only by test scores, but also by how deeply they understand, criticize, and interpret
real-life learning.

Finally, this discussion emphasizes that culturally responsive pedagogy is not an
additional or complementary approach, but rather the foundation of humanistic and
contextual education. In an increasingly pluralistic society, CRP is key to ensuring that all
students regardless of background have a fair opportunity to thrive and succeed. Therefore,
CRP should be mainstreamed in curriculum design, teacher training, and education policy
at all levels.

4. CONCLUSION

Culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP) has proven to be an effective approach in
increasing student engagement in multicultural classrooms. By integrating students'
cultural backgrounds in the curriculum, creating an inclusive learning environment, and
enhancing teacher competence through professional development, CRP provides relevant,
equitable, and meaningful learning spaces. This research confirms that student engagement
is not only the result of engaging teaching methods, but also of learning experiences that
reflect their identities, values, and socio-cultural realities.

However, the implementation of CRP still faces various challenges, such as limited
curriculum flexibility, lack of adequate teacher training, and lack of strong policy support.
For this reason, a joint commitment is needed between teachers, educational institutions,
and policymakers to make CRP an integral part of the education system.

CRP is not just a teaching strategy, but an educational philosophy that places cultural
diversity as a strength, not an obstacle. By embracing these principles, the world of
education can play an important role in shaping a generation that is not only academically
intelligent, but also aware of the importance of fairness, tolerance, and respect for
differences in the lives of complex global societies.
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