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Abstract. In the era of globalisation, multilingual and multicultural
classrooms are a common phenomenon, in which learners from diverse
linguistic and cultural backgrounds interact in various social and academic
settings. The objective of this paper was to explore ways by which
culturally responsive pedagogies (CRPs), which acknowledge the
linguistic diversity of English second language (ESL) learners and embrace
their native languages by fostering a more inclusive, effective and
culturally sensitive ESL classroom, can be strengthened. This inquiry was
grounded on Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, and the multiliteracies
framework, which emphasise the importance of exposing students to
culturally rich contextually relevant materials and interactions. Thus,
applying them to the classroom context will help understand how cultural
and linguistic factors impact learning. An interpretive paradigm was used
as the basis of this inquiry. A qualitative approach and a case study design
were used to gather information from 16 conveniently chosen lecturers
through semi-structured interviews. Through the adoption of a thematic
analysis method, it was specified that that the adoption of a variety of
instructional strategies, such as peer collaboration, technology-assisted
learning (TAL), differentiated instruction, and interactive approaches,
could strengthen culturally responsive pedagogies. It was also found that
the creation of inclusive and conducive learning environments results in
students’ increased motivation and engagement when they perceive that
their native languages are used in the educational process. The author
suggests that, to prepare students for a globalised environment in which
English is the universal language, language education policies that respect
the heritage of native language speakers are necessary.
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1. Introduction

The objective of this paper was to explore ways by which CRPs, which
acknowledge the linguistic diversity of ESL learners and embrace their native
languages by fostering a more inclusive, effective and culturally sensitive ESL
classroom, can be strengthened. The increasing diversity in schools across the
nation has made it more important than ever for teachers to consider cultural
differences intentionally. Studies have indicated that nowadays, the socio-cultural
identities of minority students are still marginalised, while those of dominant
cultures are reinforced (Kyriakidis et al., 2024). According to research, students of
colour have long been underestimated academically by public school teachers as
they perceived cultural differences as hindrances, rather than as opportunities for
growth and learner achievement (Will & Najaro, 2022). Thus, with the realisation
that learners’ cultural traits and knowledge have a significant influence on the
instructional practices used in the classroom, teachers have embarked on
culturally-based pedagogies (Will & Najarro, 2022).

For many students at South African higher education institutions (HEIs),
language remains a barrier to achievement (Bukhari et al., 2021; Grain et al., 2022;
Mabena, 2021). Indigenous languages in South Africa have fundamentally been
denied the formal space to function as academic and scientific languages, even
though they are officially recognised as languages of learning and teaching
(Department of Higher Education and Training [DHET], 2020). Additionally,
according to a report by the DHET (2020), the potential of African languages to
help students succeed and get entry into HEIs has not received much attention.
Thus, the challenge facing South African HEIs is to ensure the creation of a
multilingual environment where all official South African languages, especially
those that have historically been marginalized, are given room to grow as
languages of scholarship, research, and instruction.

The Department of Higher Education and Training (2020), whose aim is to combat
the persistent underdevelopment and wundervaluing of the historically
marginalised indigenous languages, stipulates that conditions must be
established for the growth and reinforcement of native languages as sources of
knowledge in the various higher education fields, and as languages of meaningful
academic discourse. Thus, the Language Policy for Higher Education Institutions
(LPHE), under DHET (2020) “provides guidelines for the development, implementation,
monitoring and evaluation of institutional language policies, with specific reference to
universities through enhancing the status and roles of previously marginalised South
African languages to foster institutional inclusivity as well as social cohesion” (p. 1).
Similarly, UNESCO (2020) posits that the Constitutional values of inclusivity,
social cohesion and equity of access must always be indorsed in the
implementation of language policies. Equity of access thus emphasises
recognition of all the official languages as languages of learning and teaching in
schools.

On the other hand, the Language in Education Policy (LieP, 1997) specifies that:

“The Department of Education recognises that our cultural diversity is a
valuable national asset and hence is tasked, amongst other things, to
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promote multilingualism, the development of the official languages, and
respect of all languages used in the country.” (p. 2)

The South African Language in Education Policy (1997) emphasises the
recognition of the indigenous languages and the respect of all languages.
Subsequently, the Language Policy Framework for Public Higher Education
Institutions (LPHE, 2020) emphasises that English be utilised as a language of
learning and teaching across South African HEIs. However, to guarantee
academic achievement, essential support must be provided to students whose
native language is not English. Furthermore, when students demonstrate
proficiency in various languages other than English, such students should be
cherished and encouraged to utilise those languages effectively (DBE, 2020).
Recognition of the indigenous languages does not pose any threats to English as
a lingua franca.

To meet the educational requirements of various student groups, a culturally
responsive pedagogy (CRP) has emerged as a crucial framework (Gay, 2018;
Hebert, 2022). CRP emphasises the significance of acknowledging and merging
students” background experiences into the learning environment to promote
active participation that yields effective results (Alameddine, 2021). With the goal
of making education more relevant and successful for all students, it places a
strong emphasis on incorporating students’ cultural backgrounds into the
learning process (Caingcoy, 2023). CRP entails appreciating and respecting the
diverse linguistic and cultural contributions that students make to multilingual
and multicultural classrooms., which can improve instruction and encourage
inclusivity.

Students, who see that their educators value and include them in their lessons, are
more at ease and inclined to participate in the lessons being taught in their
classrooms (Hebert, 2022). In this paper, the author argues for the adoption of
intercultural education, and presents the best teaching practices suitable to be
employed in multicultural and multilingual classrooms. Reminding oneself
constantly that when they deal with people from diverse cultural origins, they are
also interacting with different cultural worldviews, can be a challenge for
instructors, students, and their parents. These exchanges have much to do with
power relations and obscure networks of expectations, values, and meanings that
are sometimes difficult to identify or understand.

Integrating students” artistic distinctiveness and standpoints into the schooling
practices is a crucial aspect of CRP, which goes beyond “good teaching” (Ladson-
Billings, 2021a). Culturally responsive pedagogy seeks to enhance academic
performance, encourage learners’ critical thinking, and support positive self-
identity (Gay, 2018; Walia, 2022). The unfortunate truth is that children of migrant
labourers or people of minority status are frequently advised that their language
and culture are useless and that they should assimilate into the majority culture.
They might even face prejudice. Children’s sense of self and their attitude toward
themselves and their people are especially harmed by this.
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Hameed (2022) articulated that mother-tongue-based education has become more
widespread worldwide for pedagogical and linguistic reasons as well as for
emancipatory and empowering linguistic human rights grounds. This
demonstrates that the goal of multilingual education should be to educate
students in a language that they can understand, as well as assisting minority and
indigenous populations in learning the language of the majority.

UNESCO (2020) reiterates that cultural identity encompasses not only the
inheritance of languages and lessons from one generation to the next, but also the
collection of artifacts and monuments. Encouraging pupils to have intellectual
conversations in the language they use at home promotes diversity of thought and
honours cultural identity. “Mother tongue education fosters a sense of self-worth
and cultural identity beyond academic benefits” (Sundararajan, 2024, p.6).
Because speaking a language requires knowing the culture and becoming fully
integrated into it, language serves as a medium for cultural exchange among
community members (Parajuli, 2018). To achieve a focussed discussion, this study
was steered by the following research question:
e How can a culturally responsive pedagogy, which acknowledges the
linguistic diversity of ESL learners and embraces their native languages,
be strengthened in multicultural classrooms?

2. Literature Review

Several studies have been conducted on the effectiveness of culturally responsive
pedagogies which recognise the learners’ native languages as languages as
languages of learning and teaching (Chang & Viesca, 2022; Gay, 2018; Goforth
etal., 2024; Iwuanyamwu, 2023). These scholars argue that one of the most
important aspects of teaching that promotes cultural responsiveness is engaging
students’ traditions, qualities, practices, and viewpoints to advance classroom
instruction. Children of minority groups in the classroom benefit from this kind
of instruction because it gives them a sense of belonging and relating with other
students in the classroom, and in other academic environments, thereby
endorsing student engagement and success (Gay, 2018). However, some studies
have shown that CRP has not yet been effectively implemented in the institutions
of learning owing to several factors (DHET, 2020; Gonzalez, 2022).

2.1 Advantages of Using a Culturally Responsive Pedagogy

Culturally responsive pedagogy has many advantages. In numerous nations, CRP
has proven successful in revitalizing endangered language groups. Students
require positive attitudes to be reinforced, and a nurturing environment that
facilitates comprehension. Liu et al. (2021) postulate that teaching a child in their
mother tongue serves as a means of fostering a sense of value for their language
and culture, which in turn forms a basis for advancing their education and
development. Studies reveal that teaching that is sensitive to cultural differences
can enhance students’ motivation, engagement and academic performance
(Chang & Viesca, 2022). CRP contributes to the construction of a welcoming
environment in which students feel appreciated and recognized, which can boost
their confidence and sense of self-worth. Additionally, CRP develops critical
thinking skills in students by pushing them to confront and question social norms
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and injustices, enabling them to become engaged and knowledgeable citizens
(Paris & Alim, 2017).

There is a strong opinion that a particular set of people’s beliefs, values, and
attitudes, which are referred to as their culture, shape students” behaviour
patterns (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). According to Gay (2018), school attainment
can be enhanced by matching education to the cultural communication patterns
of various ethnic groups since one’s thoughts, writings, and speech reflect culture
and have an impact on performance. Gay (2018) postulates that a culturally
responsive pedagogy places a high value on students’ intellectual development,
which includes their capacity for problem solving. Additionally, it fosters an
atmosphere in which students can become knowledgeable about at least one other
culture while simultaneously affirming and appreciating their own culture.
Additionally, it seeks to impart to students the skills necessary to recognize,
evaluate, and resolve real-world issues, particularly those that give rise to
injustices against marginalized communities in society.

2.2 The Role Played by Educators in Culturally Responsive Education

Gay (2018) describes the roles that educators must play to accomplish culturally
responsive education. Gay claims that educators ought to be well-versed in
cultural diversity. Teachers need to be aware of combining ethnic values,
backgrounds, and inputs from other racial and ethnic groups into their lessons
(Chang & Viesca, 2022). It is also essential to adopt courses that are suited for the
culture of the diverse learners. Teachers ought to include a range of perspectives
in their classes, and confirm that the descriptions on whiteboards and all
classroom exhibits, embrace diversity. Additionally, instructors must
contextualize problems considering students’ gender, class, and ethnicity.
Teachers should take into cognisance the learners’ varied communication styles
and align their instructional practices and interactions to accommodate all (Yotta,
2023). For example, many communities of English native language speakers use
active, interactive communication. Thus, a teacher who is a non-native English
speaker may erroneously judge a student as being rude in certain behaviours, as
what is accepted in one culture might be regarded as taboo in another. Thus,
adopting a culturally responsive pedagogy needs tolerance of other people’s
cultures, a degree of flexibility to change, and eagerness to learn from other
cultures.

Teachers should draw connections between newly taught material and their
students” prior knowledge and cultural experiences. Culturally responsive
education is typified by a classroom that is well equipped with reading resources,
including characters and imagery that embrace diversity, such as different age
groups, gender, and cultures (Eden et al., 2024). This exposes students to expertise
from all ethnic origins. This also raises awareness about some imbalances that
result in the marginalisation of certain groups of people. Moreover, students
consider a range of insights when deliberating about ancient and contemporary
events, especially those of marginalized groups that are occasionally omitted in
history. A critical consciousness component that gives students the freedom to
question and examine social injustices is another essential component of
culturally responsive education (Iwuanyamwu, 2023). Teachers should
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encourage students to create connections between the core curriculum, their
background knowledge and social involvements (Liu et al., 2021).

Caingcoy (2023) conducted a systematic literature review study that emphasized
the significance of acknowledging ethnic experiences, fostering relationships,
customizing teaching, and fostering awareness of other people’s cultures. The
results of this study showed that while healthy relationships promote belonging
and well-being, acknowledging students’ histories improves academic
achievement and engagement. In addition, Caingcoy (2023) contends that for
better results, teachers should use strategies that foster recognition of their
learners” wide-ranging needs. Students who are encouraged to be critical thinkers
are more equipped to confront societal injustices and stereotypes. Sustained
professional growth and assistance are necessary for successful learning
(Caingcoy, 2023).

In education, a culturally responsive pedagogy, which honours a range of
backgrounds, is essential to creating inclusive learning environments. Durante
(2022) and Iwuanyamwu (2023) concur that providing teacher educators with the
information and services required to support “pre-service and in-service
educators” in their shift to culturally responsive practice, cannot be overstated. To
implement CRP successfully in the classroom, teachers need to have the necessary
tools for teaching and assessment (Franco et al., 2024). By implementing
pedagogies that acknowledge learners’ cultures, teachers can generate classroom
environments that foster student empowerment, academic performance, and a
feeling of community and respect for all (Chang & Viesca, 2022; Mansfield et al.,
2021; Morrison et al., 2021). According to Banks (2016), curricula should
incorporate cultural diversity and teach practices that promote inclusive
classrooms where all students feel empowered.

Khalifa (2018) contends that educators can support student achievement by
helping them understand and embrace community interests, as well as by
humanizing them in the classroom. Teachers should assist learners to
comprehend that varied cultural perspectives enable them to view the world from
different perspectives, rather than elevating or demeaning other cultures (Ladson-
Billings, 2021b). Education is the core of culturally responsive education and
teaching of concern in classroom instruction that is centred around multi-ethnic
cultural frames of reference (Gay, 2018). CRP is based on the premise that when
academic knowledge and skills are contextualized within students” life
experiences and frames of reference, they become more personally relevant,
engaging, and comprehensible (Gay, 2018). Culturally responsive education also
involves a more complete review of classroom norms and behaviour expectations.
For example, speaking during someone else’s speech demonstrates to certain
students how involved and attentive they are to the discussion (Aronson &
Laughter, 2018). However, for some cultures, interruption during someone else’s
speech is unacceptable; it is associated with impoliteness.

Cindi (2021) postulates that teachers should develop their multicultural

awareness abilities to become more self-aware and more aware of others, as well
as enhancing their interpersonal skills, and seeing linguistically challenged
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students” learning from a different perspective. Providing teachers with a
significant scope of how students’ cultural, linguistic, and racial identities grow
and how these constructions affect learning, supports the use of culturally
responsive approaches (Goforth et al., 2024).

2.3 Factors Inhibiting Effective Implementation of Culturally Responsive
Pedagogy

Although CRP has advantages, putting it into practice in multicultural classrooms
can be difficult. The reluctance of educational institutions to adapt is one major
obstacle. It is possible that some administrators and educators are hesitant to use
new teaching strategies or are unaware of the significance of CRP. A DBE (2020)
report indicated that the Language Policy Framework for Higher Institutions has
limitations which hinder effective implementation by universities. Some of the
limitations cited include the following:

“Lack of enforceable mechanisms built into the policy; lack of funding or

incentives by government to support the implementation of the policy; as

well as lack of clear directives within the policy on how multilingualism is

to be realised within higher education institutions. Lack of alignment with

the curriculum and language policy of the DBE was also cited as a major

hurdle for the development and use of indigenous languages at university

level.” (DBE, 2020, p.9)

Moreover, a dearth of culturally relevant teaching resources and resources may
make it difficult for teachers to integrate CRP effectively into their classes
(Iwuanyanwu, 2023). In a similar vein, Samuels” (2018) research revealed that
instructors may lack the knowledge, materials, or resources necessary to support
a varied, inclusive, and representative curriculum when they have restricted
access to them or do not know where to obtain them.

Additionally, Samuels” (2018) study found that educators frequently discussed
the pressures and limitations imposed by time and scarce resources. Teachers also
noted that it could be time consuming to fit in learning opportunities for all
demographics when time is already limited owing to demanding curricula and
large class numbers, particularly when attempting to address the needs of a
diverse classroom population (Whitlock & Marcellus, 2024). Participants, in
Samuels’s study also highlighted the difficulty of having a limited grasp of the
assets and cultures of the students and communities they work with. This can lead
to a potential disconnect and a lower chance of adopting this framework. In
Samuels’ (2018) study, participants raised concern about restricted exposure and
contact with historically marginalised groups or persons of colour, especially
white teachers. Teachers may view differences as inferior or less valued when
they are unfamiliar with or have not experienced persons who are different from
themselves (Samuels, 2018). In super-diverse settings, curriculum design for
multilingual and multicultural classrooms is another troublesome topic. Despite
some significant efforts by individuals, even in circumstances where a curriculum
is in place, there is typically a substantial paucity of adequate materials. As a
result, educators are unable to help each learner in their native tongue (Kyriakidis
et al., 2024).
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Gonzalez (2022) revealed that teachers’ perceptions of students from cultures
other than their own as less capable, bright, or devoid of encouragement or drive,
is a serious concern in education. Teachers with deficit-based perspectives
continued the practice of implicitly passing judgment on culturally and
linguistically diverse pupils because they were unable to comprehend the cultures
that differed from their own. Culturally and linguistically diverse students are
perceived as “empty little heads into which we will deposit coins of knowledge”, rather
than as knowledge banks (Montemayor, 2010, p. 33). The false belief that children
from minority backgrounds should adhere and succumb to the existing system of
the majority reduces opportunities that minority students have for learning
(Gonzalez, 2022).

Iwuanyamwu (2023) explains that in a single classroom, it can be difficult to
decide which language to use when there are students whose native tongues
differ. Language gaps therefore have the potential to cause miscommunications
and even turn into serious situations, therefore educators must make sure that no
culture is regarded as better than any other (Ogunniyi, 2022). To address the
difficulties that come with teaching in multicultural classrooms, educators should
take an all-inclusive approach to learning, and show that they genuinely want to
learn about each student’s interests, hobbies, and cultural background to build
rapport and trust. To make pupils feel valued, at ease, and motivated, teachers
should also work to develop relationships with them that are founded on equity
and understanding.

3. Theoretical Framework

This inquiry was based on Gay’s (2018) CRP and the multiliteracies framework
(Drewry et al., 2019). CRP highlights the importance of exposing learners to
culturally rich contextually relevant materials and interactions. In multilingual
and multicultural classrooms, this means presenting language in culturally
authentic situations, helping students bridge the gap between their existing
cultural knowledge and the cultural expectations embedded in the language.
Students’ cultural backgrounds are acknowledged and valued by educators in
culturally responsive teaching. It emphasizes the need for literacy teaching to go
beyond traditional print literacy to include cultural, linguistic, and technological
competencies.

The multiliteracies framework, according to Drewry et al. (2019), aligns with
culturally responsive pedagogy by recognizing the diversity of students’ literacies
(including digital and media literacy). It prepares students to communicate
effectively in a variety of formats and cultural contexts. It focuses on multimodal
communication skills which are vital for navigating the digital world. It further
encourages students to engage with texts that reflect their cultural experiences,
building communication skills across different contexts and mediums. Within
multicultural and multilingual classrooms, this paradigm highlights how crucial
it is to incorporate students” cultural experiences into the educational process. In
these classrooms teachers should choose scenarios and examples for their lessons
that speak to the students’ varied cultural backgrounds (Eden et al., 2024). This
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not only increases the significance of the learning process but also promotes
cultural identity and a sense of belonging.

Regardless of socioeconomic background, colour, or gender, policies play a
crucial role in shaping and evaluating the quality, suitability, and appropriateness
of educational services provided to all students (Gonzalez, 2022). One gap the
study points out is that, despite state calls to rethink education in settings that are
diverse in terms of race, ethnicity, and religion, culturally responsive practices
have not received the recognition or support they deserve to address the
importance of culture in classrooms, schools, and students (DBE, 2020; Schettino
et al.,, 2019). Programmes that aim to appreciate and encourage learning that is
culturally and linguistically appropriate for everyone are therefore necessary.
However, they are rarely routinely used or systemically executed (Gonzalez,
2022). If instruction in public schools is not culturally appropriate, it cannot and
should not be regarded as high quality (Riehl, 2020). According to the DBE (2020),
many educators are still unprepared to offer diverse pupils engaging learning
opportunities that propel them toward high achievement and other favourable
results. Thus, a culturally responsive pedagogy will have been achieved if learners
are given the opportunity to be educated in their own languages, and if teachers
receive training in the application of culturally responsive pedagogies.

4. Methodology

The term “research methodology” describes the methodical, scientific approach
to conducting research, looking into issues, and gathering information and data
for a certain goal (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). It includes the methods and
strategies for locating, gathering, analysing, and interpreting data to provide
answers to research questions or resolve issues (Khan et al., 2023).

4.1 Interpretivism

Interpretivism is well-defined by the belief that reality is subjective, socially
constructed, and multidimensional. This suggests that the only way we can
understand someone else is by seeing through their lens of reality, which can be
different from one’s own because of social or historic influences. Interpretive
techniques rely on questioning and observation to identify or develop a rich and
deep understanding of the subject under investigation.

4.2 Research Approach

In the social sciences and other related fields, a qualitative research methodology
is a means of collecting and analyzing non-numerical data (Truman, 2023). This
research methodology uses tools such as focus groups and interviews to explore
and comprehend human behaviour, experiences, and opinions (Bhangu et al.,
2023). The goal of qualitative approach is to offer comprehensive information and
a greater comprehension of the subtleties and intricacies of the research topic
(Lester, 2023). Bengtson (2016) claimed that a research design is a rigorous
approach that the researcher modifies to deliver reputable, unbiased, and precise
responses to inquiries. It is therefore regarded as a thorough blueprint for the
entire study project (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This paper adopted a case study
design, which enabled the researcher to interact with the participants
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investigating the case under inquiry. Case studies allow the researcher to have a
close interaction with the participants by probing deeper to obtain
comprehensible answers for clarity.

4.3 Participant Selection

Participants for this inquiry were purposely selected from a South African
institution of higher learning. Since South Africa is a multilingual country,
participants were lecturers who teach in culturally diverse classrooms. Sixteen
lecturers from different disciplines were selected. Six participants were Creative
Arts and Culture lecturers, who speak isiXhosa and isiMpondo, which are
varieties of the Nguni languages. Ten were language lecturers, that is, five English
and five Xhosa lecturers. All five English lecturers spoke English as a second
language, while the Xhosa lecturers were native speakers of isiXhosa.

4.4 Data Collection Instruments

Semi-structured interviews, which were audio-taped for reference during data
analysis stage with the participants” consent, were administered. Semi-structured
interviews allowed the researcher to pose questions to participants with the aim
of learning more about their opinions and beliefs regarding the adoption of a
culturally responsive pedagogy (Strydom & Bezuidenhout, 2014). With the
participants’” agreement, interviews were audio-taped. Interviews were
administered for a period of two weeks, with two participants per day. For
validation of data collection instruments, a pilot study, which aimed at examining
the feasibility of the semi-structured interviews, was conducted prior to the
commencement of the main study.

4.5 Data Analysis

According to Braun et al. (2018), the process of classifying data and finding
patterns (relationships) between categories is the main inductive step in
qualitative data analysis. The researcher adhered to the six-step thematic analysis
process proposed by Terry et al. (2017). These procedures consist of
familiarization, coding, theme generation, theme review, theme definition and
naming the themes (Cernasev & Axon, 2023).

5. Discussion and Findings

The objective of this paper was to explore ways by which culturally responsive
pedagogies, which acknowledge the linguistic diversity of ESL learners and
embrace their native languages by fostering a more inclusive, effective and
culturally sensitive ESL classroom, can be strengthened. Themes that arose from
data analysis included adopting a variety of instructional methodologies and
creating an inclusive and supporting environment.

5.1 Theme 1: Adoption of a variety of instructional strategies

One of the major findings related to how a culturally responsive pedagogy could
be reinforced in schools was the adoption of a variety of instructional strategies.
This included peer collaboration, TAL, differentiated instruction, interactive
approaches and cultural responsiveness. Gay (2018) contends that implementing
CRP in multilingual and multicultural classrooms involves several strategies.
Teachers must adopt culturally responsive teaching methods that include
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culturally relevant curriculum content, diverse instructional materials, and
inclusive classroom practices (UNESCO, 2020). For instance, using literature from
various cultures can help students see themselves reflected in the curriculum and
validate their cultural identities (Ogunniyi, 2022). Moreover, bilingual education
programmes and dual-language immersion programmes are effective ways to
support multilingual students, helping them achieve proficiency in both their
native language and the language of instruction (Gay, 2018). Some participants
mentioned that using varied teaching methods can be beneficial in multicultural
classrooms:
“When dealing with heterogeneous groups, you need to adopt various
modes of lesson delivery, and a variety of strategies, ranging from oral
transmission, step-by-step approach, peer learning, team teaching,
democratic style of facilitation, and technology-based learning models. 1
partner the learners with others from a different culture for mentoring.”
(Participant C)

The response above indicates that a variety of instructional strategies, including
oral transmission, a step-by-step approach, peer learning, team teaching, a
democratic style of facilitation, and technology-based learning models, are
essential. Social and emotional development, genuine engagement, and critical
thinking are all encouraged in a democratic classroom. Students feel empowered
in a humanizing environment (Marschall, 2021). This is “education as a practice of
freedom” (Specia & Osman, 2015, p. 1). Establishing a democratic classroom
requires knowing how to set up our spaces, foster community, and offer students’
diverse opinions, thoughts, perspectives, and space (Marschall, 2021).
Encouraging democratic living among students in a democratic classroom
involves introducing them to concepts such as involvement, voice, inclusivity,
and representation (Karlsen & Ohna, 2021).

To foster social connection, encourage student agency, and prepare students for
being involved citizens, particularly, after the prolonged periods of distance
learning, our classroom communities are more crucial than ever. Democratic
classrooms are warm, inviting milieus where students enthusiastically exercise
autonomous values, recognise their human rights, and take ownership of their
actions as members of society and as individuals. Thus, our classrooms are one
way we may create this atmosphere. Interaction with diverse cultures enables
students to cultivate a worldview that is both internationally inclusive and
empathic (Eden et al., 2024).

Including news sources in the classroom can help learners who do not have access
to newspapers at home and inspire them to talk about societal issues (Marschall,
2021). This is in line with Richards and Rodgers (2017) who posit that multi-media
texts should be used in ESL and English as a foreign language (EFL) classroom to
facilitate communicative competence. Texts that provide information can give
pupils factual knowledge to build arguments in class. Students” comprehension
of democratic concepts and principles can be enhanced by taking ownership of
cooperation and the tone of conversations in small groups. Social activities are
especially crucial for students in younger age groups. Students’ ability to test their
own viewpoints in exchanges with others appears to be strengthened in an open
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classroom setting. Some participants echoed that oral transmission can be fostered
through storytelling:
“Have culturally inclusive topics. These include storytelling activities.
Stories often depict complex social issues and emotional experiences. This
helps them develop empathy and social understanding. This also promotes
social bonds and a sense of belonging. This also creates cultural tolerance
as learners listen to stories from other cultures.” (Participant F)

Integrating storytelling into schools’ curricula is a powerful way to promote and
preserve cultural heritage while enhancing cognitive and social development in
students (Schachtner, 2020). By valuing and incorporating the rich tapestry of
stories from various cultures, educators can create a more inclusive and dynamic
learning. Additionally, teachers can also promote peer learning during story-
telling activities by allowing learners to tell stories from their own cultures to their
peers. Through peer modelling, children pick up knowledge from one another.
As students share their language abilities and cultural perspectives, group
activities and teamwork can help with language acquisition and create a positive
learning atmosphere (Sato & Ballinger, 2016).

5.2 Theme 2: Creation of an inclusive and supporting environment
Catering for culturally diverse learners involves creating an inclusive and
supportive learning environment that respects and values the differences in
students’ backgrounds, languages, and experiences. The world is fast becoming a
global village, with multilingual and multicultural classrooms taking centre stage.
“I think you should first make them aware of globalisation, and that as
people move across the globe, they migrate with their respective cultures.
So, as a multicultural society, we need to respect and embrace other
peoples” cultures and beliefs, since no culture is superior to others. Then
on cultural day, for example, students will be required to prepare their
cultural dishes, dress according to their cultures, and perform cultural
events. To broaden their knowledge, I think it will also help to make them
research and present on their cultures.” (Participant G)

The participant’s response above indicates that recognition of other people’s
cultures by allowing students to perform their cultural activities can create an
inclusive and supporting environment. Cultural days at school provide platforms
for incorporating learners’ languages. Incorporating learners’ native languages in
ESL and EFL instruction can provide several advantages. It can promote cross-
linguistic transfer, allowing learners to leverage their existing knowledge (Wang,
2023). Moreover, it fosters cultural inclusivity and helps maintain a positive self-
identity among learners (Henry, 2023). Furthermore, where skills and knowledge
from one language can positively impact the learning of another, the teacher
should utilise that opportunity for the creation of an all-inclusive classroom that
benefits all learners. Riehl (2020) emphasizes the importance of
“interdependence” among languages, in which proficiency in the native language
can facilitate the acquisition of a second language. Wang (2023) expands on this
concept by introducing the notion of “multicompetence”, highlighting how
learners’ linguistic repertoires can mutually reinforce each other. Teachers can
establish significant links between the curriculum and students’ life experiences
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by acknowledging and incorporating students’ cultural perspectives into the
instructional design (Ladson-Billings, 2021a). The sense of relevance and
authenticity that is fostered by this congruence between instruction and students’
cultural backgrounds improves student engagement and learning results
(Ellerbrock et al., 2016).

One participant added that, in fostering an inclusive environment, students can
be allowed to explain to the class the history of their cultural days, thus, creating
a feeling of inclusion:
“I would create a culture of inclusion by celebrating and acknowledging
different cultures in my classroom. We create strong relationships to avoid
the isolation felt by individual learners. This can be done by identifying
different cultures in the classroom, knowing the months and dates. Then
allow students to showcase these in class and explain the history of each to
the entire class. By doing so, students will feel the inclusion without feeling
isolated.” (Participant D)

To create the most all-encompassing learning atmosphere feasible for all students,
educators should assess how culturally responsive their classrooms are and make
deliberate adjustments. Another participant indicated that they create mixed
groups and assign tasks to the learners to research certain topics. When the
learners present their tasks in class, they use pictures to explain the meaning of
words to the entire class:

“In Creative Arts and Culture, I give them tasks to go and research about

their own cultures. In my classroom, I have cultural diversity, Zulus,

Xhosas, Zimbabweans, Sothos, Vendas and Tswanas etc. The groups are

mixed so that they share their cultures. When they present in groups, they

use pictures and write their names in their languages. The students

present their research in class. As a lecturer, I am a researcher and a

learner. I have learnt that that there are intercultural messages embedded

in these dances. We learn about how different cultures perform the dances

differently. We also learn to tolerate other cultures if they perform

differently from others. I allow them to perform dances from their cultural

groups.” (Participant C)

The participant’s response above shows that South African HEIs are characterised
by culturally and linguistically diverse learners, including, Zulus, Xhosas,
Zimbabweans, Vendas, and Tswanas. The participant’s response also indicates
that in Creative Arts classes, different groups perform dances from their cultures.
This facilitates inclusion and tolerance from other cultures. The participant
affirmed that as different cultures perform dances from their cultures, students
learn from one another, as there are intercultural messages embedded in these
performances.

Hebert (2022) outlines various factors that need to be considered by teachers to
meet the needs of multilingual learners from diverse backgrounds. These include,
among others, models and suitable assistance that will sufficiently create
sufficient opportunities for language and subject matter learning to occur
simultaneously (Iwuanyanwu, 2023). Furthermore, to engage every student as an
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active participant, educators must figure out how to make learning interesting
and accessible. Using effective techniques, such as visual aids, conversation
structures, graphic organizers, and many more, is essential to creating an
engaging learning environment for all students (Hebert, 2022). Additionally, as
part of appropriate scaffolding in the classroom, educators should consider how
to best support literacy development, involvement, and language transfer to
English by utilizing students’ native tongues (Ava, 2020; Matiso, 2023).

Most of the time, educators and administrators fail to represent diversity in their
classrooms (DBE, 2020). This is because most teachers are bilingual, with English
being a neutral language commonly used for communication, and as a language
of learning and teaching in schools. Thus, there is a mismatch between learner
and teacher demographics as teachers are not well versed in all the official
languages. However, teachers should endeavour to create an inclusive and
supporting environment for diverse learners in their classrooms.

6. Conclusion

This enquiry explored how a culturally responsive pedagogy can be reinforced in
multilingual and multicultural classrooms. Data, which were gathered through
semi-structured interviews and thematically analysed, indicated that the
adoption of a variety of instructional strategies, and the creation of an inclusive
and supporting environment for students can reinforce a culturally responsive
pedagogy. In conclusion, in multilingual and multicultural classrooms, a
culturally responsive pedagogy necessitates a comprehensive strategy that
considers peer collaboration, technology-assisted learning, differentiated
instruction, interactive approaches and cultural responsiveness. Teachers may
build inclusive, dynamic learning environments that meet the different needs of
their students by implementing these strategies. Cultural sensitivity is essential in
classes with speakers of several languages. Instructors must use a variety of
resources and examples that represent the students’ cultural backgrounds.
Teachers can assist students in making the connection between language
acquisition and their personal experiences by modelling language usage in
culturally appropriate circumstances.

7. Recommendations

The objective of this study was to determine how a culturally responsive
pedagogy in which all learners can benefit in multilingual and multicultural
classrooms can be strengthened. It is recommended that in multilingual
classrooms, teachers should adopt various instructional practices to accommodate
the diverse learners in their classrooms. Thus, a teacher should assume different
roles. Richards and Rodgers (2017) postulate that a teacher is a needs analyst, a
researcher, an organiser of situations, a co-communicator, and a life-long learner.
To meet with the varied needs of their learners, teachers must receive professional
development in catering for diverse learners. Also, curricula must be revamped
to infuse the adoption of culturally responsive pedagogies that will benefit
multilingual and multicultural classrooms.
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Kim et al. (2019) postulate that effective teaching entails more than just imparting
knowledge of the subject matter and concentrating on a single indicator of student
progress. They found that the “essence” of good teaching involves cultural
responsiveness. They advised educators to set extraordinary standards for every
student and support their learning. To design and establish stimulating learning
occasions, formatively monitor student progress, adjust instruction as necessary,
and assess learning using a variety of sources of data, the author advises teachers
to employ a variety of resources. In addition, it is imperative for educators to work
in conjunction with other educators, administrators, parents, and education
specialists to guarantee the academic achievement of all students, especially those
who are at risk or have special needs.
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