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Introduction

One of the issues faced by educators in multicultural classrooms is making
sure every student feels visible, represented, respected and engaged in their
learning. Research indicates that schools still deliver content that adequately
represents the cultural background or life experiences of their pupils. (Banks,
2001; Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995). This gap can lead to lower levels of
engagement and participation, particularly among students from
underrepresented backgrounds.

Research suggests that students’ motivation and sense of belonging can be
affected if they do not see themselves represented or their identities
recognised in the curriculum (Nieto, 2010; Moll et al., 1992). Educators can make
learning relevant, personalised and reflective of their students’ cultural identity
and experience by using a pedagogical approach known as culturally
responsive teaching (CRT). This approach integrates students' viewpoints and
life experiences into the classroom (Gay, 2010).

A common misconception is that CRT focuses solely on students’ national
identity or ethnicity. However, this is not the case; in practice, CRT looks at a
child holistically. This includes not only their cultural background, but their
interests, their mode of communication, preferred WGY of learning values,
experiences and perspectives developed from home life that students bring
into the classroom (Lodson—BiIIings, 1995; Mehta, 2024). When applied
intentionally and thoughtfully, CRT can contribute to the creation of a more
equitable and responsive learning environment where students are
encouraged to actively participate, share their experiences and feel confident
in their identity to do so.

Background of the Problem

| teach in a Year 3 class in a multicultural British International school, with
|oupils from over 100 different nationalities. Over time, | observed a persistent
ack of participation and engagement among some students during teacher-
led activities, class discussions and tasks where they did not particularly
connect with their interests or personal experiences. | was keen to address the
issue as | began to see a decline in their confidence, levels of enjoyment in
lessons and writing attainment. By exploring CRT strategies through this
research, | aim to develop and create a learning environment that will increase
pupil participation and engagement and give students more ownership of
their learning.

Literature Review

Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT) is an approach that intentionally
integrates students’ lived experiences into the curriculum and lessons, as well
as valuing their cultural background (Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995). Deci
and Ryan’s (1985) self-determination theory highlights the important roje
autonomy plays in improving students’ motivation. Similarly, Gay (2000)
argues that culturally responsive teaching promotes students’ voice and
choice within a context relevant to their culture, making learning meaningful
and purposeful. According to Ladson-Billings (1995), when students’ cultural
knowledge and experience are connected to their learning, it fosters intrinsic
motivation and engagement in their learning.

According to Banks (2001), a multicultural curriculum fosters fairness by
showcasing a range of viewpoints, which helps give students the tools they
require to succeed academically. Nieto (2010) emphasises the importance of
community and family involvement in fostering a culturally sensitive approach
and how it improves home-school relationships while enhancing the
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educational experience for kids. Even with these established theories, further
study is still necessary to fully understand how CRT can be practically
implemented in a multicultural classroom, with a focus on how it affects the
engagement and participation of younger students. This study aims to
explore how CRT strategies can be successfully applied in a Year 3
multicultural classroom to enhance student engagement and learning
outcomes.

This study uses an action research method to find out how culturally
responsive teaching strategies can impact student engagement and
participation in a Year 3 multicultural classroom. According to McNiff and
Whitehead (2011), action research allows for a hands-on, reflective and
interactive approach, allowing the researcher to study a problem and make
necessary adjustments to improve the outcome.

This research is underpinned by two research questions:
¢ RQIl: How does connecting learning to students’ cultural backgrounds
influence their engagement in lessons?
¢ RQ2: How does offering students choice and ownership over learning tasks
impact their participation?

Methodology

To begin my research project, | surveyed the students to find out what their
interests were and how they preferred to learn. The results suggested that the
students preferred learning collaboratively with their peers. With this in mind, |
designed a six-week geography unit around rivers. The challenge | faced was
how | would plan a project-based unit that would give the students the
opportunity to work in groups while incorporating their cultural identity and
personal interests.

Taking the diverse cultures in my class, | decided to choose a river from
different continents that reflected the demographics of my class. | then put the
students in mixed ability groups and asked them to choose a continent from a
‘feely bag’. The continent they chose would determine the river they would
research. This meant that the students were either researching a river that was
connected to their cultural background, or they were broadening their global
perspective by learning about a river connected to their peers.

To further extend their learning, present them with more autonomy and
promote family engagement, | introduce the ‘Challenge by Choice’ grid (see
Figure 6) as an optional home learning task. Through this, the children were
able to choose a river of their choice and select from an array of activities
across different areas of the curriculum, allowing them to showcase their
learning in a variety of ways. At the end of the unit, the students were invited to
share both their class-based and optional home learning projects with parents
and the wider school community.

In addition to the geography unit on rivers, the children participated in a
personal writing project, where they had the freedom and choice to write about
a topic of interest to them. This task was designed to further promote
autonomy and engagement.

Throughout the study, my learning assistant and | worked collaboratively to
support the students with the group projects, make observations, monitor
progress and reflect on the pupils’ responses. Through informal observations,
discussions with the students and ongoing feedback, | was able to modify and
adapt the tasks and provide appropriate scaffolding.
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Participants

The participants in this study were 22 students from 13 different nationalities in
my Year 3 class. Although all students in my class engaged in the study, |
decided to focus on four students referred to as Student A, B, C and D to gain
deeper insight into the impact of the intervention. | chose these four students
because their lack of participation and engagement was an ongoing
concern.

Data Collection

A mixed method approach through quantitative and qualitative data was
used for this study. The data was collected through student surveys,
observations and writing attainment grades. The survey highlighted the
students' interests and preferred ways of learning (see FigureT). The
observational data measured the students’ level of engagement,
participation and reference to their cultures during both the river and the
personal writing project. Writing attainment data was included at a later
stage due to the progress the students made in their writing over the 6 weeks.

Data Analysis

To determine the implications of culturally responsive teaching (CRT) on
student participation, autonomy, and references made to their culture, |
created a simple 5-point rating scale based on observations. Each focal
student was evaluated before and after implementing CRT techniques in
terms of portici|ootion, autonomy, and cultural reference. The points scale
ranged from 1 (low) to 5(high). Table 1shows the scores for each of the focus
students before and after the integration of CRT.

These quantitative scores were supported by qualitative data gathered from
observations and writing samples. Below are examples illustrating each
student’s progress:

e Student A{see Figure 2): Initially avoided writing and showed low
confidence with limited group participation. After CRT, they actively
contributed to group discussions, wrote a paragraph explaining the water
cycle with diagrams, and shared personal cultural connections.

e Student B (see Figure 3): Previously silent during discussions and reluctant
to write despite capability. After implementing CRT, they engaged fully with
the project, completed multiple written sections, created a model of a river
from their home country, and presented their work to parents.

e Student C (see Figure 4\S: Initially off-task and hesitant to write, with usually
unfinished work. After the implementation, they took on a group researcher
role, completed a home activity on the Amazon River, and wrote an
information text about a personal interest (Roblox).

e Student D (see Figure 5): Although artistic, struggled with creativity and
verbal contributions initially. Later, became the project illustrator, actively
contributed ideas, researched, wrote information, and showed strong
engagement in the personal writing project.

The action research results indicate the following:

¢ RQIl: How does connecting learning to students’ cultural backgrounds
influence their engagement in lessons?:

o Quantitative data (see Table 1 and Figures 2-5) show an increase in alll
four focus students’ scores for participation, autonomy, cultural
reference and writing attainment grades after the implementation of
CRT strategies.
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o Qualitative data (see Table 2) further supported these findings. The
students mentioned feeling proud to learn about rivers from their own
countries or from their classmates’ cultures. For example, one pupil

stated:

“I liked the river project because | could research the Murray River. This is a
river from my country. | was proud to share my project with my parents and

my class.”

o Observational data also indicated increased participation and
confidence during both the river project and the personal writing
project, where pupils shared knowledge related to their own

experiences or cultures.

¢ RQ2: How does offering students choice and ownership over learning tasks

impact their participation?

o Observation data showed that all four focus students demonstrated
higher levels of participation and independence when working on the
river project and personal writing task, compared to previous writing

and topic lessons.

Student comments reflected this shift in motivation and ownership. For
project is fun. | can plan

(¢]
instance, one pupil said, “The personal writin
and write about whatever | like” (see Table 2?.

o Additionally, while academic attainment was not a focus of this study,
it is worth noting that all four students made observable progress in
writing, moving up one assessment band during the six-week period
(see Figures 2-5).

Table1

Observation Scores

Student Observation Participation Autonomy Cultural
(1-5) (1-5) Reference (1-5)
A Before CRT 2 2 1
After CRT 4 4 4
B Before CRT 3 2 2
After CRT 5 4 5
I Before CRT 2 1 1
After CRT 4 3 4
b Before CRT 3 2 2
After CRT 5 5 5
Figure 1a
Student Survey
6 respondents (38%) answered Football for this question.
pool Roller skati _ kickboxing
Basketball and football e horse.r[dlng kittens
Rugby FOOtba" video 2L ipad Roblox
parkour e cTennis
Swimming 9
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skating singing
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Figure 1b
Student survey to determine interest and preferred learning style

3. How to you learn best?

@ Playing games 3 —
@ Creating art work 5 | ]
@ watching video 3 —
@ completing tasks with your friend 10 |
@ completing tasks on your own 5 |
@ practical activities & 1 —
] 2 4 6 a 10
Figure 2
Student A: Engagement, Autonomy and Cultural Reference Before and After
CRT
Student A
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Figure 3
Student B: Engagement, Autonomy and Cultural Reference Before and After
CRT
Student B
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m After CRT
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Figure 4

Student C: Engagement, Autonomy and Cultural Reference Before and After

CRT
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Figure 5

Student D: Engagement, Autonomy and Cultural Reference Before and After

CRT
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Figure 6

Optional Home Learning Task Flyer and Challenge by Choice Grid
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Table 2
Student Voice: Refelction on River Project and Personal Writing Project

Student Quote Emerging Theme
“I liked picking the Nile because it's from my country.” Cultural Connection
“The personal writing project is fun. | can plan and write about Autonomy / Motivation
whatever | like."”
“| loved working in a group because we shared ideas about rivers. We Identity / Emotional
all had jobs in the group, and | learned a lot about rivers from my engagement

friends.”

“| loved working in a group because we shared ideas about rivers. We  Collaboration / Peer learning

all had jobs in the group, and | learned a lot about rivers from my

friends.”
“| liked the river project because | could research the Murray River. Cultural pride / Family
This is a river from my country. | was proud to share my project with my engagement

parents and my class.”

Discussion and Reflections

The study revealed that culturally responsive teaching positively influences
students’ engagement and participation through strategies such as
collaboration, autonomy and cultural relevance. The findings support Gay's
(2010) and Ladson-Billings' (1995) research, which suggests integrating
students’ cultural background to their learning increases motivation. As an
educator, | now intentionally look for opportunities to include cultural
connections and student choice in my planning. This shift has helped me
create a more equitable and inclusive learning environment where pupils feel
represented and involved.

Through this project, | learned that action research is a powerful tool for
improving classroom practice. It helped me see how valuable and relevant
this approach can be in a real classroom setting. It gave me a way to focus on
a specific issue and make small, purposeful changes based on my daily
observations. | found the process practical and flexible, especially as it
allowed me to respond directly to what the pupils needed. For other
educators, this approach offers a structured yet practical method to explore
and refine inclusive strategies that directly respond to the needs of their
learners.
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In conclusions, making teachings more relevant and meaningful by relating
them to students’ cultural backgrounds can positively impact students’
participation and engagement. Encouraging students to take ownership of
their learning increases their motivation and autonomy, enabling them to
express their interests and develop confidence. Peer interaction is further
squorted, and understanding is deepened in a diverse classroom through
collaborative learning practices. This small-scale action research showed how
important it is to use student feedback and observation to identify and
address challenges involving participation and engagement. However, more
studies with a larger sample size, longer timeframe, and academic attainment
data could give greater insight into how culturally responsive teaching affects
students’ outcomes over time.
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