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Objective: The growing cultural diversity in educational systems has made it increasingly
necessary to revise policies, curricula, and teaching methods.

Method: The participants were secondary school teachers from public and non-governmental
schools in Kermanshah County, 15 of whom were selected through purposive sampling. The data
collection instrument was semi-structured interviews, which continued until theoretical saturation
was reached. For data analysis, the model of Yarunin (2004, as cited in Shirbagi & Saedmocheshi,
2017) was used. To increase the credibility and trustworthiness of the data and interpretations,
three complementary strategies were employed: collaboration and consensus among researchers
to reduce bias in the analysis and interpretation process; external audit to examine the accuracy
and coherence of the research process; and participant review to ensure that the interpretations
corresponded with their experiences and perspectives.

Results: The results indicate that the representation of cultural identity in the curricula of
multicultural schools is a multilayered phenomenon influenced by the interaction among macro-
policies, educational content, and teaching methods. The data were categorized into five main
categories: official educational policies, limited representation of cultural identities, strengthening
active and participatory learning, promoting multicultural learning, and improving multicultural
education. Regarding challenges, six key barriers were identified: anti-diversity, essentialism and
stereotyping, distortion of cultural representation, prejudice and Eurocentrism, entanglement of
identities, and reproduction of deprivation. In addition, five main solutions were extracted for
improving and consolidating the fair representation of cultural identity: promoting cultural justice,
strengthening culturally responsive education, teacher professional development and innovation,
multicultural coexistence, and continuous improvement through evaluation and feedback.
Conclusions: Consequently, achieving effective multicultural education requires moving beyond
assimilationist policies, empowering teachers, redesigning curricula to fairly represent all cultures,
and providing supporting infrastructure and resources. Without these conditions, multicultural
education will not lead to educational justice and social convergence; rather, it will intensify the
gap between cultural groups.
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Introduction

The increasing cultural diversity in educational systems worldwide has made it essential to
revise policies, curricula, and teaching practices. Multicultural education is a key approach to
promoting educational justice, respecting differences, and ensuring equal opportunities (Banks,
2020). In Iran, despite constitutional recognition of cultural, religious, and linguistic diversity,
executive educational policies have largely neglected these dimensions (Hamedzadeh, 2020).
This has resulted in limited representation of minority cultures in formal curricula (Pakdaman
etal., 2022), inadequate teacher training for culturally responsive teaching, and a predominance
of homogenizing approaches that emphasize shared national values over ethnic and linguistic
plurality. Previous research indicates that symbolic inequality and superficial treatment of
cultural diversity in textbooks can lead to feelings of marginalization and reduced belonging
among minority students (Gurbanpour, 2022). Given these challenges, understanding teachers'
lived experiences and perceptions of multicultural education is critical, as teachers are at the
frontline of implementing inclusive practices. The present study, therefore, aims to investigate
teachers' narratives regarding the representation of cultural identity in multicultural schools,
identify existing challenges and barriers, and propose strategies to improve and sustain fair and
comprehensive cultural representation in curricula.

Method

This qualitative study employed a phenomenographic approach to explore teachers' diverse
understandings of multicultural education. The research population comprised secondary
school teachers (both public and private) in Kermanshah, Iran. Using purposive sampling, 15
teachers (aged 2646, with teaching experience ranging from 5 to 20 years) were selected to
ensure maximum variation in gender, age, educational background, and school type. Data were
collected through semi-structured exploratory interviews, each lasting 40-60 minutes, guided
by open-ended questions such as "Please explain more about this." The interviews continued
until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data analysis followed (Yaronin, 2004, as cited in
Shirbagi & Saedmocheshi, 2017) phenomenographic model, which includes: defining the
phenomenon, conducting interviews, transcribing texts, descriptive classification of data,
identifying different ways of understanding the phenomenon, examining relationships among
these understandings, and interpreting the inferred meanings. To enhance credibility and
dependability, three complementary strategies were employed: researcher triangulation (regular
peer debriefing to minimize bias), external auditing (an independent researcher reviewing the
entire process for accuracy and consistency), and member checking (returning findings to
participants to confirm alignment with their experiences and perspectives). Examples of open
coding are provided in the findings section.

Results

The findings revealed that the representation of cultural identity in multicultural school
curricula is a multi-layered phenomenon shaped by the interplay of macro-policies, educational
content, and teaching methods. Data analysis yielded five main categories regarding the
formation of cultural representation: (1) formal educational policies—participants emphasized
that national policies highlight dominant cultural identities and common values, leaving little
room for minority cultures; (2) limited representation of cultural identities—minority identities
are either completely ignored or superficially and distortedly portrayed; (3) enhancement of
active and participatory learning—teachers reported that group projects, storytelling, and
artistic activities enable students to express their cultural identities and foster mutual
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understanding; (4) promotion of multicultural learning through culturally responsive teaching
strategies—adjusting content to students' cultural needs creates a supportive environment; (5)
improvement of multicultural education through integrating multilingual resources and diverse
cultural texts—exposing students to varied worldviews strengthens cultural empathy and
solidarity. Regarding challenges, six key barriers were identified: diversity avoidance
(overemphasis on formal culture), essentialism and stereotyping (reducing cultures to
homogeneous entities), distortion of cultural representation (reducing culture to superficial
aspects like food and festivals), prejudice and Western-centrism (prioritizing Western
perspectives), intersectionality of identities (neglecting the interconnectedness of race, class,
and gender), and reproduction of deprivation (reinforcing power dynamics and marginalizing
minority groups). Furthermore, five strategic solutions were extracted: promoting cultural
justice through diverse content, strengthening culturally responsive teaching, enhancing
professional development and teacher innovation, fostering multicultural coexistence through
exchange activities, and continuous improvement via ongoing evaluation and feedback.

Conclusions

The study concludes that achieving effective multicultural education requires moving beyond
homogenizing policies, empowering teachers with intercultural competencies, redesigning
curricula to fairly represent all cultures, and providing adequate infrastructure and resources.
Without these conditions, multicultural education may not only fail to promote educational
justice and social cohesion but may also exacerbate cultural gaps. The findings highlight that
true representation of cultural identity cannot be achieved solely by changing textbook content;
it demands an integrated approach simultaneously addressing policies, curriculum materials,
and teaching practices toward cultural justice. Teachers' narratives indicate that participatory
methods, multilingual resources, and culturally responsive strategies are promising, yet their
implementation is hindered by structural constraints, resource shortages, and insufficient
specialized training. Therefore, it is essential to provide sustained support for teacher
professional development, revise centralized curricula to accommodate diverse identities, and
create school environments where cultural differences are valued as learning opportunities.
Ultimately, schools must become spaces for dialogue among cultures, where all students—
regardless of their cultural backgrounds—can experience belonging, meaningful participation,
and academic success.
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