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Reflections: Culturally responsive teaching in a plural society: 
intercultural tensions between National unity and cultural 
pluralism in Pakistan’s Single National curriculum
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aSchool of Education, University of Limerick, Limerick, Ireland; bFaculty of Education, Southern Cross 
University, Melbourne, Australia

ABSTRACT
This reflective paper reflects on the evolving landscape of Culturally 
Responsive Teaching (CRT) in Pakistan’s education system. It con
siders how policy reforms, particularly the Single National 
Curriculum (SNC) and the National Education Policy 2017, have 
attempted to address diversity and inclusion in a nation charac
terised by significant linguistic, ethnic, and religious plurality. 
Despite progressive policy intentions, systemic challenges includ
ing inadequate teacher preparation, centralised curriculum materi
als that marginalise indigenous knowledge, language policy 
constraints, and high-stakes assessment pressures continue to hin
der the realisation of culturally responsive pedagogy. This reflection 
examines the tension between standardisation and cultural respon
siveness, offering pathways for bridging policy-practice gaps to 
advance equity and cultural inclusion in Pakistani classrooms.
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Introduction

With over 70 languages spoken across its territory and a population comprising diverse 
ethnic groups including Punjabis, Pashtuns, Sindhis, Baloch, and numerous indigenous 
communities, Pakistan represents one of the most culturally and linguistically diverse 
nations in South Asia. This diversity, while constituting a rich cultural heritage, also 
presents significant challenges for an education system historically shaped by colonial 
legacies and centralised state formation. Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT) emphasises 
the integration of learners’ cultural experiences, perspectives, and identities into instruc
tions to promote equity and engagement. As Gay (2018) observed, effective teaching 
requires using students’ cultural backgrounds as conduits for learning rather than barriers 
to be overcome.

In Pakistan, where educational access and quality remain stratified along linguistic, 
socioeconomic, and geographic lines, CRT offers a critical lens through which educators 
can address historical inequalities, promote inclusivity, and create classrooms that affirm 
cultural identity while nurturing academic success. The country’s education system has 
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long grappled with the challenge of balancing national unity with cultural pluralism, 
a tension exacerbated by the dominance of Urdu and English as languages of instruction 
and power, often at the expense of indigenous languages and knowledge systems.

Over the past decade, Pakistan has embarked on significant education reforms 
designed to standardise quality across disparate schooling systems. The Single National 
Curriculum (SNC), introduced in 2020 and subsequently implemented across provinces, 
represents the most ambitious attempt to unify educational standards across public 
schools, private institutions, and religious (Ahmad and Saeed 2024). Yet, translating 
inclusive policy ideals into classroom practice remains complex in a context where teacher 
education remains heavily content-oriented, assessment systems prioritise rote memor
isation, and socio-political sensitivities often discourage open engagement with cultural 
and religious diversity. This reflection explores the state of CRT in Pakistan by examining 
policy intentions, emerging implementation practices, and persisting challenges that 
shape teachers’ ability to realise culturally responsive education.

Policy reflections: the promise and paradox of curriculum reform

The introduction of the Single National Curriculum marked a fundamental shift in 
Pakistan’s approach to educational standardisation, aiming to eliminate the disparity 
between elite private schooling, public education, and madrassah systems. The National 
Education Policy 2017 had previously emphasised inclusive education, recognising the 
need to address the diverse needs of learners across different regions and social contexts. 
The SNC theoretically promotes competencies including critical thinking, cultural appre
ciation, and social cohesion, elements that resonate with the core tenets of Culturally 
Responsive Teaching.

The SNC framework advocates for learner-centred methodologies and includes provi
sions for religious education for minority students, offering alternatives to Islamic studies 
for Christian, Hindu, Sikh, and other religious communities. Additionally, the policy main
tains provisions for provincial autonomy in language-in-education matters, allowing 
regions to incorporate indigenous languages such as Sindhi, Pashto, and Punjabi along
side Urdu and English. These policy elements suggest an institutional recognition of 
diversity and an attempt to create more inclusive educational environments.

Community Service-Learning components within the SNC also reflect policy intentions 
to ground learning in local contexts through community engagement. By connecting 
classroom instruction with community projects, learners theoretically apply knowledge to 
real-world issues while developing social responsibility. Furthermore, the curriculum 
framework includes objectives related to character building, moral values, and respect 
for diversity, indicating a rhetorical commitment to cultural responsiveness (Gul and Khilji  
2021).

However, the implementation gap between curriculum design and classroom reality 
remains substantial. While the SNC claims to promote inquiry-based, student-centred 
learning, the overarching emphasis on uniformity often conflicts with the contextual 
responsiveness required for genuine CRT. The curriculum standardisation process, man
aged largely by centralised authorities, frequently limits teachers’ autonomy to modify or 
supplement instructional materials to reflect local cultural contexts. Moreover, the policy’s 
emphasis on Islamic values and Urdu as the national language, while intended to foster 
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unity, often marginalises the cultural and linguistic identities of minority communities, 
creating tensions between national cohesion and cultural affirmation (Abbas and Bidin  
2022).

Reflections on practice: emerging efforts and persistent realities

On the ground, Pakistani teachers demonstrate varying degrees of awareness regarding 
cultural diversity in their classrooms. In some progressive institutions, particularly in urban 
centres and non-governmental organisation-supported schools, educators incorporate 
local proverbs, regional histories, and community knowledge into instruction to make 
learning relevant and culturally grounded. Teachers in certain provinces have begun 
utilising indigenous languages in early grades, particularly in Sindh and Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa, where provincial policies support mother-tongue instruction alongside 
Urdu.

These practices illustrate growing, albeit uneven, teacher awareness of the importance 
of contextualised pedagogy. Many educators view cultural responsiveness not as an 
abstract theoretical concept but as a practical strategy for motivating students and 
improving comprehension, particularly in multilingual classrooms where students strug
gle with Urdu or English as mediums of instruction (Imran et al. 2024). The use of local 
examples in science and social studies, integration of regional art forms, and incorpora
tion of traditional games in physical education represent attempts to connect learning 
with students’ lived experiences.

However, these positive examples remain fragmented and heavily dependent on 
individual teacher initiative rather than systemic support. Teachers working in 
resource-constrained environments, particularly in rural areas and small towns, 
face significant challenges in implementing CRT approaches. Large class sizes, 
often exceeding 50 students in public schools, make individualised instruction 
culturally or otherwise practically impossible. Limited time and intense curriculum 
pressure lead teachers to revert to traditional lecture-based methods and rote 
memorisation techniques, even when they recognise the value of more culturally 
responsive approaches.

Moreover, many teachers remain unsure how to align culturally grounded pedagogies 
with formal assessment expectations, which continue to emphasise standardised perfor
mance and factual recall rather than contextual understanding or critical engagement 
with cultural knowledge (Hidri, Aziz, and Qutub 2024). The persistence of textbook- 
centred instruction, where knowledge is presented as static and absolute, further con
strains teachers’ ability to incorporate students’ cultural backgrounds as valid sources of 
knowledge.

Systemic barriers and continuing challenges

Despite the SNC’s inclusive aspirations, several systemic issues constrain the realisation of 
CRT in Pakistan:
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Inadequate teacher preparation

Teacher education in Pakistan remains heavily content-oriented, with limited emphasis 
on multicultural or culturally responsive pedagogy. Pre-service programmes focus 
predominantly on subject mastery and classroom management rather than developing 
the dispositions and skills needed to manage culturally diverse classrooms (Kalim  
2024). Research indicates that many teachers feel inadequately prepared to engage 
in the cultural nuances and learning needs of students from diverse ethnic back
grounds. In-service training opportunities remain sporadic, and few teacher educators 
are themselves well-versed in CRT principles or cross-cultural competence. As a result, 
many teachers struggle to translate inclusive policy principles into concrete pedago
gical practices, perpetuating cycles of cultural insensitivity and marginalisation (Dahri 
et al. 2024).

Resource limitations and curriculum materials

Learning materials in Pakistan are centrally developed and distributed, reflecting domi
nant cultural narratives that often privilege Urdu-speaking, Muslim, and urban perspec
tives. Textbooks rarely highlight local histories, indigenous knowledge systems, or the 
contributions of minority communities beyond superficial tokenism. Teachers who wish 
to adapt materials frequently face shortages of culturally relevant resources, particularly in 
rural schools and regions distant from provincial capitals. The centralised curriculum 
design process limits teachers’ autonomy to modify content or incorporate local cultural 
examples, constraining their ability to make learning culturally meaningful for diverse 
student populations (Ahmad and Saeed 2024).

Assessment and accountability pressures

High-stakes standardised testing continues to shape teaching practices across Pakistan, 
even under the SNC framework. Assessments typically reward uniform academic perfor
mance and factual recall rather than context-sensitive learning outcomes or culturally 
diverse ways of knowing. Teachers often feel compelled to teach to the test, which 
discourages creative and culturally grounded instruction (Hidri, Aziz, and Qutub 2024). 
Until assessment systems recognise diverse ways of knowing and learning, and value 
competencies such as intercultural understanding and critical thinking, CRT will remain 
peripheral rather than central to classroom practice.

Language policy constraints

Pakistan’s linguistic diversity presents both opportunities and challenges for culturally 
responsive education. While the constitution recognises provincial languages and recent 
policies encourage early-grade instruction in mother tongues, English and Urdu continue 
to dominate formal education as languages of power and social mobility (Abbas and Bidin  
2022). Many schools discourage the use of indigenous languages or cultural symbols, 
equating them with backwardness rather than heritage. Such policies, though meant to 
foster national unity and global connectivity, often erode cultural identity and learner 

4 A. SALEEM AND P. S. DARE



engagement, particularly for students from non-Urdu speaking backgrounds. In multi
lingual urban areas, limited access to effective English instruction has also fuelled social 
stratification, where proficiency in English remains a symbol of elite status, socioeconomic 
position and economic opportunity (Ali 2026; Haidar and Fang 2019).

Socio-political sensitivities

Given Pakistan’s history of ethnic tensions and religious polarisation, teachers often 
avoid discussing cultural, historical, or religious issues that might be perceived as 
politically charged. Topics such as ethnic identity, sectarian differences, or indigenous 
rights are frequently excluded from classroom discourse or treated in superficial, 
sanitised ways. This cautious avoidance, while understandable given societal pressures, 
limits opportunities for critical dialogue, mutual understanding, and the development 
of intercultural competence, all essential aims of culturally responsive education.

Bridging policy and practice: lessons and pathways forward

Reflecting on the Pakistani experience reveals a tension common to many education 
systems in the Global South: progressive policy frameworks coexist with entrenched 
classroom routines shaped by colonial legacies and contemporary political constraints. 
Bridging this divide requires sustained investment in teacher capacity, institutional sup
port, and community engagement.

Strengthening teacher education

Preparing teachers to engage with diversity must begin at the pre-service level. Teacher 
education curricula should explicitly include CRT principles, cross-cultural competence, 
and multilingual education strategies, equipping future educators to recognise and value 
students’ cultural knowledge as learning assets (Pang et al. 2021). Hagan and McGlynn 
(2004) emphasise that moving barriers to promote learning for diversity in initial teacher 
education requires intentional structuring of opportunities for pre-service teachers to 
encounter diversity. Continuous professional development can further support teachers 
in designing inclusive lessons and navigating sensitive intercultural issues with confi
dence and cultural humility.

Rethinking curriculum resources

Developing culturally diverse and locally relevant learning materials is vital for meaningful 
CRT implementation. Collaboration between teachers, local communities, and curriculum 
developers can enrich content with indigenous knowledge, regional histories, and min
ority perspectives. Such collaboration would ensure that learners from all backgrounds 
see their identities reflected in what they learn, while also fostering respect for diversity 
among all students (Aguado and Malik 2001).
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Reforming assessment practices

Assessment systems need to evolve beyond standardised metrics to value creativ
ity, collaboration, and cultural understanding. Authentic assessment approaches, 
such as portfolios, community projects, and reflective tasks, can capture broader 
competencies aligned with CRT and the SNC’s holistic vision of education. 
Provincial examination boards should be encouraged to develop assessment frame
works that recognise multiple ways of knowing and expression (Hidri, Aziz, and 
Qutub 2024).

Language inclusion and cultural affirmation

Valuing linguistic diversity is central to inclusion in Pakistan’s multilingual context. 
Supporting bilingual or multilingual teaching approaches can improve comprehension 
and affirm identity, particularly in early childhood education. Schools can foster pride in 
local languages through storytelling, cultural events, and mother-tongue instruction, 
reinforcing that linguistic diversity is a national resource rather than a barrier to unity. 
The implementation of mother-tongue based multilingual education programmes, sup
ported by adequate resources and teacher training, represents a critical pathway towards 
cultural responsiveness (Ali 2026; Haidar and Fang 2019).

Promoting dialogue and safe spaces

Teachers require institutional support and protection to facilitate discussions on culture, 
identity, and religion without fear of controversy or retribution. Encouraging open, 
respectful dialogue within schools can nurture intercultural competence and empathy, 
skills essential for both social cohesion and academic engagement in a pluralistic society. 
Elmeroth (2009) notes that students with negative or monocultural attitudes particularly 
need teachers who can act as positive role models in cultivating multicultural attitudes, 
suggesting the critical importance of teacher disposition in intercultural education.

Reflections on the broader implications

Pakistan’s journey towards culturally responsive education offers valuable lessons for 
other multilingual, multicultural societies grappling with similar tensions between stan
dardisation and diversity. Policy changes alone cannot transform pedagogy; transforma
tion depends on teachers’ beliefs, classroom practices, and meaningful engagement with 
communities. While CRT provides a theoretical framework, its real power in Pakistan lies in 
how educators interpret and enact it within local cultural and religious contexts.

Phuntsog (2001) found that culturally responsive teaching begins at the pedagogical 
level, where teachers must develop deep knowledge of students’ cultural backgrounds 
and use this knowledge to make learning relevant. The Pakistani case underscores that 
culturally responsive teaching is not merely an imported idea but one that resonates 
deeply with Islamic educational traditions and South Asian pedagogical heritage, which 
view learning as communal, relational, and value based. Reconnecting with these indi
genous traditions of knowledge transmission can strengthen national education reforms 
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and ensure they are authentically grounded in local cultural soil rather than imposed as 
external standards.

Furthermore, CRT in Pakistan is not merely about accommodating difference but 
about redressing historical inequities rooted in colonialism, centralised state forma
tion, and ongoing social stratification. By embedding cultural responsiveness into 
everyday teaching, Pakistan can advance not only educational quality, but also social 
harmony and national cohesion built on respect for diversity rather than enforced 
uniformity.

Conclusion

Culturally Responsive Teaching holds significant promise for advancing equity and inclu
sion in Pakistan’s education system. Policies such as the Single National Curriculum and 
the National Education Policy 2017 have laid important foundations by emphasising 
diversity, inclusion, and community engagement. However, realising these ideals requires 
more than policy alignment; it demands transformation at the classroom level through 
empowered teachers, relevant resources, and supportive institutional cultures.

The reflections presented here highlight both the progress and the persistent chal
lenges shaping CRT implementation in Pakistan. Moving forward, sustained investment in 
teacher education, culturally responsive resource development, and assessment reform 
will be crucial. As Pakistan continues its educational reforms, embracing CRT as both 
a pedagogical imperative and a moral commitment can help cultivate an education 
system that celebrates diversity, promotes social justice, and prepares learners for mean
ingful participation in a pluralistic national and global community.
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