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Abstract: This study examined the relationship between university students’ perceptions of the
cultural sensitivity of their curriculum and their engagement (interactions with their teachers and
interest in their programme of study). Students (N=262) rated the cultural sensitivity of their
curriculum, using a newly developed set of four Culturally Sensitive Curriculum Scales, their
interactions with teachers, and their interest. Ethnic minority students (n=157) perceived their
curriculum as less culturally sensitive on all four dimensions, reported fewer academic interactions
with teachers, and lower levels of interest than White students (n=100). Each Scale was significantly
related to academic interactions with teachers and interest. Regression analyses showed that all
dimensions of cultural sensitivity mediated effects of ethnicity on interactions with teachers. Two
dimensions of cultural sensitivity (Diversity Represented and Challenge Power) mediated effects of
ethnicity on interest. Ensuring curricula are diverse and critical may support minority ethnic students’
engagement may contribute to reducing achievement gaps. 
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Introduction

 

Calls to diversify HE curricula (Peters 2018; Thomas & Jivraj, 2020) have gained traction in England as
the percentage of Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic (BAME) students has risen (HESA, 2020) while
racial disparities in experiences (Neves & Hewitt, 2021), and outcomes (Advance HE, 2020) remain.
To reduce these inequalities, researchers have recommended making curriculum more culturally
sensitive (Dale-Rivas, 2019; Mountford-Zimdars et al., 2015). Further research is needed on culturally
sensitive curriculum and its relationship to students’ engagement. While engagement is variously
defined in HE, we focus on two key variables. First, interactions with teachers, as used here, refers to
interaction between students and teachers on academic matters relating to their programme of
study.

Positive interactions with teachers have been shown to be associated with attainment (Frings et al.,
2020; Hu et al., 2008), particularly with BAME students (Lundberg & Schreiner, 2004). Yet BAME
students in a predominantly White institution may face barriers in forming positive relationships with
their teachers (Back, 2004; Woolf et al., 2008). Thus, we expected BAME students would report



fewer interactions with teachers and that more culturally sensitive curricula could improve these
interactions. 

Interest is defined as affective and cognitive engagement with a specific object (Renninger & Hidi,
2016; 2011) and affects many aspects of students’ learning and performance (Ainley Hidi and
Berndorff, 2002; Jansen, Lüdtke and Schroeders, 2016; Renninger & Hidi, 2016; Schiefele et al, 1992).
Students’ interest is higher when curricula are relevant (Crouch et al., 2013; Dohn et al., 2009;
Quinlan, 2019; Rotgans & Schmidt, 2011). Thus, students who do not perceive the curricula as
culturally sensitive were expected to have lower interest

 

Research Questions 

 

We developed a new set of Culturally Sensitive Curricula Scales (CSCS), drawing on Critical Race
Theory (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Ladson Billings & Tate, 1995), and related instruments (Bryan-Gooden,
Hester and Peoples, 2019; Holgate, 2016). Then, this study explored: 1) the extent to which students
perceive their curriculum as culturally sensitive; and 2) the relationship between cultural sensitivity in
curricula and students’ engagement, defined as interactions with teachers and interest in the
subject.  To do so, we developed a new set of culturally sensitive curricular scales (CSCS). 

 

Methods

 

 Students (N=262; 157 BAME;100 White) enrolled in a diverse English university. Students completed
a survey on which they gave demographic information and rated:   

1. the cultural sensitivity of their curriculum on four scales (CSCS): Diversity
Represented; Positive Portrayals; Challenging Power; and Inclusive Classroom
Interactions (Table 1) (1=strongly disagree; 4=strongly agree). 

2. Interactions with teachers (6 items; a=.86) (1=never; 4=very often) (e.g., ‘Communicated with
teaching staff about assignments outside of taught sessions’).

3. Interest in their subject (11 items, α=.88) (Quinlan, 2019) (1=strongly disagree; 5=strongly
agree) (e.g., ‘I am curious about this field in general’, ‘Regularly I find myself thinking about
ideas from lectures in this field when I’m doing other things’). 

 

Findings

 

BAME students rated the curriculum as less culturally sensitive on all four CSCS dimensions, reported
significantly fewer academic interactions with their teachers and lower interest in the subject than
White students (Table 2). Each CSCS dimension was positively correlated with (Table 3) and



significantly predicted students’ interactions with teachers (Table 4) and interest (Table 5). Each CSCS
component mediated the relationship between ethnicity and interaction with teachers. Only
the Diversity Represented and Challenging Power CSCS components mediated the relationship
between ethnicity and interest.

 

Discussion

 

BAME students perception of their curricula as culturally insensitive is consistent with a central
Critical Race Theory claim that the curriculum is normatively White (Ladson-Billings 1998) and
qualitative reports of the persistent Whiteness of the curriculum and its effects (Arday et al., 2020;
Harper, 2013; Harper et al., 2018; Meda, 2020; UUK, 2019; Thomas and Jivraj, 2020).

All dimensions of the CSCS were associated with students reporting more frequent academic
interactions with their teachers.  That is, when students experienced the curriculum as culturally
sensitive, they were also more likely to report interacting with their teachers. BAME students’
experience of the curriculum as less culturally sensitive partially explained their lower interactions
with teachers and interest. 

All dimensions of the CSCS also were associated with higher interest. This finding was partially
explained by perceptions of the cultural (in)sensitivity of the curriculum, particularly lack of
representations of diversity (DR) and failures to challenge power structures and inequities (CP).
These two dimensions may be particularly important for academics to attend to in course design. 

The development and validation of new measurement scales for cultural sensitivity of HE curricula
(CSCS) is a significant contribution, enabling further research on culturally engaging campus
environments that focuses specifically on curricula (Museus, 2014). These findings support calls for
academics to improve their cultural competence (Gabriel, 2017; Purnell, 2000) and diversify their
curricula (Peters, 2018). 
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