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Research Domains 

Learning, teaching and assessment (LTA) 

Abstract 

We examined the relationship between higher education students’ perceptions of the cultural sensitivity of their 
curriculum and their interest in their programme of study. 286 (228 F) students rated the cultural sensitivity of the 
curriculum using a revised version of the Culturally Sensitive Curricula Scales (CSCS-R) that contained six scales. 
They also rated their interest in their program and the perceived quality of their relationships with teachers. Racially 
minoritized students (n=99) perceived their curriculum as less culturally sensitive than White students (n=182). There 
were no significant differences between minoritized students and White students on interest or the perceived quality 
of relationships with teachers.  Five dimensions of cultural sensitivity (Diversity Represented, Positive Depictions, 
Challenge Power, Inclusive Classroom Interactions, Culturally Sensitive Assessments) predicted interest. Ensuring 
curricula and assessments represent diversity positively and challenge power may support students’ interest while 
accurately reflecting an increasingly diverse society. 

Full paper 

Higher education (HE) students are preparing for professional roles in which they will serve diverse clientele and 
operate within or attempt to re-dress pervasive inequalities (United Nations, 2015). Around the world, there is a move 
toward making curricula more culturally sensitive, diversified, or decolonized (Peters, 2018; Shahjahan et al., 2022). 
The impact of such curricula on students is not yet well understood. 

In this study, we revised a ground-breaking measure of culturally sensitive curricula (CSCS-R) (Thomas & Quinlan, 
2022) and used it to determine whether HE students perceive their curricula as culturally sensitive and the impact of 
cultural sensitivity on their interest in their program.  

Conceptual Framework 

We situate our study in interest theory (Renninger & Hidi, 2016; Renninger & Hidi, 2022). Interest refers to a 
psychological state of individuals during engagement with some object (e.g. an academic subject) and the 
predisposition to re-engage particular content meaningfully over time. Interest is inherently rewarding (Gottlieb et al, 
2013) and is associated with many positive learning behaviours that lead to higher academic achievement and 
influence career decision-making and success (Ainley, Hidi, & Berndorff 2002; Jansen, Lüdtke, & Schroeders 2016; 
Nye et al, 2012; Quinlan & Renninger, 2022; Renninger & Hidi, 2022; Sansone et al., 2019).  

Building on previous research that identifies factors that promote students’ interest (Quinlan, 2019; Guo & Fryer, 
2022), we propose that five of the six dimensions of the CSCS-R will support students’ interest, as will students’ 
perceived quality of relationships with teaching staff (QRTS) (Figure 1).  



 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

RQ1. To what extent did students perceive their curricula as culturally sensitive? We hypothesized that Black, Asian, 
and Minority Ethnic (BAME) students would perceive the curricula as less culturally sensitive than White students 
(H1). 

RQ2. What is the relationship between cultural sensitivity of the curricula and students’ interest in their program? We 
hypothesized that students’ perceptions of the cultural sensitivity of the curricula (H2.1) and the perceived quality of 
relationships with teachers would predict interest (H2.2).  

  

Methods 

Following ethics approval, we surveyed second year undergraduate students in seven UK universities (N= 286; 228 
F; 46 M; 182 White; 99 BAME). Most (69%) were in professional education program (Table 1).  

 



 

The survey included the following measures: 

Culturally Sensitive Curricula Scales (CSCS-R). We extended Thomas and Quinlan’s (2021) CSCS scales. Students 
rated items on 6 point Likert scales from strongly disagree to strongly agree: Diversity Represented (7 items; α=.92); 
Negative Portrayals (3 items; α=.92); Positive Depictions (4 items; α=.86); Challenging Power (5 items; α=.90); 
Inclusive Classroom Interactions (3 items; α=.87); Culturally-engaging Assessments (3 items; α=.89).  

Interest. We slightly adapted Quinlan’s (2019) 5 point Likert scale for interest (10 items; α=.88). 

Quality of Relationships with Teacher Staff (QRTS). We assessed whether students found their teachers 
approachable, understanding and encouraging (3 items; α=.91). This variable was included as a control variable.  

Demographics: Students reported university, program, gender, race, and age.     

Results 

BAME students rated their curricula as significantly less culturally sensitive on five of the six CSCS scales (Table 2), 
confirming H1. Only Challenge Power showed no differences.  



 

There were significant correlations between ethnicity (BAME or White) and the CSCS scales, though not with interest 
or relationships with teachers (Table 3). Given the high correlations among the CSCS scales, we also computed 
CSCS Overall, an average of the six scales after reversing Negative Portrayal.  



 

  

There were no significant differences on CSCS Overall, interest or QRTS by university or by program.  

Regression analysis (Table 4) showed that CSCS Overall predicted students’ subject interest even when controlling 
for QRTS, which was also significant, supporting H2.1 and H2.2. When running separate regression analyses for 
each CSCS subscale, five of the six scales were significant predictors when controlling for QRTS (Table 5). Only 
Negative Portrayals was not a significant predictor.   

Insert Tables 4 and 5  



 



 

Discussion 

Racially minoritised students perceived their curricula as less culturally sensitive than White students, consistent with 
Thomas and Quinlan (2022). Culturally sensitive curricula predicted students’ interest, suggesting that it benefits not 
only BAME students as previously emphasised (Thomas & Quinlan, 2022), but all students. By controlling for quality 
of relationships with teaching staff, we also showed that these effects were not due solely to enthusiastic teaching.  

The study adds evidence on the effects of culturally sensitive curricula. Theoretically, this study highlights specific 
features of the curriculum that support students’ interest.   Practically, the CSCS items and scales detail how teachers 
can create curricula that both support students’ interest and prepare students for increasingly diverse society.  

For Tables, see: 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1bRHwyCHGc3w6H-_eLVYTj7tCJziu-
xcT/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=109826477435222269791&rtpof=true&sd=true 
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