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ABSTRACT

Keywords: This study aims to explore the phenomenon of cultural diversity in an
Cultural Diversity,

Multicultural . . . . .
Education, Social as well as the school’s strategic role in fostering an inclusive

Islamic elementary school and to examine students’ social interactions

Cohesion multicultural environment. A qualitative case study design was
employed involving 36 fifth-grade students from two classes. Data

*C ding Auth . .
orresponamng Author were collected through classroom observations, semi-structured

interviews with school stakeholders, and document analysis, and were
analyzed using data condensation, data display, and conclusion
drawing with source triangulation to ensure credibility. The findings
indicate that students and teachers demonstrated highly positive
responses toward cultural diversity through openness, mutual respect,
curiosity, and collaborative learning practices that strengthened
intercultural understanding. These positive outcomes were reinforced
by inclusive school policies, proactive leadership in promoting
tolerance, and continuous teacher guidance that emphasized equality,
respect, and national unity. The integration of these strategies created a
harmonious learning environment where students from different
cultural backgrounds interacted constructively without discrimination.
The study implies that comprehensive multicultural leadership,
supported by inclusive policies and culturally responsive teaching
practices, can serve as an effective framework for promoting social
cohesion, equitable learning opportunities, and sustainable
multicultural education in diverse elementary school settings.
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INTRODUCTION

Cultural diversity has become one of the defining characteristics of
contemporary society and represents a valuable source of social innovation,
creativity, and sustainable development. Recognized by UNESCO as the
collective heritage of humanity, cultural diversity contributes not only to
preserving cultural identities but also to strengthening social cohesion and
promoting peaceful coexistence across different communities. In the era of
globalization, increasing human mobility and cross-cultural interaction require
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individuals to develop the ability to appreciate differences, communicate
effectively, and collaborate across cultural boundaries (Kunta, 2025;
Kusumawati, 2026; Mohlas, 2025). Indonesia exemplifies this reality, as it is home
to more than 1,300 ethnic groups, hundreds of local languages, and diverse
cultural traditions that coexist within a single national identity. Consequently,
the national motto Bhinneka Tunggal Ika (Unity in Diversity) represents not
merely a constitutional principle but also an ongoing educational challenge that
must be realized through everyday social practices (Polhaupessy et al., 2025).
Therefore, schools play a strategic role in cultivating multicultural awareness,
promoting inclusive values, and preparing students to become responsible
citizens capable of contributing positively to culturally diverse societies.

Despite the increasing emphasis on multicultural education in educational
policies, its implementation in schools remains inconsistent and often fails to
translate into meaningful classroom practices. Indonesia's National Education
System Law emphasizes that education should be conducted democratically,
equitably, and without discrimination to develop responsible citizens who
respect cultural diversity (Rosmawiyah, 2023). However, empirical evidence
suggests a considerable gap between policy aspirations and educational practice.
Although teachers generally acknowledge the importance of multicultural
values, many still lack the pedagogical competence required to integrate cultural
diversity into daily learning activities effectively (Fitriani, 2025; Hikmah, 2026;
Nadhifah, 2026). This challenge is further compounded by the absence of
practical implementation guidelines provided by schools and educational
authorities, causing multicultural education to remain largely rhetorical rather
than experiential (Nur Wijayanti & Muthali'in, 2023). Consequently, many
schools continue to emphasize multiculturalism only through institutional vision
statements without establishing learning environments where students
genuinely experience equality, inclusion, and mutual respect. Such conditions
indicate that formal policies alone are insufficient unless supported by school
culture, instructional practices, and meaningful interpersonal interactions that
consistently reinforce multicultural values (Zamroni et al., 2024).

These challenges are evident in an Islamic elementary school located
within a densely populated industrial community that accommodates students
from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds (Adzimah, 2024; Holidi, 2026;
Najiburohman, 2025). The fifth grade consists of 36 students across two classes,
predominantly from Javanese families, followed by Madurese students and one
transfer student from Bali. This demographic composition creates a naturally
multicultural learning environment where students bring distinct languages,
social norms, communication styles, and cultural traditions into daily classroom
interactions. For example, Madurese students often express respect through
more direct and explicit verbal communication, whereas Javanese students tend
to prioritize indirectness and social harmony, occasionally leading to differences
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in interpretation during peer interactions (Wiyata, 2020; Dewi & Santoso, 2020).
The presence of a student from Bali further enriches cultural exchange by
introducing different perspectives on spirituality, traditions, and social values
(Banks, 2020). Without adequate cultural understanding and continuous teacher
guidance, these differences may generate misunderstandings and interpersonal
conflicts among students (Rahmawati et al., 2021). Conversely, when managed
through inclusive educational practices, such diversity becomes a valuable
learning resource for fostering tolerance, empathy, intercultural competence, and
mutual respect from an early age.

Previous studies have consistently emphasized the importance of
multicultural education in promoting students' social development and creating
inclusive learning environments. Schools are increasingly recognized not only as
institutions for academic instruction but also as social spaces where students
construct their cultural identities, values, and understanding of diversity through
everyday interactions (Sianturi & Ndona, 2025). Research has further
demonstrated that interactions among students from different cultural
backgrounds encourage the development of empathy, mutual respect,
communication skills, and tolerance when supported by appropriate educational
practices (Zamhari et al, 2025). From a theoretical perspective, Banks'
multicultural education framework argues that educational institutions should
transform curricula, teaching strategies, school culture, and institutional
relationships to achieve educational equity for all learners (Hetarion, 2024). This
perspective positions multicultural education as a comprehensive school reform
rather than merely introducing cultural topics into classroom instruction
(Albustomi, 2025; Ni’am, 2025; Rahman, 2025). Collectively, these studies
indicate that multicultural education contributes significantly to students'
character formation and social cohesion, highlighting the need for schools to
establish inclusive educational environments that embrace cultural diversity as a
valuable educational resource.

Although previous research has demonstrated the benefits of
multicultural education, several important limitations remain. Most studies
primarily focus on teachers' perceptions, students' attitudes, or classroom
instructional strategies, while paying limited attention to how multicultural
values are institutionalized through comprehensive school governance. Existing
research rarely examines the interaction between formal school policies,
leadership practices, school culture, classroom dynamics, and students' daily
social relationships as an integrated system that shapes multicultural experiences
(Nur Wijayanti & Muthali'in, 2023; Zamroni et al., 2024). Furthermore, studies
generally investigate multicultural education within urban or highly
heterogeneous educational settings, whereas schools with moderate cultural
diversity are often overlooked despite facing similar challenges in managing
intercultural interactions (Khofsah, 2025; Rahman, 2026; Shoha, 2026).
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Consequently, there remains limited empirical evidence explaining how schools
systematically translate multicultural principles into everyday educational
practices that promote equality, mutual respect, and harmonious relationships
among students from different cultural backgrounds. Addressing this gap is
essential for developing a more comprehensive understanding of multicultural
education implementation within elementary school contexts.

This study offers a novel perspective by examining cultural diversity
through a whole-school approach rather than limiting the analysis to classroom
learning or individual perceptions. Specifically, it investigates how multicultural
values are embedded simultaneously within school policies, leadership practices,
teacher guidance, institutional culture, daily routines, and students' social
interactions. Unlike previous studies that commonly evaluate multicultural
education from a single dimension, this research conceptualizes cultural
diversity as a dynamic ecosystem in which structural, cultural, and relational
dimensions continuously influence one another. Such an approach provides a
more comprehensive understanding of how schools create inclusive
environments that support educational equity and social harmony. The study
also contributes to the practical implementation of Banks' multicultural
education theory by demonstrating how institutional commitment can transform
cultural diversity into a positive educational resource rather than a potential
source of conflict. Therefore, this research extends the existing literature by
integrating policy, leadership, school culture, and interpersonal interaction into
one analytical framework.

Based on the identified research gap, this study seeks to answer three
fundamental questions: (1) how do students' diverse cultural backgrounds
influence their social interactions within the school environment, (2) why is
multicultural education essential in fostering harmonious relationships among
elementary school students, and (3) how does the school implement policies and
educational practices to manage cultural diversity effectively? This study argues
that successful multicultural education requires more than formal regulations; it
depends on the synergy between inclusive leadership, supportive institutional
policies, culturally responsive teaching, and positive interpersonal relationships
among school members. By employing a qualitative case study approach, this
research contributes theoretically by enriching the application of Banks'
multicultural education framework within elementary education and contributes
practically by providing evidence-based recommendations for schools seeking to
cultivate inclusive learning environments. Ultimately, the findings are expected
to serve as a reference for policymakers, school leaders, and teachers in
strengthening multicultural education and promoting social cohesion within
culturally diverse educational settings.
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RESEARCH METHODS

This study employed a qualitative approach using a case study design to
obtain an in-depth understanding of cultural diversity and the school's role in
fostering multicultural values within an elementary education setting. A
qualitative case study was considered the most appropriate design because it
enables researchers to investigate complex social phenomena within their real-
life context while capturing participants' experiences, interactions, and
institutional practices comprehensively. The study focused on understanding
how cultural diversity influences students' social interactions and how school
leadership, teachers, and institutional policies collectively create an inclusive
educational environment. Participants were selected through purposive
sampling based on predetermined criteria relevant to the research objectives
(Khoirunni'ma et al., 2024). The participants consisted of the principal, two fifth-
grade homeroom teachers, and three students representing different cultural
backgrounds. The selected students met several criteria, including active school
attendance, regular participation in classroom activities, proficiency in their local
language, and active engagement in social interactions with peers, enabling them
to provide rich and meaningful information regarding multicultural experiences
within the school community.

The study was conducted from June to July 2026 at an Islamic elementary
school located in East Java, Indonesia. The research site was purposively selected
because it reflects a culturally diverse educational environment where students
from different ethnic backgrounds study together within the same learning
community. The school is situated in a densely populated industrial area that
attracts migrant families from various regions, resulting in a student population
with diverse cultural, linguistic, and social backgrounds. Such demographic
characteristics provide an appropriate setting for examining intercultural
interactions among students and investigating how the school manages cultural
diversity through educational policies and daily practices. The research setting
therefore offered a valuable opportunity to explore multicultural education
within an authentic elementary school context where cultural diversity naturally
emerges through everyday learning and social activities.

Data were collected using three complementary techniques: classroom
observations, semi-structured interviews, and document analysis. Classroom
observations were conducted to examine students' daily interactions,
communication patterns, collaborative learning activities, and behaviors
reflecting respect for cultural diversity from the beginning of the school day until
dismissal. Semi-structured interviews were undertaken with the principal,
homeroom teachers, and selected students to obtain multiple perspectives
regarding multicultural interactions, school policies, and the implementation of
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inclusive educational practices. In addition, relevant institutional documents,
including school regulations, educational programs, and supporting
administrative records, were reviewed to strengthen the findings and provide
contextual evidence. The combination of these data collection techniques enabled
methodological triangulation and facilitated a comprehensive understanding of
the phenomenon from different sources and perspectives.

Data were analyzed using the interactive model proposed by Miles,
Huberman, and Saldafia (2020), consisting of four interrelated stages: data
collection, data condensation, data display, and conclusion drawing and
verification. During the data condensation stage, field notes, interview
transcripts, and documentary evidence were organized, coded, categorized, and
reduced to identify meaningful themes related to cultural diversity and
multicultural education. The organized data were subsequently presented
through narrative descriptions and thematic matrices to facilitate interpretation
and identify relationships among emerging categories. Finally, conclusions were
continuously developed and verified by comparing evidence obtained from
different participants and data sources throughout the research process. To
ensure the trustworthiness of the findings, the study employed source
triangulation, method triangulation, prolonged engagement in the research
setting, member checking with key participants, and peer debriefing. These
strategies enhanced the credibility, dependability, confirmability, and
transferability of the findings while ensuring that the interpretations accurately

represented participants' experiences and the actual conditions observed in the
field.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Results
Cultural Diversity within the School Community
The findings revealed that the school accommodates students from
diverse ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and social backgrounds. This diversity is
closely associated with the school's geographical location in a densely populated
industrial area, which has attracted migrant families from various regions of
Indonesia. Consequently, students enrolled in the school represent different
cultural identities, creating a naturally multicultural learning environment.
Among the 36 fifth-grade students participating in this study, the majority
were of Javanese ethnicity, followed by Madurese students, while one student
had recently transferred from Bali during the 2025/2026 academic year. The
arrival of the Balinese student introduced a new cultural perspective into
classroom interactions. Interview data indicated that both teachers and students
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welcomed the student positively. One student (MT) explained that having a
classmate from a different cultural background increased curiosity and
enthusiasm for learning because it provided opportunities to understand
different traditions and ways of communicating. Similarly, the fifth-grade
homeroom teacher (FA) stated that the student's cheerful personality and active
participation enriched classroom dynamics while encouraging other students to
appreciate cultural differences. The principal and teaching staff also emphasized
equal educational opportunities and encouraged all students to express their
cultural identities without discrimination.

Impacts of Cultural Diversity on Students

The study found that cultural diversity generated predominantly positive
educational and social outcomes. Students demonstrated greater confidence in
expressing their cultural identities through local languages, traditional customs,
and daily communication. Teachers also acknowledged that multicultural
interactions broadened both students' and educators' understanding of
Indonesia's diverse cultural heritage.

Several positive impacts emerged consistently throughout classroom
observations and interviews. First, students freely shared their regional
languages and cultural traditions with classmates. Second, cultural diversity
stimulated students' curiosity and encouraged collaborative learning experiences
that extended beyond academic content. Third, students expressed themselves
more confidently during classroom discussions and extracurricular activities.
Fourth, classroom products and creative assignments reflected a wider range of
cultural perspectives. Fifth, mutual respect and tolerance developed naturally
despite differences in ethnic background and personal viewpoints. Sixth,
students exchanged regional vocabularies and communication styles, fostering
intercultural competence. Finally, the school promoted multicultural interaction
through traditional games such as bamboo stilts (egrang bambu), coconut-shell
stilts (egrang batok kelapa), cublak-cublak suweng, and engklek, which
encouraged cooperation among students from different cultural backgrounds.

Despite these positive outcomes, several challenges were also identified.
Minor misunderstandings occasionally occurred due to differences in language
use, communication styles, and cultural interpretations. Teachers also reported
isolated incidents involving ethnic stereotypes and social disagreements.
However, these situations were addressed promptly through teacher guidance
and school intervention before developing into more serious conflicts.
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School Strategies for Managing Cultural Diversity

The findings indicate that the successful management of cultural diversity
was strongly supported by comprehensive school policies and consistent
educational practices. School leadership established clear expectations
promoting equality, mutual respect, and inclusion through school regulations,
vision and mission statements, daily announcements, and continuous moral
guidance. The principal played a central role in designing policies that
encouraged tolerance, while teachers served as facilitators who translated these
policies into everyday classroom practices.

Several concrete strategies were identified during the study. Teachers
immediately provided counseling whenever students displayed discriminatory
attitudes related to ethnicity or culture. At the beginning of each learning period,
students collectively agreed upon classroom rules emphasizing respect for
cultural differences. Appropriate disciplinary actions, including writing apology
statements, reciting istighfar, or singing regional songs, were implemented to
encourage reflection rather than punishment. Students who consistently
respected classroom agreements received positive reinforcement and
appreciation. Teachers also modeled respectful behavior directly and through
audiovisual learning materials illustrating multicultural values. Furthermore,
multicultural awareness was strengthened by introducing Indonesian cultural
diversity during lessons, organizing weekly traditional food activities,
incorporating regional songs into local content classes, and using students' local
languages when necessary to facilitate understanding. These practices created an
inclusive classroom atmosphere where cultural differences were recognized as
educational resources rather than barriers.

Interpretation of Cultural Diversity

Overall, the findings demonstrate that cultural diversity within the school
was perceived as a valuable educational asset rather than a challenge. Students,
teachers, and school leaders consistently interpreted cultural differences as
opportunities for learning, collaboration, and personal growth. Instead of
emphasizing ethnic distinctions, the school encouraged students to appreciate
diversity as part of their shared identity within the learning community.

The integration of multicultural values into school culture, classroom
management, and daily interactions contributed to the development of
harmonious relationships among students from different backgrounds. Through
continuous guidance, conflict management, and culturally responsive
educational activities, the school successfully transformed cultural diversity into
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a social learning environment that promoted inclusion, equality, tolerance, and
intercultural understanding from an early age.

The study concludes that effective multicultural education requires
collaboration among school leadership, teachers, students, and institutional
policies. The findings demonstrate that inclusive school leadership, consistent
classroom management, culturally responsive learning activities, and equal
educational opportunities collectively foster positive social interactions among
students from diverse cultural backgrounds. Rather than becoming a source of
division, cultural diversity functioned as a catalyst for strengthening mutual
respect, expanding cultural knowledge, enriching classroom learning
experiences, and promoting social cohesion. These findings indicate that
comprehensive school management plays a critical role in transforming cultural
diversity into an educational advantage capable of supporting students'
character development and preparing them to participate successfully in
increasingly multicultural societies.

Discussion

The findings demonstrate that cultural diversity within the elementary
school serves as a valuable educational resource rather than a source of division
when managed through inclusive institutional practices. Students from different
ethnic backgrounds interacted positively, exchanged cultural knowledge, and
developed mutual respect through daily classroom activities and school
programs. These findings are consistent with the multicultural education
framework proposed by Banks (2020), which emphasizes that schools should
function as inclusive social institutions where cultural diversity is recognized as
an educational asset that promotes equity and democratic citizenship (Hikmah
& Mudarris, 2026; Manshur, 2026; Syafiih, 2025). Similarly, the findings support
the argument of Sianturi and Ndona (2025), who state that schools are active
social environments in which students continuously construct their cultural
identities through interactions with peers, teachers, and institutional norms.
Unlike studies that primarily emphasize multicultural education through
curriculum integration, this research demonstrates that multicultural values are
also cultivated through everyday school experiences, including communication
patterns, traditional games, classroom agreements, and collaborative learning
activities. These findings reinforce the theoretical perspective that multicultural
education extends beyond instructional content and becomes effective when
embedded within the overall culture and daily practices of the school
community.
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Another important finding concerns the role of school leadership and
institutional policies in creating an inclusive multicultural environment. The
study found that the principal and teachers consistently implemented policies
promoting equality, mutual respect, and cultural appreciation through classroom
regulations, positive reinforcement, conflict resolution strategies, and culturally
responsive learning activities. These findings are consistent with Zamroni et al.
(2024), who argue that multicultural education requires alignment between
structural, cultural, and relational dimensions of school management rather than
relying solely on formal policies. Likewise, Hetarion (2024), drawing upon Banks'
multicultural education theory, emphasizes that educational equity can only be
achieved when leadership, curriculum, instructional practices, and school
culture operate synergistically. However, the present study extends previous
literature by demonstrating that school leadership does not merely establish
administrative regulations but actively shapes students' attitudes through
continuous guidance, modeling respectful behavior, and facilitating
opportunities for intercultural interaction. This broader institutional perspective
provides empirical evidence that effective multicultural education depends on
the integration of leadership practices with everyday educational experiences
rather than isolated classroom interventions.

The findings also reveal that cultural diversity contributes positively to
students' personal and social development by encouraging openness, curiosity,
intercultural communication, and collaborative learning. Students became more
confident in expressing their cultural identities while simultaneously learning to
appreciate differences among their peers. These findings support the conclusions
of Zambhari et al. (2025), who reported that interactions among culturally diverse
students foster empathy, tolerance, and effective communication skills.
Furthermore, the findings correspond with Dewi and Santoso (2020), who
explain that cultural values influence students' communication styles and social
behaviors, requiring educational environments that encourage mutual
understanding rather than cultural assimilation. Nevertheless, this study differs
from earlier research by illustrating that cultural exchange occurs naturally
through informal school activities, such as traditional games, regional songs, and
daily conversations, instead of being limited to structured multicultural lessons.
Consequently, the study broadens current understanding by demonstrating that
multicultural competence develops through continuous social interaction within
authentic educational settings, where students experience diversity directly
rather than learning about it solely through classroom instruction.
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From a theoretical perspective, this study enriches Banks' multicultural
education framework by illustrating how multicultural principles can be
operationalized within an elementary school through an integrated whole-school
approach. While Banks primarily emphasizes curriculum reform, prejudice
reduction, equity pedagogy, and empowering school culture, the present
findings indicate that these dimensions become more effective when supported
by inclusive leadership, culturally responsive school policies, and consistent
teacher guidance. Therefore, this study proposes that multicultural education
should be understood as an institutional ecosystem in which structural policies,
school culture, interpersonal relationships, and classroom practices interact
continuously to shape students' multicultural competencies. Practically, the
findings provide evidence-based recommendations for school leaders and
teachers to develop comprehensive multicultural strategies that extend beyond
curriculum implementation. Activities such as collaborative rule-making,
cultural appreciation programs, multilingual communication, and culturally
inclusive classroom management may strengthen students' social cohesion while
preventing discrimination and cultural misunderstanding from an early age.

Overall, this study contributes to the growing body of literature on
multicultural education by offering empirical evidence that successful diversity
management requires collaboration among school leadership, teachers, students,
and institutional policies. Unlike many previous studies that primarily examine
teachers' perceptions or students' attitudes independently, this research
integrates multiple dimensions of school life into a single analytical framework,
thereby providing a more holistic understanding of multicultural education
implementation. The findings suggest that cultural diversity should not be
viewed merely as a demographic characteristic but as a strategic educational
resource capable of enhancing students' character development, intercultural
competence, and social responsibility. Consequently, this study contributes
theoretically by extending the application of Banks' multicultural education
theory within elementary education and contributes practically by providing a
replicable model for schools seeking to establish inclusive, equitable, and
culturally responsive learning environments in increasingly diverse educational
contexts.

CONCLUSION

This study concludes that cultural diversity, when supported by inclusive
school leadership and systematic multicultural practices, functions as a valuable
educational asset rather than a source of social division. The findings
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demonstrate that positive interactions among students from different cultural
backgrounds can be cultivated through comprehensive school policies,
consistent teacher guidance, and culturally responsive learning activities that
promote equality, mutual respect, and intercultural understanding. The most
significant lesson from this research is that successful multicultural education is
not solely determined by curriculum content but by the integration of leadership,
institutional culture, classroom management, and everyday social interactions
within the school community. The study contributes to the literature by
extending Banks' multicultural education framework through a whole-school
perspective, illustrating how structural, cultural, and relational dimensions
collectively shape inclusive educational environments in elementary schools.
Nevertheless, this research is limited to a single qualitative case study conducted
within one elementary school, which may restrict the transferability of the
findings to different educational contexts. Future studies are therefore
encouraged to involve multiple schools with broader cultural compositions,
adopt comparative or mixed-methods approaches, and examine the long-term
impact of multicultural school policies on students' intercultural competence,
social cohesion, and character development.
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