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Abstract

This study aims to analyze the role of multicultural education as a strategic approach to promoting tolerance
in secondary school settings. The research employs a qualitative method with a descriptive-exploratory
design, involving students, teachers, and school management as key informants. Data were collected
through in-depth interviews, observations, and questionnaires to capture both perceptions and real practices
of multicultural education. The findings indicate that multicultural education has been partially integrated
into the curriculum and school activities, contributing positively to the development of tolerant attitudes
and inclusive social interactions among students. However, the implementation remains uneven due to
limitations in teachers' competencies, lack of structured training, and variations in students' understanding
of diversity values. The study also reveals a gap between conceptual knowledge of tolerance and its
consistent application in daily interactions. Despite these challenges, multicultural education demonstrates
strong potential as an effective tool for fostering social cohesion in diverse school environments. The study
highlights the importance of strengthening institutional support, enhancing teacher capacity, and promoting
inclusive school cultures to ensure the sustainability of tolerance-based education. This research contributes
to the existing literature by emphasizing the integration of educational and managerial perspectives in
multicultural education practices.
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Introduction

In an era of accelerating globalization, characterized by increased human
mobility, cross-cultural exchange, and the rapid expansion of digital information
technologies, societies across the world have become increasingly diverse and
interconnected (Pramesti et al., 2025). This diversity encompasses ethnic, religious,
linguistic, cultural, and social dimensions that constitute the identities of both individuals
and communities (Lin, 2019, 2020). While diversity represents a significant social asset
capable of strengthening community cohesion, it simultaneously presents the risk of
conflict, discrimination, intolerance, and social polarization when not managed
constructively. Global reports and empirical evidence continue to document persistent
cases of intolerance, hate speech, and identity-based conflicts in various national contexts,
including within educational environments. It is therefore imperative to develop and
implement effective strategies for cultivating mutual respect and tolerance from an early
age, particularly through formal educational systems (Syafi’i et al., 2023).

Education plays a strategic role in shaping the character and social values of
younger generations (Amin, 2025; Sumanto et al., 2024; Utamirohmahsari, 2024).
Schools, as fundamental social institutions, serve not merely as venues for knowledge
transfer, but as spaces for the formation of attitudes, values, and behavioral norms (Syafi'i
et al., 2023). In multicultural societies, schools are expected to function as agents of
change that foster inclusive, equitable, and tolerant environments. Nevertheless,
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empirical realities frequently reveal that intolerant practices persist within school settings,
manifesting in forms such as intergroup discrimination, negative stereotyping, and social
exclusion of particular groups (Syafii et al., 2023). This indicates that educational systems
have yet to fully realize their potential in internalizing values of tolerance and respect for
diversity (Hakim et al., 2022)

At the secondary school level a developmental stage of particular sociological
significance students are actively constructing their social identities and forming their
orientations toward outgroups. Adolescents at this stage are especially susceptible to
social influence, including exposure to discriminatory narratives circulating in their social
environments and digital media ecosystems. Empirical studies have documented that
secondary school students who lack structured multicultural education are significantly
more prone to developing prejudicial attitudes and exclusionary behavior patterns
(Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006; Gorski, 2016). In the Indonesian context, a nation
characterized by extraordinary ethnic, religious, and cultural plurality, the challenge of
constructing tolerant school environments is particularly acute. National survey data from
the Wahid Institute (2020) indicate that approximately 60% of secondary school students
reported witnessing or experiencing forms of intolerance within their school
environments, underscoring the urgency of evidence-based, institutionalized
interventions. Although the national curriculum formally incorporates values of national
unity (kebhinekaan) and tolerance, the translation of these normative commitments into
effective classroom practice remains inconsistent and insufficiently contextualized
(Luthfiah et al., 2024). Specific problems identified in the literature include: (a) a
predominant focus on cognitive transmission of tolerance concepts without affective or
behavioral components; (b) the absence of systematic teacher training in multicultural
pedagogy; and (c) the lack of alignment between school policy commitments and actual
classroom practice. These specific gaps constitute the core problematic that the present
study seeks to address.

A substantial body of scholarship has examined the relationship between
multicultural education and the promotion of inclusive attitudes and social cohesion.
Banks (2015) established a foundational framework for multicultural curriculum reform,
demonstrating that the systematic integration of diverse cultural perspectives reduces
negative stereotyping and increases students' critical awareness of social inequality.
Building on this work, Dhungana (2021) articulated five dimensions of multicultural
education content integration, knowledge construction, equity pedagogy, prejudice
reduction, and empowering school culture that together constitute a comprehensive
institutional approach to diversity-responsive education. Zeng et al. (2025) extended this
framework through the concept of culturally responsive teaching, demonstrating
empirically that pedagogical approaches sensitive to students' cultural backgrounds
significantly improve both academic engagement and intergroup attitudes. Heinz et al.
(2025) further contributed the theoretical construct of culturally relevant pedagogy,
emphasizing the need for educational practice that affirms students' cultural identities
while simultaneously cultivating critical consciousness. Zembylas (2023) have
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collectively critiqued superficial or tokenistic implementations of multicultural
education, arguing that systemic transformation including institutional policies and
leadership is required for meaningful impact. From a psychological perspective, Crocetti
et al. (2023) meta-analysis of intergroup contact theory provided robust empirical
evidence that structured positive contact across group boundaries significantly reduces
prejudice and promotes social cohesion, a finding with direct implications for the design
of multicultural school environments. Dpp et al. (2024) examined the role of family and
community involvement in supporting diversity-affirming educational environments,
while Hakim et al. (2022) specifically investigated multicultural education at the junior
secondary level in Indonesia, finding partial effectiveness but identifying significant
implementation gaps. Syafi'i et al. (2023) further demonstrated that the quality of
educational management is a critical determinant of character formation outcomes,
reinforcing the importance of institutional leadership in multicultural education. Yusifli
et al. (2025) offered a comprehensive pedagogical framework for equity-oriented
multicultural education, emphasizing the need for teacher preparation, administrative
commitment, and community engagement as interlocking conditions for success.
Collectively, these studies reveal that while the theoretical foundations and empirical
support for multicultural education are robust, implementation challenges particularly in
developing country contexts and at the secondary school level remain underexplored and
insufficiently addressed.

The urgency of the present research derives from the escalating need for evidence-
based, practical strategies capable of addressing intolerance among adolescents.
Contemporary educational approaches that focus predominantly on cognitive outcomes
are insufficient for fostering holistic character development. A more comprehensive
approach encompassing affective, social, and behavioral dimensions is required, with
multicultural education representing a promising framework for this purpose.
Furthermore, the accelerating influence of digital technologies, including social media
platforms that may amplify divisive content, necessitates proactive educational
interventions that equip students with the critical literacy and relational skills to navigate
diverse social realities constructively.

The present study offers a distinctive contribution to the existing literature in three
respects. First, whereas prior research on multicultural education in the Indonesian
secondary school context has been predominantly conceptual or normative in orientation
(Hakim et al., 2022; Luthfiah et al., 2024), this study adopts a multi-method qualitative
design to investigate both the form and the impact of multicultural education
implementation in situ, producing empirically grounded findings rather than prescriptive
frameworks alone. Second, this study integrates an educational management perspective
encompassing school leadership, organizational culture, and institutional policy with a
pedagogical analysis of classroom practice, thereby bridging two domains that have rarely
been examined in conjunction within the multicultural education literature. Third, by
centering the analysis on the gap between formal policy commitments and actual
behavioral outcomes (the cognitive-behavioral discrepancy in tolerance enactment), this
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study advances a more nuanced understanding of the conditions under which
multicultural education produces durable rather than superficial attitudinal change. These
three dimensions collectively constitute the empirical, integrative, and analytical novelty
of the study.

The primary objective of this study is to analyze how multicultural education can
be operationalized as an effective strategy for promoting tolerance in secondary school
settings. Specifically, the research aims to identify the forms of multicultural education
implementation currently employed in Indonesian secondary schools, analyze the
influence of these implementations on students' tolerant attitudes and social behaviors,
identify the institutional, pedagogical, and personal factors that facilitate or impede
multicultural education implementation and formulate evidence-based strategic
recommendations for enhancing tolerance through a strengthened multicultural education
framework.

The expected contributions of this research are both theoretical and practical.
Theoretically, this study enriches the multicultural education literature by providing
empirical evidence from the developing country context of Indonesia, thereby extending
the generalizability of existing frameworks predominantly derived from Western
educational settings. Practically, the findings are intended to inform school
administrators, teachers, curriculum designers, and policymakers in developing more
effective, institutionally coherent, and culturally responsive educational programs. The
implications of this research extend to the broader societal goal of constructing more
tolerant, harmonious, and socially just communities through the transformative potential
of education.

Method
Research Design

This study employs a qualitative approach with a descriptive-exploratory design
to develop a comprehensive understanding of how multicultural education is
implemented as a strategy for promoting tolerance in secondary school settings. A
qualitative paradigm was selected given its capacity to capture the meanings, perceptions,
and subjective experiences of educational actors students, teachers, and school
administrators in their naturalistic institutional context (Creswell & Creswell, 2023). The
descriptive-exploratory design enables the identification of social patterns, pedagogical
practices, and interpersonal dynamics within culturally diverse school environments.
Data analysis proceeded inductively, interpreting field data to construct a holistic
understanding of the role of multicultural education in shaping students' tolerant attitudes
and behaviors.

Research Site and Participants

The research was conducted at a secondary school in Indonesia characterized by
significant student diversity in terms of religion, ethnicity, and cultural background. The
research site was selected through purposive sampling, prioritizing schools that had
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formally incorporated or were actively integrating multicultural education values into
their curriculum and extracurricular programs. A total of 30 participants were involved,
comprising 20 students, 6 teachers, and 4 school management personnel, selected to
represent multiple perspectives on multicultural education practice.
Data Collection

Three complementary data collection methods were employed. First, in-depth,
semi-structured interviews were conducted with all three participant groups to elicit their
perspectives, experiences, and assessments of multicultural education in the school
context. Second, structured questionnaires were administered to 26 participants (students
and teachers) to systematically measure perceptions of multicultural education and self-
reported tolerance levels. Third, non-participant observations of classroom activities and
school social interactions were conducted to gather empirical evidence of the behavioral
manifestations of multicultural education. The triangulation of these three methods was
designed to enhance the credibility and comprehensiveness of the findings.

Data Analysis

Interview and observational data were analyzed using thematic analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2006), following the six phases of familiarization, initial coding, theme search,
theme review, theme definition, and reporting. Questionnaire data were analyzed
descriptively, with frequency distributions computed for each indicator. Data source
triangulation was employed to cross-validate findings across the three collection methods,
and member checking was conducted with selected participants to verify the accuracy of
interpretations. Ethical protocols, including informed consent, participant confidentiality,
and voluntary participation, were observed throughout the research process.

Results and Discussion
Respondent Profile

A total of 30 respondents participated in this study, comprising students, teachers,
and school management personnel from a multicultural secondary school environment.
The respondent composition was structured to represent diverse institutional perspectives
on multicultural education practice.

Table 1. Respondent Characteristics

Respondent Category Number Percentage

Students 20 66.7%
Teachers 6 20.0%
School Management 4 13.3%
Total 30 100%
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In terms of background, student respondents represented a range of religious and
ethnic identities, reflecting the genuine sociocultural diversity of the school environment.
The majority of teacher respondents had more than five years of teaching experience and
reported prior exposure to student groups with heterogeneous cultural backgrounds.

Key Findings from Management Interviews
Interviews with the principal and school management personnel revealed that
multicultural education has been progressively integrated into multiple dimensions of
school life, encompassing both formal curricular activities and non-formal extracurricular
programming.
Principal findings from management interviews include:
a. Integration of tolerance values into the formal curriculum, particularly within Civic
Education and Religious Education subjects.
b. Diversity-based extracurricular activities, including the celebration of major
religious and cultural observances and interfaith dialogue forums.
c. Inclusive school policies designed to encourage positive intergroup interactions
among students from diverse backgrounds.
However, management also acknowledged several persistent institutional
challenges:
a. Insufficient systematic training for teachers in multicultural pedagogy.
b. Variability in students' conceptual understanding and practical application of
tolerance.
As one administrative informant stated: "We endeavor to create an inclusive
environment, but implementation still requires reinforcement, particularly in terms of
instructional methodology."

Questionnaire Findings: Student and Teacher Perceptions
Questionnaires were administered to 26 respondents (students and teachers) to
systematically assess perceptions of multicultural education and tolerance-related

outcomes.
Table 2. Respondents' Perceptions of Multicultural Education
Indicator Agree Neutral Disagree
Multicultural education improves tolerance 20 4 2
School environment supports diversity 18 5 3
Inclusive student interaction 17 6 3
Teachers apply multicultural approaches 15 7 4

The questionnaire results demonstrate that the majority of respondents hold positive
perceptions of multicultural education as a strategy for promoting tolerance. However, a
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notable proportion of respondents perceived classroom implementation as insufficiently
consistent, suggesting a discrepancy between institutional policy intentions and everyday
pedagogical practice.

Observational Findings
Systematic, non-participant observation of learning activities and social interactions
across multiple school settings yielded the following findings:

a. Students generally engaged openly with peers across religious and ethnic boundaries
in unstructured social settings.

b. Collaborative group activities frequently included students from varied cultural
backgrounds, reflecting a degree of intergroup integration.

c. Several teachers employed dialogue-based instructional methods that explicitly
promoted mutual respect and active listening across difference.

d. Nonetheless, small peer clusters organized around shared cultural or religious
affiliations were observed, suggesting that surface-level tolerance had not yet
developed into deeper social integration in all cases.

These findings indicate that tolerant attitudes have begun to take root within the
school culture, though the depth and consistency of intergroup integration remain
incomplete.

Data Visualization and Interpretation

The aggregate data indicate a high level of respondent endorsement of multicultural
education as an effective tolerance-promotion strategy, with the majority expressing
agreement across all four indicators in Table 2. Perceptions of inclusive student
interaction recorded the lowest agreement rate (17 of 26 respondents), suggesting that this
dimension the behavioral translation of tolerant values into actual social practice
represents the most persistent implementation challenge and should be treated as a
priority area for intervention.

The principal systemic constraint identified across all three data sources is the
inadequacy of teacher preparation in multicultural pedagogy. This finding aligns with
Darling-Hammond's (2006) argument that teacher professional development is the single
most powerful lever available to educational systems for improving both instructional
quality and student outcomes across diverse learning environments.

Discussion
Interview Data and Interpretation

Analyses of the interview data from school management, teachers, and students
collectively indicate that multicultural education has been adopted as a component of the
school's character development strategy, albeit in a manner that remains insufficiently
systematic. Management informants emphasized the integration of tolerance values
through formal curricula and extracurricular activities, affirming the school's institutional
role as an agent of inclusive culture-building.

225



However, deeper interpretation of the interview data reveals a significant gap
between policy and practice. Although the school has articulated a formal commitment to
multicultural education, implementation at the classroom level remains largely contingent
on individual teacher initiative. A portion of the teaching staff has embraced inclusive
pedagogical approaches such as heterogeneous cooperative learning and experience-
based reflection while others continue to employ conventional methods that fail to
actively engage the school's cultural diversity.

From the student perspective, interviews revealed a generally receptive orientation
toward difference, but students' conceptualization of tolerance remained predominantly
at a superficial or declarative level, without evidence of the deeper critical consciousness
that multicultural education theorists such as Freire (1970) and Mezirow (1997) associate
with transformative learning. This finding implies that while multicultural education has
been introduced as a practice, it has not yet become a fully internalized dimension of the
school's institutional culture.

Questionnaire Data Discussion

The questionnaire results corroborate the interview findings, with the majority of
respondents affirming the positive contribution of multicultural education to tolerance
development. The high agreement rate on the indicator 'multicultural education improves
tolerance' confirms that both students and teachers recognize the theoretical and practical
relevance of this pedagogical approach.

However, the questionnaire data also reveal a meaningful cognitive-behavioral
discrepancy: while tolerance values are acknowledged and endorsed at the conceptual
level, their consistent application in daily social interactions remains incomplete. This
pattern is consistent with Allport's (1954) foundational analysis of prejudice reduction,
which established that knowledge and attitude change are necessary but insufficient
conditions for behavioral transformation a finding that directly underscores the need for
structured, repeated, and socially embedded multicultural experiences rather than discrete
informational interventions.

The data further confirm that insufficient teacher preparation constitutes the
primary structural obstacle to effective multicultural education implementation.
Constraints including limited access to professional development, high workload, and the
absence of practical pedagogical guidelines collectively impede teachers' capacity to
systematically integrate multicultural values into their instructional practice. This finding
reinforces the theoretical argument advanced by Gay (2018) that culturally responsive
teaching requires deliberate, sustained professional development rather than incidental or
informal exposure to diversity-related content.

Observational Analysis

The observational data provide empirical evidence of the lived manifestations of
tolerance within the school environment. The predominant pattern of inclusive, cross-
group interaction among students reflects the positive influence of multicultural education
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on everyday social conduct. This finding offers important confirmatory evidence for the
theoretical proposition that structured diverse contact reduces intergroup prejudice
(Hodson et al., 2018)

Nonetheless, the observation of small, identity-based peer clusters signals the
persistence of social boundaries that multicultural education has not yet fully dissolved.
This phenomenon wherein surface-level tolerance coexists with residual social
segmentation echoes Rajasekar & Hartmann (2024) distinction between equity-oriented
multicultural education, which challenges structural inequality, and diversity-oriented
approaches, which celebrate difference without addressing underlying social hierarchies.

The variability in multicultural implementation across different classrooms further
confirms that the effectiveness of multicultural education is a function not only of
curricular content but of the broader organizational culture, instructional leadership, and
pedagogical capacity of the school as an institution. Schools that invest in coherent,
leadership-driven multicultural education frameworks demonstrate measurably greater
success in fostering genuine social integration.

Comparison with Prior Research

The findings of the present study are broadly consistent with the existing body of
multicultural education research, which documents positive associations between
multicultural curriculum integration and the development of tolerant, socially cohesive
school environments.

However, the present research makes an additional contribution by demonstrating
that curricular content alone is insufficient for achieving durable multicultural education
outcomes. This conclusion aligns with the critical perspectives advanced by Parkhouse
et al. (2019), who argue that institutional transformation including leadership
commitment, organizational culture, and systematic teacher professional development is
a prerequisite for meaningful multicultural education impact. This study strengthens this
argument by providing empirical evidence from an Indonesian secondary school context,
contributing to the geographically and institutionally underrepresented literature on
multicultural education in developing country settings (Hakim et al., 2022; Luthfiah et
al., 2024).

Furthermore, by explicitly incorporating an educational management perspective
into the analysis, this study advances the integration of organizational and pedagogical
dimensions in multicultural education scholarship a synthesis that prior literature has
rarely achieved. The findings confirm that school leadership, organizational culture, and
institutional policy are not peripheral but constitutive dimensions of effective
multicultural education implementation.

Conclusion

This study concludes that multicultural education is an effective and substantively
important strategy for promoting tolerance in secondary schools, particularly in fostering
inclusive social interactions and constructive intergroup relationships among students
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from diverse backgrounds. When meaningfully integrated into both curricular and
extracurricular activities, multicultural education produces positive effects on students’
attitudes and social behaviors. However, these effects remain partial and inconsistent due
to structural and pedagogical limitations. The main challenges include insufficient teacher
preparation in diversity-responsive pedagogy, a gap between students’ understanding of
tolerance and their actual social practices, and the critical influence of school leadership
and organizational culture in shaping the effectiveness of implementation.

Based on these findings, several strategic recommendations are proposed. At the
school level, it is essential to provide continuous professional development for teachers,
establish clear frameworks for integrating multicultural values across subjects, and design
structured intergroup interaction activities. At the policy level, there is a need to
strengthen teacher education in multicultural pedagogy, develop evidence-based national
guidelines, and implement systematic monitoring and evaluation mechanisms. This study
is also limited by its single-site scope and cross-sectional design, which restrict
generalizability and long-term analysis. Therefore, future research should adopt broader
and more comprehensive approaches to better understand the key factors influencing
successful multicultural education, particularly the roles of school leadership and teacher
development.
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