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Abstract 

The importance of culture in language acquisition has received more academic focus in 

recent years, especially within multilingual and multicultural educational settings. English 

Language Teaching (ELT) in Indian higher education takes place in a multifaceted socio-

cultural context where students contribute varied linguistic, cultural, and regional identities 

to the classroom. This research investigates the effective incorporation of cultural sensitivity 

into English language teaching methods within Indian higher education. The study 

investigates educators’ views, teaching methods, and classroom experiences concerning 

culturally responsive pedagogy. Data were gathered through semi-structured interviews and 

classroom observations, utilizing a qualitative research approach, focusing on English 

language instructors from chosen higher education institutions in India. The results show that 

teaching practices that are culturally aware play a crucial role in enhancing student 

engagement, inclusivity, and intercultural communication abilities. Nonetheless, the research 

also highlights various obstacles, such as inadequate training in culturally responsive 

teaching, dependence on standardized curricula, and a lack of institutional backing. The 

findings emphasize the need to incorporate cultural awareness into ELT teaching methods to 

foster inclusive learning spaces that represent the cultural diversity found in Indian 
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classrooms. The research adds to current debates regarding culturally responsive language 

instruction and offers actionable suggestions for teachers and policymakers aiming to 

enhance language education methods in diverse educational environments. 

 

 

Keywords: Cultural sensitivity, English language teaching, culturally responsive pedagogy, 

higher education, India, intercultural competence. 

 

1. Introduction 

Language and culture are two highly intertwined aspects of human communication, 

whereby language is the primary vehicle for transmitting information and simultaneously 

serves as a reflection of the values, traditions, and social norms of the communities in which 

it is spoken. Within the field of English Language Teaching (ELT), the connection between 

language and culture is of particular importance, given that language is often accompanied 

by cultural perspectives expressed through its use in linguistic structures, discourse styles, 

and modes of communication, as noted by Kramsch (1998). Furthermore, because English 

plays such an important role in education, administration, and business in India, English 

language instruction is an integral part of most university and technical institute curricula. 

However, there exists a substantial degree of cultural diversity amongst the various groups 

of students in English language classes throughout India. These students come from different 

linguistic families, regional cultures, and socio-economic backgrounds. As such, the realities 

of teaching within English language classrooms create both opportunities and challenges for 

English language teaching practitioners, who are required to ensure that their teaching 

practices are inclusive and culturally responsive to the diversity of their students 

(Kumaravadivelu, 2006). Traditional methodologies in English language teaching have 

tended to place a heavy emphasis on grammar, vocabulary, and standardized forms of 

communication while largely ignoring the cultural contexts within which language operates. 

Therefore, traditional methodologies typically fail to take into account the many cultural 

perspectives that contribute to shaping students’ identities and learning experiences. Over 

time, there is currently a growing body of contemporary research on the importance of 

incorporating cultural perspectives into language education (Kramsch, 1998). 

 

English has an important role to play in education, administration, and business 

communication in India. Therefore, teaching of the English language is a critical component 

of every higher education (university & technical education) programme of every 
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university/institution in India. However, the reality of English language instruction in India 

is that English language classrooms are culturally diverse; that is, the English language 

learners in English language classrooms have many different linguistic heritages (languages 

spoken by the students being taught in the English language classroom), regional cultures, 

and socio-economic circumstances. Therefore, this diversity provides teachers of the English 

language with both opportunities and challenges in providing instruction that is culturally 

inclusive (Kumaravadivelu, 2006). 

 

The traditional approach to teaching English as a second/foreign language has 

traditionally focused on language grammar/structure, vocabulary, and a standardized manner 

of communicating in English without considering the cultural context of how the English 

language is used. As such, these approaches may not recognize the importance of the cultural 

contexts in which to teach English; thus, they may not take into account the cultural historical 

perspectives that establish students' identities and learning experiences. 

 

Contemporary research in the field of language education continues to demonstrate 

the need for the teacher's use of culturally relevant instructional strategies to ensure that the 

students are able to achieve the desired level of success by integrating their cultural 

background into the instructional practices of the English language their cultural background 

(Gay, 2018). 

 

Culturally relevant teaching acknowledges that students learn more effectively when 

the instruction they experience reflects their own cultural experiences and values. Therefore, 

a culturally relevant teaching approach in an English language classroom involves the use of 

teaching materials that are culturally relevant for students, providing opportunity for students 

to participate in intercultural dialogue, and encouraging respect for linguistic and cultural 

diversity in English. As a result, by incorporating cultural awareness into the instruction of 

the English language, the teacher will provide students with the ability to develop not only 

their ability to communicate in the English language but also their respect for other cultures, 

which will allow them to demonstrate effective communication skills with all people(Byram, 

1997). 

 

The relevance of being culturally sensitive in language education has been made 

obvious during this globalizing age we are all experiencing. In today’s world, students will 

interact with many different people from a wide range of cultures, whether in education, 

business, or the virtual world. For that reason, English Language Teaching must prepare 
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students to communicate efficiently with others from different cultures while also respecting 

those different cultures. 

 

Some form of acknowledgement of culturally responsive teaching has continued to 

grow; however, the actual occurrence of applying culturally sensitive principles across the 

English Language Teaching (ELT) field throughout higher education institutions in India is 

inconsistency. Most Indian higher education institutions still rely on a standardised way of 

delivering the curriculum and a predominantly examination-oriented teaching approach that 

limits the number of opportunities to learn in culturally appropriate ways. Furthermore, 

teachers may not have received formal training regarding culturally responsive teaching 

methods and/or the use of intercultural communication strategies. 

 

In light of these challenges, it is essential to determine how the principle of cultural 

sensitivity is presently being applied in the practice of English Language Teaching (ELT) 

within higher education institutions. Understanding how teachers have experienced and how 

they perceive their application of culturally responsive pedagogy will help to identify ways 

in which culturally responsive pedagogical practices can be incorporated into language 

classrooms both now and in the future. 

 

Therefore, this study will examine the manner in which cultural sensitivity is 

incorporated into (ELT) practices in the Indian higher education context. It is anticipated that 

within the scope of the study, the following three areas will be investigated: (a) identify types 

of teaching practices that promote cultural understanding, (b) identify barriers to culturally 

responsive teaching for educators, and (c) identify strategies to improve the use of culturally 

responsive pedagogies within the ELT context. 

 

As a result of these challenges, it is imperative to analyse how cultural sensitivity 

has been incorporated into English Language Teaching in higher education institutions in 

India. By investigating teachers’ experiences and perceptions, valuable information can be 

gathered to help improve culturally responsive pedagogy in language classes. 

 

This study explores the role of cultural sensitivity in English language teaching 

within the context of higher education in India. The aims of the current research are therefore 

to identify culturally-sensitive pedagogical practices in English language teaching, identify 

challenges faced by teachers and suggest strategies to increase the level of culturally-

responsive language education. 
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2. Review of Literature 

2.1 Language and Culture in ELT 

The link between Language and Culture has long been apparent to linguistic and 

Educational Research. According to Kramsch (1998), Language learning is dependent on an 

understanding of the cultural meanings embedded in language use. Byram (1997) has also 

emphasised the importance of developing Intercultural Communicative Competence, based 

on knowledge of cultural practices, attitudes toward cultural diversity, and the skills required 

for interacting with people from different Cultures. Culture also affects Language Education 

by influencing how students interpret meanings, how students express ideas and how 

students communicate with others. If students understand culture, they will be able to 

interpret Language correctly in a variety of situations. 

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy is an approach to teaching that respects and 

recognizes the cultures of students. Gay (2018) believes it is extremely important for teachers 

to incorporate students’ cultures into their teaching strategies so that students have a deeper 

understanding of what they are learning. Similarly, Ladson-Billings (1995) has stated that 

when teaching in a Culturally Relevant manner, teachers are able to facilitate academic 

achievement while still allowing for the identity of the student’s culture to remain intact. 

Culturally Responsive Teaching in the English Language Classroom may involve 

using examples familiar within the local community, allowing for the sharing of cultural 

experiences by students and creating assignments that reflect cultural diversity in society. 

In ELT, cultural respect in teaching enhances inclusive environments for learners. 

As Byram&Risager (1999) state, learners should learn about cultural respect and developing 

the ability to communicate between different cultures, as well as provide each culture with 

ways to do this. Researchers have also documented the positive effect of culturally sensitive 

teaching on student engagement and motivation. If cultural experiences are represented 

within classroom materials, the likelihood of students actively participating will be increased. 

India is known for its culture diversity and is considered to be one of the most culturally 

diverse nations in the world. There are many students in Indian universities with different 

languages and regions of origin, as well as varying socio-economic statuses. This variation 

in backgrounds affects how students interact with each other in the classroom, how they 

learn, and how they communicate (Kumaravadivelu, 2006). 
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So, it is important for English language teachers in India to develop teaching 

strategies that meet the needs of learners from many different cultures. Therefore, by 

incorporating culturally responsive practices into their classrooms, English teachers can help 

bridge the cultural and language differences that can hinder English language learners from 

fully participating in inclusive education. 

Although existing literature highlights the importance of cultural sensitivity in 

language education, relatively few studies focus specifically on its implementation in Indian 

higher education classrooms. Many studies emphasize theoretical frameworks rather than 

practical teaching strategies. Therefore, further research is needed to examine how cultural 

sensitivity is integrated into English language teaching practices within Indian universities. 

While there are many studies documenting the importance of having culturally sensitive 

approaches to language instruction as individual studies, the body of literature that focuses 

on how culturally sensitive approaches are applied in the English teaching classroom at 

Indian institutions of higher learning is limited. More specifically, the majority of the 

literature is primarily theoretical as opposed to practical types of research. As such, it is 

imperative that future empirical studies examine culturally sensitive pedagogy as part of 

classroom instruction. 

3. Research Methods 

For the purpose of this study, we utilized a qualitative approach to examine how 

cultural sensitivity is integrated into English language instruction at institutions of higher 

education located throughout India. 

3.1 Research Participants  

The sample in this study consisted of English language instructors from a selection 

of universities and engineering schools throughout India; participants were selected using 

purposive sampling methods based on their experience delivering English language courses 

at the undergraduate level. 

Semi-structured interviews and Classroom Observations were used in this study to 

identify how teachers view cultural sensitivity when teaching English as a second language 

and to identify practices used to promote cultural sensitivity in their lessons through semi-

structured interviews and classroom observations.  
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Data were collected through the following methods:  

1. Semi-structured interviews: Interviews were conducted with teachers in order to get an 

understanding of the teaching strategies they employ to incorporate cultural sensitivity in 

their lessons. 

2. Classroom Observations: Classroom sessions were observed to identify the types of 

teaching practices that promote cultural awareness and inclusion among teachers. 

3. Data Analysis: Data that was collected through the interviews and observations were 

analyzed using thematic analysis. Thematic analysis was used to identify and group similar 

themes and recurring themes associated with teaching culturally relevant practices, and this 

analysis focused on the types of teaching strategies used by the teachers; how students 

engaged with those strategies, and what institutional barriers exist to providing culturally 

responsive teaching. 

4. Analysis and Findings: The results of the analysis provided a number of themes 

associated with the incorporation of cultural sensitivity in ELL instruction.  

4.1 Inclusion of Local Cultural Contexts: Several teachers reported using examples from 

the local culture in their lessons to provide students with a more meaningful learning 

experience. Examples include using local traditions, types of regional folklore, and cultural 

celebrations as part of the discussion of lessons conducted in the classroom. 

4.2 Encouraging Intercultural Dialogue: Teachers were found to actively encourage 

students from different cultural backgrounds to exchange their cultural perspectives with 

each other through dialogue. The result of engaging in this type of dialogue is that students 

gained knowledge about cultural diversity and opportunities to practice their communication 

skills. 

4.3 Student Engagement and Participation: The findings also indicate that the use of 

culturally relevant instructional materials resulted in increased levels of student engagement. 

When teachers presented culturally relevant subject matter in the lesson, students were found 

to be more actively engaged in the lesson. 

4.4 Challenges in Implementing Cultural Sensitivity: The teachers interviewed indicated 

they faced many barriers to providing culturally responsive methods of instruction, such as:  

• Lack of training in teaching cultural responsiveness 

• Curriculum rigidity 

Time constraints within academic schedules 



 

 

SP Publications 

International Journal Of English and Studies (IJOES) 
An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal; Impact Factor: 8.337(SJIF)  

ISSN: 2581-8333|Volume 8, Issue-3(March);2026 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

631 

5. Discussion: 

Cultural sensitivity is an essential factor in enhancing the effectiveness of English language 

instruction within the context of Indian post-secondary settings. When an instructor uses 

cultural perspectives within their teaching activities, a connection is developed between 

students and their respective learning processes. Efforts to create culturally responsive 

teaching practices also assist in developing intercultural communication skills. Culturally 

responsive teaching is critical for developing a student's ability to communicate with others 

in a multicultural classroom and respectfully work together with one another. 

The results of the study demonstrate the necessity for providing adequate institutional 

support for the development of culturally responsive teaching practices. Professional 

development programmes of study should be established by post-secondary institutions to 

assist teachers in developing their intercultural teaching competencies. While developing an 

effective curriculum for student populations, culturally relevant instructional materials that 

accurately represent the diversity of social contexts for Indian students should be considered.  

6. Conclusion: 

In this research, we explored how significant culture is to English Language Teaching in 

higher education institutions in India. Our results clearly demonstrate that students' 

engagement, inclusivity and intercultural communication abilities will all improve if we take 

a culture-based approach to language teaching. 

By using examples that illustrate students’/current cultural experience, providing 

opportunities for intercultural dialogue and being aware of the culture that students bring 

with them into the classroom, we can create an environment where students will gain the 

maximum benefit from language study. 

However, for this to be successful some type of support from the educational institution is 

needed for teacher training, curricular development and institutional policy decisions. Future 

research might be directed toward understanding how students perceive culture and language 

and how to implement effective ways of teaching cultural awareness in digital and blended 

learning environments. 
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