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Abstract 

Given the diversified background of students in the United States, the demand 

for cultural responsiveness in education has increased. Previous research has 

explored how teachers apply culturally responsive teaching and assessment 

(CRTA) to reach marginalised students in kindergarten -12th grade classrooms. 

Higher education has received less attention. This study initiates a promising 

step for investigating cultural responsiveness through the lens of college 

students, an area that has not been fully explored in the prior research. 

Specifically, our research team conducted semi-structured interview with 38 

undergraduate students to examine the presence and potential of CRTA in a 

predominantly white public speaking course. Students spoke positively about 

how their course instructors created a respectful, welcoming environment and 

demonstrated care for students’ academic success. However, richer aspects of 

cultural responsiveness were minimal. Similarly, students’ perceptions of the 

potential for CRTA in the course were mixed and largely superficial. These 

findings can contribute to faculty development and course design across many 

colleges and universities.  
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Introduction 

Higher education institutions in the United States are struggling to retain students of colour, 

who now represent majority of college enrolment (National Center for Education Statistics, 

2024). Since the mid-20th century, a deficit-oriented approach has dominated teaching and 

learning multicultural classrooms in the United States (Paris, 2012). This approach compels 

students of colour to assimilate into white, middle-class norms and pursue a sense of 

superiority by legitimizing dominant educational practices (e.g., speaking the dominant 

language and acquiring mainstream knowledge and mindsets) while erasing the racial, ethnic, 

and cultural identities brought by these students (Davis & Museus, 2019; DePouw, 2007; Gay, 

2018; Lee, 2005). The shadow of the deficit approach in American education persists, 

perpetuated by oppressive (e.g., English-only) educational policies that foster a climate of 

exclusion and White centralization (DePouw, 2007; Paris, 2012). Therefore, to undermine this 

biased and detrimental approach, educational pioneers have pursued educational justice, 

diversity, and equity through investigating, examining, and evaluating the marginalization 
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and stigmatization of students of colour within the predominantly white educational system 

of the United States.  

One movement away from deficit-oriented approaches has been, resource pedagogies (Paris, 

2012). Such pedagogies argue “are grounded in the historical and current particulars of 

students’ everyday lives, while at the same oriented toward an imagined but possible future” 

(Gutiérrez, 2008, p. 154). Therefore, resources shared by students and communities of colour 

(e.g., linguistic, cultural, and community resources) merit thorough investigation, exploration, 

and practical application in school (Gay, 2018; Pirbhai-Illich et al., 2017). Leveraging these 

shared resources in classroom teaching enriches the learning experience for all students by 

diversifying teaching materials and integrating different perspectives (Paris, 2012). The 

development of culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP), culturally responsive pedagogy/teaching 

(CRP or CRT), and culturally sustaining pedagogy (CSP) represent milestones in the field of 

resource pedagogy (e.g., Ladson-Billings, 1995; Gay, 2018; Khalifa, 2018; Khalifa et al., 2016; 

Paris, 2012; Pirbhai-Illich et al., 2017; Thomas & Warren, 2015). These three pedagogical 

approaches are closely related and are applied to achieve educational objectives related to 

academic success, meaningful learning, cultural awareness, identity and background 

affirmation, and critical thinking of students who have been marginalized or excluded 

historically (Khalifa, 2018; Khalifa et al., 2016). This study starts with (and later extends) the 

term “culturally responsive teaching (CRT)” for three interrelated reasons. First, cultural 

responsiveness has been perceived as one of the earlier, recognizable, and applied concepts in 

education (Villegas & Lucas, 2002). Second, aligning with the perspective of Khalifa et al. 

(2016), this study emphasizes the word “responsive”, and perceives an action-based 

orientation (i.e., the process of acting and responding) from this word as well. The continuous 

shift from awareness to action has consistently been a subject of attention and advocacy (Gay, 

2018; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). Third, CRT reflects an implementation and practice level of CRP 

in real-life teaching, aligning with this study’s aim at exploring course instructions and 

practices through students’ perspectives. 

Gay (2018) described CRT as “using the cultural knowledge, prior experience, frames of 

reference, and performance styles of ethnically diverse students to make learning encounters 

more relevant to and effective for them” (p. 36). Fundamental to CRT is an intentional effort 

to value students’ senses of identity and background, to leverage students’ cultural 

backgrounds in the educational process, and to cultivate critical consciousness in response to 

current challenges (e.g., stereotype, discrimination, and bias), creating an engaging, 

democratic, adaptive, and inclusive classroom for all learners (Ebersole et al., 2016; Kozleski, 

2010; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). To implement CRT, existing literature has mentioned three main 

roles and responsibilities of teachers (Gay, 2002; Villegas & Lucas, 2002, 2007). First, teachers 

are cultural organizers, who identify the culture(s) represented by students, create a safe and 

comfortable space for discussing cultural diversity, and honour various forms of cultural 

expression, highlighting student voice and prior experience. Second, teachers are cultural 

mediators, who create opportunities for students to critically discuss and analyse 

contradictions between mainstream and other cultures’ systems by actively sharing their 

identities, listening to others, developing positive attitudes toward cross-cultural relationships 

with their peers, and reducing stereotypes and prejudices. Third, teachers are orchestrators of 

social context, who can realize the relevance of culture to students’ background as an asset.  

A successful implementation of CRT in education would support students to find belonging 

in the learning process, build connections between themselves and schools, and be aware of 

the impact they create on mainstream knowledge and opinions as unique cultural beings (Gay, 
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2018; Pirbhai-Illich et al., 2017). Successful CRT also pushes teachers toward cognitive 

deconstructing and rebuilding regarding students and themselves (Kadir, 2019; Paris, 2012). 

Yet, teachers inevitably meet challenges when attempting to implement CRT (Gay, 2018). 

Some resistance may come from students (e.g., students are apprehensive to share their 

culture), the teachers themselves (e.g., teachers struggle to invite students to share their 

cultural insights), and the context of educational policy (e.g., standardised testing and 

curriculum setting) (Epstein et al., 2011; Kadir, 2019; Ukpokodu, 2011).  

Taylor and Nolen (2022) specified culturally responsive work within a student-assessment 

context and proposed two principles. First, teachers should create opportunities for students 

to demonstrate their learning and the ability to achieve learning standards in ways that 

appreciate personal background, prior experience, and cultural diversity in general. Second, 

assessment should be a collaborative process between teachers and students, who work 

together to set clear, ambitious expectations for learning, and engage in authentic assessment 

opportunities that are culturally and socially relevant. Walker et al. (2023) further emphasized 

a power-sharing process in implementing culturally responsive assessment. In this process, 

students, as one key stakeholder group, are heard by sharing their knowledge and insights to 

challenge deficit assumptions and narratives. This study leverages the established foundation 

of culturally responsive teaching and more explicitly incorporates considerations for student 

assessment, in an extended framework we refer to as culturally responsive teaching and 

assessment (CRTA).  

Much CRTA scholarship has focused on K-12, classrooms comprising large proportions of 

marginalised students (e.g., Gillispie, 2021; Pewewardy & Hammer, 2003; Stowe, 2017). In 

contrast, the higher-education context, which has an irreplaceable role in promoting cultural 

responsiveness and prosperity (Kruse et al., 2018), has received less attention. When 

researchers have studied CRTA in the higher education context, they have primarily examined 

instructors’ adoption of CRTA strategies and the effectiveness of CRTA-relevant professional 

development (Awang-Hashim et al., 2019; Garrett et al., 2021; Hutchison & McAlister-Shields, 

2020; Sanders O’Leary et al., 2020; Tuncel, 2017). Few studies, if any, have included students’ 

voices in examining the implementation of CRTA.  

Public speaking is a commonly required course for undergraduates from a variety of 

backgrounds and career aims. Public speaking is also an inherently cultural act. Thus, a public 

speaking course serves as a good entry point into the study of CRTA in higher education. 

Power and Galvin (1997) criticized that the knowledge and standards of public speaking 

developed in Europe and North America have been widely adopted by other countries (e.g., 

China) with different cultural environments. An implication of this phenomenon is the 

perpetuation of a single view of communicating effectively and professionally, concealing 

patterns of culture and logic historically present in these countries (Gudykunst & Kim, 1992). 

A similar dynamic may unfold as students from diverse backgrounds come together in a 

university public speaking course that is built upon European and North American traditions. 

In this study, we explored CRTA in an introductory-level public speaking course at a large, 

predominantly white, comprehensive university in the Northwest United States, through two 

research questions:  

1. What are students’ perceptions of the presence of CRTA elements in the public 

speaking course?  

2. What are students’ perceptions of the potential of CRTA in the public speaking 

course?  
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Method 

This study draws from articulations of CRTA, situated within a broader framework of student-

centred learning, which positions students as active and powerful constructors of knowledge, 

tailors learning activities to student needs and reflections, and builds a strong sense of learning 

community (Singh, 2011). We used semi-structured interviews to deeply explore students’ 

experiences in the public speaking course through the lens of CRTA. The interview protocol 

was informed by key aspects of CRTA described in our cited literature and by existing 

instruments designed to measure cultural responsiveness (e.g., Dickson et al., 2016; Rhodes, 

2017; Siwatu et al., 2017). All procedures were reviewed by the Washington State University 

Institutional Review Board and determined to satisfy the criteria for Exempt Research (project 

#[19902]).  

Participants  

We recruited 38 students, who were enrolled in the final month of the 16-week public speaking 

course, through the university’s research participant platform, and awarded extra credit for 

their participation. All students were between 18 and 23 years old, most in their first or second 

year of college (n=28), assigned female at birth (n=26), and white (n=22, not including multi-

racial). Self-identified races and ethnicities included African American/Black, Asian American, 

Hispanic, Native American, and Middle Eastern. Seven students identified as multi-racial. 

One student identified as transgender. No international students participated. Three students 

reported some form of physical or learning disability.  

Course Description  

The public speaking course is a core undergraduate curriculum requirement. The course’s 

primary objective is to cultivate vital abilities in students that enable them to effectively 

communicate in different professional environments within a varied society. Students can 

enhance their communication skills through verbal communication, written communication, 

and online presentations using internet and social media platforms. At the time of the study, 

the course was offered across 25 separate sections, taught by 15 course instructors (graduate 

students and faculty), with most sections enrolling 20-25 students. A faculty member served 

as a course coordinator. All sections followed the same syllabus and had the same assignments 

and major in-class activities. Individual instructors had some leeway for how to organize the 

50 minutes of class time and how to facilitate discussions. 

Positionality  

We recognize that our relationships to the subject matter, public speaking course, and 

participants influenced how we designed data collection instruments, how students 

responded to us in interviews, and how we analysed the data. In this section, we briefly 

describe our personal attributes and values that we think were most relevant to the study. The 

first author, a graduate research assistant in educational psychology, self-identifies as female 

and Chinese. She values self-awareness and reflections of students in their learning process 

and perceived CRTA as a pathway to deeply discover students themselves. The second author 

is a white, male associate professor in educational psychology, who specializes in student 

assessment. He understands CRTA as a potentially powerful force for effective, appropriate, 

and humanizing assessment practice. The third author, a doctoral candidate and course 
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instructor of public speaking and other communication courses, identifies as Hispanic and 

Asian, growing up under the impact of both Hispanic and Chinese cultural environments. She 

believes CRTA is critical to fostering learning environments that allow all students to thrive in 

addition to building knowledge about worldviews and cultures that are equally important, 

yet possibly unfamiliar to their own upbringing.  

Interviews 

The one-on-one interviews lasted 25-45 minutes Each author served as an interviewer, with 

roughly equal allotment across the 38 students. The third author did not interview any 

students that were in the course sections she was teaching. The interview protocol consisted 

of four main parts. The first part gathered students’ demographic information, such as race 

and ethnicity, major, and year in school. We also asked students why they were taking the 

public speaking course. In the second part, we asked students to describe the culture of their 

classroom, how they related to their peers, and perceptions of how the course connected to 

their culture. The third section asked for examples of when the course employed multicultural 

learning materials, emphasized culture generally, addressed intercultural communication, 

and demonstrated appreciation for different communication styles. We also asked students 

how cultural relevance could be increased in the course design or lessons and what a culturally 

inclusive learning environment would look like for them personally. In the final part of the 

interviews, we asked students in what ways their instructor supported and challenged them, 

and where the centre of learning activities and goals typically resided. As interviewers, we 

were responsive to the conversations with the students, sequencing questions and asking 

follow-up questions as we deemed appropriate.  

Data Analysis 

Throughout the weeks during which we conducted interviews, we kept a shared document of 

reflective thoughts. We also met twice as a group to discuss impressions, commonalities, and 

differences in what we were hearing from students. After we completed the interviews, the 

first and second authors independently read a sample of five transcripts, highlighting notable 

excerpts, and writing analytic memos. They met to discuss tentative ideas for codes. They then 

repeated this process with a second sample of five transcripts, refining the research questions 

and developing an initial codebook.  

First cycle analysis (Saldaña, 2021) used values, descriptive, and process coding to segment 

the data corpus, producing 29 codes, each connected to specific passages of writing in the 

CRTA literature base. The first and second author independently coded a sample of 10 

transcripts, then met to discuss how they applied the codes, resolving code definitions and 

their respective understandings of the codes, before coding the remaining transcripts. Second 

cycle analysis used pattern coding to organize the codes into 6 categories that framed the 

findings in relation to the research questions.  

We implemented three procedures to validate the qualitative analysis, following Bloomberg 

(2022). Initially, we employed participant validation procedures, namely member checks, 

during interviews to ensure accurate understanding and interpretation of their statements. 

Additionally, we prompted interviewees to speak up and ask any questions they had 

regarding CRTA (e.g., a final prompt, “Do you have any questions about CRTA for me?”). We 
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also employed a dialogic involvement technique during the research design and analysis 

stages. We collaboratively refined and improved the interview prompts based on the first 

several student interviews. The primary and secondary authors, serving as coders, convened 

regularly to review the progress of their analysis and address any potential inquiries. At key 

checkpoints, the third author offered feedback on the ongoing analysis. The final approach for 

validation was self-reflexivity, an active, continual awareness and monitoring of our positions 

and emerging understandings of the data (Ravitch & Carl, 2021), which we achieved through 

ongoing analytic memos.  

Findings and Discussion  

Presence of CRTA Elements in the Public Speaking Course  

From the interview data, we identified three categories of codes: CRTA-Relevant Instructional 

Strategies, Instructors’ Caring-in-Action, and “Culture Was not a Huge Focus”. We describe these 

categories in greater detail in the proceeding sections.  

CRTA-Relevant Instructional Strategies  

We identified discrete activities and elements of course design—class routines, multiple means 

of engaging with course content, multicultural representation in course materials, and growth-

focused assessment—that defined the public speaking course classroom experience and 

aligned with descriptions of teaching and assessment offered by CRTA-related references (e.g., 

Gay, 2018; Khalifa, 2018; Pirbhai-Illich et al., 2017; Taylor & Nolen, 2022). We made these 

identifications acknowledging that CRTA ought to be applied carefully, flexibly, and 

contextually, depending on the composition of students and instructional need. We also 

acknowledge that instructors may introduce new strategies that have not yet been labelled as 

culturally responsive.  

Class routines can signify pedagogical values and build a sense of community among 

culturally diverse students (Gay, 2018). In the public speaking course, students observed that 

some instructors started classes with a question to open dialogue to all voices and 

perspectives. Students said the discussions “brought us a lot closer,” aligning with the CRTA 

articulations of student-teacher relationships advanced by Pirbhai-Illich et al. (2017). Students 

also provided examples of instructor self-disclosure and the impact of such:  

She has talked about her heritage and her culture. So, I feel like that’s something that 

has been brought up and that no one else in the class is afraid to talk about or bring 

up [similar topics].  

While the heart of CRTA is about integrating students’ backgrounds and experiences into 

instruction and learning materials, Gay (2018) noted that instructors can share personal 

experiences and their background information early in their teaching to build a safe, 

comfortable, encouraging environment, where students can overcome any reluctance to share 

their own stories and interests. This represents the first instance where we observed some 

presence of CRTA at basic level, but little evidence of instructor practice or course design that 

embodied the richer, more potentially powerful elements of CRTA.  

Students engaged with course content in multiple ways (e.g., demonstration speech, 

memorable occasion speech, one-way interview, “Shark Tank” pitch, critique of a professional 

speaker). These projects, along with in-class activities, struck a balance of independent and 

cooperative work. Almost all students expressed their appreciation for having group work. 
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They took these collaborations as an opportunity to understand others’ perspectives and 

explore new things, which resonated with the benefits of cooperative learning (Hutchison & 

McAlister-Shields, 2020; Rahmawati & Ridwan, 2017). Students shared such thoughts as:  

I thought it was a really fun project. I thought it was even better because the person 

I was working with had similar experiences to me, but kind of with a different 

perspective.  

Multicultural representation substantially impacts students’ beliefs of themselves and others, 

even if the information resource is not always overtly highlighting culture (Gay, 2018; Taylor 

& Nolen, 2022). Students reflected on homework assignments, and recounted multicultural 

representation in videos of example speeches they viewed (e.g., a father giving a Quinceañera 

speech; Amanda Gorman’s speech at President Biden’s inauguration). They also pointed out 

that they were able to find more speech resources “where they talked about certain things 

happening in politics and race” and see “how different people communicate,” in their 

assignments. Through course assignments and class discussions, students also learned the 

importance of “knowing your audience,” which went beyond the techniques of giving a 

speech and began to explore the social context of public speaking. For example, one student 

brought up how assignments fostered an awareness of how one might engage with 

contentious cultural and religious topics in a way that maintained respectful communication 

with the audience. However, we did not hear how students integrated their prior experience 

or reflected on implicit biases they may hold, when speaking about such topics or knowing 

their audience, in general.  

When asked to reflect upon assessment in the course, students emphasized that it was more 

about personal growth and development than comparison with peers. They supported this 

perspective by pointing to how the course embodied setting goals, self-reflecting, and 

revisiting goals, as seen in the excerpt below. Consistent attention to personal learning goals 

and identification of growth in learning are essential strategies that course instructors can 

adopt to design culturally responsive class activities and assessments (Taylor & Nolen, 2022; 

Walker et al., 2023). 

The grade book wasn’t fully based on, it is not that everybody has to give the exact 

same quality of speech to get the A. It’s your growth, development, and progress 

throughout the class is what everything was focused on.  

Instructors’ Caring-in-Action 

We additionally characterized some descriptions of instructor actions as reflective of care for 

the students. Existing literature claims that caring is one of the most essential strategies 

educators can use to work with students effectively, and contemporary teachers are expected 

to realize the transition from simply verbally caring for students to engaging in actions that 

positively affect students (Gay, 2018; Nieto, 2008; Pirbhai-Illich et al., 2017). In the public 

speaking course, at a basic level, students felt respected during interactions with their 

instructors, through instructor actions such as remembering each student’s name, addressing 

them by their preferred pronouns, checking in on students’ learning growth to provide 

tailored support, and expressing the hope of fostering a respectful and non-judgmental 

environment. One student also said, “My instructor is always there for questions and always 

willing to talk about things.”  
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Students commonly described respectful classroom environments. Some of this came from 

instructor self-disclosure, as described above, and some came from explicit effort by 

instructors to foster mutual interest among classmates and respect for different experiences 

with the subject matter.  

[We have] a respectful environment that you can be interested in one another. I 

brought an art thing for mine, which I know none of them would really normally care 

about, but they still expressed interest in it at the moment.  

I think our teacher does give a good leeway for us to be very friendly with each other. 

She gives us an opportunity to not just take the class but also make jokes, have a 

conversation with one of the another, and bounce ideas from one another. 

[The course instructor] also realized that we all come from different experiences 

within public speaking. 

Ayers (2004) highlighted that caring teachers focus on students’ states and relationships with 

others. In this way, we see respectful classrooms as a manifestation of CRTA. Other authors 

further articulated that a culturally responsive classroom environment should be more than 

simply showing basic respect and being nice, and should allow students to share personal 

experiences that can be incorporated into the teaching and learning process regularly, engage 

in critical conversation about the difference between the ideals or reality of mainstream 

cultures and those of different norms and systems regarding the learning content, be 

responsible for cultural and transformative communication, and celebrate their ethnic 

identities and affirm others through positive interaction and collaboration (e.g., Khalifa, 2018; 

Nieto, 2008; Pirbhai-Illich et al., 2017). We did not observe these richer aspects of CRTA in 

conversations with the students.  

Consistent with conceptualization of caring in culturally responsiveness, students reported 

that the instructors set reasonable learning expectations that accounted for the introductory 

nature of the public speaking course but also signalled that students were capable of high 

achievement. No student reported a deficit mindset from the instructor toward them, which 

aligns with the practice of culturally responsive teachers (Gay, 2018; Khalifa et al., 2016; Taylor 

& Nolen, 2022). Further, as evidenced in the following excerpt, instructors cared for students 

by providing honest feedback to further student growth:  

She is respectful in a way by telling my flaws and my strengths, but she also gives 

quality critiques that allow me to improve myself as a public speaker.  

More than half of the students felt safe communicating to their instructors their fear of making 

speeches in front of classmates. Instructors met these disclosures with encouragement, words 

of inspiration, and strategies for handling anxiety related to public speaking. We found that 

instructors also were willing to understand students’ out-of-school lives and provide flexible 

support to fit students’ personal needs, such as individual catch-up opportunities and whole-

class schedule adjustments. Instructors also showed interest in the students’ aspirations 

outside the course:  

I think overall he just does a good job of helping us succeed in the classroom and 

outside of the classroom. I am going to take the LSAT (Law School Admission Test) 

for the law school placement exam. He was asking me more about what I needed 

help with, and he gave me advice based on some of his friends who had gone to law 

school.  
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Based on the overall perception of students, we found that the instructors’ caring for the 

personal well-being and academic success of students aligned with the fundamental 

expectation of CRTA, highlighting teachers’ “caring for” not just “caring about” students with 

diverse cultural and social backgrounds (Gay, 2018). “Caring for” was embodied by their 

actions, which acknowledged students’ fears and recognized students as whole beings with 

lives inside and outside the classroom. However, a profound sense of caring for students by 

instructors, rooted in the recognition of systemic inequalities, biases, discrimination, and 

underrepresentation within the current educational system, is lacking (Nieto, 2008) 

“Culture is not a huge focus”  

This category represented a confluence of the student reports across the two previous 

categories, where some aspects of CRTA were present but a full-fledged implementation of 

CRTA was not. We chose an in-vivo label (i.e., derived directly from students’ original words) 

for this category, signified by quotation marks, to reflect how consistently students viewed 

culture as something that might serve as an occasional topic in the course, but not as inherently 

embedded within the course or within public speaking more generally. When asked about 

how culture appears in the course, students offered answers such as:  

I do not think it’s ever really been addressed in the class.  

If the class came to that [i.e., a focus on culture], I think that we would have been 

understanding and supported with it, but it never came up in the class.  

The idea that “culture [was] not a huge focus” was also apparent in a lack of criticality 

regarding expectations both within the course and in public speaking more generally. One 

student shared that “we all kind of learn in the same way.” Beyond the awareness of “knowing 

your audience”, students could not identify a time when instructors proactively connected 

students’ or listeners’ cultural backgrounds to learning topics or when aspects of culture were 

highlighted and examined in model speeches (e.g., in terms of purpose, style of delivery, or 

intentional use of a particular vernacular). Interestingly, students often talked about 

professionalism as a criterion for public speaking, but did not cite any time in the course when 

the construct of professionalism was looked at critically, suggesting the presence of a passive 

mindset of accepting standards impacted by mainstream cultures, as seen in this student 

comment:  

You’re given an outline. You’re given a set of instructions for the speech. You need 

to prepare it and give it … I think professionalism is just a given that you kind of 

have to have, but it’s not really taught in the class.  

Excerpts like these suggest students’ cultural backgrounds, beliefs, and values, as the core of 

CRTA, were not given much direct attention nor incorporated as a vital part of the public 

speaking course. Instead, it seems the course positioned students as passive recipients of 

public-speaking knowledge and standards rooted in the predominant culture. We see in the 

student remarks a reflection of the banking education phenomenon discussed by Freire (1978). 

In the banking education system, teachers play the role of depositors, and students’ learning 

responsibilities are limited to receiving, depositing, filing, and storing. Such a system 

gradually separates students from inquiry, discussion of the norms and expectations created 

by different values and beliefs, and invention and reinvention of knowledge. Furthermore, the 

uncritical acceptance of dominant (i.e., white) culture-as-standard impedes the 
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denormalization of Whiteness. Accumulated acceptance of white standards tends to produce 

dysconscious racism (Randall, 2021), an uncritical habit of mind that tacitly accepts white 

norms and privileges and can be used to justify inequality and exploitation (King, 1991).  

The Potential of CRTA in the Public Speaking Course  

To answer the second research question, we identified three categories: The Connection 

between Student Culture and Education, The Connection between Student Culture and Public 

Speaking, and Students’ Suggestions for CRTA. The first two categories concern the barriers 

and potential affordances for connecting culture to instruction. The third category covers 

specific recommendations from students, comprising four sub-categories: Cultural 

Environment Creation, Cultural Communication Opportunity, Cultural Learning Materials, 

and Diverse Supporters.  

The Connection Between Student Culture and Education  

Conversation with students about the potential for CRTA in the public speaking course first 

considered what connections students saw between their culture and their educational 

experiences. We discuss findings from students of colour and then findings from white 

students. Only a few students of colour perceived advantages of their cultural background in 

their prior education experience. Noted benefits included “feeling easier to open a 

conversation with people from diverse backgrounds,” “listening to people holding different 

perspectives,” and “shaping my interaction with peers and the world.” More students of 

colour expressed how their cultural background negatively influences their education. 

Common influences were language barriers, academic bias, and lack of learning resources. For 

example, a student who identified as Hispanic shared: 

There are definitely barriers to [the role of my race and ethnicity in education]. I have 

been told [that] I have a certain accent, which makes it hard to understand what I am 

saying. And then there is also a part where sometimes you cannot understand what 

is being talked about. 

Though not explicitly called for by students, their interview responses suggested an 

opportunity for culturally responsive course instructors who can explicitly defuse deficit-

based perceptions around students from marginalised/non-mainstream cultural, racial, and 

ethnic backgrounds (Bartell, 2011). Deficit-based perceptions of students could come from 

external factors (i.e., deviation from the norm’s expectation) or internal beliefs (i.e., lower self-

confidence). Constant comparison with white standards might cause some negative internal 

beliefs. Researchers have stressed that it is important for a culturally responsive teacher to be 

aware of and ready to assist students to see their cultures and combat the deficit mindsets 

through strength-based perspectives (Gay, 2018; Kumashiro, 2000; Paris, 2012).  

More than half of the white students shared that their identities or cultural backgrounds have 

given them privileges of being educated and accessing resources. In doing so, however, some 

acknowledged that the specifics of their own culture—and therefore its impact—were 

imperceptible, as shared by the following student:  

My question is that what is my culture? Like, as a 19-year-old white girl, what do I 

consider my culture?  

The phenomenon that white people are not able to perceive their cultures could be explained 

by the normalization of Whiteness. Such normalization can be seen as a form of white 
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supremacy in education (Randall, 2021), where white students lack self-consciousness and 

“other” people who come from different backgrounds. Therefore, we inferred there is 

potential in the course to make visible and critique norms and expectations in public speaking 

that are rooted in Whiteness, assist each student in being aware of who they are and what their 

cultures mean to them, and integrate students’ cultural strengths and assets into their learning 

process.  

The Connection Between Student Culture and the Public Speaking Course  

As mentioned earlier, students perceived that “culture [was] not a huge focus” in the public 

speaking course. When we asked for ideas about the potential participation and contribution 

of cultures in public speaking, some students held a sceptical attitude. We perceived three 

reasons that led to the sceptical attitude, in addition to the complication of imperceptible 

culture noted in the previous section. First, students prioritized learning public speaking 

techniques. Second, this prioritization led students to attribute success to proficient 

demonstration of these techniques and failure to a lack of effort or preparation. Therefore, 

culture was viewed as “irrelevant to performance.” Third, our analysis revealed a pattern of 

response, particularly among students of colour, that we labelled, “Talking culture is not that 

easy.” Students demonstrating this sentiment expressed that they are not ready or comfortable 

communicating their culture with others. Gay (2018) particularly stressed that it is not easy, 

especially for students of colour, to share personal stories and thoughts about some issues 

related to cultural bias, discrimination, and educational inequities. Students tend to keep silent 

when they feel the topic is sensitive or the environment is unsafe for sharing self-relevant 

information.   

Despite the scepticism and sensitivities, we did observe some building blocks, as students 

considered how culture could connect to public speaking. At a base level, similar to the base 

level of respect reported about the classroom environment, a common student sentiment was 

that it “wouldn’t hurt” to bring more cultural awareness into course content. Further, students 

who had previously taken a course in history or anthropology, where culture was more 

explicitly interwoven, started to ponder aloud how the public speaking course might do the 

same. The students may not have achieved clear ideas for such integration, but instructors in 

the public speaking course could capitalize on students’ general level of receptivity and look 

to instructional strategies from courses in other disciplines to better achieve CRTA 

implementation.   

Students’ Suggestions for CRTA 

We identified four sub-themes of suggestions students made for a culturally responsive 

classroom. Under each sub-theme, we articulate the gaps and similarities between students’ 

and scholars’ perspectives.  

Cultural Environment Creation. Students hoped to further build a comfortable and safe 

environment to share prior experiences and culture-related topics. One specific method that 

students mentioned is decorating the class with visual representations of culture, such as 

national flags and other prominent cultural artifacts. Scholars have emphasized that 

cultivating a safe and inclusive classroom environment is critical for cultural responsiveness 

(Barnatt et al., 2014; Gay, 2018). Students are more likely to believe that they have been seen, 

welcomed, and valued in the classroom when they observe or are encouraged to show their 
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cultural, racial, or ethnic artifacts in classrooms. Students can use the visual representation of 

cultures for strengthening mutual understanding with their classmates (Barnatt et al., 2014). 

For teachers, building an inclusive classroom and using symbolic artifacts to convey important 

cultural information prepares them well for working with students from diverse ethnic and 

cultural backgrounds (Gay, 2002).  

Cultural Communication Opportunity. When inquiring about students’ expectations for 

instructors to create a more culturally responsive course, many students hoped to have more 

culture-relevant communication with their peers, such as knowing their classmates through a 

group project or a series of conversations regarding cultures and having formal speech 

assignments that allow everyone to introduce personal and cultural backgrounds. Moreover, 

a few students emphasized the importance of understanding how knowledge of cultural 

differences shapes who they are as individuals and contributes to their public speaking 

learning. For example, two students shared: 

I think maybe having a speech involving .... how your culture and traditions 

assimilated or connected to who you are today and how you interact with the world. 

Maybe have an assignment [that is] specific to your culture. It might be a little more 

involved in public speaking, rather than just talking about different cultures. 

From what students shared above, we perceived that student expectations of cultural 

communication resonated with culturally responsive scholars who highlighted that the in-

depth and formal understanding of personal stories and cultural references among students 

is imperative in classroom teaching (Gay, 2018; Taylor & Nolen, 2022). We also noted that the 

suggestions of a few students on communication opportunity in classrooms moved beyond 

talking about personal and cultural differences to advocating for self-investigation of the 

impact of cultural diversity on their course learning (e.g., the content knowledge of public 

speaking) and identity awareness and behaviour. We viewed that these suggestions reflect a 

deeper level of CRTA, namely making learning more meaningful for each student by 

cultivating a critical awareness regarding the role of cultural diversity in the educational 

process (Gay, 2018). Yet, these suggestions from students are limited. This absence reflected 

the confusion or incomprehension we discussed previously regarding the connection between 

students’ cultural backgrounds and the public speaking course.  

In addition, we noticed that some white students placed the expectation of discussing cultural 

diversity on international students and students of colour, as they perceived these students as 

the main source of culture. In terms of listening to their peers whose first languages are not 

English, some white students shared their care through statements of tolerance like, “we need 

more patience and accommodations for them.” In general, white students in this study might 

not have recognized that CRTA also involves actions such as building self-consciousness, 

bonding between self and others, promoting care and solidarity in the classroom, and 

exploring the unique and analytical thinking behind each language system. CRTA is unlikely 

to be realized if the whole class relies on the contributions of one group of (minoritized) 

students (De Jesus, 2003) and one language system (i.e., English) (Gay, 2018). Moreover, these 

white students’ perceptions mirrored McIntosh’s (1995) claims that it is normal for many white 

people to experience life without deeply understanding, exploring, and explaining their roles 

and position within a culture, particularly regarding race. The expectations expressed by white 

students set the predominant (i.e., white) culture as the norm or standard, “othering” students 

from different norms, again signalling a dysconscious racism (Randall, 2021).  
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Cultural Learning Materials. Some students expressed interest in learning more about 

cultural diversity through speech videos, textbooks, and other learning materials. A few 

students even hoped to start a critical exploration of public speaking from a social stance. 

Students shared thoughts such as:  

Maybe [watching] a presentation on cultural communication and why it is crucial to 

understand that and really push for that in our society.  

As mentioned earlier, Gay (2018) stressed the process of selecting inclusive learning materials 

that can push students to “think about, to wonder what if, and to explain why” (Gay, p.267). 

Cultivating a critical orientation from learning materials, as some students suggested, is 

crucial progress toward CRTA, and could help students to challenge the conventional 

assumptions about learning and standards in public speaking (Ebersole et al., 2016; Gay, 2018; 

Kozleski, 2010).  

Diverse Supporters. Some students believed that culture in the public speaking course could 

only exist in a classroom with many students with diverse backgrounds and course instructors 

of colour. In other words, some students did not think culture could be relevant in a 

predominantly white classroom. Meanwhile, a few students showed a strong, distrustful 

feeling about their white instructor’s ability to build a culturally responsive classroom. A white 

female student shared:  

I feel like hearing from different people or reading different texts from different 

places is a lot better than getting it from a white professor who has zero experience 

with that.  

As noted previously, looking to students or instructors of colour to bring CRTA to the 

classroom ignores the aspects of CRTA that apply to students of all races and reflects an 

implicit placement of white representations of public speaking as standard and normal (i.e., 

acultural). Further, students of colour in a predominantly white institution face higher 

likelihood of negative academic and personal outcomes because of a lack of culturally relevant 

pedagogy (Hinton & Seo, 2013) and cannot wait on some threshold of diversity to be achieved 

in the study body and among instructors. Although there are pitfalls in the process and it 

requires self-critical work (Matias, 2013; Utt & Tochluk, 2020), white teachers can move toward 

CRTA, and there is evidence of the effectiveness of professional learning in pedagogy (e.g., 

Devereaux et al., 2010; Rieckhoff et al., 2020; Sanders O’Leary et al., 2020). The student featured 

in the excerpt above appears to welcome exploration of culture within public speaking and 

among her classmates, but we also acknowledge that efforts to achieve CRTA can be met with 

student resistance (e.g., Evans-Winters & Hines, 2020).  

Conclusion and Implications 

In this study, we examined undergraduate students’ perceptions of the presence and potential 

of CRTA in a predominantly white public speaking course. This study initiates a promising 

step for investigating cultural responsiveness through the lens of students. Inviting students 

to share authentic observations and ideas on CRTA within a native inquiry environment 

produced preliminary insights into the dynamics, possibilities, and challenges of CRTA in 

predominantly white higher education classrooms that have not been broadly and deeply 

investigated in prior research.  
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Although most students spoke positively about their public speaking course, interview data 

showed the course did not explicitly highlight and respond to students’ experiences, strengths, 

and other cultural references. We found that some students’ descriptions of their class 

environment and their instructors were aligned with CRTA principles. For example, course 

instructors created welcoming environments and tended to listen, understand, respect, and 

care not only about students’ public speaking learning but also their lives outside school. 

Instructors demonstrated care for students verbally and via observable actions (e.g., adjusting 

due dates, setting high expectations). Course instructors also encouraged students to build a 

learning community, find speech topics that inspired them, and view success in the course 

through their personal development and growth.   

However, we observed instances where CRTA did not go beyond superficial integration of 

culture. For example, students did not perceive that course instructors worked to build a 

knowledge base through explicit, intentional leveraging of students’ prior experiences, values, 

beliefs, or other elements of cultural background. Students did not refer to explicit 

encouragement or course assignments that prompted them to see the contribution of their 

cultural assets to public speaking. Instead, they stuck to ideas like “know your audience”, 

referenced different settings in which a speech may be given, and cited cases of Black and 

Latino speakers who spoke of culture (e.g., Amanda Gorman at President Biden’s 

inauguration) or in a distinctly cultural setting (e.g., a father’s Quinceañera speech) without 

any further exploration of how culture intersects with public speaking in these examples.   

Student perceptions of the potential for CRTA in the course led to differing conclusions. On 

one hand, we encountered indifferent or even negative perceptions toward cultures’ impact 

on academic learning, in general, and public speaking, specifically. We heard statements like, 

“public speaking is not cultural” and “culture is not relevant to my performance in this 

course.” We also heard superficial ideas of how culture could be incorporated in the course, 

which often placed burden on international students and students of colour, and embodied 

white-normed dysconscious racism. On the other hand, students did express enthusiasm for 

learning more about their peers, engaging in more student-centred learning, and having more 

multicultural representation in course learning materials. We also saw budding thoughts that 

could be nurtured into a critical CRTA lens of how culture difference is incorporated into self-

awareness and public speaking learning. 

We posit three significant implications from our study. First, we complement and enrich the 

CRTA theoretical framework by examining college students’ perceptions in a predominantly 

white setting. Much of the discourse within this framework has focused on teacher actions to 

implement CRTA in marginalised settings. Second, this study helps fill the research gap of 

CRTA in higher education since most CRTA research has been conducted in K-12 education 

(e.g., Brown et al., 2019; Herrera et al., 2012). Moreover, the focus on a public speaking course 

is transferable to many colleges/universities. Third, our findings can contribute directly to 

faculty development and course design to sustain positive identity, agency, and learning 

potential in every student. 

Limitations 

This study relied solely on student interviews. While this perspective is valuable to the 

literature base, it is limited. Future inquiries could include different data sources, such as 

student surveys, course instructor interviews, and course artifacts (e.g., assignments). Another 
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limitation is related to authors’ positionalities. The second author, who is a white male 

professor, shared that two students of colour seemed hesitant to express their thoughts about 

culture’s relationship to their academic experiences or tended to provide short answers to 

questions related to culture that could be rooted in the author’s race. More generally, students 

of all cultural identities may have employed face-saving strategies to preserve their 

presentation to a professor. Thus, the findings were impacted by social dynamics of power 

that exist outside the study. Future studies should be aware of this issue and work on 

minimizing the negative effects of social dynamics of power on data collection.  
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