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Abstract 

This study presents a range of issues to be taken into consideration when teaching a foreign language to 

multicultural groups. In the author’s case – a technical university, an ESP (English for Specific Purposes) course 

and young adult students, both freshmen and sophomores in Electrical Engineering – the learners originate 

from around 6 - 7 different cultures/countries. This raises a series of questions to be dealt with in order to 

ensure an optimal climate and equal chances to accessing tuition to all the participants involved. How this can 

be achieved is shown as a case study of the concrete educational context in terms of choices made by the 

teacher as regards the syllabus, class management or the positive learning environment. Some general 

guidelines have emerged from the analysis, which are presented as proposals open to amendment and as a 

springboard for further exchanges of views. 

 

Keywords: foreign language teaching, ESP, multicultural groups, approach to teaching multicultural groups, 

case study. 

 

 

1. Preamble – On Teaching Multicultural Groups  

Teaching English to a multicultural group is a relatively new type of activity for the author of this 

study. The educational context taken into consideration is a technical university, within which an 

English for Professional Communication course is taught to year one students whose mother tongue 

is not English, but who take all the study disciplines in English at Bachelor level. 

As a rule, the students in a group come from over 5 countries, which poses the teacher a variety 

of questions and aspects to deal with in order to guarantee all the learners equal chances to 

attaining success in their instruction process. 

The teacher should try to harmoniously put together the numerous patches represented by the 

students – each having their own characteristic features, within a well managed class, in a positive 

learning environment, guided by an appropriate syllabus, in order to implement the course in a 

coherent manner
1
. 

Therefore, the main purpose of this study is to investigate the best practices in terms of 

multicultural group teaching and, on the basis of a case study presenting the context of the author, 

to provide a range of signposts – certainly open to discussion and further optimization. 

In order to build up our remarks on the viewpoints identified in the literature of the domain, we 

will begin by emphasizing those elements that are recommended by the authors devoting much of 

their research to the issue of multiculturalism (Shaffer, pars. 1-3). 

They comprise, in a postmodern era where globalization is one of the main paradigms of our 

existence, besides specialized websites of most important universities in countries where this 

problem is of relevance, also blogs of the teachers involved in research in the area of 

multiculturalism. Their main role is to provide support to fellow teachers, by creating a community 

of professionals sharing views and experiences. 

We extract here some recurrent ideas to be found in most such sources (e.g. Center for Teaching 

and Learning; University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill) regarding teaching for inclusion and dealing 

                                                 
1
A patchwork can be thus created, which would metaphorically mean that each patch has its own value and 

distinctive features, but on the other hand the whole has managed to get its own meaning. 
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with diversity in the multicultural classroom. It is maintained that, in spite of a large number of 

suggestions meant to help the teacher to create a positive learning environment for the students, it 

is natural that teachers should be given time for adjustment, starting from easier aspects and 

gradually moving on to dealing with the most complex ones. 

The advice provided is grouped around the following main elements: 

 

-general strategies meant to optimize inclusive teaching – the teacher should start from 

the very first day by trying to see beyond the obvious and analyze assumptions of the 

learners and of their own, then assessing the profile of each individual group; 

- at the level of the classroom, the role of discussion is underlined, with guidelines 

provided as to how to set basic rules in a class seen as a community; placing all the 

activities on the respect for the actors’ beliefs and by acknowledging the existing of 

otherness; 

-as far as the teaching approach is concerned, it should be characterized by care to 

anticipate potential problems and to depersonalize controversial topics, by using 

appropriate resources (such as visual aids, role plays, a touch of humour); 

- group work must be encouraged, especially for debates – we would like to add that 

the group formation and its structure should be carefully done so that to involve 

students from various countries in the common work; 

- as regards the teacher’s personal and professional development – it is a duty for them 

to foster their own evolution in the understanding of the multicultural issues, thus 

enlarging their own perspective and becoming more likely to manage such groups. 

 

University websites devoted to the issues of teaching in a multicultural classroom, from among 

which we analyze one (that of The Pennsylvania State University, pars. 1 – 19), focus on the two 

main stages in the teacher’s activity: 

 

(i)the importance of understanding the ‘classroom dynamics’, and 

(ii)once this attitude of awareness of the potential biases and/or assumptions that can 

be brought to class by any of the actors – teacher or students alike – has been shaped 

up, then it will be possible to apply the best strategies and teaching practices to attain 

educational success. 

 

The teacher should be aware throughout the entire activity with the multicultural group students 

that each such context has its peculiarities, involving differences in terms of: ‘age gender, ethnicity, 

race, intellectual ability, socio-economic level, language, culture, education, religion, birthplace, 

where we grew up, learning styles, multiple intelligence preferences, personality types, hobbies and 

interests, career paths, values et cetera’. 

Consequently, the teacher’s action agenda should include: building an environment that 

encourages learning – which can be different from learner to learner, but which nevertheless should 

welcome, respect and learn how to deal with diversity. 

 

2. Main Theoretical Issues on Teaching Multicultural Groups 

International organizations (Kazancigil, par. 3) are interested in the phenomenon of 

multiculturalism in the area of education, which has been generated by a range of causes for 

diversity in the contemporary period. 

The components of diversity, understood as differences among individuals as far as gender, age, 

ethnicity, religion and so on are concerned, are analyzed in the literature (Tileston 69). 

Moreover, as Reissman (1-2) pointed out, multicultural education was labeled in a variety of 

ways: diversity training, intergroup dynamics, cultural diversity, which is an issue that requires 

further research. 
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A comprehensive definition of the essence of multiculturalism can be found in Carson (par. 1), 

who maintains that it is difficult to launch a definition of the phenomenon of multiculturalism if one 

takes it out of the specific context which has generated it. Moreover, she maintains that the concept 

is ’constantly changing’. 

Since the end of the previous century such interest has been higher, with  – as main aspects 

approached: teaching solutions and recommended activities (Nieto), but also clarifications of the 

philosophical position of support in designing and implementing good teaching practices (Banks). 

The understanding of the multilingual learner should take place with the taking into 

consideration of its dynamic evolution (Brisk 3). 

This is even more true today, given the increase in the number of international students – one 

aspect specific to globalization. Hence, as pointed out in the literature (Inglis, par. 5), the need for 

coherence in policies focused on multiculturality. 

At the personal level, that of the teacher, as emphasized in the literature (Kudjo Donkor 1), 

general policies should be well integrated in the teacher/researcher’s well grounded personal 

pedagogical approach in what is called ’culturally responsive teaching’. 

The author also emphasizes the necessity that the educational contexts and the methodologies 

applied should serve the interests and needs of all diverse learners. 

A range of main ideas should be extracted from the literature and briefly presented at this point 

in view of building up a framework of principles underlying the teaching of multicultural groups: 

 

-valid models should be organized around the principles of equity and the provision of 

equal opportunities (Gorski, par. 1); 

- there are few references in the literature on teaching science disciplines to 

multicultural groups of students who are culturaly and linguistically different (Boutte, 

Kelly-Jackson and Johnson 2), quoting research of Emdin’s and Lee and Luykx’; 

- the views on culturally relevant teaching (Ladson-Billings) should be taken into account 

by teachers wishing to support their learners to attain academic success by including 

culturally responsive good teaching practices in their classrooms; 

- a full reconfiguration of the system is the solution to place multicultural education on 

a sound progressive basis, therefore a full transformation approach (Banks) is advisable, 

followed through in a dynamic manner, which may become even more rewarding if 

shared with fellow teachers (Gorski, par. 10); 

- there are good chances that the investigative type of teacher, who assumes the role of 

researcher of their own educational context, will benefit from the results not only as 

regards the solving up of the problematic issues raised by the multicultural educational 

context, but also in terms of their personal and professional development, as shown by 

Reissman (1-2); 

 

The rather few authors who offer interesting ideas of useful activities mention the importance of 

ice breaking and introspection (Gorski, pars. 1-15). A more comprehensive guide is that of Hassinen 

and Kallinen (7 – 8), who underline the special skills and flexible attitude in working with 

heterogeneous groups of students in tertiary education. They also stress upon the transformation 

process that the teachers themselves should assume, by permanently challenging their cultural 

assumptions and evolve in their own cultural awareness. 

As our research is based on a case study, it is of importance to understand this type of research 

instrument in its main features, as a qualitative method of support in the process of attaining a good 

level of objectiveness of the research data. 

Generically, a case study is a story, as Boehrer put it, as quoted on the Writing@CSU: Writing 

Guide site. It gives concrete narrative details, having a plot, characters and sometimes even 

dialogues. Comparatively, it is a more flexible method among others used in scientific research. 

According to Yin, there are five main components of a case study: 



Yolanda Mirela Catelly, ”From Patches to Patchwork – Teaching Multicultural Groups”. 

Multiculturalism and/or Transculturalism (Part I) 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 1, no. 1/2012                                                                                                   Page 5 

 

 

-the questions of the study, 

- the propositions reflecting a theoretical issue 

-the unit(s) of analysis, 

- the logic linking of the data to the propositions, 

- the criteria applied in interpreting the findings. 

 

Among the main advantages of using case studies as research instruments we should list: 

 

-the possibility of detecting key factors occured during data collection, 

- the generation of information which is much more detailed and comprehensive than 

that obtained by statistical analysis, and 

- the possibility of involving creativity and innovation elements in the research to a 

higher extent. 

 

There certainly remains an element of unavoidable inherent subjectiveness in it, but this is 

assumed as natural for qualitative data collecting research instruments. 

 

3. Patchwork is More than the Patches Together – a Proposal 

 

3.1. Background 

In presenting the concrete educational context that is the object of the case study carried out in 

this paper, we should start from the remark that one can identify a vast array of combinations of 

sometimes very different features which, when taken together, describe a specific multicultural 

group. That this is so is confirmed by the multitude viewpoints and foci in the literature of the 

problem. 

However, the main components of each situation, viz. the students, the teacher(s), the language 

of tuition as well as the L1 of both the students and the teacher, the disciplines in the curriculum, 

the type and location of the school and so on – are all of equal importance in the analysis. 

In very broad lines, the case study we present here is of the exploratory type, with a quite 

condensed character, and it was carried out with a view to identifying the main problems that can 

occur in the activity of teaching to a multicultural group. 

 

3.2. Features of the Research Context 

The educational context analyzed is in itself a challenge, due to the combination of characteristics 

it comprises as a whole – to mention just the main ones: 

 

-the teacher is Romanian, 

- she teaches ESP at Bachelor level to both Romanian and foreign students (freshmen 

and/ or sophomores) from around 6 – 7 countries per each group, with various 

educational and linguistic backgrounds, and sometimes deep cultural and other 

differences, 

- the environment is a tertiary education unit of the technical type, i.e. POLITEHNICA 

University of Bucharest, 

- the narrower educational context of the learners is a faculty (Faculty of Engineering in 

Foreign Languages) where all the disciplines, technical and other, are taught in English, 

- mostly (up to 100%) by teachers who are native speakers of Romanian and have a 

certain (good) level of command over the English language. 

 

If the teachers in this context really wish to provide high quality education to their students, then 

they need to embark upon research meant to identify best practice ideas, adapt and/or enrich them 
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with personal proposals, check them in practice and use the valuable feedback from the students, as 

well as from colleagues in their network of professionals sharing views and exchanging opinions and 

ideas, in order to further optimize their approach to teaching. 

 

3.3. The Learners 

The profile of the students in the educational context described is given in Table 1. The profile 

was generated on the basis of a series of interviews, questionnaires and other forms of data 

collecting tools, that are summed up insofar as the most relevant features for further teacher action 

could be determined. 

 

Table 1 

Students’ profile - main features 

 

No. Feature Findings 

1 Country of origin 25% of the students come from abroad: Iran, 

Palestine, Nigeria, Tunisia, Cameroon, Turkey, 

Afghanistan, Syria, Pakistan; approximately 75% 

are Romanians. 

2 Educational background High school graduates from country of origin 

educational system – around 90%; not too high 

previous exposure to a variety of teaching styles 

3 Mother tongue Romanian, Arabic, Farsi, Igbo, Pashto, Arabic 

Tunisian, Urdu, French et cetera. 

4 Other foreign languages besides English Romanian, French, Russian, German, Turkish, 

Bangla, Pidgin, Punjabi et cetera. 

5 Level of English proficiency B1 (10-15%); B2 (approx. 60%); C1 (25 – 30%) 

6 Learning preferences and styles Both individual and group work favoured; 

responding well to communicative teaching 

approach 

7 Learning/ accommodation problems Fast pace of teaching with some teachers of the 

technical disciplines, some lacks of background 

knowledge at high school level, communication 

/ language problems, cultural differences, 

attained level of education. 

8 Free time interests The Romanians cluster together on them, with 

rare involvement of the foreign colleagues 

9 Good points as regards their multicultural 

group student status 

The Romanians: an interesting intercultural 

experience 

The foreigners: the Romanians respect our 

culture 

10 Not so good points as regards their 

multiculturalist group student status 

Lack of guidance/a counseling centre at faculty 

level; 

Resenting distance from homeland and family. 

 

It is against this bunch of real context data that the teacher of English has to find the most 

successful ways of turning the multitude of students – the ‘patches’ as they come to class, into a 

colourful ‘patchwork’ piece having a congruous character. 

 

3.4. Lines of Action 

To this end, one basic requirement is that one holds oneself to the same teaching/learning 

expectations that one holds the learners. The activities and attitudes the teacher creates and uses 

should help the students on all three plans: not only strictly on the academic one, but also socially 

and personally. 
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If these main objectives are not achieved, misunderstandings may appear, growing into increased 

frustration and potentially conducive to the students’ reluctance to commit themselves in the 

learning process, or even conflicts generating the highly unwanted failure on the three above 

mentioned plans. 

The teacher’s line of action should include some essential principles and/ or attitudes: 

engagement, full involvement, rejecting denial. The multicultural element should be taken into 

consideration permanently and in time slight adjustments, prompted by feedback and the teacher’s 

own class observation, should be made. 

 

3.5. Proposed Tasks 

In what follows, several concrete examples are provided, of tasks and task patterns created in 

order to give the students of multicultural groups a better chance of attaining success, without 

altering any element of their identity. 

The activities have been piloted in the educational context described throughout one academic 

year; they combine language and learning skills development in an integrated manner. The rationale 

underlying each of them is briefly provided. 

To begin with, speaking based activities are presented. Debating on cultural differences can be 

very well integrated in the first unit of the English for Professional Communication course book in 

our current use, which is focused on Building a professional relationship across cultures. 

The teacher asks the multicultural group students to: 

 

(i)give tips to a foreigner on the most important aspects of their culture (e.g. eye 

contact, punctuality, ways of addressing various categories of people, humour, but also 

social and conversational taboo subjects; 

(ii) additionally, to provide instances of cases conducive to experiencing the cultural 

shock and/or misunderstandings; 

(iii) moreover, they are allotted a slot in the seminar in order to present their most 

important national celebrations. 

 

In case there are two or more students from the same country, they are encouraged to work as a 

group on this task, sharing responsibility for the final product. The rationale of such activities is, 

besides the hidden agenda of developing the speaking skills of the learners, that of helping the 

students in getting to know more about their foreign colleagues and in identifying common features 

conducive to a faster manner of creating an as harmonious and homogeneous group as possible, 

without disregarding individual identities. 

In the same vein, the Telephoning unit creates an excellent background for enlarging the scope of 

the discussions on the differences and expectations in such a situation in various cultures, as 

compared to the international business behavioural patterns. 

Not only once the practical activity of simulating a phone conversation has conduced to a debate 

on the Do’s and Don’ts in the students’ cultures. The time thus spent is, we believe, time gained in 

an effort to reach consistency and coherence of the multicultural class seen as the final ‘patchwork’. 

Job interviews and the teaching of negotiating skills are equally productive backgrounds for 

discussion of biases in the students’ answers and views due to their different cultural perspectives. 

They can lead to drawing conclusions on the right attitude to adopt in a multicultural community as 

future professionals in engineering and/or business, without giving up their own culture and/or 

identity. 

Along the same line come the listening focused activities, with the teacher having foreign 

students read the input texts for the listening tasks, thus exposing the group to a variety of foreign 

accents. This is done not only in order to get everybody used to non native accents in English, but 

also, and mainly, to develop the learners’ openness as regards diversity, certainly up to the limit 
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where error correction becomes necessary for whatever element might impede good quality 

communication taking place. 

A distinct set of activities, which could be labeled as Miscellanea, can also be used at any moment 

they appear as necessary in the instruction process, provided they are conceived in such a way as 

not to distort the natural flow of the course, but, on the contrary, they should be a source of 

inspiration and enrichment for the students’ views, contributing to the development of the learning 

styles and strategies they use, as well as of their attitude to the cultural group they belong to and 

the educational context in general. 

Here, an important part can be played by strategy developing tools, such as the students’ 

learning diaries. With some simple, well formulated rubrics, a diary can offer the learners 

themselves a better perspective on their evolution in understanding concepts and on enlarging their 

possibilities of interpreting multiculturalism connected issues. 

Questionnaires, interviews and focus groups organized with a view to collecting valuable data for 

the teacher in (re)shaping their policy are also useful, particularly if the students feel encouraged to 

be sincere and reflect on their own ways of regarding the context and analyze themselves. 

The value of open discussions should not be neglected either at various moments of the course, 

more precisely whenever any problem encountered or possible source of conflict could be solved by 

offering the learners the opportunity to express their opinions and ideas, thus clarifying the matter. 

All these suggestions have really good chances of success if the teacher continuously values the 

feedback obtained from the learners as regards the quality of the course provided – which should 

naturally cover the response to the challenge of multiculturalism. 

 

3.6. A sample Case Study 

At the end of this brief analysis, an individual case study of one student is given in a nutshell, to 

add more subtle nuances to the proposal advanced here. 

The student’s name is Ahmed, he is from an Arabic country/culture, has been in Romania for over 

5 years; he graduated from a Romanian high school and speaks good Romanian and better English. 

When the Best Language Learner in the group were voted by the colleagues, he ranked first, 

alongside with Viviana – a Romanian student. 

Interviewed by the teacher on his ‘secrets’ in learning English so well, he advanced the idea that 

his specialization in Computer Science has made it necessary for him to learn English very well. 

He favours reading, both printed materials and electronic ones, he listens to music and films 

spoken in English and so on as his favourite language learning strategies. He has an organized 

manner of learning – with note books for lexis, consistent writing of homework and he is open to 

communicating in English with foreign people. 

He is always ready to provide support to any of his colleagues, but especially to a less successful 

mate from the same country, whose level of proficiency and, implicitly, of integration in the group is 

lower. He mentors his friend and strives to find the best ways of doing this without impeding that 

colleague to evolve on his own. 

To bring this profile to a close, Ahmed’s approach to learning and to understanding the specific 

nature of a multicultural group was seen as a source of inspiration for all his colearners, Romanians 

and foreign alike. 

Thus, his answers and his profile and general attitude represented a positive contribution to the 

teacher’s effort to improve the teaching of the multicultural group. 

 

4. Open Conclusions 

There are several aspects worth mentioning as far as the teacher’s endeavour is concerned. The 

teacher’s complex activities should include, in our opinion, some-most-all of the following: 

 

-adopting the right attitude in the teaching of multicultural groups, 
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- design adequate teaching strategies, based on a sound needs analysis and a good level 

of knowledge about the particularities of the learners individually and as a group, 

- the activities designed with a view to fostering academic success and efficiency in a 

positive environment for the learners of a multicultural group can be complemented by 

orientation-guidance courses for a better integration of the foreign and Romanian 

students in the specific context, 

- the curriculum should be tailored in such a manner as to accommodate such 

(necessary) changes, 

- the results of research carried out in the concrete educational context of a teacher 

should be debated on with fellow teachers facing relatively similar challenges, 

- the entire teaching-research activity should be seen as a continuous cycle, with good 

practice solutions being applied and permanently revised in the light of feedback from 

the students. 

 

Needless to say that the teacher involved in this cycle will – we believe – have better chances to 

develop at both personal and professional levels, which will be conducive to an increase in the 

quality of their approach to fostering the academic success of the multicultural group learners. 
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