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Abstract

The global commitment to inclusive education under the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goal (SDG 4) aims to accommodate the diverse learning needs of neurodivergent
learners comprehensively. Conventional teaching methods often underserved the unique
learning requirements of neurodivergent learners, such as those with dyslexia. The study
examines the impact of Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT) as an instructional approach,
emphasizing the use of culturally relevant learning materials, differentiated and flexible
instruction, visual cues, and social emotional learning (SEL) interventions on the academic,

behavioral, and social-emotional development of dyslexic learners. Employing a qualitative
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research design, the study draws on data from classroom observations and semi-structured
interviews with teachers and parents to explore how CRT strategies influence learner
development. The findings underscore the positive impact of the aforementioned CRT
strategies on academic achievements, confidence-building, learner engagement, peer
relationships, and socio-emotional growth among dyslexic learners. The implications of the
study extend to linking CRT strategies with the broader goals of SDG 4, promoting an equitable

and inclusive educational landscape empowering dyslexic learners.
Keywords:

Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT), Dyslexic Learners, Inclusive Education, Equitable
Education, SDG 4
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1. Introduction

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goal (SDG 4) emphasizes inclusion and
equitable education for all learners, specifically accommodating learners with disabilities and
learning differences (United Nations, 2015). In the efforts to achieve this goal, educational
frameworks across the globe are becoming learner-centric, accessible, and adaptable in their
approach. However, despite the intent and progressive shift, significant disparities persist.

Dyslexia, a learning disorder on the neurodiversity spectrum, manifests as challenges in
word recognition, spelling, decoding, and comprehension, impacting the learners’ academic
performance and social-emotional well-being (Shaywitz, 2003). In conventional classrooms,
teachers adopt a culturally neutral and standardized approach (e.g., Grammar-translation or Direct
method), failing to cater to the cognitive diversity of the learners (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011).
The absence of flexible curricula, alternative assessment strategies, and multimodal teaching
practices further exacerbates the challenges faced by dyslexic learners (Rose, 2009). Moreover,
the repeated academic failure, mislabeling, and cultural stigma associated with learning differences
marginalize the learners, often leading to distress, avoidance behaviors, and disengagement (Haft,

Mpyers, & Hoeft, 2016; Mittler, 2012).

Given these challenges, there is a critical need to explore inclusive, safe, and

neurodivergent-friendly pedagogical frameworks.

The study explores one such pedagogical framework, Culturally Responsive Teaching
(CRT), to address this need. CRT emphasizes integrating learners’ cultural backgrounds, lived
experiences, and prior knowledge into instruction (Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995). Studies
document the positive impact of CRT on learners’ engagement, motivation, and academic
performance, particularly on learners from marginalized or multilingual backgrounds (Treadville

et al., 2023).

However, the existing research focuses on CRT and its intersection with race, ethnicity,
or linguistic diversity (Villegas & Lucas, 2002), with limited attention on its applicability in
neurodivergent classrooms, particularly for dyslexic learners in multicultural classrooms. The
present study focuses on operationalizing CRT in classrooms for dyslexic learners through targeted
interventions: culturally relevant materials, differentiated and flexible instruction, visual aids, and

social-emotional learning (SEL). The central objective is to examine CRT’s effectiveness as an
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instructional approach and map the impact of aforementioned interventions on the academic
performance, behavioral outcomes, and social-emotional development of learners. The study
employs a qualitative research design, obtaining data from classroom observations and semi-
structured interviews with teachers and parents of dyslexic learners. The study aims to contribute
towards more empowering, inclusive, and actionable pedagogical frameworks for dyslexic

learners.

2. Literature Review

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4 outlines the global
commitment to inclusive and equitable quality education for all learners through a series of
measurable targets by 2030. Target 4.5 and Target 4.a focus on eliminating educational disparities
and promoting the development of safe and adaptive learning environments (UNESCO, 2020).
Despite the intent and transformative mandates, the sporadic implementation of inclusive
education for neurodivergent learners remains due to the existing social, systemic, and pedagogical

barriers (UNESCO, 2017).

Due to the persistent challenges, it becomes imperative to explore pedagogical
frameworks that move beyond the medical lens of viewing differences. In this context, the
"neurodiversity paradigm" emerges as a counter-narrative to the deficit medical models of
disability and conceptualizes conditions like dyslexia as natural variations in human neurology
(Singer, 2019). Dyslexia is categorized as a Specific Learning Disorder in the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5), highlighting students' difficulties with spelling,

decoding, and written expression (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).

Conventional teaching practices adopt a standardized "one-size-fits-all" on phonics or
text-centric lesson plans, and rote memorization is insufficient to meet the unique learning needs
of dyslexic learners (Cunningham, 2021). Due to the lack of required modifications and
adaptability, the learners face exacerbated challenges, such as poor reading comprehension,
inaccurate labeling and captioning, and deficits in working memory, leading to academic

underperformance (Snowling & Hulme, 2012; Fischbach et al., 2014; Wagner et al., 2020).

Given the limitations of conventional teaching practices, there is a pressing need for

inclusive pedagogical practices that respond to learners’ cultural and cognitive diversity. In this
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regard, Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT) emerges as an instructional approach emphasizing
the integration of learners' cultural backgrounds and identities into instruction, enhancing
relevance, engagement, and academic outcomes (Gay, 2002). Several studies examine the efficacy
of CRT in enhancing academic performance, student engagement, and identity development
among racially and linguistically minority students; however, fewer studies map its impact on

neurodivergent students, such as those with dyslexia (Aronson & Laughter, 2016).

Existing scholarship highlights how CRT-informed interventions, such as culturally
relevant texts and social-emotional learning (SEL) programs, have enhanced reading fluency and
comprehension among Black and Latinx students (Treadville & Hutchison, 2023). However, there
is a notable gap in the literature regarding CRT-informed intervention studies and their implications
for dyslexic learners from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. In addition, special
educators report insufficient training in culturally responsive practices tailored for neurodivergent

learners, failing to cater to the needs of these learners (Treadville & Hutchison, 2023).

The present study addresses these gaps by reviewing four core CRT-informed

interventions that have the potential to enrich the learning experience for dyslexic learners.

2.1 Culturally Relevant Materials

Dyslexic learners often struggle with poor comprehension, retention, and information-
processing capabilities due to limited sensory processing skills and working memory (Spencer et
al., 2014). They tend to get disconnected from the information if it fails to reflect the learners'
cultural backgrounds or lived experiences, making them more vulnerable to academic
underperformance, social-emotional struggles, and isolation (Gay, 2000). Culturally relevant
materials, such as folk tales, local stories, and short stories, help learners feel more familiar and
connected, thus contributing to their reading comprehension, meaning-making, and conceptual

understanding (Treadville & Hutchison, 2023).

Since dyslexic learners often grapple with low self-esteem and academic setbacks in
conventional classrooms, reaffirming their identities from a cultural standpoint helps enhance their
learning experiences. When teachers intentionally work to equip learners with culturally inclusive
materials, learners begin to view themselves as capable with unique strengths (Aronson &

Laughter, 2016).
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Despite the growing evidence emphasizing the potential of culturally relevant materials
in diverse classrooms, there is a vacuum in their positioning as an intervention central to the
learning experiences of dyslexic learners (Wagner et al., 2019). The present study responds to this
vacuum by examining the impact of culturally relevant materials on the academic performance,

behavioral outcomes, and social-emotional development of dyslexic learners.

2.2 Differentiated and Flexible Instruction

Dyslexic learners who often struggle with standardized, text-heavy instruction, a
common practice in traditional classrooms, tend to benefit from explicit, structured, and clear
instructions (Shaywitz, 1998). Differentiated and flexible instruction is a fundamental component
of educational frameworks that allow educators to adapt and adjust their teaching strategies,

content, pace, and mode of instruction to meet learners' diverse needs (Tomlinson, 2017).

It emphasizes adjustments to be made to explore what students learn (content), how they
learn (process), how they demonstrate understanding (product), and the classroom environment
(Tomlinson & Imbeau, 2010). For instance, educators can provide learners with scaffolded
activities, alternative assessment formats, and flexible learning content to address the cognitive
diversity of learners (Tomlinson, 2001). It also includes simplifying reading materials, using
assistive technologies like audiobooks, and tiered assessment formats (Spencer et al., 2014).

While the advantages of differentiated and flexible instruction are well-documented, the
existing scholarship inadequately examines its incorporation within CRT frameworks, particularly
for dyslexic learners. The current study investigates the impact of incorporating differentiated and

flexible instruction into instruction to support the holistic development of dyslexic learners.

2.3 Visual Aids

Dyslexic learners face compounded challenges regarding phonological processing,
decoding, and working memory; however, they show promise in visual-spatial reasoning, making
visual aids a critical tool to aid their learning (Mortimore, 2008). Visual aids such as concept charts,
story maps, and graphic organizers can help learners organize their ideas and enhance their
comprehension. For instance, graphic organizers enhance sequencing, coherence, and meaning-
making during a writing-based task, assisting learners in managing the cognitive load (Allali,
2024). Color-coding the text by syllables enhances word segmentation and reduces spelling-based

confusion, challenges dyslexic learners frequently face (Pinna & Deiana, 2018).
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Research indicates that providing dyslexic learners with visual aids reduces task-
avoidance behaviors, motivates them to complete tasks efficiently, and increases their self-
confidence and comprehension abilities (Vela, 2018). They also help reduce cognitive overload

and enhance their ability to concentrate and retain information (Zindoga, 2023).

Despite the literature's support and need for visual aids to be culturally sensitive, its
customized adaptation remains underexplored, particularly for dyslexic learners. (Allali, 2024).
The present study focuses on the strategic use of visual aids that are cognitively aligned and

culturally localized to cater to the needs of dyslexic learners.

2.4 Social and emotional learning (SEL)

Dyslexic learners often experience low self-esteem, social anxiety, and avoidance
behaviors due to repeated academic setbacks and a lack of empathy within and outside the
classroom (Haft, Myers, & Hoeft, 2016). Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) interventions, such as
self-awareness, peer interaction, and emotional regulation strategies, offers a structured framework
to support these learners effectively. Several studies highlight how integrating SEL intervention
into instruction supports the emotional well-being of learners and enhances academic engagement
in the classroom (McCarthy, 2023). Leaners with better emotional regulation exhibit higher social
competence and improved problem-solving abilities and face fewer behavioral challenges, which
are crucial for academic achievement (Jones et al., 2011). When text-heavy tasks are given to
dyslexic learners, SEL interventions help learners cope with performance anxiety, reduce task-
avoidance behaviors and assist overcome the internalized sense of failure (Breaux, 2020; Souza et
al., 2022). Positive and healthy peer interactions are another essential element of SEL intervention

that is especially helpful for dyslexic learners who frequently experience social isolation (Stark et

al., 2024).

However, despite the advantages, a potential gap exists in the contextual adaptation of
SEL in culturally diverse classrooms (Abuameerh et al., 2024). The present study focuses on
positioning SEL as a core component of identity-affirming pedagogical intervention by

emphasizing peer collaboration and emotional regulation, particularly for dyslexic learners.

The literature underscores the potential and impact of CRT-informed interventions in

supporting dyslexic learners, yet limited research exists on their incorporation into instructional
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practices for dyslexic learners in multicultural classrooms. The study addresses this gap by
exploring their impact on the academic performance, behavioral outcomes, and social-emotional

development of dyslexic learners.

3. Research Methodology

(i) Research Design: The study employed a classroom ethnographic framework within
the qualitative research design. The central objective was to explore Culturally Relevant Teaching
(CRT) as an instructional approach and map the impact of CRT-based interventions on the
academic performance, behavioral outcomes, and social-emotional development of dyslexic
learners. The design was suitable for the study’s objective of exploring the lived experiences of

participants and their perspectives toward the CRT-informed interventions for dyslexic learners.

(ii) Participants and Sampling: Purposive sampling was employed to select
participants who could provide relevant and diverse insights related to the study’s objectives.
Special educators from private schools of Madhya Pradesh and parents of dyslexic learners were
the key participants. The selected sample size ensured a balanced representation of key stakeholder

perspectives.
(iii) Data Collection: Qualitative data was collected through —

(a) Classroom Observations: Classroom observations were conducted from a non-
participant perspective to document the impact of CRT-informed interventions on dyslexic
learners. The researcher observed the learners (Grade 5-8) at a school for specially-abled in
Mandsaur (M.P.), for over 4 weeks. Each observation session lasted for approximately 40 minutes,
and detailed field notes were maintained for each session. The data recorded is kept confidential,

adhering to the laid ethical guidelines.

(b) Semi-Structured Interviews: Semi-structured interviews were conducted with
teachers (T=10) and parents (P=10) of dyslexic learners. The researcher prepared the interview
sheet beforehand to ensure a smooth flow and consistency during the interview. Each interview
lasted approximately 20 minutes, and the researcher took notes with the participant's consent. The
items were designed to probe participants’ experiences, challenges, and perceived effectiveness of

CRT-informed interventions.
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(iv) Data Analysis: Thematic analysis was done to identify, analyze, and report
recurring patterns within the qualitative data. Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step framework was
used. The phases included: (a) familiarization with the data from classroom observations and
interview transcripts, (b) initial coding, (c) generation of preliminary themes, (d) review of
recurring themes, () defining and naming the themes, and (f) reporting the analysis. MAXQDA

software was used to assist and streamline the analysis process.

(v) Ethical Considerations: Ethical considerations were central to the study. Informed
consent was obtained from all participants, who were assured that the data collected would be used
solely for research purposes. Institutional permissions were secured prior to data collection.
Confidentiality and anonymity were maintained throughout the process. The present study is

pedagogically oriented, with the researchers’ role being strictly non-participant.

4, Results and Discussion

The objective of the present study is to explore the impact of Culturally Responsive
Teaching (CRT), focusing on incorporating four interventions into instruction for dyslexic learners
(Grade 5-8) — culturally relevant materials, differentiated and flexible instruction, visual cues, and
social-emotional learning (SEL). Guided by this objective, the researcher collected qualitative data
through classroom observations and semi-structured interviews with teachers and parents of
dyslexic learners in Madhya Pradesh to map the impact of CRT-informed interventions on
academic performance, behavioral outcomes, and social-emotional development. Thematic
analysis of the data revealed two core themes, each grounded in the core elements of inclusive and

actionable pedagogical frameworks for dyslexic learners.

Theme 1 — Culturally grounded and Adaptive instruction

The data analysis collected through classroom observations and semi-structured
interviews with teachers and parents revealed that 'when culturally relevant materials are presented

to dyslexic learners, they are more engaged in the task, their focus increases, and they learn better.'

Most teachers and parents observed that introducing culturally familiar content, such as
local stories or references from surroundings, enhanced learners' motivation and willingness to
participate in the classroom. One teacher (T3) shared how she simplified the tale of Rani

Lakshmibai of Jhansi, a key figure in India's freedom struggle, to teach the learners the abstract
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concepts of duty and nationhood. She also used photographs of Rani Lakshmibai to strengthen the

connection between the visual representation and the story for the learners.

Another parent (P4) from Bhopal, Madhya Pradesh, shared how she narrated the stories
of Raja Bhoj, a philosopher-king embedded in the city's cultural landscape, to her dyslexic
daughter. She coupled this narration with visits to Raja Bhoj's statue in the city, helping the child
form a strong story-place-image connection in her mind. This culturally grounded integration of
narrative and surroundings enhanced the child's retention, correlation, and involvement in learning.
This linkage between cognitive processing and contextual or cultural relevance in instructional
practices was reported to be beneficial for dyslexic learners who often struggle to learn if they do

not see a connection or correlation with their lives (Gay, 2010).

In addition, nine out of ten teachers observed that flexible instruction and incorporating
multimodal methods, such as oral, visual, or kinesthetic modalities, enhanced the learning process
and supported learners' holistic growth. When teachers and parents modified the content by
incorporating local and cultural narratives and adapted the pace per learners' learning needs, they
responded actively and comfortably to the task without academic pressure or anxiety. Both parents
and teachers reported that providing step-by-step instructions for a writing task and the agency to
work without a strict time limit helped learners perform without cognitive load and performance

anxiety.

"I give short, slow-paced, and clear instructions to my students about tasks; it is easier

for them to follow and complete the task without anxiety or confusion" (T4).

Another interesting argument six out of ten teachers and five out of ten parents reiterated
was that "The brain connects more when it sees patterns.' The respondents reported that providing
dyslexic learners with visual imagery and aids helped them form patterns and connections,
contributing to a nuanced understanding of concepts. For instance, replacing traditional oral
storytelling with graphic and comic strips helped the learners relate and identify the characters,

remain connected due to attractive graphics, and sequence the plot more effectively.

In addition, seven out of ten parents observed that color coding, developing "word

walls," and mind maps have helped lower confusion between similar-looking alphabets and words,
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mirror-imaging (like b/d, p/q), and word-image labeling issues that dyslexic learners frequently

encounter.

The consistent findings support the argument that culturally situated pedagogy fosters a
sense of ownership and emotional safety among learners (Joshi, 2021). They align with and
collectively support the integration of key pedagogical frameworks, culturally relevant materials,
flexible instructional strategies, and visual aids into instruction for dyslexic learners. Gay's (2010)
assertion that 'CRT empowers learners by validating their cultural identity in the learning process'

is particularly relevant for dyslexic learners, otherwise marginalized in traditional classrooms.

Complementing this, Tomlinson's (2001) Differentiated Instruction model highlights
how crucial it is to adapt the process, content, and instructional techniques to cater to the learning
requirements of dyslexic students. Furthermore, as dyslexic learners typically have greater visual
memory than phonological memory, the results also support the effects of visual aids on language
processing, focus, and working memory (Mortimore, 2008). Together, these frameworks

contribute to creating inclusive learning environments for dyslexic learners.

Theme 2: Social-emotional learning and Academic Confidence

Social-emotional learning (SEL) strategies provide emotional safety and academic
confidence to learners in diverse classrooms, particularly those from marginalized communities or
neurodiverse groups (Cummins, 2001). The findings reveal that when teachers and parents
integrated social-emotional strategies into the learners' instruction and routine, they observed
notable improvements in their behavior and emotional regulation. They reported that learners who
start their day with Surya namaskar (Sun salutation), mantra chanting, and guided breathing

exercises exhibit increased attention span, fewer behavioral disruptions, and emotional outbursts.

Six out of ten teachers shared how dyslexic learners often carry the emotional burden of
being mislabeled as 'lazy,’ 'unmotivated,' or 'unwilling to learn,' pushing them further into the
contours of marginalization and isolation. In order to help them overcome this induced sense of
failure and diminished self-worth, SEL strategies such as words of affirmation and encouragement

are integrated into the classroom.

Another parent (P9) shared how his dyslexic child struggled with low self-confidence

and emotion regulation. Therefore, he integrated SEL strategies, such as yoga, meditation, and
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emotion cards, into his daily routine to help him better identify and talk about his feelings (Elias,
2004). He reported that 'earlier, he used to break down if he got something wrong; now he just

says, let us try again!'

Moreover, teachers and parents reported that SEL strategies have contributed to peer
collaboration, reduced meltdowns, and increased willingness to participate. Eight out of ten
teachers also noted how the emotional well-being of a learner affects his/her relations and
interactions with peers, teachers, and other school staff. This growth also contributed to learners'

experiencing fewer instances of being restless, distracted, or disengaged in the classroom.

The findings further support the claim that the emotional well-being of vulnerable
learners, such as those diagnosed with dyslexia, is a key component in their learning process
(Cummins, 2001). SEL strategies enhance learners' overall learning experience and social-

emotional well-being (Durlak et al., 2011; Elias, 2004; Brackett et al., 2012).

S. Conclusion
The present study explored the impact of integrating Culturally Responsive Teaching

(CRT) as an inclusive instructional approach for dyslexic learners (Grade 5-8) in classrooms. The
research focused on mapping the impact of systematic integration of CRT-informed interventions,
culturally relevant materials, differentiated and flexible instruction, visual aids, and social-
emotional learning (SEL) on the learning experiences of dyslexic learners in Madhya Pradesh.
Through classroom observations and semi-structured interviews with teachers and parents, the
findings highlight the impact of incorporating CRT-informed interventions into instruction on

learners' engagement, academic confidence, and emotional well-being.

CRT-informed interventions emphasize the cognitive theory that learning is more
effective when new material is anchored in existing knowledge frameworks (Bransford, Brown, &
Cocking, 2000). However, systemic barriers such as lack of teacher training, under-resourced
classrooms, and limited curriculum adaptation continue to hinder CRT's full implementation in
rural and underrepresented educational settings (Sharma & Singh, 2020; Florian & Black-

Hawkins, 2011).

The study advocates for culturally grounded and neurodivergent-friendly pedagogical

approaches to create inclusive and equitable learning spaces for dyslexic learners. Embedding CRT
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at the core of inclusive education policy and practice contributes meaningfully to the realization
of Sustainable Development Goal 4, ensuring that education systems are not only accessible but

also affirming and transformative for all learners (UNESCO, 2020; United Nations, 2015).
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