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	This study explores the impact of multicultural education on academic achievement and social integration among students of SMK Negeri 1 Tinggi Raja. Using a qualitative approach with five informants, the study revealed that multicultural education significantly improves students’ critical thinking and academic achievement by encouraging diverse perspectives and collaborative learning. It also fosters cultural empathy and social cohesion by reducing stereotypes and promoting inclusivity. However, challenges such as language barriers and limited institutional support highlight areas for improvement. The findings emphasize the need for educational policies that integrate multicultural values ​​into the curriculum and institutional practices, thus preparing students to face a diverse and globalized environment.
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INTRODUCTION
Education is a shaping force that directs the knowledge, values, and behavior of individuals to contribute effectively to society. In a multicultural context, the role of education is increasingly crucial because it becomes a means to create understanding and cooperation between groups. Multicultural education aims to foster awareness, appreciation, and respect for cultural diversity in the academic community to support inclusivity and social cohesion. This approach encourages the elimination of cultural bias, the integration of diverse perspectives, and the formation of harmonious relationships between students from various backgrounds, while equipping them with critical thinking and cross-cultural communication skills to face global challenges. Its implementation includes curriculum reform, teaching method reform, and fair evaluation to ensure cultural equality and students' political rights. This education emphasizes the importance of creating a learning environment that values ​​and respects all students in order to increase cultural awareness and empathy (Semila et al., 2024), as well as encourage critical reflection on social norms and advocacy for social justice (Semila et al., 2024). This strategy is realized through the revision of course content and teaching methods to better reflect cultural diversity (Banks & Banks, 1989; Nursikin et al., 2022). In addition, multicultural education contributes to social life by encouraging respect for differences, preventing discrimination, and fostering harmony (Nulhakim et al., 2020). In Indonesia, the values ​​of democracy and unity in diversity are reflected in the motto "Bhinneka Tunggal Ika" as part of the multicultural education framework (Firtikasari & Andiana, 2023).
In Indonesia, a country rich in cultural diversity, educational institutions that integrate multicultural education into their curriculum have an important role, especially in educational institutions where students from various ethnic, cultural, and linguistic backgrounds gather and study together. SMK Negeri 1 Tinggi Raja is a real example of this diversity and a strategic location to study the impact of multicultural education on students' academic and social achievements. Multicultural education contributes to improving academic achievement by broadening students' horizons to alternative perspectives, encouraging critical thinking, adaptability, and understanding of complex issues relevant in the global era. In addition, this education strengthens social integration through reducing stereotypes, increasing empathy, and developing intercultural relationships. In the national context, multicultural education is very important to maintain unity in diversity by instilling a positive attitude towards cultural differences in order to prevent social conflict (Ikhsan & Giwangsa, 2019). In Islamic education, this approach is a normative foundation in shaping students into Muslims as well as tolerant and democratic citizens (Nursikin et al., 2022; Rosyad, 2020).
Islamic educational institutions in Indonesia adopt multicultural education to create an inclusive and respectful learning environment, as well as to encourage social harmony and tolerance in a pluralistic society (Muqtadir, 2024). Teachers play an important role in instilling Islamic and multicultural values ​​from an early age to equip students to face a diverse world (Rosyad, 2020). Therefore, schools are required to design a curriculum and evaluation system that reflects multicultural values ​​and ensures equality for all students regardless of cultural, ethnic, or religious background (Izzah, 2020), while teachers must have a multicultural attitude in order to be able to positively influence student development (Izzah, 2020).

In an era of globalization and increasing cultural diversity, schools have a duty to provide an environment that allows for collaboration and mutual understanding between individuals from different backgrounds. In Indonesia, a country known for its multicultural diversity, this challenge is even greater. Educational institutions are important incubators for developing students and future leaders who are able to traverse and embrace diversity. Integration of multicultural education is no longer an option, but a necessity to prepare students to become active members of a pluralistic society. Ensuring that students achieve academic excellence while fostering social cohesion in such an environment is essential to ensuring the sustainability of societal harmony and readiness to face new global and local challenges.
Although multicultural education has been recognized as important, its implementation and effectiveness in educational institutions are still largely unknown. The main challenge lies in the extent to which multicultural values ​​are integrated into the curriculum and whether such integration results in real benefits for students. Knowledge about the impact of multicultural education on students' academic achievement and social integration is also still limited, especially in SMK Negeri 1 Tinggi Raja which has cultural diversity as its characteristic. This lack of understanding hinders the optimization of educational practices and the formulation of evidence-based policies. In addition, the lack of empirical data related to students' experiences and perceptions of multicultural education is an obstacle in developing an inclusive and relevant curriculum design. Therefore, this study aims to analyze the impact of multicultural education on students' academic achievement and social integration at SMK Negeri 1 Tinggi Raja. This study uses a qualitative approach by exploring data from five informants to gain an in-depth understanding of the issue.
a. Assess the role of multicultural education in improving student achievement.
b. Explain how multicultural education leads to social integration of multicultural students.
c. Provide recommendations for improving multicultural education practices at SMK Negeri 1 Tinggi Raja 
METHOD 
2.1 Research Design
This study uses a qualitative research design to explore the impact of multicultural education on academic achievement and social integration among students at SMK Negeri 1 Tinggi Raja. A qualitative approach is well suited to understanding the lived experiences, perceptions, and nuanced ways in which multicultural education affects their academic and social lives.
This research was conducted at SMK Negeri 1 Tinggi Raja, an educational institution with a culturally diverse student population. Participants consisted of five informants selected by purposive sampling, to ensure that they had relevant experiences and insights to the research topic. The informants consisted of three students from different cultural backgrounds and two school members involved in the implementation of multicultural education practices.
2.2 Data Collection
Data were collected using three main methods: in-depth semi-structured interviews with informants to gather detailed insights into their experiences with multicultural education, focusing on its impact on academic performance and social relationships; document analysis of institutional materials, including curriculum guidelines, course syllabi, and multicultural education policies, to understand the formal integration of multicultural principles; and non-participant observation of classroom interactions and extracurricular activities to gain practical insights into the real-life application of multicultural education.
Table 1. Interview Question Protocol
	No
	Type of interview
	Question
	Objective

	1
	Students /Teachers
	What do you think about the implementation of multicultural education in this school?
	Knowing the initial views on the implementation of multicultural education.

	2
	Students /Teachers
	How do you feel that multicultural education has affected your academic achievement?
	Identifying the impact of multicultural education on academic achievement.

	3
	S tudents
	Do you find it easier to understand the material when it is taught using an approach that takes different cultures into account? Why?
	Understanding the extent to which diverse cultural approaches influence understanding of the material.

	4
	Teacher
	In your experience, how does multicultural education impact student participation in classroom discussions?
	Assessing the impact of multicultural education on active participation in the classroom.

	5
	Students 
	Do you find it easier to interact with friends from different cultures? How does this affect your learning experience?
	Identifying the relationship between multicultural education and social interactions in the classroom.

	6
	Teachers
	How does multicultural education affect group dynamics in collaborative assignments or projects?
	Assessing the influence of multicultural education on group cooperation and collaboration.

	7
	Students /Teachers
	Have you ever faced challenges in learning or interacting with friends from different cultures? If so, how did you overcome them?
	Identifying challenges faced in multicultural education and how to overcome them.

	8
	Teachers
	To what extent do you feel that the institution supports the teaching of multicultural education in the curriculum? What initiatives have been implemented?
	Assessing institutional support for multicultural education and its effectiveness.

	9
	Students /Teachers
	In your opinion, what can be done to further improve the implementation of multicultural education in this school?
	Seeking solutions and suggestions to improve the implementation of multicultural education.

	10
	Students 
	What impact does multicultural education have on your social relationships at school?
	Assessing the influence of multicultural education on social integration in schools.

	11
	Teachers
	How do you see the relationship between academic achievement and students' social integration in the context of multicultural education?
	Assessing the relationship between academic achievement and social integration of students involved in multicultural education.

	12
	Students /Teachers
	Do you feel that multicultural education helps reduce stereotypes or prejudices against other cultures? Explain.
	Assessing the impact of multicultural education on reducing cultural stereotypes and prejudice.


2.3. Data Analisys
The data were analyzed using thematic analysis, which involves identifying, organizing, and interpreting patterns and themes in qualitative data through a structured process. This involved identifying and rereading interview transcripts and field notes, coding key segments of the data to reflect recurring ideas, developing overarching themes such as “academic engagement,” “cultural empathy,” and “peer collaboration” by grouping related codes, and interpreting these themes in light of the research objectives and theoretical framework to draw meaningful conclusions.
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
1.1. Multicultural Education and Academic Achievement
Students reported that multicultural education positively affected their academic achievement by broadening perspectives and fostering critical thinking. Collaborative activities, such as group assignments involving diverse cultural backgrounds, allowed students to engage more deeply with the subject matter. School members observed that students exposed to multicultural learning environments demonstrated improved problem-solving skills and greater academic engagement. As one student put it, “Learning with peers from different cultures gives me new perspectives. It helps me understand complex topics better” (Student 1). Similarly, a school member said, “When students work in diverse groups, the results are more creative and thoughtful. They learn to appreciate alternative approaches to solving problems” (School 1).
This finding is consistent with Banks’ (2019) theory of multicultural education, which emphasizes the role of diverse cultural perspectives in enriching intellectual engagement. By integrating students’ cultural contexts into the curriculum, educators can foster not only academic excellence but also holistic personal development, ultimately preparing students for success in a diverse and interconnected society.
1.2.  Social Integration and Cultural Empathy
Participants emphasized that multicultural education fosters cultural empathy and strengthens social bonds among students. Learning about different cultures helps reduce stereotypes and fosters mutual respect, contributing to an inclusive and supportive environment. School members observed that culturally inclusive activities foster collaboration and improve classroom dynamics. As one student expressed, “I used to have stereotypes about students from other cultures, but now I realize that differences are strengths” (student 2). Another student said, “The cultural exchange program has made me appreciate diversity. It’s not just academic, it’s changed my life” (student 3).
School members also noted an increase in classroom interactions, with one commenting, “Classroom interactions are more lively, and students seem more united in group work after engaging in multicultural activities” (school 2). This observation is in line with the argument (Nieto, 2017) that multicultural education improves interpersonal skills and reduces cultural bias. In the context of Islamic education, such practices embody the values ​​of unity (tawhid) and mutual respect, fostering a diverse and harmonious community.
1. Challenges in Implementing Multicultural Education
Despite its benefits, the implementation of multicultural education faces challenges such as language barriers, cultural misunderstandings, and lack of institutional support for training and curriculum development. Students noted that language differences sometimes lead to miscommunication, requiring additional efforts to clarify. As one student explained, “Sometimes language differences lead to misunderstandings, and it takes extra effort to explain them” (student 4).
School members also highlighted the need for professional development to better navigate multicultural classrooms. One school member stated, “We need more training on how to teach effectively in a multicultural classroom” (school 3). These challenges are consistent with previous research, which emphasizes the importance of teacher training and institutional policies in supporting multicultural education. Addressing these barriers is critical to increasing its effectiveness and ensuring a sustained positive impact on academic and social outcomes.
1.  The Role of Institutions in Promoting Multicultural Education
The role of institutions in promoting multicultural education is recognized through initiatives such as cultural exchange programs, diversity seminars, and inclusive curricula. These efforts have created opportunities for students to engage with different cultural perspectives. However, participants suggested expanding these initiatives to include more opportunities for cross-cultural interaction. As one student put it, “Cultural exchange programs are great, but we need more frequent opportunities for such interactions” (student 5).
School members also highlighted the importance of broader cultural representation in teaching materials. One school member observed, “This institution has done well, but there is still room for improvement in incorporating diverse cultural content into our materials” (School 4). These efforts are in line with the National Education System Law (No. 20 of 2003), which emphasizes the importance of cultural diversity in education. Expanding these programs and incorporating more diverse cultural content can further instill multicultural values ​​and enrich the learning environment.
1.  Academik and Social Synergy
The strong relationship between academic achievement and social integration is evident in these findings. Positive peer interactions enrich the learning experience, while collaborative academic projects foster stronger social bonds. As one student noted, “Working with diverse peers helps us learn and connect better. It’s a two-way street” (student 1). School members observed that students involved in multicultural education were more active participants and achieved better academic results.
Students who embrace diversity not only excel academically but also demonstrate a stronger commitment to teamwork. One school member stated, “Students who embrace diversity often excel academically and demonstrate a stronger commitment to teamwork” (school 1). These findings underscore the holistic benefits of multicultural education, which fosters both academic and social growth. Sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978) supports this link, emphasizing how collaborative learning enhances both individual and collective outcomes.

CONCLUSION
The findings of this study highlight the transformative potential of multicultural education in improving academic achievement and social integration. By encouraging critical thinking, collaboration, and cultural empathy, multicultural education aligns with Islamic values ​​of unity and mutual respect. Addressing challenges such as language barriers and lack of institutional support can amplify its positive impact. Educational institutions are encouraged to prioritize culturally inclusive curricula and initiatives that foster cross-cultural interaction, equipping students to effectively navigate a diverse and globalizing society.
This research underscores the importance of continuous improvement in the implementation of multicultural education. It provides valuable insights for educators and policymakers to create more inclusive and equitable learning environments. By embedding multicultural principles into educational practices, institutions can contribute to the holistic development of students, ensuring they are prepared to thrive in a multicultural world.
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