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Bridging Two Worlds: Non-Indigenous Teachers Navigating Indigenous Social Studies Classrooms
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ABSTRACT 

	Every classroom serves as a cultural gathering place where teaching transforms from instruction to conversation. When educators enter communities other than their own, they are faced with the privilege and responsibility of comprehending a different culture, which further complicates this exchange.This study described the experiences, challenges, and coping strategies of non-Indigenous Social Studies teachers teaching in Secondary IPEd schools. It aims to better understand how these teachers handled cultural practices and the varied reality of working in the IPEd schools. A qualitative phenomenological research design was employed to capture lived experiences and generate practical insights. The study was conducted at secondary public schools, carrying out the initiative for Indigenous Peoples' Education (IPEd). Purposive Sampling was used to choose individuals based on their related experiences in teaching. Key themes were found using Colaizzi's semi-structured analysis approach, which focused on how non-Indigenous teachers deal with their cultural roles to foster an inclusive learning environment and close cultural divides. The findings of this study showed that non-Indigenous teachers had to face issues like language barriers, cultural alienation, and a lack of resources appropriate to their places. They showed resilience despite this by establishing a connection with Indigenous communities and adapting and incorporating local viewpoints to become more community-focused and responsive. The study also recommended stronger school-community partnerships, greater support and assistance for Indigenous and non-Indigenous teachers, and cultural competency training anchored in Indigenous knowledge. To bridge these worlds, a continuous dedication to justice, inclusivity, and Indigenous engagement in education. Overall, the research emphasizes that true inclusivity in education emerges when understanding, humility, and collaboration guide the act of teaching.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Education serves as a bridge between worlds, yet when cultures meet in the classroom, that bridge can either connect or divide. Understanding how teachers navigate cultural boundaries becomes vital in shaping true inclusivity. The interaction between non-Indigenous teachers and Indigenous students highlights a major gap in education, particularly in the lack of cross-cultural competence among non-Indigenous educators teaching social studies in Indigenous contexts. In multicultural nations like the Philippines, inclusive education remains more aspirational than practical, as many teachers struggle to effectively integrate Indigenous content. Han (2022) noted that this gap causes a mismatch between Indigenous students’ cultural identities and their education, while Couch et al. (2023) found that such disconnection negatively affects student engagement and emotional well-being. Similarly, Orcales-Tabile (2024) emphasized that failing to align pedagogy with learners’ cultural identities results in culturally insensitive teaching.

Globally, non-Indigenous teachers continue to face challenges in integrating Indigenous knowledge into classroom instruction. In the United States, Conrad (2022) reported that curriculum distortion and disconnection from Indigenous contexts persist, reflecting deep-seated colonial biases in education. Likewise, Riley et al. (2024) found that Western-centric educational goals in Australia, New Zealand, Canada, and the United States hinder the inclusion of Indigenous perspectives, limiting culturally relevant teaching and students’ exposure to diverse viewpoints. Danyluk et al. (2024) also noted that many non-Indigenous teachers in Canada and Australia feel unprepared to teach Indigenous topics due to insufficient training and exposure to Indigenous worldviews. Similarly, Chen (2023) observed that while some teachers attempt to incorporate Indigenous languages and customs, their efforts often fall short because of limited foundational knowledge. However, research indicates that community involvement and professional development programs featuring Indigenous guest speakers enhance teacher confidence and student engagement (Sharma & Shannon-Baker, 2023). Despite these efforts, Couch et al. (2023) emphasized that many non-Indigenous teachers still struggle to apply Indigenous curricula effectively, leading to classroom discomfort and misunderstandings.

In the Philippines, the Department of Education established the Indigenous Peoples’ Education (IPEd) program under DepEd Order No. 62, s. 2011, to promote inclusive and culturally respectful education. However, concerns remain regarding its implementation. Sarmiento and Tudy (2020) noted that most Indigenous schools, especially in remote areas, are supervised by non-Indigenous teachers. Napanoy and Peckley (2020) found that a lack of cultural understanding leads to teaching methods that are not suitable for Indigenous learners, while Biana et al. (2021) highlighted that many teachers view their cultural competence as basic, stressing the need for more training and guidance. In Mindanao, IPEd schools serve as key centers for preserving Indigenous knowledge and identity, yet reliance on non-Indigenous teachers persists (Sarmiento & Tudy, 2020). Orcales-Tabile (2024) identified language barriers and cultural misunderstandings as common challenges, and Napanoy and Peckley (2020) observed that these issues can cause emotional stress and alienation among teachers and students. On a positive note, Oscar et al. (2024) reported that collaboration with Indigenous elders and leaders supports the creation of culturally appropriate learning environments, while Chen (2023) emphasized that community involvement enhances classroom engagement and trust.
This study is based on Dr. Madeleine Leininger's Cultural Care Theory  (1989), which points out the significance of culturally appropriate care in all  professional contexts. The concept emphasizes the importance of identifying and adjusting to their students' cultural backgrounds to give excellent service. Oskineegish and Berger (2021) expanded this theory to education, claiming that cultural competency helps teachers reduce miscommunication and build student connections. According to Leininger (1989), understanding culture is vital for bridging value divides and fostering mutual respect. In IPEd schools,  these concepts offer lenses through which non-Indigenous teachers can modify their curriculum to better meet the cultural needs of Indigenous students. Sharma and Shannon-Baker (2023) verified this strategy by demonstrating that culturally informed teaching increases student involvement and learning outcomes

Given these challenges and the lack of local studies on non-Indigenous teachers’ experiences in IPEd classrooms, this study aims to fill a crucial gap by examining how they address cultural, linguistic, and pedagogical challenges in teaching Indigenous social studies. Understanding these experiences can help improve teacher training, strategies, and policies toward inclusive education. Danyluk et al. (2024) emphasized the importance of providing teachers with historical and cultural knowledge, while Chen (2023) and Oscar et al. (2024) highlighted that collaboration and community involvement strengthen engagement, confidence, and educational success. Specifically, this study seeks to 1. explore the experiences non-Indigenous social studies teachers face when teaching Indigenous students, 2. the strategies they use to meet students’ needs, and 3. their views on the importance of cultural competency and collaboration with Indigenous communities.

2. material and methods 

This study employed a qualitative phenomenological design to explore the lived experiences of non-Indigenous social studies teachers in Davao del Sur’s public secondary IPEd schools. Eight teachers with at least three years of teaching experience were purposively selected, following Barrett and Kepler’s (2024) recommendation that three years enhances teaching effectiveness, and Creswell’s (2013) guidance that five to twenty-five participants are sufficient for rich phenomenological data. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews developed around the study’s three research questions, validated by experts to ensure content accuracy (Barrick, 2020; Andalib, 2024), and conducted with confidentiality using pseudonyms. Ethical approval and informed consent were secured prior to the interviews. Collected responses were transcribed, translated, and analyzed thematically using Colaizzi’s (1978) method, which involved identifying significant statements, formulating meanings, clustering themes, and deriving emergent themes. Participants then verified the findings to ensure accuracy. This approach allowed the researchers to gain deep insights into the teachers’ experiences while maintaining ethical and methodological rigor.

3. results and discussion

This chapter presents the results and discussions gathered through interviews to study the lived experiences of non-indigenous social studies teachers teaching Indigenous students. The findings highlight their experiences, strategies, and insights in navigating culturally varied learning environments.

Challenges of Non-Indigenous Social Studies teachers in IPEd schools include language barriers, cultural differences, and diverse learning styles. Figure 1 shows that teachers also struggle with student interaction due to socioeconomic and parental conditions. Additionally, adapting to curriculum changes adds to their difficulties.
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Struggling With Language and Cultural Differences. This theme highlights teachers’ challenges in addressing language barriers and cultural differences, which complicate lesson delivery and require constant adjustments to teaching strategies.

Experiencing Communication Barriers. Non-Indigenous teachers face difficulties with translation, unfamiliar terms, and ensuring student comprehension, making effective lesson delivery harder in IPEd classrooms.

"Ang kuang lang nako didto is ang mga terms nga wala nako na again before kay nang lisod lisod so sa AP masabtan lang siya ang kuan lang is katong mga terms nga, especially sa Economics" (What I found difficult there were the terms that I hadn’t encountered before because they were quite complicated. So in AP (Social Studies), it can be understood, but the challenge is really with those terms, especially in Economics.) – Teacher 1, L 8-10

“Nay ka-isa nga nay term nga wala ko kaila sa Tagalog mismo and na-struck pud ang mga bata, nangutana pud sila, so later na pag kuan usa papud namo nahibal-an unsa tu, unsay buot pasabot ato "(There was a time when there was a term in Tagalog that I did not know, and the students were also confused and asked about it. It was only later that we were able to figure out what it meant.) – Teacher 3, L34-36.

"Absolutely, while I’m teaching my lessons in Social Studies, there are words na I translate it into their language, pero those basic language lang but dili jud ako ang directly nagahatag sa word I am asking them to provide the answer." (While I'm teaching my lessons in Social Studies, there are words that I translate into their language, but only the basic ones. However, I do not directly provide the translation myself; instead, I ask them to answer.) Teacher 2, L 8-11

Non-Indigenous Social Studies teachers encounter language barriers and cultural differences that impede effective lesson delivery and comprehension. Indigenous students often struggle with technical terms, particularly in economics, due to unclear translations and limited vocabulary (Tac-on & Musico, 2024). To address this, teachers use native languages, adapt strategies to local customs (Nive Danae Lembit & Burgess, 2024), and engage in cultural immersion to build competency (Pecson et al., 2024). Grounded in Leininger’s Cultural Competence Theory, these challenges underscore the need for responsive pedagogy and teacher preparation to bridge communication gaps and promote inclusive learning.

Forgetting Indigenous Language and Cultural Practices. Non-Indigenous Social Studies teachers observe students losing their native dialects and customs, with some experiencing cultural shame. This decline limits teachers’ ability to integrate Indigenous perspectives into lessons.

"Ang ilahang tribe is hinay-hinay na siya pawala kay even the parents nila they do not know how to speak their dialect." (Their tribe is slowly disappearing because even their parents no longer know how to speak their dialect.) – Teacher 2, L142-143

"Kabalo naman sila’g Bisaya, nakaka-intindi na sila ng Filipino kay ang... ang language man jud namo no, ang wika man jud is Filipino sa ano, dili pud sila malisdan" (They already know how to speak Bisaya and can understand Filipino because our official language is Filipino. So, they do not have a hard time with it.) – Teacher 3, L23-26.

"Gina-kaulaw nila ilahang language" (They feel ashamed of their language.) -Teacher 4, L17-18

Non-Indigenous Social Studies teachers note students’ loss of native dialects and cultural shame, limiting the inclusion of Indigenous perspectives. The dominance of the Filipino and Bisaya languages weakens cultural identity (Jennings, 2024). Language decline disrupts value transmission and creates cultural guilt (McDonald’s, 2025). It also distances students from their heritage, hastening identity erosion (Burcu Yaman Ntelioglou et al., 2024). Leininger’s Cultural Competence Theory underscores the need for policies that preserve language and culture in education.

Facing Challenges in Instructional Delivery. Non-Indigenous Social Studies teachers face challenges, including limited culturally appropriate resources, language barriers, and diverse learning styles. These challenges require constant adjustments to teaching methods to meet students’ needs while ensuring lesson effectiveness.

Facing Cultural and Contextual Learning Gaps. Non-Indigenous Social Studies teachers face challenges in connecting lessons to students’ limited exposure to national and historical topics, necessitating adapted strategies to make learning both meaningful and relevant.

”Is ilahang knowledge or ilahang understanding ba kay puro ra siya diri sa ilang community, wala silay knowledge about sa mga Spaniards, sa mga tao nga ni kuan sa Philippines, wala silay knowledge ana” (Their knowledge or understanding is limited to their community; they don’t have knowledge about the Spaniards or the people who played a role in Philippine history.) -Teacher 1, L23-26

“Nag-focus lang sila sa ilahang community” (They only focus on their community) – Teacher 2, L26-27

“Alignment sa among major kay naa say the gap between the delivery kay dili siya jud namo siya as in nga madeliver ang topic nga the same na pag deliver sa other major” (The alignment with our major has a gap in terms of delivery because we cannot deliver the topic in the same way as other majors do..) – Teacher 5, L31-34.

“Sa AP 9 ko kay about man ni sa ekonomiya mana dira noh niya akong nakuan sa ilaha, na-integrate sa ilaha is about pag-budget, pag-gastos ana. Unsaon pag-budget ug pag-gastos diri sa pamahalaan nato, diri sa sariling bansa nato, ana and then kanang akaong gi-kuan sa ilaha na culture is lahi rajud kaayo kay siyempre naa sila dira sa kabukiran nila nagpuyo” (In AP 9, since it is about economics, what I was able to integrate into their learning was budgeting and spending, how the government budgets and spends within our country. However, when I tried to relate it to their culture, it was completely different because they live in the mountains, where their way of life is unique.) - Teacher 7, L9-14

Non-Indigenous Social Studies teachers struggle to relate lessons to students’ limited local knowledge, as dialects are often neglected in schools (Chowdhury, 2024). The absence of Indigenous perspectives makes it challenging to connect broader issues (Mawa, 2024). Culturally responsive strategies and e-learning tools help reduce these gaps and improve access (Nuncio et al., 2020). Leininger’s Cultural Competence Theory highlights the need to adapt education to students’ cultural backgrounds.

Struggling with Learning Resources. Limited access to electricity, materials, and connectivity hinders lesson delivery and reduces learning quality for non-Indigenous Social Studies teachers.

“In Palan, first year nako dria is wala pami kuryente, so ang ginabuhat nako naga print nalang kog module para sa ilaha and then gina discuss nako pero, I find it difficult kay sa pag discuss man gud nimo sa lesson sa social studies, kay kailangan jud ka naa kay mga diagrams or naa kay mga pictures” (In Palan, during my first year here, we didn’t have electricity yet. So, what I did was print modules for them and discuss the lessons. However, I found it difficult because, when teaching Social Studies, you need diagrams or pictures to explain the lessons effectively.) – Teacher 2, L37-41

“Mag send mi ug assignment ana ang uban mo ingun man maam wala gud mi cellphone maam or wala mi signal didto sa bukid maam” (When we give assignments, some students say, "Ma'am, we do not have a cellphone," or "Ma'am, we do not have a signal in the mountains. ") - Teacher 6, L57-59.

“Naa mi istudyante singkwenta kabuok human ikaw, isa lang ka na teacher, 1 hour raka, dili na nimo Makaya tanan, magpabasa baya, human pila ka klase sa isa ka adlaw” (We have 50 students, and as the only teacher, I only have one hour with them. It is impossible to handle everything, there is reading to do, plus multiple classes in a single day.) – Teacher 3, L116-118.

Limited electricity, poor internet, and scarce materials hinder the delivery of lessons and student engagement. Poverty and geographic isolation further restrict Indigenous students’ access to learning resources (Pettalongi et al., 2024). Without digital infrastructure and culturally appropriate materials, teachers struggle to meet students’ needs (Assefa & Mohammed, 2022). E-learning tools can help improve access and inclusivity (Nuncio et al., 2020). Guided by Leininger’s Cultural Competence Theory, these issues highlight the need for investment in infrastructure and culturally responsive practices that integrate Indigenous knowledge.

Managing Student Engagement and Classroom Behavior. Teachers face challenges with attendance, participation, and classroom conduct, which makes it difficult to maintain student engagement. These issues underscore the need for culturally sensitive strategies to foster an inclusive and engaging environment.

Struggling with Student Engagement and Participation. Disinterest and the perception of Social Studies as difficult or tedious reduce student motivation. Many struggle to connect with new ideas, which limits their active involvement in lessons.

Struggling with Student Engagement and Participation. Perceiving Social Studies as difficult or tedious reduces motivation and limits students’ active involvement.

"In terms sa klase kay maglisod man noh kay dili kaayo sila ma- entertain or maminaw." (In class, it can be not easy because they are not always engaged or attentive.) – Teacher 8, L13-14

"Kay ang Social Studies man gud o Araling Panlipunan kasagaran muingon na sila na boring jud kaayo, yes very boring...everytime na katulugon jud na sila sa klase." (In Social Studies or *Araling Panlipunan*, many students say that it is very dull—yes, really dull. Every time, they get sleepy in class. ) – Teacher 6, L 3-6

"Sila parang wala lang gyud nila niya mag-dialect dayon sila ug kanang di ta kasabot ana so ikuan lang nato, i- ignore lang nato, pasagdaan lang." (It seems like they do not really pay attention, and then they start speaking in their dialect, which we do not understand. So, we just ignore it and let them be.) – Teacher 7, L 47-50

Indigenous students often find Social Studies uninteresting and difficult to relate to, which can lead to low motivation and weak participation. Language barriers also limit inclusivity when dialects are used to exclude peers, obstructing class discussions (Martin et al., 2021). Culturally responsive teaching that integrates Indigenous perspectives can make lessons more meaningful and engaging (Kurniawan et al., 2020), while culturally competent school leadership fosters supportive environments (Santamaria & Santamaria, 2023). Guided by Leininger’s Cultural Competence Theory, these findings stress the importance of culturally relevant instruction to enhance engagement and inclusivity.

Managing Classroom Behavior and Attendance Issues. Distractions, absenteeism, early marriage, financial constraints, and personal difficulties hinder Indigenous students’ focus, making classroom management challenging.

“Ay, maglisod man ka’g sabot, magpag mag-undang ka” (Oh, you are having a hard time understanding, maybe you should just stop.) - Teacher 3, L96-97

"Naay sayo man minyu, usahay ma-set aside nila ilahang studies kay I prioritize nila ilang pag-trabaho" (Some get married at a young age, and sometimes, they set aside their studies because they prioritize working instead.) – Teacher 4, L130-131.

"Usahay, labaw na’g dili sila magkasinabot, naka-try jud ko ika-isa, nag-bugno jud sa akong atubangan" (Sometimes, especially when they do not get along, conflicts arise. I even experienced a situation where two students got into a physical fight right in front of me.) – Teacher 8, L26-27

Classroom behavior and attendance among Indigenous students are affected by conflicts, socioeconomic pressures, and language barriers, making discipline and engagement difficult. Culturally sensitive strategies, such as involving families (Rogers & Aglukark, 2024), strengthening teacher-student relationships (Perso & Hayward, 2020), and addressing social and linguistic hurdles (Kurniawan et al., 2020), can help mitigate these issues. In line with Leininger’s theory, culturally relevant management fosters inclusivity, accountability, and sustained participation.

Strategies Employed to Address the Needs of Indigenous Students
The data analysis identified three main categories, illustrated in Figure 2, utilized by social studies teachers to support Indigenous learners: advancing culturally responsive instruction, strengthening contextualized teaching practices, and encouraging student engagement and motivation.

Promoting Culturally Responsive Teaching. This theme emphasizes integrating Indigenous culture and practices into instruction to build an inclusive, respectful, and culturally aware learning environment.
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Integrating Indigenous Culture in Teaching. Teachers adapt methods and resources to students’ cultural backgrounds, using Indigenous knowledge to foster awareness, broaden perspectives, and make learning more engaging and inclusive.
“Kung naay mga lesson gani, nga naay mga halimbawa na pwede pala maisulod ilang culture so isulod jud na siya para mas masabtan nila ang topic.” (If there are lessons that include examples where their culture can be integrated, then it should really be included so they can better understand the topic.) - Teacher 3, L 22-23
Mag-istorya ta about sa other countries, sa culture, about culture, so imo pud siyang i-integrate sa ilahang sarili nga culture.” ("Whenever we talk about other countries and their culture, you should also integrate it with their own culture.) - Teacher 4, L27-28
“So katong inyong gina-practice sa inyong sa inyong sarili, the way mo mu-sabot, the way sila manumit, the way sila sa ilahang mga rituals, mga in-ana ba, ma-relate nimo sila sa ilaha ba” (So what you are practicing on your own, the way you understand, the way they dress, the way they perform their rituals, and things like that—you can relate those to them.)- Teacher 2, L 29-32
This highlights the role of embedding Indigenous traditions in Social Studies to make learning more meaningful and inclusive. Incorporating Indigenous practices enhances engagement, identity, and belonging (Ilagan, 2024). Culturally integrated curricula improve self-esteem and performance (Prehn et al., 2024). Responsive pedagogy strengthens cultural inclusion (Ferrufino, 2024). Community–government collaboration also contributes to cultural inclusion (Wantik et al., 2024). In line with Leininger’s theory, culturally sensitive teaching grounded in community knowledge fosters relevance and deeper cultural understanding.
Celebrating Indigenous Identity and Traditions. Honoring Indigenous heritage preserves cultural history while fostering identity, connection, and appreciation among students.
“Every year, man pud naa tay ginatawag na IP Month in which ang mga bata magdula sila sa ilahang mga traditional games nila as well as sa ilahang ga Sanina and mag talk sila “(Every year, we have what we call IP Month, where the children play their traditional games, wear their traditional clothing, and engage in discussions.)- Teacher 3, L150-153.
“Diria every Friday naa mi Tribal day in which ang mgabata naga suot sila katong mga native na mga dress, they are encourage to speak in their own language.” (Here, every Friday, we have Tribal Day, where the children wear their traditional clothing and are encouraged to speak in their language.) – Teacher 2, L148-150
“Naa pud miy IPEd... IP day so dira na tanan sports na buhaton ana ilaha nang dula sa IPs kanang mag- ano mag-ano ug kawayan, magpsiga sa kawayan mag lit-ag sa mga manok ana among mga dula ana tapos i-encourage sila na magsuot sa ilang suot, mag accessorize, mga accessories nila.” (We also have IPEd... IP Day, where all the sports and games played are traditional IP games, such as bamboo climbing, lighting a fire using bamboo, and setting traps for chickens. During this event, students are encouraged to wear their traditional clothing and accessories.)- Teacher 4, L110-114
Schools play a vital role in sustaining Indigenous heritage by organizing cultural events like Indigenous People’s Day, IP Month, and Tribal festivals, which strengthen students’ identity and pride. Teachers and institutions further support cultural continuity through culturally sensitive programs, community partnerships, and teaching methods aligned with Indigenous learning styles (Majhi & Dansana, 2024; Tremblay et al., 2024; Thomas & Karalam, 2024). In line with Leininger’s Cultural Competence Theory, fostering inclusive environments where cultural diversity is respected enables Indigenous students to preserve their heritage, deepen social connections, and strengthen their sense of community.
Enhancing Contextualized Teaching Practices. Contextualizing lessons through Indigenous culture, real-life experiences, and local contexts fosters deeper understanding and engagement. Linking lessons to students’ lived realities creates a meaningful learning environment that supports both academic success and lifelong learning.
Adapting Language and Contextualizing Lessons. Teachers adapt language and link lessons to students’ customs to ensure relevance and cultural connection.
“Naa lang mi mga terms that will be used, kanang amoa na siyang I-contextualize nga mag use mi ug mga terms sa ilahang dialect gani, nga related sa among the topic.” (We have some terms that will be used, and we will contextualize them by incorporating terms from their dialect that are related to our topic) - Teacher 1, L19-21)
“Ang kuan namo dri is contextualize, not necessarily nga buhaton jud namo basta atleast mapasabot namo sa mga bata and maka relate sila sa word nga “ay in-ana diay na sa kuan , nya ang term sa ilaha pud” (What we do here is contextualize—it doesn’t necessarily mean we have to do it exactly, but at least we make sure the students understand and relate to it. That way, they can recognize, "Oh, so that is how it is," and learn the term in their language.) - Teacher 2, L 81-83
“Sa ilang culture isulod gani namo, started from greetings, leaving the kuan naa jud dapat mi ma incorporate na mga words.” (In their culture, when we incorporate it, we start with greetings, when leaving, we also make sure to incorporate certain words.)- Teacher 6, L73-75
Contextualization is essential in making lessons meaningful by using familiar language and cultural references that strengthen Indigenous students’ identity and preserve traditions. It also helps overcome language barriers and fosters deeper engagement (Almeda, 2023). Community involvement enhances culturally responsive education, improving both academic performance and cultural pride (Nganga & Kambutu, 2024), while preserving customs ensures continuity across generations (Bayang, 2024). Consistent with Leininger’s theory, contextualization creates inclusive classrooms where Indigenous students feel valued and knowledge is meaningfully connected to their lived experiences.
Engaging and Interacting in Learning Activities. Active participation through first-hand experiences deepens understanding, improves learning efficiency, and strengthens critical thinking skills.
“Kanang mga hands-on activities nila kay kung mag pure teaching lang sa sulod sa room without even mga hands-on activities sa ilaha ma board mana sila dili nana sila maminaw.” (Their hands-on activities are important because if we rely solely on pure classroom learning without any hands-on activities, they will get bored and stop paying attention.) - Teacher 2, L 135- 137
“Naga-incorporate jud ko’g play. Oh, in a form of play (game) jud akong pagtudlo para ma-engage sila, ganahan sila maminaw.” (I always incorporate play (game). I use play as a teaching strategy so they can be engaged and enjoy learning). - Teacher 8, L 15-16
“For engagement sa mga bata naa man pud mi mga activity ahmm engagement namo isa pud ana kanang naa man mi ginahimo entire Digos city nga ginatawag nga “Pasundayag” every quarter, so I-show nila ang ilahang mga na learn.” (For student engagement, we also have activities. One of these is an event called "Pasundayag" held across Digos City every quarter, where students showcase what they have learned.) - Teacher 1, L81-92
To increase participation, teachers use practical and play-based activities that make lessons interactive and culturally relevant. These strategies prevent disinterest and allow Indigenous students to showcase their culture, strengthening both identity and engagement. Play-based learning boosts participation by fostering social and emotional growth (Oo & Davidsen, 2023) and makes learning more enjoyable and participatory (Soma & Kissiedu, 2023). It also promotes inclusivity by encouraging meaningful involvement from all students (Danniels & Pyle, 2023). In line with Leininger’s Cultural Competence Theory, interactive approaches help students express cultural identity while reducing linguistic and cultural barriers in the classroom.
Fostering Student Participation and Motivation. A responsive learning environment builds confidence, while culturally relevant activities connect lessons to Indigenous students’ backgrounds. Recognizing their identities fosters inclusion and motivates active participation.
Encouraging Active Engagement. Teachers maintain a lively, responsive classroom by using interactive activities and culturally relevant discussions, keeping Indigenous students attentive and preventing disengagement.
“Kaylangan murag gina isa-isa gud nako sila kay kanang mag- klase ko usahay mag-klase ko, interactive jud kaayo then gina- remain jud nako, number 1 lang jud nang sabton nimo sila.” (I need to address each student individually. When I teach, my classes are very interactive, but above all, I always remind myself that understanding them is the number one priority.) - Teacher 3 L 41-43
“Ginatawag nako sila isa-isa ug naa ko’y time tapos diba para ma-fulfill to ilang lacking diba? Pabasahon na sila, hatagan ug activities na interactive.” (I call them one by one when I still have time. Can the areas they lack be fulfilled? I let them read and give them interactive activities. - Teacher 6- L 126- 128
“Kanang mga hands-on activities nila kay kung mag pure teaching lang sa sulod sa room without even mga hands- on activities sa ilaha ma board mana sila dili nana sila maminaw.” (Those hands-on activities are important because if it is just pure teaching inside the classroom without any hands-on activities for them, they will get bored and stop paying attention). -Teacher 2, L 135-137
Teachers highlight that combining interactive strategies with personalized instruction sustains Indigenous students’ engagement and supports meaningful learning. Contextualized methods increase attention and interest (Shih, 2024), interactive tasks enhance memory, problem-solving, and critical thinking (Dike et al., 2024), and enjoyable, tailored activities promote academic growth (Fauzan et al., 2024). Personalized approaches foster engagement by focusing on individual strengths (Idowu, 2024), while cooperation and feedback further boost participation (Sinaga, 2024). In line with Leininger’s Cultural Competence Theory, acknowledging and respecting cultural backgrounds ensures education is inclusive, relevant, and responsive to students’ needs.
Cultural Recognition and Student Empowerment. Teachers emphasize acknowledging and valuing Indigenous culture by fostering diverse perspectives, applying culturally responsive strategies, and creating an inclusive environment that motivates student engagement and empowerment.
“Ilhon jud nimo sila like proud jud sila sa ilang pagka-Blaan diba, pagka-IP nila and then if i-recognize nimo sila kay ma-feel nil ana special sila in that way ganahan sila maminaw, na mu-participate sila sa klase. gina-ingnan namo ang parents, gina-adtuan namo, gina-encourage namo na sige lang, skwela lang, kung unsa’y makaya sa bata, paningkamotan lang jud nato makahuman.” (You have to recognize them for who they are. They take pride in being B’laan or IP (Indigenous Peoples), and when you acknowledge and appreciate their identity, they feel special. This makes them more willing to listen and participate in class. We also talk to the parents, visit them, and encourage them to continue sending their children to school. We assure them that whatever their child can manage, we will do our best to support them until they complete their education.) -Teacher 8, L 60-63
Dapat ipa feel nimo sa bata nga welcome siya sa classroom nimo ug dawat nimo sya as kung kinsa siya ug asa siya gikan. Ana kung naay mga activities sige by group walay walay dili pwede ilaen nato si kuan kay indigent siya dapat sge kana bitaw inclusive jud siya para sa tanan.” (You should make the student feel welcome in your classroom and accepted for who they are and where they come from. During activities, ensure that group work is inclusive, and no one is excluded just because they are indigent. Everyone should be included and treated equally. -Teacher 6, L 112-116
“Kung maulaw man sila, tawagon nako sila isa-isa ug I encourage nimo sila na sige, i-try lang ug answer, ana lang“ (I call students individually and gradually engage them in answering questions to boost their confidence.) Teacher 4, L 79-80
Teachers fostered Indigenous students’ acknowledgement and empowerment by respecting their identities and applying culturally sensitive methods that built pride, belonging, and participation. Support and tailored encouragement boosted self-esteem and motivated engagement, while interactive and culturally relevant strategies promoted academic success (Prehn et al., 2024). Similarly, embracing cultural identity enhanced confidence and involvement (Thomas & Karalam, 2024), with narrative-based learning and storytelling in the SENSEI framework further supporting self-discovery (Macapugay & Nakamura, 2024). Safe classroom settings encouraged dialogue, intercultural understanding, and free expression without fear (Torres & Rapimán, 2024). In line with Leininger’s Cultural Competence Theory (1989), acknowledging cultural backgrounds through interactive and contextually relevant approaches creates a supportive environment where Indigenous students’ well-being, motivation, and sense of belonging are strengthened.
The View of the Non-Indigenous Social Studies Teachers on the Improvement of Competency and Collaboration with the Indigenous Community
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The data analysis identified three strategies used by non-indigenous teachers to build partnerships with Indigenous communities: engagement with elders and knowledge keepers, culturally sensitive teaching, and professional development to support mutual learning and curriculum integration despite institutional and funding challenges.
Emphasizing the importance of cultural competence in teaching. Cultural competence is crucial in social studies, where customs and history shape the curriculum. By understanding indigenous culture and social structures, teachers foster inclusivity, prevent bias, and design lessons that meaningfully integrate indigenous knowledge.
"You should have a background or at least knowledge of their culture para mas dali nimo sila ma-communicate." (you should have a background or at least knowledge of their culture to communicate with them more easily). Teacher 2, l 178-180
"Dapat naa ka’y simple knowledge sa ilang culture para ma-limit pud nga dili pud kay basta-basta maka-violate sa ilahang mga practices" (you should have basic knowledge of their culture to help ensure that you don’t unintentionally violate their practices). Teacher 4, l 119-122
"Kinahanglan kabalo ka mutimbang-timbang ug asa ra ka kutob pwede mo sulod or hilabot sa ilaha" (you need to know how to weigh situations and understand your limits on where you can engage or interfere with them). -teacher 6, l135-142
Cultural competence is vital in teaching indigenous students, particularly in social studies, as it fosters meaningful learning while respecting cultural identity. It enables teachers to navigate sensitive topics with care and avoid misunderstandings (Danyluk et al., 2024). Strong cultural awareness enhances student engagement and reinforces identity (Wantik et al., 2024), while applying these principles creates inclusive and significant learning experiences (Goss et al., 2024). In line with Leininger’s theory of cultural competence, understanding and respecting cultural backgrounds is essential for providing appropriate teaching; without this awareness, educators may struggle to engage indigenous students effectively.
Reflecting and learning from indigenous culture in teaching. Teaching indigenous students is reciprocal, as non-indigenous teachers learn from cultural traditions while sharing knowledge. Community engagement refines teaching approaches and fosters inclusive, meaningful learning.
“As a teacher ma ka-happy pud siya nga while nag teach ko naka learned pud kog laeng butang specially na sa ilang kultura. Kay naa baya silay ilaha pud nga wala sa atoa no naka learned pud ko while sila pud naka learned sa akoa as a teacher ako nakalearned pud ko sa akong mga studyante.” ("as a teacher, it is also fulfilling that while i am teaching, i am learning new things, especially about their culture. They have their practices that we do not have, so i have learned from them just as they have learned from me. As a teacher, i do not just teach my students, I also learn from them. Teacher 6, l 145-149
“Pag-collab nako nila, naka-learn ko unsa pa ang dapat buhaton” (through collaboration with them, i learned what else needs to be done) -teacher 7, l119-120
“Mas na-improve akong way sa pagtudlo, while man gud nga naga-tudlo ka sa ilaha, murag naga-additional learn tapos kung mangutana pud ka sa ilahang community, additional learnings pud to kung unsaon nimo ang mga bata” ("my way of teaching has improved because while teaching them, i also gain additional learning. And when i ask their community, i gain even more insights on how to teach the children better). - teacher 3 l195-198
Teaching indigenous students is a reciprocal process where educators impart knowledge while also learning from students’ cultural perspectives, making social studies more relevant and inclusive. Incorporating local languages and practices fosters cultural pride and identity (Suparjan et al., 2024; Lunda et al., 2024), while culturally responsive education promotes sovereignty and revitalization (Keskitalo & Olsen, 2024). Integrating indigenous knowledge bridges cultural gaps, strengthens engagement, and creates welcoming classrooms. Leininger’s theory emphasizes that teaching involves respecting cultural backgrounds and fostering cooperative learning, where both teachers and students grow through reflection and shared understanding.
Developing culturally responsive teaching strategies. Adapting methods to indigenous students’ cultural backgrounds enhances learning, participation, and communication.
"Basahon jud nimo ang tawo, mu-adapt jud ka unsa ilahang kultura kung unsa ilahang... The way sila mu- approach sa imo dili pu dingon na mag-inistrikta ka, it is really to adapt for you to blend in.” (you have to read people and adapt to their culture—how they interact with you. You cannot just be strict; you need to adapt to blend in). -Teacher 8, l94-96
"Para maka-kuan pa sila ug deep knowledge about sa lesson then maka-kuan sila, maka-learn pa ug daghan pajud kaayo.” (it is for them to gain a deeper understanding of the lesson and learn even more). Teacher 7, l129-130
“As a teacher, kinahanglan kabalo ka asa ka dapit pwede mu sulod para makuha nila ang imong gusto itudlo.” (as a teacher you must know how to integrate yourself so they can understand what you want to teach.) – Teacher 6, l 135-142
Effective instruction for indigenous students relies on culturally sensitive strategies that reflect their learning styles and identities. Incorporating indigenous perspectives makes social studies more relevant, boosting engagement (Shih, 2024), critical thinking (Khasanah et al., 2025), and academic outcomes (Harmilawati et al., 2024), while fostering belonging and equity (Yingsoon et al., 2024). Guided by Leininger’s theory, respecting cultural backgrounds creates inclusive and meaningful learning experiences that empower students.
Preserving indigenous culture through education. Culturally inclusive teaching helps non-indigenous teachers reinforce indigenous identity, transmit traditions, and deepen students’ appreciation of their heritage.
"Importante jud siya para sa mga bata and also sa pag-preserve sa ilahang culture. Importante siya through education, so hopefully if naa nay mga teacher na mgaahh bagobo tagabawa nga kanang ilaha gyung tribu, hopefully nga ma-preserve nila ilahang culture through education." (it is essential for the children and also for the preservation of their culture. Education plays a vital role, and hopefully, if there are teachers from the bagobo tagabawa tribe, they can help preserve their culture through education.) - Teacher 2, l 164-168
"Ma-preserve and also mapalambo pa nila ilahang culture diria." (their culture can be preserved and even further enriched.) - Teacher 3, l168-169
"Nindot man gud nga imong incorporate ilang kultura sa imong klase para pud dili malimtan ang kultura nila, especially karon modern days nagkahinay-hinay ug kawala, and atong identity kung unsa man jud galing ta. Nindot nga dili jud sila makalimot kung unsa jud ilang ginikanan, asa gyud gikan ang pagka-sila." (it is good to incorporate their culture into the lessons so that it will not be forgotten, especially in modern times where cultural identity is slowly fading. They must not forget who they are and where they come from.) - Teacher 6, l120-124
Education’s key role in preserving indigenous culture was emphasized. By integrating customs, perspectives, and language into the curriculum, non-indigenous teachers encouraged students to value their heritage and prevent cultural decline. Collaboration with families and communities ensured authenticity and pride in identity. Incorporating indigenous knowledge, languages, and revitalization programs also addressed historical trauma and strengthened traditions. Grounded in Leininger’s cultural competence theory, culturally responsive instruction honors indigenous ways of knowing, fostering cultural pride and continuity.
Collaborating with indigenous communities is vital in social studies, where history and culture are central. By working with community members and leaders, educators ensure authentic representation of indigenous perspectives, foster respect, and align teaching with cultural values to create inclusive learning environments.
"Naga tie-up mi sa ilang mga brgy officials, tribal leaders. Didto namo i-earout among mga problema, nya mag-ask mi sa ila kung unsa sa ilang ikatabang, unsay buhaton namo ani. Ma-home visit mi, magdalag mananghid mi sa ilaha, mag-kuan mi unsay mga bawal didto, so mag-connect mi sa mga barangay officials." (we tie up with their barangay officials and tribal leaders. We discuss our concerns with them and ask how they can assist us and what we should do. We conduct home visits, ask for permission, and ensure that we follow their customs and restrictions, so we always coordinate with the barangay officials.) -Teacher 5, l 94-99
"Collaborating is very important, as we all know. If we do not collaborate, union man nato paglambo diba, so kailangan man jud nato'g connection. Social studies naga-change baya siya time to time." (collaboration is essential because, as we all know, without it, how can we progress? That is why we need connections. Social studies also changes over time.) -Teacher 8, l 84-86
"So dapat naa jud ta’y constant na communication, collaborate para updated permi, na magkasinabot pud permi." (there should always be constant communication and collaboration so that we stay updated and understand each other at all times.) -Teacher 4, l 88-89
Collaborating with indigenous communities is essential for culturally responsive social studies teaching. Open communication with tribal leaders and community members ensures that indigenous languages and customs are respected and integrated into formal education, strengthening student engagement (Wantik et al., 2024). Collaboration also fosters ties between indigenous communities and non-native students (Chell et al., 2024). Integrating indigenous perspectives, such as the seven grandfather teachings, further promotes cultural competence and introspection (Goss et al., 2024). Guided by Leininger’s theory, these partnerships highlight the importance of respecting cultural backgrounds to create inclusive and meaningful learning environments.
Embracing adaptation and cultural learning in indigenous education highlights the need for teachers to adapt to cultural norms and learn from students’ experiences. Engaging with communities and respecting traditions fosters inclusive and meaningful education, consistent with Leininger’s emphasis on cultural competence.
"First is labi na sa ilang batasan noh so adjustment sad ta lahi-lahi man tag culture nila adjust lang." (regarding their behavior, we need to adjust since we have different cultures. We just have to adapt). - Teacher 7, l 111-112
"Adjust lang nako akong kaugalingon na 'aw in-ana man jud gud' so pagsabut lang jud nako sa ilaha nga in-ana sila nga klase." (i adjust myself by accepting, 'that’s just how they are.' i focus on understanding and respecting their way of life). -Teacher 6, l 137- 138)
“Encourage nimo mag-study sila then sa ilang culture na lahi ra sa atoa ahmmm sabton lang pud na nato." (you encourage them to study, and when it comes to their culture, which is different from ours, we have to understand and respect it) -Teacher 8, l 112-115
Teaching indigenous students requires cultural competence and adaptability to diverse customs. Integrating cultural knowledge strengthens identity and engagement (Prehn et al., 2024), while attentive listening fosters responsive classrooms (Bennett, 2024). Community engagement, such as personal visitation, helps overcome barriers (Bayang, 2024). Leininger’s cultural competence theory (1989) highlights the need for educators to adapt and respect cultural diversity, creating meaningful and respectful learning experiences.
Integrating indigenous culture in teaching. Incorporating indigenous language, customs, and practices into the curriculum preserves culture and makes education more relevant. This approach fosters a welcoming environment that values indigenous identities, strengthens heritage ties, and enhances student engagement.
“Among focus is unsaon namo pag integrate sa ilahang culture or madala namo ilahang culture nga dili mawala or makarelate sila sa ilahang culture." (our focus is on how we can integrate their culture into learning, ensuring it remains preserved and relatable to them) - Teacher 1, l 102-104
“So kinahanglan isulod nila ilahang culture, isulod nila, for example, naa silay project gamit mo ug mga materials na ginagamit ninyo sa inyong culture." ("they should integrate their culture, for example, by using traditional materials in their projects to reflect and preserve their heritage. -Teacher 3, l 152-156
"When it comes to mag-integrate ka sa imohang lessons sa ilahang culture didto na sila mas ma-gets nila ang imohang kuan, imohang lessons. Mas feeling nako mas dali para sa ilaha na makat-on kay ma-relate man nila sa ilahang culture and it the same time maka-create ug inclusive environment for them, like tong gi-example nako ganina sa mga projects, gina-encourage nako sila to use indigenous instrctional materials, so in-ana pud siya naka-influence sa akong teaching.” (students can better understand the subject matter when you integrate their culture into your lessons. It becomes easier for them to learn because they can relate the lessons to their culture. At the same time, this approach helps create an inclusive environment for them. For example, i encourage them to use indigenous instructional materials in projects, which also influences my teaching.) -Teacher 4, l 139-145
Using familiar terms, local resources, and traditional practices in teaching strengthens indigenous students’ cultural identity and makes learning relevant. Such contextualization fosters engagement and prevents cultural decline by keeping customs central to education. Teachers also use customs to build morals and character (Suparjan et al., 2024), enhance cultural awareness with indigenous resources (Danyluk et al., 2024), and address threats from urbanization through creative approaches (Nutti & Heatta, 2024). Grounded in Leininger’s theory, contextualized instruction ensures teaching is inclusive, respectful, and culturally responsive, thereby reinforcing heritage and meaningful learning.


4. Conclusion

The study found that non-Indigenous Social Studies teachers in Indigenous schools face challenges such as language barriers, cultural differences, and limited localized materials, which affect their teaching and relationships with students. Despite these, they exhibit adaptability, cultural sensitivity, and commitment to inclusive education through collaboration with community leaders and alignment of lessons to Indigenous contexts. These findings imply that teaching in Indigenous Peoples Education (IPEd) schools demands not only pedagogical skill but also cultural understanding and engagement, positioning non-Indigenous teachers as vital bridges in preserving Indigenous identity. It is recommended that teacher education programs include training on Indigenous knowledge systems, intercultural communication, and culturally responsive pedagogy, while schools develop localized resources and provide continuous professional development to strengthen cultural awareness. Future research may explore how intercultural teaching experiences shape teacher identity and how Indigenous students’ perspectives can guide culturally grounded classroom practices. 
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