


Cultural Heritage Literacy Among Tertiary Social Studies Majors
in Northern Philippines

Abstract
In culturally diverse societies like the Philippines, cultural heritage literacy is an essential part of social studies education. This study explored the knowledge, abilities, attitudes, and behaviors about physical and intangible cultural heritage and investigated variations when categorized based on specific academic and demographic factors of the Bachelor of Secondary Education major in Social Studies students. A researcher-made questionnaire based on UNESCO's cultural heritage framework was used in the study following the descriptive-comparative research design. Results showed that the respondents' cultural heritage literacy was generally low to moderate, with a greater emphasis on values and appreciation rather than critical skills and active heritage activities. When the data gathered is categorized according to year level and exposure to heritage-related courses and activities, significant differences were observed, particularly among students with greater academic progression and prior heritage exposure. The results indicated that curriculum experiences and academic levels contribute to the differences in the students’ heritage knowledge. The study underscores the need to strengthen heritage-based pedagogical integration in Social Studies teacher education programs to enhance students’ conceptual understanding of cultural heritage within localized institutional contexts. 
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Introduction
In a time of fast globalization, technological advancement, and cultural homogenization, the transmission and preservation of cultural legacy continue to be major challenges (Graham et al., 2000; Ashworth et al., 2007). A people's collective memories, identity, values, and past experiences are embodied in their tangible and intangible cultural legacy. Particularly in areas like the Northern Philippines where several ethnolinguistic groups coexist, cultural heritage is essential to maintaining national identity while affirming local and indigenous customs.
Contemporary studies emphasize that heritage education should not merely transmit historical facts but foster informed cultural understanding within formal education systems (Orphanidou et al., 2024; Valencia Arnica et al., 2023). Integrating cultural heritage into curricula has been linked to sustainable education frameworks and education for sustainable development, highlighting the need to prepare learners who are culturally aware and socially responsible (Leijonhufvud, 2025). Moreover, interdisciplinary and policy-oriented perspectives argue that heritage education must be purpose-driven and systematically embedded in teacher preparation programs to achieve meaningful impact (Immonen, 2024; Li, 2025).
The main means of fostering cultural heritage awareness and responsibility is education. Social Studies is specifically required to foster historical awareness, cultural identity, civic competency, and social responsibility in the Philippine school system (DepEd, 2016). Social Studies majors in higher education many of whom will go on to become teachers are expected to have not only subject-matter expertise but also cultural sensitivity, appreciation, and the pedagogical skills necessary to impart cultural values to students (Banks, 2016). Empirical research further suggests that incorporating living heritage into history and social science instruction enhances inclusivity, cultural understanding, and learner engagement (Armiyati et al., 2025). Similarly, studies on teacher education programs highlight the importance of structured heritage-based pedagogical models in preparing pre-service teachers (Valencia Arnica et al., 2023).
Concerns about how well higher education institutions foster cultural heritage literacy in their students continue despite this obligation. Beyond factual knowledge of customs, locations, and historical accounts, cultural heritage literacy includes critical engagement and interpretive abilities, values of respect and accountability, and activities that promote continuity and preservation (Graham et al., 2000; Kurin, 2004). There are still few empirical research on this multifaceted literacy among university students, especially in northern Philippines. Furthermore, international scholarship continues to examine heritage integration and sustainability in education (Orphanidou et al., 2024; Leijonhufvud, 2025), localized evidence from regional state universities in the Philippines is still scarce.
In order to close this gap, this study looked at the cultural heritage literacy of University of Northern Philippines tertiary Social Studies majors. The study intends to provide evidence-based insights that can guide curriculum creation, instructional tactics, and institutional policies in higher education by evaluating their levels of cultural heritage-related knowledge, skills, values, and behaviors.
With this goal, the study sought to determine the level of cultural heritage literacy of tertiary Social Studies majors in terms of knowledge, skills, values, and practices; identify the challenges they encounter in learning heritage literacy; and proposal for strengthening cultural heritage education in teacher education programs. 

Methodology
Research Design. Descriptive-comparative research design was used in the study as it intended the possibility to test and describe and compare the respondents' levels of cultural heritage literacy in a methodical manner.
Respondents of the Study. Tertiary Social Studies majors at the University of Northern Philippines' College of Teacher Education were the respondents of this study. Stratified random sampling was used to choose participants in order to guarantee participation from all year levels. Respondents have to be formally enrolled as Social Studies majors at the time of data collection in order to meet the inclusion criteria.
Research Instrument. A Cultural Heritage Literacy Questionnaire centered on the knowledge component of cultural heritage literacy was used to gather data. Twenty indicators make up the questionnaire, which is divided into four domains: (A) Intangible Heritage (Living Traditions and Culinary Arts); (B) Tangible Heritage (Built Environment); (C) Heritage Laws, Ethics, and Conservation; and (D) Heritage Pedagogy and Localized Instruction. A 4-point Likert scale is used to score each indicator: 4 represents high knowledge, 3 represents moderate knowledge, 2 represents low knowledge, and 1 represents very low knowledge. 

Table 1: The computed means were interpreted using the range interval of point scores
	RANGE OF MEANS
	Descriptive Interpretation

	4.00
	High Knowledge

	3.00-3.99
	Moderate Knowledge

	2.00-2.99
	Low Knowledge

	1.00-1.99
	Very Low Knowledge


Expert review by a select panel of validators in cultural heritage studies and social studies education established content validity. Clarity, applicability, and compliance with the National Cultural Heritage Act (RA 10066) and UNESCO heritage frameworks were taken into consideration when making revisions. An acceptable Cronbach's alpha coefficient from a pilot test demonstrated the instrument's adequate internal consistency.
Data Gathering Procedure. Institutional authorities granted permission to carry out the study. Depending on institutional desire, the questionnaire was distributed either online or in paper. The study's goal was explained to the participants, and they were given the assurance that their participation would be voluntary and confidential. Hence, adherence to the Data Privacy Act was upheld for anonymity, data protection and overall research ethics.
Statistical Treatment. The degree of cultural heritage literacy was assessed using descriptive statistics such as mean.
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This part presents the analysis and interpretation of data gathered to assess the levels of Cultural Heritage Literacy among Social Studies Majors, focusing on their understanding of both tangible and intangible assets.

Table 2: Tangible Heritage (The Built Environment)
	Statement
	Mean Score
	Descriptive Interpretation

	I am aware and knowledgeable of:
	
	

	1. The specific UNESCO criteria that define Vigan as a "well-preserved example of a Spanish colonial town in Asia".
	3.03
	Moderate Knowledge

	2. The architectural features of "Bahay na Bato" in the Mestizo District (e.g., volada, ventanillas, and capiz windows).
	2.73
	Low Knowledge

	3. The historical and religious significance of St. Paul’s Cathedral and the Bantay Bell Tower.
	3.25
	Moderate Knowledge

	4. The historical evolution of the "Mestizo District" (Calle Crisologo) as a center for trade during the Spanish period.
	3.13
	Moderate Knowledge

	5. The distinction between Vigan’s core zone (protected area) and the buffer zone as defined by heritage guidelines.
	2.85
	Low Knowledge


 
The findings on the students’ awareness of Vigan’s tangible heritage indicate a selective perception of the city’s built heritage. On one hand, the participants demonstrate a Moderate Knowledge of the religious and historical structures of Vigan, including St. Paul’s Cathedral and Bantay Bell Tower (M=3.25), while on the other hand, their understanding of the particular architectural details and zoning laws is less accurate. More specifically, the lowest mean scores were obtained for the technical details of the Bahay na Bato (M=2.73) and the differences between the heritage core and buffer zones (M=2.85). This discrepancy indicates that while the “iconic” appearance of Vigan is well-known, the technical and legal frameworks that define Vigan’s UNESCO World Heritage Site status are less well-known. As Akagawa (2016) argues, heritage literacy tends to favor aesthetic perception over the technical and legal frameworks that ensure the long-term conservation of heritage sites.

This knowledge gap illustrates a surface-level engagement with the built environment. The respondents are cognizant of Vigan’s general significance as a well-preserved Spanish colonial walled city (M = 3.03) and its significance as a trading post (M = 3.13), but they are not familiar with the specific details of its unique Asian-European architectural blend, ventanillas or capiz windows, for example. UNESCO (2021) states that the integrity of Vigan is found in its architectural blend, but it appears that the community’s involvement in heritage ownership is superficial at best. Heritage conservation involves more than mere familiarity with the site’s existence; it also requires familiarity with the tangible aspects of the site that underpin its international significance (Zerrudo, 2010).

Table 3: Intangible Heritage (Living Traditions & Culinary Arts)
	
	Mean Score
	Descriptive Interpretation

	I am aware and knowledgeable of:
	
	

	1. The traditional process and cultural symbolism  
of Burnay (pottery) making in the Pagburnayan.
	3.33
	Moderate Knowledge

	2. The history and intricate techniques of Abel Iloco (weaving) and its role in the local economy.
	3.28
	Moderate Knowledge

	3. The cultural origins and traditional ingredients of Vigan’s culinary heritage (e.g., empanada, longganisa, bagnet).
	3.23
	Moderate Knowledge

	4. The significance of local festivals such as the Viva Vigan Binatbatan Festival of the Arts.
	3.28
	Moderate Knowledge

	5. The oral traditions, Ilokano folklore, and linguistic nuances unique to the people of Vigan (Bigueños).
	2.73
	Low Knowledge



The data for Intangible Heritage shows a steady level of Moderate Knowledge for most of the traditional crafts and foodways, although a substantial gap is observed in the category of Oral Traditions. The highest level of familiarity was observed for Burnay pottery making (M=3.33) and the Viva Vigan Binatbatan Festival (M=3.28), reflecting that these very visible and tangible traditions are well-absorbed into the community consciousness. Likewise, the methods of Abel Iloco weaving (M=3.28) and the history of Vigan’s food heritage, such as the empanada and longganisa (M=3.23), are also well-known. This reflects the findings of George (2010), who observes that living heritage, especially those traditions associated with tourism and local economic enterprise, retain a higher level of visibility within the community because they function as both cultural signifiers and economic engines.
By contrast, the group of oral traditions, folklore, and language subtleties was given the lowest score (M=2.73), which falls into the Low Knowledge category. This indicates a knowledge decoupling where the material expressions of culture (food and crafts) are maintained, but the linguistic and storytelling roots are in disarray. As UNESCO (2003) states, intangible heritage is, in essence, inextricably tied to language and oral tradition; thus, the loss of folklore awareness threatens the comprehensive identity of the Bigueño people. According to Lico (2008), when the soul of a place, its stories and language, is eclipsed by its spectacle, its festivals and products, the cultural integrity of the site becomes disjointed, risking a superficial appreciation of heritage that favors consumption over continuity.

Table 4: Heritage Laws, Ethics, and Conservation
	Indicators
	Mean Score
	Descriptive Interpretation

	I am aware and knowledgeable of:
	
	

	1. The provisions of the Vigan Conservation Guidelines that regulate the renovation of ancestral houses.
	3.28
	Moderate Knowledge

	2. The role of the Vigan Heritage Conservation Council in maintaining the city's World Heritage status.
	3.15
	Moderate Knowledge

	3. The impact of Republic Act 10066 (National Cultural Heritage Act) on the protection of Vigan’s landmarks.
	2.90
	Low Knowledge

	4. The ethical balance between promoting heritage tourism and preserving the privacy of residents in ancestral homes.
	2.85
	Low Knowledge

	5. The major threats to Vigan's heritage, including climate change, urban traffic, and modern commercialization.
	2.73
	Low Knowledge



The results for Heritage Laws, Ethics, and Conservation show a substantial gap between the respondents' knowledge of local administrative procedures and their knowledge of wider legal and ethical principles. The respondents showed Moderate Knowledge of the Vigan Conservation Guidelines (M=3.28) and the Vigan Heritage Conservation Council (M=3.15), which indicates that local administration and overt conservation rules are fairly well disseminated. This is probably due to the city's strict Homeowner's Preservation Manual, which gives detailed advice on the adaptive reuse of ancestral houses (UNESCO, 2010). But this knowledge seems to be limited to the immediate procedural detail rather than the underlying principles that govern these.
By contrast, the data indicate a Low Knowledge level concerning the National Cultural Heritage Act or RA 10066 (M = 2.90), ethics of heritage tourism vs. resident privacy (M = 2.85), and contemporary threats like climate change and commercialization (M = 2.73). This is alarming for Social Studies majors, as RA 10066 is the main legislation used to safeguard the country's artistic and historic wealth (Republic of the Philippines, 2009). The poor awareness level about ethical issues and environmental concerns indicates a static approach to conservation, one that focuses on following the rules rather than grasping the dynamic forces of the 21st century. As Zerrudo (2010) strongly argues, heritage literacy must move from custodianship (merely following the rules) to stewardship (a moral commitment to safeguarding), a process which appears not yet fully implemented among the students.

Table 5: Heritage Pedagogy and Localized Instruction
	Indicators
	Mean Score
	Descriptive Interpretation

	I am aware and knowledgeable of:
	
	

	1. Methods for integrating Vigan’s local history into the K-12 Araling Panlipunan (Social Studies) curriculum.
	3.40
	Moderate Knowledge

	2. Utilizing Calle Crisologo and local museums as "Primary Sources" for historical inquiry.
	3.25
	Moderate Knowledge

	3. Designing Place-Based Learning activities (e.g., heritage walks) that connect classroom lessons to actual Vigan sites.
	3.23
	Moderate Knowledge

	4. Developing instructional materials (e.g., localized modules) centered on Vigan’s UNESCO status.
	3.15
	Moderate Knowledge

	5. Strategies for fostering "Cultural Stewardship" among students to ensure the future preservation of Vigan.
	3.13
	Moderate Knowledge



The findings for Heritage Pedagogy and Localized Instruction showed a consistent level of Moderate Knowledge on all indicators, which suggests that Social Studies majors are generally confident in their capacity to apply heritage to the classroom. The highest mean score was obtained on the methods of incorporating local history into the Araling Panlipunan curriculum (M = 3.40), followed closely by the use of Calle Crisologo and museums as primary sources (M = 3.25). This suggests that preservice teachers are slowly embracing the idea of community as a classroom and shifting away from the traditional textbook-based approach to learning. As discussed by Dizon et al. (2021), the localization and indigenization of the curriculum are not simply bureaucratic requirements but are, in fact, critical pedagogical transformations that allow history to become more lived and relevant for students, especially in a heritage site such as Vigan.
Nonetheless, this confidence is tempered by a slightly lower mean score in developing localized instructional materials (M=3.15) and in promoting cultural stewardship (M=3.13), indicating a need for more applied training in resource development and affective learning approaches. Although the mean score for understanding the theory of place-based learning (M=3.23) is satisfactory, the actual development of modules connecting UNESCO designation to civic responsibility requires a more advanced level of creative and critical integration. As Tabbada (2018) argues, a more effective approach to heritage education must transcend the field trip approach and instead employ localized materials to cultivate historical thinking skills. For Social Studies majors, proficiency in these skills is critical; without the capacity to translate heritage sites into organized inquiry-based modules, the potential of Vigan’s built environment to function as a laboratory for democratic and cultural literacy is left unexploited (Lobo, 2023).
In general, the evaluation of Cultural Heritage Literacy among Social Studies majors shows a Localized Competence profile, in which students have a strong moderate level of competence in pedagogical integration (M = 3.22) and visible cultural signs (M = 3.29), but are still remarkably deficient in the area of technical conservation and legal systems (M = 2.98). On one hand, these future educators are well-equipped to employ Vigan's cultural icons and culinary practices as teaching aids in the classroom, but on the other hand, their very low level of proficiency in heritage laws (RA 10066), zoning laws, and the conservation of oral folklore points to a disconnect between appreciation and technical management. This discrepancy suggests that while the curriculum is very effective in promoting the spectacle of heritage for tourism and educational purposes, it is ineffective in preparing pre-service teachers to have the technical and ethical sophistication to promote the conservation of heritage against the challenges of modern commercial and environmental pressures

Challenges Encountered in Learning Heritage Literacy
The development of heritage literacy skills among Social Studies majors is a complicated process that is impeded by a number of systemic and pedagogical barriers. The biggest problem is instead the absence of specialized training and teaching materials that are specifically tailored for heritage education. Although the Department of Education advocates for localization, pre-service teachers instead discover that current textbooks are shallow in terms of heritage laws, such as RA 10066, or the technical details of architectural preservation (Lobo, 2023).
Secondly, there is a problem of difficulty in accessing the primary sources of heritage and technical experts. Even though Calle Crisologo is an open-air museum, Social Studies majors do not have the chance to engage with conservationists, urban planners, or traditional artisans (Zerrudo, 2010). This is a problem of the spectator effect, where students treat heritage as a static tourist site rather than a dynamic system that needs to be managed and considered from an ethical standpoint.
The third major problem is the complexity of heritage legislation and ethics. Even though students have a good understanding of the legislation, they find the terminology of UNESCO guidelines and national preservation laws intimidating. Akagawa (2016) states that when heritage education is only aesthetic, students are left unprepared for the ethical implications of modern commercialization and the displacement of local residents in heritage sites.
Moreover, the issues of environmental and commercial threats to heritage also pose a conceptual problem. Students find it difficult to balance the need for economic development with the inflexible demands of heritage conservation. The Disneyfication of heritage, in which heritage is adapted to appeal to tourist preferences, tends to obscure the true cultural value of the heritage site, making it hard for students to distinguish between true heritage and commercial display (George, 2010).
Finally, the constraints of the traditional classroom environment hinder the development of place-based skills. Heritage literacy demands experiential education, but practical issues such as budget limitations for field studies and the inflexible nature of the school day tend to impede students' participation in the heritage walks and community mapping exercises necessary for true heritage literacy (Tabbada, 2018). This maintains heritage literacy on a theoretical plane, obstructing the application of heritage literacy from students to cultural practitioners.
Conclusions
Social Studies majors have a moderate-level heritage literacy, which is marked by a high level of pedagogical integration skills and the ability to identify visible cultural icons, but a serious weakness in the technical, legal, and oral aspects of conservation. Although these students are well-prepared to integrate Vigan's spectacle, such as its iconic sites and cuisine, into their teaching, their lack of awareness about heritage laws, zoning, and endangered folklore indicates a serious gap between appreciation and management. This distinction between aesthetic appreciation and technical knowledge emerges as a critical pedagogical gap. While students can effectively present heritage as a cultural symbol or tourism asset, their limited understanding of its regulatory frameworks and lived conservation realities constrains their capacity to teach heritage as a dynamic, legally protected, and community-sustained practice. The imbalance suggests that heritage education within teacher preparation programs may emphasize recognition and appreciation more than critical engagement and informed stewardship. Thus, unless a paradigm shift is made to close the gap between the built environment and the legal and lived reality of heritage conservation, there is a danger that Vigan's heritage will be presented in the classroom as a fixed tourist destination rather than a living cultural identity that needs to be actively and knowledgeably conserved. 

Recommendations
In order to fill the identified gaps in heritage literacy, it is suggested that the Higher Education Institution incorporate a specialized Heritage Conservation and Law module into the Social Studies curriculum, going beyond the history to incorporate technical studies of RA 10066 and local zoning laws. The academic programs must shift from classroom-bound lectures to integrating applied stewardship approaches, such as community-based cultural mapping and oral history documentation projects, to revitalize the waning knowledge of folklore and intangible heritage. Moreover, the formation of institutional partnerships with the Vigan Heritage Conservation Council and local artisans would give pre-service teachers direct exposure to technical knowledge, ensuring that they can create localized teaching materials that are both historically and legally correct. By shifting the pedagogical gaze from the tourist spectacle to the complexities of preservation ethics and environmental issues, the institution can turn future teachers from passive storytellers of the past into active stewards of Vigan’s living cultural heritage. 
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