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Abstract 

This study used the Ladson‑Billings culturally relevant pedagogical approach to under‑
standing non‑indigenous preschool teachers’ multicultural literacy and practices 
in indigenous areas. Through purposive sampling, we selected six teachers with three 
years of teaching experience each in Eastern Taiwan as study participants. Inter‑
views with them, classroom observation records, teaching files, students’ diaries, 
and researchers’ inspiring diaries were all used as data sources. The analyses were based 
on the Ladson‑Billings culturally relevant pedagogical approach. There were three 
major results. First, non‑indigenous teachers used indigenous language and culture 
and invited indigenous parents to cooperate with the tribe to increase their students’ 
academic achievement. Second, the teachers connected their indigenous students’ 
families’ backgrounds and experiences with their curriculums, maintained certain 
indigenous cultural norms in the classroom, and communicated with indigenous 
students’ parents in languages that were familiar to them. Third, the teachers devised 
strategies to overcome the gap between their teaching goals and beliefs about their 
students’ childcare centers and cultural backgrounds. The factor that most contributed 
to the success of non‑indigenous preschool teachers teaching in indigenous was com‑
municating with indigenous parents and encouraging them to join in school activities.

Keywords: Ladson‑Billings culturally relevant pedagogy, Multicultural literacy and 
practices, Non‑indigenous preschool teacher, Indigenous areas of Taiwan

Introduction
Preschool education teaching methods, curriculum designs, and activities are suitable 
for analysis by the culturally relevant pedagogy method (Bennett et al. 2018; Starker & 
Fitchett, 2013), which is consistent with the fact that preschool teaching is unified and 
non-disciplined (Villegas & Lucas, 2002). Prospective preschool teachers are encouraged 
to discuss and think about inequalities caused by social structures and how they can 
be reduced. By thinking about these issues, prospective teachers can understand that 
cultures have unique learning methods (Kidd et  al. 2008) and that culturally relevant 
pedagogy is an essential part of preschool education. For example, teachers might need 
to examine the relationship between the materials they are currently using and their 

*Correspondence:   
bcchen@mail.cgust.edu.tw

1 Department of Child Care 
and Education of Chang 
Gung, University of Science 
and Technology, Guishan District, 
Taoyüan, Taiwan

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s40723-023-00118-3&domain=pdf


Page 2 of 15Chen  ICEP  (2023) 17:15

students’ cultural backgrounds to develop learning materials that are consistent with 
their students’ cultural backgrounds.

Students come from multiple backgrounds (Minkos et  al. 2017), which reflects the 
need for a multicultural education policy to strengthen teachers’ culturally sensitive 
pedagogical skills, but few such policies were enacted for preschool teachers in Taiwan. 
Teachers should be multiculturally literate to achieve equal educational opportunities 
for all learners (Banks & Banks, 2020). Teachers’ teaching practices affect learners’ atti-
tudes toward learning and their academic achievements (Hu et al. 2018).

Teachers are unable to design appropriate multicultural teaching plans that address 
all learners in the classroom due to a lack of multicultural literacy, experience, and 
awareness (Civitillo et al. 2018; Jackson et al. 2016). Teachers without such multicultural 
perspectives and skills are not fair and impartial in their curriculum designs, teaching 
strategies, teacher-student relationships and interactions, and student evaluations (Clay-
ton, 2011; Ukpokodu, 2011). This lack of fairness and impartiality can result in preju-
dice and discrimination, such as teachers of mainstream social cultures not empathizing 
with the needs of children from other cultures and not being aware of students’ learn-
ing scaffolding issues arising from their ethnic identities. When teachers think about 
the similarities and differences between them and their students’ viewpoints, preferred 
interaction methods, and cultures, they better understand how to implement cultur-
ally sensitive teaching methods, improving students’ learning outcomes (Chen, 2003a, 
2003b). To develop better multicultural literacy, teachers should try to understand other 
cultures; change their ideas about theories and concepts that are wrong, stereotypes, 
and attitudes that are unhelpful; and review their cultural knowledge (Allen et al. 2017; 
Pang et al. 2011).

Teachers who are more multiculturally literate are more confident in their teaching 
(Devereaux et al. 2010; Mahatmya et al. 2016; Mena & Rogers, 2017). Preschool teachers 
need to understand children from different cultural backgrounds (Han & Thomas, 2010). 
Teachers should also constantly maintain cultural awareness, think critically about their 
words and actions, the students’ cultural backgrounds, and try to make their classrooms 
more culturally inclusive by understanding students’ families’ cultures.

Multicultural literacy can improve preschool teachers’ teaching ideas and concepts, 
course designs, curriculum arrangements, and students’ cultural status, sense of belong-
ing, identity, and empowerment (Hambacher & Bondy, 2016; Leung, 2020; Rychly & 
Graves, 2012). Pekoz (2020) found that Turkish preschool teachers effectively main-
tained their cultural competence by understanding the languages of their students’ 
cultures. Teachers’ cultural intelligence is strongly correlated with their level of multi-
cultural literacy. To be multiculturally literate, preschool teachers need to understand 
students’ cultural contexts and practice literacy skills, such as vocabulary memorization 
and reading aloud, academic environments, technology, classroom community, order, 
family participation, social justice, and care (Gunn et al. 2020). This study was conducted 
assuming that preschool teachers need to be familiar not only with their students’ cul-
tures, languages, and family values and engage in social justice but also that they should 
integrate these concepts into their students’ education.

In this study, we used the concept of culturally relevant pedagogy to analyze the 
multicultural literacy and practices of non-indigenous preschool teachers teaching in 
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indigenous areas of Taiwan. In Taiwan, most preschools might teach mainstream cul-
tural ideas, such as about high-speed rail, MRT stations, airports, and the ocean, but this 
content would not be relevant to the lives of students in indigenous areas because, for 
example, such areas do not have any high-speed rail or MRT stations. Thus, these types 
of teaching topics reflect mainstream cultural biases. Therefore, teachers in indigenous 
areas should consider their students’ cultural backgrounds when planning teaching con-
tent, methods, and materials to better integrate themselves in their surrounding cultural 
community, similar to providing hunting toys for dramatic areas.

We used Ladson-Billings’ culturally relevant pedagogy approach for two reasons. The 
first reason we used this approach was that it is about teaching practice in that it shows 
in practical ways how teachers should implement culturally responsive teaching with-
out being overly theoretical. It encourages teachers to think freely about the teaching 
process, such as the possible reasons for poor learning outcomes and the relationship 
between the teacher’s own background and their teaching environment. The second 
reason we used this approach is that it was developed based on research on different 
ethnic groups, social classes, family structures, and other cultural characteristics and it 
addresses interactions between mainstream and non-mainstream cultures. These con-
cepts were strongly related to our research on non-indigenous teachers in indigenous 
areas.

The concepts of academic achievements, maintaining cultural competence, and criti-
cal thinking about child-centered education have to be define in this study. Improving 
indigenous students’ academic achievements is defined as non-indigenous teachers 
better reflecting the students’ life experiences in their learning areas and curriculum 
themes. Maintaining indigenous students’ cultural competence means understanding 
their unique learning methods and using non-indigenous materials, such as Lego blocks 
and tabletop games in ways that connect with their culture. Critical thinking about 
child-centered education means that teachers should examine whether learning areas, 
materials, curriculums, and teaching styles are appropriate for their indigenous students. 
What kind of challenge did child-center education beliefs in indigenous areas?

Given the above context, this study was conducted to answer three questions:

1. How can non-indigenous preschool teachers design their curriculums and teach to 
improve indigenous students’ academic achievements?

2. How can non-indigenous preschool teachers design their curriculums and teach to 
maintain indigenous students’ cultural competence?

3. How can non-indigenous preschool teachers in indigenous areas think critically 
about their beliefs about child-centered education?

Literature review
Ladson-Billing’s (1995a) culturally relevant pedagogy approach holds teachers should 
understand all of their students’ cultural backgrounds and structure social interactions 
accordingly to increase students’ academic achievements, maintain their cultural com-
petence, and strengthen their own critical thinking. This process is executed by main-
taining smooth teacher-student relationships, treating students’ presentation processes 
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as communication links, developing students’ learning community, and encouraging stu-
dents to help each other learn. It also assumes that knowledge and content are not static. 
This process is also a cyclical process of constructing, sharing, and critically examining 
ideas. There are no absolute criteria, so teachers need to maintain their enthusiasm for 
learning and build scaffolding that helps students learn. In other words, the knowledge 
that children need in one cultural context might be different from what they would need 
in another. For example, the concept of saving in indigenous cultures might be some-
thing like tribe members sharing food during harvest festivals to build personal net-
works while in mainstream culture it might be something like saving money in a bank. 
Teachers need to teach by integrating students’ cultural backgrounds into the curricu-
lum because they are not primary knowledge transmitters and their roles could change 
at any time (Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b).

Teachers increase students’ academic achievements

Although ethnicity and social class affect learners’ academic achievements (Buckingham 
et al. 2013; Gandara & Contreras, 2020), they are not the only factors that do. Teach-
ers are still the primary transmitters of classroom knowledge and so influence learners’ 
academic achievements (Byrd, 2015; Milner, 2020). Teachers’ cultural understanding, 
intelligence, and acceptance can make up for learners’ learning difficulties arising from 
cultural differences (Dahlan, 2017). Teachers’ career development (Efeoglu & Ulum, 
2017), performance, and job satisfaction (Gohar, 2014) change with their understand-
ing of the local culture in which they teach. Thus, culturally relevant pedagogy requires 
critical thinking skills. Teachers in cultural environments different from their own who 
do not reflect on their teaching might not see the needs of students from other cultures. 
In addition, teachers who pursue performance and job satisfaction too much are more 
likely to fall into adult-centered educational beliefs, violating child-centered education 
principles. Teachers who taught based on students’ cultures improved students’ aca-
demic achievements more than teachers who did not (Baker, 2019; Hambacher, 2018; 
Kidwell & Penton Herrera, 2019; Torres-Harding et al. 2018). In addition, designing les-
sons using demonstrative and scaffolding strategies with learners’ abilities and advan-
tages in mind creates an environment in which students can develop their creativity, 
respect, empathy, care, and trust (Gunn & King, 2015; Ladson-Billings, 2013). Thus, 
teachers need to design child-centered educational activities based on their students’ 
cultures to avoid marginalizing students due to cultural differences. This approach will 
help teachers conform their teaching to the cultures in which they teach, increasing 
students’ willingness to participate in the classroom, engage in desirable behaviors, and 
ability to solve deep-seated problems (Mar, 2018) and increasing their academic achieve-
ment (Nelson, 2016). For example, teachers could design problems connected to stu-
dents’ cultural backgrounds.

Teachers maintain students’ cultural competence

Ladson-Billing’s (1995a) culturally relevant pedagogical approach defines cultural 
competence in terms of experiences, knowledge, skills, and strategies related to the 
ethnic group, community, and family. Thus, students can practice their cultural com-
petence through their learning curriculum and materials. Students who do not learn in 
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connection with their cultures will know less about it. For example, it might be beneficial 
for indigenous students to have a lesson where they go outside to observe the direction 
of the sunrise and sunset or their tribe’s wolf smoke blowing in the wind. Indigenous stu-
dents have different cultural competencies from non-indigenous students, so they also 
have different learning styles, behavioral expressions, and emphases on knowledge and 
intellectual capacities, such as valuing expression and experimentation, not memorizing 
information, and learning survival skills unique to their culture. Students’ families and 
communities can help teachers better understand students (Belle, 2019). Reading mul-
ticultural books also enables teachers and students to understand each other’s cultures 
(Gunn et al. 2014; Nieto, 2018), reducing teachers’ prejudice, discrimination, and biased 
behaviors toward students’ cultures. However, many teachers inadvertently let their 
preconceived ideas about what should be learned affect students (Bales & Saffold, 2011; 
Kohli & Solorzano, 2012), reducing their learning achievements and, in some cases, 
causing them to give up learning altogether (Villegas & Lucas, 2007). Therefore, teachers 
must promote healthy relationships between the school, community, and students’ fami-
lies to solve these problems effectively. Teachers’ should consult parents about their cul-
tural experiences and local resources or learn from oral communication. Teachers who 
use formal and informal activities to design curriculums that match students’ cultural 
contexts help students to maintain their cultures (Dixson, 2014). For example, teachers 
could use the time off from school to chat with indigenous parents to incorporate indig-
enous cultural concepts with course content, such as showing how the concept of shar-
ing differs between the students’ indigenous culture and mainstream culture or inviting 
indigenous parents to class to explain the characteristics of a local celebration ceremony. 
For teachers to maintain their students’ cultural competence, they must first understand 
their students’ cultural context and life experiences and accept and respect their learn-
ing styles and attitudes (Ladson-Billings, 2006; Lemon & Edwards, 2017). For example, 
teachers should not only clarify the relationships between students, their families, their 
ethnic groups, their community cultures, and their caregivers but also communicate 
with indigenous parents in their native languages. Course content should be linked to 
students’ cultures to make learning more meaningful. Teachers should teach students to 
recognize and value their cultures (Aronson & Laughter, 2016) and help them to become 
valuable in their cultural contexts (Borrero et  al. 2016; Howard & Rodriguez-Minkoff, 
2017).

Teachers should maintain child‑centered thinking

Culturally relevant pedagogy emphasizes that teachers should transcend their current 
beliefs and clarify their concept of knowledge (Gay, 2018; Milner, 2011). For example, 
teachers should understand and evaluate their beliefs and values about their students’ 
backgrounds (Barnes & McCallops, 2019; Evans, 2018). Students might not perceive 
whether they are learning valuable information for their futures and teachers may also 
sometimes not know what skills and information will be valuable to their students (Lad-
son-Billings, 1995a, 1995b). Teaching is often dynamic and fluid (Gunn, 2016; Ladson-
Billings, 2014), so teachers can revise their plans and think critically about what they 
are doing, such as whether they should try to better understand learners’ cultural con-
texts, values, and behaviors and review their teaching methods (Aceves & Orosco, 2014; 
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Bradshaw et  al. 2018; Tuncel, 2017). Such revisions and critical thinking can improve 
students’ cultural competence and increase their academic achievements (Cho, 2018; 
Howard, 2020). When thinking critically about their teaching, teachers should try to 
identify inequalities and injustices, think from different angles, and observe and under-
stand how things work (Banks & Banks, 2020; Diemer et al. 2016). By discussing their 
feelings and prejudices with others, they may be able to uncover unconscious values and 
change their knowledge and attitudes (Gay & Kirkland, 2003).

Most studies of culturally relevant pedagogy were conducted using elementary school 
students. However, dynamic learning begins in preschool, so culturally relevant peda-
gogy should as well because its central concept and spirit are connected to learners’ 
cultural backgrounds, not age. Teachers should design their curriculums and teaching 
materials based on students’ cultural backgrounds. Culturally responsive pedagogy has 
no age limit, so preschool courses should also be designed based on these concepts so 
that students can be exposed to their own culture and learn their own cultural knowl-
edge and skills from an early age. Teachers should develop knowledge, understanding, 
and acceptance of and respect for their own and others’ cultures (Wood et  al. 2018). 
The culturally relevant pedagogy approach reminds teachers to be aware of differences 
between the classroom and learners’ cultures (Alaca & Pyle, 2018). It treats learners’ cul-
tural context as the basis of learning and emphasizes the importance of connecting the 
school, families, and the community (Ladson-Billings, 2013). It is important to cultivate, 
such as developing teachers’ professional skills and supporting them in learning about 
their students’ cultures to develop relevant knowledge and skills (Christ & Sharma, 
2018), which ultimately produces increased learning achievements.

Methods
Research area and participants

The participants were selected from three preschools in indigenous areas of Eastern Tai-
wan. These schools were selected because more than two-thirds of the students were 
indigenous, all of the teachers were non-indigenous, and their curriculums included 
indigenous language education. The teachers at these preschools were five women and 
one man and all had professional backgrounds related to early childhood education. 
Four of them had bachelor’s degrees and two had master’s degrees. They had at least 
three years of teaching experience (inclusive) and they were an average of 43 years old.

Data source

The teachers were subject to semi-structured interviews that were structured using 
Ladson-Billings’ (1995a, 1995b) culturally relevant pedagogical approach. We wanted 
to know how the teachers encouraged their students’ academic achievement, how they 
maintained their cultural competence, and how they maintained child-centered edu-
cation beliefs. We asked three rounds of questions. In the first round, we asked, “How 
do you plan your curriculum?” and “What do you think about these curriculums and 
students’ relationships?” In the second round, we asked, “Why did you choose the 
resources, tools, and media that you use in teaching?” and “What do you think about 
these materials in indigenous areas?” In the third round, we asked, “Why did you choose 
to teach in an indigenous area?” and “What of your child-centered education beliefs 
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changed since you began teaching here?” We also collected teachers’ notes on students’ 
assignments as corroborating information.

Data collection and analysis

Interview files were transcribed verbatim and categorized by symbol. The transcripts 
were analyzed by repeated reading with a focus on the three key concepts of Ladson-
Billings’ (1995a, 1995b) culturally relevant pedagogy, namely increasing academic 
achievement, maintaining cultural competence, and thinking critically about teaching 
beliefs. Three non-indigenous teachers with master’s degrees and teaching experience 
in indigenous areas jointly reviewed and coded the transcripts. Indigenous teachers with 
experience in culturally relevant pedagogy in indigenous areas who were not partici-
pants co-reviewed the transcripts. The reliability of the codes was 0.85.

Research ethics

We would ensure and implement research ethics before conducting research. We 
explained the research purpose, methods, and expectations to participants. We also 
asked them to sign a consent form each time there was an interview or other meeting. 
Participants were allowed to ask any questions at the moment that consent was sought 
to clarify both parties’ responsibilities, rights, and obligations.

Results
These results were based on participant interviews and the researchers’ observations. 
They discuss the characteristics, difficulties, and challenges of non-indigenous teachers 
teaching indigenous students along the three dimensions of culturally relevant pedagogy.

Increasing students’ academic achievement

The first step was improving our multicultural literacy and understanding students’ 
basic cultural practices. Before conducting the interviews, we studied the indigenous 
students’ cultures, such as a performance by indigenous students of a harvest festival. 
By learning students’ languages and cultures, teachers can establish better relationships 
with students and increase their learning achievements. The participants’ students had 
different languages and cultures. Therefore, to increase their learning achievements, we 
had to increase our linguistic and cultural skills and knowledge. The students trusted us 
more when we could speak their tribal language. The teachers stated that their teach-
ing improved when they focused on designing their curriculums and improving their 
teaching activities. They tried to make life experiences, knowledge, and skills the basis 
of lesson designs, such as tribal hunts, to increase their students’ engagement with the 
material being taught. The teachers had to understand their students’ cultures. In doing 
so, they increased their students’ academic achievements. We invited parents to join the 
class to share their experiences and encouraged children to read to build their interest 
in reading and combine themes. The curriculum had valuable content, such as how to 
make leaf rubbings and paint stones. Using materials from their students’ communities, 
the teachers cultivated their students’ creativity and cultural competence. Their notes 
indicated that they changed their curriculums to align with their students’ life experi-
ences. We went to their homes for a few days to learn about them. We found that the 
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most lacking part of our curriculums was localizing their themes. We wondered whether 
the indigenous students would be interested in our materials if they were unrelated to 
their life experiences. We had to think carefully about what we were doing. For exam-
ple, we had some themes that weren’t related to their cultural context, such as castles or 
treasure chests. Teachers should design curriculums with themes that fit students’ cul-
tural contexts, such as family and school, the fun of planting, and discovering nature. In 
addition, we initially used highly structured materials from the mainstream culture, such 
as tabletop games, but these were unfamiliar to the students’ cultural context. Thus, we 
should use materials like stones, bamboo, rattan, and other natural materials that would 
better help them play and stimulate their imagination and creativity.

Maintaining students’ cultural competence

To maintain students’ cultural competence, teachers should integrate their family, 
school, and cultural experiences, such as discussing traditional customs and activi-
ties that happen at home or in the tribe. Some indigenous students were very good at 
expressing themselves. The teachers had to communicate with their students’ parents, 
which helped them connect with and understand their students’ family cultures and 
backgrounds. However, the teachers had to take the initiative to start communicating 
with parents because they had different focuses and concerns from the teachers. We 
understood the local culture by visiting their homes and tribes and integrating with their 
everyday lives. The students’ cultural competence was related to their family connec-
tions, so the teachers used class and parent–child activity time to communicate with 
parents. Teachers had to change their thinking about starting communication with stu-
dents’ parents and communicate with them in their native languages, such as Manda-
rin, Hakka, or an indigenous language. The teachers seized opportunities to speak with 
indigenous parents, asking about cultural festivals and customs. They used the informa-
tion they learned to design their curriculums to help their students learn about their 
own cultures. This cultural information, such as about festivals, customs, and students’ 
activities and relationships, was used as a scaffold for students’ learning experiences. The 
teachers reflected on how to use the students’ communities’ harvest festivals to build 
cultural competence. Sometimes, we talked too much and limited our students’ ideas. 
We should give them more opportunities to explore their cultures themselves. For exam-
ple, from the students’ cultures’ perspective, designating certain students to do certain 
tasks would not be appropriate, just like giving indigenous students the opportunity to 
share their ancestral beliefs.

Thinking critically about teaching

When teachers engaged in child-centered critical thinking about their teaching, they 
reviewed their teaching goals and beliefs and revised their curriculums and teaching 
methods based on what they learned. The teachers had to reflect on their curriculums’ 
content. We have many indigenous students, so we have to be careful when designing 
our curriculums. We put as much indigenous-related content as possible in our lessons. 
After communicating with the indigenous parents, we reflected on the gap between our 
indigenous students’ cultural backgrounds and our assumptions. We asked the indig-
enous parents for examples of indigenous culture because sometimes the indigenous 
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students didn’t participate in lessons, didn’t perform well, or didn’t react to our lessons. 
Can indigenous students apply what they have learned? When they return to their tribe 
or community, can they help them solve problems? Their poor performance and lack 
of reaction might mean that they feel bored because the themes did not fit with their 
life experiences. The teachers mainly taught knowledge and skills from mainstream cul-
ture, so the content did not apply to the indigenous students’ lives. For example, teaching 
about rice planting was not relevant because they did not grow rice in the indigenous 
areas and teaching about taking the MRT and high-speed rail also was not relevant 
because they did not have those forms of transportation in those areas. Not only would 
these themes be unrelated to their cultural contexts but they also would not help them 
solve real-life problems. Our teaching team should discuss these issues and come to a 
consensus. The teachers reflected on their teaching methods and curriculums’ structures 
to understand how indigenous students’ activities at home and in their tribes affect their 
participation in school activities. Our school themes should be linked to students’ cul-
tures, so we should constantly be aware of biases in our curriculums. When students 
learn within their cultural contexts, they share what they learn with their families at 
home. For example, one discussed the characteristics of stone slab houses of her stu-
dents’ tribe. These houses were part of her students’ daily lives and they went in and 
out of them every day. When discussing hunters’ clothing and activities, the indigenous 
students participated enthusiastically, raising their hands to share their hunting experi-
ences. It was very gratifying. We took care of these indigenous students and started with 
their needs. Importantly, non-indigenous teachers need to understand indigenous cul-
ture to predict how their students will respond to their lessons. Did we use scaffolding 
of unfamiliar knowledge and skills when teaching indigenous students? We have to ask 
ourselves this question every day.

Discussion
We explain how teachers can increase students’ academic achievement according to 
Ladson-Billings’ (1995a, 1995b) culturally relevant pedagogical approach. The teachers 
in this study used indigenous students’ cultural knowledge to increase their academic 
achievement and cultivate their abilities. They used internet resources to understand the 
meaning of indigenous children’s pretend harvest festival that they put on in a dramatic 
center and culturally relevant themes, such as my family and school, planting is fun, 
and discovering nature. The teachers realized that they should include material related 
to their students’ cultural background in their lessons to increase their students’ aca-
demic achievements. Our findings indicate that indigenous students’ learning should be 
connected to their cultures (Brown, 2004; Druggish, 2003; Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 
1995a, 1995b). The cultural differences between non-indigenous teachers teaching in 
indigenous areas and their indigenous students affect students’ academic achievements 
(Chen, 2001). Should non-indigenous teachers use their cultural knowledge to limit 
indigenous students’ learning or learn with them? It challenges the multicultural literacy 
of non-indigenous teachers.

Second, Ladson-Billings’ (1995a, 1995b) culturally relevant pedagogical approach 
states that education should incorporate relevant cultural knowledge and skills. We 
found that teachers used multiple skills to maintain their indigenous students’ cultural 
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competence, such as communicating with indigenous parents in a familiar language, 
understanding their family backgrounds and life experiences, and meeting with families 
during class meetings, parent–child activities, and school time. All of the teachers stated 
that their indigenous students’ learning relevant cultural skills would make them a useful 
part of their ethnic groups, families, and communities. One way that teachers incorpo-
rated local culture and readily available materials into lessons was using bamboo bas-
kets, glass beads, and bamboo jaw harps. Using these materials during lessons integrates 
students’ cultures with lessons; immerses them more in the cultural contexts of their 
ethnic groups, families, and communities; and develops their physical coordination, 
health, cognition, language skills, and social, emotional, and aesthetic senses. Similar to 
previous studies, our results indicate that teachers who integrate students’ cultural con-
texts with their curriculums improve students’ academic achievements (Jackson, 1994), 
increase their cultural knowledge, and strengthen their cultural competence (Weinstein 
et al. 2003). In this process, teachers serve as encouragers, creators, planners, and prob-
lem solvers (Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b). Teachers must have a deep understanding 
of their student’s cultures to have high cultural sensitivity (Chen, 2004; Chueh, 2012; Xu 
& Wu, 2008). Non-indigenous teachers should learn more about their indigenous stu-
dents’ cultures to avoid prejudice and ignorance (Lu, 2019).

Third, the Ladson-Billings’ (1995a, 1995b) culturally relevant pedagogical approach 
holds that teachers must think critically about their teaching. Our results showed that 
the teachers’ child-centered educational beliefs changed to interest indigenous students 
and encourage them to react to lessons. Apple These findings indicate that the teachers 
engaged in critical thinking about their child-centered education, such as the relation-
ship between their students’ cultural backgrounds and learning areas, materials, curricu-
lums, teaching styles, and learning environment. Through critical thinking, the teachers 
identified how to close the gap between adult-centered and child-centered education in 
indigenous areas and between the cultural backgrounds of indigenous students’ families? 
The teachers not only re-centered their teaching on indigenous students but also clari-
fied their child-centered teaching goals and beliefs in general. As a result of their critical 
thinking, the teachers changed their curriculums, the design of their activities, the mate-
rials they used, and how they perceived their students’ cultural contexts. Our findings 
and those of other culturally relevant pedagogy research have implications for teachers’ 
beliefs, teaching materials, methods, strategies, solving self-prejudice through introspec-
tion, and resonant significance (Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b; Oregon Department of 
Education Office of Student Learning & Partnerships, 2015; Wu, 2007).

Conclusion and suggestions for future research
Curriculums and teaching methods should be focused on students’ experiences and how 
they acquire knowledge and skills. Teachers should reflect on their teaching strategies 
and adjust them while maintaining a focus on their students (Dewey, 1997). Learning 
environments in indigenous areas are different from those in non-indigenous areas. 
However, many preschools in indigenous areas still design their curriculums, teaching 
activities, and materials around mainstream culture. For example, the themes of curricu-
lums of many preschools in indigenous areas did not conform with their students’ cul-
tural backgrounds because they were mainly based on the mainstream culture, such as 
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featuring department stores, MRT stations, and amusement parks. They did not incor-
porate different cultural contexts, so some students lost the opportunity to dialogue with 
their own cultures, making learning and development more difficult (Gay, 2018). Human 
development is a cultural process and participating in cultural processes is a community 
activity, so the indigenous children learned how to socialize, make music, and dance and 
about the lunar calendar by participating in traditional cultural rituals (Rogoff, 2003). 
Indigenous children develop problem-solving skills that are suited to their own cultures 
that may be unlike mainstream culture.

Connecting community activities to preschool education helps students learn knowl-
edge and skills from both their families and schools, increasing their academic achieve-
ments. For example, Yami children learn principles of distribution and equality through 
traditions involving ritual meat that emphasize sharing and imperfect competition 
(Chien, 1998). These concepts are different from those in mainstream teaching materi-
als. Preschool teachers must identify their own level of cultural knowledge to maintain 
their indigenous students’ cultural competence (Australian Government-Productivity 
Commission, 2016; Ho & Lin, 2006) and then try to learn about their students’ cultures 
with a humble and respectful attitude and avoid bias in their teaching. Cultural transmis-
sions, such as of language, and language retention are indicators of cultural competence 
(Brown, 1990). Thus, preschool teachers must improve their professional knowledge 
and skills about how to teach indigenous students their languages to maintain their cul-
tural competence, such as using their languages to scaffold learning. Preschool teachers 
should try to continuously grow professionally (Strike, 1993) through critical thinking 
(Zeichner & Tabachnick, 1991).

Second, developing students’ learning potential may be a feasible goal of differenti-
ated teaching (Santangelo & Tomlinson, 2012). Insiders’ knowledge and skills should 
not be taught from outsiders’ perspectives, so preschool teachers  should use culturally 
relevant pedagogy. Teachers should reflect on the cultural knowledge in their curricu-
lums and adapt them to match their students’ cultures. Teachers should always try to 
make their curriculums child-centered (Liu et  al. 2016), such as incorporating indige-
nous students’ cultural backgrounds and life experiences into curriculums. To engage in 
culturally relevant pedagogy, teachers must have a high degree of cultural sensitivity and 
literacy (Chen, 2003a, 2003b; Villegas & Lucas, 2002; Wu, 2007) and be able to engage 
in self-reflection, especially when they are teaching in indigenous areas. Without these 
skills, teachers are more likely to use mainstream culture to teach students not from that 
culture, thereby misunderstanding their students’ backgrounds, cultural prejudices, and 
behaviors. As a result, teachers’ impatience and poor communication can cause students 
to miss out on learning opportunities (Alaca & Pyle, 2018; Baker, 2019; Bonner et  al. 
2018; Gay, 2002; Howard, 2020; Song, 2018; Weinstein et al. 2003). Teachers must always 
be ready to reflect on whether their teaching non-indigenous cultural knowledge and 
skills to indigenous students is appropriate.

This study was limited in that the participants were six non-indigenous teachers, so 
future research should enlist more participants. However, it can serve as the foundation 
for future research on indigenous children’s development. We hope that teaching in pre-
schools in indigenous areas leaves students more room for exploration, such as in lan-
guage, reading, and play. Future research in this area could examine how non-indigenous 
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teachers scaffold indigenous students’ learning. We hope that non-indigenous teachers 
teaching in indigenous areas will view their unique teaching situation as a challenge to 
be embraced, not a situation to be rejected or feared. Teachers of indigenous students 
should have an attitude of openness, acceptance, respect, and reflection. They should 
use their students’ cultures to increase their academic achievement and maintain their 
cultural competence to ultimately help them develop and learn through their schools, 
families, tribes, and communities. For example, non-indigenous teachers could teach 
indigenous students cultural concepts, such as plants and animals relevant to the tribe 
or hunting by going outside the classroom and teaching using natural surroundings.
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