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A volunteer teacher sat with the Sama Bajao youth around a glowing bonfire in Cebu, the Philippines. Their faces softened 
by warmth and quiet light, the circle became a space where time slowed. Stories rose and settled like embers, each one a 
bridge connecting them to their ancestry, to the sea that shapes their lives, and to the memory of those who came before 
them. Across many Indigenous Peoples, storytelling is a way of carrying identity, history, and ways of living in harmony 
with land, water, and community. Stories do not simply tell. They root, they guide, and they remind. This moment shows 
that education becomes meaningful when it honors the wisdom already held by communities. Here, learning grows from 
relationship, presence, and care.

Sa alab ng samahan, sumisibol ang mga tinig na matagal nang nananahimik. Ang tunay na edukasyon ay yaong kumikilala 
at nagbibigay-daan sa boses ng mga Katutubo, upang ang kanilang kaalaman, kultura, at karanasan ay maging tanglaw sa 
loob at labas ng akademya.

(Claros, Richelle Diane P. Field notes, Alcantara, Cebu, November 5, 2024.)
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ABSTRACT
Indigenization, when understood through a relational lens, is not an 
institutional procedure but an ethical commitment to being in good 
relationship with people, knowledge, and place. This discussion paper 
explores how higher education institutions (HEIs) in Cebu, Philippines, 
implement this commitment in non-ancestral settings, where 
Indigenous Peoples (IPs) reside outside of demarcated territories but 
within the dynamic geographies of migration, memory, and community. 
Grounded in a reframed Four-Dimension Framework adapted from King 
and Schielmann (2004), the study draws from the lived experiences of 
educators who translate policy into practice. It explores how teaching 
becomes a ceremony of connection by examining how stories, languages, 
and self-reflection can revitalize the intent of the Indigenous Peoples 
Rights Act (Republic Act No. 8371), the Integrated History Act (Republic 
Act No. 10908), and CHED Memorandum Order No. 2, s. 2019, beyond 
their procedural boundaries. Findings indicate that Indigenization in 
Cebu thrives not through mandates but through relationships built on 
care, empathy, and reciprocity, allowing national frameworks to take 
root in everyday teaching. The study concludes that the decolonial 
promise of education lies not in replication but in relationship, and that 
in non-ancestral contexts, Indigenization endures as a living covenant 
of belonging carried forward by educators who teach with humility, 

gratitude, and purpose.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

	� Relational Accountability: Indigenization in Cebu emerges through 
relationships of care and reciprocity rather than institutional compliance. 

	� Pedagogical Presence: Educators indigenize practice through storytelling, 
multilingual dialogue, and cultural reflection, transforming policy into 
lived ethics. 

	� Non-Ancestral Belonging: Indigeneity thrives beyond land, rooted in 
relationships and continuity rather than territory. 

	� Educator Self-Grounding: The self becomes the first site of decolonization; 
teachers who know their roots embody relational pedagogy. 

	� Policy as Relationship: Laws like R.A. No. 8371 and R.A. No. 10908 are 
lived not as mandates but as mutual responsibilities within educational 
spaces.  
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INTRODUCTION

The Policy Landscape and the Question of Presence

Indigenization, at its core, is a conversation among laws, educators, and 
communities about how we choose to live together. In the Philippines, 
legal texts such as the Indigenous Peoples’ Rights Act of 1997 (Republic Act 
No. 8371), the Integrated History Act of 2016 (Republic Act No. 10908), and 
CHED Memorandum Order No. 2, series of 2019, actively seek to formalize 
this conversation and restore dignity to Indigenous ways of knowing by 
integrating them into higher education. However, beyond these documents 
lies a deeper question: what does it mean to indigenize education in places 
where ancestral land is absent, but Indigenous presence persists? 

Cebu presents this question with clarity and urgency. Officially, it is not an 
ancestral domain, yet it shelters the journeys of the Sama Bajau and Ati 
communities, displaced, yet enduring. They remind us that indigeneity is not 
confined to the soil beneath one’s feet but woven through memory, kinship, 
and the everyday practices of living. Their presence compels educators to 
rethink how classrooms built on colonially defined spaces can foster a sense 
of belonging.

To engage Indigenization in Cebu, therefore, is to move from policy as 
prescription to policy as relationship. It is to recognize that the spirit of IPRA 
and R.A. No. 10908 resides not only in state directives but in the relational 
ethics of care, dialogue, and accountability enacted daily by educators who 
choose to teach with empathy. This is the context from which this study 
emerges—a call to listen to the subtle forms of Indigenization that flow 
quietly through classrooms, conversations, and acts of recognition.

The Need for a Relational Approach to Indigenization

As Wilson (2008) reminds, “research is ceremony.” It is not about discovering 
knowledge but about honoring the relationships that make knowledge 
possible. Similarly, educators must treat Indigenization not as a checklist of 
reforms but as a living ceremony of respect, reciprocity, and renewal.

In this paper, Indigenization is capitalized as a noun, following Gregory 
Younging’s (2018) Elements of Indigenous Style. Younging asserts that 
capitalization is a gesture of recognition and respect. This choice affirms 
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Indigenization as a distinct worldview and ethical practice, rather than 
merely a procedural activity. It is rooted in the rights, knowledge, and self-
determining traditions of Indigenous Peoples. It also reflects the relational 
ethic of this study, honoring the term as a living concept that embodies 
presence, dignity, and interconnectedness.

In provinces like Cebu, where Indigenous communities are dispersed 
and embedded in urban landscapes, Indigenization begins not with 
territorial demarcation but with relational awareness. Teachers here do not 
“implement” Indigenous education; they live it—through acts of listening, 
through multilingual storytelling, through humble acknowledgment of 
interconnectedness. 

This study, therefore, adopts a relational framework that views Indigenization 
as a moral and cultural responsibility. Its four dimensions—1) Ways of 
Teaching and Sharing Knowledge, 2) Stories and Learning Pathways, 3) 
Languages of Belonging, and 4) Nurturing Educators’ Cultural Grounding—
reflect the intertwined nature of pedagogy and personhood. Each dimension 
is both methodological and ethical, guided by the principle that knowledge 
must serve relationships. 

Following Chilisa’s (2012) call for “research that heals,” this approach 
foregrounds compassion as an epistemic act. It invites educators and 
institutions to become co-learners rather than authorities, co-creators rather 
than implementers. Through this lens, Indigenization in Cebu is understood 
not as an endpoint, but as a movement toward restored connection—a 
reweaving of the threads that bind people, knowledge, and place.
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Statement of the Argument and Research Questions

This paper begins with the premise that education, when viewed through 
Indigenous paradigms, is a relational system of responsibilities and 
obligations. The argument is that Indigenization within non-ancestral 
contexts, such as Cebu, must be reimagined not as policy compliance but 
as relational praxis. The decolonizing work of higher education depends on 
how teachers embody care, humility, and reciprocity in their pedagogical 
relationships. 

Thus, the study asks:

1.	 How do higher education institutions in Cebu interpret and live out 
national mandates on Indigenization in contexts without ancestral 
territories? 

2.	 What relational strategies do educators employ to sustain Indigenous 
and local knowledge within their teaching? 

3.	 How might policy be reinterpreted as an ethical relationship that binds 
institutions to communities, rather than as a bureaucratic obligation? 

These questions serve relational commitments rather than conceptual 
debate. They emerge from the understanding that knowledge is never 
neutral—it exists within webs of accountability to people and place. By 
walking alongside educators in Cebu, this study seeks not to measure 
compliance but to listen to how Indigenization breathes within daily acts of 
teaching and caring.

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

Relational Foundations of Knowing

Indigenous scholarship teaches that knowledge does not function as a 
possession to be stored; it lives as a relationship that people must tend. 
Wilson (2008) writes that research “is a ceremony” whose purpose is to 
maintain harmony among all beings involved. In the same spirit, Chilisa 
(2012) describes research as a relational encounter guided by respect, 
reciprocity, and responsibility. Knowledge never exists in detachment; 
people produce it through kinship with participants, community, and the 
land that shelters the inquiry.
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This worldview resists the Cartesian separation between knower and known, 
shaping Western academic traditions. Battiste (2013) and Kimmerer (2013) 
affirm that learning involves spirit as much as intellect. Education becomes 
a moral act: to teach is to enter a covenant of care. Within this covenant, 
stories, ceremonies, and dialogue become valid methodologies. The truth 
of a study is measured not by universal replication but by the strength of 
relationships it nurtures. 

Filipino scholars reached similar conclusions long before “relational 
epistemology” became academic vocabulary. Enriquez (1992) conceptualized 
kapwa—the shared self—as the foundation of Filipino psychology and 
pedagogy: Covar (1998) and Salazar (1999) located knowledge in lived 
interaction rather than abstraction. Salva (2022) extends this lineage 
by framing pakikipagkapwa as an ethic of mutual becoming within the 
classroom. These scholars converge with Wilson (2008) and Chilisa (2012) in 
asserting that knowledge is an ecological system of responsibilities. To know 
is to be accountable.

Global Conversations on Indigenizing the Academy

Across continents, universities wrestle with the tension between inclusion 
and transformation. Grande (2015) argues that Western schooling continues 
to reproduce colonial hierarchies even when it claims to diversify. Nakata 
(2007) and Anderson (2010) call for an “Indigenous standpoint” that re-
centers Indigenous philosophies of relationship and reciprocity. Simpson 
(2014) insists that genuine Indigenization must arise from community-
defined practice rather than institutional benevolence. These scholars 
share what Chilisa (2012) calls epistemic disobedience—the refusal to let 
Eurocentric systems define validity. Around the world, Indigenous educators 
are reclaiming ceremony, story, and place as legitimate sources of theory. 
Barnhardt and Kawagley (2005) document Alaskan models where learning 
occurs through ecological reciprocity; in Aotearoa, King and Schielmann 
(2004) show how Māori relational pedagogy re-weaves classroom and 
community. Each case reaffirms that decolonizing education is not about 
supplementing curricula with Indigenous examples, but about transforming 
the ontology of teaching itself. 

Cebu’s experience resonates within this global movement. Like other urban 
or non-territorial sites, it faces the question of how to sustain Indigenous 
presence when land is not the central anchor. Relational frameworks from 
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Wilson (2008) and Chilisa (2012) build the conceptual bridge by stressing 
that place exists within relationships. When educators in Cebu teach through 
care and reciprocity, they enact what these scholars describe as research for 
healing—education as the restoration of balance between people, story, and 
environment.

Philippine Scholarship and Policy Landscapes

In the Philippines, Indigenization has long been a moral rather than 
administrative project. From the post-colonial years onward, scholars 
sought to ground education in local worldviews. Enriquez (1992) urged a 
decolonization “from within,” rejecting imported paradigms that estrange 
learners from the community. Salazar’s (1999) Pantayong Pananaw envisioned 
discourse among equals—a dialogical rather than hierarchical pedagogy. 
Covar (1998) linked the recovery of cultural identity to the reconstruction of 
national consciousness. 

Recent studies deepen this trajectory by aligning Indigenous values with 
contemporary educational reform. Salva (2022) interprets kapwa as an 
educational praxis that humanizes both teacher and learner. Centeno 
and Fernandez (2020) highlight empathy and humility as instruments of 
inclusion, while Albia and Chan (2017) and Eduardo and Gabriel (2021) call 
for relational research partnerships with communities. These approaches 
echo Wilson’s relational accountability and Chilisa’s participatory validity—
truth as relationship, not distance. 

Policy frameworks mirror these philosophical currents. The Indigenous 
Peoples Rights Act (R.A. No. 8371), the Integrated History Act (R.A. 
No. 10908), and CHED Memorandum Order No. 2 s. 2019 mandates the 
integration of Indigenous Knowledge Systems and Practices (IKSPs) across 
higher education. However, implementation remains uneven, particularly 
in provinces without recognized ancestral domains. As Flores et al. (2025) 
observe, the absence of formal partnerships compels educators to interpret 
policy through personal and ethical engagement. In such spaces, the 
relational philosophies of Wilson and Chilisa offer a path forward: educators 
become co-guardians of Indigenous knowledge rather than external 
implementers of state directives. 
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Cebu’s teachers exemplify this shift. They transform their classrooms into 
ceremonial grounds, translating legal mandates into gestures of care—
through storytelling, multilingual dialogue, and reflection. Through these 
acts, Indigenization moves from the realm of compliance to that of covenant. 
The literature thus situates this study within a continuum of thought that 
treats education as a ceremony and policy as a relationship.

METHODOLOGY AND FRAMEWORK

Research Orientation: Learning as Relationship

This study upholds relational accountability.  As Wilson (2008) teaches, 
research is to “fulfil a set of relationships.” The researcher does not stand 
apart from the inquiry but moves within it—responsible to the people, 
stories, and places that make knowledge possible. Similarly, Chilisa (2012) 
describes Indigenous methodologies as those that “speak to the community’s 
heartbeat,” affirming that research is not data extraction but the restoration 
of harmony. 

Guided by these teachings, the present inquiry approached Indigenization 
as a living conversation between educators, institutions, and the migrant 
Indigenous communities dwelling within Cebu’s urban landscape. The 
goal was never to evaluate compliance, but to listen for relationship: How 
do educators translate law into care? How do classrooms become sites of 
reciprocity? The research itself became a ceremony of listening—an act 
of sitting with educators in humility, learning from the currents of their 
experiences, and allowing meaning to emerge through dialogue. 

Relational accountability demanded reflexivity at every step. The researcher 
entered each conversation conscious of her own positionality as a 
Cebuana scholar working alongside fellow teachers, and mindful that her 
interpretations carry ethical obligations. People do not own the knowledge 
shared here; they hold it in trust and offer it back to the communities and 
institutions that inspired it.

Research Setting and Participants

Cebu—long celebrated as a crossroads of migration—served as the relational 
ground for this study. Although it holds no formally recognized ancestral 
domain, it shelters communities whose roots reach across the seas: the Sama 
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Bajau of Barangay Mambaling and the Ati of the City of Naga. Their stories of 
movement and endurance remind us that indigeneity is not fixed to soil but 
carried through kinship and practice. 

Participants were volunteer educators, administrators, and students from 
several HEIs who had engaged in programs related to cultural inclusion and 
Indigenous education. Each participant entered the study through invitation 
rather than recruitment, embodying Chilisa’s principle of Ubuntu research—
“I am because we are.” They were not respondents but relational partners, 
co-creating understanding through conversation. 

Every encounter unfolded in the language most natural to the participant—
Cebuano, Filipino, or English—affirming linguistic dignity as part of ethical 
method. Informed consent was treated not as a form to be signed, but as 
an ongoing dialogue of trust. Participants could withdraw or revisit any 
statement; their words were verified and returned for confirmation. This 
iterative consent honored Wilson’s insistence that Indigenous research 
establishes validity through relational continuity rather than statistical 
reliability.

Gathering Knowledge: Conversations, Reflection, and 
Co-Interpretation

The study gathered knowledge through semi-structured dialogues, group 
reflections, and document review. Rather than rigid interviews, these were 
conversational encounters guided by shared curiosity. Educators spoke of their 
experiences integrating Indigenous perspectives into curricula, recounting 
both possibilities and tensions. Some narrated classroom practices—story 
circles, multilingual activities, community visits—while others reflected on 
institutional policies that either nurtured or constrained their efforts. 

Engaging with institutional reports, curriculum guides, and CHED directives 
alongside educators’ stories illuminated convergences between policy and 
lived practice. Each conversation was followed by reflective journaling, 
allowing the researcher to record emotional resonances and contextual 
meanings. Consistent with Chilisa’s (2012) notion of participatory validity, 
interpretations were returned to participants for affirmation—ensuring that 
the knowledge emerging from these dialogues remained theirs as much as 
the researcher’s. 
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This relational method transformed the data-gathering phase into a 
communal process of sensemaking. Participants and collaborators did not 
extract knowledge; they developed it together as part of a shared process.

The Reframed Four-Dimension Framework

To weave coherence from these relationships, the study adapted and localized 
King and Schielmann’s  (2004) parameters of Indigenous education into what 
it calls a Reframed Four-Dimension Framework. This framework does not 
prescribe a model; it offers a constellation of guiding relationships through 
which observers can examine teaching and learning. Each dimension 
represents a commitment—an ethical pathway through which Indigenization 
is lived and practiced. 

The first dimension, Ways of Teaching and Sharing Knowledge, 
emphasizes collaborative and dialogical learning spaces where respect 
and interdependence replace hierarchy. Teaching becomes a conversation 
rather than a performance, echoing Wilson’s call for “knowledge through 
relationship.” The second dimension, Stories and Learning Pathways, 
acknowledges storytelling as an epistemic act. Narratives carry memory and 
moral teaching, connecting academic content to lived experience. Educators 
in Cebu used migration tales and local histories to bring policy to life, 
transforming abstract mandates into human stories. 

The third dimension, Languages of Belonging, recognizes that language is 
not merely a medium, but a home. When teachers alternate among Cebuano, 
Filipino, English, and occasionally Sinama or Ati, they enact what Chilisa 
calls “linguistic hospitality,” affirming identity, inclusion, and the dignity of 
multilingual expression. 

The fourth dimension, Nurturing Educators’ Cultural Grounding, 
underscores the necessity of self-awareness. Teachers must know who they 
are and where they stand. Cultural grounding transforms Indigenization 
from a technical reform into a form of spiritual accountability, reminding 
educators that authenticity begins with self-knowledge. 

The figure below illustrates these four dimensions as interconnected 
relationships rather than separate categories.
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	◼ Figure 1. Reframed Four-Dimension Framework of Relational Indigenization

These dimensions work together to form a relational map rather than 
a checklist, and they provide a framework of humility that sustains 
Indigenization through connection and reciprocity. This guide does not 
remain static or follow a fixed sequence; it evolves through relationships 
among educators, learners, and communities. By grounding practice in 
mutual care and respect, this framework affirms that genuine Indigenization 
flourishes when education becomes an act of belonging rather than 
compliance.

Ethical Considerations and Reflexivity

Ethics in Indigenous research are grounded not in procedural clearance, 
but in the quality of relationships built throughout the inquiry. The study 
applied the principles of respect, reciprocity, and responsibility to ensure 
that participants served as co-creators of knowledge rather than subjects 
of study. Every stage of the process, from design to interpretation, was 
approached with care for emotional safety, cultural context, and the rhythms 
of trust that allow stories to be shared authentically. 
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Reflexivity served as a moral compass. Through continuous journaling and 
dialogue, the researcher examined how her own position as a Cebuana 
scholar and educator shaped what she could hear and how she interpreted 
meaning. Awareness of positionality was not an admission of bias but 
a recognition of accountability. In Wilson’s (2008) words, “objectivity is 
replaced by relational responsibility.” The credibility of this study rests on 
the sincerity of those relationships, on the ability to listen with humility and 
to return knowledge in ways that sustain rather than consume. Ethical rigor, 
in this sense, was expressed through presence. It meant being attentive, 
patient, and answerable to the relationships that gave rise to the research 
itself.

Limitations and Relational Boundaries

Every relationship has its limits, and this study is no exception. The inquiry 
engaged a modest number of participants from select higher education 
institutions in Cebu. While their narratives were rich and insightful, they do 
not represent the full range of experiences across the province’s academic 
landscape. The findings should therefore be viewed as contextual rather 
than comprehensive, offering an interpretive window into how educators 
experience and practice Indigenization within their own institutional 
environments. 

The study focused primarily on educators' perspectives. Direct collaboration 
with the Sama Bajau and Ati communities was limited to respectful 
consultative exchanges within existing institutional boundaries. The 
reflections of participating educators acknowledged their voices. However, 
future research should aim to include these communities more directly in 
the dialogue to ensure a fuller understanding of relational Indigenization. 

Time and resource constraints also limited the extent of field engagement. 
The limitations of bureaucratic, time-bound systems reduced opportunities 
for prolonged immersion and follow-up interactions, reflecting the 
broader realities of conducting qualitative and relational research. Despite 
these challenges, the process revealed the importance of building trust 
and sustaining relationships that continue beyond the project’s formal 
conclusion.  These limitations emphasize a vital lesson rather than diminish 
the study: meaningful Indigenization requires more than a single research 
cycle. It requires sustained collaboration, institutional support, and ongoing 
commitment from both educators and communities. The relationships 
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formed through this study remain open, inviting future partnerships 
that deepen understanding and strengthen the shared work of culturally 
grounded education.

FINDINGS

Tracing the Currents of Indigenization

The findings of this study reveal that Indigenization within Cebu’s HEIs unfolds 
as an ongoing process of relationship-building and cultural responsiveness. 
Educators' daily choices shape it as they seek to make learning more inclusive 
and meaningful, rather than being driven by formal compliance with national 
mandates. Indigenization in Cebu arises from personal conviction, community 
interaction, and a shared sense of responsibility. 

Educators described their efforts as gradual and evolving, often taking the 
form of intentional yet straightforward practices that reflect empathy and 
cultural awareness. This aligns with Wilson’s (2008) view that education gains 
meaning when grounded in relationship, and with Filipino scholars such as 
Enriquez (1992) and Salva (2022) who locate learning within kapwa or shared 
identity. While institutional structures remain formal and at times rigid, 
individual educators act as catalysts of quiet transformation, finding ways to 
bring Indigenous and local values into their teaching despite administrative 
constraints. 

Across institutions, four recurring themes emerged, corresponding to the 
study’s Reframed Four Dimension Framework: 1) Ways of Teaching and 
Sharing Knowledge, 2) Stories and Learning Pathways, 3) Languages of 
Belonging, and 4) Nurturing Educators’ Cultural Grounding. Each dimension 
illustrates how educators move beyond the procedural to the relational, 
transforming policy into practice through connection and care.

Ways of Teaching and Sharing Knowledge

Many participants described a shift in their teaching approach from 
authority-based instruction to more participatory, dialogical forms of 
learning. Several educators shared that they encourage students to contribute 
examples from their communities and to relate academic content to lived 
experience. One participant observed, “When students tell their stories, the 
class listens differently. It becomes a shared space rather than a lecture.” 
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These practices mirror the participatory models described by Barnhardt 
and Kawagley (2005), who emphasized that Indigenous education thrives 
in collaborative learning environments rooted in cooperation and respect. 
In the Philippine context, this approach resonates with pakikipagkapwa and 
bayanihan, reflecting the collective values of Filipino culture. 

However, participants also acknowledged the difficulty in sustaining such 
methods within rigid institutional expectations for measurable outcomes. 
Assessment structures often prioritize standardization over reflection and 
dialogue. Despite these limitations, many teachers continue to create “learning 
communities” in which interaction, rather than one-way transmission, shapes 
how knowledge is shared.

Stories and Learning Pathways

Storytelling emerged as one of the most consistent strategies among 
participants. Educators used stories—folk narratives, migration accounts, 
and family histories—to make lessons culturally resonant. A literature 
instructor shared that her students “understand identity more clearly when 
we talk about the journeys of the Sama Bajau.” Stories helped connect 
learners to broader issues of displacement, resilience, and belonging. 

This use of narrative aligns with Kimmerer’s (2013) view that stories hold 
both emotional and ethical weight, allowing knowledge to live in memory, 
rather than remain confined to text. In the Philippine context, storytelling 
reconnects students to cultural heritage and community experience, 
enabling reflection on identity, place, and shared responsibility within the 
learning process (Cochrane 2023; Dela Cruz et al. 2025). 

While most educators expressed confidence in integrating stories, some also 
voiced concern about the risk of misrepresentation. They emphasized the 
importance of naming Indigenous groups with sensitivity and accuracy, and 
they recognized that storytellers must honor the origins and meanings of 
those stories. Despite these challenges, the majority agreed that storytelling 
humanizes learning and opens pathways for empathy and reflection.

Languages of Belonging

Language practices in the classroom revealed another form of Indigenization. 
Participants noted that using Cebuano or Filipino, in addition to English, 
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created a more relaxed and inclusive environment. Students reportedly 
engaged more freely when instruction began in their mother tongue. As 
one educator stated, “Language sets the tone of belonging. When I speak in 
Cebuano, the classroom feels like home.” 

This practice resonates with the arguments of Ngugi wa Thiong’o (1986) 
and Brock-Utne (2012), who advocate for linguistic decolonization as a key 
step toward inclusive education. Filipino scholars such as Salva (2022) and 
Eduardo and Gabriel (2021) likewise recognize that multilingual teaching 
affirms identity and democratizes participation. 

Nevertheless, institutional policies often privilege English as the default 
language of instruction and assessment. Educators described this as a 
persistent challenge that limits their capacity to use local languages formally. 
Despite this, many continue to integrate vernacular languages into class 
discussions and reflection activities, finding in them a subtle yet powerful 
form of resistance. Their efforts highlight the role of language as both an 
educational tool and a marker of cultural affirmation.

Nurturing Educators’ Cultural Grounding

Educators consistently reflected that meaningful Indigenization begins with 
self-awareness. Several described moments of realization that their teaching 
philosophies mirrored the ways elders or community mentors taught them. 
This self-recognition led many to explore their own cultural roots and to see 
teaching as an extension of personal identity. 

One participant shared: “I began to understand that my culture is already 
part of how I teach. When I honor that, my teaching feels more authentic.” 
This echoes the emphasis of De Mesa (2020) and Centeno and Fernandez 
(2020) on ethical self-understanding as the foundation of cultural education. 
When teachers are grounded in their own histories and values, they are 
better able to engage others with openness and respect. 

Some institutions have started offering workshops on local culture and 
Indigenous worldviews, helping faculty reflect on their own positionality. 
Participants observed that these activities encouraged collaboration across 
disciplines and promoted more relational approaches to teaching. However, 
they also noted that such programs are often short-term and depend heavily 
on leadership interest or external funding. Sustaining these initiatives 
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requires institutional recognition that educator formation is central to the 
success of Indigenization.

Interlacing Learning, Culture, and Belonging

Taken together, these findings show that Indigenization in Cebu is a process 
of interlacing: of weaving learning, culture, and belonging into a shared 
educational fabric. Teachers act as the weavers, bringing together threads 
of policy, pedagogy, and personal commitment. Their practices translate the 
spirit of R.A. No. 8371, R.A. No. 10908, and CHED Memorandum Order No. 2, 
s. 2019 into lived experiences that affirm identity and relationship. 

Despite structural and policy limitations, educators continue to foster 
inclusion through storytelling, language diversity, and reflection. Their work 
affirms Battiste’s (2013) concept of the “learning spirit,” where intellectual 
and cultural development coexist. In this setting, Indigenization is not a 
checklist of reforms but a dynamic process of care and connection. 

Ultimately, Cebu’s educators demonstrate that even in non-ancestral 
contexts, Indigenization can thrive as a living practice grounded in humanity 
and respect. They shape their classrooms into spaces where learning is 
relational, policy becomes a responsibility, and education functions as an 
act of belonging.

DISCUSSION AND ARGUMENTATION

Reclaiming Education as Relationship

The findings reveal that Cebu’s experience of Indigenization is rooted in 
human connection. Educators’ actions show that inclusion does not arise 
from policy enforcement alone but from intentional relationships cultivated 
within classrooms. This finding supports Wilson’s (2008) idea that the 
strength of relationships determines the quality of education. When teachers 
and learners co-create knowledge, learning becomes a collective process 
shaped by care and mutual respect. 

This emphasis on relationship is also reflected in Filipino thought. Enriquez 
(1992) and Salva (2022) describe kapwa as a shared self that situates the 
individual within the community. Education is an ethical encounter rather 
than a technical task. Cebu’s teachers embody this philosophy by treating 
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their students not as recipients of knowledge, but as partners in reflection 
and growth. Such practices restore dignity to both teaching and learning, 
transforming education into an ongoing act of recognition. 

Indigenization, therefore, is not a supplementary project within higher 
education. It is a reminder that education itself is a relational practice, one 
that connects institutions to the lived realities of the communities they serve. 

From Policy Frameworks to Relational Praxis

Philippine laws such as the Indigenous Peoples Rights Act, the Integrated 
History Act, and CHED Memorandum Order No. 2, s. 2019, provide a 
strong legal foundation for Indigenous education. However, as this study 
demonstrates, policies gain meaning only when interpreted through practice. 
Cebu’s educators enact these frameworks through storytelling, multilingual 
teaching, and cultural reflection. These acts may appear modest, but they 
reflect the ethical spirit of decolonization, which resides in relationships 
rather than regulations (Battiste 2013). 

This translation of law into relational praxis shows that policy implementation 
is not linear. Institutions without recognized ancestral domains must adapt 
national directives to their specific cultural and geographic realities. In Cebu, 
this adaptation involves shifting from compliance-driven implementation 
to engagement-driven practice. Educators become the bridge between 
legislation and lived experience. Their classrooms transform legal provisions 
into spaces of connection, where learning becomes a form of participation 
in the nation’s collective commitment to inclusion.

Decolonizing Knowledge Systems

Cebu’s experience also underscores the need to re-examine the 
epistemological assumptions that underlie higher education. Decolonization 
requires rethinking the very nature of knowledge production rather than 
inserting Indigenous content into existing frameworks (Smith 2012; Nakata 
2007). The educators in this study demonstrate that knowledge can emerge 
through dialogue, memory, and cultural expression. 

This shift challenges what Battiste (2013) terms “cognitive imperialism,” 
or the dominance of Western frameworks in defining what counts as valid 
learning. When educators validate oral history, spiritual reflection, or 
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collective storytelling, they expand the boundaries of academic legitimacy. 
In doing so, they align with Kimmerer’s (2013) call for knowledge that 
cultivates gratitude and responsibility rather than ownership. 

By creating spaces for multiple ways of knowing, Cebu’s higher education 
institutions are taking small but meaningful steps toward epistemic justice. 
Their practices invite reflection on how universities can become sites not 
only of instruction but also of healing and restoration. 

Rethinking Indigenization in Non-Ancestral Contexts

Cebu offers an essential insight into how Indigenization can occur even in 
regions without ancestral territories. The presence of migrant Indigenous 
communities, such as the Sama Bajau and Ati, highlights the continuity of 
culture despite displacement. Indigeneity, in this context, is not confined to 
geography but carried through relationships, languages, and traditions. 

This finding affirms Simpson’s (2014) argument that continuity and 
connection, rather than fixed location, define Indigenous presence. Filipino 
scholars such as Eduardo and Gabriel (2021) add that Indigenization in 
migratory settings depends on dialogue, adaptability, and the recognition 
of cultural fluidity. Cebu’s educators embody this approach by including 
Indigenous narratives in lessons, recognizing the contributions of displaced 
communities, and affirming that belonging can thrive even without ancestral 
land. 

These practices expand the concept of Indigenization from territorial 
preservation to relational recognition. They show that higher education can 
honor Indigenous presence by creating spaces that acknowledge cultural 
identity, regardless of geography.

The Ethical Dimension of Indigenization

At its core, Indigenization is both an educational and an ethical process. It 
requires educators to act with humility, integrity, and awareness of their 
interconnectedness with others. Relational ethics hold that every decision 
in teaching has consequences for the community and future generations 
(Wilson 2008).
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The Filipino principle of pakikipagkapwa reflects this ethical orientation by 
grounding moral action in relationship. Teachers in this study enact this 
principle through inclusive dialogue, respect for linguistic diversity, and 
attentiveness to their students’ lived realities. Their work shows that ethics is 
not separate from pedagogy, but embedded within it. 

By approaching education as an ethical relationship, Cebu’s educators 
illustrate how decolonization begins within the self. They demonstrate that 
accountability is not only institutional but personal. Indigenization relies on 
an educator’s commitment to teach with care, listen with respect, and foster 
belonging in every learner.

Toward a Relational Paradigm for Higher Education

The synthesis of these findings points to the emergence of a relational 
paradigm within Cebu’s higher education sector. This paradigm views 
knowledge as collective, policy as participatory, and teaching as an ethical 
encounter. It aligns with Salva’s (2022) notion of kapwa-informed education, 
which emphasizes learning as mutual transformation rather than the 
transfer of information. 

This relational paradigm calls for institutions to move beyond symbolic 
inclusion. It urges universities to build systems that value dialogue, 
recognize cultural difference, and institutionalize spaces for co-learning with 
Indigenous and local communities. Doing so requires policies that empower 
educators, sustain cultural formation programs, and uphold multilingual 
instruction as a right rather than an accommodation. 

Cebu’s experience demonstrates that such transformation is possible. Even 
within the constraints of bureaucracy, educators are crafting practices that 
humanize education and connect it to the nation's wider ethical and cultural 
life. Indigenization thus becomes not a special initiative but a renewed 
understanding of education itself: an ongoing commitment to learn, teach, 
and relate with care. 

CONCLUSION
The journey of Indigenization within Cebu’s higher education institutions 
demonstrates that transformation begins in relationships. Although the 
province does not have formally recognized ancestral domains, educators 
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are creating spaces where Indigenous values, languages, and narratives can 
thrive. Their work illustrates that Indigenization does not depend solely on 
geography or policy, but also on teachers' willingness to build classroom 
communities of care. 

The study found that when educators engage students through dialogue, 
story, and reflection, learning becomes participatory and humanized. 
These acts, though often small in scale, represent a profound reorientation 
of higher education toward empathy, cultural relevance, and inclusion. 
They bring to life the intent of national frameworks such as the Indigenous 
Peoples Rights Act, the Integrated History Act, and CHED Memorandum 
Order No. 2, s. 2019, by transforming compliance into connection. 

Indigenization, as shown in this study, is not an additional program but a 
relational ethic that shapes how teachers think, speak, and act. It invites 
institutions to see education as more than knowledge transmission. It is a 
process of recognizing each learner’s history and identity, of ensuring that 
every act of teaching is also an act of listening. Such practices affirm what 
Filipino and Indigenous scholars alike have emphasized: that learning is 
most powerful when grounded in shared humanity.

Indigenization as a Relational Ethic

This study argues that Indigenization functions as a relational ethic 
rather than a procedural reform. The values of respect, reciprocity, and 
responsibility sustain it and shape educators’ relationships with students, 
colleagues, and communities. Teachers who practice cultural grounding, 
use local languages, and integrate stories of lived experience embody this 
ethic in concrete ways. Their classrooms become spaces of belonging where 
learners can connect their personal identities to broader cultural and social 
narratives. 

This perspective reinforces the view that education is inherently moral. 
Accountability in research and teaching is relational rather than hierarchical 
(Wilson 2008). Similarly, kapwa-informed education, as articulated by 
Enriquez (1992) and Salva (2022), views the self as inseparable from others. 
Cebu’s educators demonstrate that when teachers act with awareness of this 
interdependence, Indigenization becomes not a task to complete but a way 
of being that influences every decision within the classroom.
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Reinterpreting Policy Through Relationship

The Philippine policy landscape offers strong legal and institutional support 
for Indigenous education, yet implementation depends on educators' 
interpretations and localizations of these frameworks. The experience of 
Cebu shows that the spirit of R.A. No. 8371, R.A. No. 10908, and CHED CMO 2 
s. 2019 can be realized even without ancestral domains, if teachers approach 
these laws as living commitments rather than administrative requirements. 

By connecting policies with everyday practices, educators bridge the gap 
between legislation and lived reality. They demonstrate that inclusion 
grows not through documentation but through the cultivation of trust, 
empathy, and dialogue. This relational reading of policy expands the scope 
of Indigenization from technical compliance to ethical engagement. It 
encourages institutions to view education as a partnership, in which teachers 
and students share the responsibility for nurturing cultural continuity.

Decolonizing Learning in Non-Ancestral Contexts

Cebu’s context challenges conventional assumptions about where and how 
Indigenous education should take place. The presence of migrant Indigenous 
groups such as the Sama Bajau and Ati reveals that indigeneity can persist 
and adapt even in urban, non-territorial environments. Education becomes a 
bridge that sustains identity and belonging despite displacement. 

The educators in this study demonstrate adaptability by incorporating 
Indigenous perspectives into their teaching, regardless of institutional or 
geographic limitations. In doing so, they indicate that decolonizing education 
is not confined to reclaiming land but also to reclaiming relationship, story, 
and language. Their work affirms that Indigenization can flourish wherever 
communities of respect are formed and sustained.

Reclaiming the Educator’s Role

This study highlights the educator as the key agent of transformation. 
Teachers who engage in self-reflection and cultural grounding become more 
responsive to diversity and more attuned to the ethical dimensions of their 
work. Teaching is a moral vocation as much as a professional one (De Mesa 
2020). Educators who understand their own histories are better able to teach 
with authenticity and compassion. 
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Cebu’s educators show that change often begins with small, consistent acts: 
choosing to use a local language, inviting students to share family histories, 
or reflecting on how one’s background influences pedagogy. These gestures, 
while subtle, collectively shape an environment where Indigenization is 
lived rather than imposed. They remind us that educational reform is most 
enduring when it begins within the self.

Continuing the Journey

The process of Indigenization in Cebu remains ongoing. Its strength lies 
not in definitive outcomes but in relationships that continue to grow among 
educators, students, and communities. The findings encourage institutions 
to sustain these efforts through long-term collaboration, continuous faculty 
development, and genuine partnerships with Indigenous and local groups. 

Future research should extend these relationships by engaging Indigenous 
communities more directly, comparing experiences across regions, and 
exploring institutional strategies that embed relational Indigenization in 
governance and curriculum. What began here as a modest inquiry into 
Cebu’s higher education landscape can serve as a foundation for broader 
conversations on how learning communities across the Philippines can 
nurture inclusion through respect, empathy, and accountability. 

Ultimately, this study concludes that Indigenization is not a destination 
but a shared journey. It is a continuing act of remembering, relating, and 
reimagining how education can serve all people. When teachers and learners 
approach one another with openness and care, education fulfills its deepest 
promise: to restore connection, to strengthen identity, and to make learning 
a collective act of renewal.
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Strengthening Institutional Support for Indigenization

Cebu’s experience shows that Indigenization succeeds when institutions 
provide structured support for educators. While individual commitment 
drives innovation, systemic reinforcement ensures continuity and scale. To 
sustain this process, higher education institutions should:

1.	 Establish Indigenous and Local Knowledge Centers within universities 
and colleges to coordinate curriculum development, research, and 
community partnerships. 

2.	 Integrate Indigenization in institutional development plans, ensuring 
alignment with national laws such as R.A. No. 8371, R.A. No. 10908, 
and CHED Memorandum Order No. 2, s. 2019. 

3.	 Allocate funding for faculty initiatives that promote community-based 
projects, Indigenous curriculum modules, and inclusive classroom 
strategies. 

4.	 Recognize relational pedagogy in faculty performance and promotion 
criteria, valuing teaching that demonstrates inclusiveness and cultural 
grounding. 

These measures translate educators’ individual efforts into institutional 
culture, ensuring that Indigenization is both valued and sustained across 
programs.

Faculty Development and Cultural Formation

Teachers remain the primary agents of Indigenization. As the study 
revealed, meaningful integration of Indigenous perspectives begins with 
educators who are culturally grounded and self-reflective. To strengthen 
their capacities, it is recommended that:

1.	 CHED and higher education institutions collaborate in offering 
continuing education programs on Indigenous and local knowledge, 
cultural sensitivity, and participatory teaching methods. 
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2.	 Faculty immersion and mentorship programs should be developed 
in partnership with Indigenous and local communities to foster 
experiential learning. 

3.	 Peer learning circles should be institutionalized to encourage 
interdisciplinary dialogue on inclusive and culture-based pedagogy. 

4.	 Scholarships and incentives will be provided for faculty who conduct 
community-engaged research and curriculum development related to 
Indigenous education.

Such initiatives not only enhance educators’ skills but also nurture their 
personal awareness of relational ethics and responsibility in teaching.

Enhancing Policy Coherence and Collaboration

The study underscores the need for greater synergy among national agencies 
implementing education and Indigenous policies. Overlapping mandates 
often result in fragmented or inconsistent approaches at the local level. To 
address this, the following are recommended:

1.	 The Commission on Higher Education (CHED), Department of Education 
(DepEd), and National Commission on Indigenous Peoples (NCIP) should 
establish a joint framework for monitoring and evaluating Indigenization 
initiatives in both basic and higher education. 

2.	 Regional and provincial clusters may be formed to contextualize 
policies, allowing flexibility for areas without ancestral domains to 
localize implementation. 

3.	 Cross-agency coordination mechanisms should include community 
representatives to ensure that Indigenous voices are heard in decision-
making. 

4.	 Regular national and regional dialogues among educators, policymakers, 
and Indigenous leaders should be institutionalized to share practices 
and resolve implementation challenges. Such coordination will ensure 
that Indigenization remains consistent, inclusive, and grounded in the 
realities of diverse local contexts. 
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Promoting Multilingual and Culturally Responsive 
Education

Language emerged as one of the most effective entry points for Indigenization. 
To strengthen linguistic and cultural inclusivity, policies should prioritize:

1.	 Recognition of multilingual teaching as a legitimate pedagogical 
approach in higher education. 

2.	 Development of local-language instructional materials that align with 
Indigenous perspectives and community knowledge systems. 

3.	 Collaboration with regional language centers and cultural institutions 
to provide linguistic resources and capacity-building workshops. 

4.	 Incentives for bilingual and multilingual teachers who create accessible 
and culturally relevant learning environments. 

Language inclusion reinforces cultural identity, reduces barriers to 
participation, and fosters a sense of belonging among learners from diverse 
backgrounds.

Deepening Community Partnerships

Genuine Indigenization requires long-term partnership with communities 
rather than short-term outreach. The study found that educators in Cebu 
build these relationships informally, often without institutional support. To 
strengthen this foundation:

1.	 Universities and colleges should adopt partnership frameworks that 
recognize Indigenous and local communities as equal collaborators. 

2.	 Memoranda of understanding (MOUs) may be developed to guide 
research, curriculum development, and service programs that benefit 
both institutions and communities. 

3.	 Participatory monitoring and evaluation systems should be 
implemented to enable communities to assess whether projects reflect 
their priorities and values. 

4.	 Institutional ethics committees should include community 
representatives to ensure accountability in culturally sensitive 
engagements. 
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Such partnerships transform education from an extractive system into a 
collaborative and restorative process that builds mutual trust and shared 
learning.

Sustaining Indigenization Beyond the Study

Finally, sustaining Indigenization requires long-term planning, consistent 
leadership, and the integration of relational values into the institution's very 
identity. To ensure continuity, it is recommended that:

1.	 CHED and university councils institutionalize annual reviews of 
indigenization practices to assess progress and address emerging 
challenges. 

2.	 Institutions adopt relational leadership models that emphasize 
empathy, inclusiveness, and shared decision-making in educational 
management. 

3.	 National and local governments allocate stable funding mechanisms 
to support Indigenous and local knowledge programs within higher 
education. 

4.	 Documentation and dissemination of good practices should be 
prioritized through research publications, conferences, and open-
access repositories.

By embedding Indigenization into institutional systems and leadership 
culture, higher education can continuously evolve toward greater inclusivity 
and responsiveness.

Concluding Note on Policy Integration

The Cebu experience demonstrates that Indigenization is a collective 
responsibility shared among educators, institutions, communities, and 
policymakers. To move forward, policies must recognize education as 
both relational and transformative. Strengthening collaboration, providing 
adequate support, and upholding respect for local identities will ensure that 
Indigenization becomes an enduring foundation for Philippine education. 

When policy aligns with relationship, and when teaching aligns with care, 
Indigenization ceases to be a program. It becomes the very way education 
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fulfills its purpose—to connect, to include, and to sustain life through 
learning.
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