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Abstract - This cross-cultural study aims to understand how a non-indigenous teacher teaches music at an indigenous school. 

A qualitative case study was adopted to portray the teaching context and phenomenon. The study participants were a 

non-indigenous teacher and 14 sixth-grade indigenous students. The result found the non-indigenous teacher‟s teaching 

materials included a textbook and additional tribal songs. The teacher employed cultural responsive teaching in which he 

adopted the indigenous students' strengths of imitation learning from oral culture to achieve the academic requirements of 

cognitive learning. Moreover, the non-indigenous teacher's arrangement of seating in a semicircle seating, reflecting the 

indigenous students‟ background preferring non-formal learning, benefited teacher-student interactions and supported 

indigenous students to perform in front of the others.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Taiwan is composed of four major ethnic groups: 70% 

are Taiwanese (whose ancestors immigrated to 

Taiwan before 1949, speaking Fujianese); 15% are 

Hakka (whose ancestors also immigrated to Taiwan 

before 1949 from different regions from Taiwanese, 

speaking Hakka); 13% are mainlanders (whose 

grandparents or parents immigrated to Taiwan after 

1945, speaking Mandarin); 2% are indigenes (whose 

ancestors originally inhabited the island before Han 

immigration in the 1600s) [1]. Taiwanese indigenes 

belong to Austronesian people and comprise of 

sixteen groups that each group has their own language 

and unique culture. Nowadays, under the shadow of 

the mainstream culture and the policy restrictions, 

there are many non-indigenous teachers teaching at 

tribal schools. When a non-indigenous teacher teaches 

music at an indigenous school, how does he cross 

cultures to consider the indigenous children's learning 

styles to adjust his teaching and employ their cultural 

materials? To understand the indigenous children's 

music education with non-indigenous teacher, a study 

of crossing culture is needed.   

 

II. INDIGENOUS STUDENTS’ LEARNING 

CHARACTERISTICS   

 

Indigenous students prefer non-formal learning. They 

like to engage in activities, tend to be hands-on 

learning and using imitation [2]. Indigenous students  

tend to learn more from visual observation than by 

listening to verbal explanations; integral learning 

rather than unit learning; collective learning rather 

than individual learning [3]; self-exploration rather 

than teacher-guided learning, and using divergent 

thinking rather than convergent thinking [4]. In their 

cognitive style, indigenous students incline to field 

dependence, unlike non-indigenous students incline to 

field independence [5]. Students with field 

dependence style tend to depend on external clues for 

reference and they are prone to be distracted by 

unrelated clues [6].  

In class, indigenous children are not willing to speak 

or answer questions in public, but they privately enjoy 

participating in small groups where they talk a lot [7]. 

The indigenous teachers would only ask an individual 

to answer a question in a small group and not in front 

of the whole class. They, in contrast to non-indigenous 

teachers, neither correct nor praise students in public 

[8]. Taiwanese indigenous students frequently keep 

silent when are invited to speak in front of class [9].  

 

III. INDIGENOUS (PAIWAN) MUSIC 

TRADITION  

 

The Paiwan, mainly located in southern Taiwan, is one 

of sixteen indigenous groups in Taiwan. In the 

Paiwanese culture, there is no word for “music”, but 

there are words for “song” and “dance”, and their 

songs are always accompanied by dancing. The 

rhythmic intonation of the language giving it a 

melodic quality form songs in their daily lives. Their 

natural body movements correspond to the melodic 

language form dance [10]. Paiwanese melodies 

comprise a four-note scale of do mi fa sol or a 

five-note scale of do mi fa sol la in solfege [11]. 

Singing style includes (i) unison, (ii) heterophony, (iii) 

polyphony with solo and ostinato, and (iv) polyphony 

with solo and drone bass [12]. Their traditional songs 

are in an improvisational style and passed down 

through their oral tradition. Paiwanese people like to 

add ornamentations to main melodies; these 

ornamentations demonstrate each family's unique 

characteristic. In traditional ballads, verses are the 

major element and people improvise, creating verses 
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to express their thoughts and emotions [13]. In tribal 

singing, the elders take turns interposing improvised 

verses to show their artistic expression. Therefore, 

singing is not only an aspect of their music, but is also 

an aspect of the native literature. Through singing, the 

indigenous people compose their poetry [14]. 

Indigenous students have different learning 

characteristics and music traditions from that of 

non-indigenous teacher. In an indigenous school, how 

a non-indigenous teacher crosses different cultures to 

choose music materials to reflect the tribal traditions, 

and to adjust his teaching according to students' 

learning styles need further study. Therefore, this 

study aims to investigate a non-indigenous teacher‟s 

music teaching at a tribal school. The research 

questions are: (1) How does the non-indigenous 

teacher choose the music materials for indigenous 

students? (2) How does the non-indigenous teacher 

develop his pedagogy at tribal school?       

 

IV. RESEARCH METHOD 

 

To understand a non-indigenous teacher‟s music 

teaching at a tribal school, a qualitative case study to 

portray the teaching phenomenon and context [15] 

was employed.  

 

A. Setting 

The selected study site was a public elementary school 

located in a newly built tribal area in southern Taiwan. 

This school was built in 2012 for indigenous children 

whose families had moved to the new area provided by 

government after their homes had been destroyed by a 

serious flood in 2009. There were 78 students in this 

school with the majority belonging to the Paiwan 

group. 

 

B. Participants 

Mr. Wang, a non-indigenous teacher, holds a master‟s 

degree in music (majoring in voice) and a certificate in 

elementary school teaching. At the time of this study, 

he was beginning his twenty-fourth year of teaching at 

elementary-school level, and his second year of 

teaching at this tribal school. Mr. Wang also taught the 

school choir. The repertoire of the school choir 

encompassed Western music, Mandarin literature as 

well as tribal songs.  

The class being observed consisted of 14 sixth-graders 

aged 11-12. Of these, five were girls and nine were 

boys. The students belonged to the Paiwan group. 

Except for one boy who could speak Paiwanese, all the 

children spoke Mandarin. The students re-learned 

Paiwanese in native language lessons at school.   

 

C. Data Collection and Analysis 

Observational data, interviews, mappings of Mr. 

Wang and students‟ movements, and the researcher‟s 

reflections were collected for analysis. After receiving 

permission from the parents to observe their children, 

Mr. Wang introduced the researcher and her assistant 

to the class on their first visit. The observational data 

were collected over a 30-week period, with one 

weekly 100-minute visit. During observations, the 

researcher took notes and the assistant recorded 

classroom activities using a digital video recorder. 

Transcripts, which were dated and numbered, were 

made from the recordings and checked against the 

field notes. The number shown on the end of each 

entry indicates the date. For instance, 040515 means 

the datum was collected on 4 May 2015. 'I' refers to 

interviews. 'O' refers to observations, and 'R' refers to 

reflections. All the participants were given 

pseudonyms. The mappings were drawn every twenty 

minutes and dated.      

Two formal interviews were held with Mr. Wang as 

well as informal conversations. The interviews were 

recorded, transcribed and dated. Mr. Wang‟s and his 

students‟ movements were mapped every 20 minutes 

to record their paths: the dotted lines represent Mr. 

Wang‟s paths while the solid lines represent students' 

paths. In the reflection, the researcher examined the 

research method, procedure, interpretation and 

recorded the research questions. Transcripts from both 

the observations and interviews were analyzed by 

constant comparison [16] to understand the 

phenomenon and context, and the researcher‟s 

reflections served to triangulate the data.  

 

V. FINDINGS 

 

A. Teaching Materials 

The non-indigenous teacher‟s teaching materials 

comprised a text book prescribed by the school‟s 

teaching committee and tribal songs selected for the 

needs of the students. 

Mr. Wang took the school committee's decision to use 

the textbook published by Kan-Shuan. The content 

includes lots of Mandarin songs and some foreign 

songs with Mandarin translations. Mr. Wang believed 

that students should be made aware of multiple 

cultures through learning about music (I170215).  

 

He said, “you have to know about other cultures,” 

(O300914) “in the school curriculum, you also have to 

learn about different music because now we live in a 

society of multiple cultures,” (O041114)…...”what 

makes the music sound Japanese, Arabic or African, 

because their music comprises unique scales.” 

(O170215) 

 

However, some songs presented in the textbook is 

very foreign to the tribal students‟ experiences. When 

they sang “Pharos” (Mandarin song) from the 

textbook, students asked what pharos looked like 

(O230914) because the majority of students had never 

seen pharos before. They sang “Ocean”: the text refers 

to fish swimming under water, sea gulls flying above 

the sea, and the sea breeze, but the tribal students 
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living in a mountainous area could not feel the 

meaning of the text. Mr. Wang prepared a film relating 

to the sea to supplement their experiences (O300914). 

However, the tribal children's reactions showed that 

they could not make any connection to their 

experiences. Although the students were persuaded to 

learn the textbook music in order to learn about 

multiple cultures, Mr. Wang and the students were 

frustrated by the music that was remote from the 

students‟ experiences (R041014), and Mr. Wang 

gradually adjusted his teaching materials to employ 

tribal songs.    

 

Mr. Wang added tribal songs to meet children's 

musical needs and to share the similarity of musical 

expression.  

 

Once, because of school reconstruction, there was a lot 

of noise outside the music classroom. Mr. Wang 

picked up a keyboard and took the students outside to 

sing on the balcony. After they had practiced several 

songs they had learned before, the students asked to 

sing tribal songs, so Mr. Wang played the piano 

accompaniment for them to sing (O041114).  

 

Although Mr. Wang was unable to sing in Paiwanese, 

he had memorized the tunes to play for students to 

sing. Moreover, Mr. Wang had sensed students‟ 

preference of singing tribal songs, and he shared the 

commonality of musical expression through various 

types of music.  

 

Mr. Wang sings an excerpt of Schubert‟s 

“Lindenbaum” with piano accompaniment, and later, 

he sings “Erlkönig” to show different musical 

expression. He points out the commonality of musical 

expression between western music and tribal songs, 

and encouraged indigenous students to feel the music 

within their tribal context (O021214).  

 

Mr. Wang learned to add “their” songs to satisfy 

students' musical needs rather than focused on the 

difference of multi-cultural music, as presented in the 

textbook (R020215). He offered students a wide 

perspective of musical expression, and introduced 

them to the concept of common expression through a 

variety of music literature.  

 

B. Pedagogy 

The indigenous students learned to sing through their 

oral tradition by hearing. However, the 

non-indigenous teacher, according to the academic 

requirements of the Curriculum Standard, had to teach 

the students music reading and related music theory. 

The teacher employed the indigenous students' 

learning style of hearing and imitation as a medium to 

achieve the educational requirements. Moreover, the 

re-arrangement of seating benefited the 

teacher-student interaction and promoted students' 

willingness to perform in front of the class.  

Mr. Wang originally taught the indigenous students 

Mandarin songs from textbook, and required the 

students to read the notation before they learned a 

song. However, being aware of students‟ interests and 

the need to preserve their cultural heritage, Mr. Wang 

had invited a Paiwanese singer, Ms. Chen, to teach 

students tribal ancient songs. Ms. Chen taught students 

“Warrior song” (for boys), “Virginity song” (for 

girls), and “Love song” (for boys and girls 

reciprocally). She introduced the historical 

background of these songs and meaning of the text 

before teaching the song.   

 

Ms. Chen sang “Warrior song” once and led boy 

students to sing it. Students had difficulty memorizing 

it from beginning to the end. Ms. Chen said, “When I 

was a child, I learned to sing these songs from tribal 

elders. The elders sang each song only once and I had 

to sing it by myself. If I forgot part of the tune, I would 

make up the tune.” (O240215) 

 

Ms. Chen also invited students to add some turns 

(ornamentations) if they liked (O190515). The oral 

tradition of singing allows singers to improvise and 

freely add ornamentations. While Ms. Chen was 

coaching the students, she frequently said, “Make it 

up.” (O190515). It implies an improvisational 

character that Mr. Wang gradually employed it in 

classes.  

 

When students were singing, Mr. Wang had Da-wei 

play a drum to accompany their singing. Da-wei 

improvised various rhythms including dotted rhythm 

and syncopation. Later, some other students also came 

to play the drum in impromptu (O030315).  

 

In the observed class, most students had difficulty 

reading music notation fluently, although they had 

been learning to read music since they were in the 

third grade. They frequently added numerals above the 

staff. It was also difficult for them to play simple 

rhythms from notations although they could improvise 

with rather complicated rhythms. Therefore, Mr. 

Wang re-taught them music notation through hearing.  

 

Mr. Wang played the rhythms written on whiteboard 

for students to imitate. Then, he connected the rhythm 

with the written notation (O100315).  

He wrote several notations on the whiteboard and then 

clapped the rhythms. The students were asked to pair 

the clapped rhythm with the notation written on the 

whiteboard (O210415, O280415).  

Mr. Wang had students compose a verse below a 

written rhythm and chant out their verse with the 

rhythm (O210415, O280415).  

 

Those drills connecting literate culture with oral 

culture developed students‟ ability to deal with 
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abstract symbols and built up their music reading 

ability. The application of improvisation, hearing and 

manipulation was successfully employed as 

scaffolding for learning abstract symbols and music 

cognition for indigenous students.  

The seating arrangements signals a significant change 

in Mr. Wang‟s teaching that he made the 

re-arrangement of seating to cope with students‟ stage 

fright. This study found that classroom seating 

arrangements also affect the learning climate. At the 

start, students‟ desks were arranged in rows (Figure 1).  

 

 
Fig. 1 

 

This seating is a conventional arrangement in 

mainstream culture that is convenient for the teacher‟s 

formal lecture. The density of dotted lines 

representing Mr. Wang‟s moving paths is shown in Fig. 

1. Most of time, he stood in the center (D2), moved to 

the computer (D1), and moved to play the piano (D10).  

He also walked back and forth in front of the students‟ 

seats to watch over. On the other hand, only one 

student moved (solid lines) for restroom (1-1, 1-2).  

 

The seating produced a sense of isolation and 

remoteness as the students were distant from where Mr. 

Wang stood. When students were invited to sing or 

play the recorder in front of the class, they frequently 

remained silent. Music is one of the performing arts, 

and the indigenous students' silence and timidity in 

front of people frustrated Mr. Wang. He described his 

experiences of teaching indigenous students singing in 

a choir.  

 

The choir had beautiful voices and they sang well 

during rehearsals, but they were very nervous in front 

of the audience. Their voices were barely audible 

when they were on the stage (I091214).   

 

Mr. Wang had to help the students to overcome their 

fear of performing in the front. He not only had more 

conversations with students to build their confidence, 

but also re-arranged the seating as an experiment. 

With the original seating arrangement, shown in Fig. 1, 

Mr. Wang had felt difficult to interact with every 

student, especially when the student needed assistance 

(I091914). Therefore, he rearranged the seating as a 

trial shown in Fig. 2.  

 
Fig. 2 

 

With this new arrangement, Mr. Wang could more 

easily approach each student and students also could 

make better eye contact with each other that facilitate 

more conversations among students. Moreover, the 

willingness of students to play in front seems to 

change. 

 

Chi-Cheng walked to the center (S1-1) to play guitar. 

After that, Chi-Cheng walked to S1-2 and handed the 

guitar to Bo-Wen (S2-1). Bo-Wen went to the center 

(S2-1→S2-2→S1-1), and Chi-Cheng sat on Bo-Wen‟s 

seat (S2-1). Bo-Wen had difficulty to find the chords 

to accompany “Penghu Bay,” and Mr. Wang walked 

from D3 to D4 to help Bo-Wen. Bo-Wen said, „It‟s a 

stress.‟ Chi-Cheng went to help Bo-Wen (S2-1→S1-1). 

When Bo-Wen went back his seat (S1-1→S2-1), 

Chi-Cheng also had moved back his own seat 

(S2-1→S1-4)(O091214). 

 

Mr. Wang was aware of the difference in the learning 

atmosphere when the seating arrangement was 

changed, but he also found that the desks still formed a 

barrier between him and students (I091214). In reality, 

when the students needed to go to the front, they had to 

walk further than with the first arrangement as Fig. 1. 

Finally, Mr. Wang removed the desks to reduce the 

teacher-student gap and the distance between the front 

and students' seats (see Fig. 3).  

 

 
Fig. 3 



International Journal of Management and Applied Science, ISSN: 2394-7926                          Volume-5, Issue-11, Nov.-2019 

http://iraj.in 

Crossing Cultures: A Non-indigenous Teacher Teaching Indigenous Students Music 

 

90 

The semicircle seating arrangement created more 

opportunities for interaction between Mr. Wang and 

the students as well as among students peers, as shown 

by the density of dotted lines (teacher's paths) and 

solid lines (students' paths) in Fig. 3. Moreover, the 

students felt unrestrained to perform in front of the 

others.   

 

Mr. Wang had written numeral notation of “Station” 

on white board for the students to play the recorders. 

They made mistakes on repetition, and Mr. Wang 

asked Shuan-Shuan (S1-1→S1-2) to point the 

notation when the students were playing.  After 

playing several times, Mr. Wang invited three boy 

volunteers to perform in the front. Bo-wen 

(S3-1→S3-2→S3-3) walked to the front, and Mr. 

Wang assigned Feng-Hai (S2-1→S2-2→S2-3) and 

Chi-Cheng (S4-1→S4-2→S4-3→S4-4) to join. 

Furthermore, Mr. Wang invited a volunteer to play the 

drum to accompany. Ming-En raised his hand, and 

said, “I‟d like to have someone to play with me.” 

Jun-Wei (S5-1→S5-2) and Ming-En (S6-1→S6-2) 

went to play the drums. Afterward, Mr. Wang also 

asked three girl volunteers to play recorders in the 

front. Mei-Sing (S7-1→S7-2), Shuan-Shuan 

(S1-1→S1-3) and Ni-Ni (S8-1→S8-2) spontaneously 

went to the front, and Bo-wen (S3-3→S6-2) 

volunteered to play the drum (O130115).   

The students became willing to perform in the front. 

Furthermore, more learning interaction occurred in the 

classroom including Mr. Wang‟s in-time help, 

teacher-student dialogue and inter-peer reciprocal 

assistance. A warm and supportive atmosphere was 

created in the classroom after the seating 

re-arrangement. Specially, the peer support is worth 

noting.  

 

Mr. Wang: Who would like to play this two-part music? 

Qing-Qing and Mei-Sing, would you play the second 

part? (Qing-Qing and Mei-Sing go to the front with 

their recorders.) 

Mr. Wang: Who would like to play the first part?  

Da-Ming: (Da-Ming raises his hand.) 

Mr. Wang: Ok, Da-Ming, please go. 

Da-Ming: May Ming-En come and play with me? 

Mr. Wang: Sure. (Da-Ming and Ming-En go to the 

front, and play the first part with Qing-Qing, Mei-Sing 

playing the second part.) (O050515) 

 

Although Da-Ming volunteered to play the recorder, 

he‟d like to have a companion to play together. The 

social interaction facilitated class learning. Therefore, 

the seating re-arrangement reducing the distance 

between the teacher and the students created a 

supportive atmosphere and decreased the indigenous 

students‟ anxiety in front of people. In such an 

environment, the students became active participants 

willing to share and perform.    

VI. DISSCUSSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

This study found that the non-indigenous teacher 

crossed different cultures to teach indigenous students, 

and adjusted his teaching materials as well as his 

pedagogy. Paiwanese traditional songs are in an 

improvisational style and passed down through their 

oral tradition [13]. Due to the limitation of language, 

the non-indigenous teacher was unable to teach tribal 

songs through oral tradition, but he memorized the 

tunes to play the piano for students to sing. Moreover, 

the non-indigenous teacher invited a tribal singer to 

come to his classes to teach tribal songs. By watching 

the tribal singer‟s teaching, the non-indigenous 

teacher learned the indigenous students‟ learning style 

was based on oral culture they learn to sing by hearing. 

Therefore, the non-indigenous teacher made a bridge 

to connect oral culture and literate culture. He guided 

the students to learn music notations through hearing, 

and afterward led them to connect the sound with 

notation. Ultimately, the non-indigenous teacher‟s 

trial on seating arrangement transformed the students‟ 

learning roles: the students became active participants 

rather than passive ones in class.  

Similar to Philips‟ and Lee and Lin‟s studies, that the 

indigenous children are not willing to speak or answer 

questions in public  and indigenous students are 

inclined to keep silent when are invited to speak in 

front of class, this study also found that the indigenous 

students kept silent when they were assigned to 

perform in the front. Furthermore, this study found 

that the re-arrangement of seating in semi-circle 

facilitated the teacher-student interaction and 

supported the indigenous students‟ learning. 

Consequently, the indigenous students became willing 

to perform in the front. Such a finding may relate to 

previous study that indigenous students belong to field 

dependence [5] as well as tend to depend on external 

clues for reference [6]. Therefore, the field-dependent 

learners often work well in teams as they tend to 

depend on interpersonal relationships, opposite to 

field-independent learners tend to rely less on the 

teacher or other learners for support. Comparing fig. 3 

with fig. 1 and 2, the seating in semi-circle created 

casual atmosphere to benefit indigenous students‟ 

learning and social interaction that may also 

correspond to previous studies that Indigenous 

students prefer non-formal learning [2]. Furthermore, 

examining the solid lines (students‟ paths) and dotted 

lines (the teacher‟s paths) in three figures, the density 

of solid lines in fig. 3 demonstrated that the indigenous 

students were active participants in the new seating 

arrangement. This study provides a document for 

indigenous students‟ leaning that the non-formal 

atmosphere such as seating re-arrangement may 

facilitate indigenous students‟ participation. 

Therefore, a further study of seating arrangement and 

indigenous students‟ classroom discourse is suggested 
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to find a solution for indigenous students‟ silence in 

classroom discourse.  

The non-indigenous teacher crossing two cultures is 

on a journey of transforming different culture into 

teaching resource, but, in reality, there are also many 

indigenous students study in mainstream culture. The 

indigenous students have their own unique learning 

style. How the indigenous students integrate into 

mainstream culture is also suggested for further study. 

Therefore, we may understand the indigenous students 

learning dilemma in mainstream culture and find out 

the solution for them.    
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