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Abstract: Reproductive health literacy in Papua still faces various socio-cultural 
challenges, such as body taboos, customary norms, and religious values that limit open 
discussion about reproduction. These conditions also impact prospective elementary 
school teacher students who will later serve as health educators for children. This study 
will investigate how prospective teacher students negotiate taboos, culture, and scientific 
knowledge in culturally responsive science learning to develop reproductive health 
literacy. The study used a narrative inquiry approach involving five of 28 fifth-semester 
students in the Elementary School Teacher Education (PGSD) Study Program in Papua. 
Data were collected through in-depth narrative interviews, weekly reflective journals, 
and participant observation, then analyzed using Clandinin's three-dimensional 
narrative framework (temporality, sociality, and place). The results of the study indicate 
a process of transformation from taboo body language to meaningful scientific language, 
negotiation between indigenous knowledge, religion, and science, the formation of the 
class as a safe space for dialogue, and the development of students' professional identities 
as prospective health educators. These findings confirm that culturally responsive 
science learning not only enhances cognitive understanding but also plays a significant 
role in strengthening reproductive health literacy and pedagogical readiness of 
prospective elementary school teachers in Papua. 

Keywords: Cultural Taboos; Culturally responsive science learning; Narrative Inquiry; 
Prospective elementary school Teachers; Reproductive health literacy 

  

 

Introduction 
 
Numerous studies have investigated reproductive 

health literacy and menstrual hygiene management in 
Papua and the Melanesian region; however, the majority 
concentrate on adolescent girls, hygiene practices, or 
access to sanitation facilities, predominantly employing 
descriptive and quantitative methodologies (Owiredu et 
al., 2025; Setty et al., 2019). These methodologies 
inadequately represent how individuals, especially pre-
service elementary school educators, perceive, interpret, 
and navigate reproductive health matters amid cultural 
taboos, traditional norms, and robust religious 

convictions (Nigar & Kostogriz, 2025; Valderrama-Pérez 
et al., 2015).  

Furthermore, teacher education—particularly in 
science instruction—serves as a pedagogical space that 
remains relatively underexplored for fostering safe and 
meaningful dialogue about reproductive health (Green 
et al., 2007; Naeem et al., 2023).  Nevertheless, 
prospective elementary school teachers hold a strategic 
position as future educators who will bridge scientific 
knowledge with the socio-cultural realities of students in 
Papua (Fitriati et al., 2024; Noviana et al., 2023; 
Wollmann & Lange-Schubert, 2022). To address this gap, 
this study uses a narrative inquiry approach to explore 
how pre-service elementary school teachers negotiate 
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taboos, culture, and scientific knowledge in culturally 
responsive science instruction (Rozi et al., 2025; Shein & 
Sukinarhimi, 2022).  

By examining the narratives of students' learning 
experiences through the dimensions of temporality, 
sociality, and place, this study offers conceptual 
contributions to the development of culture-based 
reproductive health literacy and pedagogical 
implications for science education and teacher education 
in Papua. 
 

Method 
 
Research Design 

This study uses a narrative inquiry approach to 
explore the experiences and construction of meaning of 
pre-service elementary school teachers' experiences in 

culturally responsive science learning related to 
reproductive health literacy. This approach was chosen 
because reproductive health issues in Papua are 
sensitive, taboo, and deeply rooted in traditional and 
religious values. Therefore, understanding them 
requires in-depth exploration of participants' lived 
experiences, emotions, and negotiation of meaning. 
Narrative inquiry allows researchers to understand how 

learning experiences are reconstructed in narrative form, 
bound by the dimensions of time, social relations, and 
the context of place. 
 
Research Location & Context 

The research was conducted in the Elementary 
School Teacher Education (PGSD) Study Program, 
Faculty of Teacher Training and Education, 
Cenderawasih University, Papua. The Papuan context is 
understood as a socio-cultural space characterized by 
cultural diversity, strong customs and religious norms, 
and limited access to reproductive health information. In 
this context, science learning serves not only as a transfer 
of knowledge but also as a space for dialogue between 
science, local culture, and the social values entrenched 
within the student community. 
 
Research Participants 

The research participants consisted of five students 
out of a total of 28 fifth-semester students of the 
Elementary School Teacher Education Study Program 
who were taking a science course with a culturally 
responsive science learning approach. The participants 
were selected using purposive sampling with the 
following criteria: following the entire learning series, 
being willing to participate in narrative interviews and 
writing reflective journals, and coming from diverse 

Papuan cultural backgrounds. The limited number of 
participants is considered adequate within the narrative 

inquiry framework because this research emphasizes 
depth of experience, richness of narrative, and dialogic 
processes between the researcher and participants, not 
statistical generalizations. 

 
Data collection techniques 

Data was collected through three main techniques: 
In-depth narrative interviews, conducted twice during 
the semester to explore students' experiences related to 
learning, body taboos, and the meaning of reproductive 
health literacy. This technique primarily represents the 
dimensions of sociality and temporality; Weekly 
reflective journal, used to record changes in students' 
understanding, emotions, and self-position throughout 
the learning process, thereby capturing the dimension of 
temporality: Participatory observation was conducted 
during the learning process to record class interactions, 
cultural dialogue dynamics, and the learning context as 
a spatial dimension. 

 
Data analysis 

Data analysis was conducted using narrative 
thematic analysis, which focuses on interpreting 
experiences in narrative form, rather than simply 
grouping themes descriptively. The analysis process 
included repeated readings of interview transcripts, 
reflective journals, and observation notes; initial coding 
based on key experiences and events; and interpretation 
of narrative themes by considering the dimensions of 
temporality, sociality, and place. The analysis was 
conducted iteratively and reflectively to capture the 
process of negotiating meaning among students in 
culturally responsive science learning. Data analysis was 
conducted using narrative thematic analysis, a 
qualitative approach that emphasizes the process of 
interpreting experiences through narrative structures, 
rather than simply grouping data into descriptive 
themes. This methodology enables researchers to gain 
profound insights into students' personal experiences by 
conducting multiple readings of interview transcripts, 
reflective journals, and observation notes to discern 
pivotal experiences and events that influence the 
learning process (Braun & Clarke, 2022). Furthermore, 
narrative themes are interpreted iteratively and 
reflectively to capture the complexity of interpreting 
students' learning experiences in an educational context 
influenced by social and cultural backgrounds. 
 
Data Validity & Ethics 

Data validity was preserved via triangulation of 
data sources (interviews, reflective journals, and 
observations), member checking with participants, and 
researcher reflexivity in narrative interpretation. This 
study has obtained institutional ethics approval, and all 
participants provided written informed consent. 
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Participants' identities have been disguised to maintain 
confidentiality, given the sensitivity of the research 
topic. 
 

Result and Discussion 
 

This section presents research findings based on 
narrative analysis of in-depth interviews, reflective 
journals, and classroom observations. Overall, the 
findings form a collective narrative of the journey of 
elementary school student teachers from experiences of 
silence, shame, and taboo to the ability to name their 
bodies, understand reproductive health scientifically, 
and position themselves as culturally sensitive future 
health educators. This narrative is articulated through 
four interrelated main themes. 

 
Theme 1 
From Taboo Language to the Language of Science: Linguistic 
Transformation and Early Literacy 

The first theme describes how students experienced 
a transformation in how they labeled their bodies and 
reproductive processes. At the beginning of the course, 
most students expressed discomfort, embarrassment, 
and a tendency to avoid using taboo biological terms. 
Language about the body and reproduction was often 
disguised or replaced with implicit terms passed down 
through family and traditional communities. As 
culturally responsive science learning progresses, 
students begin to understand that the use of scientific 
language is not a violation of cultural values but rather 
a means to understand the body meaningfully and with 
dignity. This transformation is not only linguistic but 
also marks the development of reproductive health 
literacy as the right to know and care for one's own body, 
which has implications for students' attitudes, 
awareness, and engagement in the learning process 
(Ratnadila & Permatasari, 2022). In this context, 
scientific language functions not only as an academic 
tool but also as a medium for the formation of students' 
identity and dignity when combined with relevant 
cultural perspectives, thus enabling the meaning of 
science as an integral part of their social experience 
(Huszka et al., 2024). This finding aligns with studies 
that emphasize the importance of contextual, interactive, 
and meaningful learning strategies—including the use 
of visual and innovative approaches—to strengthen 
students' understanding and literacy of reproductive 
health (Festiawan et al., 2019). 

 
Theme 2 
Negotiating Indigenous, Religious, and Scientific Knowledge 
in Understanding Reproductive Health 

The second theme highlights the epistemic 
negotiation process students experience when scientific 

knowledge intersects traditional values and religious 
teachings. Students describe how their initial 
understandings of menstruation, puberty, and bodily 
relations are largely shaped by traditional rules and 
normative religious moral messages that rarely include 
biological explanations. Through culturally responsive 
classroom dialogue, students begin to reflect on their 
traditional and religious practices, enabling them to 
distinguish between protective values and practices that 
potentially reinforce stigma. This dialogic process allows 
for critical reflection and value negotiation that aligns 
with students' cultural and religious beliefs, as 
emphasized in dialogic teaching approaches and 
classroom interaction patterns such as Initiation–
Response–Follow-up (IRF), which encourage a more 
nuanced awareness of reproductive health issues 
(Gourlay, 2005; Nassaji, 2000; Song & Cadman, 2012). 
Thus, reproductive health literacy is not formed through 
a unilateral replacement of local knowledge but rather 
through a negotiation of meaning between science, 
culture, and religion that takes place in a validating and 
inclusive learning space (Kaneoka & Spence, 2019; Tseng 
et al., 2025). 

 
Theme 3 
Classroom as Safe Space: Relational and Affective 
Transformation 

The third theme highlights the classroom's role as a 
social space that allows students to share their 
experiences of their bodies and reproductive health 
without fear or stigma. In the early stages, students—
especially female students—tended to remain silent and 
avoid open discussions, especially in the presence of 
male students. The implementation of learning 
strategies such as story-based discussions, personal 
reflection, and the affirmation of norms of mutual 
respect gradually establish the classroom as a safe space 
for students. Through story-based discussions, students 
have the opportunity to share personal experiences and 
understand diverse perspectives, which strengthens 
social bonds and encourages affective transformation in 
the form of increased empathy and confidence in 
expressing experiences (Cunsolo Willox et al., 2013). The 
practice of personal reflection and an ethic of care in the 
learning space also contribute to the creation of a sense 
of safety and acceptance so that students are more 
confident in engaging in dialogue on sensitive issues 
(Sykes & Gachago, 2018). Furthermore, the affirmation 
of norms of mutual respect and attention to gender 
dynamics in classroom discussions creates an inclusive 
emotional environment, which encourages students to 
have open and reflective (Ashe, 2024; Mitchell et al., 
2025; Thomas & Manalil, 2025). 
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Theme 4 
Envisioning Ourselves as Health Educators: The Formation of 
a Professional Identity 

The fourth theme describes how learning 
experiences influence how students interpret their 
professional roles as future elementary school teachers. 
Initially, some students viewed reproductive health as 
the responsibility of health workers or their families. 
After going through a process of reflection and learning, 
students began to realize that teachers have a strategic 
role in providing accurate, culturally sensitive, and 
developmentally appropriate information for children. 
This awareness marked the formation of a new 
professional identity as prospective educators who not 
only focus on teaching science but also contribute to the 
health and well-being of students. This finding is in line 
with the view that teachers' professional identity is 
formed through personal experiences and social 
contexts that influence how teachers interpret their 
pedagogical roles and practices (Beijaard et al., 2004) and 
is strengthened through involvement in learning 
designs and practices that are relevant to educators' 
social responsibilities (El Nagdi et al., 2018). 
Furthermore, awareness of cultural sensitivity and social 
justice in education positions teachers as agents of 
change who play a vital role in supporting student well-
being through contextual and responsive learning 
(Moore, 2008; Tran & Selcen Guzey, 2023). 

 
Discussion 

This discussion section examines the research 
findings by linking them to the literature on culturally 
responsive science learning, reproductive health 
literacy, and teacher education. Four emerging themes—
body language transformation, knowledge negotiation, 
the classroom as a safe space, and professional identity 
formation—reflect a learning process that is 
simultaneously cognitive, affective, and sociocultural. 
The following discussion highlights how culturally 
responsive science learning functions as a space for 
negotiating meaning between taboos, culture, and 
science in the context of primary school teacher 
education in Papua. 
 
Transforming body language is the foundation of reproductive 
health literacy 

The findings regarding the shift from taboo body 
language to meaningful scientific language demonstrate 
that reproductive health literacy is inextricably linked to 
issues of language and meaning. Students' inability to 
name their bodies and biological processes early in their 
learning reflects the strength of cultural norms that limit 
discourse about the body. Culturally responsive science 
learning serves as a linguistic bridge, enabling students 
to adopt scientific terminology without negating their 

cultural values (Yektiningtyas et al., 2023). This 
transformation confirms that reproductive health 
literacy is not merely an increase in factual knowledge 
but also a process of reconstructing the perspective on 
the body as a subject worthy of scientific and ethical 
understanding. With an approach sensitive to cultural 
context, science learning contributes to the formation of 
a more reflective and contextual literacy, especially in 
areas with strong social taboos such as Papua 
(Khairunnisa et al., 2023). This finding is in line with 
studies that emphasize the importance of integrating 
local cultural values in learning to increase the 
meaningfulness and success of literacy programs 
(Maimun et al., 2020) and demonstrates the effectiveness 
of ethnoscience-based science learning in bridging 
scientific knowledge with the socio-cultural context of 
students (Eko Atmojo & Lukitoaji, 2020).  

 
Knowledge Negotiation as a Core Process of Culturally 
Responsive Learning 

The theme of negotiation between indigenous 
knowledge, religion, and science demonstrates that 
science learning does not occur in a value vacuum. 
Students do not passively receive scientific knowledge 
but interpret it through the lens of cultural and religious 
experiences that have shaped their understanding of the 
body and reproductive health. This process emphasizes 
that epistemic conflict is not a barrier to learning but 
rather a source of critical reflection that enriches 
students' understanding. In this context, culturally 
responsive science learning serves as a dialogic arena 
that allows students to distinguish between protective 
cultural practices and those that reinforce stigma. These 
findings reinforce the view that reproductive health 
literacy in multicultural societies needs to be developed 
through a negotiation of meaning, rather than through a 
unilateral replacement of local knowledge. 
 
Classroom as a Safe Space and Relational Transformation 

Establishing a classroom as a safe space is a key 
finding that underscores the affective and relational 
dimensions of science learning. The shame, fear, and 
stigma that initially inhibited student participation 
gradually diminished when the classroom was 
facilitated as a dialogue space that valued personal 
experiences and cultural diversity. This situation 
reinforces the view that social recognition and 
supportive relationships in the classroom are key to 
developing science identity and increasing student 
learning participation, particularly for those from 
diverse cultural backgrounds (Carlone & Johnson, 2007). 
This transformation confirms that culturally responsive 
science learning impacts not only conceptual 
understanding but also the quality of students' social 
relationships, self-confidence, and courage to engage in 
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dialogue on sensitive issues (Ladson-Billings, 1995). In 
the context of science education, these findings suggest 
that creating a safe space is a crucial prerequisite for the 
development of meaningful and sustainable 
reproductive health literacy, which is supported by 
students' active engagement in an inclusive and 
supportive learning environment (Lam & Siew, 2024; 
Zhang et al., 2023). 

 
Formation of the Professional Identity of Prospective Teachers 
as Health Educators 

The final theme, regarding professional identity 
formation, demonstrates that learning experiences 
influence how students interpret their roles as future 
teachers. The realization that elementary school teachers 
have a strategic role in reproductive health education 
marks a shift in identity from mere recipients of 
knowledge to active and reflective pedagogical agents. 
This shift aligns with studies confirming that learning 
experiences and engagement in multicultural 
educational contexts contribute to the formation of 
future teachers' professional identities and increased 
competence in dealing with students' cultural diversity 
(Bryan & Atwater, 2002; Cushner & Mahon, 2002). 
Culturally responsive science learning helps students 
envision  sensitive, ethical, and contextual pedagogical 
practices while strengthening their professional 
confidence in integrating social and cultural issues into 
science learning (García et al., 2010; McAllister & Irvine, 
2000). These findings reinforce the argument that 
teacher education needs to explicitly integrate 
reproductive health issues into science learning, not 
merely as additional content, but as part of the formation 
of teachers' professional identity and social 
responsibility as agents of change in society (Anor, 2025; 
Blair et al., 2017; Hernandez et al., 2013; Mensah, 2019), 
particularly in the Papuan context, which is rife with 
cultural and social dynamics. 
 
Theoretical Contributions and Pedagogical Implications 

Theoretically, this study expands the study of 
culturally responsive science learning by demonstrating 
that reproductive health literacy is an arena for complex 
epistemic and identity negotiations, particularly in 
socio-cultural contexts such as Papua, which are rife 
with local taboos and norms. The narrative inquiry 
approach allows for a more profound understanding of 
how students experience and interpret science learning 
through narratives of lived experiences tied to their 
social and cultural contexts (Oktaviana et al., 2022). 
Through this approach, students' learning experiences 
are understood not merely as cognitive processes, but 
also as processes of identity formation and epistemic 
positions in the face of scientific knowledge and cultural 
values. Pedagogically, the findings of this study 

emphasize the importance of designing science learning 
that creates a safe space for dialogue, uses dignified 
language, and respects students' cultural backgrounds. 
Culturally responsive science learning needs to be 
implemented through adaptations of teacher education 
curricula that explicitly support student health and well-
being (Dhieni et al., 2024; Sholihah et al., 2023). These 
implications are relevant for developing teacher 
education programs for elementary schools in Papua, 
which need to be designed contextually and inclusively, 
taking into account local needs and students' cultural 
diversity (Bektiarso et al., 2024). Furthermore, the 
integration of culturally responsive learning into 
elementary science learning has the potential to 
strengthen the relevance and meaningfulness of learning 
through the incorporation of local arts and cultural 
elements, thereby enhancing students' understanding of 
scientific concepts and respect for their cultural 
identities (Ali et al., 2025). 

 

Conclusion 
 

This study demonstrates that culturally responsive 
science learning plays a crucial role as a negotiating 
space between taboos, culture, and scientific knowledge 
in developing reproductive health literacy among 
prospective elementary school teachers in Papua. Using 
a narrative inquiry approach, the study revealed that the 
learning process not only resulted in increased cognitive 
understanding but also in transformations in body 
naming, reinterpretation of traditional and religious 
practices, and changes in classroom social relations that 
enabled safe and meaningful dialogue. Research 
findings confirm that reproductive health literacy 
develops through a process of negotiating meaning 
across linguistic, affective, and sociocultural 
dimensions. Students do not simply acquire scientific 
knowledge but actively reconstruct their understanding 
by considering their cultural and religious values. This 
process also contributes to the formation of students' 
professional identities as prospective teachers with 
pedagogical awareness and social responsibility in 
health education. Pedagogically, the results of this study 
emphasize the importance of integrating culturally 
responsive science learning into elementary school 
teacher education, particularly in areas with strong 
social taboos like Papua. Science learning needs to be 
designed not only to transmit scientific concepts but also 
to create a safe space for dialogue, use identified 
language, and respect the diversity of students' 
experiences. In this way, prospective teachers are 
prepared to become educators capable of bridging 
science and students' socio-cultural realities. As a 
limitation, this study involved a limited number of 
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participants and focused on a single institutional 
context. Future research is recommended to include 
elementary school contexts and other actors, such as 
teachers and parents, to broaden understanding of the 
implementation of culturally responsive science 
learning in reproductive health education. 
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