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Reframing Our Pedagogical Practice

Teaching Native American/First Nations
Literature and Culture through Indigenous-

centered Methodologies

Anna Maria Brígido-Corachán1
Universitat de València

There will be no balance
without all voices present in the power circle.

Joy Harjo, An American Sunrise

In the past four decades Native American/First Nations
Literature has consolidated itself as a literary and academic
field and it is now read, taught, and theorized in a variety of
educational settings outside the United States and Canada.
Native North American texts have also broadened their
themes and readership by exploring transnational contexts
and foreign realities, and also through translation into major
and minor languages, thus establishing creative networks
with other literary communities around the world. However,
when Native texts are taught in foreign contexts, the
reproduction of Indian stereotypes, mystifications, and
misconceptions is still a major issue that non-Native
readers, students, and teachers continue to struggle with.



This is even more the case in non-US/Canadian settings,
where direct contact with contemporary tribal cultures and
practices is non-existent and where constant exposure to
cliché representations of Indians in popular culture (through
mainstream films, books, cartoons, advertisements, toys,
sports mascots, etc.) may lead students to believe that
Indigenous cultures in 21st century North America have
either vanished or are circumscribed to dystopic, alcohol-
ridden reservations.

When teaching Native American/First Nations literature,
history, and culture in Spain, lecturers face an additional set
of challenges that add to the potential misunderstanding,
appropriation, mystification, and prejudice that commonly
arises in non-Native classrooms in North America: students
are no longer familiar with mainstream cultural references
featuring Native communities and individuals in literature,
films, or TV. They have never seen a western, an episode of
The Lone Ranger and Tonto, or a Washington Redskins
football game on TV. Their personal interests have shifted to
other areas, channels, and formats such as social media or
video games, while their cultural references have broadened
and now include global cultural products such as K-Pop,
reggaeton, or Turkish soap operas, with North American
output quickly losing its dominant share of the cultural
market.

When asked to imagine and describe an Indian, millenials
and post-millenials in Spain have vague associations that
reduce Native cultures to feathers and moccasins, teepees,
buffaloes, and to (Disney’s) Pocahontas. A student or two in
each classroom may be able to identify colonial realities and
themes such as settler occupation, tragedy, and genocide or
may mention Christopher Columbus’s historical error that
led to the agglutination of extremely diverse Indigenous
cultures under the false colonialist category Indian. But our
students at the University of Valencia, for example, are



rarely able to identify more modern stereotypes and areas
of concern such as alcoholism and trauma, casinos, New
Age shamans, social and environmental racism, political
sovereignty, or cultural appropriation. In a way, it is perhaps
best that their imaginaries are limited to romanticized lore
(Disney’s Pocahontas is still a feminist model for many of
our female students) because it reduces the number of
clichés that must be interrogated. However, filling all of our
students’ cultural and historical gaps in one semester (or a
monthly unit!) while they read Native literary texts and
Indigenous-centered scholarship is certainly a daunting
task.

Compounding this difficulty, Native North American
literature rarely stands as a module in and of itself in most
universities around the world, even in North America. It
shares classroom space and student attention with other
US, Canadian, minority, postcolonial, or world literatures.
Native American/First Nations literature is most often
introduced within US or North American literature survey
courses, Postcolonial literature courses, or cross-disciplinary
modules that engage history, anthropology, trauma,
memory, law, or space in the Americas, among other topics
and fields. And given the geographical and cultural
broadness of such topics and fields, delving into the specific
tribal context of each of the texts that are engaged in the
classroom is imperative. This context includes tribal
histories, epistemologies, critical perspectives, literary
styles, cultural practices, religious ceremonies, or political
and legal frameworks, among others, and to provide some
pedagogical strategies towards this ultimate goal has been
the aim of all the essays included in this collection.

In her pioneering critical and pedagogical anthology
Studies in Native American Literatures, Paula Gunn Allen
argued that Indigenous works should be always approached
from a holistic perspective that establishes “context and
continuity” as the leading threads (xi). To that end,



considering the complexities of a classic term such as
cultural relativism and helping our students acknowledge
the very notion of culture as a flexible concept in a
continuous state of change is always our starting point,
which is necessary to challenge the cliché of the pre-modern
Indian right from the first class. Following Allen, some of the
themes and strategies that emerge in recent scholarly
works aiming to Indigenize the curriculum in the Americas
or in Aboriginal Oceania also place a strong emphasis on
keeping a local/tribal focus while exploring traditional and
contemporary Native views on identity, nature, hi/story, or
ceremony, among others.

Today, most scholars agree that Native American, First
Nations, and Indigenous literatures must be engaged from
Indigenous-centered methodologies, discourses, and
frameworks (Armstrong and Blaeser 1993, Womack 1999,
Reder and Morra 2016), that is, from an “Indigenous-
centered,” “Native-based,” or “Indigenously-engaged
epistemology and pedagogy” (La Rocque in Reder and
Morra 58), rather than a Western, universal, or pan-Native
perspective. Western thought and the pedagogical practices
that set it at its center have traditionally excluded
Indigenous epistemologies and methodologies from
academia but these two sets of discourses and approaches
to knowledge are not, by any means, mutually exclusive. In
fact, room must be made for both in US/Canadian and also
in non-US/Canadian classrooms. As Devon Mihesuah and
Angela Cavender Wilson argue in their poignant volume
Indigenizing the Academy, we need to “carve a space where
Indigenous values and knowledge are respected” and also
help to “create an environment that supports research and
methodologies useful to Indigenous nation building” (2).

In my 14-year experience within the Spanish academy,
incorporating Indigenous perspectives and pedagogical
strategies has certainly enriched our students’
understanding of the world, enhancing their awareness of



other cultures and realities, making them more empathetic,
mature, respectful, and globally-minded citizens. In many
cases, such awareness of contemporary Native American
realities, historical struggles, and worldviews has been
transformational and led to a sustained commitment to
cultural, epistemological, and linguistic diversity and,
specifically, to Native North American cultures.

Key terms that have become integral to Native-centered
theories and methodologies include the methodological
triad we just referred to: context, a holistic approach to
literature (Allen 1983), and tribal specificity or tribal-
centered criticism (Armstrong and Blaeser in Armstrong
1993 and Womack 1999). In addition to these, other
Indigenous concepts and worldviews that continue to shape
and stir the field include the intrinsic power of story and
storytelling styles (Momaday 1997), communitism (Weaver
1997), intellectual sovereignty (Warrior 1995), the ethics of
caring and interdependence (Whyte and Cuomo 2016), land-
based pedagogy and solidarity (Wildcat et al. 2014), or
responsibility and ethical engagement (McKegney in Reder
and Morra 79). Such interconnected and holistic view of
knowledge straddles all fields of life and experience and
includes other-than-human perceptions, languages, and
needs, all of which must be taken into account.

The compilation of chapters we present in this book
respectfully follows the tracks of many inspiring pedagogical
anthologies and ongoing critical work. Paula Gunn Allen’s
pioneering Studies in American Indian Literature: Critical
Essays and Course Designs (1995) continues to be a great
source of ideas, activities, and examples. Contributors to
this early volume strongly emphasized the need to rely on
and teach specific cultural contexts alongside the required
literary readings, whether these were part of traditional
American Studies survey courses or modules that focused
on US ethnic or North American Indian literatures.



Teachers in North American and foreign institutions
seeking to incorporate Native American, First Nations, and
Indigenous literatures into their curriculum should also
consider two essential works which stress such
interconnected and Indigenous-centered view of knowledge.
These are Linda T. Smith’s Decolonizing Methodologies
(1999) and Reder and Morra’s recent compilation of essays
Learn, Teach, Challenge. Approaching Indigenous Literatures
(2016).

In her groundbreaking book Decolonizing Methodologies:
Research and Indigenous Peoples (1999), Maōri scholar
Linda Tuhiwai Smith identifies several decolonizing
principles that should guide our research and, by extension,
our teaching practice when engaging Indigenous cultures.
These are articulated around four main areas: “survival,
recovery, development, and self-determination,” all of which
aim to validate Indigenous systems of knowledge, to
mobilize and heal Indigenous communities, and to transform
Western-based research practices around the world (116).
Smith’s decolonizing tenets vindicate the inclusion of
Indigenous concepts, practices, and methods such as
testimonies, storytelling, remembrance, revitalization,
representation, reframing, protection, connection, or
intervention, ultimately aiming to achieve cultural and
socio-economic restitution and political self-determination
for all Indigenous peoples around the world.

Deanna Reder and Linda M. Morra’s anthology Learn,
Teach, Challenge. Approaching Indigenous Literatures
provides a comprehensive view of foundational terms that
lay at the roots of contemporary Native American and
Indigenous Canadian literary criticism and that are
coherently articulated following a Native-centered
perspective. This casebook can be of strategic assistance to
those lecturers, both veteran and new to the field, ready to
engage Native North American literature in their modules
and institutions. The anthology contains key essays that



have become canonical in the field and new approaches
that nicely converse with and complement these classics.
The volume is organized around key pedagogical areas such
as the importance of one’s positioning (that is, situating
yourself as a scholar in relation to this material), self-
reflection, commitment, and ethical engagement. It also
emphasizes the need to reimagine Native cultures “beyond
images and myths” (112), and to consider Indigenous
literary perspectives, approaches, and styles. Other relevant
areas of interest include ethical criticism, storytelling,
alliances, collaboration, or reconciliation.

In addition to Allen, Smith, and Reder and Morra’s efforts,
many other works have contributed to these ongoing
conversations and continue to provide enlightening food for
thought. Among these we would like to mention Maria
Battiste’s edited volume Reclaming Indigenous Voice and
Vision (2000), Devon Mihesuah’s Indigenizing the Academy
(2004), Margaret Kovach’s Indigenous Methodologies:
Characteristics, Conversations, and Contexts (2010),
Annette Portillos’s essay “Indigenous-centered Pedagogies”
(2013), Channette Romero’s “Teaching Native American
Literature Responsibly in a Multiethnic Course (2014), or
Louie, Poitras, Pratt, Hanson and Ottman’s “Applying
Indigenizing Principles of Decolonizing Methodologies in
University Classrooms” (2017).

As Louie, Poitras-Pratt, Hanson, and Ottman poignantly
state, “the modern university is the epitome of ‘Western’
institutions, having played a key role in the spread of empire
and the scientific study and colonization of Indigenous
peoples and cultures” (17). Although they refer to Canadian
universities, this predicament applies to many academic
institutions throughout the Western world, most of which
continue to exclude non-Western knowledge and practice
from the curriculum.

To counter such potentially distorted representations and
colonialist readings in other parts of the world beyond North



America, where cultural assumptions, clichés, and
misinterpretations can be more frequently encountered, our
collective volume Indigenizing the Classroom: Engaging
Native American/First Nations Literature and Culture in non-
US Settings, presents a strategic selection of critical case
studies that set specific texts within cross-cultural
pedagogical contexts wherein Native-based methodologies
and key concepts are placed at the center of the reading
practice. We believe that keeping tribal contexts and
specificity upfront is key to guiding students responsibly and
ethically through these literary works but we also consider
that the conversations these texts and contexts stir, when
set in conversation with other major and minor non-Native
literary voices, cannot be ignored. These dialogues can
enrich global debates on national and local identity,
colonialist histories, comparative gender and sexuality,
racism, power, environmentalism, or social justice, and our
hope is to add more theoretical and practical ideas to these
ongoing transnational conversations. We contend that
Native American texts bring indigenizing power to non-
Native classrooms but teachers also play a key role as
decolonizing guides and cross-cultural mediators so that the
tribal particularities, interests, political struggles, and
cultural perspectives of each individual text are not lost nor
appropriated.

This book thus provides a set of critical analyses and
practical resources that may enable teachers outside the
United States and Canada to incorporate Native North
American literature and related cultural and historical texts
into their teaching practices and current research interests
in a responsible, decolonizing, and creative manner. And, of
course, these theoretical and methodological reflections,
activities, and resources can also be applied to the teaching
of Indigenous literatures in North American classrooms
since, as LaLonde argues here, most US colleges and
institutions are also a “foreign context” where a majority of



non-Native students (and teachers) rely on stereotypical
imaginaries and cultural assumptions. The challenging role
of teachers and researchers as potential intermediaries and
responsible disseminators of “transnational literacy” (Spivak
1992) as well as the adequate reception of Native North
American works, contexts, and themes by international or
“foreign” readers thus become a primary focus of attention.

The volume strategically opens with Philip Round’s
“Pedagogies of Language Sovereignty,” which traces a
linguistic map of cultural distinctiveness through the Native
Americas. Round’s pedagogical method is articulated
around the idea of language sovereignty, an Indigenous-
centered approach that can be used by non-Native students
in the United States and in other parts of the world. Round’s
pedagogies of language sovereignty set traditional language
revitalization and use as a key source of cultural and
historical identity driving contemporary Native North
American literature. This is the case when these literary
works are written in autochthonous languages but also
when they are conveyed through the settler colonial
language, the “enemy’s language” (Harjo and Bird’s term
1997)—an American English that is strongly shaped by
Native thought and expression and through its connections
to a specific landscape. When this idea is applied to the
classroom, Native nations’ linguistic uniqueness “translates
into a focus on the Indigenous writer’s use of words in ways
that speak to general difference in their communities”
(Round). Native works are thus not explored merely on the
basis of structure, themes, or political drive. Their specific
intellectual traditions and linguistic forms of expression are
central to the approach.

If Round’s essay measures the distinctiveness of Native
literatures through their linguistic and land-based features,
Chris LaLonde’s chapter urgently positions place as a crucial
element of Indigenous-centered approaches in the study of
Native North American literatures: “place matters.” A



teaching strategy he strongly recommends to highlight
tribal specificity is to focus on one single Native literary
tradition throughout the semester and, with that end in
mind, he sets Anishinaabe literary works as an example.
Place-based understandings of literature stress the intricate
and fundamental ways in which people and place are
connected in Native American philosophies and practices.
LaLonde contends that the White Earth Reservation, placed
between other Anishinaabe reservations, functions as a
contact zone of sorts, a connecting space “where multiple
forest-types and ecosystems meet and mingle” while
Annishinaabe literary texts become another contact zone
—“a place where we might unlearn so that we can begin to
learn something about White Earth, the people, their literary
texts, and indigeneity” (see LaLonde’s chapter in this
volume). Furthermore, LaLonde brings our attention to
Anishinaabe cultural practices such as trickster-like tactics
and effects, storytelling, and performative techniques that
can be effectively applied in the classroom. He also explores
Vizenor’s Ghost Dance of “continental liberty” (Vizenor
2009), which he presents as a way to maintain cultural
specificity, land, resistance, and sovereignty at the center of
Native North American literatures when these are engaged
as World Literature or in other parts of the world. Like
LaLonde, we believe that applying these Indigenous
techniques and methodologies “means unlearning the
classroom and the academy” (LaLonde in book) and that a
valuable tool to do this effectively is to present these texts
with pleasure, commitment, and enthusiasm.

Gabriela Jeleńska’s chapter entitled “Buffalo Man” reflects
on recent pedagogical experiences she had when teaching
traditional Native American myths and tales to her
university students in Poland. Through some of her
students’ reactions, she discusses the challenges of
applying a “tribally informed” approach that is also open to
an “empathetic-intuitive response” that allows students to



engage the text through personal emotion and pleasure.
Her results show that balancing these two methodologies,
an Indigenous-centered focus and a personal response, is a
fragile and challenging undertaking, for students’ own
cultural and moral preconceptions may end up shaping their
interpretation of the text. According to her, this may happen
even when the specific tribal context has been thoroughly
laid out for them because some non-Native readers may
choose to resist it. Ultimately, Jeleńska’s classroom activities
vindicate the importance of stories to understand our world
and other worlds but she also instils caution, for what may
work for a group of students in a specific academic
institution may not work for another group just a year later.

Gibert and Ortells’ chapters contend that Native
American history and culture can effectively be taught in
connection with non-Native historical, literary, and
audiovisual materials, and that these can also be
reconsidered and reinterpreted through Indigenous-centered
and tribal-specific readings. Western accounts written by
settler colonizers can also be decolonized and even
indigenized.

Teresa Gibert specifically discusses the teaching of
Pocahontas, also known as Matoaka, Amonute, Rebecca
Rolfe, and Lady Rebecca, in American Studies modules in a
Spanish university. She asks her students to examine the
Pocahontas story according to a variety of critical
interpretations, written, and also visual formats that aim to
challenge her construction as a “mythical figure.” As
Pocahontas never recorded her own story, Gibert
recommends the use of a wide spectrum of historical and
artistic documents and particularly favors the website The
Pocahontas Archive. This vast online archive gathers a
variety of narrative voices and historical perspectives
through which we can rethink our understanding of this
historical character while connecting disciplines such as



literature, history, film, and art in a revisionist manner and
within virtual learning environments.

Elena Ortells’ chapter explores a well-known colonial
gender, captivity narratives, and strongly takes into account
the specific tribal practices and worldviews of the Native
cultures depicted in these texts. Within this genre, she is
particularly interested in the stories of female captives that
chose to “go native” after experiencing physical, emotional,
and cultural displacement. Despite their traumatic
experiences, they were able to adapt to the Indigenous
societies they lived with and learned to renegotiate the
concepts of identity and home.

Among the various captivity narratives written by female
captives, Ortells recommends using the Narrative of the Life
of Mrs. Mary Jemison. According to Ortells, Mrs. Jemison
managed to successfully reconfigure her domestic practices,
which were based on a rather Western understanding of
home and female domesticity, and gave a precise account
of Seneca customs and their use of land—one that
questioned dominant visions of Native American practices at
the time and that subverted colonial representations of both
Native and settler women.

In her chapter “Teaching Native American Literature in
Argentina,” Márgara Averbach focuses on another
pedagogical challenge: What do we do when our students’
level of English is not adequate and, as a result, when these
literary and cultural materials have to be presented through
translation into other languages? Averbach’s approach is to
consider Native texts’ hybrid linguistic qualities since they
actively “reinvent the enemy’s language” and the enemy’s
literary forms to express their own worldviews (Harjo and
Bird 1997). To that end, Averbach (who often translates
most Native North American texts used in her classes into
Spanish) illustrates her teaching practice through the
analysis of a poem by Simon Ortiz, “Speaking” (“Hablar”),



and reflects on the pitfalls and possibilities offered by texts
taught in translation.

Dolores Miralles-Alberola’s chapter “Native American
Children’s Literature in the English Language Education
Classroom” reminds us that Native American literary works
can be strategically deployed in the teaching of English as a
Foreign Language and as a compelling way to develop
empathy, critical thought, and intercultural competence.
She argues that Native American literary works could be
introduced in the classroom in early educational levels as
Native American children’s literature encompasses a wide
range of traditions and genres which include oral traditional
myths and tales, and also contemporary works such as
picture books, fictional tales, memoirs, historical accounts,
and rhymes written by well-known contemporary Indigenous
authors. In her chapter, she explores a selection of works by
Joy Harjo, Simon Ortiz, Nicola Campbell, or Lucy Tapahonso,
among others. She offers some strategies and resources
that can be meaningfully applied by elementary and middle
school teachers in foreign settings, helping them to engage
these texts with respect, commitment, and pleasure.

Like Gibert’s and Ortells’, Vicent Cucarella-Ramon’s
contribution to this volume explores alternative forms of
representation in non-Native literary works that are,
however, Indigenous-centered. In his analysis of Black
Canadian author Wayde Compton’s short story collection
The Outer Harbour, Cucarella-Ramon brings the focus back
to the idea of periphery, rather than center, as a meaningful
space of connection and resistance that should not be
dismissed. Transethnic readings and alliances are possible in
such peripheral spaces which challenge not only Western
but also Afrocentric paradigms. Like LaLonde’s Anishinaabe
approach, Compton’s Afroperipheralism also envisions the
literary text as a contact zone where fruitful alliances
between Indigenous and Black Canadians can be forged,



while an interrelated history of colonial oppression and
silencing can be acknowledged and re-centered.

The volume closes with Ingrid Wendt’s creative and
personal approach to the Cherokee poetry of her late
husband Ralph Salisbury. Wendt’s chapter moves
Indigenous-centered pedagogies from local to global
concerns through her discussion of Salisbury’s poems.
Through her fresh, honest, and engaging style, Wendt, who
is a poet herself, explores several ways through which the
teaching of Native North American literature can indigenize
our classrooms using poetry as a springboard. Moreover,
Wendt identifies many conflicting situations in Salisbury’s
poems that could lead students to critically explore similar
experiences and processes in their own local settings. To
that end, she discusses the effects of ethnic violence and
racism, the importance of speaking up when facing social
injustice rather than becoming complicit with it, the
challenges of navigating a cross-cultural identity, our
current climate crisis, and the expression of simple human
gratitude and cross-cultural dialogue—core practices which
are not easily tackled in the Trump/post-Trump era and
which must be urgently addressed not only in North America
but in many other countries around the world as well.

The classroom space is, as LaLonde pointed out, a
contact zone of sorts, with asymmetrical relations
constantly being negotiated between teachers and
students, between readers and texts. Classrooms can also
foster the growth of dynamic, globally-minded and
empathetic learning communities, and one way to create
such an environment is to place Indigenous-authored texts
and methodologies at the center of the conversation,
radically changing the way we (readers in other parts of the
world) think about the world. Applying Indigenous-centered
methods and tribal-specific philosophies and tactics can be
transformational, not just for Indigenous communities
around the world but also for many non-Native students in



non-Native settings. As Gayatri Spivak stressed in her Death
of a Discipline, helping students to develop “transnational
literacy” which translates into an awareness of and respect
for the world’s cultural and literary diversity, and our own
collective responsibility in disseminating and protecting it,
must lay at the core of our pedagogical efforts (see also
Chris LaLonde’s chapter). Devon Mihesuah and Angela
Cavender Wilson further emphasize this idea by stressing
that:

the academy is worth Indigenizing because something
productive will happen as a consequence. Perhaps as
teachers we can facilitate what bell hooks refers to as
“education as the practice of freedom.” Perhaps we
might engage in an educational dynamic with students
that is liberatory, not only for the oppressed but also
for the oppressors. Perhaps as scholars we can
conduct research that has a beneficial impact on
humanity in general, as well as on our Indigenous
peoples. Perhaps the scholarship we produce might be
influential not only among our ivory tower peers, but
also within the dominant society. Perhaps our activism
and persistence within the academy might also
redefine the institution from an agent of colonialism to
a center of decolonization. (5)

In this respect, even captivity narratives, historical
accounts by non-Native chroniclers, contemporary Black
Canadian fiction, or children’s literature can be indigenized
and strategically used as allied texts in our teaching of
Native North American literature, culture and history. As
Muskogee Creek poet laureate Joy Harjo poignantly states in
her dialogical poem “Advice for Countries, Advanced,
Developing and Falling”: “There will be no balance without



all voices present in the power circle” (80). In education,
classrooms are our power circle.
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