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ABSTRACT 

 

 This critical ethnography focuses on the practice of an Indigenous-serving charter 

school in Arizona and how it created space to practice culturally responsive schooling for 

Indigenous youth in an era of school accountability and standardizing educational reforms.  

Urban Native Middle School (pseudonym) was open for four years before being closed under 

tremendous state pressure from high-stakes testing accountability measurements.  This study 

uses data spanning two periods of data collection: archived data collected at the time of the 

school’s operation, and follow-up data tracking educators’, parents’ and students’ experiences 

after the school’s closure.  Careful examination of student, educator, and parent narratives 

about the school during its years in operation illuminate how adults and youth co-authored a 

unique reterritorializing both/and discourse, building a school community of practice around 

connections to mainstream standardized knowledge and local Indigenous knowledges.  The 

transformational potential of the schools both/and approach offered students access to 

strength-based both/and identities.  The second phase of the study, which followed educators’, 

parents’, and students’ into new school environments, illuminates practices of educational 

negotiation on the part of participants within geographies of limited educational opportunity 

for Native youth, both urban and rural.     

 With four years of data collection, this study expands understanding of how 

Indigenous families choose among available educational environments in landscapes of 

limited school options and policy labels which fail to address the on-the-ground realities of 

schooling in Indigenous communities.  For the Indigenous educators and families in this 

study, navigating school choice in an era of high-stakes testing reflects an enduring struggle of 
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American Indian education with educational policy.  This study’s findings suggest that the 

transformative potential of both/and schooling has positive and wide reaching implications on 

the school experience of Native youth, and further illuminates the persevering practices of 

Indigenous educational survivance in seeking access to more equitable, culturally sustaining 

educational experiences.  With implications for practice and policy, this anthropologic case 

study of an Indigenous-serving charter school considers the powerful impacts of human 

relationships on student learning and critiques the injustice perpetuated by snapshot 

accountability measurements which deny students’ spaces for cultivating bridges to access 

imagined futures.   
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PROLOGUE:  A JOURNEY ALONG THE BACKROADS 

 

 This dissertation is both a story of a school that existed in a particular place and time; 

and as an analysis of contemporary debates over defining school achievement and 

accountability in American education.  While this research deals specifically with a case of 

American Indian education, this story is historically situated, but not historically particular.  

That is to say, this is a story that has potential parallels to many stories of small communities 

struggling to maintain their continuity in a globalizing world.       

 I came to this dissertation work through the backroads (Gilmore, 2008).  Upon 

completing my undergraduate degree and immediately serving for two and a half years as an 

AmeriCorps volunteer, earning one hundred and fifty dollars every two weeks, then serving in 

Paraguay as a Peace Corps volunteer, earning half that amount, but living in a place where it 

felt like twice that, I spent my early twenties on-the-ground and in the front lines of 

institutional inequities. Spending years working in small communities, in collaboration with 

others, I arrived at graduate school having had my highest paying job as a non-tenured teacher 

on a rural reservation, in a state that offered one of the lowest teacher salaries in the USA.  

When I moved with my husband to the “city” to attend graduate school, I had not yet realized 

just how tested and steadfast my will was to work in exchange for access to ideas and 

networks that could help me (and others) imagine how to better combat the on-the-ground 

social inequities that plagued the educational opportunities I was seeing and living in little 

communities.  The journey that I would continue was both unanticipated and perfectly in line 

with my life, as I had been living it, along the backroads. As one of my inspiring committee 
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members has written, backroads bring us closer to people and to little communities (Gilmore, 

2008), those that can offer us great lessons and add balance to the hegemonic voices that 

dominate our national and international discourses on education, culture and language.       

 More than anything else, I want readers of this work to understand that the stories and 

experiences I share in the chapters to follow, at base are about human hope and its awesome 

and under-theorized powers.  A statement by Simon (1992) in his work Teaching against the 

grain: texts for a pedagogy of possibility captures the unique power of hope:   

Wishes do nothing […] but hope is something else.  Hope is the 

acknowledgement of more openness in a situation than the situation easily 

reveals […] the hopeful person does not merely envisage this possibility as a 

wish; the hopeful person acts upon it now by loosening and refusing the hold 

that taken-for-granted realities and routines have over imagination.  Thus hope 

is different from the wish in that it is a predisposition to action rather than 

merely a foretaste of pleasure.  It grows from commitment to responsibility and 

not from a passive yearning for ultimate peace and resolution.  As a particular 

crystallization of desire, hope is constituted in the need to imagine an 

alternative human world and to imagine it in a way that enables one to act in 

the present as if this alternative had already begun to emerge (ibid: pp. 3-4) 

 

Before “officially” delving into theory, methodology and data analysis I want to share with 

readers one example of why this research endeavor is about hope more than anything else.   

 On May 16
th

, 2012 I took a group of visiting Indigenous teachers to Urban Native 

High School (UNHS).  Blocks from the university where I currently work, under the May 

Arizona sun, we walked to the high school to learn about the schools’ mission and participate 

in a special celebration of traditional foods and music.  I hadn’t visited the school during a 

school day in over a year and at this point, many of the students that my husband and I had 
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taught for three years as middle school students at Urban Native Middle School were 

sophomores and juniors attending Urban Native High School.   

 As I waited in the lobby, with my two daughters, and the group of nineteen visiting 

teachers, groups of young adults began to stream by.  Tall, beautiful, awkward and full of 

their own personal expression (in their clothing, written on their backpacks, in their hair color, 

who they were holding hands with or not…) I slowly noticed who I recognized and some 

slowly recognized me.  Twelve and thirteen year olds, in my memory, chatted me up about 

their acceptance to university, their families, and their new girlfriends or boyfriends.   

 During a conversation with four young men, who sat lined up in a row against the wall 

just as they had as seventh and eighth graders, we made conversation about what has changed 

and what hasn’t changed in the two to three years since we had regularly seen each other.  A 

young man walked by who I thought I recognized and asked Leon, “Is that Daryl?”  Leon said 

“Yes,” and that Daryl just came “back” to the UNHS that school year.  Daryl attended Urban 

Native Middle School for his seventh and eighth grade years (2007-2009).  Leon proceeded to 

tell me that since Daryl had left the middle school he had bounced between schools or had 

been out of school entirely.   

 Later on as I was sitting in the cafeteria eating tepary beans and ciolim (cactus buds), I 

caught Daryl’s eye two tables across from me as he sat talking with a young woman.  We 

exchanged warm greetings as I told him I almost didn’t recognize him.  His self-assurance and 

inquiries about my family and well-being impressed me.  Daryl had been a reserved, 

seemingly troubled student who I never felt I was able to connect with inside or outside of the 
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classroom.  I remembered him most vividly from his use of royal blue clothes (the shade, 

styles and brand names he wore were associated with the gang called the Crips).  And 

although he was made to contain the overt use of colors at school, his reserved nature kept 

him from participating actively in many school activities.  Daryl proceeded to tell me that he 

was very happy to see me and my family at the school that day.  He said that he had been out 

of school for a while, but that he came back to school that year for a couple of reasons.  He 

said that one of the reasons that brought him back to school was remembering how my 

husband and I, as his teachers, had believed in him, and had pushed him to do and be better.  

Remembering that, he decided to make his way back to UNHS to further his education.  He 

said thank you to me.   

 I left that afternoon trying to make sense of how Daryl could offer my family such 

unexpected gratitude.  Slowly, but steadily, memories of me and my husband’s involvement 

with him colored my thoughts.  I remembered when I brought my advisory class to my home 

for a cookout during the school day.  Daryl was in the class and reluctantly sat in a chair tilted 

against the wall of the house, looking painfully uncomfortable the entire time.  I remembered 

when he did not complete enough work to receive passing grades to be promoted from eighth 

grade.  As a school staff we created an academic plan that required he attend two weeks of 

intensive summer school. My husband and I alternately worked with him nearly one-on-one 

for six hours a day in the areas of math and science, and seeing how secretly bright he was, I 

tried again and again to engage him and push him to explore deeper questions in his research 

project on the birth of stars.  One of the summer school days our school bus driver did not 

show up to work due to vehicle problems.  At about 7:30am we were told that Daryl wouldn’t 
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be coming, since he had to be brought the seventy miles from the main town on the 

reservation to attend school that day.  Without school transportation it was not going to be 

possible for him to get to class.  Knowing that Daryl was already on an academic plan, that we 

had been very deliberate in setting the bar high for him to demonstrate his determination and 

receive his eighth grade diploma, my husband drove our own ‘86 GMC Jimmy truck (with no 

air conditioner, in the middle of the Arizona summer) seventy miles to pick up Daryl (and 

another student) and drove him seventy miles back to school to follow through on his summer 

school work and our commitment to him to see it through.   

 Memories like these came back to me as I thought humbly about Daryl’s comment on 

that day in May 2012.  There is so much to say about Daryl and the reasons why he may have 

left school and returned to school—and so much more that I do not even know about the 

complexity of Daryl’s thoughts and life experiences.  However, more than anything, this study 

is about Daryl, about students like him and teachers like me and my colleagues; about small 

schools and dusty, hot desert backroads; and it is about students being able to say, and adults 

listening when they say, “you believed in me, and that has helped me to be a better person.”  

This study is as much about my hope as it is about the hope of the intelligent, resilient and 

strong people whose efforts and stories I have the privilege of sharing.   

 I did not come to this study through any direct interest in research (I couldn’t even 

really understand what a researcher was at that time in my life!), but I came to it through my 

involvement with this school, Urban Native Middle School, as a teacher, friend, and 

colleague.  And as unglamorous as getting out of an ’86 GMC Jimmy with no AC in the 
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Arizona summer, I have come to the study through my own involvement along the backroads 

of education.  In 2006 as a first-year master’s student, expecting my first child and in search 

of a space where my experience and interests could be put to good use, I saw a flier in the 

College of Education with the logo of Urban Native Middle School and began what would 

become a three-and-a-half year stint working at the school.       

 When I began to gather data about my students and the interactions at the school, 

growing in my role as a graduate student and researcher, I always had in my mind that what I 

was involved in, in this little community, was on the frontlines of cultivating something 

uncommonly done in schools, especially schools for Native American youth: giving people 

reason for hope.   

 My experience, and that of others working at/attending the school, became the subject 

of my research through unexpected events on the backroads (to be explained further in 

Chapters 1 & 2).  In 2010, as I approached my written comprehensive exams and, at the time, 

imagined what my dissertation research would entail, my academic interests involved 

longitudinal research on student identities at UNMS.   Over the years, listening to UNMS 

students talk about their education and their futures I saw the emergence of a unique and co-

authored kind of both/and student identity, and felt its innovative and critical hopefulness 

potentially had deep implications for culturally responsive Indigenous education, and as a 

counter-discourse to the rampant and growing wave of what I saw as destructively hegemonic 

standardizing school practices.  I had begun to consider the financial implications for my 

family if I engaged in a multi-year study in order to follow a group of students from sixth 
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grade to eighth grade.  Would I work full-time as a teacher while I gathered data?  Would my 

university fellowship continue to support me through three, potentially four years, of data 

collection and writing?  Could I afford to work part-time with two children and a husband also 

pursuing his doctoral degree?  

 I illuminate these thoughts because they too, like the empirical research questions and 

the scholarly citations of recognized work in educational anthropology to be discussed in the 

coming chapters, are interlaced with the process of experiencing, analyzing and understanding 

the human circumstances around me and within me.  The human world contains boundless 

wonders from which we can use research tools to learn from, but our embedded-ness in our 

own constraining social worlds always influence our relative world of possibilities.   

 As I considered, hoped, and examined what aspect of UNMS practice I would seek to 

analyze in the form of my dissertation, the school itself faced its untimely and somewhat 

shocking closure.  Consequently, my research took new shape, to examine what was, what 

now is, and explore what can be in education for the particular students and community that 

this case places at its center.  At that point, mixing my researcher and teacher/graduate 

student/mother hats, I had to collect the years of information and experience gathered while I 

worked at UNMS and decide how I would be able to share it with others—in some other 

form—to help others see what hope looked like and felt like, in HOPE that other spaces like 

UNMS are, can and will be able to exist into the future.  

 Unexpected experiences like seeing Daryl in May of 2012, even at the end of this 

research project, reminded me that backroads have a great deal to teach us—and that hope is 
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more powerful than we have intellectually acknowledged.  I hope here, that the educational 

ethnography which follows convinces readers of the same.  
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CHAPTER 1:  FRAMING THE STUDY 

It Matters How the Story is Told 
 

 For three and a half years I had the privilege to teach and learn in a culturally 

responsive charter school designed for specifically Native American
1
 youth from the Tohono 

O’odham Nation and other Tribes of the Southwest.  During those years I was constantly 

made aware of the many ways the school opened up new possibilities in the school 

experiences of many of our students.  Working alongside staff, families and the community, a 

unique school space was fleshed out, quietly and unbeknownst to many not directly involved 

in its daily practice.  In an effort to capture the experience from our students’ points of view, I 

additionally had the privilege of engaging in a multi-year qualitative evaluation project 

documenting student voices as they reflected on their years attending the school.  My 

experience working at the school, and my reading of the complex stories told by students 

about the “better futures” they imagined accessing by attending our school, told me that the 

story of this small school needed to be shared beyond its daily practitioners.   

 As a bi-cultural, bilingual school whose curriculum and practice attempted to fuse 

Tohono O’odham/Native culture and language with dominant Western knowledges, Urban 

Native Middle School
2
 (UNMS) was a space different from what most of its students and staff 

typically experienced in their journeys through schooling.   This small middle school outside 

                                                           
1
  I will use the terms Native, Native American, American Indian, Indian, and Indigenous throughout this study.  

My interest is to respect the rights of individuals and groups to self-identify, using the terms and labels they see 
most appropriate.  I will most frequently use the term Native because this is the term that is most often used 
within the community where this study takes place.    
2
  Urban Native Middle School is a pseudonym used in place of the school’s real name.   
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of most of its students’ home neighborhoods, framed new relationships between schooling, 

students, teachers and community.  Venturing out into uncharted territory, the school 

attempted to make possible a place where Tohono O’odham and Native youth could 

strengthen their ties to community and create in-roads to college educations and resources for 

constructing desired futures.  The daily work of this case of school innovation, privileging 

human relationships and putting into practice its local vision, are profound in their complexity 

and humbling in their simplicity.  The stories told by the schools most intimate participants, 

teachers and students, stories of hope, of realization, of struggle, and of experiencing 

inspiration, illuminate the human dynamics of school. 

 In this surge of new possibility, the story of Urban Native Middle School also 

illuminates the disappointing impacts of current school reform policy.  The hard-to-ignore 

reality is that as I write about the unique opportunities created at UNMS, UNMS itself is no 

longer open, due to tremendous pressures placed upon it by high-stakes accountability policy 

like No Child Left Behind.  The story of this unique school was compelling during its years of 

operation, and it became even more compelling given the circumstances of its unfortunate 

closure.   

Getting at “Who We Are” and “Who We Want to Be” 

 This research connects the interactional dots to show how, in a particular context of 

schooling, Indigenous youth, adults and educators influence one another to create new 

opportunities for schooling, legitimizing lives and communities, attempting to seek out more 

socially equitable futures.  Through listening to how people narrate their educational histories, 
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the heart of the motivations and expectations that brought people to UNMS to begin with, I 

will argue that UNMS helps us to understand how changes in discourse and interaction 

(practice) can have profound influences on how students imagine schools as opportunities for 

success and achievement.  I detail the practice and choices made by educators and 

collaborating adults to frame the school culture around local Native practice and articulated 

explicit access to dominant whitestream
3
 institutions.  This local discourse worked at 

transforming notions of either/or binaries for Native student identities, replacing them with 

communities of practice where both/and identities could be cultivated.     

 This story is also about the ways students speak about their experiences attending 

schools in varied educational environments, including UNMS.  We will see how youth, 

teachers and schools can support, or thwart, opportunities for students to cultivate healthy 

identities in schools and build conceptual bridges toward imagined futures.  I will argue that 

shallow snapshot assessments and limited restrictive enforcements of standardized practices 

unjustly perpetuate enduring struggle (Holland & Lave, 2001) and marginalize the creative 

educational survivance (Brayboy, 2005; Vizenor, 2008; Wyman, 2012) of the students, 

educators and families central to this study.      

 Like other stories that have been told, this story is about the everyday practice of a 

school and its small, yet profound, attempts to conquer pervasive injustice, racism and 

inequity.  With a snapshot glance, the short life and untimely, unfortunate closing of UNMS 

can be chalked up by policy makers and other perpetuators of the “crisis narrative” in policy 

                                                           
3
  I am using Grande’s (2000) use of the term ‘whitestream,’ to represent the reality that  American 

society/institutions are predominately structured around the interests and experiences of Anglo-Europeans.   
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discourse (McCarty, 2012) as another example of Native students, parents, and educators 

failing to provide their children with the “intellectual, moral, or financial resources they 

need[ed] to be successful in school and in life” (2012, p. 3).  Responding to the research call 

in anthropology and education for “fight-back” ethnographic documentation (ibid, p. 6) and 

for researchers to be “fight-back” ethnographers, I use this study as a tool for interrupting the 

crisis narrative in public policy by linking critical ethnography to local insurgent efforts in 

education.  The story I have the privilege of sharing is a “fight-back” ethnography and my 

responsibility is to document this story well, to dig deeply and fearlessly persist to impress 

upon all those who read this research, discuss it, and listen to its important details, that spaces 

for minoritized youth to cultivate new imagined futures in education are centrally important in 

accessing real and better futures.   

Organization of the Study 

 My study was carried out in two parts: 1) school evaluation study conducted while I 

was a teacher-researcher and 2) follow-up study as a doctoral candidate after the school’s 

closure.  The two-part nature of this study makes it an unusual ethnography.  As my role as 

ethnographer shifts with the school’s closure, I have tried to present the data in chronological 

order according to when it was gathered.  Chronology also will allow readers to gain a sense 

of UNMS as a case study school, and then subsequently gain a sense of how educators, 

students and parents negotiated educational policy, such as school choice, and academic 

achievement beyond UNMS.     
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 The first part of my study was carried out from 2007 to 2010, while UNMS was open 

and functioning as a public charter middle school.  Data from the evaluation study was 

gathered in the form of field notes and interviews with students who were attending the school 

at that time.  The data from that phase of the study is used to frame the school context in 

chapter 3, and is analyzed through a discussion of reterritorialization and imagined futures in 

chapter 4.   

 UNMS closed in June of 2010 and the data gathered in the second phase of the study 

was gathered from 2011 to 2012.  This data consists of field notes and in-depth interviews 

with former UNMS educators, students and their parents.  I use this data in chapters 5 through 

7 to reflectively analyze the school’s practice and to analyze educational choices and 

experiences as I follow up with four former UNMS students and their mothers after the 

school’s closure.  The trajectory and methods of the two phases will be further detailed in 

chapter 2 as I layout the study’s methodology. 

Situating the Problem 

 The struggle to determine “to what end” education serves and “how we recognize that 

we have achieved this end” has been the impetus of endless debate in educational policy, 

research and practice since the birth of any organized educational system.  The content and 

function of education reflects the values and aspirations of the prevailing culture within which 

it is embedded.  A short history of education in the United States illuminates complex 

relationships between beliefs, forms of making a living, and social functions/roles driving the 

content and delivery of what is offered to which youth in which school settings.  Social 
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categories of race and class mark difference and imbalance throughout communities the world 

over.  In the United States, education has been the central battleground and stage for struggles 

toward creating greater opportunity for all citizens in spite of race, class or gender.  Today, 

decades after Brown v Board of Education, the promise of equal access to high quality 

education and of cross-racial communication and respect (Sleeter, 2004), the debate around 

educational opportunity still finds schools on center stage.   

 Numerous reflections on the state of educational opportunity nearly five decades after 

Brown, find that American schools are increasingly segregated, both by race and class, and 

many marginalized (on either or both counts) find themselves trapped in communities poor in 

resources and jobs (McCarty, 2004; Sleeter, 2004).  McCarty (2004) has called this new era of 

widening social and economic segregation the 21
st
 Century “Great Divide,” where the 

naturalization of existing power hierarchies and subsequent creation of deficit and disability 

ideologies project onto minoritized individuals and groups as they interact in the hostile soil 

of American public schools.  While this case study focuses almost inclusively on American 

Indian populations, the minority’s minority, the educational struggles of Native communities 

form part of the larger and long-rooted momentum of the “Great Divide”.      

 No Child Left Behind legislation (NCLB), implemented in 2002, bolsters a discourse 

of school accountability and educational achievement for all students attending US public 

schools.  The prevailing logic holds that all schools and students be held accountable by 

testing measures, becoming rewarded or sanctioned depending on whether or not students are 

passing the achievement tests.  Policy theory has assumed that under such a system 

educational outputs will automatically increase: teachers will try harder; more effect teaching 
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strategies will be adopted; and genuine gains in student achievement will occur (Heileg & 

Darling-Hammond, 2008).  While the discourse has broad appeal, NCLB is paradoxically 

limited in its scope for defining achievement: passing scores on multiple choice reading, 

writing and math standardized tests.   The exclusive focus on educational outputs (test scores 

at the end of the year) fails to measure the vital and nuanced aspects of opportunity, quality 

and means employed in schools to help students achieve (Noddings, 2007).  For the least 

advantaged students, a singular emphasis on outputs “dangerously oversimplif[ies the] social 

processes, interactions, and practices that create disparate outcomes for children”(Pollock, 

2008, p. 369). 

 The case of UNMS is contextualized in the aforementioned educational debates on 

educational achievement, educational interests of minoritized communities, and school 

accountability.  The next sections will frame the specific socio-historical context of American 

Indian education, American Indian movements toward culturally responsive schooling, the 

use of charter schools in minoritized and Native communities, and the impacts of No Child 

Left Behind policy in Native communities, and on education for Native youth.  Framing 

UNMS within its context demonstrate its value as an instructive case study for analyzing the 

impacts of educational policy on-the-ground, situating UNMS as a local manifestation within 

larger movements of Indigenous self-education and negotiated educational sovereignty.  

Examining the contentious debate around educational achievement and quality helps us to 

gain a deeper understanding of how achievement and quality are defined based on the 

perspective represented.       
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Brief History of American Indian Education  

 A brief reading of Indian education, as perpetuated by colonists and the whitestream 

power structure, elucidates many of the reasons behind Native peoples’ call for improved 

educational experiences and educational sovereignty.  A complex history of invasion, 

removal, domestic dependency and sovereignty has throughout US history rendered Native 

culture as a “problem” from the whitestream perspective to be dealt with through an onslaught 

of assimilationist strategies in education (Deyhle & Swisher, 1997; Lomawaima & McCarty, 

2006).   

 For many American Indians, schools have been sites of struggle and resistance in the 

face of missionary and government attempts to “civilize,” assimilate, and Americanize them 

through the breakdown of Native life ways and languages (Adams, 1995; Cleary & Peacock, 

1998; Deyhle & Swisher, 1997; Lomawaima, 1995; Lomawaima & McCarty, 2006).  

Historical memory and systemic racism have deep roots, and today, even in cases where 

educational institutions are in the hands of tribal governments and councils, the baggage of 

colonization through education, its legacy of disenfranchisement, cultural genocide, and 

imposed assimilation (Grant & Gillespie, 1993) reverberates through educational practices 

serving Native students, where Native language use, tribal history, spiritual practices and 

culture are often not promoted in schools (Deyhle & Swisher, 1997).  The direct effects of 

colonization and its aftershocks have deprived American Indians of a sound educational 

experience.  Categorically, the Native American experience in schools is often linked to 

dismal statistics on high dropout rates, poor achievement scores on standardized tests, and 
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poor attendance (Deyhle & Swisher, 1997; Grant & Gillespie, 1993), positioning American 

Indians “at-risk” of educational failure and socioeconomic marginalization.   

 The historic failure of schools in meeting the needs of Native youth has been 

documented in a number of research reviews (Deyhle & Swisher, 1997; Lomawaima & 

McCarty, 2006) and federally commissioned reviews (Indian nations at risk, 1991; Indian 

Education: A national tragedy, a national challenge, 1969).  Political and community 

movements of the 1960’s and 70’s brought vital, yet isolated attention to the rights of Native 

communities to practice their life ways as part of the schooling process.   

 The Native American Languages Act of 1990/1992 and the Esther Martinez Native 

American Languages Preservation Act of 2006 provided legal attention for improving 

American Indian and Alaskan Native education achievement by legislating that tribal 

governments are allowed to meet the unique educational needs of their children, including the 

need to preserve, revitalize, and use Native languages and cultural traditions (US Congress, 

1990, 2006).  Given the history of American Indian education, schools designed to better meet 

the needs of Native youth, like the school central to my study, are both attempting to maintain 

cultural identities and improve academic achievement.  However, as my study and others 

attest, the continued hegemony of policy goals often constrict the space available for Native 

nations/communities to engage public funding through institutional efforts to put into practice 

visions of self-education.    
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Culturally Responsive Schooling: Indigenous Struggles for Self-Determination 

 Following the words of Castagno and Brayboy (2008), culturally responsive schooling 

(CRS) factors centrally in the calls of many Tribal nations’ for improved schooling since the 

early part of the 20
th

 century (p. 944).  CRS is a term widely used to describe scholarship that 

speaks directly to the education of Indigenous youth (ibid).  The word responsive suggests 

“the ability to acknowledge the unique needs of diverse students, take action to address those 

needs, and adapt approaches as students’ needs and demographics change over time (ibid, p. 

947).  Likewise the term CRS groups schools/schooling practices that attempt to “make 

sense” to students who are not assimilated to, or members of, the dominant group.  

Scholarship on schools considered to be CRS, such as the groundbreaking case of Rough 

Rock Community School (Lomawaima & McCarty, 2006; McCarty, 2002) or the Hualapai 

community of Peach Springs’ bilingual/bicultural curriculum (Lomawaima & McCarty, 2006; 

McCarty & Watahomigie, 1999), represent attempts in building bridges between 

home/community cultures and school culture to affect improved learning and school 

achievement (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008).     

 Four decades of research has powerfully documented studies of community-based and 

culture-based education for Indigenous students.  This   literature engages the positive 

influences of culturally responsive schooling on the academic performance and educational 

experience of Native students (see Lipka, Mohatt & the Ciulistet Group, 1998;  McCarty, 

2002; Wilson & Kamana, 2005; and for cumulatively reviewed works see Brayboy & 

Castagno, 2009; Castagno & Brayboy, 2008; Demmert & Towner, 2003; Lomawaima & 

McCarty, 2006).  Using the lenses of educational anthropology, this literature reflects nuanced 
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and complex social landscapes, and interrogates complexity in searching for ways to bridge 

local Indigenous knowledges to/with dominant Western academic knowledge.   The 

experiences of communities and educators help construct a tangible vision toward lateral 

development of plural knowledges, with hopes of articulating what bi-cultural schooling 

might look like in practice and outcomes.  These educational frameworks have shown how 

pedagogy and curriculum can positively serve as a platform for student empowerment, 

increase self-esteem and strengthen a sense of community identity, translating into more 

successful school experiences and a greater repertoire of resources to confront life’s obstacles.   

 For my purposes, two significant frameworks are currently grouped under the notion 

of CRS for Native youth: community-based education and culturally-based pedagogy and 

curriculum (Brayboy & Castagno, 2009).  These frameworks and their documented practices 

are central to informing the practice of UNMS.  Unlike many of the cases for which evidence 

exists, UNMS finds itself in new territory as a hybrid between the available frameworks: 

community-based sensibilities with a culturally-based curriculum/practice, yet outside of the 

community and not in the hands of a central tribal entity.  The unique positioning of UNMS 

underscores its significance and the need to further understand newly emerging cases of CRS.   

Community-Based Education 

 Community-based education is considered to be a form of social action which extends 

beyond the institution of schooling, allowing community members to become self-oriented 

participants in creating the embodied learning environment of the school (Corson, 1999).  As 

many of the “failures” of Native students to meet dominant Western educational norms can be 
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attributed to linguistically and culturally irrelevant curriculum, discontinuity of knowledge 

systems (i.e., tribal elder’s wisdom), and the lack of opportunity for Native parents and 

communities to become meaningfully involved in education,  Indigenous community-based 

education is a practice of self-determination, an act of resistance to historic oppression, and an 

academic enterprise (McCarty & Watahomigie, 1998).  With education in the hands of the 

community, this approach allows for the tremendous diversity amongst tribal communities to 

be recognized, and allows space for communities to negotiate and construct meaningful 

schools according to their distinct community needs.   

 Community-based education has the socio-political effect of re-framing power 

relationships between communities and schools. Its restructuring of relationships challenges 

popular notions of achievement outcomes, placing relationships and competencies in 

communities of practice as central tenants of education.  Reflecting on the implications of 

community-based models for Indigenous education, Deyhle and Swisher (1997) conclude, 

 Rather than ‘culture’ as an add-on to the curriculum, it became part of the structure of 

the schools themselves.  In turn, this form of empowerment, in which the school was 

closely in rhythm with the community, increased the school success of children (p. 

175).   

Schooling, and the process of educating, becomes a dialogue of negotiation between 

privileging the local and accessing the mainstream on community terms.  This movement 

espouses that children learning to ‘do’ school should happen through engaging culture 

(Brayboy & Castagno, 2009).         
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Culturally-Based Pedagogy and Curriculum 

As nearly 90% of American Indian students attend publicly funded schools (McCarty, 2009), 

both on and off reservations, culture-based approaches to education also become enacted 

outside or alongside the jurisdictions of sovereign tribal nations, in individual classrooms or 

on school-wide levels.  Culturally-based education shares much of the rationale and 

characteristics of the community-based educational practices; however, funding comes from 

public sources (i.e., state and federal education tax funds), therefore making schools which 

implement culturally-based programs accountable to state and/or federal educational policy.  

Culturally-based pedagogy and curriculum is often documented at the classroom level or with 

groups of teachers working in collaboration with each other, but not necessarily working in 

large school-wide efforts.  Unlike community-based education, culture-based curriculum 

remains part of larger dominant public school systems both on and off reservations.  Given the 

shifts in power at district levels, these dominant schools systems are at times very supportive 

of such pedagogies, and at other times attempt to restrict them (Wyman et al.,2010).  Some of 

the best documented examples of culturally based pedagogy occur in public or charter schools 

serving nearly 100% Native student population.   

 Lipka’s work with the Ciulistet group
4
 (Lipka, 1991; Lipka & McCarty, 1994; Lipka, 

Mohatt, & the Ciulistet group, 1998; Lipka, Sharp, Brenner, Yanez, & Sharp, 2005) of Yup’ik 

teachers provides one of the most detailed examples of orienting school learning to 

community practices.  The documentation of the Ciulistet group is a case uniquely adapting 

                                                           
4
  The Ciulistet group is a group of Yup’ik Eskimo (Alaska) teachers working in collaboration with university 

colleagues to transform the culture of schooling.  Lipka et al. (1998) provides book length detail of this intense 
and longitudinal project.   
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the culture of school toward the cultural practice of the students creating more equitable and 

fertile settings for school learning.  Lipka’s examples, such as Math in Cultural Context, the 

case example of teacher Nancy Sharp, or the construction of locally significant fish camps, re-

define sites of math and science learning, showing the exploration of ways that the 

pedagogical practices of Yup’ik teachers in Yup’ik contexts can “support traditional values 

and content yet meet standard educational objectives” (Lipka & McCarty, 1994, p. 276).   

 Research documenting culturally-based curriculum for Native youth addresses forms 

of local cooperation and local ways of defining curriculum, power and schooling through 

additive methods, attempting to transform the dominant system from within.   Successful 

examples of culture-based curricula facilitate multiple stake holders, both tribal and non-tribal 

members, in dialog to interrogate school knowledge, its meaningful local production and the 

transformation power of re-defining curriculum (McLaughlin, 1994; Yazzie-Mintz, 2007).  

Culturally-based curriculum can serve as a potential platform for engaging local, national and 

global systems of knowledge to give local significance to the inter-related webs of 

participation that are involved in the process of ‘doing’ schooling.  A Navajo teacher working 

within a culture-based curriculum comments,  “[culture-based curriculum] is much, much 

more that a means to an end, it is the means by which teachers fully examine the purpose of 

schooling provided to their students, knowing very well the societies into which education and 

schooling will provide full entrance and the fullest participation” (Yazzie-Mintz, 2007, p. 91).   

 The diverse literature on CRS for Native youth, encompassing all the cases mentioned, 

share a common goal of privileging local knowledge as a way to improve educational 
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opportunities for Native youth otherwise underserved by traditional education.  An additional 

body of literature that examines CRS movements with the creation of ethnocentric niche 

charter schools (Fox, Buchanan, Eckes & Basford, 2012) has begun to document the 

intersections of public funding and local community interests to realize educational spaces 

that value and maintain Native cultural practice alongside traditional Western academic 

learning
5
 (see cases of Hawai’i charter schools, Buchanan & Fox, 2003; 2005).  Because my 

case study concerns a culturally responsive charter school for Native youth, the politics of 

school reform and the use of publically funded charter schools to further the interests of CRS 

are important for understanding the significance of UNMS.    

Charter Schools Policy: Placing Urban Native Middle School within a Landscape of School 

Choice and Educational Reform 

 

 To gain a deeper understanding of UNMS as a culturally responsive charter school, it 

is important to detail the charter school movement and its significance for minoritized 

populations such as American Indians.  However, this brief overview of charter school reform 

aims to also keep in mind that this is not a story exclusively about the charter school 

movement and school choice policy.  Rather, this study is a story about a school and the many 

people who were at one time involved in the daily activities of meaning making at UNMS.  

The ethnographic detail of this case study portrays with depth and detail the day-to-day ways 

that educational policy, like school choice, is given form by people in communities and how 

policy impacts lives and educational trajectories of real people.  Ecologies of education, 

                                                           
5
  The topic of Native American use of charter schools and ethnocentric charter schools to be discussed further 

in Chapter 3   
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embedded in long histories, are complicated; understanding aspects of current reform is only a 

piece to engaging the complexity of communities like UNMS and all the negotiations that 

came before it and have come after it.  

 Critical opportunities in reform policy, such as charter school reforms, can be treated 

as potential sites for cultivating school climates of respect for local identity and the 

negotiations of bi-cultural knowledge (Belgarde, 2004; Buchanan & Fox, 2003).  The charter 

school movement, coupling parental choice with school autonomy, is the back drop to the 

case of UNMS.  To understand this complicated policy context, considering the history of 

American Indian education and CRS practices, I will expand the lens to briefly detail reform 

in public school choice as the foundation upon which charter school logic has been built, and 

then tighten the lens to focus on charter schools formed with an interest for Native youth.        

 School Choice as School Reform 

 Charter schools, private school vouchers, and open school enrollment are all products 

of roughly three decades of debates on educational reform.  Stemming from the release of A 

Nation at Risk (The National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983), perceived 

problems in public school achievement, management and funding have fueled multiple 

models of reform education (Murphy & Shiffman, 2002).   A decidedly market-based 

response to centralized control and bureaucratic inefficiency, school choice as school reform 

takes the capitalist notions of competition and innovation to create space for consumers to 

regulate school options and, consequently, incentivize increased student performance (Cullen, 

Jacob, & Levitt, 2005;  Murphy & Shiffman, 2002).  Opening up public school attendance to a 

choice model allows parents greater flexibility for choosing the school their child attends, 
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breaking the traditional link between neighborhood and schooling (Cullen et al., 2005), which 

for minoritized communities has been seen as a symbol of systemic and disproportionate 

segregation.  For low-income and minoritized students, those typically labeled as “at-risk” of 

not achieving in schools, inequities in school access have been documented as taking a toll on 

academic achievement.  Potentially because of inequities in school access, many studies 

looking at charter school enrollment reported that minoritized and “at-risk” students are 

increasingly making up the majority of the students attending charter schools (Buchanan & 

Fox, 2003; Peebles, 2000).  The charter school movement is at the top of the school reform 

movement championing school choice as expanded educational opportunity (Convertino, 

2011; Murphy & Shiffman, 2002).   

 Seen as vehicles for innovative rethinking (Rymes, 2001), the charter school 

movement added a new layer of deregulation and decentralization to the business of public 

education, allowing local groups autonomy to design their own relevant philosophy and 

methods for guiding local school practice.  As the logic follows, school choice offers local 

parents and students increased opportunities to choose between varieties of special interest 

niche schools to meet their perceived educational needs.  This semi-autonomy in charter 

schools has been embraced by many local, minoritized communities as a means to build 

education from within.  As charter schools allow groups of people to come together spelling 

out what they hope to accomplish through a charter school grant, groups of parents, students, 

educators and community advocates from marginalized communities can use charter school 

reforms to “gain freedom from state-mandated curricula in order to embrace their own cultural 

heritage” (Wells, Lopez, Scott & Holme, 1999, p. 175).  Charter schools that are designed to 
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meet the needs of specific communities have been recently called ethnocentric niche charter 

schools (Fox, Buchanan, Eckes, & Basford, 2012).  Fox et al. (2012) use the term ethnocentric 

niche charter schools,  

to describe charters specifically established to foster an understanding of, provide 

instruction from the point of view of, or help preserve a specific culture such as Native 

Hawaiian, Native American, or East African; ethnicity such as Latino or Somali; or 

language such as Mandarin, Yu’pik, Towa, or Hawaiian  (pp. 35-36).  

 

Ethnocentric niche schools have to use care in how exclusively they articulate their 

admissions policies. Given that they are designed to serve specific populations, ethnocentric 

charter school needs to stay clear of legal challenges on the basis of Civil Rights violations, 

which could consider them to be denying entrance to students on the basis of “race, color, or 

national origin” (Title VI, 1994, 42 U.S.C., 2000)(Eckes et al., 2011).  In order to maintain 

public support, ethnocentric niche charter schools maintain open enrollment policies. Yet due 

to the specific culture-oriented curriculum, schools like UNMS attract nearly 100% of its 

student body from the community it is designed to serve (in this case the Tohono O’odham 

community and/or other southwestern tribal communities). Often times culturally oriented 

niche charter schools permit students to better compete with the traditional public schools 

because they include aspects of local identity and practice that make them more appealing to 

families marginalized by mainstream school systems (Eckes et al., 2011).   
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Charter Schools & CRS for Native Youth  

 Exploiting the opportunity space, Native communities, like the UNMS community, 

have been using reform to achieve greater self-determination, articulating in school practice 

who, how and what is taught to Native students.  Examples of Native serving charter schools 

offer examples of how infusing local language and culturally responsive teaching can prepare 

students to cultivate strength-based academic identities.  The dual development of local and 

dominant knowledge offers students’ access to developing deeper understandings of their 

home culture and access to developing dominant skills for the work place.  Charter schools, 

given their blend between local interests and state/federal accountability, are in theory a 

both/and policy opportunity.  An opportunity that, as we will see, supports educational 

flexibility in theory, however restrictive accountability measurements place staggering 

limitations on implementing educational approaches that are outside those of traditional 

schools.    

 For Native Americans groups, the potential alternative space offered in charter schools 

opens up opportunity to develop counter examples to the federal, mission and public schools 

historically perpetuating discrimination and educational malpractice in Native communities 

(Belgrade, 2004; Eckes et al., 2011; Lomawaima & McCarty, 2006).  Developing educational 

programs that can serve the unique circumstances, needs and aspirations of Native students in 

school climates of respect for local identity, high levels of student engagement, and 

negotiations of bi-cultural knowledge represents, “the potential for Indian communities to 

restore educational governance and decision making to the local level and to change the 

course of history in Indian education” (Belgarde, 2004, p. 119).  This way of framing charter 
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reform distinctly lends itself to what Brayboy (2005) articulates as an educational tenant of 

Tribal Critical Race Theory where “education might teach American Indian students how to 

combine Indigenous notions of culture, knowledge, and power with Western/European 

conceptions in order to actively engage in survivance, self-determination, and tribal 

autonomy” (p. 437) through using publicly available funding for decidedly local interests.   

Charter Schools and Accountability 

 In this era of increased choice and mobility, the choices parents and students make to 

cultivate educational trajectories would seem to offer radical potential to re-shape social 

categories, infusing greater equity into educational opportunity.  However, the apparent space 

for localized social empowerment in deregulated school choice is embedded in a macro-

political reality of greater standardization and polarizing resource distribution (Wells, et al., 

1999).  The “innovative” potential of charters to tailor educational opportunities according to 

the needs of local communities is paradoxically sandwiched between local autonomy and 

narrowly defined standards for measuring student achievement by NCLB high-stakes testing 

legislation, and other more current high-stakes testing movements.   The tensions inherent 

have the effect of placing a short leash on charter school student achievement and present a 

pressing array of challenges to educational self-determination in all schools serving Native 

youth.  To this effect, scholars such as Lomawaima and McCarty (2006) caution the blind 

embrace of charter schools as forms of Indigenous self-education by writing,  

 We do not endorse charter schools as a panacea and in general are wary that 

the larger charter school movement may undermine the financial justice efforts 

of struggling non-charter public schools.  For Indigenous communities that 

have experienced centuries of discrimination and educational malpractice, 
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however, Native-operated charter schools represent one option for mediating 

the pressures of the standards movement and exerting local control (p. 162). 

Seeing charter schools as a fix-all in public education fails to interrogate the complexity and 

contradiction that charter school reforms can present, particularly for the least served 

populations.  Throughout this dissertation, analysis of the case of UNMS examines both the 

ways this Native-operated charter school mediated the pressures of the standards movement 

and engages in the discussion being had by scholars critical of charter schools and the 

privatization of public education (Fabricant & Fine, 2012).  The promise of charter school 

innovation and the constricting reality placed on such innovation by shallow accountability 

measurements remind us of the need to further push the public debate on how to promote 

local educational decision making and design accountability measurements that run both 

deeply and diversely (Fabricant & Fine, 2012).   

American Indian Education in an Era of NCLB 

 The constraints placed on charter school innovation by high-stakes testing 

accountability frames this study within the larger educational climate at the time that my case 

school, UNMS, was opened (2006) and closed (2010).  As UNMS was characterized as an 

example of culturally responsive schooling using public charter funds, it functioned within a 

hostile political climate fueled by NCLB and standards movements in education.  In a tenuous 

educational climate where standardized high-stakes accountability testing had become the 

prevailing measure of achievement, space for schools, especially small ones,  to step out of 

the mold and teach non-standardized, locally relevant knowledges is consequently limited.  

Movements toward greater educational standardization, English-only policy, and the teaching 
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practices resulting from it, have explicit hegemonic goals of “creating a monocultural and 

monolingual society based on White, middle-class norms of language and cultural 

being”(Paris, 2012, p.95). Even in cases of schools serving federally sovereign Indigenous 

communities, the space to practice Native languages and learn culturally meaningful lessons is 

being severely compromised by tying school funding to singular, standardized, high-stakes 

math and reading tests (Belgrade, 2004; Castagno & Brayboy, 2008; McCarty, 2009).  In this 

climate, and in spite of research that says otherwise, non-standardized, culturally responsive 

school environments, like the school central to my study, continue to find it difficult to 

support themselves under the increasing pressures of NCLB and the accompanying 

connection that ties funding to high-stakes testing.    

 The incredibly shrinking space for “alternative” educational visions has continued 

impacts on communities and families of the least advantaged students,  those who bear the 

brunt of accountability strategies which impose test-based sanctions on the schools they attend 

(Heilig & Darling-Hammond, 2008).  Through the use of performance labels, diverted 

funding, mandated improvement plans, and school closures, standardized testing policy 

penalizes schools that are not producing desired outcomes; while, simultaneously purporting 

to open up a landscape of increasing school choice for parents and students to self-select the 

qualities and outcomes they desire from public education.   Curiously, the word “choice” 

indexes freedom and possibility, yet increased school choice coupled with an increased 

emphasis on high-stakes testing have yet to offer significant evidence of the perceived reform 

benefits coupled with holding schools accountable to minoritized students (Cullen et al., 

2004), especially Native American students (McCarty, 2009).   
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 The implementation of NCLB props up many re-decorated, but old road blocks in the 

rights of tribal self-education.  The desire of Native peoples to see cultural and linguistic 

continuity maintained across the educational spectrum is marginalized by NCLB’s one-size 

fits all approach to defining educational outcomes (Beaulieu et al., 2005; Wyman et al.,2009).  

When most Native youth attend publicly funded schools, both on and off reservations, the 

legislative reach of federal Self-Determination and Self-Education Acts is compromised in 

disputes over the jurisdictional reach of state vs. federal laws that protect Native languages 

and cultural practices as viable in school spaces (Lomawaima & McCarty, 2006).   

 The recent work of educational researchers in the area of Indigenous education 

describe the impacts of NCLB on culturally responsive educational settings as a “double 

whammy”:  schools are losing language and culture programs and showing no significant 

gains on standardized accountability tests (Brayboy & Castagno, 2009, p. 41). The 

movements toward standardization are only too familiar within the enduring struggle of 

American Indian education.  As the history of American Indian education policy arguably 

reflects “an ongoing struggle over cultural difference and its perceived threat, or benefit, to a 

sense of shared American identity” (Lomawaima & McCarty, 2006, p. 6), dynamically 

evolving through “swings” toward and away from encouraging and suppressing Indigenous 

cultures and practices (ibid).  The painstaking efforts to force to the surface institutional 

policies and practices which purport to be race-neutral, yet, in fact carry with them damaging 

racial-political consequences upon the holistic well-being of Native students, work to call 

attention to long histories of struggle and marginalizing policy in schools (Gilmore & Smith, 

2002; 2005).  In this respect, current high-stakes accountability policy continues much of the 
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same injustices within schools serving Native youth—institutional silencing through masked 

discourses of inclusion and standardization.           

Enduring Struggle—Educational Survivance 

 I use this literature survey of American Indian education and contentious movements 

toward greater self-determination in education to frame Indigenous education as understood 

though the conceptual lens of enduring struggle (Holland & Lave, 2001).  The frameworks I 

have laid out position the history of institutional structures (American Indian educational 

policy) interacting with individual and group practice (community based, culturally 

responsive schooling).  For Holland & Lave (2001), the workings of historical structures 

occur in human worlds, through human interaction and produce human responses.    

In practice, material and symbolic resources are distributed disproportionally across 

socially identified groups and generate different social relations and perspectives 

among participants in such groups.  With their impetus from the past, historical 

structures infuse and restrain local practices...historical structures also provide 

resources for participants and their practices and leave traces in their experience (p. 5) 

 

The convergences of local and structural interests do not happen on equivalent terms and, as 

the quote mentions, historical structures “infuse and restrain” local educational practice.  I use 

the relationships between contentious local practice and broader, more continuous institutional 

struggles, like the rights of Native people to teach younger generations through and alongside 

heritage language and cultural practices, as an ongoing enduring struggle.  This framework 

allows it to be seen that group/community interests and institutional structures are mediated 

through local practice and agency.  Seeing educational practice, in this case, as mediated by 

historically institutionalized struggle reminds us that current institutional struggles are 

connected to larger on-going struggles between hegemonic educational policy and the practice 
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and resistance of smaller, local Native communities.  The on-the-ground educational choices 

of participants in this study must be analyzed through historical-political memory.   

 I choose to link the concept of enduring struggle to the term Indigenous survivance.  

Survivance has been a term used for highlighting how Native peoples continue to persist in 

hostile landscapes through a complex combination of survival and resistance (Vizenor, 2008).  

In terms of education, survivance has been a recent term used to understand how Native 

educators/communities/schools make local choices around adaptation and strategic 

accommodation in choices like, curriculum, school participation, language use, etc (Brayboy, 

2005).  Throughout this study, I will use the framework of enduring struggle to highlight 

efforts and manifestations of educational survivance as demonstrated through my research 

findings.  I choose this term to understand how my case school, and the participants that gave 

it life, made choices around educational survival and the development of strategic processes, 

both local and global, that contributed to personal, familial and community growth within 

hostile educational landscapes (Brayboy, 2005; Wyman, 2012).  The evidence of educational 

survivance is not limited to the four-year duration of my case school.   It will be seen through 

the multiple generations of educational persistence and resistance narrated by the educators, 

parents and youth in this study that the practices of educational survivance are informed by 

diverse geographies and generations of schooling experiences.              

 A place like UNMS, while working in semi-isolation, was built on the shoulders of the 

many documented studies reviewed.  And while UNMS did not overtly see itself as directly 

“talking back” to NCLB policy, UNMS was a local site of resistance, like other examples in 



47 
 

Native communities across the United States.  Its significance in historical-political enduring 

struggle for Native American educational access and self-determination make it an important 

case to analyze because of the new layers of complexity it adds to our understanding of 

educational survivance.   

Filling the Gaps 

 Based on the literature surveyed, two holes continue to exist in documentation on 

Native American schooling: 1) existing literature on CRS sites has predominately been 

gathered prior to implementation of federal NCLB policy, and 2) nearly all that is known 

about CRS is from reservation or reservation border communities; very little documentation 

exists of Native students in urban environments, the flows of migration (Wyman, 2012) 

between urban and rural environment or between varying schools.  A case of Indigenous self-

education using public charter funding outside of reservation communities has been virtually 

uncharted.  Little is known about efforts like UNMS, and the impression of its Native and 

non-Native educators, parents and youth.  Unpacking the local and context specific practices 

of “doing” schooling at UNMS, the specific ways students experienced the school in 

comparison to other schools they attended, forms a bases for interrogating previously held 

assumptions and binaries about the factors that allow students and parents to access better 

futures (imagined futures) in the pursuit of both/and educational experiences.   

 

Moving toward Complexity 

 The practice of UNMS, and arguably other schools like it, is complex.  To analyze 

such complexity, I propose theoretical lenses that can draw out multiple layers influencing 
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human interaction.  In the following sections I will layout the theoretical lenses I wear to 

analyze the interactions and narratives presented throughout this research; such lenses will 

help me to make sense of schooling experiences, at UNMS and beyond.   

 My research is framed by others who see teaching and learning as interactional 

processes occurring throughout daily life both in and outside of classrooms.  These countless 

interactions are worthy of understanding.  They inform us more deeply of the meaning 

contained  in local action and form important threads connecting larger webs of human 

interaction as significant factors that influence when and how we learn.   

Theoretical Framework: Schooling as a Sociocultural Construct 

 From an anthropology of education perspective, Lipka et al., (2005) write, “all 

curricula and pedagogy are culturally based.  The real question is, whose cultural knowledge 

and practices are they based on?”(p. 369). Schooling is not a neutral process; schooling 

frames a stage of human interaction laden with sociocultural beliefs, situated meaning and 

power relations.  As has been well documented, a lack of cross-community dialogue has 

historically existed in dominant culture school settings, more often than not positioning non-

dominant knowledge and identities as deficit (Deyhle, 1998; González et al., 2005; Heath, 

1983; Philips, 1983). The results of which problematically limit academic access for certain 

students and communities; creating and perpetuating inequities in educational opportunity.  

As this case study delves into the nuances of how individuals and groups have competing 

notions of opportunity, achievement and success, treating the social and situated nature of 

learning and being are cornerstone.  For that reason I have chosen to highlight three specific 
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theoretical stances as important facets for interrogating superficial notions of academic 

achievement: learning and identity, success and failure, and imagined futures.   

Learning and Identity 

 Student identity and attitudes toward schooling are co-authored by the students, 

institutions, policies and discourses that take place in schools, and in our talk about schooling, 

through social interaction.  These interactions provide multiple converging avenues that 

construct the kinds of identities that become possible in schooling contexts.  Given the amount 

of time youth in the United States spend in schools, the context of educational institutions and 

the varied processes that facilitate academic and non-academic learning in school settings can 

play critical roles in identity formation.        

 Drawing from the perspective that treats culture as practice based in social interaction 

(González, 2005; Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2003; Rogoff, 2003), identity and the process of 

learning are deeply intertwined.  Many of the practices we participate in throughout our lives 

present us with emerging knowledge, new roles, or opportunities to refine skills and 

knowledge we have dynamically acquired across varying contexts.  Thus, cultural practice as 

participation in groups/communities is learning, and learning inevitably influences both the 

identities we assume for ourselves and the identities that become categorically recognizable 

around us.  While much learning theory has been housed in schools of psychology, 

educational anthropologists and educational/social psychologists have combined research 

efforts to theorize the interplay of learning and the emergence of individual and group 

identities.   Traditional theories of learning have begun and ended with the individual as a 
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psychological phenomenon of internalizing knowledge transmitted from one to another (Lave, 

1996; Lave & Wenger, 1991).  The ‘Cartesian’ psychology that separates the individual mind 

from the world is being re-envisioned with theories of situated cognition and situated learning 

(Wortham, 2001).  These theories place individuals and learning within contexts of 

participation in socially situated practices (Lave, 1996; Wortham, 2001).  As Brown et al., 

(1989) write: 

The activity in which knowledge is developed and deployed, it is now argued, is not 

separate from or ancillary to learning and cognition.  Nor is it neutral.  Rather, it is an 

integral part of what is learned.  Situations might be said to co-produce knowledge 

through activity.  Learning and cognition, it is now possible to argue, are 

fundamentally situated (p. 32).   

 

From this vantage point academic accomplishments and school success become deeply 

intertwined with the complexities of situated social life.    

Socially Situated Learning  

 Lave and Wenger (1991) propose a theory of social practice in their widely cited work 

Situated Learning: Legitimate peripheral participation.  They describe their theory along the 

following lines: 

…a theory of social practice emphasizes the relational interdependency of agent and 

world, activity, meaning, cognition, learning, and knowing.  It emphasizes the 

inherently socially negotiated character of meaning and the interested, concerned 

character or thought and action of persons-in-activity.  This view also claims that 

learning, thinking, and knowing are relations among people in activity in, with, and 

arising from the socially and culturally structured world (pp. 50-51).   
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This theoretical position places learning within historical processes.  Individuals are 

embedded in the historical processes that produce, transform and change them as they learn.  

Illuminated through her research on tailors being apprenticed in Liberia, Lave observed how 

learning was taking place in contextualized, informal, and dynamic ways.  Tailors were not 

simply learning to reproduce skills, such as making a pair of pants; they were learning 

complex social lessons concerning social relations within stratified identity categories.  

Coming to understand socially appropriate interactions, being able to identify ones place 

within the social landscape of their society, and learning what makes maturity in their 

profession, were among the skills that would be key for tailors to be successful in their trade 

(Lave, 1996).  Essentially, learning in this context was not an exercise in the reproduction of 

existing knowledge/practice; it was a dynamic process of becoming a person through 

participation in a community.   

 The analysis Lave (1996) and Lave and Wenger (1991) offer of socially situated 

learning surfaces the socially situated nature of all learning, not only informal or 

apprenticeship learning.  Schools typically operate on the intentional transmission of 

knowledge model through decontextualized learning of explicit rules in isolated content areas.  

Decontextualized “formal” education is not actually removed from a social context at all, 

however the limits of conceptualizing learning as individual and cerebral mystifies the social, 

political, and moral lessons that are learned through the “informal” participation of students in 

schools as communities.  Schools as institutions, and classrooms as communities, are part of 

broader systems of human relations.  They are sites where people enact, negotiate and re-

negotiate meaning.  The forms of meaning that become enacted have tremendous bearing on 
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how participants, in this case students and teachers, can participate in these socially 

constructed settings.   

 Engagement in social practice is the process by which we learn and become who we 

are (Wenger, 1998) and the experience of participation(s) becomes our claim to competency, 

e.g. membership (Eckert & Wenger, 2005).   We certainly cannot assume that all students find 

school settings to be hospitable or mutually inviting environments for learning where their 

competencies are legitimized or even nurtured.  Research on non-participation (Norton, 2001) 

and resistance (Cammarota, 2004; Mendoza-Denton, 2008; Willis, 1977) demonstrate that 

agentive acts too are forms of enacting identity; as schools are sites of prolonged human 

interaction, students of all kinds do participate in some form (whether considered academic 

and/or non-academic) of social practice and identity making while in schools.  By 

demonstrating competence in academic discourse or the discourse of punk rock, the relevance 

of content and instruction in a school setting is happening alongside or secondarily to the 

“experiments of identity that students can engage in while [at school]” (Wenger, 1998, p. 

268).  Learning transforms who we are and what we can do, making learning fundamentally 

an experience of identity (Wenger, 1998; Wortham, 2004) where the content and context of a 

learning community can shape the range of possible identities one can perform, both limiting 

and creating possibilities.   

 Too often minoritized students, the students and families central to this study, are 

confronted with school contexts where stigmatized racial or class based identities deny them 

access to an academic identity as a learner in schools/classrooms (Erickson, 1987) or conflate 
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explanations of school success or failure (McDermott et al., 2009; Pollock, 2008).  Narrow 

scopes in educational curriculum and pedagogy often present very limited opportunities for 

students to engage in ‘legitimized’ identity negotiation.   Some of the deeper questions of 

creating school learning contexts that allow students to pursue previously unavailable, 

engaging or meaningful identities, particularly for minoritized students, revolve around how 

we might “enable transformative experiences that change students’ understanding of 

themselves as learners” (Wenger, 1998, p. 269).   

 The interplay of context, discourse and activity can produce space for potentially 

transformative experiments in social identity, or it can reproduce social and structural 

inequities among groups and resources (Fine, 1991).   As my research largely centers on life 

stories about education, and surrounding educational experiences, how individuals form 

identities and communicate/perform those identities to others in socially situated contexts 

becomes a theme that weaves its way through the chapters of this study.   

 In the field of sociocultural studies, how we talk about ourselves and our experiences, 

narrative is treated as a way that people give shape to experience.  Through interaction and the 

performance of ourselves “we come to know ourselves as we use narrative to apprehend 

experiences and navigate relationships with others” (Ochs & Capps, 1996, p. 20-21).  This 

theoretical position compliments the lens that I am using to view situated learning (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998).  If learning is situated then identities are seen as embedded in 

and emerging through contextualized social interactions (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005).  In my case 

study, I talk with people about educational experiences, across schools, in addition to 
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participating in and observing the shared context of our interactions at UNMS.   Soliciting 

participant narratives of how they experienced the interaction at UNMS facilitates a social 

venue where people can perform their identities for me through the interview exchange.  

Sometimes by simply inviting people to explain their experiences, we allow people to “be” 

and “become” identities they may or may not have ample opportunity to perform.  The act of 

narrating ones experiences is an act of communicating cohesion and giving meaning to 

actions.  Talking about ourselves is an opportunity to try on and try out particular kinds of 

identities (González & Arnot-Hopffer, 2003)—this point will become particularly important 

to my analysis of UNMS school discourse and the ways that students spoke about their 

experiences in schools.   

 Detailed descriptions of interactions in schools map how social identification and 

academic learning are part of larger processes that involve subject matter, legitimating 

identities, forms of interaction, as well as power relations and interpersonal struggle.  These 

interactions have consequence for who we can be and become in schools. 

Success and Failure  

 For these reasons, theories that see learning in social terms are also critically 

positioned.  They address a history of naturalized assumptions about individual success or 

failure that have underwritten social inequalities in society (Lave, 1996).  By ignoring the 

social contexts that create collective sites of interaction, learning is reduced to “individual 

mental capacity/activity” and consequently sets up a framework to “blame marginalized 

people for being marginalized” (Lave, 1996, p. 149).  One cannot be disabled alone 
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(McDermott & Varenne, 1995).  Disability, marginalization, or failure requires a coherent 

social context where multiple individuals work together through varied forms of membership 

to produce categories of meaning into which individuals are channeled.  The construction of 

marginality in our culture often results from choosing the individual as the unit of analysis to 

assess success or failure, whitewashing the collective social interactions that contribute to 

structuring the processes through which individuals have access to certain knowledge, certain 

behavioral standards, and certain kinds of social categories.   

 In the case of education, the crisis narrative in policy discourse continues to cycle a 

construction of poverty “as an individual failure induced by deficit parents and pathological 

communities,” creating space for the federal policy response to such “deprivation and 

desperation” as “enlightenment and remediation” (McCarty, 2012, p. 3).  This narrative gets 

constructed in discourse, reified in policy practice and spread through the folk ideologies it 

disseminates.  Worse, realities and scenarios of non-White, non-standard educational 

experiences, like those had by many Indigenous students, are silenced by the lack of policy 

space to listen to experiences that are not framed in the trappings of deficit discourses (Delpit, 

1995).  Delpit (ibid) uses the term “culture of power” to refer to the codes of conduct that 

identify the dominant class—such codes include linguistic forms, presentation of self, 

communicative strategies, ways of dressing and ways of interacting.  Understanding that 

success and failure are often measured by one’s knowledge of and assimilation into the 

culture of power illuminates how social interactions grant access or exclusion to social 

categories.  Consequently structuring who, how and when youth acquire knowledge that is 

deemed legitimate, or illegitimate for school achievement.  Attention to interaction and 
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discourse help surface the social construction of and reproduction of failure, demystifying the 

reality that success in institutions “is predicated upon acquisition of the culture of those who 

are in power.”   Such lenses provide the necessary information for better understanding the 

construction of success and failure, in hopes of constructing greater access to success for those 

most impacted by deficit discourses.  As Mica Pollock (2008) writes, deeper cultural analysis 

of the patterns and interactions that produce success and failure, help “equip us to figure out 

the alternative interactions and specific shifts in opportunity context that would erase the 

achievement patterns we say disturb us,” (p. 376) in order to work toward patterns that offer 

hope and opportunity.    

Imagined Futures   

 Building on the view that learning is fundamentally a process of identity, where 

context and content interact to create possible selves, we can think of our childhood and 

teenage years spent in educational institutions as experiments in imagined futures.  Extending 

the notion of socially situated learning in communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991), 

within the field of education, language and culture, Kanno and Norton (2003) and others map 

the concept of imagined communities as an additional layer in understanding identity making, 

learning and engagement in classroom settings.  For Wenger (1998) imagination is an 

important source of community, “[imagination is a] process of expanding oneself by 

transcending our time and space and creating new images of the world and ourselves” (p. 

176).  The application of imagined communities has been taken up by second language 

acquisition studies and applied linguistics to examine “how learners’ affiliation with imagined 

communities might affect their learning trajectories” (Kanna & Norton, 2003, p. 242).  
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Imagined communities include future relationships that exist only in the learner’s imagination 

as well as current and potential affiliations.  For example, a student who has no member of 

his/her family or circle of friends who has a four year college degree, but aspires to go to 

college one day, might imagine characteristics of how and what a person who is part of a 

college community and Native American might look, act, think, be recognized by others, and 

so on.  This student who is imagining is not yet in college, but is participating in the process 

of identity making by trying on and trying out the idea of “being Native and being college 

bound”; a process that is closely linked to having a community that to varying degrees can 

recognize and allow for such an imagined future to exist for that student.   

 For my purposes, I am drawing from the concept of imagined communities to examine 

how interaction in communities of practice work to collectively constitute the community, and 

how these imagined communities create potential opportunities for accessing imagined better 

futures.  The multiple stakeholders in UNMS engaged in imagining new and different futures 

for Native youth.  Motivated by their own ideas of culture, education and identity, parents and 

educators cultivated a community of practice that engaged classroom interaction often 

transcending time and space.  The discourse and practice of UNMS, as will be detailed, 

examines the framing of identity, the investment of membership in the school community, and 

the iteration of hopes and dreams circulating through narratives and engagements.  An 

important point is that investment in the targeted identity cultivated at UNMS “can be best 

understood in the context of future affiliations and identifications” (Kanno & Norton, 2003, p. 

244).   
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 Imagined futures can also be placed in the framework of historical struggle (Holland & 

Lave, 2001).  The ways that locally contested actions (in this case hopes, enacted identities, 

etc) and historical, institutional struggle (in this case schooling) interact and act upon one 

another generate new frameworks for identity and new planes from which to enact dreams and 

aspirations.  I link enduring struggle and imagined futures as mutually constituting one 

another, conceptually offering tremendous potential for theorizing how social communities of 

practice can transform access to educational achievement and achievement outcomes on local 

terms through discourse and enacted through educational survivance.    

 Speaking of imagined communities and imagined futures does not mean wishes and 

fantasy (Kanno & Norton, 2003; Simon, 1992).  As Norton (2001) and Wenger (1998) 

distinguish, imagination is a creative process of producing new images of possibility, new 

ways of understanding one’s relationship to the world, creating hope which informs the 

struggle for a better future.  When parents, educators and students narrated their experiences 

and made meaning in their educational lives, their hopeful imagination is ever present, re-

emphasizing the need for analytical lenses that elucidates the important issues of identity and 

education and provide evidence of this little documented phenomenon.    

 As I analyze the case of Urban Native Middle School through a lens of socially 

situated learning, identity, and imagined futures, I will unpack complex aspects of the vast 

terrain that such lenses offer.  I will use these frames to re-examine the ways school 

achievement patterns, institutional marginalization and imagined futures interact with one 

another in the real-life experiences of my study’s participants.  
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Toward Both/And: Challenging Binaries and Recognizing Complexity 

 Lastly, to articulate the connection between schooling as a sociocultural construct and 

movements in American Indian education, a theme that will work its way through this study is 

a discussion of both/and as a practice of schooling and a practice of identity.  As mentioned in 

the discussion of learning and identity, and educational success and failure, long standing 

binary assumptions have posed limits to our social imagination.  Such binaries often position 

identities, languages, and practices as static and conflicting, portraying either/or versions of 

personhood and community.  Resistance theorists seeking to explain the achievement patterns 

of minoritized youth heavily leaned on structuralist notions of either/or identity binaries to 

explain youth resistance to participate in school sanctioned behavior patterns (Dehyle, 1992; 

1995; Ogbu & Simons, 1998; Willis, 1977).  The work of resistance theorists attempted to 

explain the social processes that often influenced minoritized youth to choose between either 

a “sell-out” academic identity, or an oppositional community identity through the process of 

acculturating to the practice of schooling.  Such work provided important building blocks for 

understanding patterns of unfavorable academic identities in schools, laying important 

groundwork for movements like CRS.  More recent scholars studying youth school identities 

offer examples of how we might see beyond either/or identity negotiations for minoritized 

youth, taking note of how students can manage hybrid and multiple identities as they pursue 

academics (Canagarajah, 2004; Nasir & Saxe, 2003).  This line of thinking understands that 

people develop multiple repertoires of discourse and identity, which, when explored, can 

show the potential ingenuity, adaptability and agency in one’s ability to negotiate multiple and 

overlapping communities of practice.  Further, challenging traditional binaries in globalizing 
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times, we can see that as youth have access to multiple spaces and identities they push the 

logic of adding an indefinite amount of hyphens to both-and-and
n
 as they form memberships 

in multiple, overlapping and partial communities (Kearney, 1995).     

 Considering the complex and diverse experiences that form the daily realities of 

Native youth/communities, previously held notions that Native youth learn to ‘walk in two 

worlds’ (Henze & Vanette, 1993) “obscures the complexity and multiplicity of the actual 

experiences and goals of many Indigenous youth and tribal communities” (Brayboy & 

Castagno, 2009, p. 49).  As Wyman (2012) writes, further challenging the injustice of binary 

perspectives in her work on Native youth and linguistic survivance in Alaska,  

Indigenous peoples are often portrayed as either heroic or tragic, as traditional or 

modern, as maintaining cultural continuity or resisting pressure from outside forces, as 

noble and original ecologists or as tainted modern peoples with no respect for land. 

Such binary analyses fail to recognize the complexities and contradictions that arise 

from histories of domination, adaptation and Indigenous people’s ongoing struggles 

for self-determination (p. 14-[emphasis added]) 

 

The salience of enduring struggle in the lives of Native people presents opportunity to 

examine the management of tensions between local identities and dominant “culture of 

power” (Delpit, 1995) practices, particularly in the field of schooling.  Pushing an 

understanding of complexity, and not binary either/or understandings of school experiences, 

helps me to analyze how adults and students use both dominant practices/forms of knowledge 

and local forms of knowledge (Indigenous knowledge) in their journeys of educational 

survivance.    

 Challenging binary notions of Indigenous identities links fluidly to the research on 

CRS school movements in Native education.  The CRS approach to education, with its 
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multiple examples of community-based and culturally-based education, offers the potential to 

operationalize complexity so that Native students become “knowledgeable about and 

comfortable within both the mainstream culture and their home culture” (Brayboy & 

Castagno, 2009, p. 37).  It stands that complexity does not limit the amount of and
n
 that can be 

added to one’s association with or participation in communities (Kearny, 1995).  I choose to 

speak about both/and approaches to schooling not to impose another binary, but to explore 

strategic accommodation, adaptation and maintenance that allows people to persist through 

hostile contexts, like schools.  I also choose to explore both/and approaches to schooling in 

order to understand how and why individuals/communities/schools engage previously 

considered contradictory ways of being to help youth access better quality educational 

experiences.  By doing this, I hope to help educators, community members and researchers 

develop a keener sense of what is and what could be (Canagarajah, 2004, p. 134) in order to 

more seriously attend to supporting learning environments that acknowledge the complexity 

of our social worlds and nurture more expansive opportunities for student identities in the 

social life of education.   

 The case of UNMS will detail multiple ways that school stakeholders attempted to 

make sense of the tensions between competing either/or and both/and perspectives in their 

educational and life journeys.  As educators used both/and conceptualizations to guide their 

practice, parents reflected on their personal navigations through the complexity of schooling 

as they helped their children negotiate greater opportunity and access in continually complex 

circumstances; and finally, students examining multiple school experiences articulated 
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emergent imagining futures where both/and identities allow them access to opportunities 

previously unimaginable in institutionalized education.        

 Organization of Chapters 

 As this is a longitudinal study, involving data from the time of the schools existence 

and data gathered after the school closed, I have mapped this dissertation out to attend to the 

chronology of this story.  I divide the data in an attempt to pay deep attention to the many 

actors and changing contexts with whom and through which this story encompassed.  Chapter 

1 frames the study and presents the theoretical framework used to enter the context; Chapter 2 

discusses ethnography, researcher positionality and narrative as methods used to gather and 

analyze the data; Chapter 3 provides an overview of Urban Native Middle School, its history 

and characteristics, revisiting the charter school debate, and positioning the popular discourse 

of school accountability.    

 Chapter 4 is the first of four data chapters.  In Chapter 4, I orient the reader to the co-

authored school discourse as a form of reterritiorializing school space, giving rise to distinct 

both/and orientations to the imagined academic futures for Native students.  In particular I use 

the narratives of adults (teachers and parents) and those of students as a production of 

geographies of difference (Buendia et al., 2004) used to frame new possibilities in schooling.  

Chapter 5 analyzes the ways that UNMS educators and staff conceptualized learning as 

both/and opportunity endeavors and details how educators engaged standardized practices and 

Indigenous knowledges to present locally meaningful models of learning, achievement and 

identity.  In Chapter 6, I present the parents counter-narratives to the discourse on school 

choice by framing choice through the lens of enduring struggle (Holland & Lave, 2001).  In 
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this chapter I present narratives that add further complexity to the relationships between both 

dominant, “culture of power” knowledge (Delpit, 1995) and the importance of local 

community knowledge in school achievement as parents discuss their motivations to access 

better futures for their children within the landscape of available schools.  In Chapter 7, the 

last data chapter, I document how students who formally attended UNMS describe the 

primacy of relationships as they experience distinct school settings, including UNMS.  In 

particular I discuss how students contrast the relationships they had with teachers, fellow 

students and the community while at UNMS, to the relationships they had/have in other 

schools.  The students’ perspectives illuminate that relationships are a fulcrum to learning and 

achievement.  Chapter 8 completes the dissertation with concluding thoughts that center on 

what UNMS teaches us about educational equity and the implications of high-stakes reform 

policy.  I revisit the concepts of educational survivance, both/and, school reterritorialization 

and imagined futures as they are understood through the experiences of this study’s 

participants.  Finally, drawing from my concluding findings, I offer recommendations taken 

from this study and speak specifically to policy makers, educators, parents and students. 

 In addition to literature I have used to situate this study, I have chosen to embed small 

bodies of literature dealing with specific concepts from anthropology of education and 

sociocultural studies that are important to my analysis.  For example, in Chapter 4 I review 

work on anthropology of space; in Chapter 5, Native students and racism, and the discourse of 

high-stakes accountability; in the Chapter 6, parent choice behaviors, history in person and 

“the culture of power”; in Chapter 7, funds of knowledge perspectives in viewing 

relationships and learning.  The general frameworks I have outlined in this chapter will 
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continue to weave their way through each chapter as connecting strands to be given more 

color, detail and vitality as this dissertation unfolds.  

Conclusion 

 The previously mentioned work helps to draw attention to the important ways that 

context, content and interaction in schooling frame identities and outcomes for students.  This 

study adds to the conversation of imagined futures for Indigenous youth through the joining of 

perspectives in anthropology of education, identity and learning theory, and American Indian 

education in a dialog to analyze the aspirations of educators, students and parents.  Motivated 

by a hope to see students become bi-cultural citizens and have expanded opportunities to 

realize both local and Western education goals through the schooling process, this case of 

under-charted Native schools off Native land adds needed detail to more deeply understand 

the complexity involved in who and how academic achievement gets decided to look one way 

and not another.  The case of UNMS, through its re-territorializing of educational space and 

practice, and its negotiation of both/and imagined futures, in essence “talks back” to the 

restrictive landscape of high-stakes testing that reduces the measurement of students 

accomplishment to once-a-year quantifiable multiple choice reading and math tests.   

 As the standardizing practices pervasively promoted by NCLB and high-stakes testing 

regimes compromise opportunity for context conscious educational spaces such as culturally 

responsive schooling to exist, let alone flourish, there is a need to understand the impacts of 

curtailing what many defined in UNMS as a healthy community-based programs like UNMS 

to adopt highly scripted, unproven approaches to teaching and curriculum (McCarty, 2009).  
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Given the surveyed research on Indigenous CRS we see that many cases of CRS prove highly 

beneficial for strengthening Native student engagement and achievement; therefore I consider 

this research a deeper glimpse into the multiple actors and acts involved in negotiating 

both/and educational experiences of Native youth in a social context of US schooling that 

continually seeks to deny opportunities for both/and student identity development.   

 I will argue throughout the foundations and data of the following chapters that “doing” 

schooling is, at its core, about connections, community and relationships.  The engagement of 

educators with systemic racism and unjust policy worked to create new communities of 

practice, and opened up new interactions through which new, imagined, and better futures 

came to take shape.  Beyond what teachers did to improve schooling for Native youth exists 

the perceptions, aspirations and motivations of UNMS students and their parents.  A good 

telling of the UNMS story involves including voices that are often little heard in the 

research—what do parents and students see in schools?  How do they see paths toward 

accessing educational opportunity and better futures realized or diverted in the available 

landscape of schools—and specifically, how do labels like “performing” and “failing” reflect 

the actual learning experiences had within that context of the schools to which they have 

access?   

 My study foregrounds the experiences of people doing school in a unique place where 

students were afforded content and interaction unlike other school spaces readily available.  

The implications of their participation in such a space projects the potency of identity making, 
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and reveals the educational survivance of many in accessing imagined and better futures for 

Native youth.        
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CHAPTER 2: METHODS  
 

Participation: Multiple Roles Challenging Bounded Relationships in “Doing Ethnography” 

 This is a complex study that covers nearly four years of data.  To fairly address the 

multiple stages of this study, I have to lay out for the reader the unanticipated actions that 

have led me to this case site as a topic of “research.”  My personal involvement in the case, 

continued involvement with colleagues, students and families, and continued work as a White 

woman in the field of Indigenous education, all have relationships to my engagement and 

analysis of the realities presented in this study.  The relationship of researcher to research 

participants and circumstances factors more critically than we often acknowledge in the equity 

and disruption (or perpetuation) of the very phenomenon we write about. 

 My most inspiring mentors, both those who have personally instructed me
6
, and those 

whose ideas have spoken to me through text and written word
7
 have critically engaged me in 

the benefits and pitfalls of human research; and helped me to develop my own understanding 

of educational ethnography.  Learning from the history of anthropologists objectifying 

subjects and communities, especially Indigenous peoples (Smith, 1999), I have tried to 

maintain a careful consciousness toward demystifying research relationships in order to avoid 

allowing the research process to become a practice of extraction. Instead I have tried to 

maintain that the process be an interaction (González, 2001).   

                                                           
6
  Perry Gilmore, Norma González & Leisy Wyman  

7
  Ruth Behar, Norma Mendoza-Denton, Terry McCarty, Jay McLoed, Betsy Rymes, to name a few. 
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 Ethnography 

 Why ethnography?  As the field of anthropology evades the kind of categorical 

objectivity that characterizes much academic investigation (Spindler & Spindler, 1987; 

Scollon & Scollon, 2007), a few points are generally shared in the formula of good 

ethnography: (1) that the essence of the ethnographic endeavor is “to describe and interpret 

cultural behavior” (Wolcott, 1987, p. 43) and (2) that ethnography involves participant-

observation--placing the researcher “in” the community (Scollon & Scollon, 2007,  p. 612).  I 

take both of these positions as influential to my choice to do ethnography of education.  As 

Wolcott argues, there exists no concrete formula of time spent in the field, proper researcher 

disposition and/or good description that will guarantee one is doing good ethnography.  

Ethnography helps us to understand how particular social systems work, by providing detailed 

description and interpretation of the gathered information; and then relating that information 

to larger circulating patterns and meanings shared by other members of human societies 

(Wolcott, 1987).  

 In my case study, I am looking at a particular site of a particular effort in Indigenous 

education using public charter school funding in the state of Arizona; I relate this particular 

case with larger patterns in Indigenous education, the education of minoritized communities 

and inequities in educational policy and practice.  As I mention in the first chapter, an aspect 

of my ethnographic approach is to zoom in to analyze specific contextualized interactional 

and narrative detail, and to compliment that detail by zooming out to relate the situated 

interpretations of the people in my study to larger social phenomena.  Such a balance, as 



69 
 

Wolcott advocates, offers the potential to better understand that both meaning in small 

interactions and meaning in large traditions shape and impact the ways we engage in 

education.    

 When talking about ethnography, many speak about temporal importance to gathering 

ethnographic data.  Observing and participating with people “doing” their daily lives, and 

soliciting their perspectives and reflections on those actions, has been the hallmark of this 

kind of research (Hammersley, 2006).  As some say, “you had to be there” (O’Connor, 2012, 

p. 20), and in this case, I was there to both participate in and observe the practice of UNMS 

over the duration of three and a half years.  Consequently, I became personally invested in the 

“historical trajectories of people, places, discourse, ideas and objects” of this situated school 

as they came together “to alter those historical trajectories in some way” (Scollon & Scollon, 

2004, p. viii, quoted in Scollon & Scollon, 2007, p. 615).  Participation and observation 

involve interaction that altered and alters our lives.        

On “Doing Ethnography”: Recognizing Human Complexity while Maintaining a Commitment 

to Social Action 

 

 I found that “doing ethnography” was much more than a method, it was to become a 

way for me to recognize human complexity while maintaining a commitment to real social 

action.  Doing ethnography means action.  “Doing ethnography” means engaged 

anthropology.  As González (2001) writes, engaged anthropology is not content only to paint 

the portrait of social lives, but it seeks to extend the brush strokes out of the picture frame and 

into the area of public policy, social action and improving the social welfare of human 
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communities.  This perspective also lends itself to Pollock’s (2008) call to educational 

anthropologists to engage in research that zooms in and zooms out, as I have previously 

mentioned, allowing patterns of interaction to be seen along with larger implications of such 

interactions in order to impact institutional practices and educational policy.       

 The work of shaping future actions, better actions opening spaces for potentially better 

futures, is the work of doing ethnography.  Such work does not happen in isolation; rather 

happens through the commitment in being there, and being with others—even when being 

there is tough and uncomfortable, or financially risky
8
.  Being there involves “listening 

dangerously” (Rymes, 2001), and it involves forming relationships and negotiating un-

common alliances in common endeavors.  Filling in the details can only happen when doing 

ethnography becomes as much about relationships with others as it is about careful personal 

reflectivity and detailed theoretical knowledge.      

The Balancing Acts Involved in Choosing to do Ethnographic Research  

  Donning my researcher hat, this study was designed to tell the story of one school’s 

efforts to create a unique version of culturally responsive education for American Indian 

youth within a landscape of school choice and high-stakes accountability testing.   This study 

was also designed to dig deeper into the definitions, characteristics and expectations that the 

schools’ stakeholders bring with them in identifying what makes schools “successful” or 

“failing” on their own terms.  As many ethnographers begin their works with a sub-heading 

                                                           
8
  Description of risk will be seen further in other chapters of this dissertation.  I mean here to allude to the 

layers of emotional, personal and financial risk involved in working for a charter school (one lacking the kind of 
stability that district schools offered), with an innovative mission that addressed historical trauma as well as 
community strengths.  Personal and emotional risks are discussed further in chapters 3, 4 and 5 from the 
perspective of UNMS founding history, educators, and parents.  
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like “beginning fieldwork”, my work is more like “having been in the field” and then 

transitioning to “locating multiple fields”.  This study began in a single school site, using data 

gathered through participant observation, field notes and interviews, and fans out to follow 

school stakeholders (educators, parents and students) in their post-UNMS journeys through 

and into new school environments, relying heavily on stories told by participants about their 

educational experiences past and present.  

 My goal with this research is to contribute to the growing understanding of the 

relationship between making education meaningful and the production of academic success 

and failure.    

The Research Questions that Frame this Study 
 

(1) To what extent did an Indigenous-serving charter school create spaces to 

practice culturally responsive schooling for Indigenous youth in an urban context 

in an era of school accountability? How do different groups of stakeholders reflect 

upon this charter school effort? 

   

  a)  How did administrators and teachers working in an Indigenous-serving  

  charter middle school include heritage language and cultural perspectives into 

  the curriculum?  

  b)  How did administrators and teachers work to meet the dual pressures of 

  culturally responsive education and mandates to achieve Adequate Yearly  

  Progress through high-stakes standardized testing?  

  c)  How do stake holders characterize their previous experiences in an  

  Indigenous-serving charter middle school?  To what extent do their  

  perspectives reflect school accountability as set by NCLB? To what extent do 

  their perspectives reflect widely accepted guidelines for culturally responsive 

  schooling?  
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(2) How do Indigenous students and parents choose among varying educational 

environments and to what degree do the available educational environments 

support students’ social and academic growth?  

 

  a)  How, in an age of increased school choice (public/charter/urban/rural) and 

  accountability, do parents make determinations about the kinds of educational 

  environment they choose for their children?   

  b)  What factors are central for parents as they make decisions of school choice 

  for their families? How do they make choices as options become available and 

  unavailable?   

  c)  How do students and parents characterize difference and similarity across 

  different educational environments? How do such differences or similarities 

  compliment or disrupt their growth as a student?    

 

Researcher Positionality 
 

Because we write between power communities and social policy and because we seek 

to be taken seriously by both audiences, we know it is essential to think through the 

power, obligations, and responsibilities of social research (Weis & Fine, 2000, p. 33)  

Talking about where you come from as an anthropologist gives the reader a chance to 

question you (Mendoza-Denton, 2007, p. 44)  

 

 In the wake of so many posts (postmodern, poststructuralist, postcolonial), objectivity 

is a mere impossibility—the presentation of “data” throughout this dissertation is filtered 

through me and retold by me. My subjectivity reminds readers that I am the primary research 

instrument and while I have interacted and collaborated with others to do this project, I am the 

one who records, analyzes, constructs and ultimately writes the account of UNMS 

(Lomawaima, 1995; Marcus, 1998).  As the quotes above frame, presenting myself as 

transparently as possible (a relative impossibility) and engaging the reader with the many 
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complexities of who I am open the door for greater reader engagement and greater social 

responsibility in research—by knowing my intentions and assumptions, readers engage in 

“keeping me honest” as I present my argument across the chapters of this dissertation.   

 So who am I? I am a non-tribal member from a European immigrant family.  I was 

raised by the children of people who were driven from European countries due to poverty and 

dispute and driven to work for the growing industrial infrastructure of car factories and steel 

mills striving to attain the savor of the American dream in their mouths.  Languages other than 

English, and distinct cultural practices were quietly silenced in efforts to ‘get ahead’, and offer 

the next generation a college education.  I know that “blending in” was thought by my 

ancestors to be the best thing at the time, but I was to discover that silencing our histories 

gives way to superficial assumptions of a-culturality.     

 With my father as a firefighter and my mother a hard worker who always adapted her 

people skills to the jobs available, attending college to get her Registered Nursing license 

while raising adolescent children, I was raised in a brick bungalow house my parents were 

lucky enough to have found at the right affordable moment (with help from relatives).  I was 

subsequently raised in Evanston, a near north suburb of Chicago, where I couldn’t help but 

notice that seemingly shared geographies were marked by social geographies of racial and 

economic difference.  As the daughter of working people I grew to understand that being 

White was nuanced: it didn’t always mean your father was a white collar professional and that 

you go on vacations to scenic resort destinations.  For me being White meant your parents 

worked two and three jobs, attended school at night, and that vacations were piling in a station 
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wagon or mini-van to go camping.  When I say that “blending in” has a price, I mean that we 

all come from somewhere, with some relationship to geographic and social communities.   For 

me, realizing the nuanced continuity of the connections I had to working class German and 

Polish immigrants, whether obvious or obscured, became a vital part of how I formed my own 

identity (and understood who I could identify with) within a multicultural landscape of plenty 

and poverty.   

 Understanding the people I came from gained more depth for me as I traveled outside 

my community in my adolescent and adulthood.  When I eventually traveled outside of the 

city to rural South Carolina or rural Indian reservations and locals would look in surprise to 

see a White city girl (synonymous with privilege) chopping wood or scrapping paint, it was 

made more obvious to me that many times our superficial assumptions about identity box 

people in, limiting our abilities to share and comprehend our common understandings.  I 

realized I didn’t want to be boxed in.  I grew up around working people, watching my uncles 

and grandfathers fix and build things and working myself.  I grew up making Christmas gifts 

(rather than buying them), cleaning rain gutters, helping my dad with drywall, and I began to 

earn my own money at the age of ten because being useful, not being afraid to get dirty and 

knowing how to take care of your own problems was a trait of being a hardworking person—a 

source of pride and good survival in my family.  This working class disposition always made 

me feel comfortable anywhere people worked, and uncomfortable in situations where people 

worked for you.  This disposition is a great source of pride for me.     
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 As others have falsely overlooked the complexity of Whiteness, for example listening 

to many White European-immigrant peers say they have no culture, I have been reminded 

again and again of whom the people I come from are.  This has been taught to me most 

significantly by the experience of being away from my home and by working in communities 

of color.  My disposition to work has always been a reciprocal point of similarity that has 

allowed me to know and be known by many people growing up in seemingly different 

circumstances than me; likewise, the diversity of my opportunities has helped me to maintain 

a certain self-reflective, critical consciousness to avoid interactions and assumptions that box 

people in, as I have sought to challenge others who do so to me.  I present this because it 

exposes the ways that I have been interrogating identities and border-crossings long before I 

came to this study.   

 My husband and two daughters are members of a federally recognized tribal nation in 

the American southwest.  For nearly two decades I have been working in participation with 

minoritized communities typically as one of the only “outsiders” who stayed past night fall.  

My work in education has taught me to cultivate alliances (both “insider” ,”outsider”, and 

everything in between)  in efforts to support local paths toward strengthening educational 

practice and educational “outcomes”.  Sharing a house with migrant workers in the central 

hills of Jamaica, living and working around the clock in a group home for “at-risk” youth, in a 

squatter settlement next to a major municipal trash dump in South America, on my husband’s 

reservation hometown, teaching Educación Intercultural, both in Spanish and in a prestigious 

university setting, to elementary teachers from rural Indigenous communities in Mexico, or 

living in the neighborhood that elicits comments like, “oooh, you live on that side of xxxx 
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road?”, my participation on-the-ground and in communities offers me a humbling perspective.  

It forces me to be continually aware of and to re-evaluate the nuanced shifts in the capital I 

possess and perceptions of power I project, and the power others project onto me, as I move 

across interactional exchanges and context shifts.  In other words, I have learned what 

Whiteness means by being in non-White communities, all the while bending its meaning 

through my own unusual interactions and agentive stubbornness.    

 As a parent, family member and participant in tribal communities, my “outsider-ness” 

cannot be essentialized into binaries; rather my membership is in constant, fluid movement 

dependent on situations and participants.  I work “the hyphen” that both separates and merges 

my identity with others (Fine, 1994).  From laughing at an Apache Sunrise dance when my 

students would gaze in shock to see me participating, shortly after remembering I am an in-

law, to realizing that every time I open my mouth to speak fluently in Spanish about bi-

cultural education in Indigenous communities with Indigenous Mexican school teachers I both 

explode previously held stereotypes and complicate the images of my multiple 

subjectivities—Whiteness, femaleness, motherhood—merging borders with hyphens.  

Examining the hyphen has long been a part of my daily life, not merely an exercise of 

research.  But becoming a researcher helps me to see the hyphens with more nuance, while 

trying to remain conscious of the privilege (and access) that my Whiteness can afford me; all 

the while wrestling with how to employ that privilege in the interests of the minoritized 

communities where I find myself working.  I choose to research topics in Indigenous 

education only because I participate in Indigenous education: as a teacher, a family member, a 

mother, and now as a researcher.   
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 I believe that to humanize research (Paris, 2010) “we (the researchers) must share of 

ourselves as we ask people to share of themselves” (p. 6).  And as I will detail in the following 

section, my interactions with the UNMS community, and those who went on to be participants 

in my research were intentionally never limited to one singular role or one context of 

interaction (the school house).  Humanizing research has meant to me that I share myself with 

others, as I ask them to share themselves with me.  This at once makes me vulnerable, and at 

once allows the process of presenting knowledge as less removed from the messy and 

personal interactions of our daily, unglamorous lives.    

Teacher then Researcher: My Participation at UNMS 

 As I stated in the prologue and introduction, I worked at UNMS for three and a half of 

its four years of operation.  During that I time I formed part of the team of seven teachers.  My 

husband also worked at UNMS and our children were regular fixtures at school events and 

Friday staff meetings.  During the three and a half years I worked at UNMS I engaged with 

my colleagues on ways to better incorporate community knowledge into standardized 

curriculum.  I worked with the Tohono O’odham language teacher to design a bicultural 

science curriculum for grades 6
th

 -8
th

.  As a teacher and student advisor I traveled regularly on 

Sundays and evenings to voluntarily meet with parents in their home community on the main 

reservation.  My family and I organized all school camping trips hosted in the mountains of 

my husband’s reservation community.  I spent nights around campfires talking with young 

women about adulthood and identity, days hiking trails with students, while carrying my 

daughter on my back.  For no pay, my husband and I stayed after school to teach kids who 

thought soccer was only for Mexicans to enjoy the game.   I attended my students’ family and 
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community events outside the hours of school, such as funerals, Native talent pageants, and 

fundraisers.  I, too, am a character in the story and practice of UNMS.  I am biased—I am not 

a disinvested neutral party.   

Focusing on Desire and Strengths: My Position on the Social Responsibility of my Research 

 I adopt a desire-centered framework (Tuck, 2009) in approaching this research.  

Focusing on strengths helps to make visible what we can do better and what we already do 

well—providing a basis for future action, rather than treading exclusively on “failures” and 

missteps.  Like McCarty (2002) states in the introduction to her work on the Rough Rock 

Demonstration School, I too, use the local memory of UNMS and schooling “to challenge 

dominant historical narratives and to re-imagine the possibilities within Indigenous schooling” 

(p.4).  Whether I am sharing the perspective of the educators who meaningfully designed and 

carried out a unique vision of educational practice, or sharing the narratives of parents who 

made careful choices in constrained circumstances to find schools that nurture and open new 

doors for their children, or sharing the points of view of the students who negotiated who they 

can and can’t be in differing school environments as they grow in realizing what schooling 

means to them, all aspects of this interrelated human web attempt to highlight the resilience 

and cracks of hope that can be found even in the backdrop of what on many levels appears to 

be a tragedy “with the hope of illuminating the conditions that enable or constrain Indigenous 

and other minoritized communities from providing a decent, humane, and uplifting education 

for their children”(ibid: p. 5).  A desire-centered framework is embedded in my analysis of 

educational survivance.    
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The Data: Positionality, Participation, Methodology 

Presenting Data through the Human Filter 

 Throughout my presentation of data I return again and again to discussing the human 

dynamic of gathering the data—the emotions, the new roles, the details of place, time and 

circumstances.  I do this to continually de-mystify the process of gathering the details and 

narratives I present throughout the chapters that follow in order to keep present my 

subjectivity and the subjectivity of our interactions.  To be sure I was never gathering data as 

a neutral entity standing outside looking in—the reality was the antithesis: I had relationships 

with people and our interactions were like so many interactions; they were had around stories, 

commonalities, shared events and personal interests. So I continue to detail the human side of 

our exchanges at the beginning of, and throughout, each of the data chapters that follow.  

However to offer more structure, here I will frame the methods I used to find/solicit/select 

participants; and the ways the information shared was treated, gathered and analyzed.     

Thoughts on Participant Selection 

        As Paris (2010, p. 4) argues, by approaching discussion of “participant selection” from a 

sterile, science labish, controlled point of view, we fail to capture the reality that I (the 

researcher) did not choose the participants to be in my study; the participants chose to work 

with me.  “Participant selection,” though it does involve some power imbalance, “is not really 

one person’s selection of another, but a negotiation among people of how, and how closely, 

they will work together” (O’Connor, 2012, p. 52).  Because my data collection involves two 

parts, (1) the archived field notes and student interview data, and (2) the post-UNMS 

interviews, talking about selecting participants is a bit non-traditional.  As I stated previously 
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when talking about ethnography, I didn’t begin research by “entering the field” or “choosing 

the field”, I was already in it and surrounded by the very people whose voices are shared here.  

Power imbalances did exist, but they were also countered by our established relationships of 

trust through student-teacher-parent relationships.  These roles were then re-shaped into 

researcher-former student-parent relationships, built upon our previous trusts and shared 

experiences.  This relationship also comes through with my former colleagues.        

 Most simply put, all participants were invited to be interviewed because they were in 

some way involved in UNMS.  During the archived student interview data process, only 

students in the eighth grade were asked to participate (for reasons explained with more detail 

in the section describing that data); and during the post-UNMS stage of data collection, every 

parent for whom I had the phone number, email, physical address, or physically “bumped” 

into were invited to participate; likewise in the case of the former UNMS educators.  I can 

only form partial ideas on why many of those who participated in my study did so: our 

previous relationships, trust in me, desire to tell one’s side of a story, interest to participate in 

something new, interest in having connections with the university, and so on.  I solicited 

participation, and accepted those who came forward.  I did not turn anyone down for an 

interview.   

 All eighth-grade students were invited to participate in the interviews conducted 

during the evaluation project with UNMS eighth grade students.  These interviews were 

limited to the lunch period, making the length and quantity of transcripts very manageable.  

Because I knew I would be conducting in-depth personal interviews for the post-UNMS data 
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collection, I was careful in my efforts to solicit a large number of participants.   When sixteen 

came forward (parents, students, and educators), I felt fairly satisfied with the participant pool.  

This was also partly related to the issues of managing large amounts of audio-taped interview 

data, and the issue of the time needed to locate and meet with participants for the post-UNMS 

leg of my study.  I knew that I wanted to work with a concentrated number of people in order 

to maintain a focus on the details of the participants’ narratives.  Additionally, the three 

families that I interviewed represent the three main geographic groups that attended UNMS: 

rural main reservation, more urban Native community, and urban at-large.  Given that each 

family represented the general demographics of UNMS, I felt their comparative diversity 

could help me to see patterns and compelling similarities or differences between the school 

circumstances and choices that these families encountered.     

 Next, I will explain more thoroughly the stages of data collection.  The longitudinal 

two part nature of this study, with the schools closure in the middle, poses challenges to my 

explanation of the documentation process.  Here I will attempt to chronologically present the 

two stages of this study.    

Data Collection—Part One 

Archived Data: How the Project Got Started 

 The connection that I had to my department of study (Language, Reading and Culture) 

in the College of Education, conversations with my advisor (Leisy Wyman) and fellow 

graduate students, including my husband, encouraged me to examine UNMS with a research 

lens.  During the summer of 2008 I proposed interviewing UNMS students as a collaborative 

school evaluation project.  That summer, three of my fellow teacher colleagues (my husband 
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included) and I were funded by UNMS to attend the American Indian Language Development 

Institute.  Studying in the institute with other teachers from/serving Native communities 

around the country, having just finished my first year as a PhD student, the opportunity to 

discuss Indigenous education with other educators reminded me that what we did at UNMS 

was in many ways exceptional.  Many other teachers only dreamed of having the curricular 

and creative freedom that we, at UNMS, had to implement bi-cultural education.  This helped 

me to imagine that students, too, where having interesting experiences as students attending 

such a non-standard school.  I felt a sense of urgency to document the remarkable experience 

from the perspective of our students and presented these ideas to my three colleagues.  In 

agreement, some action steps were suggested and I moved forward with collaboration from 

fellow teacher colleagues at UNMS.  Using a proposal template that was developed by my 

husband, Philip Stevens, and another graduate student in 2007 for a small research project that 

was carried out as part of an Educational Linguistics class, the results of which were reported 

and well-received by the UNMS school board, I fashioned a short proposal.  The proposal was 

presented first to the school administrator, then to the school’s board.     

 The 2008-2009 school year was going to close with the graduation of our first cohort 

of students who had attended UNMS for sixth through eighth grade.  I had been the advisor to 

this particular class of eighth graders for two years
9
.  There was also a very low recidivism 

                                                           
9
  The role of an advisor was somewhat unique at UNMS.  Advisory was like a home room, but in a much more 

non-traditional school based way.  Being an advisor involved knowing families and mediating extra-curricular 
activities for your homeroom.  Principally, every class wanted to organize a trip for their 8

th
 grade promotion.  

Fundraising for the trip involved the students and their families, using both in school and out of school time.  
My role as an advisor took me to the rural reservation at least once a month, if not more.  It took me to 
community events, church bingos, parades, and early morning food sales.  Organizing such events was done 
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rate among them—sixteen of the twenty had attended UNMS since sixth grade.  Imagining 

this as a significant opportunity moment, together with my husband, I presented to the school 

board the belief that qualitative interviewing was an important way to gain insight into how 

our students perceive their learning trajectories are helped or hindered by attending UNMS.  

The main purposes of the project were to (1) document the perceptions of our more 

experienced students as a way to evaluate our efforts; and (2) document student voices as a 

way to offer evidence of the impacts of our non-standard work if the state, or any outside 

agency, comes questioning our practices.  I made clear to the school board that the goals of 

this project were collaborative and to serve as a way to benefit the UNMS community.  The 

school board unanimously liked the idea, granting permission for the study.  With the 

collaboration of my husband, I announced the project to the entire eighth grade, gave out 

permission forms, and maintained follow-up with the students’ parents.   

Student Interviews 

 Twelve of the twenty students in the eighth grade class participated in the interviews. 

We developed a semi-structured interview protocol that asked students to talk about their 

educational experiences before coming to UNMS, at UNMS, and their personal and 

educational goals after promoting from UNMS.  All but one of these interviews was tape-

recorded
10

.  I interviewed eight of the students (all females) and my husband interviewed four 

of the students (all males).  I transcribed every taped interview, coded for themes and 

presented findings twice to the school board.   

                                                                                                                                                                                      
with me after school hours, also taking me on evening and weekend trips to the main reservation to meet with 
parents in a space accessible to parents.   
10

  One male student did not want his voice to be recorded so he was interviewed without the audio recorded 
however notes were taken during the interview.   
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Participant Observation 

 Apart from the student interviews, I also gathered multiple years of field notes in my 

role as a teacher at UNMS.  From 2007-2010, I participated in classroom instruction and 

participated in a variety of all school activities that cut across curriculum both in the school 

building and outside of it.  During those three years I recorded regular observations in field 

notes, sometimes once or twice a week, and other times after specific school events such as 

field trips, camps, specific school tensions or successes.  As I was a teacher researcher at the 

time, I considered the field notes a tool for me to reflect on my classroom practice, see 

potentially important patterns across the school, and compliment the student interview data.   

 Field notes were not tape recorded.  They primarily appear in chapter 4 during the 

analysis of school discourse by students, educators and parents.  The narratives were written 

down by me after the events occurred in real-time.  The field notes I have chosen to use have 

been “fact checked” with other central participants at various points during my data analysis.  

Through emails, text messages, or personal conversations, I reviewed scenarios, dates and 

interpretations of those events I chose to use in this study with others who were present at the 

event. 

UNMS Response to the Data: Imagining the Possibilities 

 In the spring of 2009, I presented the initial findings of the evaluation project in the 

form of bullet pointed themes.  That fall, my husband and I presented a thirteen page report 

summarizing the findings to the board.  The board was supportive and expressed satisfaction 

with what was shared.  Through the data, it could be seen that UNMS students were 
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articulating educational opportunity in a way that felt positive and hopeful to the community.  

Board members, consisting of parents, Native community members, community leaders, and 

school administrators, expressed their thoughts on the report and an interest in sharing the 

report (Anthony-Stevens & Stevens, 2009) with others beyond the UNMS community.  One 

school board member who was the mother of two daughters interviewed for the project, talked 

about her experiences going to school on the main reservation, and articulated her emotions at 

being moved to realize through the perspectives of the students (her daughters) that her 

children are being afforded an opportunity to enjoy schooling.  Such an opportunity was 

denied to her, and with emotion on her face and in her eyes, I could see that documenting the 

practice of UNMS could have much larger implications. 

 As we continued to discuss the implications of the project’s findings, the head of the 

school board at the time, shared a powerful statement.  He was involved in politics and 

education on the main reservation, and was at the time working with a new district 

superintendent.  The school board president said that he would like to share the report with 

this new superintendent, explaining his logic in this way: “I don’t want to share this with 

people to show them that we (UNMS and UNHS) are better…I want to share it with them so 

they can see what they too can have”.  This discussion compelled me to seek the board’s 

permission to continue soliciting student interviews of eighth grade students during the 2009-

2010 school year and with the board’s permission the project continued.   

 We additionally shared the report and findings with the UNMS school staff at the start 

of the 2009-2010 academic year, using the findings to discuss ways to strengthen our practice.  
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As over half the staff was Tohono O’odham/Native, the findings provoked deep thought and 

were very well received
11

.  Discussions of evaluation and documentation of the qualitative 

aspects of the UNMS student experience spawned other smaller evaluation projects in my 

science classroom (described further in chapter 3 under bi-cultural curriculum).  While I had 

intended to continue the project through the 2009-2010 school year, due to the schools 

unstable future
12

, I was only able to interview three students in the eighth grade class.  It 

seemed somewhat pointless to continue an evaluation project when the school environment in 

which to implement our findings was in jeopardy, not to mention the flurry of anxiety and 

activities around the schools closing limiting the time available to focus on the project.     

Data Collection—Part Two 

Finding Multiple Fields: Locating Participants Post-UNMS Closure 

 When UNMS closed, as I detail in chapters 4 and 5, the scramble to find a new job and 

care for my family, the newest of which was a three month old baby, dominated my life.  

Once my family found new economic stability, I began to work on my dissertation proposal, 

concerned about being able to share the richness of the evaluation project data, now 

considered archived data I carefully navigated a newly instituted maze of IRB to determine 

whether or not I would use the archived data, and what additional data I would seek.  While I 

was informally in touch with former colleagues and would run into students and parents 

around town, I did not solicit participants for the study until nearly the end of the 2010-2011 

                                                           
11

  Other uses of that report (Anthony-Stevens & Stevens, 2009) are discussed in chapter 4 under the 
subheading “May 2010: disappointment and closure”. 
12

  By the fall of 2009 it was known that the Charter Board and the State Department of Education were 
potentially seeking to revoke the schools funding.  This news consumed a great deal of my time as a teacher, 
shifting my concerns to working to keep the school open, rather than interviewing students.   
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academic school year.  I knew locating people would be challenging.  Former UNMS students 

are a highly mobile group, families often moved back and forth from the rural reservation to 

the city.  It was not unusual for children to live with different relatives due to temporary 

illness or challenging financial circumstances, not to mention the continuous search for better 

schooling options.   

Former UNMS Educators (My Former Colleagues) 

 I decided to begin contacting my former colleagues first because I had most direct 

contact with them (cell phone numbers, email addresses, etc).  Nearly all my former 

colleagues participated in the study.  I did not contact every teacher and staff member who 

ever worked at UNMS, but rather started with those who worked most consistently over the 

four year history of the school, and particularly focused on those working when the school 

closed or opened.  Most everyone I contacted expressed interest in participating.  I felt at 

times that I should have interviewed more former UNMS employees, however, a chance 

encounter with a former colleague and the conversation that ensued reminded me that many of 

us shared similar experiences and perspectives and that those that participated more directly in 

daily school events (as opposed to this colleague who worked in transportation or technology 

support) could share these with more detail than others.  Therefore, I centered my interviews 

on my initial group: teachers and people who worked daily at the school or in administrative 

capacity at the school—Leon, Isidro, Andrew, Elena, Nancy and Richard.  One teacher who 

worked at the school for a number of years as the Tohono O’odham language teacher I did not 

get to interview because she had moved to another state by the time I was gathering data. 
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 The director of the school at the time of its closing agreed to participate but never 

followed through to confirm a meeting time with me.  This is a somewhat controversial issue 

since many who worked at the school during its closing felt the director’s leadership skills had 

not fulfilled their expectations.  The former director’s lack of leadership was often referenced 

by UNMS educators when conversations turned to the reasons for the schools closing.  

Locating Students and Families 

 Although I utilized snowball methods in finding and contacting former students and 

their families, I did not rely solely on this system.  I began to look though old email lists, and 

search for phone numbers of students.  I made an effort to travel out to the reservation two 

times, both in order to attend UNHS events, and took the time to visit with former students 

and their families.  During all these encounters I explained my study and asked if people 

would be interested in participating.  Four families (mothers and their children) consented to 

participate in the study, however, due to other life circumstances (illness, financial difficulties, 

constrained time), I was only able to work with three of the four families for the interviews: 

Wilma and her daughter Rebecca; Nancy (custodial guardian) and her niece and nephew 

Karina and Jacob; and Victoria and her daughter Jocelyn.   

Note on Researcher Reflexivity 

 It has to be stated that because I, a former teacher, was soliciting participation from 

families and former students, a layer of participant filtering was happening in the very process 

of my presence.  A number of students and families mentioned they would be interested in 

participating; in some cases these interests never quite materialized through voicemail 
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exchanges or Facebook messages.  Other exchanges reached the point of setting up meeting 

times, only to see our plans fall through at the last minute due to other commitments or bad 

timing.  There are many reasons behind why some people self-selected to participate and 

others did not, and I do not presume to know many of those reasons.  As Paris’s (2010) 

discussion of participant selection eludes, students and families “selected” me on some basis 

of subjective intentions.     

 As I have talked about researcher reflexivity in early, and later, sections of this 

research, it has to be considered that students and families who chose to speak with me did so 

because in part they felt at least a semblance of connection to the UNMS community (in its 

previous form and the form of UNHS).  Due to the school’s distance from home communities, 

its small size, and the efforts it took for parents and students to choose the school and 

physically get to the school, most families/students who attended UNMS had specific reason 

to attend the school.  Students that did not “like” the school typically did not have justifiable 

reason to stay for very long.  I point out these details to say that rather than cherry-picking the 

data to find students and families who agreed with my sense of injustice that UNMS had 

closed down most participators in the UNMS community found reasons to justify why they 

would choose a school “off the beaten path,” likely influencing their shared desire to have 

seen UNMS stay open longer than it did.   

 It would never be fair to assume that I know all the reasons that motivated people to 

participate in this study, but I feel it is fair to accept on a certain level that the parents/students 

voices heard here are people who felt they had some positive feelings toward UNMS.  Taking 
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the time out of busy schedules, traveling long distances, and giving up part of a Saturday for 

an interview were all efforts that made participating in this study somewhat challenging for 

participants, and a factor that effectively excluded some who may have otherwise participated 

from becoming participants in the study.  This reality, as I mention in the beginning of this 

chapter challenging objectivity, further reminds us that there are many versions of a story, 

depending on who is telling it.  I will continue to address this when I analyze parent (chapter 

6) and student voices (chapter 7).    

 Considering the multiplicity of perspectives one could have of UNMS, and other 

schools, I designed my research questions to address comparisons between school 

environments, past and present.  This focus allowed space for students and parents to say 

unfavorable things about UNMS, or potentially point out how other schools met their 

needs/desires more thoroughly than UNMS.  And this was a reality that I had no hesitation to 

accept.  Again, I draw attention to the open nature of my interviews to make transparent that I 

did not avoid putting into practice the concept of “listening dangerously” (Rymes, 2001, p. 

163).   

In-Depth Interviews 

 Throughout the process of qualitative interviewing, I treat interviews as valid tools 

through which to construct knowledge:  

 …treating interviewing as a social encounter in which knowledge is constructed 

means that the interview is more than a simple information-gathering operation; it’s a 

site of, and occasion for, producing knowledge itself (Holstien & Gumbrium, 2003, p. 

4).   
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As this study involves past and present, memories and current experiences, I think of narrative 

as interactional, between tellers and listeners, where emergent narratives are generated 

through the overlapping experiences of the narrator and the listener (Ochs & Capps, 1996).  In 

the case of UNMS, the closing of the school was, at the time it occurred, a dramatic and tragic 

event for many involved in its daily practice.  Particularly for the teachers and students, the 

school closing was still being processed and for many remained un-resolved at the time of our 

interviews (eleven months after the school closed).  But the tragedy of UNMS related to many 

other educational injustices, particularly those experienced by adults in this study.  Given the 

case, and the participants’ lived experiences with other traumas of public schooling, narrative 

inquiry allowed many of my participants to tell their stories, moving back and forth in time to 

“air unresolved life events” (Ochs & Capps, 2001).  Perhaps still grappling with the 

implications of the schools closure, being “pushed out” (Fine, 1991) or dropping out of other 

schools, talking allowed people to work through difficult or untidy sequences of events and 

articulate more cohesive meaning toward making sense of their experience at UNMS and 

schools before and after it.  For these reasons, in-depth interviewing was the mode of choice 

for me to understand educational histories. 

 In order to gain an understanding of lived experience of attending schools (doing 

schooling), UNMS and other schools, in-depth interviews were conducted.  All the in-depth 

interviews were audio taped.  I conducted interviews with former UNMS educators, students 

and parents using a modified version of Seidman’s (2006) phenomenological interviewing 

strategy.  With each of my participants I conducted interviews covering (1) their life history 

with education, (2) details of their experience working for/attending or selecting UNMS and 
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other schools, and (3) their reflections on the meanings of past educational experiences in 

comparison with current educational experiences.  This process offered a kind of “focused life 

history” perspective (Seidman, 2006, p. 17).  Because I had over three years of shared 

educational practice with former UNMS educators, I felt one in-depth interview gave me 

enough personal insight to draw more cohesion from their actions as educators, and 

understand the impacts of UNMS, as a teaching experience in the wake of its loss.   

 I conducted multiple in-depth interviews with two of the three families.  The one 

family (Wilma and Rebecca) I did not do multiple in-depth interviews with moved and 

changed phone numbers between the first in-depth interview and the next time I crossed paths 

with them.  However, as I have mentioned, and continue to mention throughout the data 

analysis, my participants and I had/have semi-overlapping social circles.  For example, 

although I only conducted one in-depth interview with Rebecca, I saw her multiple times at 

and around her post-UNMS middle school, and was able to chat with her informally about 

school and her family.  The informal interactions I had with students or families, in real-time, 

I consider to be as rich as the in-depth interview data, offering deeper validity to the interview 

data itself.    

 I did all interviews within the summer of 2011 and the 2011-2012 school year.  

Students were ending middle school and families were beginning to think about choosing high 

schools.  Most interviews were scheduled on weekends or after-school to accommodate parent 

schedules and student schedules.  The structure of the interviews was open-ended, 

conversational and informal.  Even in their apparent informal style, I was sure to eventually 
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guide conversations back to my central interests—educational experiences, past and present, 

and specifically how they related to UNMS.  Like all activities, I became more skilled at 

interviewing as I interviewed more people.  Additionally, due to my years as the teacher or 

colleague of all of my participants, we had much prior experience to build upon, allowing our 

conversations to move back to our shared experiences and outward again to current 

experiences.  These interviews brought forth powerful connections and patterns to what I had 

observed and recorded while teaching at UNMS, and my observations of students’ and 

families’ reactions to the closure of UNMS.    

Document Analysis 

 Relevant classroom and school documents were examined—examples of bi-cultural 

curriculum, examples of student projects/work, standardized test score data [with names 

removed unless consented by parents], school charter documents, documents from Arizona 

Department of Education (ADE) and Arizona Board of Charter Schools (ABCS) regarding 

UNMS’s compliance status in accordance to state assessment standards from 2006-2010, 

newspaper articles about the UNMS, etc.  My analysis of relevant documents was to find 

common themes that cross-cut the various documents—for example, themes in the ways that 

UNMS educators documented their approach to bi-cultural curriculum, or themes in the 

language used to talk about achievement and accountability in popular media and the specific 

reports issued by the ADE or ABCS.  These themes were examined against my field note and 

interview data throughout my data analysis.    
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Data Analysis 

 Analysis consisted of several stages of gathering, reviewing, and gathering data again.  

Because of the varying relationships I had with participants, it followed that I interviewed 

people in groups, giving chronology to the interviews.  My interviews with all the educators 

occurred first.  I was able to transcribe all the educator interviews, focus on certain themes, 

and ask follow-up questions before meeting with families.  Due to IRB protocol, I set up 

interviews with mothers first; once they consented that their child(ren) participate, we 

organized a meeting with their child(ren). In all cases with families, I interviewed parents 

separately from their child(ren), and children separately from their parents.  The only 

deviation from that pattern was Victoria and Jocelyn—for their second interview they both 

came to my house and when I offered to do the interviews separately they both expressed no 

need for that; thus one of their interviews was done with both mother and daughter.  I was 

able to transcribe parent and student interviews and again, identify themes, questions, and 

gather additional data to respond to my questions.   

 As Dyson & Genishi (2005) write “the analysis of qualitative data is inductive, 

grounded in particular pieces of data that are sorted and interrelated in order to understand 

dimensions and dynamics of some phenomenon as it is enacted by intentional social actors in 

some time and place” (p.82).  In this sense, I used grounded theory (Charmaz, 2000) to 

identify patterns that could be transformed into interrelated threads of themes that offer deeper 

nuanced understanding of educational interactions.  The use of grounded theory allowed me to 

inductively build an understanding of those experiences the participants identify as important 

rather than imposing pre-determined conceptual categories that may limit the data to which I 
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attend.  In this way “theory building and data collection are dialectically linked” (Hammersley 

& Atkinson, 1984, p. 174). 

Discourse Analysis 

 In examining transcripts from interviews and field notes, I isolated core themes that 

helped me identify patterns or connections in the ways the participants constructed meaning of 

their educational experiences, past, present and future.  As my data for this study consists of 

interviews, during and after the schools closure, and the field notes of participants in the 

school, I am at once analyzing the discourse of narratives through a content analysis approach 

to narratives.  I am analyzing discourse as a way that people build things through language 

(Gee, 2005).  Through talking about educational histories, experiences in particular schools, 

and the experience of the uncommon charter school UNMS, people are building the 

significance of events through their telling of their stories.   

 This is true with the exception of chapter 4 where I do delve into more detail to 

analyze specific language uses, like deictic use, to understand distinctions between school 

spaces.  This one chapter of closer language analysis is done to set up a frame for 

understanding themes of struggle and access that emerge throughout the field note and 

interview narratives linking larger phenomenon at work in distinguishing schools from one 

another.  My analysis of language about UNMS while it was open helps inform my analysis of 

the significance given to UNMS as people reflect on their experiences there.    

 The web of messy human experience grew larger and larger throughout this four year 

data collection process.  However, the “mess” of it adds to the depth and complexity that such 
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a case study can offer as people move into and out of schools and reflect on experiences as 

they search for new ways to make schooling work for them.   

 I began my analysis looking for patterns across data that spoke to the interrelationships 

between school engagement, definitions of school success and failure, and desired educational 

outcomes as they relate participants’ views of UNMS, and the practice of schools attended by 

participants.  I am, of course, biased—but through the patterns that emerged from narratives 

of educators, parents and students, I attempt to honor their interests and points-of-view while 

participants told me about interactions that were meaningful to them in schools.  I use their 

stories to build connections through and from their words and worlds toward understanding 

enduring struggle in schooling.   

Vetting this Research with Stakeholders 

 During the fall of 2012, I contacted participants in this study in order to share with 

them my analysis and findings from the data.  Although I had been in continued contact with 

some of this study’s participants, I set up meetings in coffee shops or their homes to 

specifically share with them how I was analyzing their experiences and words.  For the 

individual participants (educators, parents and students) I prioritized sharing with them my 

use of their stories, quotes and descriptions of events to check for accuracy, and offered to 

remove and/or edit any representations with which they did not agree.  Overwhelmingly, 

participants approved my use and interpretation of their experiences, offering words of 

encouragement and reflecting on the deeply personal nature of the stories they shared in our 

interviews.  Their favorable and respectful commentary toward this research helped to 

strengthen aspects of my analysis.       
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 I additionally vetted my findings with the remaining UNMS stakeholder community—

Urban Native High School.  During the time of this research, Urban Native High School 

enrolled many former UNMS students.  The school itself also retained a limited number of 

staff members who also had formally worked at UNMS.  As I maintained contact throughout 

my data collection process with the school board that formally oversaw both UNMS and its 

sister high school, UNHS, I scheduled opportunities to share my study’s findings with the 

school’s staff/educators and governing board.   During each of these presentations I invited 

critiques of my analysis.  In the process, UNHS educators and stakeholders offered comments 

of support and further offered their own stories, observed with UNHS students or of their own 

school experiences, echoing my findings.   

 Broadening my exposure beyond immediate UNMS stakeholders, in 2011-2012 I 

shared aspects of my emerging findings (particularly the data from Chapters 4 and 7) at two 

national conferences in featured panels on Indigenous education.  At these conferences, many 

Indigenous researchers and educators from other parts of the world (Alaska, New Zealand, 

and Hawaii to name a few) offered feedback and comments on my data analysis, encouraging 

the development of my findings, drawing to my attention patterns, like urban/rural migration, 

or both/and, which I was not seeing as central to my analysis at the time.  The experiences of 

vetting my work challenged me to remain in conversation with stakeholders and Indigenous 

educators about my own research trajectory (Smith, 1999; Wyman, 2012) and helped to 

strengthen my understanding of the case of UNMS, situating it in an educational landscape of 

enduring struggles of Tohono O’odham community members, families, educators, and other 

collaborators in Indigenous education.        
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Finding a Voice of Respect and Friendship
13

 while Engaging Difficulty and Complexity: Final 

Note on Human Elements of Methodology 

 

 I want to conclude my discussion of methods by circling attention back to the human 

elements of research that I have sought to engage throughout gathering, analyzing and writing 

this dissertation.  As I conducted interviews with educators (my former co-workers), parents 

of my former students, and my former students themselves, I could not whitewash the 

emotion involved in telling and listening to our personal stories.  The root of this emotion is 

hard to talk about without either appearing to feel pity, or to call upon the same damage-laden 

statistics that statically categorize Native Americans (as a racial category)in the highest 

percentages of unemployment, school dropout rates and incarceration in the United States.  I 

want to honor the struggle and persistence of the individuals in this study, yet also not forget 

that tremendous injustices, such as poverty, racism, and disability are factors at work in the 

daily lives of many people who participated here.  Perhaps I should state frankly, life is hard 

and for many it has not dealt a sympathetic hand; however, the educators, parents, and 

students in this study are survivors and fighters who continuously attempt to make the best of 

what they understand as available to them, particularly in education.      

 Asking questions allowed me to listen, for example, to a mother, Wilma, tell a story of 

sitting with a probation officer/social worker, and realizing that this is the same social worker 

who handles the case of her incarcerated daughter, her ex-husband who is on probation and 

one of her younger daughters who is scheduled for a hearing for minor marijuana charges.  

The punch line of the story highlights the comical disbelief of her circumstances, as the 

                                                           
13

  I invoke this idea used by T. McCarty (2002), but borrowed from Guadalupe Valdéz (1996).   
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mother reflects on what she, a sober and honest woman, is doing in a mess of addiction and 

rule bending.  Listening to her, we both could only laugh and shake our heads, revisiting the 

situation, and knowing from past experiences that the seeming absurdity of her story was 

unremarkable due to its familiarity.  For many Native communities, maintaining close ties to 

family and community while enduring complex hardships is a way of life that can be 

incomprehensible to outsiders.  Through the unspoken cues that required a story like the one 

Wilma told to be appropriately met with laughter—and not tears or pity –the difficult; yet the 

resilient complexity of my participants’ lives is ever present in stories like hers.  Poverty, 

limited resources and systemic discrimination has real implications in our lives.  Every turn is 

complicated; every choice has potentially acute implications, making hope a fragile emotion 

because its negotiated existence can be snuffed out around the next, unanticipated turn.  The 

stakes are very high in the communities that my participants come from.   

 Likewise, an endeavor like UNMS presented an element of risk for those who chose to 

participate.  Educators chose to work there in spite of knowing that the school did not or could 

not provide the same stability that we would have found in other more traditional teaching 

settings.  And when the school closed, all employees confronted joblessness in a stagnant 

economic time.  Parents, also, sent children to UNMS with awareness that such a small 

independent school did not have the structure or historical management of a traditional district 

school.  With this risky endeavor, in a landscape of long standing histories of poverty and 

social discrimination toward Native peoples, UNMS attempted to turn fragility into greater 

stability.  Hope motivated our intersection, our histories and experiences that intersected, 

however briefly, in the space of UNMS, altering our trajectories.  Throughout my analysis I 



100 
 

decided to privilege hope, but did not ignore the real struggles that went on in the daily lives 

of those whose voices are shared in this analysis.  In the following chapters, I will carefully 

attempt to remind us of the real historic marginalization that is the backdrop for hopeful 

engagements in educational survivance.         
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CHAPTER 3: DESCRIBING URBAN NATIVE MIDDLE SCHOOL: UNMS SCHOOL 

PRACTICE IN CONTESTED TIME AND SPACE 

 

Retrospective: Context and Practice 

 In this chapter I situate the particularities of UNMS in a specific place, having a 

specific history.  First, I provide an overview of the school demographics and general 

geography of the communities served by the school.  Next, a brief history of the school’s 

founding contextualizes the trajectory of hopes and motivations that dynamically framed the 

schools practices.  I will zoom out to consider larger aspects of the charter school 

movement/debate, and specifically the perceptions of charter school in or for Native 

communities.   

 The meat of this chapter gives an overview of the interactions that framed pedagogy 

and school practice, such as routine activities, school discourse and specific curricular 

program features.  As I describe UNMS school programs I incorporate student comments and 

examples of school practice.  The data shared in this chapter was gathered during the school 

evaluation phase of this study and serves to more clearly frame the data in chapters 4-7.  I use 

student voices and field notes to show how UNMS transformed the culture of schooling 

through its both/and approach to bi-cultural education. 

Overview of the Case Site 

 UNMS was a public charter school that served students in grades six through eight in a 

city in the state of Arizona.  Located in the center of an urban area, close to a major university, 

UNMS enrolled primarily Native American students residing in the greater urban area and 

adjacent reservation communities.  Throughout its four years of operation, between 95% and 
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99% percent of the UNMS student body were enrolled members of federally recognized 

tribes.  The vast majority of the student body was enrolled in or had connections to the 

adjacent reservation communities (a single tribe), however many of the students had parents 

with roots in differing or multiple Southwestern tribal communities.   

 The school’s location was in some cases twenty miles and in other cases seventy-five 

miles from the students’ home communities.  Students traveled distances each day to attend 

and return home from school, commonly spending their weekdays leaving and returning as 

the sun rose and set.  The school provided daily transportation for students from the main 

reservation, closer districts and the urban communities at little or no charge to families.  From 

2006 to 2009, between 50% and 70% of the students attending came from the rural 

reservation main town, Adobe
14

, approximately seventy miles away.  Between 2009 and 2010 

the student population represented larger numbers of urbanely located Native students and 

increased numbers of students coming from the semi-rural reservation district approximately 

twenty miles from the school
15

.  For urban students, a school van provided daily pick-ups at or 

close to their homes.  For rural students, a bus went daily to and from the main reservation 

town of Adobe, and the center of the reservation district.  The school schedule itself was 

designed on a four-day-a-week plan in large part to take into consideration these tiring and 

costly transportation realities.  

                                                           
14

  Adobe is a pseudonym, replacing the real name of the central town on the main reservation 
15

  This shift in demographic is likely due to the high schools financial struggles.  The schools partner high school 
(UNHS) nearly had to shut down due to mismanagement of funds in 2007.  The school successfully appealed to 
local Tribal Nations for monetary support.  The community and students were aware of this struggle, causing 
many on the main reservation, distant from the school’s campus, to falsely think that UNHS and UNMS had 
closed.  These financial struggles also limited the mobility of staff and school outings to the main reservation 
due to more local and pressing anxiety related to funding turmoil.   
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UNMS was chartered through the Arizona State Board for Charter Schools, the contracting 

agency of the State of Arizona.  Through the State Board for Charter Schools, entities such as 

federally recognized not-for-profit organizations can apply for and hold charters (Arizona 

State Board for Charter Schools, 2012).  In the case of UNMS, the charter was held by a not-

for-profit organization, Urban Native Educational Services
16

.       

Brief History of Founding  

 The middle school was founded with a specific vision that began with the founding of 

its sister high school in 1998.  The sister high school, Urban Native High School
17

, has been 

documented as a beacon of “alternative institutional arrangements” (Lomawaima & McCarty, 

2006, p. 159) within progressive Indigenous education circles seeking to retain local control 

over schools and see that curriculum is “infused with local linguistic and cultural knowledge” 

(Lomawaima & McCarty, p. 159; also see Reeves, 2004).  As leaders at UNHS sought to 

extend their educational impact to lower grades, UNHS served as the inspiration and 

conceptual template for the middle school charter.   

 The UNHS charter school was designed to be an Indigenous-serving charter school, 

conceived in 1996 through the collaboration of Native and non-Native educators, parents, 

community members, and a community based organization.  Reeves (2004) dissertation 

documents the detailed history of the schools founding.  She writes of the collaborative team 

of founders,  

                                                           
16

  Urban Native Educational Services (UNES) is a pseudonym.  
17

  Urban Native High School (UNHS) is a pseudonym. 
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…were working with youth in the [Adobe], Arizona region in various capacities and 

were deeply concerned about the quality of education provided to students attending 

local schools on the reservation.  They wanted to create an alternative (p. 135). 

 

Common to other documented cases of Indian education, educators and community members 

in this southwestern Indian community were motivated by what they did not see happening in 

schools around them.   Responding to what was known too well from their own experiences, 

one of the members of the UNHS founding team referred to her observations of the then 

available school system as “a horrendous educational climate of low expectations and cultural 

alienation for students...made even worse by an entirely irrelevant curriculum and instruction” 

(Reeves, 2004, p. 139).  Inspired through grass-root, local efforts to re-define the role of the 

community in the schooling process, focusing on families and community members, rather 

than institutional stakeholders, and valuing local Native language and culture, Urban Native 

Educational Services was incorporated as a not-for-profit entity that could take responsibility 

for the management of the UNHS charter.  In 1997 the UNHS charter was written, however 

not without facing much adversity from local school leaders and fearful community 

members
18

, and submitted to the Arizona State Board for Charter Schools (ASBCS).  The 

school was opened in 1998, serving as a bi-cultural, bi-lingual, experiential, college 

preparatory school for Native youth particularly from the local Tohono O’odham community.   

                                                           
18

  Reeves’ (2004) study documents the process of opening the school.  She details the tensions and challenges 
that existed particularly between the charter planning group and officials of the local school district.  The 
potential competition and loss of funding to the existing school district “caused ripples of conflict that polarized 
the community for some time, often in unexpected and non-obvious ways” (p. 144).  The unexpected turns that 
prevented the school from being created on Tribal lands additionally brought to the surface the fragility of 
inter-related institutions that are central for economic wellbeing on the reservation.  Those who were involved 
in the charter application process and planning found their jobs threatened and experienced pressures from 
tribal, school and religious institutions.   
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 In 2004, after the satisfaction of six successful years creating culturally relevant and 

experiential curriculum and from seeing the positive impacts it had with high school youth 

(Lomawaima & McCarty, 2006; McCarty, Romero-Little, Warhol, & Zepeda, 2010; Reeves, 

2004), members of the UNHS community decided to expand their vision to include a middle 

school.  With the long term goal of eventually chartering a K-12 system, the director of 

UNHS, an experienced UNHS teacher, UNES members, and a community member, used the 

template they outlined for the high school charter to write the charter for funding to open a 

middle school.  In 2004 the charter was approved, and plans were made to open Urban Native 

Middle School for the 2005-2006 school year.     

 Both schools, UNMS and UNHS operated under two separate charters, however, both 

charters were held by the same parent organization, Urban Native Educational Services 

(UNES), a federal 501c3 not-for-profit Arizona corporation.  The two schools formed their 

own district and fell under the leadership of a joint governing board made up of educators 

working at the schools, parents/community members, and representatives from the not-for-

profit charter holding organization, UNES.  The primary relationship to external organizations 

was with the Arizona State Board for Charter Schools.  The federal and state governments had 

some jurisdiction over the schools in that they bestowed funding that required various 

performance and reporting stipulations (Reeves, 2004).  The schools had no formal 

agreements with any tribal governments, or other organizations apart from the mentioned 

funding agencies and the ASBCS.           

 The fall of 2006, when the school opened enrollment to students and families, it had 

not yet secured a permanent location to house the school.  With a former history teacher from 
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UNHS as the director of UNMS, three teachers were hired and one Native language teacher 

was borrowed from UNHS, contracted to teach a few days a week at UNMS.  For the month 

of August, classes were held in the education department building of the reservation district 

located just south of the city.  UNMS had a full 6
th

 and 8
th

 grade classes and a nearly full 7
th

 

grade class.  A month into the school year, UNES was able to close purchase on a building 

formally used as an adult learning center, and the schools location was officially moved into a 

middle class residential community near the center city, within walking distance of a major 

university.  

 UNMS had a separate location from its sister high school.  The two campuses were 

essentially stand-alone units, roughly a mile and a half from one another.  While the middle 

school students and staff would make trips to the high school, attending student expositions, 

group assemblies, or group staff meetings, the high school students and staff rarely come onto 

the middle school campus in part due to the limited group space at the middle school site.   

 The building of the school itself was designed to originally accommodate small offices 

and divided work spaces.  There were only three large rooms that could adequately fit twenty 

students.  Small renovations were needed to convert the space to more comfortably meet the 

needs of the schools pedagogical and extracurricular needs.  Being that UNMS was in a 

residential neighborhood it would be hard to say that it had a campus.  A small lot behind the 

building could fit one large school bus and limited parking for staff.  The surrounding middle-

class urban neighborhood knew little about the school and had limited interaction with the 

students or the staff.  Native students took buses in, attended school, went on walking field 



107 
 

trips
19

, and were bused out.  The UNMS community was an intimate, virtually stand alone 

place, where everyone knew each other, but nobody knew or paid much attention to know the 

neighborhood immediately outside the building (this will be discussed later as we explore the 

making of space at UNMS).    

 After surviving the turbulence of the first year of starting a new school, UNMS settled 

into a maximum capacity of sixty students (twenty in each grade level), with seven teachers, 

one director, one administrative assistant, and two regular support staff persons.  Other 

functions involved with the school, such as the financial management, consisted of staff 

employed under the umbrella of UNES, not solely UNMS. 

Charter Schools Revisited 

 Generally speaking, the struggles for educational equity that motivated UNHS 

founders are similar to the discourse driving current education reform in the USA: a desire to 

increase academic achievement; a desire for accountability and; a desire for increased 

opportunity for educational innovation.  Arriving at the specifics of educational reform leads 

to deeper and significant points of departure, particularly in the area of defining achievement 

and measuring accountability.  In the case of Urban Native organizations
20

, school reform, in 

the form of charter school legislation, was seen as an opportunity to take advantage of public 

resources to further local educational interests; however this is not to say that policy intended 

or even anticipated the desires or needs of Native American communities.     

                                                           
19

  Due to limited space on the school property, from 2006-2008 students walked daily with staff to a local park 
during their lunch hour.   Walking trips to the university campus, local organizations, stores and to the city’s 
downtown area were organized regularly often with advisory teachers or with individual content classes.   
20

  Urban Native organizations refers to UNES, UNHS and UNMS as a unified body of organizations. 
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 As was mentioned in chapter 1, charter schools are characterized as independent 

public schools, free from most rules but accountable for results
21

 (Manno, Finn & Vanourek, 

2000).  In this way, charter schools receive public funding and educational flexibility, in 

return for increased accountability (Fox, et al., 2012).  Charter legislation has been granted in 

forty states since 1991, however variations in state level legislation mandate the guidelines 

under which charters operate; for example some states allow for a great number of charters to 

operate, allowing them autonomous flexibility, and other states offer limited charters and 

require them to function within or as a school district (Convertino, 2011).  In the context of 

Arizona, the state currently has 434 charters serving roughly 100,000 students (United States 

Charter School, n.d.).  Arizona is second in the nation for having the greatest number of 

charter schools and students enrolled in charter schools (Convertino, 2011
22

).  Given that 

Arizona has one of the highest population percentages of people identifying as Native 

American (next to New Mexico and Alaska), and has a large legislative support for charter 

schools, it is no wonder that Native communities have treated charters as opportunity for 

change. 

 We cannot however ignore that the charter school movement is the site of heavy 

debate in public education.  Opponents of charter school legislation often focus on the issue of 

                                                           
21

  Results in both district and charter settings are measured by state sponsored standardize test scores.  
Charters in Arizona are held to the same standards as Arizona district schools.   
22

  For detailed history of the charter school movement, its history and debate, see Convertino (2011), PhD 
dissertation titled “Forced to choose: School choice and the spatial production of youth identities in a post-
industrial age,” University of Arizona. 
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“White flight
23

,” and the privatization of public funds as undermining the “democratic ideal of 

the common good” (Molnar, 1996, as cited in Smith, 2001, p. 2).  Concerns that charter 

schools could lead to greater racial segregation is a commonly cited dilemma (Eckes et al., 

2011).  As I was gathering and analyzing my data for this ethnography, critical debates around 

the documentary Waiting for Superman circulated through the academy, into schools and 

through the TV waves.  The careful attention to the charter school movement and subsequent 

public debate around educational reform, such as that led by Fine (2010), critically drew 

attention to the ways the debate around school choice continues to ignore the real inequities of 

race and class, social categories of material consequence not erased with the newest wave of 

educational reform legislation.  Critiquing the celebration of charter schools as a “salvation 

narrative,” Fine writes in a satirical, yet serious piece examining what was NOT included in 

the movie following a preview of Waiting for Superman:  

Echoes of the salvation narrative filled the auditorium. We (reformers) are 

saving the (mostly Black and Brown) children from them (teachers unions, 

public schools).  Audience members asked why there was no discussion of how 

disinvestment and inequitable school funding had ravaged communities of 

color; why there was no mention of the substantial private sector dollars that 

have been contributed to charter schools or the Harlem Children’s Zone; why 

good public (non-charter) schools were left out of the story; why powerful 

community organizing in urban communities across the nation was nowhere to 

be found in the film; why school in states without teacher unions weren’t doing 

so well” (Fine, 2010, p. 2) 

 The response from the movie’s producer, Lesley Chilcott, to these challenging 

questions was “this is just a film...we can’t do everything…we needed to tell a strong 

narrative about the crisis in public education and why we need to save these children” (Fine, 

                                                           
23

  “White flight” often refers to the phenomenon of skimming bright, advantaged students from traditional 
public schools and funneling them into “elite” public charter schools, leaving traditional public schools less 
competitive and more racially/economically segregated. 
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2010, p. 2).  As Fine sharply points out, there indeed has been a crisis in public education for 

many communities, for many decades, however, “how we tell that story matters” (p. 2).  

Omission of one or another of the important layers that factor into educational opportunity 

and achievement for minoritized youth, do not allow public discourse to engage the structural 

underpinning contribute to the “crisis.”  Yet, the public debate around charter schools also 

omits the needs and interests of rural communities or small communities outside of the gaze 

of urban meccas like New York City, Chicago or Los Angeles.     

School Choice, Charter Schools and Indian Country 

 As I consider the complex grand narrative of educational failure and what “policy” 

would be required to fix it (“it” often referring to racialized and economically minoritized 

communities, such as refered to by Fine), I cannot help but also recognize that communities 

such as UNMS used or are using charter legislation for interests of self-education in a way 

that is distinct from corporate assimilationist models such as Kipp Schools or the Harlem 

Children’s Zone.  I posed some of these questions to UNMS educators during the second 

phase of my data collection (our post-UNMS closure interviews), soliciting their opinions of 

how they felt UNMS fit into the larger conversation about charter schools.  My colleagues 

often treated the view that charter schools represented the privatization of public funds and/or 

educational segregation, as an urban, non-Native concern.  In line with other academic 

arguments, UNMS’s participating members expressed a feeling that national and urban 

centered charter school reform debates failed to explore the ways that reforms, such as 

charters, offered the potential for disenfranchised communities to redefine educational 

opportunities as the creation of separate spaces (Wells et al., 1999).  This is the newest 
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opportunity to effectively flip the script of historic ethnocentrism in schooling to provide 

“social environment[s] that embrace cultural traditions and interpersonal relationship styles 

designed to improve student self-esteem and promote cultural identity” (Buchanan el al., 

2003, p. 3).  While the arguments for or against charter schools are not isolated binaries, 

understanding detailed cases like UNMS and its affiliated organizations, pushes the debate to 

attend to the nuances in how we tell the story of school reform and its diverse applications in 

the hands of corporate entities like Kipp schools, and small communities like UNMS.   

Choice and Accountability: From Potential to Restraining Application 

 In the state of Arizona, charter schools are not granted the same levels of support for 

improving student achievement on standardized tests as district schools; rather, charter 

schools are given a shorter time frame for improving student achievement.  In 2005 the 

Arizona Board for Charter Schools developed a rubric for “dealing” with schools that do not 

demonstrate “academic progress”.  In a major Arizona newspaper the following statement 

summarized the distinction, 

Both charters and traditional district schools are required to show academic progress 

under state and federal laws.  Charters, however, face harsher consequences than 

traditional district schools under state law if they continue to fail” (Ryman, The 

Arizona Republic, September 13, 2005).   

With the word “accountability” as a dominant discursive theme throughout charter school 

definitions and legislation (Manno et al., 2000; Murphy & Shiffman, 2002) charters face rapid 

closure for not producing satisfactory results according to NCLB’s measurements of Adequate 

Yearly Progress.  The Failing School Flow Chart posted on the Arizona State Board for 

Charter Schools outlines roughly a three-year process (asbcs.az.gov, April 4, 2012) from 
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determining that student test scores are not making AYP to Charter revocation.  The flow 

chart says nothing about any other forms of accountability measurements, such as charter 

goals, mission, project-based learning, etc.     

 The limited nature of this particular style of accountability (high-stakes testing) leaves 

proponents of charter schools in Native communities critical that such a short time frame for 

assessing “results” curtails any possibility of real success for Native students (Belgarde, 

2004).  The qualitative benefits of locally defined schooling, such as culturally responsive 

schooling, are often not captured rapidly in standardized performance-based assessments.  

Very few programs working with Native students have been able to demonstrate success 

according to both local terms and on NCLB terms
24

.  Such a paradox severely limits the 

both/and potential embedded in charter school autonomy, often prematurely devastating the 

efforts of local communities to serve students marginalized by the masked one-size-fits-all 

approach to education.  As we will see in the case of UNMS, the political realities of charters 

and educational reform have to be carefully considered alongside the powerful opportunity for 

greater self-determination within public education.     

Re-Defining the Culture of School: Description of UNMS School Program 

 Embedded within the contested landscape of reform, the larger narrative of Indian 

Education, Urban Native Middle School designed and carried out its own style of culturally 

                                                           
24

  The case of Puente de Hózhó documented by McCarty (2012) and Fillerup (2011) is one of few example 
cases.  It should be noted that Puente de Hózhó is a k-5 school part of a large public school district.  This is a 
marked distinction between smaller independent charter schools, particularly those working with Native 
communities, which do not have a larger infrastructure of resources or political clout to rely on.    
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and linguistically responsive schooling for the community it sought to serve.    The mission of 

the school is stated: 

[Urban Native Middle School] is designed to serve as an academically rigorous, 

bicultural, and community-based middle school for Native youth. By infusing all 

aspects of the educational experience with elements of O’odham language and Native 

history, the school will nurture individual students, helping them become strong and 

responsible contributors to their communities. (School charter) 
 

 Modeled after the high school’s philosophy, UNMS’s charter proposed a special 

emphasis on academic rigor and culturally relevant pedagogy based in the local Native “way 

of life.”  Terms like bi-cultural, community-based, and experiential learning were often the 

words used to speak about culturally relevant pedagogy.  As UNMS was designed as an 

“alternative” to other available school environments, conscious efforts were made to link 

classrooms and school learning to the Native community and Native knowledges, such as 

history from the Native perspective and local Native language.   

 In a complex linguistic and cultural ecology the school positioned itself as not only an 

alternative to low academic standards, but also as a counter to language and cultural shift 

occurring in and around the community.  The vast majority of the students attending the 

school were growing up dominant in English, associating O’odham with their older relatives 

and grandparents.  The students would be considered O’odham language learners by general 

linguists, non-O’odham speakers by their elders, and just O’odham by themselves.  The 

students’ dominance in English often presented concerns for their O’odham language 

teachers.  Teachers who learned O’odham as children where challenged to engage students in 

daily O’odham use, finding it difficult to incorporate O’odham language as a worldview into 

traditional classroom pedagogies (i.e. isolating grammar from the application of language in 
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use).  Students likewise often found it difficult to practice a language in context were most 

O’odham language speakers they had contact with (relatives or older adults) were also fluent 

in English.  Parents often expressed that they did not feel like fluent speakers themselves but 

they had an interest in their child(ren) learning O’odham from ‘”real” fluent speakers.  

Students often cited being able to learn O’odham language as a highlight of their experiences 

at UNMS, regardless of whether or not they participated actively in the class or speaking 

O’odham beyond the class itself.  During both phases of this study, students and parents never 

directly cited culture and language as the sole motivations for choosing the school, however, 

the conscious emphasis the school placed on privileging cultural and linguistic practices 

surfaced again and again when parents, students and teachers talk about school at UNMS.   

 As the majority of students came from a common Native community, the culture and 

language classes taught in the school centered in one group, Tohono O’odham, but engaged 

connections and consideration of history, language and ways of living among other 

southwestern Indian groups, North American Indian communities and international aboriginal 

peoples.  The design of the school itself facilitated a structure for engaging reflection on 

identity and connections to local community and other Indigenous peoples of the world.  For 

example, as part of the charter application, the “comprehensive program of instruction” 

required that teachers create Detailed Yearly Plans (DYP) reflecting course alignment to 

Arizona state standards and essential cultural/community components of the school.  The 

DYPs had a three year cycle of guiding questions: 1) Who am I (as an individual)? 2) Who are 

we? (as Tohono O’odham/Native American people), and 3) Who are we? (as 

Indigenous/aboriginal people worldwide).  These themes guided the integration of 
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standardized knowledge and different aspects of Indigenous knowledge.  While multiple ways 

UNMS shaped it’s both/and school practice are far too many to mention here, I will give a 

general overview of the routine culture of the school, providing specific examples to support 

the details of practice. 

Camps & Experiential Learning 

 Students often commented that learning at UNMS was more exciting than at other 

schools.  Teachers taking their classes on “walking fieldtrips” to the university, to visit local 

organizations, or to do work at a nearby park were all common activities at UNMS.  Being 

that most of the students were not residents of the city, or nearby community, exploring the 

neighborhood surrounding UNMS, its bed and breakfasts, student housing, restaurants and 

shops, represented access to a world very different from that of the students home 

communities.  The act of trusting students to obey behavioral codes and engage in activities 

outside the safe, secure confines of the classroom, was also a symbol of trust and expectation 

that teachers projected to students, again differentiating the UNMS school experience from 

other previous school experiences.     

 A powerful way that UNMS linked the school to the community was with all school 

camps.  During the years I taught at UNMS (2007-2010), all school camping trips were highly 

anticipated by students and the source of much integrated learning.  Utilizing the personal and 

community resources of teachers and staff, camps primarily targeted culture knowledge and 

were organized on tribal lands often in the vast open mountain ranges.  Sacred and meaningful 

sites were carefully selected depending on the time of the year and the appropriate cultural 

practices associated with time and spaces, and on funding and community connections.  For 
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example, an annual winter storytelling camp would be held at a high point of a sacred 

mountain during the months of October through January.  Respected elders would be honored 

and invited guests telling O’odham stories around hot coals into the late evening.  The 

students assumed, or were apprenticed to assume, roles that often reflected the community 

structure.  One year young women joined a respected female elder make the local version of 

large, flat bread (tortillas/cuimut) to serve to all the students and attending family members.  

Meanwhile, the young men prepared the coals, or built a tent where the story telling would 

take place after dark.  Camps featured other forms of gender divided activities, such as hiking 

or evening campfires, where teachers and attending parents would discuss with students the 

power and responsibilities involved in growing into strong men and women.   

 For many students these camping trips were the first times they had slept outside in a 

tent, or the first time they had been invited to hike into some of the sacred natural spaces on 

the reservation.  Parents and families were always welcome to attend, and/or supported the 

event by providing resources toward making the camp possible.  Tribal leaders, 

knowledgeable elders, and respected youth, among others, would be invited to engage 

students during these camps.  The mix of physical challenges, such as strenuous hiking or 

cleaning dishes for seventy people, and personal and cultural reflection, such as team 

building, awareness of the natural environment, or deepening ones understanding of the 

O’odham way of knowing the world, had lasting impacts on students.  They often cited camps 

as among their most powerful learning experiences while attending UNMS.  Toward the end 

of her 8
th

 grade year, Ana (class of 2009) explains what she thinks she will take from her 

schooling at UNMS in her future endeavors in high school and college:    
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Vanessa: What have been some of your most impactful learning experiences at 

UNMS? 

 

Ana: Camps, like stories, just most about the culture.  Like knowing its still, 

what you still are.  And, yeah, just going there…like, [to] still help me be 

Native, and know what my tribe is. 

 

 Other students spoke about camps as amongst their most memorable learning 

experiences in school and in their young lives.  Karina, a student who attended UNMS for 6
th

 

and 7
th

 grades describes the holistic nature of interactions and learning at camps.  In an 

interview after the closing of UNMS I asked her “what were some of the things you 

remembered most or enjoyed the most at UNMS?”  She spoke at length about the camps she 

attended throughout her two years at UNMS, recounting interactions and experiences she had 

with fellow students, teachers and the environment itself.  In a moment of synthesis Karina 

(class of 2011) explains how these interactions fluidly connected to classroom content and the 

world beyond the classroom, allowing her to think more deeply about the world around her:   

I liked it 'cause  it really, it taught me a lot.  I guess I respected a lot of things a 

lot more than I did before, 'cause, I just didn't really understand as much as I 

did afterwards... 

 

The opportunity to leave from the classroom and the city, interact with the natural 

environment and experience each other in new roles, added new layers to what could be 

drawn upon for classroom learning throughout the school year.  The shared space involving 

physical discomforts, reflection, and new learning played an important role in connecting the 

schools community based mission to the space of the school itself.    
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Bi-Cultural Curriculum 

 Curriculum attempted to articulate connections to local Native practices in every 

classroom and every content area.  As an Arizona charter school, curriculum had to 

demonstrate alignment with state-standards and all students were required to take the states 

standardized accountability test once a year (Arizona Instrument for Measuring Standards, 

commonly referred to by its acronym: AIMS).   The focus of the charter mission required that 

curriculum reflect connection to Native practice.  The charter application states under the 

category of Special Emphasis:  

We believe that with a firm base in cultural heritage students can meet the 

highest expectations both academically and socially.  Cultural knowledge 

alone, however, is not enough in today’s globalized world.  Students must also 

know how to interact with and learn from diverse cultures.  Because of this we 

want to provide opportunities for our students to experience different cultures.  

The strength that comes from the students’ own cultural knowledge can 

enhance cultural exchange. (UNMS Charter application, 2004).   

 

Within this articulated balance of the local and beyond, activities at UNMS found themselves 

on a dynamic spectrum of engaging state expectations and local practice with varying degrees 

of meaningful teaching and learning.     

 At times educators were successful in “properly” articulating the balance between 

local and standardized, incorporating state-standards with local practice on documented lesson 

plans
25

; at other times local practice was reflected more meaningfully in the actual teaching 

and learning process, in spontaneous and natural ways.  Teachers’ ways of being bi-cultural 

negotiators often did not get clearly articulated in lesson plans (Chapter 5 will address bi-

                                                           
25

  I say ‘properly’ articulating because the state authorities judge school performance almost entirely on 
documented evidence.  Therefore, when the school is under review, measuring compliance with the charter 
mission is done by looking primarily at lesson plan documentation.    
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cultural negotiators at greater depth as the former educators reflect on their work at UNMS).  

The detailed documentation of bi-cultural teaching proved to be a challenge for the school and 

its teachers.  Teachers, like in most public schools, managed many and multiple 

responsibilities.  Given the small school size and the innovative vision of UNMS, time and 

energy were a premium.  Documenting what was not normally documented, (for example 

Indigenous knowledge or explaining O’odham concepts in English) added another layer of 

difficulty to an already difficult job. However, when workload and inspiration allowed, 

teachers did successfully document aspects of the schools integration.  An example lesson 

from 7
th

 grade Mathematics (see appendix A) integrates a traditional game call Gins with the 

standardized concepts of probability.  The lesson involves the students playing Gins in small 

groups (a traditionally boys game involving betting), recording and comparing the results of 

repetition, and then extending these concepts to other book related lessons on probability.   

 A second example is from Tohono O’odham/Native Culture class (see appendix B).  

This lesson links the states foreign language standards and writing standards to activities 

involving naming the reservation geography and reading and writing process.  In this lesson 

students used the districts of the Tohono O’odham Nation as the content to demonstrate their 

abilities to memorize districts, appropriately read and answer questions in O’odham, and use 

district symbols to explore creative writing in English.  The integration of local knowledge to 

meet state standards was often the focus of documenting bi-cultural lessons at UNMS.        
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Culturally Responsive Science: An Example of Bi-Cultural Navigations in Curriculum 

 As the reality of designing and implementing a bi-cultural curriculum was often an 

uncharted course involving personal teacher investment, creativity and social/intellectual 

resources, as the schools science teacher I was challenged to investigate connections between 

state standards and local practices.  I felt this to be a considerable, yet necessary undertaking 

especially given my pervious experiences working with Native youth and the supporting 

scholarship that indicated science to be heavily contested content area for Native youth.   

Studies have shown that Indigenous students perform lower on standardized measures 

of science achievement than their peers, that there is inadequate science instruction in 

most elementary schools and especially those serving students of color and children 

from low-income and rural areas, that many Native youth avoid science by the time 

they reach middle school, that many older Indigenous students are counseled away 

from science courses, and that learning science can be especially challenging because 

of the specialized language involved. (Brayboy & Castagno, 2008, p. 734-735) 

 

I additionally felt that typical presentation in Western science in textbooks, and popular 

discourse, present science as a culturally neutral subject.  This belief appeared very faulty to 

me as I saw, though both my anthropology training and my participant in Native communities, 

that science was often a subject of direct and aggressive marginalization.  The “objective” 

portrayal of scientific fact ignores human diversity, subjectivity and placed-based knowledge.  

Native knowledge of the land and space has often been referred to as ‘legends’ and ‘myths’, 

while Western knowledge of land and space is regarded as “fact”.  In this vein, I had heard on 

multiple occasions in two different American Indian communities ‘science’ to be most closely 

associated with the “Whiteman’s” way of knowing the world.   
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 For me, engaging in bi-cultural curriculum meant that I had to explore many avenues 

to deepen my own understandings of Western vs. Native/O’odham ways of understanding 

phenomena in the natural world and to offer the students guided explorations in the same.  I 

attempted to design units around locally relevant issues, such as copper mining or the struggle 

over water rights and link them to larger standardized concepts like describing the 

composition and interactions between the structures of the Earth and its atmosphere.  By my 

third year of teaching I formed an important alliance with the O’odham language teacher.  We 

collaborated weekly to ‘braid’ Western science and O’odham ways of knowing the world into 

comprehensive thematic units. 

 Our alliance generated more opportunities for O’odham language to be taught and 

spoken, and it took us into the depths of epistemological distinctions in Western and O’odham 

thought.  Complex linguistic and cultural ecologies posed major challenges to realizing bi-

cultural, bilingual education.  Language use is one of the most obvious sites of this tension.   

Adults proficient in O’odham often felt that the student’s lack of proficiency was a 

consequence of their lack of interest in learning or using it.  Many students expressed contrary 

beliefs; however, the mixed messages of language ideologies impacted the students’ 

perceptions of their abilities and motivations to learn their language at school.  Part of the 

alliance that I formed with the O’odham language teacher attempted to engage complexity and 

expand the students’ application of languages, while also engaging content level 

understanding of natural, physical and earth sciences.   

 In 8
th

 grade, in accordance with state standards we taught a unit on heredity and 

genetics.  The Arizona state standards for life science required that students understand the 
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basic principles of heredity.  The specific performance objective asked for students to 

distinguish between dominant and recessive traits.  The focus of the standards spoke to human 

examples, however, we felt that to engage the concepts, using examples from all life forms 

(e.g. plants and animals) would be the appropriate starting point.  We carefully mapped the 

Western science of genetics, the discoveries of the famous German monk Gegor Mendel and 

the microscope science of DNA.  With my colleague, Ms. Antonio, we unpacked the ways 

O’odham people have understood biological difference, and the passing of desired or 

undesired traits through generations.  We were able to compare the long history of O’odham 

cultivation in the desert, specifically the growing of white and brown tepery beans, to 

understand the wisdom in selective breeding and contrast such human imprints to other 

globalizing practices such as genetically modified foods.  When we introduced the Punnett 

square for predicting off-spring genotypes, Ms. Antonio introduced activities for students to 

describe physical features, like hair color, eye color, dimples, etc., in O’odham as a way to 

expand spaces for O’odham language use.  The discussion of heredity was linked to studying 

the high levels of diabetes in the local Native community, offering another platform to give 

deeper local significance to standardized concepts, and for students to see intersections of 

social and biological phenomenon.  As a final project, students presented research projects 

that explored the technological and cultural aspects at work in the common agricultural 

practice of genetic engineering, taking a critical stance on how they saw such practices 

benefited or harmed their community. 

 An example of an integrated 6
th

 grade was a unit on the water cycle.  The Arizona 

standard for earth and space science required that students understand processes acting on the 
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earth and their interaction with the Earth systems. A specific performance objective for this 

concept was to explain how water is cycled and distributed in nature.  My colleague and I 

used this standard to discuss O’odham knowledge of rain cycles in the desert.  O’odham ways 

of recognizing rain clouds and knowledge of water movement in the atmosphere and in the 

soil, such as using trenches around crop fields, were all discussed.  Ms. Antonio taught 

students vocabulary for talking about clouds, the movement of water and air in the O’odham 

language.  Using targeted vocabulary students created diagrams that demonstrated both their 

English and O’odham grasps of concepts like evaporation, condensation and precipitation in 

the environment. 

 These are a few of the many experimental lessons my colleague and I created over the 

course of the 2009-2010 school year.  The uncharted nature of this kind of culturally 

responsive pedagogy inspired my interest to document what students thought about the class. 

Although at the time (Spring of 2010), we were uncertain the school would remain open, I 

hoped for the best and solicited student input as part of the on-going school evaluation project.  

Of course my hope was that we would be able to use the student feedback to better the course 

for the next year.  I created an open-ended student survey to get a sense of how students felt 

the science curriculum benefited them or did not benefit them, whether they felt they learned 

more science and/or O’odham language, and whether or not they thought we should continue 

integrated lessons the following school year.  A total of fifty students from 6
th

 to 8
th

 grade 

responded to the survey during class time.       

 Student feedback reminded us of the newness in this kind of knowledge integration 

(inside of outside of schools).  Their statements reminded us of the hopeful potential and 
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irreconcilable differences that exist in explorations of bi-cultural education.  When asked if it 

was helpful to link O’odham language and science in the classroom, one 8
th

 grade student 

wrote:  

“uhhh…not really useful, I kinda didn’t really need the O’odham [language], 

it made me feel that Natives do know science though!”   

 

The complexity of her short reflection speaks to the multiple layers of identity, legitimacy and 

meaning making that go on in teaching and learning.  Her rejection of the O’odham language 

as important for science is coupled with her growing acceptance that Native knowledge of the 

natural world is both informative and legitimate, unlike what she had previously felt (or had 

been taught).   

 Other students responded to questions by describing ways or moments when they felt 

having O’odham and science together where helpful to their learning process (learning 

process being an open term).  Responding to questions like the ones below, an emerging 

engagement in this new kind of teaching documented in the short sentence reflections by 

students:  

Question: How useful was it to you to link O’odham culture/language and 

science concepts in the classroom?  Please explain. 

 

It was helpful to me because I know now that there is always some way I could 

connect the O’odham culture to the modern world. (8
th 

grade student) 

 

It is useful to keep our culture and language alive to make sure our culture 

doesn’t die off. (7
th 

grade student) 

 

It was very useful because I was using more of my brain to learn more 

language and science at the same time. (8
th

 grade student) 

 

I don’t really think [it was useful] because we learned more science than 

O’odham in science class. (6
th

 grade student) 
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For me it was confusing.  At times I’ll understand but then I’ll get confused 

with the words (7
th

 grade student) 

 

 

 

Question: If we were to join O’odham language/culture and science again in 

the future, what should we keep the same? 

 

Keep it the same [because] it would give us more of an opportunity to know 

more…leaving O’odham out of science just narrows down the knowledge that 

we have.  (7
th

grade student) 

 

We should keep the O’odham language the same because it will remind us of 

the O’odham language. (8
th

 grade student) 

 

 

 

Question: If we were to join O’odham language/culture and science again in 

the future, what should we do differently? 

 

To keep the O’odham culture out because I know I am trying to learn the 

language but it’s hard for me to learn in science. (7
th

grade student) 

 

I would say do field trips having to do with science and O’odham. (7
th

grade 

student) 

Ask if the students understand (the O’odham) and if they know what you’re 

talking about.  Also try to practice more and more with the students so it will 

be easier. (7
th

grade student) 

  

Make us say the [O’odham] words more (6
th

grade student) 

 

Explain the [science] lesson then do the O’odham lesson…have more time for 

the O’odham lesson (7
th

grade student) 

 

 The complexity that the students surface around language use and their desire to learn 

language is felt with only short statements.  This feedback worked to both inspire me, but also 

overwhelm me when considering that Ms Antonio and I were taking on long standing 

historical struggles and disputed knowledges in our experimental practice.  Students repeat 
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again and again that they would like more access to O’odham language, asking us as adults to 

explain things to them “have more time for the O’odham lesson”, and hold them accountable 

“make us say the O’odham words more”.  Like studies of youth language ideologies, UNMS 

student’s demonstrated a critical awareness of the nature of language loss and language shift 

in their communities (Lee, 2009; McCarty el al, 2006; Wyman, 2012).  As our students were 

coming from both rural and urban locations, and were dominant English speakers, their 

feedback on our bi-cultural science curriculum challenged common notions that contemporary 

Native youth are not interested in learning heritage languages.  Students particularly from 

urban families not residing on the reservation articulated a strong desire to have more 

O’odham learning opportunities, again challenging common notions that urbanized Native 

youth have little interest or need for heritage culture and language.   

 The overwhelming majority of students expressed a desire to have more access to 

language learning experiences; however that did not always mean that all students clearly and 

concertedly demonstrated their desire to learn O’odham during our class lessons.  Yet, the 

students’ reflections indicate an often unconsidered level of broader historical-social 

consciousness that is many times overlooked when we examine surface level classroom 

interaction.  The student feedback revealed challenges that they felt language learning posed, 

causing us to also reflect on a world where students felt limited (possibly by both local and 

dominant forces) in their opportunities to practice O’odham language.  Those challenges felt 

similar to our own as teachers in a state funded charter school where we too felt limited in our 

opportunities to teach O’odham language due to the high emphasis on standardized testing in 

English.  The tensions that students presented in their brief reflections, like not having enough 
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time to focus on O’odham language in science class, or the one students question as to 

whether or not O’odham language would be useful for her in the future, reflected the same 

tensions that myself, Ms. Antonio, and all the teaching staff at UNMS grappled with.                

 As with the previously cited goals of CRS, the goals of braiding knowledge in my 

class were to help students discover their own wealth of knowledge, the wealth of O’odham 

knowledge of natural phenomenon, and access new science knowledge to be successful 

students in varying contexts.  Finding diverse roads to “ah-ha!” moments was a tremendous 

challenge, however in this particular collaboration, Ms. Antonio and I had multiple forms of 

evidence that provoke further thought toward the importance of this kind of work.  Eighth 

grade is the only middle school grade that takes the state standards test (AIMS) for science.  

The 2010 8
th

 grade class performed higher than the state average on the AIMS test.  This fact 

was commended by the school’s leadership and hailed as an example inclusion of culture and 

language can improve test scores.  It should be known that in addition to weaving O’odham 

language and the standardized science curriculum, I taught the student of this particular 8
th

 

grade class for three successive years.  I believe that the continuity of our curriculum and 

relationship, as well as my ability to better understand the AIMS test, and consequently better 

prepare students for it, factor as much as the cultural relevancy components into their success 

on the test—again emphasizing the importance of knowledge alliances.    

Standardized test scores are only one form of student success.  While I felt very 

satisfied by students’ performance, focus on the test also limited our opportunities to develop 

evaluations tools for measuring their O’odham language growth in science.  Ms. Antonio’s 

and my integrated work was only a first step toward engaging students in the curriculum, an 
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opportunity for many students to find success in a previously hostile content area.  Other 

students did not demonstrate or articulate that they benefited from the innovative approach or 

that they felt it was relevant to their lives.  This again reminds us of the complexity of 

interactions involved in learning and identity.     

Academic Rigor  

 Academic rigor was voiced though the discourse and policies of the school.  Educators 

and staff regularly told UNMS students that they were being prepared, emotionally, spiritually 

and academically, to eventually attend college.  As articulated in the charter, UNMS held its 

students to a higher than standard grading scale.  To earn passing grades, students needed to 

meet a minimum of 70%.  Traditional grading scales hold students accountable for 60% or 

better as a passing score.  This was significant to students and parents, making statements that 

reflect on why they chose to attend UNMS.  Niomi, 8
th

 grade class of 2010, states in response 

to me asking ‘why she choose to stay at UNMS for middle school?’: 

…well, I’m challenging myself with my grades[…]an, cause this is a high 

grade—grading level. An, umm, I’m kind of in a way preparing myself for 

college.” 

 

 ‘I came here to push myself academically’ or ‘I chose to send my child to UNMS because it 

has higher standards’ were common statements shared by students and their families about 

choosing UNMS.  Student awareness’s of low academic standards in the other schools they 

had attended or had friends attending also framed the sense of expectations the UNMS holds 

them too.   
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[At Mountain Middle School,]
26

 they just let anyone pass even if they have a 

bad grade or not.  They just let them go[...] here [at UNMS], you get like more 

into details, like more—more information than out there [reservation school]. 

And to learn more deep into like other subjects. (Nolan, class or 2009) 

 

These kinds of comparisons make known a salient awareness that set UNMS apart from other 

available, or typical, school options for its student body.  Staff members were also acutely 

aware of this reality (as will be discussed in more detail in chapter 5).  Teachers repeatedly 

reminded students of high standard they had for students, both in their individual classes, and 

in all school gatherings.  Discourse around high academic standards included discussion of 

Native identity, community values, and strength in cultivating bi-cultural knowledge.  A 

reflection of the schools mission, staff wove a continuous narrative of high expectations into 

the discourse of their classrooms.  All school meetings would spontaneously be called to 

address students when teachers saw that academic and behavioral expectations were not being 

met in the classroom.   

 Another aspect of presenting academic rigor was the school’s close proximity to a 

major university campus.  UNMS had no official connections to the university, and was 

careful to guard its autonomy from the university.  However the school did work at times with 

college readiness programs promoted by both the university’s college of education and the 

universities Native American student affairs/outreach center.  During the spring semesters of 

two consecutive school years, university students were placed at UNMS to tutor students a 

few days out of the week.  This contact with the college community, and Native 

students/university employees, helped to build the image of academic rigor in the minds of 

                                                           
26

 Mountain Middle School is a pseudonym for a middle school on the reservation—the middle school that this 
student likely would have attended had he not enrolled at UNMS.   
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students and their parents.  Nearly all the UNMS educators had at some point attended the 

university, and my husband and I were full time graduate students at the university during the 

time we worked at the school.  These affiliations were brought to bear strategically in 

discussions of academic rigor at UNMS.  For example, when my husband was honored with a 

university award, or when he and I received special scholarships and our master’s degree, our 

accomplishments were named in all school gatherings by our colleagues.  A community elder 

who would visit the school for storytelling events and cultural teaching was also working on 

his master’s degree during that time.  This fact was mentioned a number of times to students 

as a way to engage their imagination in the concept of being a life-long learner, speaking to 

possibility rather than limitations.  In these ways, the UNMS community presented itself as an 

academically rigorous middle school.     

 Camps and experiential learning, bi-cultural curriculum, and academic rigor were all 

facets of UNMS’s unique both/and approach to schooling.  Following this brief glimpse into 

the schools structure, we will now look more closely in chapter 4 at the discourse practices 

that nurtured and generated its uniqueness for and with its students.  The examples that I have 

shared are few, but they explain the unique services provided by the school (specifically 

tailored transportation services, connections to their community worlds outside of the school, 

bi-cultural learning, and opportunities in imagining higher education).  The small size of the 

school and the small size of the staff allowed the unique facets of the school to be more 

acutely experienced by students.     
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Conclusion: Mapping a New School Territory 

 Contextualized within the American Indian historic struggle for self-determination in 

schools and high-stakes educational reform, UNMS was constructed as a better possibility for 

its students.  The history of its founding and effort to strategically appropriate charter funding 

were both innovative and disappointingly restrictive, as seen in the analysis of charter policy 

and community based-movements.  The designed practice of UNMS, its mission, and the way 

it carried out its routine interactions aimed to transform the culture of schooling by 

articulating bridges between often isolated worlds (urban/rural, Western 

knowledge/Indigenous knowledge, etc.).  To understand how a place like UNMS was 

experienced by its participants, particularly its students, we will examine more closely the 

“zones of difference” (used by Rymes, 2001, taken from Rosaldo, 1989) that made up the 

distinctions between UNMS and other schools serving similar populations of students.  As 

UNMS re-designed schooling, students, parents and educators were redesigning identity 

categories which became associated with, enacted, negotiated and reified through the life of 

the school.   

 The goal of this chapter was to lay out the context within which UNMS operated, 

giving color to some of the details that will be explored in the narratives of UNMS 

participants and interactions between UNMS stakeholders.  The next chapter digs more deeply 

into the details of school discourse and the significance of a developed space for academic 

identity and a cultural identity to be interwoven.  The discourse was both inclusive and 

exclusive, and as will be outlined, defined new potential for Native youth in schools.  The 

newness of the UNMS discourse involved reterritorializing space and re-conceptualizing 
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relationships between academics and culture, facilitating the emergence of a new kind of 

institutional identity.  What will constantly be troubling throughout the proceeding chapters of 

this story is that, as I am writing this, UNMS is no longer open; a point that will be revisited 

again and again from multiple angles.       
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CHAPTER 4: SPACE, TERRITORY, DISCOURSE AND IMAGINED FUTURES 

 

Introduction 

 This chapter explores the narratives of students, parents and educators as they reflect 

on and talk about detailed accounts of UNMS as a community of practice in real-time and in 

on-going engagements.  The data in this chapter was gathered during the school’s years of 

operation (part one of this study).  I will examine school discourse as a way of giving meaning 

to the space of school.  The discourse also became a key way that UNMS distinguished itself 

from the practice of other known schools in the general region.  I argue that the discursive 

associations that are made by UNMS stakeholders work to reterritorialize the space of school 

as a first step for creating new places for imagined communities to be enacted.  As we will 

see, school identities have often been perceived as limited and unsatisfying for Native 

American students and educators.  UNMS took on the challenge of re-defining schools as 

opportunity spaces for its Native students through its reterritorializing discourse of both/and 

student identities.   

 The perceptions of two successive groups of eighth grade students, and talk by their 

parents and UNMS educators, narrate ways of seeing schooling, knowledge and identity in the 

UNMS community.  These narratives serve as a key stepping stone toward accessing (being 

and becoming) new and different imagined futures.  The implications of the reterritorializing 

interactions made imagined both/and school communities more accessible and facilitated the 

emergence of new kinds of futures.  I will begin by offering a glimpse of a school practice 

(morning circle) as a context for discussing student identity and imagined futures at UNMS.   
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Monday Morning Circle at UNMS 
 

 Monday morning begins with morning circle outside in the parking lot behind 

the school.  The small asphalt space which is backed up to a city alley and is 1/3 filled 

with the parked cars of teachers and staff is the site of our twice weekly circle.  The 

circle, where all students and staff gather on Monday mornings and Thursday 

afternoons, serves as the space to open and close the weekly tasks of schooling.  The 

ritual gathering has two parts: (1) announcements/narratives by teachers, staff or 

students; and (2) singing/praying.  On this November Monday in 2009, Leon Kewa 

performs his usual role as facilitator of the circle and the singers.  Despite months, 

and years for some, of participation in this event, Mr. Kewa or other teachers have to 

direct students to actually form an evenly spaced circle, moving some kids more in one 

direction and encouraging others to fill in any gaps.  Within a minute or two this is 

achieved and Mr. Kewa begins.    

 Standing near the middle of the circle where the eight student singers are 

arranged into a smaller inner circle, he welcomes the students to a new day and new 

week, “suk siarik”.  He had been absent for most of the previous week and begins by 

explaining to the students the reason for his absence.  “As some of you guys know, my 

father passed away and that was why I was gone last week.  ((clears throat)).  My 

father was one of the original founders of our school, first beginning with the high 

school.  He had a dream about what our schools should be like.”  Mr. Kewa continues 

by naming the other individuals who shared that dream with his father, becoming the 

founding members of Urban Native Educational Services.  He then explains his 

father’s dream meant.  “He worked to create this school here for you.  A space 

designed for you to be who you are.”  Mr. Kewa goes on to narrate the typical 

experiences that O’odham and Native students have in public schools: you are 

overlooked, no teachers have time for you, you are not challenged, etc.  And he 

emphasizes that at our school, “we” designed a space where “you” are valued: 

“Where you can have people who care about you and your education, helping you 

through life.”  He thanks those who were able to attend his father’s burial services. 

 Mr. Kewa’s narrative is consistent with his role in the circle and the school.   

Students stand quietly as he speaks.  Mr. Kewa then invites other teachers/staff to 

speak if they have anything to share.  The principal steps forward into the circle and 

makes a few announcements about various upcoming events.  He invites an 8
th

 grade 

class representative to announce a fundraising event they will be holding this week.  

After a pause, the principal asks if there are any other announcements.  I, too, share 

words with students about our recent visit from the Arizona State Board for Charter 

Schools, reiterating the special quality of our school and our students.   

 When my three or four minute narrative comes to a close Mr. Kewa joins the 

inner circle of singers.  They leave their gourd rattles on-the-ground and a 7
th

 grade 

girl begins the first line of the song in O’odham.  After her first verse, the seven other 

student singers follow.  Everyone stands quietly as they sing, and those with hats hold 

them in their hands.  Upon finishing the song, the singers shake hands with each other 
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and the rest of the student body and staff members file back into the school to begin 

the day and week of classes. (Fieldnotes, 11/20/09) 

  

 At UNMS, as in all contexts, material practices and discourses dialogically constituted 

one another.  The physical arrangement of bodies in a parking lot and the interactions 

involved in listening and singing gave meaning to that particular space.  As teachers gathered 

students into a circle, students showed their understanding of the changing nature of the black 

asphalt parking lot by taking off their hats and ending lively or secretive personal 

conversations.  The physical enactments of their bodies, along with the seriousness brought by 

the adults became a fluid exchange of a distinctly local understanding.  The transformation of 

the parking lot into a symbolic space for serious talk and prayer and then back to a place 

where cars and buses park was recognized through interactions/discourse engaged by both 

adults and students.   

 Likewise, the discourse used by adults created boundaries of meaning, for example 

when talk would turn to prayer, how students’ behavior would be labeled as respectful or 

lacking respect, were constantly working to inform how school activities took shape in the 

physical and imagined space of UNMS.  The boundaries discursively marked by teachers, 

administrators, and community members through their language were used to described what 

UNMS was and was not, presenting new elements uncommonly seen in contemporary schools 

attended by students and their relatives.  Reflexively, narratives offered by UNMS students 

about UNMS student identity further illuminate the associations students made in 

distinguishing what it meant to be a UNMS student.  The boundary making between 

traditional schools attended by UNMS students and the students who did and did not attend 

UNMS were continually informed by and co-authored by the school’s adults, parents and 
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students.  Re-imagining and re-constituting school space as for Native students, within a long 

history of enduring educational struggle, is what I will call the re-territorializing of school 

space through this distinctly local effort.   

Spatial Theory & Embodied Practice of Schooling 

 An anthropology of space framework helps to illuminate how local and far reaching 

discourses produce relational spaces where particular identity performances and imagined 

communities are possible.  Places and spaces can play powerfully on how individuals and 

communities imagine life and possible futures.  As seen in the larger historical struggle in 

American Indian education, and the local struggle that created a place like UNMS, schools are 

not bounded containers, but can be seen as “an intersection in social space, a knot in a web of 

practices that stretch into complex systems beginning and ending outside of school” (Nespor, 

1997, p. xiii).   

 Employing the concept of “spatial practice” used by de Certeau (1984), “space is never 

ontologically given” (p.186), it does not become a “field”
27

 until practice
28

 is embodied, and 

embedded in it.  We can imagine that there is nothing given about the characteristics of a 

classroom or a school; and it follows that meaning is imbued in schools and classrooms as 

spaces by the ways people carry-out the activities of school and learning within the “field” of 

schooling.  Further, anthropologists have argued that people make space by moving through 

                                                           
27  I am using “field” in the way that Hanks (2005a) uses the concept: “As defined in practice theory, a field is a 

form of social organization with two main aspects: (a) a configuration of social roles, agent positions, and the 
structures they fit into and (b) the historical process in which those positions are actually taken up, occupied by 
actors (individual or collective)” (Hanks, 2005a, p.  72) 
28

  By practice I mean to use the term in the tradition of Bourdieu, placing focus on processes of constructing 
meaning in interarticulation (see Hanks, 2005a).  For me this comes to mean paying attention to the social 
processes people engage in to construct meaning rather than focusing only on the end result of those 
processes. 
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it.  Speaking of the work of Stuart Rockefeller, Low and Larwrence-Zuniga (2003) write, 

“places are not in the landscape, but simultaneously in the land, people’s minds, customs, and 

bodily practices” (p. 6).  In the case of UNMS, we can see an example of imagination and 

practices shaping the meaning associated with the parking lot through the imagination of 

school participants and the physical arrangement of their bodies.     

 Practice at UNMS becomes more noticeably distinct when it is contextualized within 

the history of American schooling and European, protestant cultural practices.  In his 

ethnographic study in an urban elementary school, Nespor (1997) identifies some of the 

sociohistorical realities that have structured the ways people physically inhabit schools.   

From the physical arrangement of separated individual desks, to children moving through 

teacher dominated space, and the reining in of the body, the roots of these practices can be 

found in the 16
th

-18
th

 century European society (Nespor, 1997; Shilling, 1993).  Socializing 

children to control their natural body functions, rewarding self-control over expressing 

emotions, and the separation of the body from the intellectual mind are not neutral or innocent 

practices.  They can be seen as embodiments of European social practice which distinctly 

have served to regulate modes of behavior, manners, and bodily dispositions through implicit 

pedagogical structures (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977).   

 Space can and often becomes an arena defined by relations of power, domination, and 

conflict where participants struggle to accumulate or activate different kinds of capital 

(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977).  While this line of thought has great value in revealing the 

processes through which space, discourse, power, and oppression are reproduced, it is my 
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interest here to think of space not only as attached to such robust reifications of power, but 

also as a “field” where such structures can be reconfigured and transformed.  Spatial practice 

can open up possibilities for disrupting entrenched practices of how we do schooling, 

constituting critical opportunity spaces where participants’ actions constitute new “fields” of 

schooling.  At UNMS, the work of constituting new opportunity spaces was done through co-

authorship with and among participants as they voiced and enacted the particular vision of 

who the school was designed for and what kinds of interactions were to be associated with it.  

As the collective effect of this discourse formed a community of common practice, those 

practices began to give spaces an identity that became not only known by participants, but 

also known and recognized by non-participants as well.  Those identities could have positive 

and negative implications (and all degrees in-between).  Often students attending UNMS had 

experienced long standing associations of limited identities with the space of schooling.  For 

this reason, the ways that UNMS worked to change those identity categories is a significant 

practice to be explored as an example of reterritorializing school spaces.           

Place Identities & Reterritorializing Space 

 The meaning of “territory” and space evolve out of cultural practice (Anderson, 1983; 

Appadurai, 2007; Basso, 1996).  When we commonly think of the word territory, ideas of 

identity and occupation of a territory certainly come to mind.  In the popular urban imaginary, 

which gang controls which territory might be a thought.  Or in a school setting, which groups 

of students (nerds, techies, break dancers, etc) regularly occupy which territory of the school 

is a common association important to understanding the social practice of schools.  Often if 

we ask students to draw maps of the school yard or hallway corridors they can provide 
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detailed descriptions of the “kind of person” that occupies distinct spaces in the school 

landscape, linking space to certain kinds of social practice that are enacted within them (see 

Eckert, 1989, and Willis, 1977, for detailed case studies).  Due to the small size of UNMS, a 

more general identity category could blanket all students, even though there were certainly 

smaller sub-categories of students associated with diverse identities within the broad UNMS 

student identity.  

 The durability of place-based associations and discourse has real and material 

implications for access to resources, and in this case, educational trajectories.  As Buendia & 

Ares, 2006; Buendia, Ares, Juarez & Peercy, 2004) describe in their study of socially 

constructed boundaries that mark neighborhoods, institutions and schools, race- and class-

based topographies are often so persistent that they are very hard to separate from the material 

and social organizations that work to perpetuate them.  Such spatial, historical and ontological 

topographies can frame student access to particular educational experiences: 

…student access to particular educational experiences…hinges on the discourse that 

envelops students to render them institutionally eligible or ineligible for particular 

educational treatment (Buendia et al., 2004, p. 837).   

The social designation of space can fix student identities to particular spaces, and 

consequently, particular doling out of curriculum, academic expectations, and material 

resources.  Seeing the social practice of space in this way leads us to see multiple layers 

involved in making context and interaction.  First, space is associated with particular 

meanings, kinds of people and communities; and second, on the individual level, who one can 

be within a given space is simultaneously determined in conjunction with the space itself, and 

the kinds of identities that are recognizable within it.  Claiming territories through different 
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spatial embodiments provides access to different kinds of real and imagined communities and 

recognized identities.  Our production of space, and spatial markers, relates to the meaning 

and aspirations associated with people who occupy the space.         

 Much study of territory and territoriality outside school yards is related to the global 

spread of information and communication technology (Kynaslaht, 1998) and the transnational 

movements of people (Appadurai, 2007).  As globalization describes the spatial movement 

and flow of people, objects, technologies and capital (Appadurai, 2001) our relationships to 

space become more complex.  The idea of territory, used primarily in the context of nation-

states, has been applied in a general way to project the idea of cultures as coherent and 

locally-bounded by nature (Appaduria, 2007).  Using the term “deterritorializing,” Appadurai 

presents the idea that social identities can transcend territorial boundaries (Appadurai, 2007; 

Feld & Basso, 1996; Kynaslaht, 1998) (e.g. to be Mexican one doesn’t have to be in the 

territory called Mexico).  Identities and category affiliations can therefore be seen as 

“deterritorialized” as they become dynamically unbounded from specific physical places.   

 As Appadurai makes his case for “deterritorializing” identities, he however also 

concedes that “deterritorialization” generates forms of “reterritorialization” (p. 345).  He 

writes, “Reterritorialization can involve the effort to create new localized residential 

communities that rest not on a national imaginary but only on an imaginary of local autonomy 

or of resource sovereignty” (p. 345).  While Appadurai and others are using concepts to 

theorize globalization, transnationalism and identities, I and others working in Indigenous 

education, believe this concept has application to educational settings as well.  Basso (1996) 
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draws our attention to the ways that a community’s “sensing of place” is intertwined with the 

flows of both local social interactions and larger social constructs found in political and 

institutional discourses.  Therefore, we can think of reterritorialization as a process of re-

appropriating (inter)action and material space for the local purposes, a counteraction, if you 

will.      

 Places are also “geographies of struggle and resistance—sites of displacement that 

embody histories of symbolic and physical violence” (McCarty, Nicholas & Wyman, 2012, p. 

60).  Indigenous communities like the Tohono O’odham community have struggled through a 

long history of political border disputes, Mexican and United States boundary impositions, 

and land contestation from constantly encroaching immigrant settlements (for detailed 

Tohono O’odham history see Erickson, 2003).  The very creation of Indian reservations has 

consequence for how people imagine, move through communities, or define the boundaries of 

spaces.  Disputes over what “kind of person” has the right to occupy a certain territory, or 

what kind of social practice can be performed in a given space are laden with power struggles 

and identity.  As Feld and Basso (1996) describe, for marginalized groups places are sites of 

contestation, where local resistance to larger narratives of displacement, histories of 

annexation or absorption, can be voiced from spaces of dynamic, yet persistent existence.  

Examples of marginalized groups countering the negative assignations of space and identity 

abound in the circulating dominant discourse (e.g. the Southside is crime and drug invested 

and all the people who live there are African-American, etc.), and can be found in the 

literature of place identities and the politics of representation (Low & Lawrence-Zuniga, 

2003).  Such examples document local residents organizing activities through place-based 
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practices to counter negative stereotypes and promote an identity that constructs an alternative 

political space for social and civic engagement.   

 It is here, in the socially constructed boundaries of place-based practices, particularly 

in contested spaces, that we can most clearly see the social nature of the connection between 

the meaning of place and identity.  It is here, also, where we can better understand the 

implications that the underpinning of socially constructed meaning has upon the educational 

possibilities of students in a given school. Schools are and have been contested spaces for 

Native Americans, and many groups not of the dominant Euro-American culture throughout 

US history.  The socially constructed markers that divide institutions and geographies along 

racial, ethnic and class lines are durable constructs that order and bound “how school 

principals and teachers envision these spaces, the people who live in them, and the practices 

and technologies appropriate for them” (Buendia et al., 2004, p. 833), rendering them 

extremely difficult to disrupt.  It is within that given reality that I use the case of UNMS to 

offer a local example of reterritorialization, a process of disrupting entrenched local 

distinctions that work to order the social hierarchy of schools and the possible identities 

students can access in those spaces. As Mr. Kewa told students of his father’s history creating 

UNMS for the very student in front of him “to be who you are”, the language and practice of 

being “valued” and “supported academically”, alongside traditional ways of showing 

reverence for life such as prayer and song, is a powerful form of redefining social possibility 

in schools on local terms.      
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The Discourse of Possibilities and Imagined Futures 

Who Can and Can’t Be: “Here” and “There” 

 Education is a continual process of re-negotiation between individuals and the 

community (Wenger, 1998).  In this sense, the making of space is authored through the 

interaction of multiple stakeholders.  At UNMS student agency (through actions and 

discourse) had an important role to play in the adaptation or rejection of an UNMS identity.  

What UNMS staff and community members intended for students to become or to learn is not 

necessarily what students themselves became or learned, or will become or will learn.  “What 

matters is the interaction of the planned and the emergent—that is, the ability of teaching and 

learning to interact so as to become structuring resources for each other”(Wenger, 1998, p. 

267).  At UNMS the idea of having a school where you can be “who you are”, as indexed by 

Mr. Kewa’s speech to students, was central to constructing boundaries of difference and 

distinction with and among other schools and the space of UNMS.  The construction of a 

community of practice that projected connection to specific imagined communities created a 

bounded and unbounded way for doing school, and for being a student at UNMS.    

 Table 1 shows some of the ways students express their perceptions of what is and 

what isn’t part of what they perceived they had access to and who they could be when at 

UNMS.  When students were asked “why did you choose to come to UNMS?”, or “What do 

you like or not like about UNMS?”, cascades of comparisons marked geographies of 

difference.  Here I analyze student discourse through the isolation of deixis use.  Deixis use is 

a most obvious way in which setting is embedded in the language structure itself (Hanks, 

2005).  The isolation of deictic expressions by students narrows in on distinctions between 



144 
 

space and identity.  Across interviews and surveys, I found that students repeatedly use the 

term “here” to refer to being a student at UNMS.  And students repeatedly use the term 

“there” to refer to the schools they attended prior to UNMS.  The use of contrasting words to 

describe UNMS and other schools became part of the discursive boundary making which 

distinguished UNMS from other spaces, physical or relational.  Further, “In the case of deixis, 

the value of a term like ‘here’ depends upon its contrasts with other related terms including 

‘there,’ ‘this,’ and so on”(Hanks, 2005, p. 192).  By highlighting how the students contrasted 

the people they could be, or the access to education they could have in different educational 

settings, the link between identity and space is fleshed out.                 
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Table 1: Deictic Use by students 

“over here” 
(also referred to as “here,” “up here”) 

“over there” 
(also referred to as “there,” “out there,” “down 

there,” “back there”) 

Themes: 

 

Better 

“I kinda thought it would be better to come up here” 

“get a better education than out there” 

“over here the standards are like higher and it’s good 

to be pushed and challenged” 

 

Feeling supported/included 
“here they are really supportive and care” 

“here we’re asked for our point of view from the 

school unlike the schools on the reservation” 

“here is small and everybody knows everybody so 

really you aren’t a stranger” 

 

Access to knowledge 

“up here…you learn more deep into like other 

subjects” 

“here we do a lot of work” 

“teachers here challenge me sometimes and I like 

challenges” 

“here we get to do a little more awesome activities, 

like we built the trebuchets and cross art, an, whatever, 

yeah, we get a little more projects like that” 

“teachers make things more clear than they did down 

there” 

 

Fitting in 

“I came here because I wanted to be somewhere where 

there was Native Americans and people I could relate 

to” 

 

  

 

Themes: 

 

Worse 
“out there on the reservation…their grading system is 

messed up…they just let anyone pass even if they have 

a bad grade.  They just let em go” 

 

Academically behind 

“you taught us about other things that they’re like way 

behind, out there they are barely learning about 

fractions…” 

 

Lack of access to knowledge 

“I just wanted to leave from there because…it felt like 

I wasn’t getting any learning done” 

“Down there we just did like worksheets, an stuff like 

that.” 

“there some teachers don’t even teach us anything” 

“over there, they are like just trying to make you hurry 

up and make you go to be where ever” 

“back there I didn’t know as much about our culture” 

 

Undisciplined environment 

“over there it was a big campus but, it was just more 

reason for students to ditch” 

“over there…teachers weren’t so excited about 

teaching you” 

 

Not comfortable 

“students over there, they didn’t really care who you 

were or who your family was they would just say 

whatever they wanted to” 

“down there…they just come out with fights” 

“they didn’t treat me right” 

 

 The student voices that narrate what is and what is not possible in different school 

spaces organizes a co-presence of the kinds of emergent access that interactions have to one 

another and a spatial context (Hanks, 2005).  From the point of view of the students, the 

context of UNMS and its practice facilitated interactions that allowed students the perception 
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of access to a supportive learning environment.  Their assertion of what is possible “here” 

indexes a sense of access to being able to cultivate tools for learning through greater 

opportunity to participate in the learning process itself.  This is sharply contrasted with the 

lack of control or engagement they describe feeling “there” in previous school environments.   

 The schools that students referred to are predominantly reservation schools.  They are 

the school closest to their homes, and where most of their friends, and relatives attended.  For 

students, these schools are marked by geographies of difference even within larger 

geographies that are likely familiar and comfortable to them.  Seeing the restriction and lack 

of engagement they described in schools “over there” (at home) surfaces again the point that 

learning (doing schooling) is imbued with meaning through interaction. Central to being a 

student at UNMS, to realizing who you are as a student, was the role of relationships.  

Students said “they” and “teachers” to reference the human co-authorships that framed their 

possible selves in schools.  As has been described in other cases, the relationship between 

teacher/school authority practice at school and the emergent individual perceptions of self are 

often thickly intertwined (Nasir & Hand, 2005).  Referring to the example of the morning 

circle speeches, adults at UNMS also reminded students that teachers are directly working to 

help students be what is often perceived that they are not allowed to be in other school 

settings.  As the deictic use by UNMS students shows, perceptions of student identities are 

influenced by how they perceived teacher/school practices as engaging them or restricting 

them.   
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 For example, one female student stated, “over there, they are like just trying to make 

you hurry up and make you go to be wherever.”  This statement indicates a teacher/authority-

dominated space that is neither understood by her, nor engaged her.  For this female student, 

the emphasis of being physically and mentally rushed through the school environment was not 

comfortable; it did not allow her to engage in a learning process that she felt she could benefit 

from.  Mentioning that “over there” physical and mental processes were rushed indicated that 

“over here” at UNMS she perceived an opposing reality.  She went on to talk about UNMS 

(the “over here”) as a place where teachers gave her a lot of work to do, but allowed her 

physically and mentally to work at a pace comfortable to her.  The choice of the term 

“wherever” may also index her sense of meaninglessness in the movement and activities 

themselves.  The opposite of “wherever” is “somewhere”; by saying that teachers made her go 

“wherever” puts emphasis on the movement, leaving it unclear to her why or to where it is 

important to go.  Contrasting this way of being in school with her way of being at UNMS 

harkens back to Mr. Kewa’s narrative—“here” at UNMS, “where you can have people who 

care about you and your education, helping you through life” is reflected in her way of 

recognizing, and simultaneously constructing, social and spatial boundaries of difference.  

 Given what I have already covered about the history of American Indian education—

the injustices perpetuated through racialized school inequities, and the constitution of 

identities through interaction---the social geographies of mainstream school spatial and social 

practice can be stifling, foreign, and marginalizing for students.  School practices that are felt 

to have no relevancy in the immediate lives of students render a school where you do 

“whatever”, an opposing space to what Mr. Kewa described UNMS to be.  Doing “whatever” 
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indexes a place where people “don’t care about you or your education and don’t help you 

through life”.          

 There is an oppositional discourse implicit in the deictic contrasts generating a 

structure for a “countercultural” way of being at UNMS.  That “counterculture”, or alternative 

way of being/acting in school is that which Mr. Kewa referred to in retelling his father’s 

educational dreams for Native youth.  The symbolic boundaries that were created through 

contrasting “here” and “there” form part of understanding the process of reterritorializing 

schooling.  “There” is a place where these individual students do not perceive their needs and 

interests were being met.  This perception rendered the available identity categories 

inadequate for becoming the kind of student they now (at the time of these interviews) 

imagined themselves to be.  Such inadequacies resulted in what Kelly (class of 2009) 

summarized as:  

…a lot of the kids I went to school with [on the rez] they weren’t like getting 

challenged and they just like would say ‘oh I’m not promoting’ or ‘I’m not 

gonna go to college because this [previous school] place doesn’t care what I 

do’.” 

This statement makes painfully apparent the implications access to identities can have on 

student academic trajectories.   In a world of contested space, and power struggle, the being 

“who you are” requires the creation of communities that can not only co-author your identity, 

but also recognize it to be such.  The need for a “here”, a place for people “like me”(“people I 

could relate to”), where a sense of membership offered access, and engagement (“we do a lot 

of work”; “teachers challenge me”), is the sorely needed alternative to other school spaces that 
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rendered students not eligible to receive meaningful, relevant and engaging school instruction 

and human interaction. 

Relating “Here” to “There” 

 The relationship between “here” and “there” is not a binary one.  Students regularly 

traveled back and forth between “here” and “there”, whether that was back and forth to the 

main reservation or the reservation district located on the southern edge of the city.  The 

mission of UNMS, “...the school will nurture individual students, helping them become strong 

and responsible contributors to their communities”, promoted a sense of citizenship that asked 

students to be connected to “there” through their participation in cultural and civic events.  

The complexity of juxtaposing who students can be at UNMS, outside of their home 

communities (“there”) is significant for understanding what actions occasionally become 

necessary for re-territorializing ways of being as stepping stones toward future re-

territorializing engagements.   

 The entrenched nature of social roles, the long history of reservation schools not 

working in favor of community interests, and the associations of space with specific identities 

(e.g. reservation schools or urban schools are not welcoming places for Native families or 

Native sensibilities) can be extremely difficult to disrupt.  UNMS, UNHS and UNES faced 

such challenges, political and social, when they originally sought to open their charter schools 

on reservation land.  For these reasons, distance from sites of contestation may benefit 

reterritorializing efforts; not as modes of binary exclusion, but as “safer” spaces, where 

entrenched and negative associations can be kept at a relative distance, making space for 
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experiments in newer, more positive identities to take shape.  As will be seen in the discursive 

boundary making of adults at UNMS, the creation of separate school to be “who you are” had 

important connections to “home” (Tohono O’odham community) and beyond (college, career 

choices, healthy adulthoods).             

Re-Territorializing School:  

Real and Imagined Communities as a Plane toward Imagined Futures  
 

 The stories that students told of their coming to UNMS, their motivations for attending 

a school far from home, the meaning that they made from that experience and their 

comparisons between UNMS and other schools, demonstrate a way of “being a student at 

UNMS”.    As was mentioned, “being a student at UNMS” was co-authored through the 

participation of adults, teachers and parents, fleshing out the discourse of “here” and “there”.  

As an act of transforming the culture of schooling, the talk and action involved in 

reterritorializing a school space were critically related to accessing new, positive forms of 

student identities for Native American students. The talk and actions that went into making a 

community where that new identity could be practiced become a potent platform from which 

to inspire new imagined communities and better futures.   

Imagined Futures at UNMS: 

 Staff, Parents and Students Framing the Present and Constructing Futures 
 

…I was actually supposed to come here for 6
th

 grade, but at the time we were 

having difficulties, and I ended up getting sent to my aunts.  But, ahhh, I guess 

what made me come, was I guess my grandma. One day we were driving home 

and she had this long speech about growing up to be somebody and you’ll have 

a better education there... she cares about my future. (Isaiah, class of 2010)  
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 Accessing a better future was a constant theme throughout students’ narratives of 

coming to and being at UNMS.  Parents, grandparents and community members contributed 

to giving significance to links in space and identity.  Another student repeats this theme as she 

describes how she and her mom decided she would attend UNMS 

..my mom wanted me to come out here [UNMS], but—well she told me for sure 

I was gonna come out, but then I wanted to come out here to come to a 

different school, […]cause I kinda didn’t like the school down in [reservation], 

they don’t really teach that much.  Um, everything they say, they repeat over, 

and over and over, so like we were learning the same thing in one year.  

(Alisha, class of 2009) 

Like Alisha, students, too, took on the idea that UNMS offers them something they are not 

being offered in other schools.  The idea that one wants to be taught or needs to access better 

education to have a better future wove its way though everyday conversation about “why 

UNMS?” and “why not other schools?”  This idea of “better” links to the student identity 

making process that went on at UNMS amongst stakeholders.  So, who are you “here” when 

you attend UNMS?  What kinds of practices were legitimized as being part of UNMS, and 

what kinds of practices were not legitimized?  Mr. Kewa’s discourse named a space for 

students to be who they are, both opening some categories and limiting others.  Analyzing 

further how different narratives made by various stakeholders during the life of UNMS 

displayed references to difference and possibility identifies how territory is given durable 

meaning, both in real practice and imagined identities.  The separate but overlapping ways 

that staff, parents and students indexed what associations they assigned to being a student at 

UNMS were central to perceptions of agency and power in reterritorializing school culture.   

The following narratives framed ideas of membership and imagined futures at UNMS for 
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better possible futures, and also remind us that these socially constructed categories were in 

constant states of negotiation.  Students try on, try out, or re-create these categories through 

their own narratives of being and becoming learners.     

Inclusive and Exclusive Membership 

 The UNMS community of practice had boundaries and associations, both in 

legitimized performative action and in the conceptual framing of identity (both seeing 

ourselves, and in seeing others).  At the same time that students described UNMS as preparing 

them “to have a better future—going on to high school and college” they were also being told 

what kind of student they needed to enact to do those things.  One aspect of being “how you 

are” was constructed with reference to community tradition and continuity of knowledge, yet 

also through recognition of the economic and social difficulties that students live through in 

their daily realities.  Teachers and parents separated identities from physical geographies, 

describing who is and who is not associated with UNMS.  One aspect of social life on the 

reservation, or other urban communities UNMS families came from is the presence of gangs.  

Parents and teachers referenced the presence of gang membership in the reservation 

communities as unhealthy practices.   In doing so they created boundaries around UNMS as a 

place that was “free” from such gang identities—opening space for other kinds of identity 

performances.  

 During UNMS’s second year of operation, contentious issues of identity and 

representation were being negotiated as a few students were using the colors and gestures of 

locally known gangs at school.  Although it has been documented that gang styles are not 
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necessarily indicators that one is a participating member of a gang (Mendoz-Denton, 2008), 

their presence and influence has been associated with damaging practices (such as drugs, 

incarceration, violence, disrespect for elders, depression, etc) in the reservation and urban 

communities students were coming from.  UNMS was known to have no strict dress code, 

unlike many of the other schools available to the students; however, outward gang 

associations (those determined to promote harmful and illegal activity) were prohibited in the 

UNMS student handbook.  The two narratives below represent two perspectives how adults, 

one parent and one teacher, articulated UNMS’s stance toward gang associations.   

 The first narrative was spoken by a parent during a parent meeting I facilitated in the 

reservation community seventy miles from the school.  This was a meeting that I held outside 

of school hours with parents from my advisory class.  We regularly met about fundraisers that 

parents and students were involved in organizing for the class, and frequently also used the 

forum to discuss other school related issues, like academics, school events, and parent 

concerns.  Here, two mothers are expressing their concerns about having seen students in 

Adobe board the morning bus to UNMS wearing gang associated clothing:     

Recently Ray’s mom says that she sees students get onto the bus with belts 

hanging (meaning blue or red cloth belts that symbolize gang affiliations).  She 

just watches this.  She is surprised to see the UNMS kids coming to school this 

way.  Another mother says that people send their kids to UNMS to get away 

from the community gang problems.  Graciella’s mom says she sends her 

daughter to UNMS so she can stay away from that stuff.  (field notes, 4/13/08) 

This second narrative was spoken by Mr. Molina, a teacher (Social Studies/Native 

Culture/Academic advisor), O’odham community member and practicing medicine man in a 

local branch of the Native American Church.  Mr. Molina addressed the students in the 
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weekly closing circle on a Thursday afternoon.  His comments followed a few weeks of 

tension between students, staff and school policy surrounding codes of conduct and 

appearance.  Heated discussions in staff meetings, individual conversations amongst teachers, 

and a barrage of emails between staff members preceded this all school conversation.  

Considering the real and overwhelming presence of gangs in the community, and the 

criminalization of colors (sometimes without base), teachers and administration debated on 

where exactly to draw the line, and what was the reason behind such choices.  Throughout the 

debate around dress codes and conduct, UNMS staff carefully whittled down how rules alone 

could not be effectively enforced without larger significance.  This conversation ultimately 

centered around what would or wouldn’t be permissible definitions of the UNMS identity, as 

unsanctioned local gang identities challenged for space at UNMS.     

Mr. Molina begins speaking to all students:  “Unbeknownst to the students we 

teachers have the difficult job of having to enforce policies on gang dress and 

deal with the difficult choices of deciding how and when to address these 

problems.”  He reiterates that we are here at school to help the students 

develop into strong adults.  And they (the students), like the teachers, will have 

to make choices.  They will have to choose between gangs and coming to 

school here at UNMS.  They have other choices.  There are other schools.  He 

is firmly addressing his speech to the students.  He says he hears students 

complain and be worried about what their parents will say to them if they get 

written up or in trouble.  That is your choice, he says.  He says firmly that “if 

you don’t like the policy we have, then see you later.  We will have to send you 

on to the next thing.” He says that he is going to offer to cleanse each person 

with prayer.  “Many of you carry around hard things inside.  Many of you are 

dealing with troubles, be it sickness in the family, alcohol, drugs, parents 

fighting,…and it sticks inside.  It is good to cleanse ourselves, to ease those 

burdens.” (field notes, 4/18/08) 

 The two narratives offer two points of view on identity talk associated with different 

spaces.  The two mothers described the images that they have of what kind of student is 
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allowed to attend UNMS—one who doesn’t overtly perform a gang identity—while at the 

same time the mothers remind me, as an educator with an authority role in the school, that 

they associated gangs with schools on the reservation and not at UNMS.  This made more 

present the mothers desire to see the symbolic distance between UNMS and reservation 

school enforced through the real practice of the school.  This is a case of both symbolic 

association and real material association.  Both of these associations functioned to frame 

expectations and project imagined outcomes for students.  In other words, when students 

attended UNMS the gang affiliated identities were abandoned, perhaps only during the school 

day, but for enough time to allow students to act in ways outside of associated gang 

symbolisms.    

 Mr. Molina articulated that “here” at UNMS, gang identities are not legitimized, and 

are in fact rejected.  He did this by recognizing their real presence in the lives of students, yet 

explicitly drawing dividing lines between here (UNMS) and other places.  This talk brought to 

the surface the saliency of hope and opportunity that took form when describing UNMS—a 

construct of better health and strength emerged.  As the mothers’ alluded, maintaining 

geographies of difference were, at least in part, in the hands of educators who interacted with 

their children daily.  And as Mr. Molina indicates, healthy student identities were not easy to 

achieve, however, discourses like his illuminated ways the school worked to continually offer 

students support in building bridges to those identities.  This talk by adults gave shape to the 

idea of co-constructed strength with students by asking them to engage in a discourse that 

invites them to assume a new way of being in school, while not denying challenging realities 

that otherwise have made such identities difficult to assume.   
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Connecting to Tradition: Building Strength from the Past and the Future 

 

Today we ask you to put away the electronics, to not be a child of the 21
st
 

century, but to be part of these games that our people have been gathering to 

play for a very long time.  (field notes, 11/25/09) 

 

 The discourse of UNMS being a place where students could be who they are involved 

many articulations of the bi-cultural vision mentioned in Chapter 3.  And as will be further 

outlined in Chapter 5, ways of doing schooling at UNMS were constructed through 

connecting to community traditions, and projecting toward imagined student futures.  The 

invitation put to students by Mr. Molina at a school-wide event put on in a public city park 

called students to recognize that their present material state was not the limit of who they 

were.  Rather, their community’s history offered them knowledge that could have great 

meaning for them if they allowed it to.  The event that Mr. Molina introduced in the quote 

above was designed by the schools O’odham culture committee (a committee of language and 

culture teachers, and O’odham community members from both UNMS and UNHS) and 

featured traditional games, traditional song and dance, the crowning of school royalty.  The 

culmination of the day was a potluck where parents and relatives were invited to participate 

with food, dance and song.   

 The discourse that joined past and present framed new ways for students to see 

knowledge, school and strength.  And while conceptualizing links is heavily a mental activity, 

its practice was also constituted through material realities.  In an interview where I ask a 

student, Kelly, to tell me something that kept her attending UNMS, in spite of the distance 

from her home and friends, she told the following narrative:   
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“[…]my auntie and my grandma, they speak O’odham.  And then when my 

grandma passed, it was just my auntie who would just really speak it, and I 

was trying to pick it up also.  I just know very few words and then when I came 

here [to UNMS] I was more excited cause I—I didn’t know that they were 

teaching O’odham language which is pretty cool.  And my little niece is 

learning how to speak it too with, um, this class she is been learning[…] just 

like it would be cool to have another language to be speaking, which is 

something you’ll need when you go off to college[...] 

Kelly’s links between her family’s experience with language shift, her desire to maintain 

connection to her language, and her opportunity to be in a school with an O’odham language 

class was a source of excitement for her.  She conceptualized knowledge of her language as 

strength not only along meaningful family lines, but extended its strength as having benefit 

toward her goal to eventually receive a college degree.  Kelly’s perception of strength is an 

example of how students at UNMS participated in constructing their own identities through 

both/and lenses.    

 Kelly transferred to UNMS at the beginning of her eighth grade year.  She attended the 

reservation public schools seventy miles away for all of her formative school days.  As she 

described in other parts of her interview, O’odham language and culture were taught at times 

in her previous schools, but as she says, the class was infrequent and the teacher un-engaging 

to her, “and other kids would just mess around.”  The construction of UNMS as being an 

engaging space where she could acquire O’odham language skills and skills that helped her to 

access college criteria brought together unfamiliar landscapes of doing school.   

 Given the complexity and entrenched nature of spatial boundaries and identities, 

analysis of discourse at UNMS shows how social and physical landscapes become changed 

through new and emergent ways of talking about knowledge, interaction and identity.  In 
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Kelly’s case, one would assume that a prime geography within which to learn O’odham 

language would be embedded in the O’odham community, or at least a school in the O’odham 

community.  The complex history of territorial disputes, power struggles and the consequent 

material and social inequities have constructed schools closest to Kelly’s home unable to offer 

such a reality.  This highlights the significance of reterritorializing—reterritorializing is both 

conceptual (mental) and physical (embodied practice, physical arrangements).  

Reterritorializing begins as a concept, can become anchored to a space, and then enacted 

wherever that community goes—challenging the notion of geographic boundedness.  Through 

the UNMS both/and identity, the concepts of “here” and “there” become redefined through the 

school’s discourse: “here” is a healthy, nurturing, academic space, and “there” becomes 

redefined as connection to cultural continuity and Native life ways.  Although this both/and 

identity was enacted in public spaces beyond the school, and lived in the minds of adults and 

students, we cannot de-emphasize the importance of having material and concrete places from 

which to launch experimental new identities.   

 Using Kelly’s example of O’odham language, the spatial-temporal existence of the 

O’odham language class offered access to knowledge; however, the creation of space for an 

O’odham class, a capable language teacher, and regular support in the schedule is underscored 

by a vision and articulated discourse that continually frames O’odham language as valued 

knowledge, and legitimate knowledge in school.  Yet, once that material arrangement was 

established, the construction of O’odham language as a resource was not bound only to the 

classroom and school itself.  It could be enacted anywhere the UNMS community (or 

members of it) go.  Holding morning circle with student announcements and O’odham 
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song/prayer in the public parking lot of a national park before an all school science fieldtrip 

(an example documented in my field notes from 2008) became an extension of 

reterritorialization through discourse, practice and the arrangement of material things.  

 The link between social conceptualizations and space are instrumental in challenging 

the historical designations of reservation schools, or schools for Native youth, as spaces that 

offer low-status knowledge and where teachers have low-expectations for students.  UNMS 

offered the opposite to Valenzuela’s (1999) concept of “subtractive schooling” by challenging 

the regimes of truth (Foucault, 1978) that become durable through “assemblages of discourse, 

practices, and material relations” (Buendia et al., 2004).  Once new discourses, practices and 

material relations were assembled, the transformation process opened up new fields for 

communities and imagined communities to take shape.      

Imagined Communities and Better Futures 

 As social constructions of space are constrained by what is deemed “appropriate” for 

each space, the discourse of constructing a school “for you” designated UNMS as a symbol of 

relative access and privilege for those who joined its practice.  As we have seen, UNMS 

school culture was marked by significant difference from other accessible schools.  

Confronting feelings of being marginalized “there”, and creating new opportunities “here”, 

afforded parents, educators and especially students, opportunity to co-construct emergent 

imagined communities of what schooling could mean and be.  This co-constructed space 

offered a platform from which new imagined futures could take shape with the potentially to 

transform “there”.  Here, in an excerpt from my field notes, the mother of a UNMS student, 
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Leon, helps us understand how she links personal sacrifice to imagined better futures for her 

son, and/or other youth from her community.    

 Leon’s mother was always the first to admit that her son did not always demonstrate 

his desire to attend UNMS.  Like many youth, school of any kind can be the site of 

engagement and resistance.  As a student, I recall Leon as a smart, capable, yet rebellious 

young man who provoked UNMS teachers because he struggled to put consistent effort into 

his school work, in spite of being somewhat of a closet intellectual.  As a single working 

mother, Leon’s mom made known that she had to put effort into getting her son the twenty 

miles to the UNMS bus stop in Adobe every morning.  She also made regular efforts to drive 

the additional seventy miles from Adobe to the city for school events, and helped him with 

homework on late nights.  During a parent meeting she shared her perspective on what she 

thought being a student at UNMS meant.   

Leon’s mom says she reminds [Leon] that he does not have to go to UNMS, he 

can be enrolled at Mountain Middle School.
29

 She says that she would gladly 

go to any kid at Mountain and offer to sponsor them and pay their 

transportation fee to UNMS.  She says that she knows most of those kids would 

love to go to UNMS.  The waiting list is long and it is a privilege that her son 

gets to attend the school.  So she reminds him of this because it is not easy for 

her or him to have such long days or travel so far to get to the school.  (field 

notes, 4/13/08) 

 As Leon’s mother voiced the conversations she had with her son at home, I was 

reminded that discourse and our associations with spaces frame aspirations and hopes that 

motivate our daily living in complex worlds.    As she expressed, traveling long distances to 

school is hard not just on individuals, but families; yet she frames it as a sacrifice that both she 

                                                           
29

  Mountain Middle School is a pseudonym.  Refers to a middle school located on the reservation.   
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and her son make to better his future.  The maintenance of an identity of access and privilege 

has to be performed and articulated again and again by stakeholders to continue validating its 

existence in the face of struggle.  Teachers framed UNMS as a place where students were 

supported and offered access to healthy academic and community identities; parents framed 

UNMS as a space of opportunity, access to ways of being not available closer to home and in 

local schools; and students articulated who they saw themselves being and becoming students 

at UNMS in the process of conceptualizing their repertoire of tools.  Creating opportunity for 

such articulations to be voiced was key for opening new spaces to enact new communities of 

practice and experiment with new imagined communities (e.g. speaking O’odham proudly and 

being a college student).   

 The cultivation of a different geography, an alternative to the reservation and other 

urban schools, was a sacrifice that was reinforced as worthwhile through the persistent 

discursive practices of UNMS stakeholders.  What Leon’s mother spoke about was both 

inclusive and exclusive.  If you want a better future—if you would like the opportunity 

offered “here”—you will need to engage it (to varying degrees) and participate in acts that 

display difference from other spaces of school.  The privileged access UNMS was perceived 

to offer was positioned as worth safeguarding, according to Leon’s mother and other parents 

and staff.  The symbolic boundaries enacted and reified through school discourse validated the 

difficult choices that going against the grain entailed.  Even when it became difficult to 

uphold, like the burden teachers had to assume with controversial gang styles, the culture of 

the school itself, which articulated access to healthy strong adulthoods, was authorized by 

both inviting students to join, and limiting the kinds of people they could be in its space.  The 
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co-authorship of UNMS by multiple stakeholders continually gave meaning to who students 

needed to be to have a better future.   

 In an interview with two eighth grade students prior to their 8
th

 grade promotion, I 

asked them what they thought they would take with them from their time at UNMS?  They 

both replied (one interrupting the other):   

Alisha: …the work that we’ve had, seems like it is getting us ready to go to 

high school, in preparing us— 

Ana: —to have a better future. 

When comparing this statement to the didactic table of “here” and “there” we can see that 

school at UNMS was thought to afford students’ greater opportunities to engage in learning 

that takes students somewhere they feel is worth going.  Looking at school spaces side by 

side, the schools “there” were lacking the engagements that “here” was affording students.  

How do such perceptions and constrained interactions become countered?  As Buendia et al. 

(2004) write for alternative frameworks to be enacted in school spaces, educators
30

, and I add 

adults, must continue to problematize and negate the prevailing binary that designates some 

students and communities worthy of a high quality engaging education and other students and 

communities not worthy of such quality or engagement.  In the case of UNMS, 

reterritorialization of school space and school practice offer ways for stakeholders to imagine 

healthier student identities that opened doors to better futures.   

                                                           
30

  Addressing the ways that educators problematized the prevailing binary that “leaves Native students 
behind” will be the topic of the next chapter.   
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 Further, and perhaps most importantly, the relationship that UNMS constructed 

between here and there, attempted to challenge binary either/or identities.  UNMS discourse 

positioned itself as a school that worked outside of the focal community (the reservation) in 

order to eventually provide benefits for that very focal community.  Illuminating binaries and 

reterritorializing space were stepping stones toward deep engagements in the creation of often 

un-allowed identities—identities that strategically appropriate the global to build strength in 

the local. This identity offered a strength-based alternative both/and identity that sought to 

weave strengths from multiple contexts in the interests of both “here” and “there”.  The subtle 

brilliance of such an effort should not be diluted by the events that follow in the following 

section.         

May 2010: Disappointment and Closure 

 The mission, vision and practice of UNMS made possible a new community of school 

practice for Native youth.  Paradoxically, in a reform landscape of new funding possibilities 

available to non-district/non-governmental communities, funding tied to standardized 

achievement measurements can hamstring the very efforts such liberal funding purports to 

make possible.  UNMS sought to offer students greater access to school achievement by 

disrupting historically constructed spatial and social distinctions that bore heavily on the 

school experiences of its Native students.  And sadly, UNMS closed in June 2010 while 

engaging in this effort.  Here I will document the logistical events that lead to its closure; in 

the forthcoming chapters and implications this study, I will share more of the human impacts 

of its closure through documenting and analyzing the voices of this study’s participants. 
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 According to AZ Learns assessment standards (an Arizona based legislation similar to 

NCLB which assesses school accountability through measuring state sanctioned standardized 

test scores) UNMS was labeled an “underperforming school” in the fall of 2007, after being 

open only one school year (2006-2007).  The school leaders were under the impression that 

the first year’s AIMS scores would serve as the base from which to judge the next year’s 

student progress or AYP (Adequate Yearly Progress).  The general assumption was that 

“adequate” would be assessed from the establishment of a base-line; as a new school the base-

line would be the first year’s standardized test scores.  This was however not the case.  The 

challenge at UNMS was that students arrived at the school two to three years “academically 

behind” according to standardized tests assessments, making any snap shot assessment of 

student progress disingenuous at best.   

 In 2008, UNMS again did not make AYP and was labeled “second year 

underperforming” by both AZ Learns and NCLB assessment standards.  As was discovered 

by the teaching staff through analysis of our composite test data from the AIMS, due to the 

schools small class sizes (no more than twenty students in a grade level), the state drew from 

previous years AIMS data to round out a total number of thirty students to find the class test 

score average and consequently calculate AYP.  As the then director of UNHS, and one time 

director of UNMS, wrote in an official 2011 letter to school parents, “An aggravating 

circumstance that contributed to the middle school dilemma was that the class sizes were so 

small that the state had to average three years worth of scores to use the data statistically.” Not 

only did UNMS draft an improvement plan, but it struggled to see how such blatantly faulty 
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test score analysis on the part of the state could truly be the material basis for judging its 

success with students.   

 A national financial crisis in 2008 caused subsequent budget cuts in Arizona’s 

Department of Education.  This fiscal hurricane impacted UNMS’s ability to receive a “school 

improvement” coach from the state.  According to the UNMS director, the school 

improvement coach designated to UNMS by the state in 2007 shared with the UNMS director 

in the fall of 2008 that he was no longer working in that capacity, offering little further 

information.  Statewide cutbacks to education and bureaucratic personnel shifts obscured how 

and to whom the school’s administrators needed to document the implementation of its school 

improvement plan.  Further, follow through with the state entities overseeing the school’s 

improvement plan were complicated by the turn-over in school directors between the 2007 

and 2008 school years.  After having one experienced UNHS teacher lead the founding of 

UNMS in 2006, she was succeeded by a director who was released from her contract after 9 

months and a new director led the school for its last two years.  In four years the school saw 

three directors.      

  In the fall of 2009, due to not making AYP as determined by the previous year’s 

standardized test scores, UNMS was labeled a “failing” school by the Arizona Department of 

Education (ADE). The ADE and the Arizona State Board for Charter Schools (ASBCS) 

scheduled a visit to the UNMS campus for November 2009.  The state representatives spent 

one day on the campus, the majority of that time in small rooms talking with the school’s 

leadership team and reviewing binders of administrative and curricular documentation.  The 
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culmination of that day was a public meeting with parents where the state representative 

explained the implications of UNMS being labeled as failing—closure.  Roughly ten 

parents/families attended the meeting.  These parents, some of whom were disabled
31

 and/or 

reliant on public transportation, traveled distances of up to seventy miles to attend this end of 

the day meeting.  While their presence could by some accounts be considered minimal, their 

voices spoke of the deep concerns of many UNMS parents.  

  I chose to sit in on the meeting with parents.  Parents voiced their concerns to the 

ASBCS representative with questions like, “If the school closes how will I find a new school 

that meets my daughter’s needs like this one does?” “I don’t know what the school has done 

to not meet the state’s expectations, but I do know that my child has learned a lot here…more 

than they learned at other schools.” Statement like these were common and repeated 

throughout the room as the ASBCS representative explained that the state would now decide 

if UNMS was to be allowed to stay open with a school improvement plan, or be closed 

completely. Uncertainty and confusion filled the room and marked the end of a long 

consequential day.           

 Teachers went about the rest of the school year thinking of ways to continue their bi-

cultural teaching and improve AIMS scores.  Administrators tried to gather appropriate 

documentation.  Lawyers retained by UNES negotiated the case of UNMS with the 

Department of Education.  In efforts to “standardize” the school’s practice three of the 

teachers, me included, took and passed the state’s exams to receive state approved “highly-

                                                           
31

  Like Wilma, one of the focal mothers in this study.  She is the mother of Rebecca who also participated in 
this study.  More information on both Wilma and her daughters in chapters 6 and 7.   
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qualified” labels for our content areas.  The school’s director issued all the teachers a standard 

lesson plan rubric.  The school’s leadership team drafted a plan to “standardize” the school’s 

academic schedule of classes limiting the contact hours for O’odham language and culture 

classes
32

.  However, in March of that school year, ASBCS sent UNMS, via email, a report that 

stated the ASBCS was planning to revoke the school’s charter due to being labeled “failing” 

after the findings of the November 2009 site visit.         

 The school was given the option to relinquish the charter, or attend a hearing in late 

May to attempt, one more time, to plead the case of UNMS to the ASBCS.  Ironically the date 

of the hearing was scheduled one week before the statewide release of high-stakes testing 

scores.  Facing limited funds, a lack of Native American representation on the ASBCS board, 

and fearful that revocation of the schools charter would impact the sister high school’s charter, 

under the advice of attorneys the school board voted to relinquish the school’s charter.  At the 

time, the school board had lost a number of its community representatives and was having 

difficulty making quorum for its meetings.  The decision to relinquish the charter was made 

by four members, all of whom were employees (teachers) at UNHS.  Even though the school 

board, through its attorneys, took measures to postpone this decision until May of 2010, in 

hopes of getting positive high-stakes test score data results, the ASBCS appeared unwilling to 

negotiate.   

                                                           
32

  The school used a block schedule, like high school and college schedules.  Students attended content classes 
for extended hours fewer days of the week.  For example, students have math for 2 hours every other day and 
English language arts for 2 hours every other day of the school week.  This is in place of having content areas 
for 45 min every school day, like most typical middle schools.   
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 Relinquishment of the charter meant that at the end of the 2010 school year UNMS 

closed its doors to students.  Throughout the battle to “prove” the virtues of the school in the 

eyes of the state, the UNMS staff compiled high-stakes test data that showed that although the 

school was labeled failing, the school’s test scores were higher than in other schools with the 

same population, both urban and rural” (official UNHS letter to parents, 2011; test score 

information made public on AZ Department of Education webpage).  Although this evidence 

did not prove compelling enough at the time, the results of the state’s AIMS scores should 

have, yet they came too little, too late.  Ironically, according to the standardized test score 

results from the 2009-2010 school year, in July of 2010 UNMS was labeled a 

“PERFORMING” school according to AZ Learns assessment standards.  This label came only 

after UNMS had relinquished its charter, fearing an inevitable revocation by the Arizona 

Board of Charter Schools.   

 During its four years of operation, UNMS actively cultivated a culturally responsive 

school environment.  Its locally meaningful approach to education had impacted the learning 

trajectories of its students (see Anthony-Stevens & Stevens, 2009); impacts that are not easily 

quantifiable on standardized tests or measurable in short durations.  UNMS, as a community 

of educators, students, and family members was in a constant process of negotiating and 

articulating the meaning of bi-cultural schooling through its both/and practice.  As scholarship 

has demonstrated links between sociocultural identity and school achievement, understanding 

the characteristics that made UNMS a meaningful school environment to its stakeholders 

(students, their families, and educators) is worth deeper analysis.  While we have discussed 

the logistical events that led to the schools closure, the event and reverberations of its closure 
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will be described throughout the following chapters of this study.  The physical space of 

UNMS, its creation and disappearance, will be the continued topic of this study.  As seen 

through the voices of its students and the local reterritorializing discourse, UNMS offered a 

unique opportunity to understand how an uncommon school geographically set apart from the 

communities it served, became a meaningful community of practice.  The school’s birth and 

closure allows us to further examine the impacts that policy, practice and schooling have in 

shaping opportunity and access in our everyday lives (Pollock, 2008a).   

Conclusion 

 The theoretical lens afforded by studies of social interaction in space puts 

anthropology to work (Field & Fox, 2007) to explore how local interactions can make way for 

better societies, and in this case exposing the limits and potentials in geographies of 

difference.  Ethnographic stories of place can open spaces for marginalized voices.  They 

move our lenses to center on localized educational discourses that constitute interactions, 

appropriating, challenging and legitimizing identities that are allowed in our schools.  This 

kind of theorizing can help make known the possibilities of, and process through which 

reterritorializing schools as places can make some identities and ways of being less “risky” 

(McDermott, Raley, & Seyer-Ochi, 2009).  As we will see in future chapters, being Native in 

urban spaces can be “risky”, as can being a Native student who has college-bound aspirations.  

Through co-constructed discourse UNMS attempted to disrupt entrenched boundaries, and 

simultaneously defined new boundaries of student imagination.  The discursive construction 

of imagined futures reveals great possibilities in reterritorializing spaces of schooling in order 
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to disrupt educational patterns that disturb people, helping to seek out new patterns that offer 

more positive outcomes to Native youth and their families.     

 The distance of UNMS from the students’ home communities holds significance in 

this process of reterritorializing schooling.  The making of new identities may be, at least in 

some processes, bound to distance and difference.  Due to the entrenched nature of social 

structures, critical spaces in which social practices can be rearranged may stand to benefit 

more dramatically from increased geographical distance from the domains they seek to 

distinguish themselves from.  While I have discussed that no space has intrinsic meaning prior 

to the social practice that embodies it, distancing oneself, or a community, from a particularly 

oppressive field (in this case the “whitestream” school domains within reservation and urban 

poor communities) in order to reterritorialize the interactional process of how and for whom 

knowledge is constructed, may ease the contestation and discursive conflict that bears directly 

on the creation of alternative practices.  Schools have been and continue to be contested 

spaces of enduring struggle for Native people.  Through his language, Mr. Kewa spoke about 

the local agency of reclaiming of school space, first by being here, then by being or becoming 

who you are while you are in the space of and identifying with UNMS.  

 Demonstrated in the morning circle discourse, UNMS staff members, myself included, 

made explicit overtures to the purpose and kind of students UNMS was designed to serve, 

assigning meaning again and again to the immediate spatial-temporal world in which the 

school discourse took place.  A parking lot in a residential/artisanal urban neighborhood was 

suffused with situational meaning through the practice of the twice-weekly morning & closing 
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circles.  Considering the interplay of this sociopolitical history with the context and discourse 

of UNMS, the aspirations of Mr. Kewa’s father are the paint on a discursive brush giving 

color, shape and feeling to the space of the school.  The co-authorship of that new space was 

not only in the repeated articulation and conscious spatial interactions facilitated by adults, but 

also in the ways students interpreted and interacted with the coaching they were offered 

toward a particular both/and way of engaging identity, academics and community.   

 The next chapters shift into the second stage of my data collection.  Reflecting on the 

school’s closure, I spoke with former educators, parents of former students and former 

students themselves to understand what implications the closure had for the UNMS 

stakeholders.  The post-UNMS data expands understanding of how the schools re-

territorializing discourse and practice was negotiated by teachers and perceived by students 

and their parents.  Reflections on UNMS school practice will become contextualized in larger 

educational histories of educational struggle and survivance as UNMS is compared to other 

currently available and previously available school environments.  The next chapter, chapter 

5, analyzes the complex ways educators negotiated tensions in standardized education and 

local knowledge to engage students in both/and communities of practice where students were 

coached to be both strong academic students and strong members of Native communities.  
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CHAPTER 5: THE BUSINESS OF BOTH/AND: TEACHERS NEGOTIATING 

TENSIONS AND TRANSFORMING STANDARDIZED PRACTICES 

 

Introduction 

 This chapter explores the ways that educators who worked at UNMS negotiated a 

collaborative version of culturally responsive schooling within a wider climate of educational 

standardization and high-stakes testing.  In geographies of difference, the road to better 

futures involved tremendous tightrope walking by educators.  The practices and intellectual 

engagements of teachers at UNMS can be understood by demonstrating the complexity 

involved in creating both/and school spaces for their Native students.    

 As seen in the previous chapter, discourse practices framed the significance of UNMS 

and what it hoped to offer its students and the community.  The school’s symbolic affiliation 

with imagined communities that placed strong school learners and strong Native community 

members together was a deliberate practice of UNMS educators.  This practice hoped to 

impact students’ future educational trajectories.  In this chapter, we will see how the 

negotiations of both/and schooling related to the life experiences of former UNMS teachers, 

stretching far beyond the school house itself.   The vision of UNMS educators conceptualized 

new uses for the tools students gained in their home cultures and in school.  The creative 

imagination that brought to life both/and curriculum and pedagogy had implications that 

stretched and continue to stretch beyond immediate relationships of the school.   

 I have chosen here to zoom in more closely to analyze how educators reflected on their 

role as key promoters of the school’s both/and ideology.  As the teachers and staff formed the 

front lines of UNMS’s reterritorializing engagement, their reflections of their practice 
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demonstrate an important intellectual engagement with the social, cultural and historical 

forces shaping school experiences, particularly as they related to American Indian 

communities.  Personal experience and varying ways of conceptualizing connections between 

culture and schooling inform deeper understanding of an educational discourse that privileges 

connections and builds strength upon life as “we” live it (not as we/they/he says it should be 

lived).  The case of UNMS and its collaborating educators highlights the complex layering of 

interactions in schools, allowing deeper analysis of the perceived purpose and significance 

participants assigned to such complex and risky negotiating acts in schooling.  The detailed 

both/and opportunities for creating imagined communities transformed schools and 

achievement models for Native youth.     

Disappointment: The Personal Side of Closure 

 The last chapter (Chapter 4) ended by detailing administrative processes involved in 

UNMS’s closure.  I will begin this chapter by introducing the stories of the school’s former 

educators with a description of the last days of the 2010 school year.  The raw wound of the 

school’s closure can be more clearly understood by exploring the personal sense of 

disappointment and loss that educators associated with the loss of UNMS.  This struggle is a 

central theme throughout the analysis of participating educators’, parents’ and students’ 

narratives of enduring struggle, contentious practice and local identities (Holland & Lave, 

2001).       

 In the spring of 2010, after months of uncertainty as to the future of the school, UNMS 

teachers were called to a joint staff meeting held at UNHS—an event uncommon enough to 
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let us know that some kind of important news was to be delivered.  Attending teachers and 

staff were officially informed by both the director of UNMS and the director of UNHS
33

 that 

UNMS, as they had known it, would no longer exist.   

 In the early days of June 2010, a few weeks following the school board’s closed door 

decision to relinquish the schools charter, UNMS closed out its fourth and final school year.  

UNMS teachers, disappointed and frustrated, put on strong faces to work through closure with 

the students.  Even when the wounds ran deep, and disappointment harkened back to the 

cautious seduction that many educators alluded to when they described choosing to work at 

the school, teachers remained present with their students through their last day of school.  

UNMS closed its last day of school in a celebration led by two core teachers, Isidro and Leon.  

Joined by some of the students’ families and invited community members, arranged in the 

asphalt parking lot that was a stage to years of weekly circle, singing the beginning and 

ending of school weeks, UNMS students danced a give-away dance, sang, cried and were 

prayed for under the blazing Arizona sun.  Balancing out what many considered years of 

accomplishment with the temporal disappointment of closure, teachers and staff watched the 

bus pull away from the mid-town school building for the last time.  Exhausted, staff spent the 

next two to three days packing up rooms, and within relative silence, and semi-disbelief that 

the materials we had painstakingly collected and developed over the course of years would no 

longer have a home.  We solemnly parted ways, turning in our keys, and leaving the small 

unconventional school building in search of needed respite and future employment.       

                                                           
33

  The director of UNHS was also acting as a school board member at the time.  
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UNMS Educators and Staff “Catching-Up”  

 Given the circumstances of UNMS’s closing, nearly all of the teachers, and most of 

the staff members parted ways after the last week of school.  As I mentioned in chapter 2, I 

began the second stage of my research in the spring of 2011, nearly one year after UNMS 

closed.  I immediately began soliciting the perspectives of my former colleagues for the 

second stage of this research.  I chose to do this for two reasons: first, because our previous 

and on-going relationships made them easy for me to contact; and second, because I felt that 

we all had a need to tell our version of this hopeful, yet disappointing story.  The stories that 

were told through our one to two hour conversations, and subsequent exchanges of emails, 

text messages and visits, were a way to voice and listen to the experiences, beliefs, and values 

that mediated and made sense of our collaboration at UNMS.        

 Locating UNMS educators and staff was fluid and very quick.  Within a month I was 

able to interview five of the six educators profiled here.  Above all our relationships as co-

workers and friends, attending each other’s family parties, celebrating our children’s 

birthdays, sharing information with each other about job openings or former student 

whereabouts, all made these interviews fluid, and in part about “catching-up” and in another 

part about reflecting deeply on educational experiences, both those that we shared at UNMS 

and those that were part of our more lengthy personal histories.  Although being in the role of 

the researcher was initially awkward for me, as I apologized for taking the little black tape 

recorder and packets of IRB consent forms out of my bag, the deep personal investment and 

meaning that we had each given to our shared experiences at UNMS took precedence over 

other possible emotions.  These factors made our interviews informal, yet serious.   
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 The interviews had an open-ended protocol, yet in practice, were more like 

conversations tracing back through individual educational histories.  In part these 

conversations rehashed what had happened at UNMS, and then became deep personal 

reflections of the meaning and impact of our efforts, collective and individual.  As Leon, the 

math and art teacher said when we got ready to turn the tape recorder on for the formal 

interview, “I think of this like I am suffering from PTSD, so I’m ready to talk, it will help me 

to process what happened.”  His words rang sharply true in my ears, yet I could not anticipate 

the extent to which personal emotions, on my part and the part of my former colleagues would 

emerge like exposed raw nerves while we voiced out loud various points of our involvement 

in UNMS.  This was true especially when we spoke of the impact we perceived that UNMS 

had on our students.  Articulating chronologically in this way was perhaps the first time that 

we shared our stories of coming to and leaving UNMS.      

Framing Reflections: History in Person and Markedness 

 My initial focus with these interviews was to gather a portrait of culturally responsive 

pedagogy as practiced in a particular case.  Using narratives, triangulated perspectives 

(parents, students, educators), and three years of ethnographic participant observation during 

the schools operation, these interviews were the entry point for describing and analyzing the 

ways in which educators conceptualized culturally responsive teaching embedded in a “high-

stakes” policy landscape.  However, triangulation of rich ethnographic documentation offered 

a much deeper opportunity to analyze the nuanced ways that individual educators engaged 

enduring struggle with local pedagogies.  Reflections of these educators, compared with the 

reflections of other stakeholders (in particular students in Chapter 4 and Chapter 7; and 
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parents in Chapter 6) offer portraits of history in person, local practice and historical struggle 

in contested spaces like schools (Holland & Lave, 2001).  By investigating how teachers 

reflected on their daily engagements with culturally responsive education, we better 

understand how changes in interactions, relationships, and talk about school knowledge versus 

home knowledge formed the many dimensions of a shared transformational school effort.   

 In particular I will highlight ways that UNMS educators challenged the ways they felt 

Native students were marked in most school settings.  The term marked is understood through 

the term unmarked, or the ways social values (ideologies) become visible or invisible through 

discourse and interaction.  By using the term unmarked, I am referring to the ways that 

language and school practices normalize mainstream Whiteness, assigning mainstream 

Whiteness a certain prestige and recognition through its neutrality (Shuck, 2004; Trechter & 

Bucholtz, 2001).  Such neutrality is used to justify exclusion of other languages/practices, 

marking what does not pass for normal and assigning unequal social value to it (Shuck, 2004).  

I use the term marking, marked and/or markedness to refer to the ways that educators see 

Native students being non-neutral, in their ways of speaking, acting, interacting, etc, when in 

typical school settings.  Markedness is considered to have the effect of labeling students as 

being of lesser prestige or as abnormal (ibid, 2004).    

 The following chapter sections delve into the nuanced ideas and actions which 

informed how UNMS teachers saw themselves countering the current of markedness and 

unmarkedness to engage students and prepare them to become both/and negotiators.  The 

educators’ perceptions and actions, both through overt and nuanced discourse, tried to bring to 
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the surface many of the assumptions that are embedded in the marking and unmarking of 

Native people and the daily lives of UNMS students.  Marking and unmarking were important 

discursive tools used byUNMS educators to link their teaching to both/and opportunities.    

Profiles: Presenting a New Demographic 

 As UNMS was a school community founded as an alternative to most other available 

school settings for its students, both historically and presently, the educators shared a certain 

sense of purpose.  Throughout our interviews, each of the six educators talked about coming 

to work at UNMS for a reason, largely related to lessons from their own personal experiences 

as students, staff and observers of public schools attended by Native youth.  This continuity of 

experience cannot be emphasized enough.  As Native educators, observing and experiencing 

the multigenerational patterns of school failure served as a central motivator for their work at 

UNMS.  A history of Indian education in the US frames a context of deliberate and continuing 

marginalization that makes local activity, local values, and local practices as basic as cutting 

wood, dusty and prayerful funerals, multigenerational households, and eating SPAM, 

unrecognized and marked as “other” in school setting.  For many who have not been witness 

to the decades of Indian education gradually moving into the hands of state public schooling, 

and the whitewashing of Native students’ lives (“do Native Americans even exist anymore?”- 

a common public ignorance) into the unacknowledged background of classrooms, textbooks, 

and graduation stages, it may be hard to notice the public school system’s severe neglect.  Yet 

the educators at UNMS acutely saw how the insidious legacy of colonial education has not 

vanquished yet and it indeed stretches far beyond classrooms and schools (Lomawaima, 

1999).   
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 It is for these reasons that UNMS presented an interesting opportunity particularly for 

Native educators to engage in an educational environment where one did not have to leave 

one’s culture and language at the school house door.  The life experience of many who 

worked at UNMS contained numerous negative experiences with school settings in which 

they were reminded that their language and culture were marked.   Table 2 offers brief detail 

about the background and educational experience of each of the educators: 
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Table 2: Urban Native Middle School Educators & Staff Profiles 

Name Role(s)/Responsibilities at 

UNMS 

Years 

worked 

at UNMS 
(or for 

UNES) 

Educational background: 

-K-12 

-College 

Community/ 

Cultural  identity 

 

Leon 

Kewa
34

 

 

*6th-8th Math teacher 

*6th-8th Visual Arts teacher 
*Academic advisor (1 cohort, 

2007- 2010) 

*Native singing Club leader 

 

2007-

2010 

 

K-12: Off reservation public schools in 

urban area 
 

Higher Ed: Community college out of 

state; received BA from large public 
University in cohort for Native educators 

 

 

Native American 

 
Tohono O’odham/ 

Hopi  

 

Isidro 

Molina 

 
*6th-8th Social Studies Teacher 

*6th-8th Native Culture/History 

teacher 
*Academic advisor (1 cohort, 

2006-2010) 

 

2006-

2010 

 
Off reservation public schools in urban 

area 

 
Native American community college in 

Kansas; received BA from small private 

university in Colorado; Teaching 
credentials from large public University in 

cohort for Native educators 

 

 
Native American 

 

 Tohono O’odham 

 

Andrew 

Pike 

 

*6th-8th Advanced Math teacher 
 

2006-

2010 

 

On reservation parochial and public 

schools; private parochial high school in 
large urban area 

 

BA from parochial university in New 
Hampshire; MA and PhD (in progress) 

from large state university 

 

 

Native American  

 
 Apache 

 

Elena 

Benally 

 
*Administrative assistant 

*Coordinator of State funded 

academic enrichment program 
(after school tutoring) 

 

2007-

2010 

 
On reservation boarding school K-8; Off 

reservation boarding high school for Native 

students; Received high school diploma 
from on-reservation high school 

 

Received BS from large state University 
 

 
Native American  

 

Navajo 

 

Richard 

Garcia 

 

*School board member 
*UNHS Director (2007-2012) 

 

2007-

2012 

 

Parochial schools in urban area 
 

Attended local community college; 

received BA from large state university; 
teaching credentials from private distance 

learning university; MA from state 

university extension program 

 

Mexican-American/ 
Native American 

 

(O’odham, non-
enrolled) 

 

Karen 

Wright 

 

*6th-8th Resource teacher (special 

education) 
*Curriculum coach 

 

2006-

2009 

 

Public schooling in Connecticut 

 
BA from private University in 

Massachusetts.  Received two MA’s one 

from private university and one from 
public university; both on the East coast  

 

European-American 

 

                                                           
34

  All names are pseudonyms.  
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 The team of educators at UNMS presented a unique demographic.  The staff had key 

male representation, a phenomenon not readily encountered in K-8 public education in the US 

and even less typical elementary schools serving Native populations.  Many of the staff were 

members of, or aligned to, the extended families of the UNMS students (Isidro, Leon, 

Andrew, Elena).   In other previously documented cases (McCarty, 2004; McCarty et al., 

2012), Native community members (those with continuous relationships to the students’ 

communities, families and cultural worlds) in school roles are overwhelmingly in positions of 

support staff—para-professionals, teacher aids, or “add-on” cultural enrichment programs—

not core content area teachers or certified teachers.  At UNMS, with a teaching staff of seven, 

Isidro, Leon, and Andrew were core content instructors.  They were also involved in 

defining/designing core curricular content typically regarded as “add-on” (e.g. Native 

history/culture class), however at UNMS these content areas were placed on par with subjects 

like math, language arts, and science.   

 These educators largely represented a new generation of Native educators.  Their ways 

of seeing, discussing and enacting culturally responsive schooling largely centered on 

intergenerational relationships to community and community members, not traditional expert 

culture/language knowledge.  Andrew, Leon, Isidro and Richard are not fluent speakers of 

their heritage languages; they are largely the children of fluent speakers who chose to 

privilege English while raising their children in order to offer them what they perceived as 

greater opportunity in schools/mainstream society (see history of American Indian education, 

Chapter 1).  As has been critiqued in other work (Hermes, 2007), the teaching of Native 
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language and culture in schools has largely institutionalized “traditional” practices failing to 

integrate language and culture across the curriculum (Cleary & Peacock, 1997).   

 Teachers central in the day-to-day of UNMS spoke about culture as what they do, and 

who they are.  This perspective was also evident in many of the ways they engaged culture 

throughout our years working together.  The abandonment of a tightly bound, single context 

application of their skills and knowledge strongly framed assumptions about identity and what 

defines member in a Native community.  Yet, careful attention was given to the more 

established knowledge of elders.  During our interviews, Isidro in particular spoke about using 

the Tohono O’odham education standards, written with elders and the tribal education 

department, to help guide his teaching.  Respecting the interests of community members and 

recognized community knowledge was a practice that Isidro mentioned as central in guiding 

him as a culture teacher.  Other UNMS teachers, like Leon and Andrew, did not hesitate to 

phone older relatives when engaging topics of language and culture that they were not certain 

of.  They also encouraged students to do the same.     

 The educators’ home/familial experiences coupled with education and work 

opportunities that took them outside of their home communities and gave them experience in 

other geographic regions of the US, and in some cases other countries that influenced a new 

vision for education in an intercultural world.  These educators conceptualized both/and 

scenarios for education—characterized in part by having traveled outside their home 

communities, struggled through their own experiences to get degrees and now have come 
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“home”
35

 to help negotiate/mediate that path for other Native students.  The mix of urban and 

rural reservation upbringing amongst the Native staff also challenged common assumptions 

that urban Natives do not have a good sense of or desire to be connected to traditional 

communities.  Leon for example, spent most of his life off the reservation.  However, raised 

by a Tohono O’odham mother and Hopi father, he had access to both ancestral homelands, 

and used his urban and rural experiences to inform his thoughts on mediating bi-cultural 

negotiations.  As adults these educators reflected upon their experiences as youth in schools, 

with thoughts like, “what would have needed to happen in school to help me to be more 

successful,”  and constructing from that a vision of identity, negotiation, and both/and, 

building strength upon strength.      

 Of the six staff members I interviewed, four had worked with UNMS students daily, 

one worked intensively with students who had IEPs and one was a site administrator, interim 

school director and school board member.  Five of the staff identified as Native American, 

and four were enrolled members of tribal nations of the Southwest.  Ranging in age from early 

thirties to mid-to-late fifties, none of the UNMS educators and staff was “inexperienced” in 

life.  Most had families of their own, and had long histories of community involvement 

preceding and overlapping with their teaching at UNMS.   In the cases of Isidro, Leon and 

Andrew, they had years of work experience with institutionalized schooling, as mentors, 

tutors and extra-curricular leaders, prior to coming into the classroom as an institutionalized 

teacher.  Isidro, Leon, Andrew and Richard received non-traditional teacher credentials in 

                                                           
35

  “Home” is commonly used to mean that one has gone back to serve Native people, near to 

or related to their own tribe.  
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accelerated programs, such as those targeting Native teacher certification, or non-traditional 

post-bac graduate school preparation.  Elena had previous experience working on projects that 

addressed Navajo and Native community wellness and education.  She was also a non-

traditional undergraduate student completing her B.A. in her late twenties while having a 

family.  Karen is the only teacher who had a long established history of working as a 

traditional teacher in institutionalized schooling.  She had nearly twenty years of classroom 

and education experience at the time she joined UNMS.  As an Anglo from the East coast, she 

had little previous ties to Native communities or the UNMS community.  However, her 

engaged supportive role offers insights into how re-defining school spaces to privilege Native 

and local values had impact on teachers, of both non-Native and Native backgrounds.      

 The role played by Native educators, in conjunction with the authored school mission, 

allowed the space of classrooms and the school to integrate community culture, and language 

into the curriculum and the interactional space of school.  When the Native staff spoke about 

how they felt they integrated community culture and language into the curriculum they 

continually returned to their upbringing, and their schooling experiences.  They referenced 

their understanding of Native communities/families as the guide for how to meet the needs of 

their Native students.  These reflections elicited memories of being marked, prompting a 

process of engaging strategies that sought to unmark Native life-ways in the production of 

school knowledge.  
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The Marking and Unmarking of Cultural Practice in Schools 

Beginning by Reaching Back: Educational Narratives Framing Practice 

 When I asked teachers why they decided to work at UNMS, a Native serving 

academically rigorous, bi-cultural charter school, connections to past experiences, family 

histories, and community continuity became palpable.  Teachers did not act alone; their 

conceptualizations of knowledge, cultural practice, well-being, and ultimately academic 

success were filtered through the social lenses of interaction and formed the foundation of our 

human experience.  While social networks, unexpected acquaintances and practical economic 

stability all factored into being employed at UNMS, becoming a contributing member of the 

UNMS community of practice was defined by shared experiences, and/or conceptualizations 

about school, community, and learning.   

 When asked direct questions like, “why did you come to work at UNMS?” or “how 

did you end up working at UNMS?” educators told concrete stories of people they knew who 

referred them to the school, or first impressions of how to put their particular skills/knowledge 

to use, and get paid for it.  A tip of the iceberg exchange with Andrew went like this:           

Andrew: I started [at UNMS] as a tutor and I really liked the small 

atmosphere and…it seemed to be a pretty interesting idea of an all Indian 

school in a city, and seeing how that, that I have taught in the past and I, was 

trying to get settled with jobs, and all these other things, UNMS seemed like a 

pretty interesting opportunity. 

Vanessa: Why was an all Indian school in the city interesting? 

A: Cause, that’s not the norm (laughs), the cities are not all Indian. 

V: Why is that interesting?  Just ‘cause it’s different? 

A: No, there is definitely, in all Indian communities, there are different 

sensibilities then you would find in generally population communities.(laughs)   
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All of the non-White educators share similar observations.  Working with an all Native 

population in an urban, non-reservation setting presented new and different possibilities, at 

times causing feeling of cautiousness for its Native staff members.  There was something very 

obviously not “normal” about having an urban all Indian school environment where Native 

people could work for other Native people.  While the work of the Ciulistet group (Lipka et 

al., 1998) in Alaska is among the earliest documented cases of Native “professional” teachers 

working to change the relationships between culture and schooling in rural Native America, 

the UNMS educators were experiencing an uncharted urban space of bringing “out of bounds” 

(Lipka et al., 1998) practices into public schooling, with some distance from the bureaucracy 

of traditional school districts.  The opportunity was cautiously seductive.  I use the word 

cautious because history tells us that the racist legacy of colonialism remains in many ways 

ever present for Native people, and particularly in urban, so called multi-cultural Mecca’s.  

However, the caution can be taken a step further, and be linked to a long history of broken 

treaties and the ebb and flow of policy propaganda promoted toward Native people, especially 

through institutional education (See Lomawaima & McCarty, 2006 for related Safety Zone 

theory).  This historical experience is not isolated from local sites of opportunity, such as 

UNMS; experience has historically informed many Native people that structures of public 

institutions, the state or other dominant branches of the public system often do not live up to 

what they offer.  Through reflections of educators, we are reminded that UNMS was not 

removed from this historical context, rather situated within it.   
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  Isidro described how he was aware of the Urban Native High School (UNHS), some of 

the teachers on the staff, and was “recruited” to work as a social studies and Native culture 

teacher.  This was not an opportunity that he immediately jumped to take advantage of.  More 

accurately it was a slow introduction, one that he cautiously approached prior to committing 

in 2006 when UNMS was scheduled to open.  Isidro’s slow entrance can be informed by other 

experiences he had with educational opportunities geared toward Native populations.  For 

example, Isidro began work at UNMS after participating in a university teacher-preparation 

program designed for Native educators.  The program targeted Native adults, offering a tuition 

scholarship and living stipend for Natives interested in working to get degrees in education. In 

exchange for the financial support, these future educators were required to seek teaching 

positions in schools serving Native youth.  Isidro began that program already having received 

a bachelor’s degree, and was told that he would receive another, as well as be in a position to 

get state teaching certification.  He talked about how others in his cohort experienced 

disillusionment with the program as the strings attached to completing their program, or 

receiving their degrees became complicated and unclear to them.  Here, when I ask Isidro 

about how he came to be a teacher at UNMS, he talks about that fact that he left that Native 

teacher-preparation program without ever receiving his second bachelors’ degree.      

V: Did you get a second bachelor's degree or was it a certification?   

I: That was my, my understanding, but they said I was going to not get that.  I, 

I really don't know.  Right now I still don’t have [my second bachelor’s 

degree].  On my credit schedule it says I need three hours, only one three-hour 

class.  I don't know what happens after I get  that three-hour class, just that 

I've taken all the required education courses to be a secondary social studies 

teacher, and possess a bachelor's degree in Southwest Studies, but the 

[university] wasn't gonna give me a second bachelor's…that was kind of a 
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disappointment.  That's probably why I didn't finish [my degree].  You know, I 

was in a big hurry to finish that last class, but I also knew that, that UNMS was 

opening this school, that they were gonna be looking for some teachers, so 

there was a potential to go in that direction. 

 

 Isidro began a program with the understanding that his years of study would result in a 

degree—a piece of paper that yields capital in the form of potentially higher income, higher 

status jobs, etc.  The fact that this did not happen did not necessarily keep Isidro from 

continuing his work toward becoming a classroom teacher, however reminded him that hasty 

optimism needed to be balanced with cautious awareness.  Taking into consideration the 

residual manifestations of colonialism, it could be analyzed that the curiosity coupled with 

caution expressed by Andrew and Isidro, shows reflexive awareness of power structures as 

they stand to impact the lives of Native communities.  I do not want to present a purely 

structuralist view of power as completely dictating the lives of people; however I do want to 

highlight how structural inequities teach people to strategically resist or guard themselves 

from vulnerabilities involved in risk taking and change.  Such strategies may create a “wait, 

this seems too good to be true” cautionary internal stance. Experiences with the socio-

historical-political landscape that have framed schooling can produce this kind of caution.  

Yet, amidst this caution, these educators reflected deeply on how they assigned meaning to an 

education space that stepped out of the norm and assumed risk; risk which educators had to 

weigh against their own beliefs and their own experiences with education.  

 Isidro went back to his school experiences as a student and then as a teacher to 

describe why eventually he saw UNMS as a valid way for him to serve his community.  
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Talking about how he eventually realized that he wanted to work with Native students, he 

says:          

…[I] can only reflect on my own experience of my first Native teacher.  It was 

a student-teacher named Manuel Begay, and he was working at Southern36 

High School. But, uh, just seeing him as a teacher-in-training, not only as a 

Native person, but as a male, it was, it was kind of exciting, and, uh, just 

knowing, uh, how to connect with Native people, how we can converse , their 

code talk, how he, uh, joked around, and seeing that for Native students, and 

my early years [working] at [Southern School District37], still it’s this way 

today, that our students , really were isolated, a singled out, or separated, uh, 

are failing and no one seems to really care.  The ones that are successful, um, 

do so, but they struggle as well. So my guess, for me it was just like, [I] didn't 

have someone to identify with... and [now] I see the students, when I talk to 

them, I have commonalities with them, whether they're O'odham students or 

students of another tribe.  We have some common connections, extended 

families… 

Through narrating past experiences, what is known from personal lives and observations, the 

idea of different and common sensibilities takes shape.  How have people experienced 

markedness and how do they feel when their experiences are allowed to become normative, 

and no longer marked, in contested spaces like schools?  This is a central theme driving the 

professional intentions of UNMS educators.  As educators like Isidro have analyzed the 

problems encountered by Native people in educational institutions, a complexity of issues 

emerged framing relevant knowledge and relationships that can be had in schools.  Imagining 

the possibilities in “flipping the script” (Roberts, Bell & Murphy, 2008) as presented to Isidro 

through a meaningful personal experience in the classroom, as a student and then as a teacher, 

presented the transformative opportunity for re-arranging, or re-engaging interactions for 

Native students.       

                                                           
36

  Southern is a pseudonym for a central high school in Southern School District.  The school serves a high 
percentage of Mexicans, Mexican-Americans and Native Americas.   
37

  Pseudonym 
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 Andrew’s comment that “cities are not all Indian” brings to the forefront divisions in 

space, safety zones and threats as perceived by and directed toward Native cultural practice.  

Andrew’s titillation at imagining an urban school that was made up of all or predominantly 

Natives, or Isidro’s excitement in seeing his own humor, family roles, and way of speaking 

voiced in a school setting, remind us of how Native ways of being are not typically 

represented in schools, and more specifically, are not typically recognized outside of the 

contexts of reservations or rural, close knit family settings.  When I asked Leon, a teacher who 

was raised in an urban setting, to describe his early school experiences, his description 

summarized this reality.   

Well, my background, first I went to public school on the south side, and I 

guess, originally the south side was a predominant area for Native people.  

Um, I went to [F.J. Collins], which is then and now predominantly a Hispanic 

community, and people thinking of me as a Hispanic just probably just basing 

it on the color of my skin. So, and I still get that today.  Just 'cause I'm brown 

they assume that I'm Hispanic and they speak to me in Spanish, and they used 

to tell me something in Spanish, and I'd go, "[says something in O'odham 

language]," and they would just, like, I’d thrown a curve at them, you know, 

they don't know what to say.   

 

Leon goes on to talk about his father choosing to send him to a middle school far removed 

from his neighborhood.  He mentions that his father had a “horrible” experience with the local 

middle school.  I ask him what was considered to be horrible about the local middle school?    

L: I guess it would be like harass-, not harassment, but I just, intimidation by 

Hispanic people.  Yeah, there was always that sense there.  

 

V: Because you're a Native? 

 

L: Mh-hm, yeah, and I didn't speak Spanish, and that goes back to the logic, 
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"Because your brown, you should be speaking Spanish."  

 

Leon’s experience speaks to experiencing racial and cultural markedness, even by/in other 

minoritized communities.  Further, his interpretations of being marked were the cause of 

threats and harassment.  Such experiences send resonating messages about divisions of space, 

safety and when and where Native people can be comfortable to be who they are.  Based on 

what Andrew and Leon share, urban spaces do not readily afford Native people space to 

practice their lifeways and be recognized as such.   

 As Brayboy (2005) outlines in his TribalCrit framework, Native people occupy a 

liminal space in the American legal/political and racialized landscape.  Native peoples have 

“recognized” sovereign spaces where cultural/community practices are enacted; however it is 

commonly felt that outside of those sovereign spaces, Native Americans become racialized 

within a dominant discourse of race and minoritization.  Yet, simultaneously they are largely 

unrecognized by a discourse of racialization that does not know how to consider the liminal 

legal/political status of Native peoples.  This idea is further expressed by Leon in his 

reflection on coming to place value in working with Native students, his own community, and 

the importance of culturally responsive education.       

..[my desire comes from]seeing the needs of the school, what needs to 

happen…things that I didn't have when I was in school.  It's that having Native 

people who work with Native people that are focused on education.  I mean, 

because, when you're in the, when you're in the public school, you're just a 

number, and it doesn't matter whether you're Native American, Hispanic, 

African American, Asian American... There’s no look at that.  There's just, just 

Western knowledge, uh, the Independence, the Proclamation of Independence, 

that whole thing… 
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Treating experiences, or the telling of stories, as theories, “roadmaps for our communities and 

reminders of our individual responsibilities to the survival of our community” (Brayboy, 

2005, p. 427), is at the heart of transforming what is marked and what is unmarked in our 

school interactions.  “Native people who work for Native people that are focused on 

education” frames an understanding of a shared experience aimed at allowing students’ ways 

of being/knowing to be recognized.  Leon’s logic suggests that being recognized also means 

that one has a greater potential for one’s needs to be met.  In Leon’s experience, in larger 

public spaces, the nature of identities has been contested, categorized into racial groups, and 

all students are dished a singular, other, perspective of history and knowledge.  What is 

lacking is an acknowledgment of the particular needs, realities or values embedded in non-

dominant communities.  The lack of neutrality of this approach unmarked dominant “Western 

knowledge,” and marked practices that fell outside of legitimated Western knowledge. An 

additional layer of tribal sovereignty, which should afford cultural distinctiveness to be 

maintained and expressed is Whitewashed in public systems that are unable (or unwilling?) to 

practice a vision of critical, inclusive democracy (Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002). 

 The examples we have for “creating culturally responsive education that 

fundamentally changes the role and relationship between teachers and schooling—and 

between the community and schooling” (Lipka et al., 1998, 3) are cases that occurred on 

reservations, far from cities, and in sovereign tribal lands (Lipka et al., 1998; McCarty, 2004; 

Watahomigie & McCarty, 1994).  Little is documented about urban schools serving Native 

youth.  While similarities between Eurocentric curriculum and pedagogy may exist between 

school practices in rural and urban settings, the distance from Native communities, from “out 
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of bounds” practices frames a different dynamic for Native youth in urban vs. reservation 

settings.  The ways that UNMS educators reterritorialized a Native space for schooling put 

marked practices into play with unmarked practices, in order to promote a locally cohesive 

way for teaching and learning exchanges to occur.            

 The reflections of Andrew, Isidro and Leon as students and educators in school 

systems address the erasure of students, families and communities from dominant school and 

policy institutions.  Using the lens of their own experiences growing up as members of Native 

communities, on and off reservations, in urban and rural settings, the tension of being unseen, 

or seen and unrecognized, is a dominant theme.  Childhood experiences navigating through 

communities, and being made aware of what being Native meant or did not mean in different 

contexts underlie what factors are present when they speak of a better place for Native 

students.  Scholars have documented the racism present in schools and endured by many 

Native people (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008; Cleary & Peacock, 1998; Deyhle, 1995, to name a 

few).  As Isidro mentioned, the manifestation of systemic racism can be as subtle as being 

ignored, left out, and eventually “left behind.”  More direct manifestations like language use, 

or social polarization by other students, such as Leon’s examples, cause students to feel 

unsafe and uncomfortable, undoubtedly feeding the cycle that Isidro experienced as a student 

and witnessed as an adult in an urban school district.  Biased curriculum and the lack of 

Native cultural presence in schools also perpetuate racism, marginalizing Native students and 

their families within school and institutional spaces.  As many of the UNMS educators 

responded to experiences and observations of witnessing teachers and schools communicate 

low-expectations for Native students, or echo euphemisms such as “Native student lack 
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success in schools” or “Native students have many problems in their homes” (Castagno & 

Brayboy, 2008), their experiences tell us that racism is a pervasive and repetitive element in 

school experiences for Native students.  Countering these pervasive practices, educators at 

UNMS reflected upon how they opted for a pedagogical approach which accepted, 

acknowledged and valued who students are today, in order to create opportunity for the 

complexity, contradiction and continuity of UNMS student lives to be unmarked.  The 

dynamic engagement with culture is reflected in how Isidro spoke about how he had to think 

about teaching culture,   

…we always bring the students back to their families and their communities to 

find out what it is that you do, because there's no one ultimate way that, uh, 

culture is taught or learned or practiced. 

This reflection brings the immediate, local and lived realities of students to the center of 

engaging identities and practices that can become legitimized in schools if given the right kind 

of attention.          

Marking and Unmarking Across School/Classroom Practice  

 A unique facet of UNMS was in the ways that educators engaged these social, cultural 

and historical forces that shape schools.  Speaking from the trajectories of personal 

experience, UNMS educators built upon their own life lessons, positioning themselves as 

learners and members of a community (in a multidimensional sense) to frame an “engaged 

pedagogy” inside and outside of the classroom.   Noted in the work of Lipka, Sharp, Brenner, 

Yanez & Sharp (2005) using the concept of “engaged pedagogy” (Hooks, 1994), UNMS 

teachers consciously worked to facilitate what they felt to be culturally responsive curriculum 

and instruction.  Their approaches sought to engage students in classroom learning where the 
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marginalized or marked culture takes center stage, becoming unmarked (Lipka et al., 2005, p. 

51).  Engagement of this sort creates a discussion, both explicit and implicit, that validated the 

actions of UNMS teachers and potentially makes space for students to voice experiences that 

are normally not allowed in schools.         

 Marking and unmarking practice in schools can be somewhat elusive.  There may have 

been few moments when adults or students recognized these practices and said, “hey, this is 

Native!” or “that embodies O’odhamness!”  Yet teachers rarely explicitly announced that they 

were now legitimizing Native culture by placing it in center stage.  Instead, marking and 

unmarking generally happened in much more subtle and nuanced ways. It occurred through 

the patterns of daily interaction and discourse.  At UNMS, practices cut across school 

interactions.  Overwhelmingly educators consciously tried to mark mainstream Western 

knowledge as they simultaneously unmarked local Native knowledge.  This was a way to help 

students to see themselves as both/and in addition to learning to recognize how and when they 

will need to “code-switch” as they navigated across social contexts, within and outside of 

Native communities like their own.       

Engagement with Curriculum 

 UNMS’s charter mission specifically spoke about an “academically rigorous, bi-

cultural and community-based” model for education.  When approaching curriculum, teachers 

were responsible for covering Arizona state standards for their content area as well as Native, 

local, and community-based knowledges to meet the charter requirements.  As a starting point 
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to unpack this kind of culturally responsive teaching Richard, a school administrator talked 

about how he positioned culture and school learning when working with teachers:  

I always encouraged the teachers to do it, and as a teacher myself, I always 

tried to bring in something that was culturally relevant to the kids, and so, 

because I think it makes learning a lot more powerful and, you know, you have 

to make connections and, your culture is kind of the lens you view the world 

through, and so, if you can make through that lens, it's a lot more powerful. 

This beginning step of seeing the world through cultural practice is only the tip of penetrating 

how teachers actually engaged relevancy in their curriculum.  Richard’s mindset sets up the 

more detailed practices that teachers at UNMS spoke about as they tried to make “learning 

more powerful” for their students.   

 For Isidro, he approached his social studies curriculum in search of both “engaging 

practices” and culturally relevancy.  Expressing that he had long heard Native students say 

that “social studies is boring,” he drew upon his own experience of studying Native American 

history, learning with and alongside other Native peoples to imagine ways to make a school 

subject not boring, but engaging.  The experience of studying at a Native focused university in 

Colorado helped him to see school learning as related, rather than separate and foreign, from 

his home and family experience. Isidro mentioned this as significant for him, opening up new 

pathways of curiosity and interest for him throughout his early adult life.  Those experiences 

framed how he approached teaching social studies at UNMS.     

 [In order to engage student in social studies]..I would always do my best to 

get them to realize and tell them to remember and question, what were Native 

people doing? Where were the Native people at this time? And then especially 

for the O’odham students, what was happening to the Tohono O’odham 

people?  And if you can’t think along that line, and every opportunity I got, I 

would remind them, while the Civil War was going on, while the slavery was 
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going on, then, according to O’odham history texts, oral history, this is what 

has happening, and just keep it in mind…  

Articulations in curriculum and pedagogy embodied by “what were Native people doing at 

that time?” reminded students that the accounts of history they were reading in a text are 

marked by a limited perspective, but that did not mean that reality, or their families’ histories 

are limited as well.  Power resides in asking questions, pushing “out-of-bounds” narratives, 

and in making connections that expanded the scope of a standards based telling of history.  

Isidro’s reflexive links opened up space for students to associate “history” with the continuity 

of theirs and their communities lived experiences—expanding the typical reading of school 

based history to include them as well.   

 Extending this approach, there were also moments when teachers deeply and 

intentionally engaged distinction, power and, ultimately, the consequences laden in applying 

certain knowledges in different contexts. Marking and unmarking was apparent in how 

teachers made students aware of the implications of certain forms of acting and reasoning, 

such as the difference between a standardized test and real-life application of knowledge.  For 

example, Andrew talked about making explicit for students how intelligence can be measured 

differently according to different perspectives. He tried to guide students to understand how 

perspectives are manifest with power which students need to learn to recognize.  Here, 

responding to a question about how he saw himself practicing bi-cultural education, Andrew 

talked about his general beliefs about knowledge and then applied his logic to local practice.  

He spoke about helping students see inequities and the nature of power in standardized 

assessments.  
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I have a really firm belief that knowledge is knowledge, basically.  And that if 

you effectively teach whatever information it is, it doesn’t necessarily have to 

have the label ‘standardized knowledge’ or ‘bicultural knowledge.’  So, in my 

classroom I went in with the idea that I’m not teaching the standards—I’m 

gonna teach them these concepts in math.  If they so happen to match up with 

the standards, then great.  But, there were instances in my class where I, ah… I 

kinda shifted gears a little bit, and I did create this…binary of sort, um, of the 

school and basically, kinda portrayed the state as non-believers in them—that 

they, the state, didn’t believe in the students.  The reason I put it that way was 

somewhat of a challenge.  Um, definitely not with the intention of having the 

students become disrespectful within that school I made it really clear that 

respect basically is an important aspect and the students really need to utilize 

that…BUT as an impetus and a type of challenge to the students, you know, I 

let them know that there are some folks that only see them as a test score.  SO, 

that they need to understand that IF they want to portray themselves as 

intelligent as they ARE—you know I tell them that, I would, I constantly would 

tell them they are smart, I would show them example of how they are smart, I 

would call things out that they did that demonstrated their intelligence, I really 

tried to push the idea and let them know that they are smart people.  And I 

differentiated that, and this test doesn’t measure that.  This test measures you 

understanding a form, you know.  Um, and so I am making that connection, 

that understanding that these tests, these standardized test, it is really about 

knowing a form.   And people who don’t know you are gonna read this form 

and that is what they are gonna judge you on.  So if you want to be seen in a 

certain way, as like say intelligent, then you will probably have to master this 

format also.   But by no means is it a sign of your intelligence, it’s just an 

understanding of a form.  And I would give them examples, like for the kids 

who rodeo and what not.  I’ll say it’s like you asking these people to come out 

and be around horses or rodeo or anything like that.  And more than likely they 

don’t, and you’ll say…man these guys are stupid.  Or something along the line 

of that.  That’s the same thing they are doing to you.  “Okay, come on out and 

do our type of rodeo—yeah, you don’t know how to do it. You’re stupid.”  Only 

thing is, of course, their fingers are tied to the purse strings. (laughs) While 

your pleasure might come from a brief sense of greater worth in the rodeo 

ring, for them, they will ultimately close your school if you don’t do this. 

 Andrew’s keen engagement in policy as social practice and as a practice of power 

(Levinson & Sutton, 2001) carefully constructed students as capable and intelligent, while 

also unpacking for them how their intelligence may or may not be recognized by others.  He 

was unmarking their daily experiences (rodeo) and marking the form of thinking that is often 
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placed upon them by dominant structures of schooling (standardized achievement tests).  

However, he was careful to say that he was not rejecting the dominant perspective as invalid; 

rather he was demystifying it for students so that they may understand that it is not neutral.  

He wanted them to see that dominant knowledge, like standardized tests, represents special 

sets of knowledge that Andrew believed his students, too, could master.  Andrew’s summary 

of his approach to teaching was “flipping the script”.  He was privileging student ways of 

knowing the world as starting points of strength; then he challenged the students to see what 

they knew and apply it fearlessly to the field of standardized tests and text book learning.  

Andrew’s narrative indicates that by marking power he believed that students would be able 

to recognize what is often mysteriously normalized beyond recognition.  Ending with a 

cynical comment about the ultimate imbalance of knowledge and power, he illuminated an 

understanding of culturally responsive education that is relevant not only in practice (related 

to daily lives), but relevant in contextualizing the real implications of unequal knowledge 

valuations.       

 Guided concrete engagements in more inclusive and expansive readings of history 

were presented by teachers to support students in acquiring standardized academic knowledge 

and developing/maintaining a sense of Native identity rooted in community history.  This kind 

of teaching intended to help students “negotiate” between different knowledge sets; a skill that 

is often better acquired when local culture is more visibly articulated as central to school and 

learning (Delpit, 1995; Gilliland, 1995).  The reflections of Isidro and Andrew are examples 

of guided concrete engagements with structures of power, such as the ontological and 

epistemological differences in privileging certain kinds of knowledge, and coaching students 
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to recognize the cultural performances judged to distinguish one way of knowing the world 

from another.  Andrew’s explanation of difference, while engaging students own skills and 

practices, such as rodeo, articulated difference to help students recognize the implications of 

institutionalized achievement measurements.  Both Andrew and Isidro attempted to walk 

students through border crossing and back, coaching them in how to recognize when and 

where intellectual cognitive “codeswitching” would be useful for negotiating the behaviors, 

knowledges, and obstacles that students would need to be aware of as they sought access to 

institutional support and opportunity.  

Engagement with Ourselves: Reflexivity and Academic Knowledge 

 Marking and unmarking at UNMS did not only refer to articulations in curriculum, it 

also manifested in the lenses that teachers used to treat what was considered “academic” in 

schools.  With a dominant, whitestream, standards-based lens for seeing schooling, teaching 

and assumptions about what is considered legitimate school knowledge follows a Eurocentric 

logic.  When Eurocentric logic is not normalized, it become more relative, and space opens for 

new forms of knowledge to be legitimized.  What the teaching profession often universally 

refers to as “just good teaching practices” is, in fact, not universal when a school chooses a 

non-normative logic from which to base its vision of education.     

 The impacts of re-organizing what was considered legitimate school knowledge at 

UNMS is exemplified in the way that Karen described how she thought about her role within 

a culturally responsive school for Native youth.  Karen came to UNMS with many years of 

teaching experience.  During our interview she initially began talking about her teaching 
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philosophy in general terms, e.g.—best practices and standard knowledge is good knowledge. 

However, as a non-Native teacher with little previous ties to the UNMS community or its 

students’ homes/families, Karen’s reflections on working at UNMS reveal a consciousness 

that is not typically talked about in circles of “best practices” and “teaching the standards”.  

Thinking about her positionality as a European-American, Karen explained the choices she 

made to support her students’ academic development as they studied Native culture/history.  

In this quote, I asked Karen to explain how her vision of working with students, 

corresponding to her stated belief that students are individuals and not conglomerate racial 

groups, was put into practice in a setting explicitly designed for Native youth.  She replied: 

My responsibility is to them as a student, and to their parents.  Their parents 

put them into this school with certain expectations.  I bought into the school 

with joining with the parents expectations on how that would fit with 

bicultural, and I spent that first year in Isidro's class, and I said, "I'm your 

worst student in the class," and I had gone to Naomi38 and said, "Here's the 

thing.  He's teaching culture and that's where I need to be.  I need to sit in his 

class, and how can that work with the kids?" And she said, "Well, you know, 

you're gonna be helping the kids." I was only there a couple of days a week.  

Uh, so, well, OK, and then, "I can do homework on the days I'm not there, 

right?" She said, "Oh, yeah.  Go do whatever it is that you wanna do in order, 

so that when you are, so that you have the level of awareness that you feel 

comfortable with, 'cause you're always gonna be you.  You're not ever gonna 

be anybody different, but you can change your level of awareness." I said, 

"That would be me as a student.  I'm curious.  Just what I would want in 

another student who says, ‘I'm curious about this.’  

Karen’s reflection is complex and insightful.  She identified a number of levels of 

collaboration that were influential for privileging local knowledge, including self-awareness 

of her own personal positioning.   She narrated the layering and interweaving of her role as a 

teacher and student as non-binaries, as fluid categories that fed one another.   

                                                           
38

  Naomi refers to the school’s principal at the time that Karen has this experience. 
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 As a resource39 teacher, Karen’s role was to help students with IEPs40 to meet the 

academic requirements of the school and the state.  Culture class was an academic 

requirement for the school.  Following her explanation, Karen constructed an understanding 

that in order for her to support student learning that privileged local culture, she herself had to 

have a handle on the culture class content.  By taking on the role of teacher and student, she 

was able to model for students what she felt was a learning strategy for informing oneself 

about what is unknown.  She said, “I’m curious,” modeling that one does not need to fear the 

unknown, but be inquisitive, proactively engaging in expanding one’s knowledge.  Being a 

student in culture class also could be seen as a way for Karen to heighten her consciousness of 

the inequities that typically frame White European history over Tohono O’odham history.  

Her language showed her to be reflecting on engaging in a level of awareness that allowed her 

to maintain her identity, but expand what she understood of others.  For Karen, this kind of 

engagement was not at odds with being a good teacher.  In fact she saw it as enabling her to 

be a more effective, engaged teacher, in a school environment that implicitly demanded that of 

her without explicitly asking.   

 Many White teachers treat “ethnic” content as something other than their 

responsibility, or they relegate it to fluffy, non-essential margins, labeling it as non-academic 

and unprofessional (Castagno, 2008; Pollock, 2004, 2008b).   Those who do not oppose it 

often do not perceive an ownership in promoting or instructing “culture.”  In this case, Karen 

                                                           
39

  Resource is the current term used to refer to services for students qualifying for individualized assistance 
(formally popularly referred to as “special education.”  In Arizona most students who qualify for individualized 
services spent most of their in-school time mainstreamed with the general student population.   
40

  IEP is an Individualized Education Plan/Program.  It is a legally binding document that spells out exactly what 
education service students qualifying for special education assistance are entitled to.   
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spoke of the Tohono O’odham culture class as an opportunity to learn and cultivate new self-

awareness.   Most clearly she talked about being a student in culture class (jokingly the worst 

student) as a way for her to support the students in meeting the requirements of the school’s 

bi-cultural tenets.  She said “I’m curious about this”—positioning curiosity as an entrance to 

new learning.  A key facet emerging in Karen’s narrative of teaching at UNMS was the 

privileging of Native culture/practice (even White teachers have to learn it!).   

 In this kind of environment, Native culture/practice was unmarked.  The impacts of 

what Karen described deeply challenge the dominant power structure of schooling that solely 

legitimizes whitestream knowledge; additionally Karen’s ability to adapt her accumulated 

“best practices” knowledge to the distinct context of UNMS challenged pedagogical rigidity.  

As seen in this example, the principal’s support for Karen to educate herself with the goal of 

better supporting student learning sent an institutional message that placed value on cultural 

knowledge.  Normalizing and elevating what has most commonly been marked as out-of-

bounds in mainstream schools permeated the consciousness of teachers, Native and non-

Native as they engaged their pedagogical practices.   

Engagement in our Interactions: Roles In and Beyond the Classroom 

  Because schooling at UNMS intentionally involved many out of classroom activities, 

interactions across the curriculum provided opportunities for teachers to manifest their 

pedagogical engagements.  The role of relationships factored centrally in how educators 

operationalized their own connections to community and the students themselves to construct 

new boundaries for appropriate/legitimate learning.  Using an example of what Leon referred 
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to as a meaningful experience, Leon illuminated an example of community practices being 

interwoven with schooling.  Through overtly challenging the statuesque Western concept of 

individualism in schools, Leon approached working with students from a worldview that 

called students to recognize the importance of community cultural practice in relationship to, 

among and within community.   

 From Leon’s point of view, doing schooling did not simply involve curriculum and/or 

privileging what was considered academic in the classroom.  Doing schooling also involved 

being a member of a community bound by beliefs, interactions, customs and relationships.  

Reflecting this position, teachers at UNMS, like Leon, often saw themselves first as members 

of communities, and embedded from within, they were then teachers.  This perspective has 

been commonly expressed by Native educators in literature on culturally responsive teaching 

(Hermes, 2007; Lipka et al., 1998; McCarty, 2002; Yazzie-Mintz, 2007).  Apprenticing and 

correcting students when they did not demonstrate recognizable forms of community 

membership formed part of how UNMS realized the marking and unmarking cultural practice.   

 In the case that Leon reflected upon here, the whole school had gone on one of its bi-

annual camping trips.  The students and staff camped for two days and one night on a 

mountain on the main reservation.  As the camp was rustic, all materials (tents, cooking 

supplies, toiletries, water, etc.) had to be packed in and packed out.  The scene central to 

Leon’s reflection was the last day of the trip.  Students were responsible to pack up their tents 

and help assemble, clean and load up the camping materials into trucks, trailers and bus.  A 

requirement for all school camping trips had always been that camp sites be left clean before 
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leaving.  To do this, students were asked to form work groups, to be involved in helping each 

other, and essentially participate in the physical aspects of setting up and taking down camp.  

On this occasion, many students were sitting in small groups, playing around with one 

another, and generally not helping to efficiently clean up the camp.   

 Leon called an all school circle because he saw that many of the students were not 

meeting the expectation he had for them.  Upset and disappointed, Leon used his authority as 

a school leader to admonish students for not behaving like members of a community, 

challenging students to re-conceptualize the boundaries of schooling and community 

relationships. 

…the kids weren’t helping out, and my assumption is that kids work, kids help 

each other out, they help out their elder… and the reality is, they don't know 

that because they're not taught that out right.  My upbringing was a lot 

different than their upbringing, uh, as, as in my family, we were  taught to help 

our elders or help other people out when there’s stuff that needs to be done.[At 

this camp] There was a small minority of those [students] that helped out, and, 

when it came down to the end, when we had our circle, um, I finally had it and 

I had to let it out.  And I've kind of seen myself in this role of being the mean, 

the mean uncle, the uncle to lay out the law.  Because in every family, there has 

to be that one person that, that has to lay down the line and let everybody know 

what's going on, and it's true in the majority of society.  And in the Hopi 

culture, the Tohono O'odham culture, there is that one person that has to lay it 

on the line, tell, tell everybody how it is.  So, in doing so, I was letting 

everybody know, "You're pushing me too far," and, and I don't know... I mean, 

it was sad, but, I mean, I kind of see it as somewhat... I don't know…I don't 

know how to, how to say that, but it was just like my anger was, was high 

enough that it made people cry... but, in doing so, it had to be done, and I don't 

know a person that doesn't ever get to that point, and I don't think I've ever had 

to do that since that time…” 

When Leon reflected on this event, he admittedly described it as a moment where he 

uncharacteristically lost his cool; however the interaction’s deep significance could not be 

overshadowed by emotion.  The larger lesson Leon saw in that interaction was that of treating 
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students like family members.  His handling of the situation, deciding to speak to the students 

from the perspective of the “one person that has to lay it on the line”, indicated limits as a way 

to enforce norms that were perhaps uncommonly seen in schools, however commonly woven 

into the community.  This distinction attempted to remind students that they were being held 

accountable to a community.  As Leon mentioned his own upbringing, in both the Hopi and 

O’odham communities, he drew a connection to what he regarded as good local practice—

where everyone is a participating member with a responsibility to help.  His stern 

admonishment of the students in one way could be seen as drawing lines of distinction 

between who they should be and should not be, but it also served as an invitation to students.  

He invited students to be part of upholding the norms of the school—thus affording them a 

sense of membership through belonging (if they chose it).   

 I clearly remembered the day of that event and the week that followed at school.  

While the principal did receive one phone call from a parent angered after hearing about the 

event, the majority of the comments I heard from students were about how Mr. Kewa “got 

really upset” but that “it was good…we needed to hear that” and “he was right.”  Leon’s 

urgent reminder to the students asked them to consider what “being O’odham” or “being 

Hopi” meant for them in their lives, and in the lives of their communities.  Although he was 

admonishing them in English, this does not lessen the integral process of strengthening a 

community identity through interaction with others (with elders, in ceremony, through helping 

others, etc), and demonstrated for the students a generation of adults who are calling them to 

be part of Native ways of life that involve behavior, intellect and choice (Nicholas, 2010).   
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 Leon spoke previously about what motivated him to work at UNMS, “things that I 

didn't have when I was in school.  It's that having Native people who work with Native people 

that are focused on education”.   It can be understood that from Leon’s perspective, a good 

place for Native students involved access to adults who can correct and invite students into 

communities.  This kind of thinking goes far beyond content area knowledge.  It encompasses 

realities of intergenerational difference, of sickness, and change in households and 

communities.  It addresses values that bind individuals into social networks, and it addresses 

the reciprocity of social networks—reciprocity and relationships that teach youth.  Leon’s 

articulation rendered community values visible and valuable even in school activities, rather 

than outside of schooling.  This was a reminder in the form of a lightning bolt for students, 

and a challenge for them to engage their developing senses of identity, as individuals and in 

relationship to others.  If students were conflicted about different ways of being/acting, Leon’s 

admonishment reminded them that first and foremost they are members of Native 

communities, and that they would be held accountable to the values central to that 

community’s vitality.   

 Leon’s message resonates with other studies with Native educators documenting 

culturally responsive schooling (Brayboy & Maughan, 2009; Yazzie-Mintz, 2007).  As an 

adult community member, teaching young people to recognize the integrity and continuity of 

relationships has been central to Native communities’ desires toward self-education.  Echoing 

the concerns of other Native community members/educators (Beaulieu et al., 2005), Leon’s 

reflection on his teaching moments at UNMS underscores how schooling could involve 

Native values and communication styles, and hold students to meaningful and engaged forms 



208 
 

of accountability.  It additionally took schooling beyond treating cultural practice as only 

“institutionalized” or “academic,” and pushed boundaries to inclusively allow difference and 

distinction to be “who we are” and “what we do” within whatever context is chosen for 

teaching and learning.  

Arriving at Both/And Opportunities for Learning: “We have to.  We don’t have any other 

choice…” 

Validating What is Within You and Around You 

 Through the sometimes obvious and sometimes nuanced practices that privileged the 

lived experiences of students and their families, experiences commonly relegated as marked 

and out-of-bounds in schooling, UNMS educators attempted to build upon the realities of its 

students to frame a critical space where Native students could imagine both/and opportunities 

to grow and learn as human beings.  Educators in this case school reflected on trying to take 

culturally responsive schooling the additional step: “accepting and affirming students’ cultural 

identities while41 developing critical perspectives that challenge inequities that schools (and 

other institutions) perpetuate” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 469).   Cultivating both/and 

opportunities is neither easy, nor risk-free.  However, as Richard put it, the perspective 

adopted by UNMS was not often perceived as a choice.  When I asked Richard to talk about 

whether he thought meeting state standards and teaching Native language/culture were 

actually achievable in schools, he replied:  

We have to…we don’t have any other choice….So we have to figure out a way 

to make it happen...we have to be creative and figure out what it is that we're 

gonna do.   

                                                           
41

  Emphasis is not found in the original text of Ladson-Billings—it is my own. 
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Richard did not prescribe a single remedy to address this challenge.  His statement, its 

seeming conviction yet vagueness, also helps to make known that this kind of work, both/and 

opportunities in education, are messy, difficult and sometimes unclear.  While UNMS 

educators overwhelmingly agreed with Richard, their ways of “figuring out a way to make it 

happen” varied.     

 The sense of “we have to” can be understood more clearly when we consider the 

current educational statistics for Native students: 90% of Native American youth attend state 

and federally funded public schools; often times largely in the student body minority, more 

than 60% of Native youth attend schools where less than 5% of the teaching staff are Native 

American; 56-64% of Native students qualify for federal free lunch program (McCarty, 2009).  

Examining how Native students are being measured (marked) against other racialized 

categories in the USA on standardized performance evaluations: Native students test two to 

three grade levels lower than their White counterparts in reading & math; Native students are 

73% more likely to be placed in special education42 and 117% more likely to leave school 

before receiving a high school diploma (McCarty, 2009).   

 Placing Richard’s statement against this backdrop, the urgency of his statement, “we 

have to,” becomes more palpable.  He was speaking about a known reality, his own 

experience struggling with poverty and having few teachers with whom he could identify.  

This is the same experience he commonly saw playing out in the lives of the students and 

families that he worked for and with at UNMS and UNHS.  At various points in his interview 

Richard spoke about teachers and practices that he has witnessed and struggled with in his 
                                                           
42

  Also referred to as “Resource”, such as the students Karen worked with 
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years as an educator, prior to working at UNMS or UNHS.  He mentioned a few of the 

common practices that he positioned as improperly marking Native students, portraying their 

actions as deficit, rather than placed within complex community ecologies.  Here he expressed 

his frustration at seeing teachers “flunk” Native students based on the criteria of missing 

homework.  From his perspective, isolating homework as a single demonstration of student 

ability did not allow teachers to consider the challenging realties students may find themselves 

in as they pursue their studies.    

 [I don’t think] a kid should not be flunking a class because of homework, [that 

doesn’t mean they are] not trying to get it, and that also comes from personal 

experience in that, you know, if you have dysfunction in your family and 

alcoholism and other things that are going on, or you have to take care of 

younger siblings, or, uh, you know, it's funny, 'cause some of the kids that don't 

do their homework are helping their kids, their, their siblings to do their 

homework. 

This reflection draws attention to the pitfalls of shortsighted academic judgments.  Richard’s 

frustration with teachers advocates for a view of students which considers a student as a part 

of a larger network of relationships, responsibilities and memberships, legitimatizing 

relationships as important factors at work in students’ lives.  His comment that “some of the 

kids that don’t do their homework are helping their siblings to do their homework” indexed 

the unrecognized resiliency of students; a quality he suggested goes unrecognized in the 

dominant system.  Richard spoke in so few words from a position that unmasks operations of 

marginality (race, social class, language and power) in order to map “what we’re gonna do” to 

address students’ lived realities and build from them healthy, positive and uplifting 

educational opportunities for students.  Both/and additionally considers multiplicity and 

contradiction, considering not only what is “traditional” but what is “relevant” in the daily 
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lives of students.  Some of that relevancy is found in relation to enduring struggle, and 

educational survivance—ways of being that Richard’s critique positions as worthy of being 

recognized in education.  Both/and is in part born out of the narrative of “crisis in education” 

(McCarty, 2012).  This narrative omits Native realities, choosing to see the deficit (that 

students are not doing homework) rather than the strength (students are helping their siblings 

and family members survive in complex circumstances).   

 Like other UNMS educators, Richard engaged complexity as he considered the ways 

that schools could and should adjust to the needs and realities of Native students.  Here 

Richard further talked about cultural responsiveness as he reflected on observing the 

misperceptions of dominant school systems and teachers unfamiliar with Native communities.  

Speaking about how schools can adjust to recognize the need of students, Richard mentioned 

the all too common experiences where we saw a lack of such recognition:     

…some things that, you know, that are cultural events that, uh, in a district 

school [go unrecognized], 'cause I remember when I was at Bobcat, we had a 

couple of Yaqui kids there and during Easter one of the kids was missing 

school sporadically because of the ceremonies, and I remember a teaching was 

getting on him, and I said, "Man, he needs to go to those!" But, uh, you know, 

here, we don't have to worry about that, those things are, are kind of built in.  

Richard’s words propose a necessary alternative: A place where students can be included and 

recognized in a way overwhelmingly unavailable to them elsewhere.  The way that Richard 

stated with exacerbated emotion, “he needs to go to those!” implied recognition of typically 

unrecognized meaningful community participation.  Looking at the two ways that Richard 

highlighted the miss-match between the youth he served (Native youth) and mainstream 

schools, creating a school that “kind of buil[ds] in” ways to recognize student realities was 



212 
 

part of the practices of both/and at UNMS.  At UNMS, and at UNHS, school breaks were 

scheduled to reflect significant community events, such as placing spring break around Easter 

Pascua Yaqui ceremonies or adding an additional day off in the fall when families make 

traditional pilgrimages to Magdalena, Mexico.  Adjustments to school schedules, while 

complying with the total hours the state mandated for public school attendance were small 

concrete acts that could be seen to have large impacts.    

 Both/and as represented in UNMS practice considered multiplicity and contradiction, 

considering not only what is “traditional” but what is “relevant” in the daily lives of students.  

As we examined marking and unmarking through the eyes of UNSM educators, we saw, too, 

that creating a space for Native students to experience both/and opportunities involved subtle, 

yet potentially powerful recognition of daily challenges and meaningful community 

participation.  As UNMS educators talked about both/and education they were not seeking to 

limit students to only what they know, rather they were validating what they know and 

building upon it.  Cultivating both/and spaces can have transformational impacts on who 

students can be in school (example of the Deictic Table in Chapter 4).    

 Educators based some of their continued belief in both/and education upon the ways in 

which they observed students responding favorably to the schools efforts.  Elena, the 

administrative assistant was the first person to interact with parents and students coming into 

UNMS daily.  She reflected on how she liked UNMS for having positive impacts upon its 

students.  I have asked Elena to talk about some of the “powerful” memories she had of 

working at UNMS.  Of the memories she offered, the excerpt below is just one.  She spoke 
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about the changes she saw in students once they began attending UNMS and the much needed 

niche she saw UNMS filling for its students.  

 I used to receive a lot of calls from different schools, […] or parents calling 

about UNMS, uh, wanting to enroll their child because they had gotten into a 

fight with some students at, you know, a different public school, and they didn't 

want to enroll them there, and one thing they would say it's they don't fit, they 

don't feel like they belong there.  People make fun of them.  They get into fights 

a lot, you know, and that was the case for two students, and that's why they 

enrolled at UNMS, and when they enroll [at UNMS], they did so much better: 

grades, their personality, they were nice.  They never got into any fights at all 

while they were at UNMS…that's one powerful memory that I had.  It's the 

students, and how UNMS provided a sense of where they belonged… 

 The less quantifiable impacts of transforming schooling into both/and opportunities 

that validated what is within you and around you were often identified by UNMS educators in 

the qualitative sense of “belonging” to which Elena referred.  Forms of recognition and 

marking and unmarking of culture and difference across school opened up potential critical 

space for students to engage affiliations with new imagined communities.  This critical space 

seemed to have the impacts, as seen from the perspectives of educators and students (Chapters 

4 and 7), to engage students in positive identities: e.g., not be fighting, not be left out, getting 

good grades, and being invited to be learners at school AND be unmarked as members of 

Native communities. 

 Across the curriculum and school activities, educators narrated their version of 

culturally responsive pedagogy as practiced at UNMS.  Educators saw their work as 

strengthening local student identities (articulating ties to community/privileged relationships) 

AND supporting students through their development of a critical consciousness to be/become 

academically successful.  Similar to other studies on effective teachers, particularly those 
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working in/with marginalized communities, UNMS educators saw learning centered around 

“positive-identity, purpose, and hope” (Duncan-Andrade, 2007).  The educators in this case 

were carefully constructing a community enabling access to “hopeful imagination” (Kanno & 

Norton, 2003) that would guide student in their struggle for better futures.  The vision of 

culturally responsive education at UNMS did not center on experience gained from textbooks 

or teacher preparation programs; it centered on lived experience, participation and 

relationships—human-to-human interactions in communities.  Adding new dimensions to the 

Funds of Knowledge work (González, Moll & Amanti, 2005; González, Wyman & O’Connor, 

2011), insider teachers at UNMS, in a coordinated institutional effort, were interrogating 

relationships of power, rendering community knowledge visible within school.  Their 

reflections simultaneously illuminate a search for new avenues to teach standardized 

curriculum in a way that gives students’ access and ability to appropriate the culture of power.  

Leon captured this sentiment of “hopeful imagination” as he explained what he hoped 

students would take from both/and education.             

So for them to understand where they are, where they are in the world and 

what is their next step.  What are their plans next? ‘If this doesn’t work, I'm 

gonna try this; If this doesn’t work, then I'm gonna try this.’[…] for Native 

people, for them to have an understanding of their culture, I mean, because 

regardless whether they believe or not, it does have a factor on where they 

come from, and what are their ties to... if they have that understanding of 

culture, culture and Western society and see how you can balance the two out, 

and how you can make them work together.  That's, those are the skills that 

need to be provided for these future graduates. 

Too often educators are not able/not allowed to engage both/and opportunities for seeing and 

being in the world—leaving students acutely aware of the dichotomy of knowledge, creating 

subsequent binaries between “being academically successful” or “being Native” (Hermes, 
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2007; Nasir & Saxe, 2003; Lucko, 2011).  As Brayboy & Maughan (2009) write, “Indigenous 

knowledge systems are in danger of becoming something few Indigenous students are 

explicitly aware of in their daily lives…the need to understand this danger is imperative so 

that Indigenous students can make sense of their own experiences and their placement in 

institutions of K-12 schooling” (p. 17).  Leon’s reflection surfaced this very concept—how to 

help students make sense of a sea of available recourses, not limiting one or the other, but 

considering them all—and took one step beyond to consider how students can put their 

resources into dialog with one another to make meaning of the multiple and complex avenues 

they may need to occupy to live healthy adult lives.   

 As UNMS educators reflected upon their practice, I saw them as complex policy 

negotiators.  Their engaged pedagogy transformed the prescriptive, standardized vision of 

doing schooling doled by NCLB, and radically shifted it toward the strength-based approach 

of finding the balance between the local and the standardized norm in learning.  Whether 

through Isidro’s reminders to students that no human is an island, or Andrew’s insistence that 

students see themselves as intelligent because they ARE intelligent, or through Leon’s 

synthesis that Shakespeare and O’odham stories do have things in common if developed 

through a frame of mind that sees the world in color and not binaries, these reflections all 

form parts of what both/and opportunities meant in the UNMS sense.  This vision is sharply 

asymmetrical to the policy measurements of student/school success and failure.                  
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Reflecting on Disappointment: The Costs of “Accountability” 

 Given the powerful reflections of former UNMS educators, the schools closure was 

the source of strong and deep emotions.  I began this chapter describing the last days of the 

2010 school year and the emotions involved in “catching-up” with my former colleagues.  

After listening to educators recount their efforts, it is only fair to revisit the hard reality that 

the place where they invested their hopes for both/and education was no longer available to 

them or their students.  My analysis of UNMS has never intended to blame specific 

individuals for the schools closure.  I am careful in wanting to use this case study as a way to 

search for patterns that are common across cases similar to UNMS, and are repeatedly at work 

in constraining the existence of schools like UNMS.  Because of this, most of my 

conversations with former colleagues about individual causes for UNMS’s closure were 

elicited “off the record”.  The feelings of disappointment with the schools closure did however 

make their way into many aspects of our tape recorded conversations.  Here Isidro and Elena 

reflected on the moment when UNMS closed, specifically talking about their personal 

disillusionment or frustration with both local level leadership and systemic leadership like the 

state Department of Education.       

…at the beginning [of my UNMS teaching career] I was part of a, a crew with 

the common focus and common goals, understanding and direction, but after 

those four years and three directors, uh, my, my role really diminished.  A lot 

of it was by choice, because dissatisfaction in the last year.  It was that I didn't 

want to be contributing to something that was going in circles, that was not 

upholding the mission, that was, you know, just, off on a tangent…I was 

exhausted, and [it felt] very disheartening…The working environment was not, 

it was not, it wasn’t fun to work there, whereas at the beginning, you know, it 

was a lot of work.  There was sacrifice those of us were willing to go through… 

(Isidro) 
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…when I think about UNMS students, they’ve been, you know, they've been 

through a lot, you know, and even their parents.  So I just think that some 

people don't understand that, that they came a long way, and they're still trying 

to adjust to living this way of life…people don't understand, like some people, 

specially people who work for the [Arizona department of education]…I just 

wish we could pull them out of their office, and you know, put them on the 

reservation, "This is how they were raised”. (Elena) 

 The comments of Isidro and Elena refer to different, but related aspects of 

disappointment.  Isidro expressed the personal toll and the disillusionment he felt about the 

immediate and local leadership of the school.  Elena referred to a frustration in what she 

named as the damaging lack of understanding on the part of state level educational leaders 

toward Native communities.  Isidro related his “exhaustion” to the lack of strong leadership at 

UNMS and the choices school leaders made particularly during the pressures of its final year.  

At other points in our conversations, both before and after the “formal” interview, Isidro 

spoke about his sense that stronger leadership could have made a difference for UNMS.   

 There can be no denying that UNMS struggled to find and maintain good leadership.  

Principal turnover and board member turnover during the years of UNMS’s operation 

detracted from the school’s ability to support the daily efforts of its teachers and students.  

The lack of sustained leadership resonated with all the UNMS educators interviewed in this 

study, consistently being a tender source of disappointment, to which Isidro alluded.  The 

cautionary investment alluded to by educators as they described their decisions to work at 

UNMS came through again in Isidro’s sense of disheartenment, especially when he mentioned 

that in the second and third year of the school a core set of individual teachers (he referred a 

number of times to Leon, Isidro, Andrew and I) were willing to work hard, and make 
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sacrifices to further the school mission.  Isidro recalled how one infraction that the state cited 

UNMS for was failing to file improvement plans on time.  This disappointment for what 

appeared to him to be a lack of responsibility on the part of the school and school board 

leaders resonated as inexcusable—causing him feel his efforts in the classroom were unjustly 

undercut by the school’s leaders.  Considering the cautionary hope that many educators 

invested in UNMS, feelings that the opportunity was squandered away through the 

shortcomings of unstable leadership were difficult to accept.  Isidro’s disappointment 

implicates the fragility of leadership, but also implicates the vulnerability of the personal 

investment needed to engage innovations like both/and education.  Sacrifices made to create 

new curriculum, to invest in students’ well-being through ceremony and prayer, to coordinate 

nights camping in the mountains—all this was hard to sustain when one feels their investment 

were not being properly guarded by all members of the school community.   

 The challenges of rotating or weak leadership have been documented in other studies 

of Indigenous language or culture programs in public schools (Wyman, 2012).  The disruption 

to such programs caused by leadership turnovers, or the actions of leaders who do not fully 

understand the tensions involved in bi-cultural education, have been seen to have dire 

consequences for schools like UNMS.  Current research has also found that school principals 

can play key roles as on-the-ground policymakers either buffering or meting out high-stakes 

testing policies (Wyman et al., 2010; Wyman, 2012).  Based on the reflections of former 

UNMS educators, the case of UNMS positions school leadership as having failed to buffer the 

high-stakes accountability testing, and having missed critical opportunities to support the 

school’s mission through on-the-ground choices and actions.       
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 Isidro’s sentiments were shared by all the other UNMS educators that I interviewed, 

however, others articulated their disappointment in the shortcomings of the Arizona 

Department of Education.  Contemplating her disappointment, Elena’s comments, as well,  

alluded to a controversial and messy issue—the disconnect between policy makers and Native 

communities, particularly the singular expectation that Native people move and change and 

that dominant whitestream society can stay the same, enclosed and narrow.  Elena mentioned 

that Native communities have “been through a lot”, a nod to enduring historical struggle; she 

then mentioned that Native people are and have been, not without sacrifice, making 

adjustments to negotiate across overlapping life ways.  Deep frustrations lie in her observation 

that Arizona Department of Education (ADE) representatives and powerful education policy 

makers had little understanding of UNMS students, or students in similar circumstances.  This 

pushes the idea that education is not experienced, measured or valued by one singular tool, 

one singular perspective or based upon one singular context.  The educational survivance of 

Native students in the face of the adversity that Elena described unfortunately goes without 

merit under current standards of assessment. 

 Elena’s comment is potentially dangerous to share with unknowing audiences because 

it borders on the cusp of being distorted as deficit speech—e.g. Natives are so impoverished—

or live in such a backward way.  I do not believe that Elena intended her words to be 

interpreted along those lines.  She clearly recognized that the tools used by the state to 

measure UNMS student achievement were not able to properly consider all student learning.  

She begs an important question: to what and to whom are students/schools being held 

accountable (McCarty, 2009)? 
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 As my colleagues and I parted ways in June of 2010, taking from our classrooms that 

which we could carry, wrapped up in immediate and pressing realities (my husband and I had 

just added a new member to our family; Leon, dealing with the recent passing of his father, 

had a family to support; Elena supported two young children and husband who was a full-time 

student; etc.) it was hard not to feel hurt and foolish at the same time for having taken the 

personal and financial risk to invest ourselves in a project that our life lessons warned us 

would be risky.  Such an attempt at reterritorializing schooling and opening up critical space 

for both/and opportunities for Native youth identities indeed involved a great deal of risk.  

Given the dynamics of institutional power and historical struggle, the efforts of UNMS 

educators could have benefited from a greater wealth of institutional knowledge and strategic 

policy know-how.  Had the school experienced the backing of stable and strong leadership, it 

is thought, at least by many of its educators, that the fate of UNMS could have potentially 

been negotiated farther into the future.  This small, local, and grass-roots vision for education 

left the hollow taste of disappointment on the tongues of its creative and intelligent 

collaborators.  The tinny bitterness was particularly exaggerated when, two weeks after the 

school closed, the school’s last director sent out an email informing former staff that UNMS 

received a “performing” label for AZ Learns accountability measurements.  In the end, the test 

scores did offer small recognition, but too little, too late.     

Conclusion 

 Speaking of the “hardest-to-do science” of educational research, David Berliner (2002) 

makes the argument that in education, educational researchers often need knowledge of the 

particular—the local—to effectively analyze and understand the messy phenomenon of 
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complex and constantly changing social interaction of schools.  I argue that not only 

educational researchers, but also classroom educators and educational leaders need an acute 

engagement in the local.  The teachers and staff members who participated in the daily 

practice of UNMS described the many ways that they attempted to conceptualize a new space 

between the local and the global in order for students to deepen their roots in local community 

and gain skills needed to navigate at home and beyond.  The experiences and reflections of 

these educators make a strong case for the importance of local engagement.  They also further 

problematize the assumptions that curriculum/pedagogical programs out of a box can be 

consistently and arbitrarily implemented across school and communities sites.  Educators in 

the UNMS context saw education as a journey toward understanding one’s place in the world, 

engaging in difference and commonality, and developing mental tools for confronting 

challenges and opportunities as they would be dynamically presented throughout one’s life.  

This orientation toward educating was the basis and brilliance of both/and schooling.          

 Using data that examined the educators’ perceptions and actions, both through overt 

and nuanced discourse, I have brought to the surface many of the assumptions that were 

embedded in the marking and unmarking of Native people in the daily lives of UNMS 

students.  For many of the UNMS educators, their own experiences of educational survivance 

which had allowed them to persist through completing their own studies as Native teachers 

woven into their understanding of both/and education.   Marking and unmarking became the 

discursive strategies involved in linking their curriculum and pedagogy to both/and 

opportunities.  The nuanced ideas and actions which informed how teachers saw themselves 

counter-narrating the current of markedness and unmarkedness were a distinct strategy 
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employed to legitimate students’ realities while teaching them to negotiate dominant school 

knowledges.  At the heart of transforming what was marked and what was unmarked in school 

interactions, these educators framed an understanding of a shared experience in educational 

survivance which attempted to allow the students’ ways of being/knowing the world to 

become recognized in school.  The logic followed that being recognized, and recognizing 

others, also meant that schooling had a greater potential to meet the needs of its students.  

Engaging students in the continuity of Indigenous community life and strengthening their 

repertoires of standardized knowledge has been a challenge for many in Indigenous education.  

Given that UNMS educators were engaging in this challenging work in unprecedented off-

reservation space where no clear road maps had been drafted to help them navigate the 

complex tensions (from curriculum to charter policy), the struggles that UNMS encountered 

are sobering, but not entirely surprising.  The hostile political climate and unstable school 

leadership, coupled with Indigenous enduring struggle in education, made the threats to 

UNMS’s existence multitudinous.       

 UNMS conceptualized itself as a better place, a home coming, and a privilege for 

Native youth.  Negotiating both/and opportunities for Native youth can been seen as creative 

and positive as the work of these educators attempted to constructively appropriate outright 

racism and classism manifest in educational systems.  The conscious interactions of UNMS 

educators adds to the literature in support of building relationships of trust and caring between 

teachers and students, particularly teachers and Native students (Erickson, 1987; Wyman, 

2012).  As educators assumed a level of risk by teaching at a school like UNMS, they also 

asked students to trust in the legitimacy of their authority, essentially trusting “that one’s own 
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identity will be maintained positively in relation to the authority, and trust that one’s own 

interests will be advanced by compliance with the exercise of authority” (Erickson, 1987, p. 

344).   

 This engagement in trust attempted to inspire hopeful imagination, expanding the 

range of possible selves that could exist and be enacted in school.  As educators negotiated a 

new both/and practice, they conceptually reframed student-teacher relationships through on-

going learning interactions which projected new imagined communities where students could 

be and become identities not readily accessible to them in other school realities.  The 

differences created in these new imagined communities potentially have/had profound effects 

on the learning experience of students. The topic of trust and teacher-student relationships will 

be re-visited from other angles as I examine the perspectives of parents and students in the 

proceeding chapters.   
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CHAPTER 6:  CHOOSING: LANDSCAPES OF POSSIBILITY & CONSTRAINT 
 

Introduction 

 Building on the nuanced foundation of UNMS as a community of practice and as a 

space that invited students to join imagined communities often very new to them, this chapter 

continues to describe imagined futures and the human dynamics of educational practice and 

policy from the point of view of former UNMS parents.  In this chapter, I will continue to 

analyze local experiences as ways to critically understand how parents of former UNMS 

students negotiated school choice and high-stakes accountability.  I have looked at the 

experiences and interpretation of standardized movements in education through the 

perspective of UNMS educators.  Now I turn my analysis to listen to parents, three mothers, 

as they talked about choosing school environments for their children, prior to, and following 

the closure of UNMS.  I will treat this new layer of perspectives as a way to further illuminate 

local action and knowledge and their interplay with policy in practice.  These three mothers 

add further detail to the enduring educational struggle and the practices of educational 

survivance, which wove their way into and out of UNMS.    

 As this chapter examines the local stories of educational experiences, I will zoom out 

to consider broader aspects of parent choice and documented patterns of parent choice in 

academic literature.  I will then closely examine how parents in this study reflected on why 

they chose UNMS, their perceptions of its closing, and what they continued to look for in 

schools.  Choice highlights the discussion of how these three mothers wanted to ensure their 

children had access to the dominant knowledge while also engaging their children’s local 
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knowledge and identity.  The findings of this chapter add new layers to the reterritorializing of 

both/and educational practice of UNMS, offering new avenues of understanding how both/and 

opportunities can become integral parts of accessing better futures through the vehicle of 

education.   

 These important stories speak to the resilience, persistence and educational survivance 

of Native families struggling to carve out pathways toward better futures, while navigating the 

terrain of school choice, high-stakes accountability and finding spaces that meet their 

child’s/children’s needs.  The pursuit of better futures can be seen in the day-to-day 

negotiations of parents, as their readings of the world and access to “hopeful imagination” 

(Kanno & Norton, 2004; Simon, 1992) and memories of struggle intermix to form a complex 

path toward conceptualizing imagined communities, and accessing better futures for their 

children.      

Theorizing (or Under-Theorizing) Parent Choice Behavior: Why Choose? 

 Taking a brief scan of the literature on parents and school choice, there are a few 

general findings that are supported by and contested by the data that I will present here.  The 

contentious and complex political and academic debates around school choice are 

predominately framed by fundamental disagreements about the extent to which market-like 

arrangements offer improved education to more people (see Chapter 1 for a brief history of 

choice as reform).  Inquiries into parent choice are largely statistical and attempt to respond to 

the following questions: how does parent choice behavior affect academic performance? And, 

how does parent choice behavior affect the socioeconomic and racial composition of schools 

(Schnieder & Buckley, 2002)?  With obvious concerns over social justice and equity in school 
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access, many researchers have dedicated time to analyzing whether or not school choice leads 

to more greatly segregated schools, either racially or economically (Weiher & Tedin, 2002).  

As mentioned in previous sections (Chapter 1), fears of “White-flight” that further perpetuate 

readily apparent educational inequities within minoritized community schools has been of 

concern for academics interested in parent choice dynamics.  Generally, discussion about 

choice assumes that parents will select schools based on successful educational outcomes 

(high test score rates, advanced performance classes, college bound curriculum, etc) over 

“non-educational social factors” (Schneider & Buckley, 2002).  Additionally, some research 

suggests that some parents are more equipped to make informed choices about schools while 

others are not, arguing that low-income families tend to make ill-informed choices about 

which schools will help their children be academically successful (Henig, 1996; Schnieder & 

Buckley, 2002).  Evidence exists to support that school choice policies and practices tend to 

privilege White-middle class families, enabling them to leave less desirable neighborhood 

schools in favor of better, special interest schools, leaving families of color “behind” to attend 

not-so-good neighborhood schools (Andre-Bechely, 2005).      

 While much of the evidence offered to illuminate parent choice behavior is non-

conclusive, patterns that persist across studies of parent choice dynamics tell us that parents 

who exercise their rights to school choice do so in search of better educational quality for their 

children.  In evaluating why families choose charter schools, a number of studies document 

that many families stress access to good teachers, access to smaller class sizes, and access to 

potentially better educational opportunities for their children (Kleitz, 2000; Vanourck, Manno, 

Finn & Bierlein, 1998). The hope of achieving better educational outcomes for their children 
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is also reported as being a more influential factor in choice among low-income parents 

(Kleitz, 2000; Schieder & Buckley, 2002; Weiher & Tedin, 2002), and studies on charter 

school enrollment show that minority populations have higher representation in charter 

schools than they do in public schools (Pebbles, 2000; Vanourek et al., 1998).    

 Returning to the question of choice and segregation, there does exist evidence that race 

is a powerful predicator of the schools children ultimately attend, even though parents 

infrequently express explicit motivations in choosing schools by race and class (Henig, 1996; 

Weiher &Tedin, 2002).  However, analysis of segregation has been typically conceptualized 

from within the market-based, supply and demand framework—not allowing space for asking 

(or answering) the question “What factors contribute to a quality educational environment?” 

according to minoritized families.  Deeper analysis of why minoritized families may select 

charter schools, or other magnet schools, and why minoritized families may have a greater 

propensity to select schools designed to address the needs of their specific community, adds 

more depth and poses new questions to the existing fields theorizing what motivates parent 

choice behaviors.   

 The conversations about school choice nearly ignore the ways that students may or 

may not play a role in choosing schools. As will be seen in the stories shared by these 

mothers, their own choices had influence in their schooling trajectories.  My analysis of 

school choice will also consider that individuals themselves make decisions based on the 

available, or not available, options.  As the mothers discussed choosing schools for their 

children, they voiced the ways their children participated in those choices, resisting or 

encouraging certain choices over others. 
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 In the case of UNMS, the motivations behind choosing a school that serves a particular 

community of Native youth can be seen to be far more complex than looking at statistical 

racial categories.  The insights of the parents interviewed in this study, like the UNMS 

educators, suggest much deeper reasons for choosing a community-specific school, and 

highlight the enduring struggle of our social and cultural lives.  The findings further engage 

the complex and multifaceted factors that influence how schools are perceived by and acted 

upon by parents.  Parents participating in my study expand the parent choice debate described 

above by challenging audiences to understand how historical struggle can play out in 

negotiations of choice and access.  The small truths and particular experiences of these parents 

show us that choice is contextualized in locally contentious landscapes of availability or lack 

of availability.  Let us now look at some of the ways parents describe how they chose schools 

for their children to illuminate the relevant themes. 

What Kind of School Will be Good for My Child?:  Reflections On What Was and Wasn’t 

Good For Me 
 

 Discussion or analysis of the ways parents orient to school choice involves a deeper 

understanding of individuals themselves, their school experiences, and the ways those 

experiences are influential factors motivating the choices they make in the education of their 

children.  Experiences, as will become clear in the stories of Wilma, Nancy, and Victoria, do 

not exist in isolation.  When viewed together, the on-the-ground, local experiences of 

individuals can work collectively to push our readings of them beyond the narrow corners of 

particular school environments and open up critical space for considering the broader 

implications and impacts of policy, and the social values/inequities they reflect.    
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 Table 3 below briefly introduces the three mothers, summarizing basic aspects of their 

family life, educational, and work histories: 

Table 3: Parent Profiles 

Name 

Age 

Children 

Family Residence Education Work 

Wilma Antone  

Age: 50s 

 

Daughters who 

attended UNMS:  

Rebecca & Lisa 

Mother of four 

daughters (two 

adult daughters and 

two school age 

daughters) 

 

Single mother 

 

Anglo mother and 

Tohono O’odham 

father 

Resident of an 

urban area 

 

Previous experience 

moving between 

reservation and 

urban settings 

 

Spent early years 

between reservation 

and Los Angeles, 

CA 

Public schooling; 

Indian boarding 

school (received a 

high school 

diploma) 

 

Post high school 

technical training 

Disabled; 

experience working 

with administrative 

support in tribal 

social 

services/hospitals 

Nancy Gutierrez 

Age: 60s 

 

Children who 

attended UNMS: 

Karina & Jacob 

Mother of four 

adult children 

 

Widowed 

 

Legal guardian of 

her sister’s two 

youngest children 

(Karina & Jacob) 

 

Yaqui father and 

Mexican mother 

 

Resident of an 

urban area 

 

Has lived in urban 

area nearly entire 

life except for short 

stint in California  

Public schooling 

(received a GED) 

 

Post high school 

technical training  

Retired; 

Experience working 

as administrative 

assistant in 

educational 

institutions (both 

public schools and 

higher education) 

Victoria Mamaday 

Age:40s 

 

Child who attended 

UNMS: 

Jocelyn 

Mother of one 

daughter 

 

Single mother 

 

Tohono O’odham 

mother and 

Delaware Caddo 

father  

Resident of the 

main reservation 

 

Spent early years in 

urban locations in 

California and 

Arizona—moved to 

main reservation as 

teenager  

Public schooling 

(received a GED) 

 

Post high school 

technical training 

Experience working 

in administrative 

support for a tribal 

department  

 

 The three mothers had significant similarities and represented significant diversity 

among Native peoples of the Southwest.  Patterns of family mobility and limited resources 

factored into framing the educational survivance required of these mothers to persist through 
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economic and social hardship.  Two of the three mothers left high school and received GEDs; 

one mother, Wilma, graduated high school with a diploma.  Post high school, struggles 

persisted in their search to obtain adequate job training (technical degrees in medical records 

or administrative assistance) and find stable employment.   At the time of the study, all three 

women have worked in the public sector—for the tribal nation, Indian Health clinics, school 

districts, or community colleges.  All three of the mothers were also raising their children or 

sibling’s children (case of Nancy) as single parents.  Nancy and Wilma ran their households 

on fixed incomes.  Wilma was physically disabled, a factor that bore heavily on her mobility 

and access to transportation services.  Persistence in supporting themselves and their families, 

through addictions and limited opportunities, were connections that frame these women’s 

lives.  While these mothers shared many common patterns, particularly as strong women who 

had put exceptional effort into negotiating educational choices for and with their children, 

they also represented distinct, nuanced differences.   

 Diversity can be seen among the mothers particularly in their geographies.  Victoria, a 

tribal member, lived and worked on the main reservation.  Wilma, also a tribal member, 

formally lived and worked on the main reservation and the reservation district south of the 

city, however during the time of this study, she resided in the southern section of the city (an 

area associated with low-income, Mexican nationals and Mexican-Americans, and Native 

Americans).  Nancy, not enrolled in any federally recognized tribe, has lived most of her life 

in the Western section of the city (an area associated with Mexican-Americans and long 

established Pascua Yaqui communities).   
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 Nancy’s case in particular, is an interesting case of family ties to Indigenous life ways 

that crossed the U.S./Mexican border (or were crossed by the U.S./Mexican border).  

Adjustments to urbanizing contexts and racial politics made Native identities less 

recognizable to the dominant outside eye.  Nancy’s father had Yaqui roots.  These roots had 

long connections to the space of northern Mexico and southern Arizona, similar to the Tohono 

O’odham.  As was common to the region and the Yaqui experience with border disputes and 

survivance, Nancy’s family had become predominately Spanish-speaking by the time she was 

growing up and was absorbed into the Mexican-American community in southern Arizona. 

 In the next section, I highlight some of the mundane details, deep challenges, and 

persistence in the lives of Wilma, Nancy and Victoria as a group.  Without down-playing the 

deep challenges, I also focus on their experiences as mothers who used strategies of school 

choice as strategies of survival while in the center of enduring struggles.  

Parent-(Former) Teacher Relationship: Positioning these Narratives 

 When I sat down with Wilma, Nancy and Victoria, for their individual interviews, it 

had been nearly a year since UNMS had closed.  It was the very end of the school year and 

each mother was in the process of eighth grade promotions, choosing high schools, or 

thinking about choosing new middle schools for their children.  My relationship with these 

mothers was different from my relationships with former UNMS staff or even former UNMS 

student (their children).  I came into these interviews knowing much less about the parents 

themselves than I had known about other participants in this story.  In my role as a teacher I 

did not interact daily with most parents.  However, a facet of UNMS as a small school with 

students from a similar community meant that family networks were important strands of 
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connection between the UNMS community and the communities our students come from.  As 

I describe in Chapter 2, the UNMS families that I came to know well were often families that 

had multiple siblings or relatives attending the school over the years.  Again, an aspect of a 

small staff allowed me to work with the same students year after year.  Through that 

experience I entered these conversations familiar with their child’s growth over time, beyond 

a single class or semester or classroom setting.  

 Knowing that life goes on, that it presents people with new challenges, and that people 

find new paths, I was slightly hesitant to contact parents for these interviews, feeling like 

meetings would be a burden on them.  I felt acutely concerned that at some level they may 

view me as an agent of the school or university researcher, and I had nothing clearly tangible 

to counter that potential assumption.  I also felt a bit naked in what I perceived as my new 

role, one which I felt was disconnected from their current school realities.  As I mentioned in 

Chapter 2, my reflexive stance as a researcher challenged me to consider that these mothers 

may not have seen the same qualities and intentions in UNMS as educators did.  Even further, 

parents may have had very different motivations, in comparison to former educators, for 

sending their child(ren) to the school.  However, as the conversations of our actual interviews 

unfolded, I was simultaneously made aware of the complexity involved in parent choice and 

reminded that experiences shared in small communities can feel more binding than one 

assumed.   

 These three mothers said to me again and again that a key aspect of UNMS was that 

teachers were active and cared about their children (unlike many other school environments 

they and their children had experienced).  Self-reflection and careful analysis engaged me in 
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examining the fact that parents were saying these things to me, a former teacher of their 

children and a representative from the school in question.  However, expanding the vision to 

consider the voices of students and teachers, the statement “here teachers care” cannot be 

minimized by over-simplifying positionality (see discussion of narrative in Chapter 2).  I was 

the science teacher for all of their children who attended UNMS.  I taught both of Wilma’s 

school aged daughters (Lisa for 6
th

 & 7
th

 grades; Rebecca for 6
th

 grade); I taught both Nancy’s 

niece and nephew (Karina for 6
th

 and 7
th

; Jacob for 6
th

), and I taught Victoria’s daughter 

Jocelyn for 7
th

 grade.   

History in Person: What was School Like for Me?  

 Sitting down in fast food restaurants at the beginning of the day or in quiet rooms (in 

my home or at the University) on the weekends, the first series of open-ended questions that I 

asked parents were about their own educational experiences.  Similar to my interviews with 

UNMS educators and students themselves, each interview began with an opportunity for 

individuals to contextualize their assessments of schooling within their experiences of schools 

and with education.  Here are the ways that the three mothers described their experiences as 

students in schools: 

Wilma Antone: 

 ...I was born and raised in Los Angeles, California, so, I guess, my early 

elementary school years were in California… I was youngest child, I lived 

with, in between…I’m half Anglo and half O'odham, so I lived with my Anglo 

grandmother, for a period of time off and on, and then I came back to the res, 

for different reasons…mostly elementary[school] was in, in the L.A. area, um, 

all Whites, all White children, so that's pretty basic.  Um, junior high, middle 

school, we moved a lot in California, so we lived in Oakland, and during that 

time I went to school, I went to an all Black high school, and then, there... 

that's when Martin Luther King died and the riots were all going on, and so I 
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decided I wasn't gonna go to school anymore, and I quit. But fortunately I had 

an uncle that lived on the reservation, my dad’s brother, and he had children 

going to a Christian Indian school, St. John's Indian here in Arizona.  So I 

went to an all-Native school, uh, different tribes there, and I was gonna 

graduate. 

 Wilma spent her early life living between family in Los Angeles and the main tribal 

nation.  She described her urban educational experiences as diverse, but references race as a 

form of distinguishing different school environments.  Being unrecognized as Native 

American was a theme that worked its way through Wilma’s life both in school and outside of 

school.  Here she reflects on her travels through difference contexts as framing for her how 

people saw her in the world.  The changing ways people reacted to her caused her to analyze 

how she has negotiated her identity in a given context:   

I live in two worlds all the time, and people don't understand, "Well, how do 

you live in two worlds?" I say, "Because in their world, the White-man’s, well, 

you can look one way and they won’t recognize you as Native… 'Cause if I 

come on the other side of town on the bus, they won’t recognize me as Native, 

it was ‘cause I am on the south side of town, they think I'm Mexican, not 

Indian.  So, you know, I can fit in anywhere, but people start talking to me in 

Mexican, and you know, they just assume, and that's one thing I notice: people 

assume things so quickly… 

 

 The idea of “people assume things so quickly” speaks to the ways that Wilma was and 

had been a person in changing environments, feeling the impacts of people making false 

assumptions about her identity.   In her experience living among different racial groups, 

Whites and Blacks in Los Angeles, Mexicans and Mexican-Americans in Arizona, and 

Natives on the reservation, she often felt unrecognized as a Native person.  As a high school 

student in the center of urban civil rights and identity conflicts, she chose to leave school.  
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This choice “thankfully” (as she puts it) led her to an uncle who enrolled her in an all-Indian 

boarding school, a safe haven that she credits as helping her to finish high school.  

 Wilma’s experience deals with negotiating urban and rural, multi-cultural, and Native 

American schools.  It also speaks to negotiations of identity and belonging across school 

contexts.  Nancy’s experience as a student also took place in the 60’s and shares many aspects 

of complex racial and social struggle; however, Nancy’s experience with schooling was based 

in an urban area during a period of intense assimilation programs directed towards Mexicans, 

Mexican-Americans and Native Americans.  Here Nancy begins by describing her earliest 

school experiences and the punishment she suffered for speaking her Native language, 

Spanish, in school.    

Nancy Gutierrez: 

 ...when I attended elementary, uh, you had to start out with being interviewed 

by the principal, and, of course, coming from the west side neighborhood in 

[the city], our language at home was Spanish.  I knew some English, and all I 

had to answer was what were the colors in English, what were the numbers in 

English, but I remember being stuck, you know, having to talk to a complete 

stranger; never done that.  So I didn’t answer any questions, so I was held 

back in the beginning of kindergarten, which was fine because I'm a 

neighborhood kid…but growing up throughout the years, I remember being hit 

with rules, my hair being pulled because I was caught speaking Spanish in 

class.  I could never understand why.  I didn't know the meaning of the word 

"prejudice" or none of that, you know, and, uh, basically that was all my 

memory through elementary.  It was just being slapped around because of my, 

my language. 

 

 Nancy reflected on her early school experiences, feeling shocked by the unfamiliar 

interactions of school.  Her memories describe her early bewilderment when she was told that 

speaking to her friends and family in Spanish could be called “profanity” within the school 

house.  At a very young age, Nancy learned to recognize the consequences of speaking a 
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language that was marked by the dominant school culture.  The linguistic marginalization 

Nancy faced was a common experience for Spanish-speaking Yaqui people and others who 

took on Mexican-American identities in the Southwest (Alvarez, 1995; Joe & Miller, 1997).  

In spite of punishing blows and economic hardship, being the oldest of seven children, Nancy 

attempted to persist through school with gritty determination.  Here Nancy describes her 

efforts to continue with her high school studies at a time when her parents could no longer 

support her, and how the struggle reached a tipping point, which eventually pushed her to 

leave high school and pursue her GED:   

 I was the oldest of all the children.  I had four older half brothers and sisters 

who were already out of the home, and it was hard, financially, it was very 

hard, but they put me through the first three years [of high school].  My senior 

year I started, and my mom and dad constantly argued because who was 

gonna pay for my education.  I went for two months to high school using my 

girl friend's books, their lockers, old clothes.  I had to work during the summer, 

but I worked for, for private people, you know, like, doing laundry, not 

laundry, but ironing…but then I didn’t get paid.  I was embarrassed of going to 

school, but I had the support of my friends. I had just used my girl friends 

[books], until one day I missed, uh, I missed my one, my best friend, between 

classes and, and she, the next day accused me of not, purposely not giving her 

back her books, 'cause she, she was an excellent student, so she had missed out 

on doing her homework, and she told me off in front of all the girl friends, you 

know… 

  

Paraphrasing what Nancy describes in the interview, her friend accused her of stealing her 

books and she attempted to explain herself to her friend, but to no avail.  The insult of being 

called a liar in front of others frustrated Nancy enough that she exchanged harsh words and 

gave her former friend the book.   

I walked out of campus and I never went back.  I went back with a note that I 

wrote myself signing myself out of school.  After that, I contacted an uncle in 

California.  I went to live out there, looking out to go to school out there, but, 
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of course, it was so different out there, you know, I mean, girls wore nylons to 

school! 

 

Nancy’s story speaks to linguistic marginalization and economic hardships.  Persisting 

through the struggles to get a high school diploma proved to be emotionally exhausting.  

Similar to Wilma’s story, given the options Nancy had available to her, leaving school in 

search of better options (work opportunities or other school environments) was part of 

negotiating choices in a constrained educational landscape.    

 Victoria’s interview presented similarities between her early educational experiences 

and those described by Nancy and Wilma.  Victoria spent her early school days moving 

between urban multicultural schools and eventually moved with her family back to the main 

reservation for the end of middle school and high school.  Here Victoria summarizes her 

education through 9
th

 grade:  

Victoria Mamaday: 

We lived in Phoenix, uh, where I went to elementary at Main School, and then 

seventh I went to Main # 2 in Phoenix and then we moved to California [close 

to Los Angeles] and I went to Brown Junior High for a little bit…So I went to 

school there for a little bit and then we moved to [Adobe], and then I went to 

school at [Mountain Middle School], uh, seventh and eighth, and started high 

school at [Mountain] High School and then dropped out probably the end of 

ninth grade. 

 

While talking about her early school days in California and Phoenix, she reflected on learning 

from diversity, yet also spoke about being unrecognized as a Native person: 

Victoria: I went to schools with, you know, White, Black, Asians, everybody, 

and I had a good time.  You know, I enjoyed learning with them in Phoenix 

when I was there.  In LA it was mainly Mexicans and Filipinos, but, you know, 

and here [on the reservation] it's different.  
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Vanessa: What do they think of you in L.A.? 

 

Victoria: They thought I was Filipino.  I think I was the only Native that I ever 

ran into.  The school that I went to had like over three thousand kids, and the 

time I was there, I don't think I ever ran into another Native... and everybody 

thought I was Filipino, and when I told them, "No, I'm Native American," they 

were, "What?" Yeah, and that was all they knew about me. (Laughs) 

 

 Toward the end of her middle school years Victoria ended up on the main reservation 

with her parents.  Once in high school, Victoria disengaged completely.  She described her 

experiences in the reservation schools as not engaging.  When I asked her directly why she 

left school in the 9
th

 grade, she responded,    

 It was just too easy.  It was too boring.  Uh, I was more advanced than what 

they were doing, and I was bored, and so I did a lot of ditching.  I would show 

up for tests, uh, do tests, pass them, and then just... It was not interesting.  

 

Bored and unchallenged, she came to see school as a waste of time.   As a student more 

advanced that others in her high school class, rather than being offered advanced courses, she 

was counseled in the 9
th

 grade to get a GED.  Victoria was also careful, however, to not 

completely place blame on the system.  She added comments about her experience with 

schooling in general, like, “I just didn’t like school.  I went because I had to…I didn’t see 

myself accomplishing anything there.” After getting her GED she participated in Job Corps 

for a short period of time and took some classes at a community college.  Eventually, her 

sentiment of, “I just don’t like school,” led her to enter the workforce as a teenager.   

 Victoria’s decision to leave high school is a theme that was revisited multiple times 

during our interviews.  Here, as she talked about her own experience disengaging with school, 

I asked her how she has reflected on that as a parent:  
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Vanessa: …did your perception [of education] change as a, in the role of 

parent? 

 

Victoria: It changed where education is important….I have lived in [Abode] 

all these years, and I had been accepting of that, that this is where I've lived 

and this is what I've chosen, this is what I've chosen to live, and, uh, I have 

nev-, I've not always been happy with it, uh, and wished that I could have lived 

and been somewhere else, done other things… 

 

Victoria’s analysis reflects how she saw the implications of what she “chose” for her 

education.  She spoke plainly linking her experiences with school to the “limited” work 

options she has had: “I stay [on the reservation] because it's cheap, and also because I put 

myself in that position where I can't find a job in [city] because of my lack of education”.  

Victoria’s experience is at times highlighted by her comparisons between urban schools and 

reservation schools.  She expanded upon her analysis of this dichotomy in other parts of her 

interview, explaining that her experience with reservation public schools led her to question 

the quality of education offered to its Native students—a deficit that she cited as having 

personal and systemic impacts.   

 Reading across the three narratives describing early experiences with schooling, to say 

that schools were sights of contestation for Wilma, Nancy, and Victoria is at best an 

understatement.  In their stories, the three women described adversity, enduring struggle, and 

deep lessons of racial and economic markedness. Attending school was a struggle, and 

navigating opportunity in the face of adversity framed the field of local interaction that has 

been part of these women’s lives since before they were raising children.  Like other cases 

documenting the structural production of marginality, race, class, and language often play a 

role in constituting local struggles that push certain student identities out of traditional school 
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spaces (Convertino, 2011; Dehyle, 1992; Eckert, 1989; Willis, 1977).  The experience of 

American Indian students leaving school before graduation, like Victoria’s example of 

boredom with remedial or repetitive exercises and uninteresting subjects, or Nancy’s and 

Wilma’s experiences with institutional racism or a lack of social/economic support, is 

additionally an experience documented in the literature on American Indian education 

(Deyhle, 1992, 1995; Deyhle & Swisher, 1997).       

  In their stories, parents also described contestation, resistance, and perseverance.  The 

effects of class left imprints on these women’s lives—constraining possibilities in efforts to 

make ends meet economically.  Social instability, as in Nancy’s stories of being punished for 

her language, and Wilma’s stories of not wanting to be in school during times of racial 

conflict, help us understand the difficult circumstances in which these mothers’ made choices.  

Their stories connect to common Native experiences during times of Indian relocation, 

urbanization, and the continued impacts of deficit schooling on reservations.  However, these 

women’s continued belief in education, a theme they spoke about again and again during our 

interviews, underscored how these exceptional women had, and continued to, cultivate 

opportunities for accessing greater choice.  This quality speaks to their educational survivance 

within a landscape of enduring struggle and is linked to the contemporary discussion about 

choosing schools and negotiating education with their children. 

 These stories also connect to the conversation we have been having throughout this 

larger story of UNMS about the history of American Indian schooling, and the 

structural/institutional frames that limit minoritized student outcomes and their access to 

engaging in healthy school environments.  Zooming out a layer to read the mothers’ stories 
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alongside the stories of UNMS educators, the patterns of historical struggle become even 

more salient.  Understanding what motivates how parents navigate school choice and school 

closures can be seen as more intimately connected to the real-life lessons parents have mapped 

through their collected interactions in the world—as Native people, as women, as working 

class, and as mothers.  The difficult and insightful experiences of these mothers’ experiences 

contribute to the construction of their versions of why they wanted schools to factor more 

positively in their children’s future.  Here, I will shift to understanding the impacts of 

UNMS’s closing by looking at the ways the mothers described their motivations for choosing 

UNMS and their assessments of educational opportunities for their child(ren).  

Three Families: Choice and the Possibility of Better Futures 

 Nancy, Wilma, and Victoria articulated with reflexivity and thoughtful analysis 

reasons for wanting to find “good” educational opportunities for their children.  Popular 

educator and policy assumptions often portray working class and minoritized families as “not 

caring” about their child’s education.  True particularly in poor communities, schools 

approach parent involvement with deficit-based orientations, treating parents as 

unknowledgeable and often incapable of supporting their child’s educational interests (Hurtig 

& Dyrness, 2011).  The literature on parent involvement is “too often written from the 

perspective of schooling and people in schools—what helps students’ educational outcomes 

and what schools need parents to do” (Andre-Bechely, 2005, p. 213).  In contrast, the families 

in this study offer compelling counter-narratives to such shallow assumptions, revealing an 

educational landscape of complexity that involves much more than outputs offered by test 

scores and curriculum.   
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Factors Involved in Navigating Choice and Access to Educational Opportunity 

 The scholarly literature on school choice does not engage in depth how choice 

becomes employed in landscapes where limited access to “good” schools is constrained by 

resources, safety, and distance.  Wilma, Nancy and Victoria were engaged in accessing choice 

in contexts where choices were limited.  Undeniably, choice for each mother meant, in a nut 

shell, looking for a school that supported and nurtured their child.  In the ideal setting, if the 

child is supported (that means challenged, engaged, and guided), then, as their thinking 

follows, their child will learn, get a degree, and have job options.  However, more specific 

factors of access to college preparatory curriculum, schools that acknowledge/work with their 

families realities (transportation, disability, understanding of addiction, etc.), and support 

services for special needs, were some of the details of these mothers’ day-to-day negotiations 

of school choice.  Understanding the factors that influenced why parents felt they needed to 

make choices about schools uncover ways they felt about the schools available to them.  

These real social and material factors highlight ways parents come to understand what is 

possible and what is not.   

Exercising Choice: What Are You Getting Away From and What Are You Looking For? 

 

 By the time Victoria enrolled her daughter, Jocelyn, at UNMS, she had already 

engaged in years of negotiating the school choice landscape within her reach, continually 

feeling hard-pressed to find options she felt were suitable for her daughter.   

Vanessa: When you started looking at schools in your area, what kind of 

options did you feel like you had? 
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Victoria: Not very many.  Um, [Jocelyn] went to middle, I mean, primary, 

kindergarten, and first grade at Indian Oasis.  Uh, it just seemed like it was 

just a lot of bullies.  She went there with too many kids, and she wasn't... I 

didn't think that she was really picking up anything.  She went to the Head 

Start and then to the other two grades, and so I looked into, uh,  Good News 

Academy, which is a Christian-based school there, and so I put her in there 

until sixth grade…after she started going there, I noticed that a lot of the kids 

that were coming into that school were kids that had been expelled, that they 

didn't have any choice, any choices where to go, and so that was their only 

choice;  Good News would take them because they were gonna get paid for 

them, so I noticed that the education, I don't think it was any better… And we 

found out about Urban Native Middle School.  I didn't know.  I wasn't aware 

that there was... It was just hearing there... I would hear the name, the school, 

and so I looked into it further. 

 

Looking “into it further” did not easily translate into a clear-cut choice.  The distance from 

urban areas factored largely in what schools Victoria had the option to choose from.  Even the 

option to send her daughter to school a distance of 120 miles daily, with little cost to her, 

added new layers of uncertainty and risk.  While affordable access to a school outside her 

community expanded her school choices putting her daughter, alone, on such a lengthy bus 

ride was not an easy decision to make.  Here Victoria talked about the discussion that she had 

with her family prior to sending her daughter to UNMS:    

…the concern, as [Jocelyn] being the only child, and, uh, she's the baby out 

of... I'm the only cousin that had a child.  All my other cousins don't have kids 

except for my cousin in California…So, everybody was like, "You can't put her 

on a bus! We can't put her on a bus back and forth sixty miles; what if 

something happens?”  What if there's an accident?” What if, you know, just on 

and on. “What if she can't sleep on the bus?” I mean, it was just really little 

stuff, you know, but when I heard about it and I talked to her, and she was 

really, um, like, she didn't wanna go.  She was scared because, you know, the 

same argument, New school, don't know anybody, um, riding the bus, being 

there, being here all day in the city, what if you get sick and you wanna come 

home?  
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Factoring into Victoria’s and her daughter’s uncertainty around new schools were the 

obstacles in the way of immediate physical access to school.  We can see through their 

example that finding schools that meet the needs of parents and students is more complex than 

just a school’s academic reputation.  Negotiating elements of family safety and stretching 

resources to cover transportation in the case of an emergency also are some of the factors that 

can play a large role in influencing school choice.  

 Physical safety and uncertain landscapes also influenced Nancy’s process of choosing 

schools.  Nancy also spoke about the available schools in her more immediate neighborhood.  

Referring to the public elementary school her niece and nephew attended for K-5
th

 grade, she 

said “the bullying factor” was part of what compelled her to seek out school options beyond 

the immediate. She described the middle school options that she did not want her niece and 

nephew to be exposed to: 

…there is, a lot of drugs in there.  The reason I know is 'cause their uncle was 

the one who was kicked out of school from there…It's just rougher kids and 

strictly just, you know, ABCs kind of education… 

 

 For Nancy, living in an urban neighborhood with incidents of crime caused her to 

cautiously assess the potential dangers her children may confront in the course of getting from 

their doorstep to the school house and back daily.  In 2010, two young girls, roughly the age 

of Nancy’s niece, were assaulted by sexual predators very near to her home.  This and other 

features of her neighborhood reality influenced Nancy’s perceptions of risk:   

And three doors down from where we lived, and it always scared me because 

in, right on [Main St.], uh, between [Main and West Rd.] there's a, I guess a 

halfway  house, I don't know what to call it, but we'll get tons of... notices of 

sexual predators, and, of course, my kids have to come down here to catch the 

public  bus.  So that's another feature that I really liked [about UNMS].  So, 

when I looked into another school, I said, "I gotta find something that is close 
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by, some place where they’re gonna benefit from it, not just be a number in 

school.” 

 

Nancy mentioned this as a concern during her interview, stating that UNMS provided 

transportation from the doorstep of her house to school and back daily, minimizing the risks 

her niece would encounter traveling several miles back and forth to school.  In choosing other 

schools, she carefully considered bus routes, bus stops, and the spaces her children would 

have to negotiate in getting to school.  School choice may involve going outside of the 

familiarity of one’s neighborhood.  Steps outside the reach of familial and social networks 

involved a certain amount of risk that these mothers had to weigh against their other perceived 

benefits of choosing schools.     

 For Wilma, all schools by law had to provide services for her daughters’ special needs.  

However, cultivating relationships and finding schools that adequately met her daughters’ 

needs involved a great deal of personal investment on her part.  For any mother, this is an 

investment; for Wilma, as a physically disabled mother who relies nearly exclusively on 

public transportation, getting to and from schools in the sun and heat not only involves time 

but physical strength and personal stamina.  Struggling to advocate for her daughters is a 

central factor for Wilma’s family.  Here she describes the early days of navigating the special 

needs system: 

…with Lisa with her  special needs I had to put them in a, in a special school , 

and maybe it is for that reason that she needed help all the time, and then, um, 

Rebecca too, she needed a little help, but she's OK.  She understands pretty 

much…[But for Lisa] we had to see doctors, so [the school] told me where to 

go.  It was very hard for her…They wanted her to put her on medication, and I 

just couldn't do it, so I didn't.  I just figured she'd grow out of it eventually, and 

she has, actually.  
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 The older of Wilma’s two school-age daughters, Lisa, was diagnosed in her early 

schooling with mild mental retardation.  This diagnosis, and the social implications Wilma felt 

accompanied the diagnosis surface in other parts of her interview.  Wilma had concerns that 

negative peer culture influenced the choices her daughter Lisa made when at school, 

heightening Wilma’s attention to the social environment of schooling.  Wilma’s concerns for 

her daughters’ special needs and her family’s mobility have led to many diverse school 

experiences.  Wilma’s daughters attended reservation schools, urban district feeder schools, 

and charter schools.  She spoke about the differences in these schools through the lens of how 

they met her family’s particular circumstances.  Relationships with school staff and 

comprehension of her family’s needs factored centrally in the well-being and potential success 

of her children in school.     

  The mothers’ experiences shared above problematize the general market-based, 

causal, and linear assumptions about school choice.   Instead, these mothers’ navigations 

speak to the ways everyday practices are embedded in local struggles over educational spaces 

and unequal access to services.  As popular discourse reduces schooling and school choices to 

successful educational outcomes (high test score rates, advanced performance classes, college 

bound curriculum, etc.), the realities of local enduring struggle get erased and/or regarded as 

“non-educational” social factors.   

 For Nancy, Wilma, and Victoria school choice involved important issues of socio-

economics.  Transportation to schools was an important issue, as seen with the cases of Nancy 

and Victoria.  The real risks involved in allowing their adolescent children to navigate 

uncertain or threatening geographies, or having access to help if they are stranded far from 
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home and far from family, indicated the limitations imposed by social and economic 

inequities.  As the three mothers spoke about not feeling satisfied with the schools around 

them (“the bullying factor” or “drug-infested”), the positioning of UNMS as a choice became 

fleshed out more clearly.    

 Beginning with the journey of choice that led parents to choose UNMS, I asked 

parents to describe how and why they came to enroll their children in the school.  For these 

three parents, choosing middle schools for their children caused them to look out across a 

landscape of what Nancy called “ABC kind of education” schools, or what Wilma called 

“environments too big,” or what Victoria described as schools under threat of “a bunch of 

bullies.” Pushing back to search for “better options” required persistence, information and 

luck on the part of parents.  

 Here Wilma describes the path of enrolling the first of her two school-age daughters in 

UNMS:   

Wilma: …[for middle school] Lisa tried to go to Avenger.  She took like a... 

she went through the whole school almost.  It was too fast-paced for her.  She 

wasn't comprehending, and the special ed[ucation] teachers weren’t really 

helping her, and she just didn’t make it through the school year and she just 

said, “I'm not going…”  

 

Wilma talked about beginning to look for other middle schools to which to send her daughter.  

She found a charter school near to their house that admitted her temporarily; however, they 

did not have space for her to continue past one semester  

 

Wilma:…we started talking to other people, and them telling us about Urban 

Native, so... That's when it started.  

 

Vanessa: ...so what, what were you hoping, you know, when you heard about 
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the school? What were you hoping would happen there? Like why not look for 

another school that was closer in [your] area that she could go to? 

 

Wilma: Uh, I guess because she knew people there already.  She already had 

friends there who moved from [Adobe], and, you know, she wanted to go there 

and she seemed to be more happier if I let her go there and she was going to 

do the work.  The special ed teacher, I talked to her, you know, we made an 

IEP plan, you know, more intense for her, so she would get that help.  Overall 

the thing is just because there was Natives, you know, and I know how that 

goes, 'cause, like I said, I went to, after I went to high school, it's a different 

feeling, just like a different environment. 

  

The delicate blend of school services that responded to its students daily realities, and access 

to safe communities (“there was Natives”), and dominant knowledge (“going to do the work” 

“get that help”) factored into the layers of why parents chose UNMS.  Providing specialized 

“more intense” individualized education plans and offering support so that students like Lisa 

would “get that help” were, for Wilma, linked with seeing her daughter be “happier” and 

comfortable with other Native students.  The disproportionate placement of Native American 

students in special education is a well-documented phenomenon (Artiles, Harry, Reschly & 

Chinn, 2002; Deyhle & Swisher, 1995; McCarty, 2009).  Wilma made no mention of feeling 

that her daughters “labeling” was unjust; however, she was clear in distinguishing that a 

teacher’s/school’s ability to offer her daughter comprehensible learning support varied across 

schools.  From Wilma’s point of view, and she expanded on this in other sections of her 

interview, the teachers at UNMS were able to help Wilma and her daughter better engage in 

consistent and supportive learning activities.  This can be understood as one example of how 

UNMS was able to respond to family and community needs.   

 Transportation to communities and homes that otherwise would not have 

transportation, accommodating situations, like disabled parents or parents living far away, or 
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families that migrate back and forth from the reservation to the city and back, was another 

way that UNMS as a school option responded to the needs of its community.  Responding to 

specific geographies, social, and physical realities, are ways that UNMS acknowledged and 

responded to historical and local struggle.  While many schools place seemingly one-way 

demands on families—expecting that parents and students mold to their school’s structure—a 

feature of UNMS was to acknowledge a landscape of constraint, limitation, and challenges, 

and from there build outward.  As was seen with the student description of schooling “here” 

and “there” (Chapter 4) and the relationships teachers cultivated between local knowledge and 

standardized knowledge (Chapter 5), the ways that UNMS organized its material resources 

bears as well on how families could interact with it.   

Why UNMS?: Dominant Knowledge and Local Culture 

 Understanding parents’ assessments of accessing better futures for their children is 

helped when put in terms of parents’ perceived tensions and negotiations.  All the mothers 

articulated the importance of ensuring their children had access to the “culture of power” 

(Delpit, 1995).  However, adding more layers of complexity, they articulated an 

understanding of accessing dominant knowledge while also balancing that with their interests 

to see their own familial and community values respected and legitimized.  Their descriptions 

of arriving at UNMS involved a certain desire to access dominant knowledge, yet, doing so on 

local terms and with familiar Native faces.  This idea takes the school discourse of “here” and 

“there” and both/and, offering a new vantage point from the perspective of parents.    

 During our interviews, parents named some common factors for sending their 

child(ren) to UNMS: better teachers, smaller classes, more individualized attention, and high 
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behavioral and academic expectations.  These factors often surfaced when I directly asked 

questions like, “Why did you keep sending your daughter to the school?”  These significant 

factors also reminded me of how UNMS students previously spoke about “here” and “there,” 

similarly identifying the characteristics that distinguished school spaces.  As these factors 

echoed similar characteristics found in previous studies, I found myself curious to pay 

attention to the other ways that these three mothers spoke about UNMS when the time and 

space of our conversations allowed for different and deeper types of reflections to surface.  

Questions like “What kinds of things did your kid(s) tell you about going to UNMS?” brought 

out more nuanced narratives about the transferences of knowledge, both traditional and 

mainstream.  Listing reasons for why their child(ren) went to UNMS, including “there was 

Natives,” or “the good thing about it is just being around different people, different teachers, 

being out of the environment of Adobe,” a relationship was forged through their descriptions 

between similarity and difference, the local and other, relationships and potentially powerful 

knowledge, positioning the new both/and identities offered by UNMS as significant.  The 

finer details of the mothers’ interpretations of “Why UNMS?” spoke about an understanding 

of structural “codes of power,” but also expressed understandings of how people can 

transform the ways they meaningfully go about accessing “powerful knowledge,” and 

ultimately make power useful in the context of our particular and communal lives. 

Accessing “the Culture of Power” amidst Enduring Struggle 

 Being aware of how power works and what it takes, physically and symbolically, to 

gain access to it, is part of the landscape of looking for “good” schools.  For the families in 

this study, who were not already participants in dominant culture (the culture of power), 
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accessing avenues that would allow them, or their children, to acquire access to the culture of 

power formed part of their imagined educational futures.  Parents knew that getting stuck in a 

“drug-infested school” with an “ABC’s kind of education” kept their kids away from the 

interactions and knowledge that are considered valuable, that hold currency, in dominant 

spheres of social life.  Power is never as tangible and static as it sounds in writing.   However, 

many parents named its tangibility through describing interactions they believed help their 

children access “success” in the world—being able to make a decent living, getting a college 

degree, having choices, etc.   

 When talking to Victoria about what she liked about the education UNMS offered her 

daughter, she mentioned aspects that support the previously cited parent choice findings 

(smaller school, better teachers, etc.), but she cited access to new identities through 

relationships and interaction as among the most impactful.  UNMS was located close to a 

large public university and had a partnership with cohorts of undergraduate student tutors 

from the university’s College of Education.  These tutors came to the school once a week 

during a semester and, often in collaboration with the tutors, the school itself organized 

walking trips to the university to visit the Native American student center, the student union, 

and generally just expose students to university life.  Here Victoria articulates the meaning she 

assigned those opportunities as part of imagining new communities for and with her daughter. 

[UNMS] was better.   The teachers helped them more because of the small 

classes, uh, the coming over here [university], the mentors, the tutoring; I think 

that made a world of difference.  I liked that because she got to see actual 

students coming over, and, you know, I mean, I don't know how much [the 

university students] share of themselves with the [UNMS] students and just 

daily things on how their days were, their schedules were, and, but still being 
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able to say, you know, "I'm still here to help you," you know, and I liked that.  I 

liked that, you know, that [the university students] were... and I was hoping 

that they would share, you know, "Yeah, I go to school.  I've been here x 

amount of years.  I still have this.  I work.  It's hard, but, you know, I'm still 

offering some of my time." Regardless if it's for credits or, you know, to show 

that I'm, that I helped or did something.  Even if it was for [credits], but that, 

they still had that time to do that, and that it is do-able to come to school, to 

work, and to still help, you know.  I just wanted... It's very important for me for 

[my daughter] to see that other side, that life outside and off of the reservation. 

What Victoria initially indexed as individualized attention, became about much more than 

simply help with classroom work.  Exposure to tutors from the university opened up a new 

avenue of knowledge, one that, for Victoria, made a “world of difference.”  By having the 

opportunity to interact, talk with, and listen to a young person, in some cases young Native 

students, who were actively attending the university and were engaged in community work 

(educational tutoring), Victoria suggested that her daughter, Jocelyn, was given opportunity to 

see new and different ways of being in the world.  Being a student, working, and still helping 

others is a version of Victoria’s imagined future for her daughter, one that existed in her 

imagined community.   

 This kind of imagination positions not-readily-available possible identities in mutual 

collaboration with one another.  It forged links between bettering yourself through education 

and learning and still offering benefits to your community and those around you.  While 

Victoria did not attend UNMS or participate in its daily practice like its students and teachers, 

the meaning she assigned participation with college tutors echoes the both/and identity the 

school worked to cultivate.  It presents her idea of conceptualizing multiple strengths put into 

play for better possible futures.  Escaping the either/or binary, Victoria’s narrative presents the 

potential for an overlapping and continuous amount of “and” that can be added to her hope for 
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her daughter’s future.  Victoria’s assertive synopsis takes what she saw as previously 

intangible and inaccessible in one educational setting and brought them closer to becoming a 

possible shared practice.  What started as an imagined community for Victoria’s daughter, 

Jocelyn, became a possible engagement (Wenger, 1998), and an opening for her daughter to 

have at least emergent participation in a new community of practice. 

 To be a “college student” one needs to understand the codes of conduct that make 

recognizable that kind of identity.  The discourse UNMS itself promoted and the apprenticing 

styles the UNMS educators adopted explicitly engaged their students in analyzing the rules, 

logic and manifestation of the dominant culture.  Similarly, Victoria here, too, recognized that 

access comes through exposure and opportunities for participation in new communities of 

practice.  For her daughter to become a member of a new community, she has to be exposed 

to the practices of that community.  Victoria’s narrative reveals that she reads power and 

transformation in distinct communities of practice, hoping to align her own daughter’s 

behavior with that of “hardworking, college-bound, students who help others”.  And she 

explicitly stated that she did not believe such exposure would have been possible if her 

daughter continued to attend school in her home community of Adobe.  While Victoria’s logic 

hints at a deficit discourse, it also suggests that Victoria had a vision of both/and identities—

and potentially recognized that for her daughter to have a both/and identity (in school and 

beyond), she needed access to multiple communities of practice for the proper blending to 

become possible.   
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 But exposure without explicit articulation, that which happens when power is de-

emphasized, can minimize the impacts of accessing the culture of power.  Wilma made this 

point more salient through her explanation of the blend of access to spaces of power, like 

colleges and universities, and trajectories toward imagined communities.  For Native students, 

like those attending UNMS, often with family roots in rural areas, understanding city 

sensibilities, those dominant in the culture of power, can be a process of explicit unpacking.  

Like the UNMS educators themselves describe, new engagements and new ways of seeing the 

meaning in concepts like math in everyday practice versus math on a worksheet can be more 

effective when done with guidance, articulation, and participation, modeling for students the 

logic that exists in “foreign” or “other” knowledge systems. This may be particularly true 

when educators hope for students to see the interconnectivity of knowledge and the ways that 

multiple knowledge sets can work to mutually support/enrich one another, such as in the 

both/and approach to schooling.    

 Wilma spoke to me about her tireless role as an advocate for her daughters.  

Particularly, she worked to support her daughter with special learning needs to grasp 

curricular concepts in school.  Wilma made her presence known when her daughters were 

struggling or when teachers reported that her daughters were uncooperative with either 

conduct or school work.  Laughing about a recent experience at her daughters’ then-school, 

Bobcat Charter School, she said, “I think I was at that school more than I’ve ever been in any 

school”—referencing the difficulties her daughters encountered.  She invested effort to keep 

herself up to speed on school content so Wilma could then find ways to help her daughter 

grasp the concepts and complete the expected assignments.  Wilma told stories of many 
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colorful encounters with teachers across the schools her daughters have attended, saying 

things like, “You really learn who can teach and who can’t!” and “That teacher just talked too 

fast for them.”  Our discussion about Wilma’s participant observation in her daughters’ 

classrooms brings out comparisons and benefits that Wilma related to the educational space of 

UNMS.  Here, through her narrative with me, Wilma linked the multiple experiences of many 

schools into an emerging meaningful coherence, one that she constructed to see how 

relationships and the articulations of expectations became important for how she believed her 

daughters gained access to new learning communities.  As her narrative moved back and forth 

in time, she formed new and present truths, all the while linking them to the enduring 

struggles that she herself experienced and struggles she hopes her daughters can overcome:    

Wilma: But I think they learned a lot over at the school, at [UNMS].  The other 

thing, all the teachers [at UNMS] did very well with them, you know, 

considering, you know, how hard it is for them to come that far into, and 

realize that there are people that are active, that really care about how they 

learn, and that's really hard for them to comprehend, 'cause [they often feel 

like teachers] don't care, and that's one of the things they would say, that 

[teachers] don't care, [teachers] don't pay attention, they don't.  I said, "But 

you don't know that..." 

 

Vanessa: They say that about adults?  Or teachers? 

  

Wilma: Yeah, their teachers.  But, I understand that; I understand. So, but, 

there was all these people paying attention and they're getting it, and, you 

know, they do good.   

Wilma transitioned, without my prompting, to talk about the next and then new current school 

named Bobcat Charter School: 

So, that’s why I was surprised that they did good in this quarter of the school 

year [at Bobcat], 'cause I know it was really hard, but they were... I think I was 

at that school more than I've ever been in any other school. (Chuckles) I mean, 
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just because of the schoolwork.  I think the teachers over there at [Bobcat] just 

gave them too much at the end of the year.  They were trying to do like four 

projects for the end of the year and you were supposed to turn in.  So, you 

know, you could see how teachers teach and what they expect on the students.  

I think some teachers expect them to do university college work that’s where 

it's not even like that, when they're not even at that level yet.  

Vanessa: …and they’re in middle school. 

 

Wilma:  Yeah.  So I think, I think [UNMS] taught them that, and to teach them 

to start thinking about college.  I think that was one of the good things about it; 

"You can go there.  You can get there.. If you want to.  Try harder."  So I think 

that, that just, that train of thought really helped them deal with [Bobcat] 

school, so I think just that portion, you know, people telling them, "You can do 

anything you want.  Just gotta want to do it, and you have to do a lot of work; 

it takes a lot of work!" So I think [UNMS] prepared [them] for a lot of different 

elements that they had to deal with in, at [Bobcat].  

 

This is a complex narrative that links many aspects of inequities, the social nature of learning, 

enduring struggle, and local communities.  As I listened to Wilma’s comments about teachers 

not caring, schools not realistically finding ways in daily practice to accompany students on 

the path towards realizing the expectations they set for them, and the sentiment of surprise 

(coupled with caution) that when a student is placed in an environment where teachers do 

care, or in schools where the teachers actually know one’s family (or are members of your 

extended family), I am taken back to many other comments that parents and educators at 

UNMS made in other moments of our many conversations.  Like the vision embedded in 

reterritorializing “a school designed for you,” parents and teachers talked about learning as 

being measured through the lived experience of individuals and groups.  To appreciate 

someone’s achievements, you have to take into account the history that situates them.  Belief, 

hope, trust, and engagement, are all human facets of learning.  Understanding how to navigate 
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human emotions and the implications of resources in the world is what Wilma called 

“learning systems”—comparing, contrasting, applying and persevering.   

 Going back and forth between schools before UNMS, attending UNMS, and Bobcat 

(the charter school Wilma’s daughter attended after UNMS closed), Wilma talked about the 

common understanding, from her and her daughter’s points of view, that “teachers don’t care” 

about students.  Wilma understood the reality of feeling discouraged by student-teacher 

relationships, yet she also understood the implications that relationships can have for 

accessing power and opportunity.  These implications are clear when she told me about how 

she counseled her daughters on future expectations saying, “Whatever you wanna do in your 

life…you're gonna have to get a degree, because the degrees, you have to get to work 

somewhere, and the higher degree, the higher pay you'll get.”  Power plays out in classrooms 

and through student-teacher relationships.  Even beyond the day-to-day interactions of 

“liking” or “not liking a teacher,” getting through schooling has broad implications for 

accessing better jobs, choice, and better futures.  Not only in words, but also in action, Wilma 

indicated her awareness of these forces by continuing to push her children to engage, to not 

judge so quickly, and to persevere tense and inequitable relationships with teachers by staying 

focused on completing their school work.  Wilma described acting as a mediator between her 

daughters and their teachers in order to buffer the repercussions of feeling unsupported and 

confused and to bridge the divide between expectations and the many steps involved in 

realizing those expectations.      
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 As her daughter’s former teacher as well, I know Wilma’s persistence to be of real and 

continued support for her daughters.  I was made aware again and again that Wilma wanted to 

be involved in assuring her daughters could be successful with their school work.  When one 

of her daughters missed class or struggled to complete and turn in assignments, I would send 

home careful instructions and photo copied textbook chapters.  In every case I can remember, 

the girls brought their work back completed, never leaving me with the impression that their 

mother did the work for them.  Wilma’s commitment to her daughters’ education is 

noteworthy.  Yet, it also pushes us to see that even note-worthy participations are complicated 

in restricted landscapes and by enduring inequities.    

 Wilma’s reading of teacher-student relationships distinguished two categories of 

teachers: those who “care,” and those who are unable to recognize how to meet her children’s 

needs.  In the narration above, Wilma positioned UNMS as a school where teachers do care, 

and she positions Bobcat as a school where teacher student relationships were not well 

aligned.  Although she described at other times in our conversation that Bobcat was a school 

she generally recognized as having high academic expectations for her children, the 

expectations alone were not enough.  As she said, “You really learn how people teach, or 

don’t teach” when she spoke about visiting her daughters classrooms, and “I think I was at 

that school more than I have been at any other school!” indexed the perception of need for her 

intervention on a regular basis in order to provide the necessary support for her draughts to 

stay afloat in school.  In spite of Bobcat’s demand that its students complete college 

preparatory work, Wilma’s description of her perceived disconnect between expectation and 

guiding students in the process of completing the work highlights how expectations alone do 
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not offer many students, often minoritized students—those not in “the culture of power”—the 

more explicit apprenticing they may be in need of to master foreign ways of obtaining and 

demonstrating knowledge.   

 Wilma’s point here is crucial for the field of culturally responsive education—

community-based movements—and approaches to schooling that seek to evaluate students on 

their holistic development.  Hopeful projections of imagined communities where “getting 

degrees” and of “becoming a college student who studies, works, and still helps out the 

community” involve participation in relationship within human communities.  Wilma 

described her daughters as surprised to be at a school like UNMS, where teachers cared about 

them, paid attention to them, and supported their learning.  After describing the contrast with 

Bobcat, where that caring did not come through, requiring Wilma to continually insert herself, 

Wilma returned to UNMS to link larger meaning to the student-teacher relationships formed 

there.  She linked her surprise at the fact that her daughters “did well” by the end of the year at 

Bobcat to lessons they learned from teachers who engaged them and cared about them at 

UNMS.  Having the opportunity to “be with all Natives”, to learn with and from family and 

community members, and to hear Native teachers tell them that they can go to college, that it 

is hard, but that that can become part of their imagined future, according to Wilma, had lasting 

impacts on her daughters abilities to negotiate power and interactions in schools.   

 Like Isidro’s high school memory of experiencing a Native male teacher, and for the 

first time realizing the power that social and cultural connection had on his understanding of 

how he might better engage Native students in school learning (Chapter 5), Wilma’s point, 
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too, makes known to us that our language, interactions, and cultural frames are not 

standardized—they are situated in contexts and communities.  Understanding the many 

discourses and interactions necessary to understand “the culture of power,” and navigate it in 

schools and classrooms takes a careful balance of recognition, support, and expectation.  I 

want to be careful to remind readers that I do not read Wilma saying the UNMS helped her 

daughters “feel good” so they could go onto more academically rigorous environments. 

Wilma said in her own words that had UNMS stayed open, her daughters would have 

continued to attend.  The lasting impacts of the relationships UNMS built with students did 

not isolate students from access or success in other communities of practice, rather they 

invited the possibility of bridges—both/and
n 

(Kearney, 1995), where students like Wilma’s 

daughters could begin to construct connections with greater confidence in themselves.  The 

impacts of those kinds of relationships stretched beyond UNMS itself.  Much in line with 

former UNMS educator perspectives, UNMS’s efforts to reterritorialize education occurred 

both in time and space and in conceptual orientations of hope and possibility for its students.        

 Victoria and Wilma’s reflections on making meaning out of their children’s school 

experiences speak to educational outcomes.  Unfortunately, what they spoke of is little 

reflected in the outcomes of standardized measurement tests.  The complexity of choice, or 

lack thereof, of resource allocation, and continued enduring struggle, is not easily 

counteracted by giving students more homework.  Access to “powerful knowledge” and 

imagined futures does not come only in the form of textbook curriculum.   Access, as these 

mothers have described it, becomes forged through relationships and through lived 

experiences.  Like the educators whose voices we heard in the previous chapter, exploration 
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into the purpose of education according to these parents reveals the need to more carefully 

analyze the relationships between standardized dominant knowledge and local knowledge, 

local practice, and Indigenous ways of being, in order to offer Native youth larger tool kits for 

building bridges.   

The Power of Culture, Imagined Futures, and Not Getting Lost 

 In choosing schools, parents are negotiating opportunities.  And while they are 

supporting their children to access new learning, they are making sense of, theorizing, what 

factors make up the best circumstances for their child to learn.  By having their children attend 

UNMS, these families were exposed to school practices that offered an uncommon discourse 

of local culture as strength, privileging local knowledge alongside dominant standardized 

knowledge.  This experience provoked the investigation into how parents gave meaning to the 

role of local culture and language in their children’s trajectories toward imagined, better 

futures.   

 Building on their recognition of relationships, interactions, and context specific lenses 

for enabling student growth, these three mothers spoke about opportunity—e.g. access to the 

culture of power—but not without attention to maintaining and including community and 

cultural practice in the school lives of their children.  Parents firmly articulated a gut level 

motivation to help their kids gain access to dominant knowledge; yet, in the process of 

articulated that sense, their stories also expose concerns for helping their children negotiate 

culture, power, and identity in the world.  Connections to human communities, local history 

and continuities that shape our lives, became connected to the acquisition of knowledge.  

These connections were seen as shaping who their child(ren) are, what 
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community/communities they belong to, and how those relationships will continue to take 

shape in order to help their child(ren) live better and do better in the world.  These 

connections echo the concerns of Native parents facing similar dilemmas in the standardized 

education landscape (Beaulieu et al., 2005), and echo advocates of culturally responsive 

schooling (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008; see literature outline in Chapter 1) as well as the 

perspectives of the UNMS educators themselves (Chapter 5).  Here both/and becomes a 

salient imaginary, and our insight into the connection between “here” and “there” continues to 

thicken. 

Parents Talking about Both/And 

 Nancy spoke about her hopes for her niece and nephew following my question to her 

about choosing a high school for her children to attend.  That choice got us talking about what 

makes a good school from Nancy’s point of view and what Nancy considered important 

learning for her children:   

Nancy: I want them to be, to get classes that will prepare for, for a higher 

education.  Period.  Period. […..]but I also think that they should have some 

taste of their own roots somehow, you know, and if they can learn that in 

school while they're doing the, the so-called ‘White thing,’ you know, and they 

stay focused on education, and still learn about culture, you know.  Well, it 

basically comes to be all about culture […] It's part of their education, 

because it is education.  It might not be academic education, but it's still 

education.   

 

The association Nancy made between gaining her children tools that will prepare them for 

college, and learning about the world in general, incorporated two categories that were not 

traditionally perceived to be in union with one another: the culture of power and the power in 
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local culture.  In a previous part of our conversation Nancy talked about the kinds of stories 

her children would tell her when they were attending UNMS.  She included these stories 

about harvesting desert plants, going on camping trips, learning to name the desert ecology in 

Tohono O’odham, among the reasons she was content sending her children at UNMS.        

Nancy: …again, going back to the cultural fact.  You know, they enjoyed it, 

and I wanted them to learn, 'cause I actually, I never, a lot of things I already 

knew from my dad.  My dad wasn't TO
43

, but he was, I think, Yaqui, and I'm not 

sure, but my mom and dad would always fight about that, and so, "What are 

we?!" (Chuckles)  Which, to this day, it's still, "What are we?" So I know we all 

have Native American in us, you know, and, uh… like I’ll tell the kids, I'd go 

into the desert and... not quite sure what the TO called it, they get fruit from 

the saguaro, you know.  I tell them how my dad used to do that.  I used to use 

the ocotillo branches, you know.  He took us out there and whack them off from 

there, I was running around and pick them, you know, and they had stickers on  

them, and our mom would take them home and make jelly out of them, you 

know, but we called it "tuna." They were called "tuna," they were called 

“tunas,” you know. 

   

Nancy then transitioned to talk about when her niece and nephew would come home from 

UNMS and tell her stories about what they learned in school.   

[Jacob and Karina] would bring home the, the cat-claws or whatever, I would 

say that we used to get these too and we’d break them open and we used to 

take the seeds out of it.  I don't know why.  I don't know the background.  I 

don't know the stories, but, you know, I know I was fascinated with learning all 

the, you know, the story around the campfire kind of thing.  I'm glad they went 

and they got... They learned that part of it because they were never gonna get 

that from me, you know, and although I learned it  from my dad, you know. 

 

As parents unpacked their personal stories of learning in the world and used their knowledge 

to help their children negotiate the inevitable obstacles in their journeys toward “making it,” 
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  TO refers to Tohono O’odham.  In my experience, the term is commonly used in local speech, particularly by 
Mexican-Americans and other Native American group in the southwest to refer to Tohono O’odham people.  
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their portraits of better futures are composed not only of better jobs and more choice, but also 

of access to community and identities that nurtures more holistic senses of well-being in the 

world.  For those socialized within the dominant culture, that point is so common place it goes 

unnoticed.  When your cultural practice is reflected and built upon in school curriculum and 

interactions, your connection to it is so normalized it is hard to see that other ways of seeing 

the world are possible. 

 In the case of families who sent their children to UNMS, the cultural markedness and 

the pervasive impacts of racism (like those discussed with the educators in previous chapter) 

impart disconnects, points of severance, and mismatched interactions in spaces of dominant 

schooling.  Such lack of fluidity (to put it mildly) and outright discrimination have lasting 

impacts on individual and community well-being, particularly if allowed to pass un-

interrogated.  As Nancy explained her connections to local ecologies taught to her by her 

father, she acknowledged that generational changes have impacted her ability to engage with 

certain types of local knowledges.  In her complex narrative, a history of disputed connections 

to Indigenous histories, and the silencing of local ways of knowing the world, interconnected 

as Nancy spoke about UNMS as a community that brought local connections to the surface for 

her and her children.  She did not say that to get prepared for college her children would need 

to abandon their family’s knowledge as people of the desert; rather, she said that deeper 

knowledge of their home culture is to the benefit of her children, an additional layer that has 

lasting impacts on their ability to be successful.  

 Wilma also talked about local culture in terms of well-being and better futures.  

Wilma, like Nancy and Victoria, spoke about how her children would re-count to her their 
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learning at UNMS, especially with regards to cultural teachings.  I asked Wilma if she thought 

it was worthwhile for schools to engage dominant standardized knowledge into dialog with 

local language and culture, or was this not a necessary function of schools?  Wilma 

responded:      

 I think they need to have that always with them—that they know what their 

identity is.  Yeah, like, they need to know where they come from.  A lot of the 

family, you know, that's how families were raised, those cultural values and 

morals in our family, and if we don't keep instilling them they WILL be lost, 

you know, lost forever.  So long as they know that those, those values and 

morals and everything, that there still there they can, they can get a better life 

'cause, you know, they see an activity going on and right now… Because those 

parents don't instill that culture, wherever they come from, or whatever culture 

they come from and you don't keep that with you, you lose it, and then you 

wanna be somebody else. 

 

Seeing learning as fundamentally a process of identity, done dynamically and through 

participation with communities (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998), supports and is 

supported by the reflections of parents.  As Wilma was raising daughters in an urban setting, 

she articulated at other points in the interview that communicating cultural identity to youth is 

especially important for urban residing Native youth like her daughters.  The connect of 

learning in general to the acquisition of locally important knowledges is an important link for 

understanding how these mothers are described the kind of support they perceive as necessary 

for their children (and other Native youth) to be and become healthy people in the world.   

 Notice that none of the mothers stated that she did not want her child(ren) to learn or 

have access to dominant knowledge.  More importantly, the three mothers would like their 

children to not be made to choose between the mainstream community and their local 

communities.  Such choices present false either/or binaries which the many layers of data in 
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this study expose as fragmented and unhealthy.  Over the years of sharing conversations like 

these with parents and colleagues, I have come to know that imagining the world through a 

both/and lens involves complexity and risk.  My conversations with Wilma, Nancy, and 

Victoria brought to light risk and the uncertain baggage of historical struggle.  These women 

were experienced in the ways of the world.  They were aware of the structural powers that 

constrain their abilities to maintain and reproduce local practice.  They were also aware of the 

ways that they have had to fight to defend themselves and their families against the social 

hostilities of racism and dominant misrepresentations of Indigenous peoples and Indigenous 

life ways.  The portrayal of Native peoples in binary, superficial ways, such as traditional or 

modern, fails to capture the dynamic persistence and creativity involved in survival in 

changing time.   

 Wilma summarized her deep reflections on community perceptions of change and 

what she saw as the dynamic need for change that incorporates the old and the new.   Her 

words fluidly offer further examples of survivance and negotiations for future generations of 

Native youth: 

Wilma: I think [Native are] scared of change because change is, is a risk, and, 

uh, trust, and I think we are, we are so, as Native people we don't trust people 

because of the past, and once we, we've been, that's been instilled in us, so 

what do we do? How do we deal with them? They don't trust them, so we're not 

willing to give in like so quickly, you know, and people say, "But why?" Well, 

because the world's changing.  You're changing.  We change.  Society changes, 

you know, but [they say] we don't have to change.  I say, "Yeah, we do!”  We 

have to keep changing because that will make us grow into better people.  Our 

children; look at our children.  How can we not change for our children? The 

world is out there, and if we don't keep them in our area and have them know 

all that technology, all that knowledge, they can give it to the rest of the kids.  

You know, they learn so quickly and they're still willing to show you.  I mean, 

that's, but if you don't let them, you know, they're not gonna change.  You 

know, and I guess, I think that we have computers coming in, new systems at 
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the nation.  A lot of people didn't like it.  They wanted to stay on that 

typewriters forever. (Laughs) 

  

Wilma sprinkled bits of humor throughout her deeply reflective narrative on change.  Her 

thoughts on how to keep young people “in our area” (i.e. connected to home) involved 

strategic adaptation to promote well-being and community enrichment.  She is speaking of 

survivance.  The complexity of understanding the on-the-ground Native realities as families 

negotiate schooling, power, and identities in hopes of realizing greater success for their 

children is not spoken of here as a process that negates identities.  It is a process that bends, 

molds, and appropriates while maintaining relevancy in local geographies.  Reflections like 

Wilma’s allow the combination of both/and learning orientations with educational survivance 

to be seen as strategic, analytical, and constructive ways of building relevant strengths in 

complexity.   

 The complexity of maintaining relevancy should not be treated lightly.  Additionally, I 

do not want to gloss over the differing perspectives circulating in our discussions on whether 

or not dominant knowledge and local knowledge should be mixed, let alone maintained.  The 

three mothers in this study did not all seamlessly agree on the role of local culture in 

schooling.  Take for example Victoria’s response to a similar question that I asked Wilma and 

Nancy about the inclusion of language and culture in schools.  Her reflection is at once 

contradictory, but read alongside Wilma’s and Nancy’s reflections, adds greater dimensions to 

understanding the messiness of identities, learning and ultimately well-being:         

Vanessa: Everybody's got their reasons for choosing things, but one thing that 

attracted parents [to UNMS] was that, this charter mission that it was 
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bicultural, you know, language and culture alongside with kind of mainstream 

school content area.  Uh, did that influence your choice? 

 

Victoria:  Sort of, but not really.  Um, I don't know the language.  I don't speak 

the language. I respect the culture, um, the different, the, like the medicine 

people, but it's not really that important to me, the language... or for [my 

daughter] to really know it.  I don't know... You know, I don't sound right. 

(Chuckles) It doesn't sound nice or anything, but, no, that really didn't swing 

my decision, that she was... 

  

Vanessa: Did you have a problem that that was part of the school? Like once 

[your daughter] was there... 

 

Victoria: No, no, no…it was good, you know, because at least she's going to 

learn from someone who actually knows whereas, you know, I'm not gonna try 

to tell her anything because I'm the last person to talk about our culture.  You 

know, it's real vague to me.  I understand some of it.  I respect it, and, you 

know, I listen and I participate in, uh, some of the ways, you know, that we're 

supposed to with eating the clay and going to the medicine man for certain 

things.  You know, I do that, but that's probably as far as I go. I'm not really 

into the other ceremonies and stuff, so for her to learn that, that's fine, but it 

wouldn't have been like the top of my list to say, you know, "Oh, OK.  They're 

gonna do that here.  They're gonna teach you, so this is where you're gonna 

go." No, that wasn't... It was just like a plus, "OK, you know, you'll get 

something from them." (Chuckles) 

 

Victoria’s responses to my questions about language and culture made salient many aspects of 

how parents, and other participants in the community of UNMS, managed the multiple, 

converging messages involved in schooling, identity, and community membership.  Victoria’s 

comments also demonstrated her way of strategically thinking about schooling.  Responding 

to dominant culture, the comment concurred with Nancy’s insistence that the first goal of 

education is to have access to higher education, like Wilma (“get a degree”); the idea of “first 

do no harm” resonates here and has deep connections to enduring struggle and educational 

survivance.  However, the second goal, and emphasis needs to be added to “when possible,” is 

to get a degree and continue to be connected to community, family, and in this case, Native 
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identities.  Within the context of Indigenous education, bridging possibilities to create new 

possibilities is the heart of both/and —it is the “plus”—it is hope, but as Victoria animated 

through speaking her thoughts, she spoke as if to carefully acknowledge a voice that tells us, 

“Don’t be too ambitious; that is risky and can bite you…” reminding us that risk has material 

and symbolic consequence.  The assumption of risk is felt as a human emotion that can have 

resonating impacts on our lives.  Strategically calculating risk is in many ways the business of 

survivance and human survival of all kinds under constrained, hostile, and contested 

circumstances.  For the adults who participated in UNMS, both/and may have been an 

obvious healthy alternative to all other schooling practices, however, its fragility helps us to 

understand why hope is often buried beneath layers of protection. 

UNMS Closing: Who Gets to Decide when Students are Learning and Not Learning? 

 The closure of UNMS was a surprise to many parents.  The fact that the school was 

given the label “failing” by the Arizona Department of Education was equally surprising.  Not 

involved in the insider conversations around school improvement plans, standardizing teacher 

lesson plans, or the politics of (mis) measuring Adequate Yearly Progress, many parents were 

only informed of the school’s closure through a letter in the mail or through the sprinkled 

commentaries of their children.  In a landscape of limited resources and equally limited 

choice, the reality of the closure was felt bitterly.  Although the parents did not attend the 

school or have regular daily membership in its practice, having found a comfortable school for 

their child(ren), and now being confronted with its loss, was a disappointment.   

 The school’s closure meant that the investment of time, uncertainty, and energy that 

was spent finding UNMS, needed to be spent finding a new school.  But time, energy and 
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resources are the immediate expenses involved in finding schools; identities, community 

memberships, well-being, and ultimately school success and failure are the lesser tangible, yet 

deeply impactful ways that schools, as sites of power, have mediating effects on our lives, 

specifically in the lives of these three families.  I had not had the opportunity to talk about the 

school’s closure in depth with any parents prior to my interviews with these mothers.  Like the 

UNMS educators, the whirlwind of our lives, daily survival, and attending to our families’ 

immediate needs, took precedence over discussing what was immediately done and gone.  

When I did see parents after UNMS closed, we took the opportunity to talk about how their 

child(ren) and family were doing and I would inform them of my family’s well-being.     

 Re-tracing with parents the school’s closure a year after the fact revealed some 

interesting insights, zooming our lens in to the importance of context and local landscapes in 

assessing what is and is not good for youth as read across school settings.  Below Wilma talks 

about when she found out the school was closing, and what she would have liked to have done 

about it: 

…if I had known, that, you know, I would have screamed a long time ago, 

because, you know, it's, it's, it would have been really good for all the kids [for 

the school to stay open].   ‘Cause a lot of people, I know my girls really were 

disappointed… I mean, 'cause, you know, UNMS, the middle school and the 

high school, and then comparing the students down in Adobe, it's 

like,[…]they're pretty bad right now, you know, and I'm like, I can't even—I 

don’t even wanna send them to Adobe…They're gonna be way up here and a 

little bit higher and then they're gonna come back down and I can't afford them 

to lose that knowledge. 

 

Wilma’s reflection harkens back to UNMS comparisons of schooling “here” and “there” 

(Chapter 4).  Associating the reservation school with “losing knowledge,” Wilma stated that 

sending her daughters back to Adobe was not an option.  Reading Wilma’s language through 
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the lens of imagined futures, Wilma’s educational hopes for her daughters did not include the 

options or identities that she perceived Adobe to offer.     

 Yet, what was good for students at UNMS, according to Wilma, did not take into 

consideration the landscape of other possible schools.  Likewise, what “would have been 

really good for all the kids” was not seen as good for students in the eyes of the State 

Department of Education.  Wilma’s analysis is not made in isolation; she considered the 

schools available to her daughters back on the reservation, and the quality of those 

opportunities, to determine that test scores alone were not adequate measures of opportunity
44

.  

Victoria echoed Wilma’s conclusions.  She described her feelings of desperation when UNMS 

closed as she tried to imagine how she could afford moving to the city so her daughter could 

maintain access to a wider variety of schools: 

The first thing was... how much would an apartment be, what public school 

could I get her into, and how would I arrange getting her to school and driving 

to Sells to work.  That was what I actually thought of.  Was it doable? Could I 

do it? And still, you know, and still have the house.  I mean, that, that is my 

house.  That's always gonna be my house, um, like how to work it Sunday 

nights, getting a small apartment, come up Sunday night, get her to school, 

drive back and forth and then go home on the weekends and, I mean, that was 

my first... It was like, I can't see her going back down there.   

 

Like these mothers have fleshed out throughout this chapter, access, achievement, and success 

cannot be boiled down to one or two material factors.  The school’s closure signified 

additional stress and fears that their children would be pushed back into undesirable school 

settings. Balancing economics, physical access, social well-being, and more, the closure of 
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 Her analysis is supported by the discussion of state standardized test scores in Chapter 1.  At the time UNMS 
closed, students at UNMS did indeed have higher test scores than students attending the schools in Adobe, 
even though Adobe was deemed to be meeting making Adequate Yearly Progress.   
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UNMS did not rectify a “bad” school; rather it forced these mothers back to the drawing 

board to survey the restrictive landscape of school “choices”.   

 With No Child Left Behind’s emphasis to hold schools, educators and students 

accountable for “educational outputs,” unprecedented levels of testing have come to be the 

measure of “accountability” and results (Heilig & Darling-Hammond, 2008; McCarty, 2009).  

Terms like AYP or the various Title clauses embedded in NCLB are often thrown around in 

popular commentary on education, but given little attention when it comes to helping the 

public, and parents, understand the actual inner workings of “accountability measurements.”  

If we did engage parents in discussion, “What kinds of behaviors would indicate to you that 

your child is learning?” or “How would you measure the learning of your daughter/son?” the 

realities of their lives would pose great and complicated challenges to standardizing school 

practices.  Policy makers and state legislative administrators did not ask UNMS parents what 

makes a good school for their child(ren).   If they had, this is possibly what they would have 

heard: 

Nancy: I don't understand how they don't, they said, they're not meeting Board 

of Education requirements, you know? I thought it was, you know.  I thought 

they were, the, the grade curve, I thought, was pretty high. My kids learned a 

lot from [UNMS]. 

 

  Vanessa: What made you believe that they were learning a lot?  

Nancy: I saw it in them.  I saw it in them.  

 

Vanessa: Like what, what... What did you see? 

 

Nancy: Conversation; when, in conversation, uh, the grades, their interest, you 

know, at school.  I mean if they weren't interested in school and it wasn't 

benefiting them, I would have seen that too. 
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Nancy’s observation that engagement in school signified that learning was going on privileges 

education as meaningful over education as a rote set of skills.  The analysis of these parents 

challenges deficit assumptions which position working-class and low-income parents as being 

uninformed about their child(ren)’s education.  As Victoria articulated, parents have thought 

about their child(ren’s) education.  And many, like Victoria, were able to recognize that 

success is socially situated.  Although Victoria addressed aspects of the insidious legacy of 

colonial education in Native communities, she also spoke about growth, hope and opportunity, 

bringing to the surface her perceptions that change takes time; but positive change is possible 

when properly contextualized and given the proper support.     

Vanessa: …you know, you enrolled Jocelyn in seventh grade, the school was 

labeled a failing school that year.  

 

Victoria: At that time, I didn't know it.   

 

Vanessa: If you had known it…? 

 

Victoria: It wouldn't have influenced my decision. 

  

Vanessa: Mh-hm.  Do you think that, I mean, do you think that's an accurate 

label? Do you think that label means anything?  

 

Victoria: I would not agree with that, the labeling that they gave, uh, only 

because of the things that I shared with Jocelyn in what she was learning, and 

what I saw she was learning.  Uh, their level of them meeting certain, you 

know, numbers or what they're getting from it are di-, in their eyes are 

different because they have to hold it up against something to compare it to 

you.  I don't know if that's by... I mean, not just only test scores, or if it's just 

test scores or what.  I think, I know that our children are behind educationally.  

Um, I don't wanna use that as an excuse as to why we failed, you know, like we 

did, the school did, but I... 'Cause I think a lot of people do, you know.  

Reservation kids are a lot slower.  They're not up to par with kids over here.  I 

don't like to use that excuse, but yet some of it, it is kind of true.  Our testing 

levels aren't as high as over here.  Is it because the kids have gone to school 

out there for so long and have not gotten a better education out there and then 
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they're up here, and there's different teachers and they're not used to them, the 

learning, the teaching, all of that? I don't know if that makes, if that all makes 

a big difference, but I didn't agree with "failing", the "failing" part.  I mean… 

Yeah, to you, you may think that, you know, they weren’t meeting whatever 

level they were supposed to, but I think that the kids were getting something 

from, coming from there to here is, you have to take that into consideration, I 

think.  

 

How comparisons get made, what they are based on, and the outcomes we form from them, 

are all topics circulating in Victoria’s assessment of UNMS as a school that “kids were getting 

something from.”  As Victoria’s narrative posed questions of educational quality, teacher 

quality, and access to the culture of power, she also said, “I don’t like to use that as an excuse, 

but…”  Like Elena’s reflection on the disconnect between the Arizona Department of 

Education and Native students (Chapter 5), Victoria’s language walks a fine line of between 

deficit discourses (“not up to par”) and discourses that challenge educators to analyze local 

phenomenon through and within local the parameters of context.  There is powerful insight in 

her words—educational experiences are not standardized, therefore measuring outcomes with 

a single standard negate real and potential growth as it occurs in real, diverse, local schools.  

Seeing how students experience schooling from the ground up offers a radically different 

vantage point for understanding, recognizing, how, when, and from whom students learn.   

 As Victoria, Nancy, and Wilma reflected on the closure of UNMS, critical themes 

problematizing the real implications of educational policy continued to emerge as counter-

discourses.   Their assessments of schooling push the question of how to measure student 

growth.  Shallow analysis of school achievement, like those measured only off of standardized 

test scores, “allow people to explain achievement outcomes too simply as the production of 

parents and children without ever actually examining the real-life experiences of specific 
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parents and children in specific opportunity contexts” (Pollock, 2008, p. 369).  Seen through 

the eyes of the mothers, sole reliance on standardized measurements perpetuates continued 

injustice upon people and communities as the reality of enduring struggle, social inequities, 

and disproportionate access to resources silence these families and their Native communities’ 

histories, undermining equitable educational opportunities for certain groups of people, while 

reifying the merits of the dominant culture.    

Imagined Futures and Creating Opportunities for the Next Generation 

 The connection between how parents experienced schooling as students and what they 

hope their children would experience significantly guides parental choice.  Past educational 

experiences surfaced again as parents continued to advocate for their children in schools.  

Asking Nancy and Victoria to speak about what they hoped for their child(ren)’s educational 

future, individual circumstances and social contexts factored centrally as baselines for judging 

what one does or does not want for their child(ren):  

…my high school counselor always telling me, I'd go in and sit down and, "Oh, 

you'll never go to university," you know, and here you go, you know, general 

math, general this, general that, you know, just general course, and then I'd 

grow up to find out I could have, I should have, you know, we didn’t have  the 

opportunity back then like  grants and  scholarships, like scholarships I don't 

think I ever would have made the grades to receive a scholarship.  Who 

knows? I don't think so, but I was never given the chance to explore that, you 

know, and do my best at it, you know.  So that’s why, that’s what I want Karina 

and Jacob to have a chance at. 

 (Nancy) 

 

[The reservation is] somewhere, No, that I don’t want her to be—the 

alcoholism, the other kids that don't do anything, that drop out, don't do 

anything, the pregnancy, and they settle, and unfortunately that's all they’re 

ever going to know[…]I feel for them 'cause there's so much... But because 

they chose to quit school and drugs and alcohol, I mean, that's, that's their 

choice, and that's what they've chosen to live, and that's life, and I don't want 
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that for her... and when we talk, I talk very openly with her of what I see and 

what I don't want her to become, and what's out there, what she could do, so I 

hope.  I hope. 

(Victoria) 

 

Negotiating the delicate tension between what youth have the ability to choose for themselves 

and the options that are afforded them by systems of education are all part of navigating 

choice and better futures.  Reading Nancy’s and Victoria’s reflections side by side portray 

ways individuals can be held back and constrained by the system, but also exposes ways that 

parents make choices in helping to navigate opportunity for their children.  Overwhelmingly, 

both parents articulated projections of hope into their child(ren)’s futures.  Their reflections, 

again, maintain a connection to their own experiences growing up in the world and what they 

were or were not able to access as they came into adulthood.  Their distinctions of different 

spaces, the assumptions, people, and habits associated with space mark significant boundaries 

of opportunity.  Like the UNMS student talk distinguishing schools “here” from schools 

“there”, and the UNMS reterritorializing discourse, Nancy and Victoria describe the ways 

individuals and spaces can stifle imagined futures or open up the possibility for them to grow 

and develop.  Supporting students as they negotiate hope is a niche that parents continually 

navigate and a niche that they felt UNMS attempted to fill.   Supporting students through 

recognizing the nuances of hard circumstances and gaining conceptual tools to weave local 

and dominant sources of strength was and is high-stakes, delicate work.  As parents invested 

in their children their own lessons acquired through their own legacies of enduring struggle, 

the possibility that presented itself in new educational spaces like UNMS became a space for 

engaging hope, more tangibly shrinking the distance between today’s and tomorrow’s 

imagined futures. 
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Conclusion 

 I offer the rich stories of the parents describing their reasons for choosing UNMS, their 

perceptions of educational quality across varying school contexts, and their motivations for 

choosing new schools after UNMS’s closure as ways that parents’ choices cannot be 

understood in isolation or through reductive and deterministic frameworks (Convertino, 

2011).  Rather, parents made choices through the situated and historical production of their 

own lives, acting upon and interacting with powerful structures such as institutions of 

schooling and widely-circulating educational discourses.  Through the stories shared in this 

chapter, important and consequential links between opportunity, relationships, and certain 

kinds of spaces become salient.  The role of accessing “powerful” knowledge and its 

relationship to legitimizing and accessing local knowledge are important themes for 

understanding what motivated(s) parents to “hopefully” construct imagined futures for and 

with their children (futures they themselves did not have).   

 The local stories of these three mothers, similar to the stories of educators, makes 

recognizable historical structures that root privilege in class, race, and other social divisions, 

giving us both local and broader historical examples of how material and symbolic resources 

restrain local practice and impact human lives (Holland & Lave, 2001).  Through local 

educational survivance we see how past experiences generate new wisdoms—how 

experiences of butting against repeated obstacles in the quest to access a “good education”, or 

how salient gate-keeping structures, such codes for accessing “the culture of power,” are re-

positioned by parents to offer in-roads to futures involving the potential of higher education—

all are meaningful forces that influence how and why these three mothers chose the schools 

they did for their children.  Additionally, we see how mobility between schools is both a 
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consequence of pervasive inequity (in education and in the workforce) and strategy used by 

parents to seek out better educational opportunities for their children.          

 Drawing from the past and constructing the present and future of their children’s 

educational trajectories, parents exposed the dynamism and emergent possibilities of their 

own interactions.  As new spaces became available, imagined futures became colored with 

new possibilities—possibilities like both/and student identities that UNMS educators worked 

to co-construct.  However, collective visions can be fleeting when constantly constrained by 

social, economic, and political negation.  It can be difficult to see how struggles over the 

future are enacted in both day-to-day decisions and long-term fights over particular versions 

of the future to be made more available to certain communities (Holland & Lave, 2001).  

These stories help to give greater insight into the tensions navigated by real people between 

the day-to-day and the long-term, the local and broader phenomenon of fighting for 

educational equity and access, generation after generation.  Understanding the perspectives of 

Native parents as they negotiate educational opportunity for their children engages complexity 

in an increasingly standardized educational landscape which seeks to strip complexity and 

present singular simplicity.  As Andre-Bechely (2005) writes in her work on parent choice and 

educational policy, and in support engaging such complexity,  

Perhaps a closer examination will show that the rules and processes that districts 

institutionalize to bring about access, equity, and equality may serve to hide the very 

real ways that race and class still support exclusion in our schools” (Andre-Bechely, 

2005, p. 231).   

To redress such processes, we have to first listen.   The stories of these mothers further argue 

that to better understand historical struggle and the production of marginality, we need to re-
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conceptualize the social and cultural capital of communities that allow complexity to be seen 

within perceived scarcity, or better stated, that allow strength to be seen in otherwise 

incongruent binaries.   

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



280 
 

CHAPTER 7: FEELING LIKE “I DIDN’T WANT TO GO TO SCHOOL” AND 

FEELING LIKE “I LEARNED A LOT”: STUDENT REFLECTIONS OF 

DIFFERENCE AND POSSIBILITY 
 

Introduction 

“…things just wouldn't stick with you for a long time, 'cause they had no meaning” (Karina) 

 In May of 2010, at the same time UNMS was struggling to negotiate its upcoming 

hearing in front of the State Department of Education, another story about another local 

school serving Native youth ran in a local city newspaper.  The title read, “Neighborhood 

Heartbreak: [Local school district] considers closing a Yaqui community’s school to save 

money” (Herreras, May 20, 2010).  Placed in the same political and economic turmoil as 

UNMS, other schools, particularly schools serving economically and socially marginalized 

communities, also faced implications from high-stakes testing and state budget cuts.  In the 

second paragraph of the news article, an eight- year old student from the Yaqui community 

facing the loss of its public school is quoted as he spoke in front of an audience of parents and 

school board members.  The young boy shared his perspective on the implications of his 

schools’ closure, saying:  

If we go somewhere else, there might be bullies.  I feel safe here…if they are 

going to close [my school] I would feel very sad.  I’ll have to go somewhere, 

somewhere where it’s not great, where I don’t feel safe, and there will be 

bullies there…bullies are not great.  They make fun of you, call you fat, and 

call you names.  All that stuff is bad, and if that happens to you, what will that 

mean? (Herreras, May 20, 2010) 

 

 Unfortunately, his school was closed and he had to negotiate “what that means” as he 

made his way in new school contexts.  This story drew my attention for the obvious reasons 

that my case study also addresses his last question, “What will that mean?”; or more directly 
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stated, “What implication do relationships have on student learning in schools?”  As seen with 

the UNMS educators, and parents, the social nature of school contexts have implications for 

who and what one can be while within the interactional space of the school community itself.  

Enduring racism, disparate resources, and teachers ignorant to the lived realities of 

minoritized students, play out in the symbolic and material realities of youth as they attend 

schools.  These social structures frame the field of school interactions.   

 And like the parents in the previous chapter have reminded us, participation in schools, 

access to supportive school environments, and access to academic formation (“getting 

degrees”) have material and symbolic implication in trajectory of students’ lives.  Even at the 

young age of eight, the Yaqui boy quoted in the newspaper article made known that learning 

is always social.  The “non-academic” aspects of teaching and learning are vital structures that 

build human relationships.  Standardized programs and pre-packaged highly effective 

teaching practices do not build relationships; people do (Duncan-Andrade, 2007).  School 

reterritorialization efforts, like UNMS offer counter-stories to the flawed dominant narrative 

of who gains, who loses, and why.  School closures are often politically justified as redressing 

educational inequities because the school was “failing” to teach its students.  The example of 

the Yaqui student and the examples further detailed in this chapter again challenge the 

dominant political discourse, making it harder to ignore that school closures fail to consider 

on-the-ground perspectives of those most acutely impacted by context-blind policy.     

 In this chapter I aim to further the case that I have been building throughout this 

dissertation: learning is socially situated, context matters, and good teaching and learning is 

about relationships.  Academic success can been seen to be as much about developing social 



282 
 

identities as it is about developing academic knowledges, realities given little attention by 

high-stakes testing movements.  My analysis of the perspectives of four students who 

formerly attended UNMS, the children of Wilma, Nancy, and Victoria, will continue to 

expose the social nature of enduring struggle, and all the people and individual acts involved 

in helping students find success, or be denied success in schools.  I offer here further 

theorizing into the nature of “the human dynamic of schooling” (Smith, 1992)—

relationships—embedded in socially situated practices, as central intersections that facilitate, 

or impede, learning trajectories.  Using a central concept from the Funds of Knowledge 

research work, namely, that relationships matter in our lives and in contexts of teaching and 

learning (González et al., 2011), I take this concept a step further to not only highlight the 

central role of relationships in the lives of schools and learning, but to analyze and share 

examples of the ways interactions with key teachers in key spaces can open pathways for 

imagining new applications for schooling and new constructions of identity.  Linking the 

discussion of imagined communities and imagined futures, I will look at the student narratives 

presented below with attention to how relationships are cited as expanding access to imagined 

communities—thus expanding the range of possible selves.   

 Examining the primacy of social relationships in schooling helps make recognizable 

the social reality of schooling and provides the best hope of bringing about educational 

change (Smith, 1992).  This kind of approach can potentially move students beyond “doing 

schooling” (Pope, 2001) toward engaging meaningful identities and learning experiences that 

open up pathways toward being and becoming positive imagined futures.                
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The Students: Difference and Similarities 

 Jocelyn, Jacob, Karina, and Rebecca brought with them a variety of school 

experiences.  They were representative of the diversity present in the UNMS demographic.   

Like these four students, many UNMS students had attended rural reservation public schools 

and/or private schools while others had attended mostly urban public district and charter 

schools.  Such diversity also allows us to examine the role of relationships in student learning 

across school environments.  Like their mothers/guardians, these youth had a variety of school 

contexts from which to speak knowledgably about distinction, difference, and engagement.  

Table 4 briefly presents these four students and their educational/familial histories.  Given 

what has already been discussed about their parents’ educational history, I included a few 

points to remind the reader of their family context.   
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Table 4: Student Profiles 

Students 

(Parents) 

Home Family Context Schools 

 

 

Jocelyn 

(Victoria) 

 
 
Rural reservation community 70 

miles from Tucson 

 

Lived with single 

mother;/only child  

 

Mother employed by 

Tribal Nation 

 

Mom recieved GED 

after leaving school in 

9
th
 grade 

 

On-reservation public 

school (K-4
th
) 

 

On-reservation private 

Christian school (5th-

6
th
) 

 

UNMS (7
th
) 

 

On-reservation public 

school (8
th
) 

 

UNHS (9
th
)  

 

 

Karina & 

Jacob 

(Nancy) 

 

 

Urban  mid-town area 

Lived with foster aunt 

(biological sister to 

their mother) 

 

Aunt retired; living on 

fixed income 

 

Aunt struggled to finish 

high school—received 

GED; went on to get 

Associates degree as 

adult  

Urban public school 

(K-5
th
) 

 

UNMS (Karina 6
th
-7

th
; 

Jacob 6
th
) 

 

Urban Charter school 

(7
th
-9

th
) 

 

 

Rebecca 

(Wilma) 

 

 

Has moved between Urban area 

near reservation district & Rural 

reservation   

Lived with mother and 

sister(s) 

 

Mother disabled; living 

on fixed income 

 

Moved with mother to 

urban area for access to 

transportation services 

and schools  

 

Mother high school 

graduate; received 

Associates degree and 

continues to be 

involved in adult 

education opportunities 

On-reservation public 

school (K-3
rd

) 

 

Urban school public 

school district (4
th
-5

th
) 

 

UNMS (6
th
)  

 

Urban Charter school 

affiliated with major 

university (7
th
-8

th
) 
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The four student perspectives shared in this chapter represent broad experiences with schools.  

As we will see below, the experiences that the students shared also show both Native student 

diversity and similarity.  The themes that emerged as Jacob, Karina, Jocelyn, and Rebecca 

discussed their thoughts on schools demonstrate the importance and transforming potential of 

relationships, and lessons learned through collaborative both/and activities.   

Relationships Matter 

..human-to-human interactions can transform students, teachers, and parents, 

and their relationships, and can provide intellectually challenging alternatives 

to the “skill and drill” pedagogies that have always been meted out to minority 

children in poverty, and even today are trumped as solutions for erasing 

achievement gaps.  Responses to educational inequity that do not keep 

relationships at the very center, ‘fail to pinpoint how ordinary people 

contribute to producing patterns of opportunity denial (Pollock, 2008b, p. 154)’ 

(González et al.,2011, p. 488). 

 

 As I reconnected with my former students to discuss their experiences in schools since 

UNMS, the details of our conversations painted the portraits of their lives across multiple 

school contexts.  How they felt in a particular school, how that shaped the ways they 

interacted with people, where and when they felt they “learned a lot” or didn’t “learn,” all 

became salient points throughout our talks.  As I questioned how students described similarity 

and difference across the schools available to them, I found that the factors that students 

described as helping or hindering their education were also embedded in the human dynamic 

of schooling.  These former students of UNMS often described learning through affective 

relationships (with teachers/school staff or other students) and positioned those relationships 

as a key for how they felt they could or could not engage with school.   

 Because the efforts of UNMS were unique, particularly in comparison to other schools 

attended by these students, listening to educational histories from the perspective of the 
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students themselves illuminated how social relationships offered both teachers and students 

“powerful levers to affect the meaning of schooling” (Smith, 1992, pp. 191-192).  Analysis of 

treatment by teachers, interactions between students, trust, and personal comfort were 

common topics within students’ descriptions of the elementary, middle, and in some cases, 

high schools that they attended or were attending at the time of the interview.  Central to 

school engagement, relationships emerged as deal makers or deal breakers, inspiring 

meaningful engagement in school learning, or defensive resistance, both of which were 

consequential in the educational outcomes of these youth.   

Imagined Identities and Imagined Futures 

 As UNMS educators made clear in Chapter 4, small changes, like marking and 

unmarking what is considered “normal” in daily school interactions, can open up powerful 

opportunity spaces for altering the teaching and learning exchanges afforded to Native youth 

in schools.  The discussion of relationships connects back to this study’s initial theorizing of 

the socially situated nature of learning and the underpinnings of culturally responsive 

schooling for Indigenous youth and communities (see Chapter 1).  Relationships matter 

because they are the glue that binds communities.  Building on the concept of imagined 

communities, the interplay of context and relationships can facilitate an expanded notion of 

possible identities.  The parameters of a specific context (e.g. the unique space of UNMS), 

and the relationships that play out within it can re-frame the possible learning experiences for 

students, compelling learners to engage in certain kinds of educational opportunities they 

might otherwise not have been able to engage.   



287 
 

 Within the UNMS community of practice, educators and students co-constructed a 

discourse of student identity that connected students both to the local and immediate and 

beyond the local and immediate to college, professional worlds, and global movements of 

knowledge.  While planting aspects of its practice in the spatial, temporal roots of Indigenous 

geographies of survivance, the UNMS discourse projected the purpose of student learning into 

the future to be of service to both the local and larger diverse human audiences.  In contrast to 

social learning contexts that constrained student imagination, like the schools mentioned on 

the reservation or in other urban public settings, UNMS practice constructed imagined 

communities existing in both spatial and temporal dimensions, in which students were asked 

to invest in identities that were not like others they had seen before.  Relationships, as will be 

further fleshed out here, were lynch-pins for both inviting investment in new identities and for 

framing new relationships to the world around them—having potentially transformational 

effects upon students’ on-going learning processes.  Kanno and Norton (2003) write about the 

notion of imagined communities as a lens to “elucidate issues concerning language, identity, 

and education” (the human dynamics that Smith speaks about) by saying,  

“The notion of imagined communities provides a theoretical framework for the 

exploration of creativity, hope, and desire in identity construction…our identities must 

be understood not only in terms of our investment in the ‘real’ world but also in terms 

of our investment in possible worlds” (p. 248).   

 

Further analyzing this concept with the case of UNMS, we see through students’ perceptions 

of learning while at UNMS how context situated the “real” world and how relationships 

engaged students’ possible worlds; worlds that became related to visions of future 

membership, emerging through daily actions and ways of thinking.   
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 Analyzing student perceptions of school difference and similarity through the lenses of 

socially situated webs of human relationships, again argues that school success and failure are 

constructed in social interaction.  The last voices I share in this dissertation, those of the 

students, evidence most poignantly what schooling costs—e.g. the meaning and implication of 

schooling that speaks both to the here and now and also to what does or does not lie ahead for 

these youth.  

Seeing How Relationships Matter: The Student Perspective 

 Rebecca and I met formally one time in the public library next to her then-apartment 

complex.  It was the summer between her seventh and eighth grade school years.  While that 

was the only formal interview I had with her, I saw Rebecca numerous times during her 

seventh and eighth grade years, in passing, around town, and at her school.  After UNMS 

closed, Rebecca and her sister attended another charter middle school both close to my house 

and close to the building that formally housed UNMS.   I drove by the school with frequency 

occasionally seeing Rebecca waiting for the city bus.  These moments also became 

opportunities to catch up on school and family.     

 During the winter of Rebecca’s seventh grade year, I took a group of visiting teachers 

to Rebecca’s new school, Bobcat Middle School.  At that time both Rebecca and her older 

sister, Lisa, were attending Bobcat.  I was co-facilitating a tour of the school with one of the 

school’s board members, explaining to the visiting teachers the history of Bobcat, its vision to 

provide an alternative education to underserved youth, and taking a walking tour of the 

building to see how the school used its material resources to support its mission.  I remember 

walking by a classroom entrance and seeing Rebecca sitting at a desk (the classrooms at 
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Bobcat had three walls, always maintaining aspects of open space).  As we saw each other, we 

met eyes with surprised delight, and Rebecca jumped from her chair saying, “Ms. Stevens!”  

Rebecca rose from her chair and came toward me to give me a hug.  The Bobcat board 

member who was standing with me sharply stopped Rebecca with her words, saying, 

“Rebecca, do you have permission to get out of your seat?  Are you following the classroom 

rules?”  This stopped Rebecca in her tracks, changed her facial expression from excitement to 

scowl, and trying to be sensitive to my role as a visitor in the school, I commented to Rebecca, 

“I’ll come back and say ‘hi’ to you before I leave”.  I smiled and waved good-bye and 

Rebecca plunked herself, with arms crossed, back into her desk.  I knew that Rebecca could 

be labeled as a “challenging” student in a mainstream school setting, but was a bit surprised at 

the constrained interaction I was afforded in this new school setting.  

 I mention this interaction, as one of others like it, to give insight to the kinds of 

interactions that were common within the space of UNMS but uncommon within other school 

environments—and these very relationships have marked differences, those that are very 

salient when seeing school through Rebecca’s eyes.  In talking with Rebecca about how she 

saw herself and others in the different schools she has attended, her descriptions referenced 

relationships as framers of possibilities or limiters of possibility.  Her narratives of how she 

felt in schools are at once a commentary on the practice of individual teachers and the school 

environment itself.  Table 5 highlights Rebecca’s characterizations of the different schools she 

had attended: 
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Table 5: Rebecca’s kindergarten through eighth grade school descriptions

Reservation public 

school 

K-3
rd

 grades 

Urban Public School 

4
th
-5

th
 grades 

UNMS Charter 

School 

6
th

 grade 

Bobcat Charter 

School 

7
th
- 8

th
 grades 

 

“…low priorities for us”  

 

“The teacher would just 

slack off.  So we would 

just be in class doing 

whatever.” 

 

“...they would give us a 

paper and then just say, 

"Do it," like on your 

own, but then, like I 

don't work like that 

because they didn't teach 

us, like, really like up 

front on the board 

showing examples” 

 

 

“…some days I just 

didn’t wanna go to 

school”  

 

“We were a group of 

Natives and they always 

thought we were up to 

something” 

 

“The teacher was mean”  

 

 

“I got, like, paying 

attention to the culture 

and everything put in 

between…” 

 

“…with all Natives… 

when I talked about 

my family, [the 

teachers and student] 

know what I’m talking 

about…”  

 

“[Teachers were] just 

more like showing  

us what we had to do 

and explaining it to us”  

 

“Teachers had high 

expectations for us…”  

 

 

“[Teachers] don’t know 

how to be patient…they 

would talk really fast”  

 

“[Teachers] didn’t 

understand me because 

they didn’t really like 

ask [if I get it]” 

  

“Frustrating”  
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 In each of the different schools she had attended, Rebecca talked about learning in 

relationship to the others around her, specifically in relationship to the teachers.  When 

teachers did not engage her, or connect with her in a way she comprehended, she 

described feelings of not wanting to attend school.  Her perceptions of teachers as 

“slacking off” or “not understanding” were consistent across all the schools she had 

attended with the exception of UNMS.  This sharp contrast between UNMS as compared 

to other schools takes us back to the UNMS student didactic table (Chapter 4) 

distinguishing learning and interaction at UNMS versus other schools they had attended 

(predominately on the reservation), socially indexing who students feel they can be “here” 

and “there.”  Rebecca’s description of her school experiences was also consistent with 

those described to me by Karina, Jacob, and Jocelyn.        

 Taking a deeper look at the ways Rebecca describes such contrasts in school 

environments brings out important points often under-theorized, and unheard, about how 

students actually experience learning in schools.  Here I will offer more detailed discourse 

to frame Rebecca’s descriptions in the table above.   

Feeling Like “I learned a lot” vs. Feeling Like “I don’t want to go to school” 

 I asked Rebecca to talk about her memories of elementary school.  She began by 

telling me about the school she attended on the main reservation in Adobe, Arizona: 

Mh, it was fun.  I liked it, but, like, at the same time they had, um, low 

priorities for us...So, like, they wouldn't teach us as much as they would 

teach other people like up here.  So they would... The teacher would just 

slack off.  So we would just be in class doing whatever. 
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Her sense of what she was being offered by her teachers and the school did not allow her 

to feel that she was “learning.”  The lack of investment she sensed from her teachers, 

translated into student disengagement.  When she moved to discussing an urban public 

school she attended in 4
th

 and 5
th

 grades she recalled moments when one teacher made 

school “fun,” but spoke predominantly about the larger school climate.   

 …they would have field days and it would be like fun, but the-, but, like, it 

wouldn't be that fun.  Like, I just, some days I just didn't wanna go to 

school because, like, the teacher I had was like really mean.  So, like...I 

was in my last year there, so me and my friend were, like, we were a group 

of Natives, and they always thought we were up to something, so they 

would treat us like, like all, like, "Whatever." So, like we would talk back to 

them because, like, they would think we're doing something but it wasn't 

true.  So... uh, that's when my mom was kinda getting worried that I should 

move, but I was like, "Why can’t you just leave it? 

 

Rebecca’s description of not wanting to go to school powerfully sets up a scene in which 

she describes feeling unwelcome and falsely judged.  The particular school she spoke of is 

in a predominantly Mexican and Mexican-American area of the city.  Her sense of being 

racially marked becomes frustrating to her.   Yet her reply to her mother’s concern 

(Wilma) reflected a sense of resignation of the inevitability of social struggle and her 

desire to negotiate the ways she would deal with them.   

 After the interview segment above our conversation turned to middle school.  

Rebecca described how she wanted to join her sister at UNMS because she thought the 

other middle school she could have attended would have a “bunch of bullies” and she 

would not have been able to “be herself”.  She then described her arrival at UNMS. 

Rebecca: I was scared.  

 

Vanessa: Why? 

 

Rebecca: I don't know, but once I got, like, paying attention to the culture 
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and everything put in between, like, it really interes-, interested me.  Like 

putting culture and school together, but, um... 

 

Vanessa: Like, what do you mean?  

 

Rebecca: Like it was... Like I never seen that before. So, like, like I really... 

I didn't think of it as school.  I thought it was like just a day... like to have 

fun, but, and learn about everything.  All in one day, but I'm gonna get 

home.  It's just like, like I always told my mom what I learned.  She was 

like, "That's alive ," and, and, like, yeah. 

 What Rebecca is describing has been addressed in other sections of this study.  We 

have seen similar contrasts in the experiences of students as they attended UNMS and the 

experiences of educators and parents in schools fifteen to thirty years earlier.  Systemic 

racism and low-expectations are continuing realities for Native youth (Castagno & 

Brayboy, 2008; Cleary & Peacock, 1998; Deyhle, 1995).  However, what Rebecca 

illuminates in her description of learning while at UNMS is the transformational power of 

human relationships when embedding in locally relevant contexts.  “I didn’t think of it as 

school” she said as she described with enthusiasm telling her mother about her days of 

“learning about everything” while at UNMS.  If we connect back to the comments made 

by UNMS teachers and the observations of Rebecca’s mother—the explicit connections 

that teachers cultivated to make relevant their own identities to students, inviting students 

to join in exploring meaning through the multiple dimensionality of relationships (to one 

another, to geographies, to spaces and places) we see more deeply the human connections 

that make Rebecca’s changed vision of schooling possible.  Rebecca described the 

difference between “feeling like I didn’t want to go to school” and being engaged in 

school activities as that of supportive and comprehensive relationships between the 

teachers and herself, and the school and her community.   
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 Rebecca described being with all Natives as a feature of UNMS that allowed her to 

feel comfortable and be understood by her teachers.  As Rebecca had previously described 

not feeling like she got along with teachers and students at other schools, I asked her if she 

felt she could get along with teachers and students at UNMS.  She replied “yes,” and 

offered the following explanation:   

Because it's just like... with all Natives.  So, like, when we talked about my 

family, they know what I'm talking about 'cause they done the same thing 

with alcohol and everything. So, like, that's what made me, like, treat 

everybody the same.  [With teachers at UNMS] we would talk about 

[problems] and then, then they'd be like, "Well, you know, what's going 

on?" Then I would tell them and they, they would like, they wouldn't... like 

they would sometimes do something about it, but they would be like, "It's 

gonna be OK" or stuff like that, especially Ms. Antone, 'cause, like, she 

knew how my mom was.  She knew her a long time ago, and she, you 

know... So she knows what I'm going through. 

 

 This interview segment shows Rebecca reflecting on the importance of 

relationships and common connections as factors that made UNMS a comfortable school 

for her.   She described the Tohono O’odham language teacher (Ms. Antone) in particular 

as a relative who knew her family’s history, specifically referring to struggles with 

addiction, economic stability, and sisters in and out of the penal system.  Although she 

attended school on the reservation for K-3
rd

 grades, and then socialized with a group of 

Native students in 4
th

 and 5
th

 grades, discussing UNMS was the first time in our 

conversation that Rebecca mentioned “being with all Natives” as an asset, something that 

contributed to engagement, strength, academic growth, and furthered her personal goals to 

be the first in her family to “get an education” and go to college.  Rebecca’s association of 

UNMS with “being with all Natives,” in spite of having attended other schools with all 

Native student populations, indicates that sharing space with certain categories of people 
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is not quite enough.   Rather, her sentiments suggest that there exists a need for the kinds 

of interactions and relationships—and the social assumptions behind them—to make 

comfort and engagement possible for students like Rebecca.     

 The difference between “feeling like I didn’t want to go to school” and being 

engaged in learning emerged in the framing of making context and relationships relevant.  

The specific discourses of UNMS, as a reterritorialized community of practice (detailed in 

Chapter 4), privileged knowledges, life ways, and lived realties through certain kinds of 

relationships.  As this study and others document, the framing of mainstream school to 

home relationships, as top-down assumptions about Native students and their families 

echo euphemisms such as “Native students lack success in schools” or “Native students 

have many problems in their homes” (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008), place the blame for 

educational difficulty on individual students and families themselves.  Unfortunately, 

students themselves know too well that racism and deficit pedagogies are pervasive and 

repetitive elements that influence their school experiences.  Rebecca referred to this 

awareness when speaking about being labeled as a group of “Natives” who were “up to 

something” during her 4
th

 and 5
th

 grade years.  The bias of such accusations caused 

frustration, leading to what Rebecca framed as reactionary bad behavior (“talking back”).  

These obvious undercurrents of racism and markedness are rarely acknowledged, yet their 

consequences have brutal and far-reaching consequences.  Unfortunately for students like 

Rebecca, there can be a heavy academic price for their reactions to discrimination.  Prices 

may include becoming labeled as a “disrespectful student” or a “problem student”, 

effectively limiting the opportunities available for academic recognition or being treated 

as a legitimate student. 
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 I was not present to witness the interactions Rebecca had with her elementary 

school teachers causing her to feel falsely accused, suspect, and ultimately disrespected; 

however, given that such experiences were not only echoed by others in this study, but 

documented across the school experiences of Native and minoritized youth (Dehyle, 1995 

for one example; Pollock, 2008 for collection of essays addressing the social realities in 

schools of racialized youth), her perspective reminds me that histories of racism and 

enduring struggle do not evaporate because we wish them too.  They are produced, 

reproduced or disrupted through interaction.  As Garcia (2008) points out, “any overt 

signal of disrespect for one’s home life from an individual in authority indicates to those 

receiving the message that they are not wanted and even do not belong in school” (p. 295).  

Rebecca eventually reached a point where she did not want to attend school.  The price of 

being labeled a “bad student” and/or resisting participation in school places Rebecca at 

additional levels of disadvantage in schools, making the years ahead, her journey to “get a 

degree,” a steeper hill to climb.  However Garcia (2008) reminds us that, “It need not be 

that way” (ibid).    

 When the students in my study (Jocelyn, Rebecca, Karina, and Jacob) talked about 

times when they “learned a lot,” the nature of their measurements rarely included 

references to tests, standardized or not.  Their experiences, like those embodied in 

Rebecca’s examples, show us how opportunity is framed through daily interactions, 

identifying local teachers as crucial daily providers or deniers of opportunities for students 

to have positive educational experiences (Pollock, 2008b).  Re-organizing interactions, as 

Rebecca described at UNMS, that allow home life/practices to be legitimized in school, 

“culture and everything put in between,” impact the way that students can engage with 
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school learning.  Here we will zoom in a bit deeper to examine the interactions former 

UNMS students described as part of their “I get it!” moments of new access to meaning-

making and new conceptualizations about connections between school and their lives.   

Changing the Boundaries of Schooling: Lasting Impacts on Learning through 

Relationships 

Trust: Believing Students Can Change 

 Attempting to approach the tangible impacts of placing relationships at the center 

of learning, I will turn our attention to an excerpt of a conversation with siblings Karina 

and Jacob.  Here Karina, Jacob, and I had been talking about the camping trips they had 

attended while at UNMS.  As these trips were built into the school curriculum, every year 

the students would anticipate going on at least one camp outing.  During two of the four 

years the school was open, students attended multiple camping outings during the school 

year.  Below, Karina and Jacob describe how much they enjoyed the camping trips they 

went on as students at UNMS, and I asked them to relate camping to their other school 

experiences.   

Vanessa: So, did your other schools that you guys have been to do these 

kinds of camps? 

 

Jacob: No.  

 

Karina: No.  

 

Vanessa: Um, like do, why don't they do them? Like why don't people all 

over do this kind of thing? 

 

Karina: Well, I think the, like, people at UNMS really trusted the students a 

lot more, and it was because of that trust that, um, that they actually had 

camps and were able to take them to a whole bunch of different places and 

trusting the students that they weren't gonna do anything stupid …And, 

occasionally, sometimes a student would, but they still end up taking them 

anyway because I just believe that, I guess, they believe that the students 
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can change and then that could actually help them a lot in the future.  And I 

learned, I learned I can survive in the desert (chuckles). 
 

Vanessa: Were those teachers similar to the teachers you had at West 

Elementary or, you know, other teachers that you've met? Uh... 

 

Karina: No, I think the, the teachers at UNMS cared more.  Like... 

 

Vanessa: Like, how do you know that? 

 

Karina: They, I guess they wanted to see the kids succeed 'cause you could 

just tell by the way that they were teaching, like, they'd always ask your 

opinion on how they're teaching, and then, they'd change it if you weren't 

getting it, and then they always ended coming over there and helping you.   

 

 In this exchange, based on what students were telling me, I was attempting to 

unpack student perceptions of what made camping possible at UNMS, and possible or not 

possible at other schools.  Karina chose to use the example of a student who egregiously 

broke the school rules but was still involved in camp.  Her statement about teachers saying 

that “they believe that the students can change” formed part of the basis for her opinion 

that UNMS teachers wanted to help students grow, not punish them or limit them.  From 

Karina’s perspective, trust and caring—human interactions and human emotions—became 

central for helping students’ access better futures and for engaging students in the co-

construction of meaningful learning.   Again, zooming out to scan the numerous school 

interactions and deficit orientations that construct static portraits and failure for 

minoritized youth, the comments made by Karina are profound.  Karina’s words painfully 

remind me of what is too often unavailable for minoritized and Native youth.   

 Karina’s synthesis of trust and student teacher relationships connects back to the 

narratives of former UNMS educators.  Educators spoke of their commitment to their 

students in a way that blurred the binaries between community and school practices, 

attempting to make students critically aware of the ways their cultural practices were not 
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secondary to school practices.  Hearing the reflections from students adds richer detail to 

the impacts of the engaged pedagogy of marking and unmarking cultural practice in 

schools on youth themselves.  The stance of UNMS educators to build strength upon life 

as “we” live it, described in Chapter 5, responded to students’ actual personal lives and 

dismantles the institutional barriers they encounter as members of racialized groups.  

“Trusting” students both responded to the dominant racialization that positions them as 

“untrustworthy” in school/institutional environments and recognized the potential for 

transformational student learning as power is shared with them in the form of “trust.”   

 Students can break old cycles and enact new identities when they have access to 

contexts where they can experiment with, and be invited to participate in new kinds of 

interactions to become new kinds of people.  The typical school interactions that Karina 

and Jacob mention in their experiences with schools other than UNMS (supported also by 

what Jocelyn and Rebecca describe), do not allow for power to be shared between teachers 

and students, or between communities and institutions.  They do not allow students to try 

on new ways of being and learning, consequently reproducing constraining binaries that 

are too often the (re)productions of school inequities.  Trusting students to conduct 

themselves with respect in “uncontrolled” outside of the classroom interactions mean to 

Karina that UNMS teachers believed in students and believed in student transformation.   

 When Karina said that sometimes students wouldn’t act right, but teachers would 

take them anyway, she reminded me of one occasion in particular (an occasion that we 

make mention of in our interview mostly as a memory, not a point of discussion).  During 

Karina’s 6
th

 grade year the school went on three camping trips, of which one was to the 

mountains of my husband’s home reservation.  During that trip, a fellow 6
th

 grader, a 
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student whose insecurities led him to often gloat about being in “juvy” or “smoking dope,” 

a student who was undoubtedly a challenge to the school, was taken on the trip (in all the 

years I worked there I can’t recall a single student ever being left out of camping, even the 

few who had more serious cases of pushing the schools rules to the limits).  This student 

brought marijuana with him and was caught with it on the first day of the three-day, two-

night camp.  Tribal law enforcement was involved and shame was brought to the school, 

and in some ways to my family since the tribal law officer was my husband’s uncle and 

these students came from the city through our personal social networks.  However, after a 

few teachers and the law enforcement officer spent a few hours speaking very sternly with 

the young man, evoking high emotions on the part of the student, he was not sent home.  

No teacher or school staff member left the camp to drive the student two and a half hours 

back home.  Rather the student was invited to continue to participate in the activities 

offered, staying close at the side of one particular teacher from his home community, 

changing the demeanor of the student and projecting an uncommon way of trusting 

students to learn from their mistakes and take responsibility for their actions.   

 This example challenges us to theorize impacts of relationships with nuance.  

Respecting students’ backgrounds (unmarking who they are and where they come from) 

while working to transform them requires intricate interactional negotiation (Rymes, 

2001).  Such active cultivation of interactions by recognizing certain lived realities, 

detailed from the perspective of UNMS educators in Chapter 5, more deeply challenge the 

claims that patterns of stigmatized, unhealthy school-based interactions toward 

minoritized youth are not un-done through ignoring them (Garcia, 2008).  They are 

transformed through active and intricate interactions negotiated through the human 
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dynamics of interaction, and in this case, those dynamics are exceptionally legitimized as 

being valid aspects of the schooling process.  Connecting the analysis of student 

perspectives to the broader theories of the social nature of learning (Chapter 1) zooms our 

lens back out to consider the bigger landscape.  Ignoring social realities perpetuates a 

history of naturalized assumptions about individual success or failure, which have 

underwritten social inequalities in society (Lave, 1996).  Disability, marginalization, or 

failure requires a coherent social context where many individuals work together through 

various forms of membership to produce categories of meaning into which individuals are 

channeled (Varenne & McDermott, 1998).  In the example offered by Karina, describing 

the case of the sixth grader who brought marijuana to camp, marginality is disrupted by 

offering youth the opportunity to channel into new categories—those of legitimate 

participants, worthy of support, and valued as part of a group.  This speaks to the 

transformative potential of relationships; the ways teachers extended trust to students 

opened up opportunity for students to trust teachers, fellow students and the institution of 

the school—all roles that typically are associated with systems of oppression, racism, 

colonialism, and educational policy and practice that perpetuate cycles of inequity (see 

educator and parent testimony to this statement in Chapters 5 and 6).  The ways Karina 

seeing teachers “trust” their students is examined further in the next section, triangulating 

Karina’s perspective with those of Jocelyn and Rebecca.    

Not Being Left Behind: Networks of Support toward Imagined Futures 

 As presented in the previous section, layered relationships had equally layered 

impacts on student perceptions of learning.  As teachers treated students as worthy of 

having relationships, an expanded (potentially unbounded) notion of opportunity for 
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learning in everyday life, in and out of school, had impacts on the ways that relationships 

of any kind could be operationalized into networks of support toward realizing imagined 

futures.  The ways UNMS reterritorialized schooling through discursive and interactions 

impacted the ways students perceived their own agency as a tool for achieving their 

educational goals.  Two examples, one from Jocelyn and one from Rebecca, further 

demonstrate the ways teacher-student engagement empowered students to see themselves 

as able to engage learning with one other.   

 Jocelyn, the only child of Victoria, attended UNMS for one year (7
th

 grade).  Prior 

to UNMS she attended a public school on the main reservation, then a private self-paced 

Christian school also on the main reservation, and then UNMS.  Responding to my 

questions, Jocelyn sparingly described her school experiences prior to attending UNMS,  

Jocelyn:  I went to [Mountain] Elementary School in Adobe.  It was OK.  I 

mean, not small, but pretty big.  

 

  Vanessa: Then you went to [Good News Academy]? What was that like? 

Jocelyn: We didn't really do anything like at [Mountain Elementary].  It 

was just like a trailer classroom, so there wasn't, there wasn't a lot of kids 

either.  

Vanessa:  And when you went out to UNMS, why did you want to do that?  

Jocelyn: [...choosing UNMS] I didn't wanna do the same thing.  I wanted 

to, to try something new and see what else was out there.  

Vanessa: Who do you think influ-... Or, like, what influences you to think 

that way? 

Jocelyn: My grandmas, they always told me to try so-, new things, that 

there's more out there.  Uh, my mom, my aunties; they always tell me that.  

Vanessa:  And was UNMS different than your other schools?   

Jocelyn:  Um, UNMS was more different.  At [Holy Lord] we really didn't 

do a lot of stuff.  So going to UNMS just got me, showed me new things in 

the classroom. Everybody came up with different activities in each 

classroom. At [Good News Academy] we never really did that.  
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 Jocelyn did not describe her previous school experiences with dramatic difference.  

She did speak of being exposed to different and new things while at UNMS and talked 

about how her family encouraged her to be exposed to new learning.   When UNMS 

closed at the end of her seventh grade year, Jocelyn returned to the reservation public 

school system to finish eighth grade.  As Jocelyn was preparing to enter her freshman year 

of high school, we met again for the purpose of this study.  The excerpts of her interview 

that I share below are taken from two separate interviews: one during the summer before 

she began her freshman year of high school, and the second two months into her freshman 

year at UNHS.  Here Jocelyn spoke about choice as she selected a high school, describing 

how she understands relationships as tools that can keep her from being “left behind,” 

allowing her to access to her imagined future.      

  Vanessa: Why did you decide to go to UNHS and not [Mountain High  

             School]
45

? 

Jocelyn: I thought about it, but after I thought about it more, and just over 

there [at Mountain High School] it's not that good, but the teachers... And 

so I decided I don't wanna do that.  I don't wanna get left behind or fall 

behind, and so, and I thought that Urban Native would be a good one for 

me. 

  

  Vanessa: And you think at UNHS they won't leave you behind? 

Jocelyn: No, I heard--…They do help you one-on-one too, and if you need 

the help, then they just help you. 

 Three months later, in another interview, I asked Jocelyn to return to the idea of 

“not being left behind.”  Her particular choice of words fascinated me due to the reference 

to No Child Left Behind educational policy.   NCLB measured whether or not students 

“were being left behind” with the instrument of standardized test scores.  I was interested 

                                                           
45

  Mountain High School is the principle public high school on the main reservation where Jocelyn lives.   
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in Jocelyn’s use of the common discourse since she employed it to state why she chose to 

return to the UNMS school community (UNHS) in the wake of the middle school being 

labeled “failing” by the very policy that purported to not “leave any child behind.”  In this 

case, UNMS’s standardized test scores, as analyzed by the state, were used to tell students, 

parents, and teachers that students were being “left behind.”   The irony and curiosity of 

her statement prompted me to revisit it in our second interview.   At the time in which the 

following conversation took place, Jocelyn had been a freshman at UNHS for two and a 

half months: 

Vanessa: Jocelyn, you had talked before, we talked a lot about just like the 

differences between schools and, and teachers, and how, like how, um, you 

think you can be successful as a student, uh, and you talked about, uh, one 

thing you said about, um, why you didn't wanna go to Mountain is, you 

said, you know, "I don't wanna get left behind," and I was thinking a little 

bit more about that, and thinking, you know…what you said about UNHS 

is, like, "I don't think they'll, I won't be left behind there." Uh, I just didn't 

know if you could explain a little bit more, like what did, what does "being 

left behind" mean? 

Jocelyn: Just like helping, if you have questions about your work and [the 

teachers at Mountain] don't really help you explain more ways how you 

can do it, easier way for you, and over at UNHS they do do that, the high 

school, yeah.  

Vanessa: And then your experience now, that, that's still true? 

Jocelyn: Yeah.  

Vanessa: ...what do you think are some of the things that the kids you see 

being successful in school, what are they doing? Who's helping them? Or 

what's helping them so that they can be successful? 

Jocelyn: In that the teachers are helping them, and I, I see some of them 

talking and how they help each other.  If they need it, and one understands 

it, they will help each other.   

Vanessa: They support each other?  

Jocelyn: Yeah, and even some, the seniors I know, she talked to me, and 

she said if I ever needed help with anything, she would help and... So that 
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was kind of good, to know that I could go and ask her anything with my 

work, 'cause she is a senior and I'm a freshman.  

 Based on our narrative exchange, “not being left behind” meant being invited to be 

a learner no matter how you learn or what you know.  Jocelyn’s mentioning of “one-on-

one help” and finding “easier ways for you” to learn are among the examples she used to 

contrast with other schools where she felt teachers did not engage students as learners.  

Jocelyn associated “not being left behind” with access to specific services: teachers do not 

help you when you need it (being left behind) or teachers do help you when you need it 

(not being left behind).  While this conversation began with her experience at UNMS, 

knowledge of the circulating discourse around the Urban Native community, and the 

availability of Urban Native High School as a school option, created in Jocelyn the 

perception that in order to not be “left behind,” she needed to be in a school setting where 

teachers and students supported one another in learning.  Similar to commentary by 

Karina, Jacob, and Rebecca, Jocelyn described the direct impacts teacher-student 

relationships had upon her perceptions of schooling.   

 In Jocelyn’s example she described a one-on-one supportive teaching style offered 

at UNHS (a style that she and her mother mentioned as common to UNMS), and stated 

that this offered her the best option for beginning high school.  She then described 

observing students’ help one another negotiate their learning, following that with the story 

of a senior student who went out of her way to offer Jocelyn academic and social 

mentorship.  Feeling supported by adults impacted student engagement with each other.  

This is seen as Jocelyn described how she observed her peers at UNHS cultivating similar 

opportunities to support one another in their own learning processes.  These perceptions, 

as filtered through the students’ narratives, do not place learning solely upon the student as 
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an individual; rather they recognize that students, themselves in these cases, are one of 

multiple actors in the context of schooling, success, and failure.  The fanning effect of 

teacher-student relationships, a disposition characterized by the UNMS reterritorializing 

educational effort, undoubtedly spread by framing engagement in “student learner” 

identities as meaningful and legitimate ways for students to be respected and “successful” 

in the context of the Urban Native schools—a direct contrast to students’ previous school 

situations that instigate student identities of disengagement and resistance.   

Engagement: The Reciprocity of Both/And Learning 

 The impacts of adults engaging students are additionally seen through the lens of 

Rebecca’s experience. In the vignette below, Rebecca and I talked about Rebecca’s 

statement that she “learned a lot” at UNMS.  I asked her to expand on this statement with 

examples of when and how she “learned a lot.”  Like many students, Rebecca chose to 

share an example of an all-school camp: 

Rebecca: Camping.  We were there at [Bear Mountain
46

].  Yeah, it was fun 

and I learned a lot about it.  

Vanessa: Mh-hm, like what did you lea-... What do you feel like made it fun 

and what did you learn? 

 

Rebecca: Like... I learned that it was like for men only [referring to Itoi 

k’i], like it was very sacred, and that the water there is like blessing, a 

blessing. Mh, yeah.  There, I learned stories about a long time ago.  

Vanessa: Who was teaching you? 

Rebecca: A lot of people.  Even my, my classmates and my, my camping 

thing [her tent with her tent mates] .  Yeah, they would be like, like every 

night we'd go to sleep together, “You know this,” or “you know, like, that,” 

and then they would be sharing their stories, what happened a long time 

ago. 

                                                           
46

  Bear Mountain is a pseudonym.   
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 In the Tohono O’odham language, Itoi k’i refers to the house of the 

creator/brother/human.  This is a most sacred place.  I recall this particular camping trip in 

the winter of 2010.  On the first day of the camp, O’odham teachers explained to students 

the meaning of the space, how one should act while around it, and how one should show 

proper reverence for it.  The students were told that when a woman is menstruating, she 

should not go into the creator’s house.  For the young women who were menstruating at 

the time of the camp (and anyone else who did not feel ready to enter the creator’s house), 

a separate hike was arranged toward ancient petro-glyphs.  The experience of being taught 

the distinctions associated with space, power, and gendered roles from the O’odham 

worldview invited students into understanding their roles and responsibilities in taking up 

and enforcing these ideas into the future.   

 Rebecca’s example of when she “learned a lot” made a common sense yet 

important connection.  Recalling the associations of place and forms of reverence, 

Rebecca’s retelling was not entirely correct, but she was attempting to articulate the deep 

meaning the site holds for her relatives.  Her engagement in this deep meaning overflowed 

into conversations with her peers in their tents after dark.  Looking at the broader 

applications of her narrative, Rebecca identified an opportunity where she was able to 

connect a learning experience to her personal, cultural, and familial life.  Her example also 

connected meaningful learning experiences to expanded student engagement.   In the 

darkness of their tents, students engaged in taking up, expanding upon, and interpreting 

the important lessons they were taught by teachers and revered community members.   

This kind of engagement became un-prescribed and limitless, as Rebecca and her tent-

mates took on learning for and with each other outside the supervision of adults.   
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 The knowledge that Rebecca is speaking of refers to cultural knowledge systems 

and worldviews.  However, other students like Jacob spoke about ways that he learned 

concepts related to what would be considered “core content knowledge” while on camps.  

During our interview, Jacob referenced the same camp as Rebecca and connected one 

example of learning to science (geologic formations studied in 6
th

 grade science) while 

walking to see petro-glyphs.  This example reveals that events that could equally be 

described as cultural and traditional can, and do, extend into the multi-faceted realities of 

learning about the world around us.   This both/and approach to education engaged what 

“makes sense” to students, or what is meaningful to students, and built a two-way bridge 

toward accessing other kinds of knowledge that are outside of or unknown to them.  As 

advocates of culturally responsive schooling articulate, “children’s learning to ‘do’ school 

should not be an assimilative process, it should happen by engaging culture” (Brayboy & 

Castagno, 2009, p. 31). 

 Theorizing the human elements of schooling illuminates the ways that human 

connections, connections to each other (teachers and students), and connections to 

community (students to cultural practice and physical geographies) inspire people to want 

to learn.  In a world of power and inequity, where “doing schooling” opens or closes doors 

to possible futures, the exceptional approach to learning taken by UNMS supports the 

argument that culturally responsive schooling (see Chapter 1) proponents have been 

making for decades (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008): incorporating local language and 

cultural practice in schools can affect improved student learning and eventual school 

achievement outcomes (Brayboy & Castagno, 2009).  Connecting to perspectives of 

former UNMS educators and parents, the former UNMS students offered further insights 
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into possible pathways for student success in schools, pathways that merge both/and 

identities through human connection and school learning.  To these students, improved 

learning is framed through “wanting to go to school”, or feeling like they enjoyed 

learning.  These impacts have potentially much deeper roots; roots which parents and 

educators argued in previous chapters equip Native students with the necessary tools to 

succeed in a complex and multidimensional world.   

 The reciprocity of learning, framed by UNMS’s privileging of human 

relationships, community, and relationships to local ecologies, elicited a sense of greater 

meaning in the world from these former students.  Students often immediately identified 

camps, outings requiring immense logistical details, investment of material resources, and 

assumption of risk in taking upwards of sixty young adults away from their parents for one 

or two nights, as examples of meaningful learning interactions.  As Karina articulated 

when I lightly pushed her to explain why, after being away from UNMS for a year and a 

half, she still said that she learned more at UNMS than at other schools (before or after), 

the meaning of learning was enhanced (empowered through) key interactions:    

Karina: …I liked how they would teach us about, like different plants and 

stuff and how to respect things a lot more, and that really stuck with me a 

lot more, though.  

 

Vanessa: Mh-hm, than, stuck with you a lot more than what? 

 

Karina: Um, I guess a lot more than what I learned in my other schools, 

'cause at West Elementary you would forget things really quickly and 

things just wouldn't stick with you for a long time, 'cause they had no 

meaning, and then at UNMS, things that always had meaning, like, there 

would always be something more to it. 

 

Vanessa: Like, was that in the way that teachers taught their lessons or, or 

like the way that sort of, the activities at the school would integrate, that 

gave it meaning or what? How do you know it had more meaning? 
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Karina: Well, I think it was both, 'cause, like, I remember there was always 

something different to do every day.  You never stayed in the classroom. 

(Chuckles) And, uh, like in Mr. Pike's class, he'd always take us outside of 

the class and ask us, like, what he could do better or if the things, uh, how 

he is teaching and how it's working, and I thought that was really cool 

because he actually brought in, like, what he thought.  I mean, he brought 

in our thoughts into his, um, his work instead of just going along with the 

lesson and not caring about whether we're getting it or not.  

 

 Factoring centrally in Karina’s narrative is the dynamic human exchange that 

makes up the process of producing knowledge—subjective interaction and negotiated 

understandings.   According to Karina, Mr. Pike engaged students through including them 

in producing knowledge.  As he taught students he asked them to reflect on their learning, 

creating a two-way exchange.  The teachings of Mr. Pike are described as centered around 

engagement in process, connections, and applications—all features that cannot be taken 

from a box nor exported without attention to the social human context of students, 

families, and educators with whom and for whom teaching and learning is to be engaged.  

Mr. Pike was also connected to a school-wide movement, one that did not center solely on 

classroom based learning, and one that, through discourse of reterritorialization, did not 

center on snapshot measurement of student products (as discussed in Chapters 4 and 5).   

 In the interview segment below, Jacob and Karina reflected on the meaning 

infused in schooling when students have unbounded access to learning about the world 

through their human connections to it, by engaging culture.  As they spoke, they are also 

able to imagine larger networks of human knowledge.  Here Jacob and Karina discussed 

the role of “traditional knowledge” with me.  Earlier in the interview, they had been 

saying again and again how understanding the meaning behind knowledge helped them to 

see knowledge as interconnected beyond grade level content standards.  Using examples 
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of Tohono O’odham world views taught to them through UNMS activities, Jacob and 

Karina’s analysis of traditions, knowledge, and practices passed down through generations 

revealed for them a deep engagement in the human connection to creating knowledge in 

the world: 

Vanessa: Is it important then that schools teach about traditions? 

Jacob: It's important with our own traditions and stuff, and others.  So I 

think it’s important that we know that— 

Karina: [Karina cuts into her brothers statement]--just as long as you,  

like, try to teach them [students] the way that the tradition goes instead of 

just, "This is the tradition," and that's it.  Like teach more about it, like why 

it's that way and how it's important. 

 Karina’s lessons of “why it’s that way and how it’s important” transferred into her 

self-described “environmentalist” interests, which she described at other points in her 

interview.  Her exposure to the wilderness during UNMS camps and field trips, coupled 

with her deeper understanding of her family’s connection to the desert landscape, were 

factors she cited throughout our interviews as enabling her to take a more knowledgeable 

stand on the human connections to natural ecologies.  She linked these experiences to 

greater awareness of the impacts human choices have on natural life cycles, among others.  

As Karina said, such lessons allowed her to become a “better person.”  These kinds of 

lessons made the process of doing schooling about engaging in the life worlds around a 

way to build knowledge from the point of view of contextualized relationships.   

 The ways that students described the lasting impacts of their learning while at 

UNMS situated the “real” world of students as a legitimizing force; at the same time, they 

were being challenged to engage in new possible worlds.  Possible worlds became related 

to visions of future membership in college communities, in healthy, productive 
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memberships that assume responsibility for self and community, as students considered 

ways to respond to the inheritance of enduring struggle and take advantage of the 

opportunities afforded them to access greater choice in the years ahead of them.  We see 

through the data how Rebecca is engaging in possible worlds as she reflects on what she 

wants to accomplish in schools: 

I like learning a lot.  That's why I take my education, like, a lot more 

seriously than I did before... because it's just, like I wanna….learn, like, 

'cause nobody ever did in my family, and, like, I wanna be the first one to 

do it, like get to college and do everything I could. 

 

Taking her education seriously connects to “doing everything I could.”  Her mother’s 

struggles to get an education and advocate for Rebecca’s education are salient in 

Rebecca’s assumption of individual, familial, and community responsibility—“I wanna be 

the first one to [get a college education].”  Giving shape to new ways of thinking, this kind 

of self-identification emerged with the daily actions of teachers and students co-authoring 

new relationships to one another and the communities to which they were connected. 

 Analyzing student perceptions of school difference and similarity through the 

lenses of situated webs of human relationships presents the last voices spotlighted in this 

dissertation, those of the students, to be the most poignant in drawing our attention to what 

schooling costs as a gatekeeper and/or a dream maker.  For these students, Jocelyn, 

Rebecca, Karina, and Jacob, UNMS represented positive learning experiences, planting 

seeds which changed the imagined futures for these students.   

Rebecca: They'd [the teachers at UNMS] be like, "I have, I have high 

expectations for you guys and you guys will make it," and that's what made 

me, like, went on like every day, 'cause, like, you know, I don't wanna 

disappoint anybody. 



313 
 

Like this statement by Rebecca echoes, the powers of human relationships and their 

compelling connection to student engagement and student investment in imagined 

communities and imagined futures.     

UNMS Closing: Asking, Again, Who Gets to Decide When Learning Is or Is Not 

Happening? 
 

 As I have detailed aspects of how former UNMS students experienced 

relationships as transformational when they attended UNMS, the reality of the school’s 

closure once again confronts the data like fingernails on glass.  After listening to adults 

and students speak about how UNMS engaged youth in positive learning, offered 

uncommon opportunities for youth and families to be validated for who they are, and 

helped students hone strategic both/and sensibilities in hopes of gaining greater access 

toward realizing their imagined futures, it is painfully difficult to consider the extent to 

which policy measurements have biased the way schools are recognized as “failing” or 

“succeeding.”  The impacts of the sociopolitical world of schools continued to be felt in 

some acute and consequential ways for these students with the closing of UNMS.  Like 

the fears expressed by the young Yaqui student, the transition for many UNMS students 

into new school settings presented a new set of consequences.  Students detailed for me 

their transitions to new schools, post-UNMS closure, with statements like:  

Karina: I felt like an outcast again [at Patriot Charter High School], and it 

was a weird feeling 'cause over there I was back to being the weird one, 

and, for some reason, over there [at UNMS] I was OK with being the weird 

one…everyone was so load and I was like shocked when I saw fights 

again… 

  and  

Rebecca: At Bobcat it was really frustrating…I really thought they would 

just go so fast…it was like frustrating, 'cause, like, I would be always in 
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detention, and I didn't get why I was in detention, but, like I would just sit 

there and try to do it… 

It is difficult to consider that a school in which Karina said she “would want to go to 

school even when I was sick” could be deemed a school unfit for continued public funding 

(UNMS), while the one in which Rebecca said she would “just ditch cause they didn’t 

make any sense” could be celebrated as highly performing (Bobcat Middle School)
47

.  I 

am reminded of the statement of the young Yaqui student’s concerns that opened this 

chapter and my related question:  What bearing do social environments have on school 

learning?  Arguably, based on the data shared here, social environments, and the human 

relationships that give them form, have more bearing than students, parents and educators 

are allowed to imagine given the dominant policy discourse around standards, educational 

aptitudes, and product-oriented learning.   

 Like the other participants in this study, former UNMS students were scarcely 

consulted in the decision to terminate the school’s charter.   Likewise, from the point of 

view of the State Department of Education, students themselves were never treated as 

legitimately able to speak on behalf of their educational welfare.  This fact begs a very 

poignant question—in an age of current educational reforms that seek to hold schools 

accountable for student achievement outcomes, whose schools are being shut down?  And 

what are they being replaced with?  The answer to the first question is undoubtedly 

schools that serve poor, minoritized communities—like UNMS (Kirshner & Pozzoboni, 

2011; Valencia, 2008).  The inequity of who gets to make such decisions, and how such 

decisions are made obviously forms many of the compelling questions behind this 
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  Each of the new schools Karina, Jacob, Jocelyn, and Rebecca attended from the fall of 2010 to the fall of 
2012 were schools labeled “performing” or “performing plus” according to AZ Learns and NCLB.  Two of 
those schools are charter schools and one is a traditional district school.   
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research.  Noted by other studies on struggling schools, the “efforts to address the 

problems facing struggling schools should take into account their broader development 

function for youth” (Kirshner & Pozzoboni, 2011, p. 16).   

 In the case of UNMS and its participating members, this research opened up space 

for me to ask students what they would have said about UNMS if the Department of 

Education or school board members had asked their opinion of the schools closure—

unfortunately this engagement did not get to happen during the 2010 “failing” school site 

visit or subsequent negotiations between UNMS, UNHS and UNES
48

 board members, 

lawyers, ASBCS representatives and State Department of Education representatives.  Here 

I offer one last perspective on the closing of UNMS, that of the students:    

Vanessa: Given that the state called UNMS a “failing” school, if you could 

tell the state something about UNMS—what would you tell them? 

Karina: I would want them to know that they were wrong, that UNMS was 

not a failing school, that they needed to see, uh, the teaching and the 

students and working, and just stay there for one day or even an hour, and 

they'd noticed that they made the wrong decision to shut down the school.  

 

Vanessa: They came in, though, for about four hours.  

 

Karina:  Really? Probably I wasn't there.  

 

Vanessa: Mh-hm, you were probably there.  I mean, they didn't stay in any 

classroom for very long.  

 

Jacob: Probably because they were only there for four hours. 

 Through an exchange co-constructed between the three of us, Karina and Jacob 

contended that teachers and students were in fact working hard at UNMS and learning was 

indeed taking place.  They also stated that the visit by representatives of the State 
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  Urban Native Educational Services (which was the non-for-profit organization that over saw Urban 
Native Middle School and Urban Native High School—note as a reminder) 
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Department of Education was not significantly lengthy enough for proper assessment to 

take place.  When Karina did not recall their visit, I reminded her and framed that the 

visits to the classroom where brief (in fact the state representatives came into my 8
th

 grade 

class for roughly ten minutes).  This prompted critique by Karina and Jacob, as Jacob 

responded to my statement by saying that four hours was not enough time to see what he 

and his sister felt was the learning taking place.  What Karina and Jacob talked about with 

me challenges policy makers to see that lives, learning and the meaning of getting an 

education involves much more than a four-hour visit.  Here the three of us co-construct a 

portrait of “educational quality” that cannot be captured in a four-hour visit.  Our common 

understanding, built upon our shared experience in the school, offers a critical analysis of 

policy shortcomings as they manifest on-the-ground, rendering the important work of 

building healthy educational communities of practice nearly unrecognizable.     

 The impacts of snapshot assessments are additionally far-reaching.  General 

discourse surrounding high-stakes testing and accountability posits that educators and 

administrators are accountable for “failing” to meet academic standards for students.  

However, when students understand that their school is being closed because the test 

scores were not good enough, their way of filtering such news is not always within the 

boundaries of such direct logic of “accountability.”  When Rebecca spoke about the 

closing of UNMS, she spoke about being emotional and about friends crying:   

Rebecca: I felt like I failed, like, 'cause they said it was partly from the 

AIMS test.  So, like, I think, like, I failed.  

 

Vanessa: Mh-hm.  Did you talk to your other classmates or (Name), or 

(Name)? And what else, what did you guys say about it? Or what did 

people think? 
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Rebecca: No, they [classmates] were just like, "Oh, my God.  The school is 

gonna close down!" and, I’m like, "Yeah, it's gonna close down because we 

didn't learn.  You guys [directed toward her classmates] didn't learn.  You 

guys just goofed off." 

 Rebecca recalled the personal emotion involved in the school’s closing, and then 

explained how she personally assessed the reasons behind such an event.  She placed 

blame on herself and her fellow classmates.  Given the larger context of Indigenous 

enduring struggle in education, and the racialization of academic outcomes (achievement 

or failure), it is stinging to see that Rebecca, at the time of the interview a fourteen year-

old, internalized that her test taking shortcomings were to blame for the school’s closure 

and ultimate loss of a close-knit community.  Rebecca’s assumption of academic deficit 

should not be surprising given the pervasive discourse around race, poverty and academic 

“failure.”   However, hearing youth, my former students, give voice to such phenomenon 

by blaming themselves echoes the need to disrupt the “crisis narrative” in policy discourse 

(McCarty, 2012) and not allow valiant, complex realities to be manipulated as damage-

centered (Tuck, 2009) examples of Native students, parents, and educators failing to 

provide their children with the “intellectual, moral, or financial resources they need[ed] to 

be successful in school and in life” (McCarty, 2012, p. 3).    

 The assumption of academic failure, based on Adequate Yearly Progress 

measurements is equally problematic. Recall Chapter 4’s discussion of the events leading 

up to the schools closure.  The disparaging statistical method of calculating UNMS’s AYP 

status where the State Department of Education said they could not calculate test score 

averages with class groups of less than thirty students presented a gapping discrepancy on 

part of the state for determining UNMS’s academic growth.  In the case of UNMS, no 

class in the school’s history had a population greater than twenty-one students, at which 
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point the state drew test score data from previous year’s student test scores, causing no 

measurement of AYP to accurately reflect the students in a given grade level in a given 

year at UNMS.  In addition to such mystifying use of what would be considered by most 

as non-trivial statistical calculations, the closure of UNMS occurred both before the 2010 

high-stakes test scores were released and in a climate of incredible comparative injustice 

when speaking of student academic achievement.  A statement by Jocelyn further 

articulated this important point.  Here Jocelyn and I discussed whether or not she felt 

UNMS was accurately labeled a “failing” school.  We discussed how such a label is 

connected to how the state measures whether or not students are academically learning or 

not:   

Vanessa: If someone told you the UNMS was a failing school, what would 

you say?   

Jocelyn: I, to me, I learned a lot from there[UNMS], so I wouldn't know 

what to say…I learned different things over there [UNMS] and some that I 

carried over to Mountain Middle School and that I kept in mind, and that 

helped me…but for everybody else, I wouldn't know what to say.  

 

 What Jocelyn spoke of in her transfer to a new school was an awareness that she 

felt UNMS equipped her with skills and abilities to help her negotiate the school 

expectations at Mountain Middle School.  Jocelyn was reluctant to speak for others, yet 

her comment strikingly paralleled other similar comments made by Karina, Rebecca, and 

Jacob, in addition to comments made by their parents (see Chapter 6).   While students 

predominantly described their learning at UNMS in relation to relationships and beyond 

the classroom learning, they also said that they felt equipped academically.    

 Karina and Rebecca also spoke of transitioning to their post-UNMS middle 

schools to find that they understood the math concepts, for example, offered at their grade 
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level to be concepts that had already been introduced to them at UNMS.  Their prior 

exposure to some aspects of standardized grade level content helped them to feel they 

were meeting the class’s academic expectation—a reality they credited to some of their 

teachers at UNMS.  Statements like Karina’s, “We already learned that in Mr. Pike’s class 

and now they are just teaching it here!” were used to describe the sense of being 

academically prepared, despite the state’s assessment that UNMS was not equipping its 

students to meet academic standards.  While high-stakes tests were not the central way 

students measured their academic knowledge, we can see here that even the use of a test 

score to measure academic achievement offers a troublingly narrow lens from which to 

understand student growth and academic “readiness” across varied educational contexts.  

What to one is academic “failure” to another is “I learned a lot from there.”  The policy 

failure to consider more broadly social contexts and the broader development purpose of 

schooling has disturbing consequences for students who speak of UNMS as a space that 

offered them a sense of belonging, support for their cultural identities, connection to place, 

and connection to caring adults.  And we must not forget that three weeks after UNMS 

relinquished its charter, the standardized test scores for 2010 were released—and even 

with the disparity in statistical analysis—UNMS reading, writing and math scores showed 

enough improvement to render a “performing” label from the State Department of 

Education.   

Note on Researcher Positionality and the Big Picture  

 Overwhelmingly, these students (Rebecca, Karina, Jacob and Jocelyn) described 

learning at UNMS as meaningful.  They made sense of why they found learning at UNMS 

meaningful by describing relationships of trust and comfort with the schools teachers, 
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staff, fellow students, and communities of practice beyond the school itself
49

.  When 

reflecting on their school days at UNMS, interactions preceded engagement in academic 

content.  Working with teachers who “would help you until you get it” was a theme that 

characterized student-teacher interactions.   

 Now here, one might critique that the students’ praise of UNMS teachers 

particularly as they are speaking to me (one of their former UNMS teachers), is just a 

rosy-colored lens.  As I mentioned in Chapter 2 (methods), narratives are co-authored 

renditions of self and the world around us—stories are solicited and maintained through 

interaction.  Yes, I did have a role in shaping the stories told by students as the elicitor and 

the listener—and these students had a hand in shaping the information they shared with 

me (McDermott & Tylbor, 1995).  The example of Karina and Jacob reflecting on the 

Department of Education’s visit to the school, as only being “there for four hours” is an 

example of our co-construction.  This example is also embedded in our relationship of 

trust and shared experience.  The unusual relationship of trust between students and 

teachers, mentioned throughout this chapter, characterized UNMS.  Through the eyes of 

students and parents (seen in Chapter 6 and the current chapter), this trust distinguished 

UNMS from other schools.  For students to have contact with me again, post-school 

closure, and to discuss the closing of UNMS, could have served as an exercise in 

emotional/mental closure, like that mentioned by former UNMS teacher Leon Kewa 

(feeling like he was suffering from PTSD).   Our shared history and established 

relationship of trust influenced both my and the students’ abilities to fluidly co-construct 

what the school meant and continued to mean for us at the time of the interviews.   
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  By other communities of practice I am referring to events in the community (pageants, parades, cultural 
events, recreation center volleyball games, youth camps, churches, graduations, encounters in the grocery 
store, bingo games, quinceañeras, etc.)   
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 The narratives themselves connect to the larger bodies of information and 

experiences in Indian and minority education that also share similar strands of meaning 

articulated here by former UNMS students.  The narratives of my former students should 

be considered against the backdrop of available schooling for Native youth that have been 

described throughout this study.  The consistent theme from Indigenous educators, 

parents, and students was that UNMS was a “good” place for youth, couched within 

contested school landscapes and a long history of school spaces not propagating or 

nurturing Native life ways.  Again, maintaining a careful eye for zooming in to listen to 

the fine grained details of our stories, and zooming out to read those stories against cross-

contextual patterns in schooling, cause me to treat my students’ stories as valid and 

extremely rich sources of information.    

 While students were indeed speaking to me, their sentiments, experiences, and 

perspectives echoed the daily practice of UNMS (Chapter 4), the engagements of UNMS 

educators in their pedagogical practice (Chapter 5), and the readings of their parents as 

they analyzed the access and opportunities that schools offered their children.  The 

interconnection of the multitude of human perspectives on schooling tells us that learning 

is a social activity.  In the case of UNMS, forming particular relationships in the school 

setting, built with and from culturally specific practices, makes the power of relationships, 

as levers to empowerment, become more visible through the eyes of its students.   

  In our conversations students often discussed classes other than mine, and teachers 

besides me.  Again, I believe that their willingness to speak with me about their 

experiences, their personal goals, aspects of schooling that they struggled with, and 

aspects of schooling that made them feel good, all speaks to the very topic of this chapter: 
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relationships—and the very point that UNMS brings to the surface in its unique 

community of practice
50

. 

Conclusion 

 Relationships are transformational.  At first glance, relationships make possible 

opportunity; through deeper analysis, relationships, particularly those between students 

and teachers, can facilitate pedagogical practices that engage students, providing them 

with ways of knowing that enhance their capacity to live more fully and more deeply 

(hooks, 2004).  Seeing the potential for transformation, illuminated through the 

perspectives of my former students, continues to challenge the discussion of how we 

characterize “achievement gaps,” success, and failure in schools.  The impacts of deficit 

beliefs commonly held by teachers toward minoritized youth have had, and continue to 

have, brutal impacts on the kinds of academic opportunities Native youth can access in 

schools, creating and perpetuating inequities in educational opportunity (Deyhle, 1995; 

Duncan-Andrade, 2007; Fine, 1991).  Yet, the transformation of such inequities lies also 

in relationships.  With these underpinnings, analyzing the meaning that UNMS had upon 

the school lives of these former students is best seen through the lenses of socially situated 

webs of human relationships.      

 Students’ experiences of schools as social worlds factor centrally to their 

development as individuals and their negotiation of identities throughout their learning 

process.  Like the examples provided by the research of Duncan-Andrade (2007) and 

Deyhle (1995), the social contexts of racial and cultural struggles must be placed at the 

center of any analysis that hopes to interpret educational patterns and post-educational 
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  See my positioning of participant-researcher relationships in Chapter 2 and see Paris (2010) for further 

discussion on rapport, exchange and trust in research relationships.   
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opportunity.  The snap-shot assessment of UNMS as a school not meeting academic 

standards completely marginalized the many ways that students were learning valuable 

knowledge that both strengthened their engagement in school and opened up conceptual 

opportunity spaces for them to imagine connections to worlds beyond their own.  As 

Kirshner and Pozzoboni (2011) note in their research on school closures in minoritized 

communities, the problems facing schools attempting to “meet” academic standards are 

not blindly equivalent across schooling contexts.  In the case of UNMS, students described 

qualities that are generally associated with any high-quality community organizations: a 

sense of belonging, support for cultural identities, connection to local place, and 

connection to caring adults.  These are qualities that would be celebrated by any 

community organization as signs of the organization’s ability to support local members as 

a safe space that builds positive connections for its members.   Disappointingly, these 

same qualities are not given priority in the larger discourse of academic achievement—and 

most importantly, these qualities contrast sharply to other school environments available 

to students before or after they attended UNMS. 

 Keeping in mind that when we zoom out to consider Native youth as a statistical 

category within educational systems, the categorical representation portrays patterns of 

economic and educational marginalization—the enduring educational struggle narrated by 

former UNMS parents and UNMS educators.  As my husband, fellow educator/intellectual 

and Native scholar says, research about culturally responsive teaching in Native 

communities is about helping others to see that “[Native] kids are not stupid.”  Such a 

statement feels at once sharp and offensive, yet given the “damage-centered” (Tuck, 2009) 

categorical and statistical discourse around Native youth and schooling, such a statement 
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is a wake-up call, and speaks to the core of UNMS’s reterritorializing school effort.  As 

evidenced by the student voices, the “desire-centered” (Tuck, 2009) orientation of UNMS 

educators and supporters allowed students’ access to imagining new ways of being in 

schools by placing relationships at the center of the learning process.  Such underpinnings 

built more tangible bridges between the perceptions of available realities and imagined 

better realities.         

 Relationships as a central focus of doing schooling at UNMS inspired in students a 

vision of continuity, as mapped for them in conjunction with their teachers and families, 

of community, knowledge, and meaning, like no other school experience.  Learning from 

these students, we can see that cultural practices and languages are embodied and 

constituted by people through their interaction with each other.  Our worlds and languages 

do not merely exist in texts to be memorized and regurgitated for accuracy.  The 

excitement expressed by Karina, Jacob, Jocelyn, and Rebecca to experience school 

learning that engaged their worlds, their lives and languages, and articulated connection to 

the lives of others, makes a strong case for the non-threatening recognition of minoritized 

cultural practice to be legitimized in all aspects of schooling.  The zeal that these students 

felt for learning that engaged both culture and Western academic knowledge challenges 

the two-worlds metaphor (traditional Native culture or the modern/White world) and 

opens up paths toward both/and imagined futures.  As educators, parents and other 

documented tribal/Native leaders and community members (Beaulieu et al.,2005) have 

articulated, learning ought to be a bothand process where cultural knowledge and 

continuity are valued and dominant knowledges are valued—realities that reflect more 

accurately the multifaceted nature of their daily practices (Deyhle, 2008; Lee, 2009).  The 
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narratives of former UNMS students reflect similar hopes.  Their learning trajectories 

track an awakening as they see the power of their own community’s life as a meaningful 

bearer of life knowledge as they are gaining new understandings of tools and concepts that 

can factor importantly in their future careers, families and life goals.  For young Native 

American students, either a traditional Native life or a mainstream Western life is not a 

real alternative: real life is a combination of adaptation and resistance of local practice, 

dominant practices, and other cultural practices in between.     
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CHAPTER 8: CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS  

 

Wishes do nothing […] but hope is something else […] hope is constituted in the 

need to imagine an alternative human world and to imagine it in a way that enables 

one to act in the present as if this alternative had already begun to emerge. (Simon, 

1992, pp. 3-4) 

 

 This study’s background is the story of my search for better ways of “doing” 

schooling for and with Native youth and communities.  This search, imbued with the hope 

of finding answers in graduate school, led me to UNMS.  As I reflect back on my three 

and a half years working at UNMS and two years of additional dissertation research, I see 

through the data, the personal stories, and the learning outcomes, that UNMS left a 

significant mark on its stakeholders, especially the students and educators who 

participated in its practice daily.  In UNMS, I found a community driven by the same hope 

Simon (1992) refers to in the quote I chose to frame the beginning of this dissertation—a 

hope that drives one to action.  I found and engaged in a rich example of better schooling 

for and with Native youth, and this research reveals that my experience was not isolated, 

but was shared by many. 

 The findings of this study connect education structures and human creativity 

through a case of unique educational practice and its collision with policy on-the-ground.  

This analysis of a single case school and the rich web of human lives which overlapped in 

and extended beyond it, broadens understanding of the important human details frequently 

silenced in the current barrage of statistical discourse around educational inputs and 

outputs (i.e. standardized math and reading scores on multiple choice tests).   The 

narratives of this study’s participants (Native students, educators and parents) and my 
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analysis of schooling through the lens of human dynamics, illuminate the ways in which 

large circulating discourses around achievement, access and legitimate knowledge play 

out across the many acts and interactions that form the social worlds of schooling.  We see 

through these stories how such interactions in schools have consequence in the lives of 

students, and the lives of communities beyond the schools themselves.   

 In an era of high-stakes accountability testing and increased standardization of 

public school curriculum, opportunities offered to poor and minoritized communities to 

have a voice in their own education have been increasingly constrained, even as members 

of poor and minoritized communities have been trying to take advantage of the 

opportunities provided by charter schools.  In the case of UNMS, the students, educators 

and parents offered compelling reasons and rich evidence to support their belief that 

UNMS was making important educational gains with its students.  This study reveals how 

the dominant educational narrative severed student growth from its larger social context 

and obscured the perspectives of UNMS stakeholders, making UNMS’ accomplishments 

unrecognizable, particularly in the key moments of its short life.  According to dominant 

educational policy, the context-specific meaning that UNMS inspired in its students 

through linking culture and schooling was decidedly relegated as an illegitimate subaltern 

discourse.  The learning and “hard work” that students like Karina and Jacob (Chapter 7) 

felt should have been recognizable to any outsider willing to pay attention, required more 

complex assessments than a one-day, four-hour visit which focused almost exclusively on 

the paper trail of curricular alignment to standards and administrative box-checking.  The 

practice of hope and the power of imagined futures are awash in the tide of isolated and 

decontextualized rote assessment.   
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 This research began as an effort to understand two primary phenomena: (1) To 

what extent did UNMS (an Indigenous-serving charter school) create spaces to practice 

culturally responsive schooling in an era of standards-based school accountability?  (2) 

How do Indigenous students and parents choose among varying educational environments, 

and to what degree do the available educational environments support students’ social and 

academic growth?  This research was motivated by the story of a single school.  However, 

I realized through the findings of this research that this story is about many schools.  This 

study is one about individual children and families, specific communities and particular 

geographies.  And yet this study is simultaneously about generations of children and 

families, and numerous Indigenous and marginalized communities across the U.S., and 

beyond.  The details of UNMS’s cultural practices are predominately rooted in the unique 

and specific details of the Tohono O’odham community in the American Southwest.  Yet 

the human practices of recognizing, legitimizing and privileging local ways of being as a 

means for transforming the culture of schooling for Native youth are transcendental.   The 

impacts such practices can have for offering Indigenous and marginalized students more 

significant learning experiences are boundless.  The transcendental applicability of what 

made UNMS significant to its stakeholders is what makes it a case worthy of attention, 

especially as public and social discourse continue to inadequately wrestle with how, when 

and why some students succeed in schools and others do not.   

 This study’s findings contribute to the field of educational research by making 

obvious the human dynamics of schooling.  This research and the use of narrative 

illuminate the messy, on-the-ground realities of education that need to be examined as part 

of the larger narrative of who, what, when, and why some students, schools, and educators 
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can be labeled “succeeding” while others are labeled “failing.”  The case of UNMS, and 

the many lives that intersected in its practice, are counter-narratives to policy.  These 

counter-narratives call attention to the overlooked human effects and implications of 

school reform that are shallowly overlooked by policy.  The insights of this ethnography, 

like similar ethnographies (Cammarota, 2004; McCarty, 2002; Rymes, 2001; Sleeter, 

2004) illuminate ways students and families seek to access imagined futures through 

education.  As such, the study reminds us that relationships matter, context matters, and 

historical struggle matters as important factors that work to shape who we are and who we 

can be now and in the future.  The local experience of Urban Native Middle School is a 

context-conscious portrait of education in a landscape of the context-blind practice of 

educational policy.    

 Although UNMS closed, this study’s findings indicate that the school was no 

failure.  The constraints placed on the school by hasty and unjust timelines framed a 

highly constrained context within which UNMS operated.  Opening in a time of increased 

high-stakes accountability pressures on schools, and on charter schools, in particular, the 

circumstances of the Arizona’s State Board for Charter Schools’ 2010 statement to seek to 

revoke the UNMS charter two-weeks prior to the release of the 2010 high-stakes test score 

data presented a baffling and deeply concerning injustice.   Not only was the school itself 

given the “performing” label shortly after the school’s ill-advised closure, but evidence 

within this dissertation underscores how UNMS was a school set apart from other schools 

available to its Native students, both socially and academically.   

 As seen through the data and analysis within, UNMS inviting students to invest in 

both/and identities as school learners and members of Native communities, engaging the 
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hopeful imagination of its stakeholders in new and uncharted ways.  Students spoke of 

engaging in school learning at UNMS in positive ways that they perceived to be 

unavailable to them in the many other schools they had attended, before or after UNMS.  

The combination of urban and rural Native students, the distance of the school from 

students’ home communities, the unique practice of creating relevance out of historical 

continuity and contemporary realities place UNMS as a rare and key example within the 

field of Indigenous culturally responsive schooling.  The school’s reterritorializing 

discourse and students’ descriptions of their emerging both/and identities offer an 

examples of potential discursive change that is highly underexplored in schools, with 

educators and with communities.  In this case study we see that policy and public 

limitations have and continue to present obstacles in the path of exploring that potential.        

 Findings within each chapter of this dissertation reveal the injustice perpetuated 

through current school accountability labels and school closure.  Educators’, parents’, 

students’ personal accounts of the school’s closure detail the negotiating acts, strengths, 

and risks involved in the scarcely mapped terrain of using charter funding to blend 

standard and local Indigenous education.  I chose to contextualize my data analysis within 

the complex landscape of social, political, economic and historical forces that have framed 

public schooling, particularly for Native Americans.  This kind of analysis of a specific 

case of school closure counters damage-centered perspectives that interpret the acts of 

individual educators or school leaders in isolation from the material and symbolic 

inequities of the larger, more durable landscapes of historically underfunded and 

underserved communities.   
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 From the first stages of the study and continually throughout my analysis of the 

reflections of former educators, student and parents, I chose to examine what was created 

at UNMS, rather than what was not.  The narratives of my participants revealed that the 

collaborative co-authorship of student identities and the discursive reterritorialization of 

school practice had profound implications for understanding the important elements of 

recognition, relationships, and relevance that offered engaged and healthy support for 

Native youth in schools.  Inspired through my research to unearth what UNMS signified 

for its stakeholders, and how it compared to other school environments, I discovered a 

local and quiet insurgency.  Although UNMS was closed, the insurgency continues in the 

hopeful imagination of its students as they negotiate how to “do schooling” in a way that 

will benefit them and their families. 

  Multigenerational perspectives have revealed how academic success and failure 

are socially constructed through and across a multitude of interactions involved in 

codifying legitimate academic memberships, and privileging certain ways of being in and 

knowing the world over others.  The history of American Indian education traces over a 

century of violent, alienating, and discriminating policy in the education offered to Native 

people.  The mainstream “devoicing” of Indigenous knowledges and lifeways in 

institutionalized schooling framed schools as a primary battlefield for self-representation 

and self-determination.  The convergence of enduring struggle and the charter school 

movement made it possible that a school like UNMS, and/or UNHS, decidedly could 

come into existence.   



332 
 

What Has Been Learned 

 This study offers five key contributions to the field of educational research in the 

following areas, to be discussed below: 

1) The pedagogical power of the three R’s: recognition, relationships, and relevance 

2) The transformational potential of both/and education  

3)  Policy on-the-ground—the constraints of educational policy 

4) Critiquing charter schools as vehicles of self-determination 

5) Deeper understanding of the practices of educational survivance 

 

The Three R’s: Recognition, Relationships and Relevance 

 The literature on culturally responsive schooling for Indigenous youth advocates 

for schools and educators to “acknowledge the unique needs of diverse students, take 

action to address those needs, and adapt approaches as students’ needs and demographics 

change over time” (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008, p. 947).  The effort of UNMS presents an 

in-depth example of using the unique needs of its students to guide school practice.  The 

perspectives of students, educators, and parents about the practice of UNMS offer 

triangulated insight into the significant ways the school acknowledged, addressed and 

adapted its practices to the unique needs of the Tohono O’odham and other Native 

communities of the Southwest.  The triangulation of school experiences across panorama 

of multiple geographies and generations, and specifically the detailed recent experiences 

of UNMS’s students after the school’s closure, offer insight into understanding what made 

schooling at UNMS stand apart as a significant educational experience for its 

stakeholders. 

 As seen in Chapters 4—7, UNMS honed its ability to co-construct a significant 

school environment through the ways it recognized the lived realities of its students, co-
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constructed knowledge through relationships, and co-constructed relevance in connecting 

traditional continuity and contemporary complexities.   I will briefly address each of these 

concepts alone, although the ultimate success of the three R’s is in their ability to be 

interwoven with one another.     

 Recognition: UNMS educators (Chapter 5) revealed a personal and professional 

commitment to local engagement with Native youth and community practice.  Their 

reflections spoke to the many ways they privileged knowing and understanding their 

students and the contexts of their lives.  The majority of UNMS educators were also 

members of Native communities, sharing many similar life circumstances with their 

students and their students’ families.  However, as seen through the example of Nancy, a 

White, non-Native educator, getting to know the local interests of families and 

familiarizing herself with Tohono O’odham history and culture were fundamental starting 

points for approaching the practice of education at UNMS.  Student reflections like, “Here 

they ask us our opinions” or, “I feel comfortable being with people who understand me,” 

were all commonplace in the data.  The sense of recognition cultivated through on-the-

ground local engagement is experienced in sharp contrast with other school environments 

UNMS students attended.  The ability of UNMS educators to recognize long histories of 

negative experiences in traditional public schools, whether reservation or urban, and 

recognize Native traditions with and alongside contemporary realities, framed a 

meaningful interactional space for its students.  The contradictions or challenges that 

students faced in their familial/community contexts were neither negated nor glossed over 

by the practice of the school.  To the contrary, UNMS engaged the real material and 

emotional challenges faced by its students and sought to build strength upon them, 
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presenting a key orientation toward education which brought its Native students out of the 

background of schools, and into the foreground as engaged members of a school 

community.  The nuanced practice of recognition, presented in Chapter 5 as the 

unmarking of cultural practice (Lipka et al., 1998; Lipka et al., 2005), deeply impacted 

students’ willingness to try on and try out student identities.  

 Relationships:  The many acts involved in recognizing the unique and complex 

lives of UNMS students were put into action in the ways the school constructed bridges to 

and between multiple communities.  A relationship-centered pedagogy worked to convert 

complexity and multiplicity into strength.  Relationships have been positioned as central 

for improving the educational quality offered to minoritized and Indigenous students 

(Duncan-Andrade, 2007; Erickson, 1987; González et al., 2005; González el al., 2011; 

Wyman & Kashatok, 2008).  Relationships between ways of thinking, for example 

Western knowledge and Indigenous knowledge systems, have also been cited as important 

orientations for improving the quality and significance of learning engagement offered to 

Native students (Brayboy & Maughan, 2009).  UNMS builds on our examples of this 

phenomenon in practice.  UNMS educators privileged familial and community 

connections with students and/or Native communities in ways that worked toward 

building relationships of trust and engagement with its students.  The ways that Leon, 

Andrew and Isidro used their own personal histories in connection to UNMS students 

demonstrated ways that individual teachers can deeply engage with students in ways that 

can become meaningful to them.  However, UNMS also operated through a framework of 

relationships as a way of school culture.  The practice of the school (e.g. school camping 

trips on tribal lands, opportunities of traditional song and prayer during school, scheduling 
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days off from school during important community cultural events, etc.) and its use of 

material resources created a structure that recognized and valued the students as members 

of larger community ecologies.   

 Evoking longstanding Native networks of familial connections or historical 

continuity formed a part of how UNMS significantly recognized students as members of 

complex Native communities; however, the small size of the school itself additionally 

facilitated opportunities for students, educators and parents to have greater access to one 

another.  For students who often described feeling like other schools were too large or 

contained too much meaningless activity, UNMS was a significant alternative where 

student-to-student, student-to-teacher and school-to-community relationships were central 

in making schooling a significant part of students’ lives.          

 Relevance:  The last of the three R’s is relevance.  Given UNMS’s interwoven use 

of the three R’s, the last R—relevance—is constituted through the interactions of 

recognition and relationships.  It is the convergence of recognition and relationships that 

gave rise to the significant learning experiences described by students in this study.  The 

trust built through recognition and human-to-human relationships is seen as opening up 

possibilities for students which were not possible in other school environments.  As 

students participated in co-authoring the life of UNMS, they constructed relevant both/and 

imagined futures for themselves.  Learning with one another in tents pitched at the base of 

a sacred mountain, imagining the importance of Tohono O’odham language as a tool of 

personal and academic significance, or learning quadratic equations through application in 

examples of their daily lives, this study’s findings indicate that by making learning 

relevant, the imagined and hopeful academic futures of students can become more tangible 
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realities.  The work of UNMS, as a field of practice and through its particular discourse, 

made education relevant to its students in ways that enabled them to invest in their own 

learning trajectories, building upon their family’s deep histories of cultural continuity and 

adapting their knowledge to changing geographies and economies.   

 UNMS’ way of engaging the three R’s offers a specific model for promoting what 

scholars in culturally responsive schooling have advocated for decades (Castagno & 

Brayboy, 2008; Ladson-Billings, 1995; González et al.,2005).  This particular blend of 

recognition, relationships and relevance offered significant opportunities for student 

engagement in school, particularly with students who otherwise did not feel engaged by 

schools or had been marginalized in and by schools through systemic inequalities based on 

race, ethnicity, and language.  UNMS’s practice of “doing” schooling contextualized the 

three R’s in a way that resisted essentializing its students’ cultural practices, instead 

offering students access to participate in traditional activities and create new imaginaries 

of cultural and linguistic practice.   The insights UNMS offers for cultivating a culturally 

responsive school environment contribute to the continuing conversations toward greater 

educational equity through culturally responsive (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008) and 

culturally sustaining (Paris, 2012) pedagogies and curriculum in a pluralistic society.  The 

practice of the three R’s can be appropriated as guidelines for significantly engaging other 

students and communities marginalized by systemic inequities, however, their success is 

to be found in their ability to fluidly respond to the specifics of any given local context.  

This practicality of the three R’s should not overshadow their deep and widely stretching 

complexity.  The potentially larger impacts of the three R’s—the transformational 

potential of reterritorializing discourses and both/and education—are seen when we 
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connect the local practice of UNMS to the larger phenomenon of schools as social 

institutions of legitimizing or illegitimizing knowledge.        

The Transformational Potential of Both/And Education—Reterritorialization as Platforms 

for Documenting Strength and Success 

 

As discourses come to recognize the situated nature of knowledge and the 

partiality of all knowledge claims, the metaphor of borders and border-crossers has 

been foregrounded.  However, the ultimate border-the border between knowledge 

and power-can be crossed only when educational institutions no longer reify 

culture, when lived experiences become validated as a source of knowledge, and 

when the process of how knowledge is constructed and translated between groups 

located within nonsymmetrical relations of power is questioned (González, 2005, 

p. 42). 

 Zooming out to read across the educational landscape, this study’s findings 

contribute to our understanding of the ways that small communities-of-practice can inform 

larger changes in educational theory and practice.  What is profound about the details of 

UNMS as a community of practice, is how UNMS’ both/and vision was working to cross 

“the ultimate border—the border between knowledge and power” (ibid), where an 

educational institution recognized the messy, complex, contradictory both/and lived 

experiences of its members lives, validating them as sources of knowledge, and attempting 

to demystify and question “the process of how knowledge is constructed and translated 

between groups located within nonsymmetrical relations of power” (ibid).  Although 

participants did not articulate their efforts with the same language, the transformative 

consciousness that was required on the part of UNMS educators (Chapter 5) to recognize 

diverse daily practices and help students to see that knowledge is “in them and around 

them,” were acts of transformational potential.  In the reflections of students and parents, 

it is seen that such border-crossings helped students to see local knowledge as a legitimate 

resource (i.e. “Tohono O’odham language helps me connect to my family, and it prepares 
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me with language credits for college”) and gain deeper understandings of the logic behind 

knowledge systems, rather than simply being forced to accept and uncritically regurgitate 

standardized knowledge as statements of fact.  When parents like Nancy say that she 

would like her children to learn about dominant culture and their cultural heritage as long 

established people of the desert (“basically [learning] comes to be all about 

culture…[culture] is part education because it is education”), she is challenging the 

dominant educational discourse which falsely presents school learning as “neutral” 

learning.  Statements like Nancy’s and many other adults in this study challenge the 

educational narrative to recognize the situated nature of knowledge.  These examples 

represent some of the real actions taken to cross borders as UNMS educators working with 

students and parents framed more equitable and sustaining learning experiences which 

strengthened students’ repertoires of knowledge within the institutional space of school.          

 At the conclusion of this study, the impacts of the both/and border-crossings 

engaged at UNMS had yet to be fully played out in the lives of the young people who 

attended UNMS.  However, my findings indicate that the educational practice of UNMS 

contributed to the construction of new, more equitable and engaging imagined 

communities for Native youth.  As I have highlighted the human dynamics of schooling 

throughout this research, the larger impacts of UNMS as a school should be considered as 

embedded in the multiple human ecologies and histories that have made up the story of 

UNMS.  Thus, the hopefulness of these imagined futures was not exclusively formed 

through participation in the UNMS community; imagined futures were connected to 

family histories, the educational survivance of Native families, enduring struggles, and the 

individual choices parents made to seek out better school options for their children.  
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UNMS formed a significant institutional part of that landscape.  By offering learning 

experiences, such as camps, outside of the classroom learning, connections to outside 

organizations like Tribal entities and a major university, through relationship-based 

interactions with teachers, and through explicit instructional connections to Native 

practice and standardized knowledge, students who attended UNMS were afforded 

powerful institutional legitimization and an opportunity to imagine relationships between 

a variety of knowledge and practice they had rarely been offered in other school settings.  

Such experiences have been seen as adding important tools to UNMS students’ repertoires 

of resources to draw upon as they confront varying and diverse contexts in their lives.   

 As Leon said in Chapter 5, both/and education provides necessary life skills for 

Native youth, enabling youth to “have that understanding of [their Native] culture and 

Western society, [and] see how you can balance the two out, and how you can make them 

work together.”  This educational approach is holistic and inclusive, allowing and 

legitimizing multiple points of view and democratic pluralism.  The reterritorializing 

discourse of both/and was transformative for school stakeholders.  Seen through the 

narratives of this study’s participants, the opportunities that UNMS provided for the 

complex identities of Native youth to be meaningfully engaged were transformational in 

the ways that they invited youth to be and become individuals more viable in a diverse and 

changing world (both locally and globally).  As such, this case offers a much needed 

counter-discourse which, even in the form of a dissertation, continues to push back on 

“dehumanizing deficit approaches to education” and help educators to imagine how to 

move schools “toward humanizing resource approaches” to education (Paris, 2012, p. 96).   
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Policy On-the-Ground: The Need to Realize the Constraints of Educational Policy  

 Writing about the pressing need to re-conceptualize research and policy that 

addresses Native communities, Tuck (2009) calls for an end of “damage centered” theory 

and policy that portrays Native communities as defeated, broken and lacking.  Calling to 

attention the stacks of research centering on racism, neglect, underachievement, etc., Tuck 

extends her call to interrogate educational policies which perpetuate the same: 

…NCLB, in its insistence on 100 percent proficiency for all students in all states 

by 2014, marked by adequate yearly progress (AYP), is designed to document 

failure or deficit rather than to provide opportunities to redress existing inequalities 

[…]This policy and others…[have] systematically closed down all avenues for 

community participation in school decision making, collude in the production of 

damage-driven data, and indeed the production of damage (p. 414) 

Tuck’s attention to policy’s interpretation of accountability is alarming and resonating.  

News stories and public discourse on the topic of school accountability focus almost 

exclusively on standardized test scores as the measure of student success.  Scanning 

newspaper clippings about school accountability measurements and labels in economically 

and socially marginalized communities, one finds a waterfall of deficit language in stories 

about what schools do not have or what teachers/students are not doing.  The reality of 

accountability legislation, like NCLB, is that policymakers focus exclusively on context-

blind test score data (standardized math, reading and writing tests) to make general 

decisions about the present and future of particular schools (Garcia, 2008).  As we have 

seen throughout this study, popular talk about improving schools has concentrated 

squarely on improving test scores, and the strategies that teachers should employ to make 

sure their students “pass the test”, in other words “succeed.”   
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 Like Tuck’s important critique, the case of UNMS calls attention to the limits of 

policies like NCLB for authentically defining achievement with tools like Adequate 

Yearly Progress (AYP)
51

.  Such tools for defining “achievement” make unrecognizable 

the very process of learning which students and stakeholders at UNMS spoke of as highly 

significant.  Adequate Yearly Progress silences entire content areas of knowledge and 

disregards the multiple sociocultural factors and interactional exchanges which have 

formed the persistent struggles and triumphant achievements of individuals, families, and 

communities as they negotiate schooling in their real, everyday lives.  These measurement 

limitations, particularly as they are seen through the voices of students and parents 

reflecting on the unique factors which made UNMS important, acutely remind us that 

being recognized as a legitimate learner, or having the opportunity to be called a school 

“achiever”, is not standard practice across school geographies of difference.  Many of this 

study’s participants spoke vividly about schools and teachers who would not invite them 

to be, nor recognize them, as legitimate learners in school.  These stories demonstrate the 

ways that local human relationships have implications on school learning and identity 

making, positioning educational process as potentially as significant (or more significant) 

than educational output.  Sadly, the important process of recognition, relationships, and 

relevance in student learning cannot universally be measured on context-blind 

standardized tests and generic year-to-year growth charts.    

                                                           
51

 Annual Yearly Progress: quantifying cohorts of the same grade year after year to measure student 
growth with scores on standardized multiple choice reading, writing and math tests; this method does not 
track individual students to show growth over time; rather it tracks one grade level, 6

th
 grade for examples, 

as a unit to measure the growth of different cohorts of 6
th

 grade classes from year to year, regardless that 
students and teachers vary from year to year. 
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 The many ways students in my study distinguished UNMS from other available 

school geographies complexifies the dominant accountability discourse.  Accountability in 

the form of standardization does not allow for historical and institutional struggles to 

surface as important factors that have mediated access and identity in the social production 

of schooling.  The failure to significantly counter school geographies of constraint, like 

those pervasive in the school experiences of participants in this study, presented pressing 

obstacles for youth as they attempted to negotiate opportunity in school learning.  As 

mentioned in Chapter 7, many of the schools attended by former UNMS students, before 

or after attending UNMS, were donned with “performing” accountability labels.  Yet, my 

study’s participants described being handed worksheets, being unengaged or not properly 

supported in the very schools that policy discourse celebrates as solutions to community 

inequities.  The distinctions between the school geographies that youth described in this 

study further make the case that the social-historical-political production of interactional 

terrains (Rymes, 2001) and the making of identities in social contexts significantly impact 

how, when and with whom students become school “achievers”.  Likewise, the curriculum 

and pedagogies that mark the interactional terrains of schools can meaningfully contribute 

to learning or work to stagnate it.  Again, it is seen that these in-depth, human details 

cannot be captured on standardized multiple choice assessment tests.     

 This study contributes to understandings of policy-on-the-ground by countering 

monolithic legislation with a portrait of ethnographic multidimensionality, adding much 

needed in-depth data to expand upon the over-usage of existing statistical data employed 

to “scientifically” justify student achievement and theorize linear educational in-puts, out-

puts, and choice.  Zooming in to attend to the local realities of students and communities, 
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it is seen that using accountability measures to find what schools and students are not 

doing or do not have continues a damage-centered (Tuck, 2009) cycle of educational 

mandates and hamstrings the ability of educators and community members to diagnose 

what they are doing well and what they do have as resources in order to continue to build 

relevance and meaningfully strengthen upon them.  This deficit approach to “fixing” 

schools is alarming not only to participants in this case study, but wider documentation 

tells us that shallow measurements and marginalizing impacts of current high-stakes 

achievement and AYP accountability measures collide with local perspectives of the 

Indigenous educators and parents in this case study and in other documented perspectives 

of Native communities (Beaulieu et al., 2005; Wyman et al., 2010).  As Native educators 

and families continue to advocate for education that bridges borders and challenges 

hegemonic standardization with contextualized relevancy, policy continues to give little to 

no space for localized educational sovereignties within an overwhelming landscape of 

standardized high-stakes assessments tests.    

 The ethnographic portrait offered by the case of UNMS and the multi-generational 

educational histories of its stakeholders challenge educators, researchers and policy 

makers to remember that current policy inequities, such as the testing and funding 

restraints placed on UNMS, are neither new nor exclusively anchored to current high-

stakes accountability policy.  While I use the case of a school closure to highlight the 

gross inequities of high-stakes accountability policy, educational policy that white-washes 

racial, economic and social discrimination has long existed (Kozol, 1991; 2005), framing 

many of the disturbing educational environments that adults in my study faced as youth 

and continue to fight against in their work with youth and children.  Whether discussing 



344 
 

“performing” or “failing” schools, or “A” schools or “F” schools
52

, markedness along 

economic, and/or socio-cultural lines have deeply destructive effects on the sustainability 

of local community efforts to engage educational change.    

 The implications of policy-on-the ground resonated tangibly through each chapter 

through analysis of the trauma experienced in losing a meaningful school community.  In 

the current manifestation of holding schools “accountable” for student “achievement,” it 

should be seen that failing schools and school closures are “problems” that plague 

minoritized communities (Kirshner & Pozzoboni, 2011).  Schools designated for closure 

or marked as failing are also the most regulated, surveyed and restricted in their 

intellectual freedoms (Heilig & Darling-Hammond, 2008; McCarty, 2009; 2012).  This 

deficit lens has determined that schools serving minoritized students are the least capable 

of choosing the approaches they use to educate and the most “at-risk” of failure.  The 

blatant racism of these ideological undercurrents have additionally promoted rote, boxed, 

and scripted pedagogies in minoritized communities “segregate[ing] intellectual freedom 

and academic empowerment along racial and social class lines” (McCarty, Collins & 

Hopson, 2011, p. 344).   

 “At-risk”, on the U.S. Department of Education website, is specifically defined in 

terms related to poverty-disability-race-language other than English terms (McCarty et al., 

2011), positioning all non-White, non-middle class, non-monolingual English speakers as 

“in-need” of dominant educational interventions.  The practice of UNMS, informed 

                                                           
52

 In 2012 the Arizona Department of Education introduced the “A-F accountability system” for schools 
(2011-2012 A-F Letter Grade Guide, accessed January 26

th
, 2013).  This system re-decorates what was 

previously the “performing” through “failing” accountability system that UNMS was subject to.  The A-F 
appears to differ little from the performing-failing rubric.     
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through generations of experience with such policy manifestations, represented a 

momentary counter-example to this long-standing political ideology.  Problematizing the 

standardized, high-stakes testing measurements that determine “accountability” in this 

current policy moment calls into attention the disturbing ways which educational policy 

has asphyxiated the meaningful practice of one public charter school serving Native youth 

historically underserved and labeled “at-risk” in other available public schools.   

 As UNMS undertook the work of determining its own intellectual freedom, its 

work and journey attempted to counter the popular reification of “risk.”  As seen through 

the experiences of stakeholders, the content rich, meaningful, culturally responsive 

pedagogies offered to UNMS students countered what they, their parents, and most of 

their teachers were offered and perhaps continue to be offered in schools.  As seen through 

the eyes of students, parents, and educators the practice of UNMS reverberated in the 

details of pedagogical orientations outward toward school reterritorialization; and while it 

sought to minimize placing its students “at-risk,” the institution itself took on considerable 

risk in attempting to counter the powerful tidal wave of current educational policy from 

the inside out.  Strategic use of public charter school funds offered a promising 

opportunity for educational innovation.  Systems of measurement that are designed for 

larger school populations ignore the growth of individual students and obscure the efforts 

of schools that step outside of that standard, rendering their impacts on student learning 

and student identities hard to recognize.  UNMS did indeed receive a “performing” label 

at the end of its fourth year of operation, disturbingly calling to attention the tragic 

constraints of both high-stakes accountability policy and charter schools as promising real 

and significant educational alternatives for marginalized youth.  The implications of 
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injustice are heard and felt throughout the data of this study.   Undeniably, this study 

critiques policy-on-the-ground by offering a bottom-up portrait of institutional 

transformation hamstrung by the inequities of context-blind systems of measurement.           

Critiquing Charter Schools as Vehicles for Self-Determination 

 As I indicated in Chapters 1 and 3, I did not intend to conduct a study about charter 

schools.  Like other stakeholders in the UNMS community, I rarely thought of UNMS as 

part of a larger movement often critiqued as detracting public funds from school districts, 

privatizing public education, or promoting educational elitism (Febricant & Fine, 2012).  

The current debate around charters, discussed in Chapters 1 and 3 was rarely discussed 

and felt very foreign to UNMS stakeholders, as discussions with UNMS educators and 

parents revealed.  This is the case for one important reason: Native Americans are often 

not included in the debates.  Charter school debates predominately involve urban contexts 

and non-Native minoritized groups.  Within the critical debate surrounding charter reform, 

the promotion of charters has been predominantly championed or critiqued as the fix-all 

for decades of urban poverty, and minoritized communities in “crisis” plagued by the 

inequities of low-quality education (Fabricant & Fine, 2012).  African-Americans, Latino 

and immigrant communities in urban centers like New York City and New Orleans are the 

groups repeatedly included and targeted in the promotion of charter reform.   

 For many Native communities, the all too common alienation of their 

communities’ contexts from such debates, coupled with their political sovereignty, have 

caused the circulating discussions on charter schools (some false and some critically 

informative) to be considered irrelevant within the specific circumstances of communities 

like UNMS/UNHS/UNES.  The conversations that I had with participants from the UNMS 
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community throughout my research positioned UNMS, particularly from the perspective 

of educators, to be a small beacon of subversive institutional resistance made possible in 

part through the local autonomy offered in state funded charter grants.  Because my study 

intended to examine how students and families distinguish between multiple schools 

available to them, my findings make no extensive claims about charter schools in general.  

However, my findings do offer implications to be considered in communities with similar 

needs as UNMS.      

 The grassroots efforts of UNMS and UNHS to appropriate charter funding were 

both innovative and disappointingly restrictive, as seen in the analysis of charter policy 

and community-based movements.  Because I have chosen to analyze charter schools 

through the lens of educational self-determination, this study contributes to the charter 

school debate by offering a portrait of the use of charter schools by and in Native 

communities—communities little discussed in the larger literature on charter schools and 

the charter school debates.  The findings of this study do not support or discredit the 

charter school movement per se.  However, the experience of UNMS and the data 

gathered during its operation and after its closure present a critical look at the “promise” 

of charter school policy.   

 As this has been a case study focusing on Native communities, my interests in 

charter school reform grew principally out of exploring how charters can be used to 

support local Native educational interests, interests often unsupported by traditional 

institutions.    Using the case of UNMS to analyze charter schools as vehicles of 

Indigenous educational sovereignty, my findings echo the words of Lomawaima and 

McCarty (2006), while “not endorsing charter schools as a panacea”, they write that 



348 
 

“Native-operated charter schools represent one option for mediating the pressures of the 

standards movement and exerting local control” (p. 162).  However, that one option is not 

the only option, nor is it necessarily a sustainable or equitable option.  Charter school 

funding did not cure the sickness that plagues public education for Native youth in this 

study; however it did temporarily offer respite and glimpses of better futures.     

 It can be seen through the example of this study that charter school policy masks 

the perpetuation of the same kind of marginality of which Tuck (2009) and McCarty et al. 

(2011) speak.  The case of UNMS is a cautious reminder of the dubious nature of one-

size-fits all policy and informs us that even when experimenting with the option for 

mediating the pressures of the standards movement and exerting local control, the reality 

of local control is squeezed between the structural strangle hold that the standards 

movement has placed on all public education. The popular discourse around charter 

schools as an innovative opportunity for student learning does not address the reality that 

student learning is currently measured with the same monolithic testing instrument used in 

all public schools accepting NCLB or other federal and state monies.  Where the 

possibility of both/and education mediated through local control can offer new 

possibilities, the complexity of balancing much needed innovation with constraining 

measurements for assessing student achievement poses a considerable challenge.   

 The case of using charter schools as local educational control is threatened not 

only by constraining assessments, but also by constraining resources.  Separating schools 

from larger, more resource rich district institutions places small communities in a position 

that requires them to do much more with much smaller resource pools.  The example of 

UNMS providing daily low-cost transportation to its students makes this point.  Because 
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UNMS was considered a non-district school, it did not qualify for reimbursement 

vouchers from the state for transportation services.  The money spent on transportation 

had to be taken from other areas of the school budget, areas often already accounted for in 

the daily operation of the school.  This kind of limitation, given UNMS’s decision to 

respond to economic and geographic needs of its students, placed UNMS in more resource 

restrictive situations in times of state/federal budget cuts and the careful monitoring of 

public funds.  For communities dealing with poverty, this reality makes local control an 

enormous challenge to maintain.  Again, we can see in this example the impacts policy 

restrictions have on segregating choice and resources along lines that perpetuate class and 

racial divides.      

 The experience of UNMS helps to make understandable the multiple factors that 

require management, negotiation, and at times “good luck” in order to withstand the tidal 

wave of the standards movement in education.  In landscapes of enduring struggle, 

everything is fragile; understanding that fragility and continuing to dedicate acute 

attention to actions of resistance, resilience and hopeful change require a careful blend of 

emotional, intellectual and material resources.  Educational practices like UNMS require 

educational innovation to be connected to both individual/community creativity and vision 

in practice (curriculum, school activities, relationships, etc) and institutional know-how 

(careful study of policy and how the system works).   Navigating change within the 

current policy moment needs to carefully consider the real constraints of the “promise” of 

charter schools and high-stakes testing, while attending diligently to the innovative and 

interactional practice of “doing” schooling on local terms.  This is a daunting challenge 

and reveals charter policy to be a paper tiger, hollow and fragile in the places that it most 
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needs to be strong.  The inequity of this reality is at the heart of my criticism of charter 

schools as real and equitable reform for Indigenous and marginalized communities.             

Educational Survivance 

 The stories of parents, students and teachers in this study share the experiences of 

challenging economic and social realities and the on-going struggles involved in 

negotiating familial well-being and institutional pressures.  Their lives reveal on-going 

historical struggle with continued implications for well-being and the quality of life one 

can access.  Native parents and adults speaking in Chapters 5 and 6 demonstrated that 

communities have accumulated lengthy repertoires for dealing with struggle, and for 

persisting within institutions of schooling.  This study’s intergenerational data offers a 

broader look at historical knowledge, maintaining that individuals do not come to schools 

as blank slates, but have generations of experience confronting institutional obstacles, 

dissecting empty promises, and dodging the blows of racism, poverty and discrimination 

which sought to marginalize them, their families, and communities.  Many of the adults 

central to this study (parents and educators) speak of the development of strategic 

awareness enabling them to recognize, at different points in their lives, the potentially 

hazardous landscape of schooling.   

 This collective and historical memory is a significant resource employed by Native 

educators and mothers in this study for helping their students/children navigate the 

complex and often oppositional contexts of schools.  Listening particularly to the stories 

of the adults in this study, a sense of the persistence needed to operationalize the 

knowledge of their enduring struggles into tools that can help their sons and daughters 

negotiate better paths is revealed.  Adults coach youth to understand the implications of 
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power, hoping that youth will gain an idea of its nature (a sense that did not come as 

second nature for them), not only in so much as to protect their children from the 

demoralizing impacts dominant culture is known to impart, but also so that youth can 

potentially learn to manipulate power, to use its tools to better their lives, and the lives of 

those around them.  

 Mobility is a significant factor that has contributed to both adult and youth 

knowledge of schooling and school difference in general.  As most research on Indigenous 

education is concentrated in rural, reservation and/or reservation-border town settings, 

research has not been able to significantly offer portraits of Native youth and families 

operating in urban areas and/or across multiple school settings (urban, semi-urban, rural 

and reservation).  This study illuminates mobility as a significant practice of educational 

survivance.  UNMS stakeholders demonstrated their willingness to travel distances in 

search of social and educational environments more suitable to their needs.  The stories of 

urban families, like Wilma and Rebecca, families crossed by borders like Nancy, Karina 

and Jacob, and families living on reservations commuting between geographies to attend 

school, show us through the diversity of lives that dusty binaries like either/or are 

incapable of deeply understanding the negotiations and choices engaged by Indigenous 

families in school landscapes of constraint and limitation.  The experience of re-location 

or use of familial/social networks to gain access to different geographies, are all aspects of 

how participants in this study sought out “better” school opportunities.  The practices of 

educational survivance seen in this research further challenges popular assumption that 

urbanely located American Indians abandon connections to Native life-ways or that 

parents choose school settings solely based on mainstream educational outputs (e.g. 
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achieving in a standardized testing frame of mind).  The educational mobility of UNMS 

stakeholders is an important aspect of the practice of educational survivance.        

 From understanding the continuity of educational struggle to analyzing the local 

decision-making involved in choosing a culturally specific school community, the 

practices of educational choice exercised by Native parents can be understood through the 

lens of educational survivance.  This study reveals the practices of educational survivance 

as a way of life for the participants in this study as they negotiated institutions of 

education.  The concept of educational survivance allows educators, researchers, and 

parents to consider and more centrally place the struggle of Native families to both persist 

in their connections to historical continuity and knowledge, and to appropriate, negotiate 

and resist the institutions and structures of schooling in order to seek out better futures for 

their children.  This lens may allow others to understand that “making it” is wrought with 

complexity; yet forms the basis of the many acts that go into school choice and ultimately 

the journey of seeking out better futures.  Deeper comprehension of these practices can 

enable schools and educators to recognize the desires of Native families and therefore 

more adequately meet the needs of Native youth.  

 

Recommendations for the Field(s) 

 In closing, the patterns present in this study’s findings offer some important 

lessons which can be taken as recommendations for improving future work with education 

serving minoritized communities in general, and Native youth and Native communities.  

These recommendations are directed toward particular fields and are suggestions for 

engaging future work or understanding more deeply the implications of current work:    
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Recommendations for Educational Researchers 

 

 Continue to gather critical ethnographies of education which bring to light the 

social ecologies of schooling and their social implications for minoritized 

students, families and communities.  Take this research to policy makers, both 

local legislators like school boards, and broader policy makers such as state 

and federal legislators.  “Fight-back” ethnographies have to be heard, again, 

and again by their most elusive audience—policy makers.    

 Expand educational research that privileges the voices of minoritized children 

and families as a way of analyzing both the hopes and costs of schooling on-

the-ground and in minoritized communities.    

 

Recommendations for Parents 

 

 Voice your perspectives in policy debates and particularly in the decision-

making rooms of local school administration (e.g. school board meetings).  

When you find schools that “work” for your children, maintain contact and 

communication with the school as much as possible.  The voices of parents, as 

a collective whole, may be seen to significantly impact the process of 

anchoring schools and school choices to local communities.   

 

Recommendations for Teachers 

 

 Learn to recognize the complexity of students’ lives through listening and 

engaging the salience in their day-to-day school lives with their larger 

memberships in families and communities.   

 Adopt a holistic and engaged pedagogy which not only focuses on empowering 

students, but facilitates reciprocal processes of learning where teachers are also 

learners, and all participants can find empowerment through the process of 

learning.  Reciprocal learning and empowerment cannot happen if educators 

refuse to be vulnerable while encouraging students to take risks (hooks, 2004, 

p. 21). 

 Analyze the ways that educators and school leaders work as co-constructors of 

student identities.  What is possible for students in your school is in part 

constructed by who you recognize them to be and how you invite them to 

participate in varying activities or deny them participation in other activities.  
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These micro-interactions have implications on student access to different kinds 

of learning identities.     

 

Recommendations for Educational Leaders 

 

 Work to connect educational innovation to both creativity and vision in 

practice (curriculum, school activities, etc.) and institutional know-how 

(understanding how the system works).  Efforts to transform oppressive forms 

of schooling will be more sustainable if innovation is in balance with the 

knowledge of how to navigate the administrative workings of school 

accountability.     

 Carefully consider the real constraints of the available avenues for pursuing 

educational innovation.   For example, consider charter school policy and 

accountability measurements while attending diligently how both systems can 

be made to support the transformative  practice of “doing” schooling  

 

Recommendations for Policy Makers 

 

 Recognize that schooling is characterized by complex and ordered sets of 

relationships which are highly influential on the overt and hidden outcomes of 

schooling.  Cultivating more equitable schools is as much about cultivating 

nurturing and meaningful human relationships as it is about assessing 

curriculum and instruction.    

 Create measurements which allow for local context to become recognizable 

(beyond the statistical categories of race, English Language Learner, and 

Adequate Yearly Progress).  In order for “at-risk” students to have more 

equitable opportunity for success in education, students need access to school 

environments that do not place them “at-risk”.  School environments that 

minimize “risk” allow local communities voice to address lived realities, 

recognize enduring struggle, and build authentic bridges between local and 

dominant knowledges.   

 Maintain varying forms of assessment measurements.  Primary reliance on 

standardized, high-stakes assessments measurements does not properly assess 

the learning of many students.  As individuals vary, contexts of schooling vary 

and local ecologies of relevant learning vary.  Educational assessment that 

allow for diverse achievement to be measured will have a greater chance of 

building upon students’ diverse strengths rather than extinguishing both the 
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desire to learn and the ability to recognize when significant learning has 

occurred. 

   

Parting Thoughts 
 

 UNMS was not a perfect school.  Had UNMS survived beyond 2010, it would 

have continued to grow and change with its students.  I believe that after receiving its 

“performing” label, teachers would have continued to hone their craft of weaving state 

standards with local knowledge, and the school’s administration would have learned to get 

a better handle on the mountains of paperwork required to comply with the state’s 

processes and forms for documenting school logistics.  Continuous efforts to improve 

high-stakes achievement test scores would have likely continued, hopefully without 

completely sacrificing the school’s language and culture components.   However, that is 

all mere projection; UNMS was robbed of its opportunity to realize what the label of 

“performing” could have offered its students.   

 Many former UNMS students were in high school at the conclusion of this study.  

And like the story of Daryl in the prologue of this study, when I was concluding my 

research, many former UNMS students have made their way back to the Urban Native 

community and were attending Urban Native High School.  In 2012, UNHS continued to 

valiantly carry forth the important work of carving out pathways to access imagined 

communities and imagined futures for Native youth.  While the school administration 

failed to gain approval to expand its charter to include and reopen the middle school, the 

high school did secure its own charter renewal for ten years into the future.  The battles, 

victories and defeats are on-going.   
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 When I visited UNHS in May of 2012, I was told by the assistant principal and 

senior class counselor that of the thirty seniors graduating in June 2012, one hundred 

percent had been admitted to an institution of higher education (four year universities, 

community colleges, or technical institutions).  Of those one hundred percent, it was 

projected that fifty percent would likely attend school in the fall.  Of that fifty percent, 

how many will be able to persist and receive degrees?  The opportunities UNMS and 

UNHS have created for small pockets of Native youth are hopeful.  However, even in 

environments of possibility like UNMS and UNHS, the stakes are high and the fragility of 

hope requires it be guarded with care.  Changing the discriminatory social-cultural-

economic practices manifested in schooling prove to be disappointingly difficult.  

Reflecting on the quiet educational insurgency of UNMS, and the collective action that 

brought it to life, the words of civil rights activists come to mind, “justice too long delayed 

is justice denied” (King, 1986/1963, p. 292).  UNMS was an attempt at action, talking-

back to generations of institutional delay.   Considering the local meaning of UNMS and 

its place within the wide-stretching landscape of American and American Indian 

education, I see again a place of hope.  As communities like UNMS and UNHS continue 

to take on the risks of change through their agentive and local will to action, hope will 

continue to be “constituted in the need to imagine an alternative human world [of 

schooling] and to imagine it in a way that enables one to act in the present as if this 

alternative had already begun to emerge” (Simon, 1992, pp. 3-4) 

 The story of UNMS is a difficult story to hear.  The injustice of UNMS is truly 

disturbing; however, the cracks of hope its educators, students and families offer are 

significant acts of resistance and perseverance.  The lessons that UNMS offer to educators, 
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educational researchers and educational policy makers about what education can be are 

necessary counter-narratives to standardizing practices and illuminate the historical 

struggle of schooling in minoritized communities.  The reverberations of the UNMS 

experience in the lives of its stakeholders, in particular the learning trajectories of its 

students, offers lasting lessons, and should be analyzed against limiting and racist 

educational policy whose blindness to young talent barricades avenues to imagined 

futures.        
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APPENDIX A: MATH LESSON 
 

Gins and Probability 

Arizona State Standards 
 

Strand 2: Data Analysis, Probability, and Discrete Mathematics 
Concept 2:  Probability 
 
PO 1.  Determine conditional probabilities (experimental) in compound probability experiments. 
          Connections:  M07-S1C1-01, M07-S2C2-02 
PO 2.  Experiment with two different events to determine whether the two events are dependent 
or independent of each other. 
         Connections:  M07-S2C2-01 
PO 3.  Compare the results of multiple repetitions of the same probability experiment to the 
theoretical probability. 
         Connections:  M07-S2C1-02 
PO 4.  Compare probabilities to determine fairness in experimental situations. 
         Connections:  M07-S1C3-01 

Lesson Objective 

 Students will explore the theoretical and experimental probability 
surrounding the traditional Tohono O’odham game of Gins.  

 Students will document the theoretical probability of the various 
possible points.  

 Students will compute the total possible outcomes of the various 
possible points. 

 Students will record the actual (experimental) probability of their plays 
in the game of gins. 

 Students will compare their experimental probability to their theoretical 
probability. 

 Students will compare their experimental probability to other students’ 
experimental probability. 

 Students will be able to recognize a decontextualized math concept, 
which they are familiar with, upon a quiz generated by a text book, AIMS or 
other foreign entities. 
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Lessons  
Intro: 
This game is called Gins (geents). It is played with four flat sticks, 4 inches by 10 
inches long, called ginskud (geentskoot). They are traditionally made of Saguaro 
cactus ribs. Sometimes the back of the stick is slightly round, while the front side, 
with the design on it, is flat. The dice are left their natural color and the design is 
burned onto each one. Each of the four sticks has a different design which is worth a 
specified number of points. 
 

How to Play 
The four dice sticks are held together vertically in one hand and struck from 
underneath with a flat rock held in the other hand. The sticks fly into the air and land 
on-the-ground. If any of the sticks are touching another stick, the hit does not count 
and the turn must be taken again. 
 
The scoring is as follows: 

Two sticks = 4 points  

Thorns = 6 points  

Braid = 14 points  

Mountains = 15 points  
 
Any two designs up and two backs up = 2 points 
Any three designs up and one back up = 3 points 
All designs up = 5 points 
All backs up = 10 points 
Two sticks and three backs up = 4 points 
Thorns and three backs up = 6 points 
Braid and three backs up = 14 points 
Mountains and three backs up = 15 points 
The score is tallied by moving small rocks 
called horses around a rectangle marked on-the-
ground (or board). Each player usually has two 
horses. The board is approximately 3 feet by 2 feet, 
with 10 marks (holes) on each side. Two opposite 
corners have an additional house called a Kee, 
consisting of five holes (not including the 
corner door (Jouta). To start the game, a player 
must throw at least a five to get out of their house. If 
another player lands on the same space, he defeats 
the first player and sends his horse back home. 
Winning the game requires getting all of 
your horses around the board and back home, 
entering your house with the exact number. 
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1. After the students become familiar with the concepts and rules of gins, students 
will be divided up into groups of four. (It would be important to utilize any student who 
is familiar with the game, with the teaching of the basic rules of the game.) 
2. Students will discuss all the possible ways in which a “horse” can move.  The 
teacher will take this opportunity to explain that what they consider the ways of moving 
their horse can also be understood as the total possible outcome. 
3. After a fair method of deciding the order for play has be agreed upon, the first 
player will then toss the ginskud and move his horse the appropriate spaces. This player 
will then record what was thrown on his turn. (All students will be responsible with the 
recording of their own tosses) 
4. The students will continue recording their individual tosses until they have 
played either a complete game or at least for 16 turns. 
5. While still in groups of four, have the students begin to sketch out their 
individual “story of the game” (The students can document the story in either words or 
symbols.  For example,  

 
 

6. Have the students note that while any two or three designs facing up will have 
the same amount of points awarded to them, have the students draw or write out the 
various ways these can occur. (For example it could be 2 Sticks and Thorn designs up or 
Mountain and Braids up.)  Have the students include the various incantations of 2 or 3 
designs along with the other possible outcomes.  
7. When the students have created their own list have them compile a master list 
of possible outcomes for the group.  
8. Ask the students how many possible outcomes are there on the first throw of 
the game.(16) (Explain that another way of finding the total possible outcomes can be 
by finding out how many possible outcomes there are for each ginskud [2,design up or 
down] then multiplying by the possible outcomes for each of the other ginskud 
[2x2x2x2=16]) Ask the students out of these possible outcomes, how many ways are 



361 
 

there to score 15 pts (Mountains)?(1) Explain that one way to represent this would be 1 
out of 16 or 1/16.  Have the students find the probability for the other ways of scoring. 
9. Ask the students to imagine that they threw the ginskud 16 times. How many 
times would they expect Mountains to come up?  (around one time) Explain that this 
can be described as the theoretical probability. 
10. Have the students compile their recorded turns in each group. Then on the 
board compile the turns of all the groups in one master data table. Draw the students’ 
attention to the frequency in which various points (possible outcomes) occurred in their 
individual game. Explain that the recorded turns can also be described as experimental 
probability.  Have the students compare their experimental probability with their 
theoretical probability. Ask if there is any difference between the experimental 
probability and theoretical probability at the 3 different levels of play? (Individual turns, 
group turns, class turns) and if so why? [Students will probably note that the theoretical 
and experimental probability can be inconsistent when they are in a relatively small data 
set (individual turn record). Students may note that with the inclusion of more data, a 
larger data set, the theoretical and experimental probability begins to become more 
consistent.] 
11. Present students with the closing quiz. 

Assessments 

 Students will be demonstrate their comprehension of gins by successfully 
playing at least 1 complete game. 

 Students will demonstrate their comprehension of theoretical probability by 
calculating the probability of various outcomes on a standard set of dice. 

 Students will be deemed competent by scoring at least an 80% or higher on  a 
closing quiz, which will be comprised of both a new game of chance, where students will 
need to recalculate theoretical probability, and with a written component addressing 
various concepts introduced in the lesson. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



362 
 

APPENDIX B: TOHONO O’ODHAM/NATIVE CULTURE LESSON 
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