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people	as	exotica	(Huhndorf	2001,	Baglo	2011,	Lehtola	2013),	using	indigenous	people	as	spectacles	
to	facilitate	white	self-reflection	and	reinforce	social	values	about	the	roles	of	racial,	indigenous,	and	
ethnic	minorities	in	relation	to	a	dominant	settler	society.	The	Native	American	Graves	Protection	
and	Repatriation	Act	of	1990	provided	a	legal	framework	for	restoring	to	Native	communities	some	
of	the	goods	and	human	remains	that	American	museums	had	taken	(Ridington	and	Hastings	1997,	
Toelken	 2003,	Welsch	 2012).	More	 recent	 efforts	 have	worked	 to	 use	museums	 and	 educational	
museum	programming	as	tools	to	decolonize	representations	of	indigenous	people	(Vermeylen	and	
Pilcher	2009).	Archived	and	published	accounts	of	practices,	as	well	as	artifacts	stored	in	museums,	
can	become	catalysts	for	decolonization	when	returned	to	Native	communities	in	ways	that	facilitate	
their	reappraisal,	re-adoption,	and	revitalization.	

While	folklorists	of	the	19th	century	engaged	in	what	they	regarded	as	salvage	ethnography,	Native	
children	of	 the	same	era	were	 funneled	 into	residential	boarding	schools	of	 the	type	planned	and	
promoted	 by	Richard	Henry	 Pratt	 to	 “kill	 the	 Indian	 to	 save	 the	man.”	Often	with	 the	 ignorance,	
complicity,	or	even	urging	of	academic	ethnographers	(as	detailed	by	Ridington	and	Hastings	1997),	
boarding	schools	sought	to	separate	Native	children	from	their	languages,	cultures,	and	worldviews,	
“reprogramming”	them	to	become	diligent	domestics	and	manual	laborers	to	fill	the	workforce	void	
created	by	African	American	emancipation.	Pratt’s	 infamous	Carlisle	 Indian	 Industrial	School	was	
replicated	 throughout	 the	United	 States,	 and	boarding	 schools	 remained	 a	norm	of	 education	 for	
reservation	children	from	the	1870s	until	the	1970s,	when	at	last	the	Indian	Self-Determination	and	
Education	Assistance	Act	of	1975	provided	a	framework	for	dismantling	the	system	and	restoring	
some	measure	 of	 local	 control	 to	 Native	 communities	 (Child	 1998).	 Despite	 the	 closure	 of	 such	
schools,	the	legacy	of	schooling	as	assimilatory	and	colonial	has	continued.	Tribal	members	are	often	
subjected	 to	 curricular	 materials	 that	 extol	 Columbus,	 rationalize	 settler	 enterprise,	 promote	
simplistic	stereotypes	of	Native	Americans,	and	sidestep	unsavory	details	of	relations	between	the	
U.S.	and	sovereign	Native	nations.	Many	Native	parents	rightfully	worry	that	schools	will	undermine	
their	children’s	Native	identity	and	lead	them	away	from	their	community’s	traditional	lifeways.	

Educators	like	Carter	G.	Woodson	have	long	pointed	out	that	American	schooling	has	often	worked	
to	serve	the	goals	of	assimilation,	social	control,	and	deculturation	(Bowman	and	Hamer	2011,	7),	
goals	stated	or	implicit	in	the	writings	of	early	luminaries	of	public	education	such	as	John	Dewey	
(1916).	 Through	 curricular	 choices,	 some	 culturally	 specific	 forms	 of	 knowledge	 and	 knowledge	
traditions,	pedagogical	methods,	and	worldviews	find	reinforcement	while	others	are	marginalized	
or	rejected.	Ojibwe	forms	have	decidedly	not	been	among	those	privileged.	When	no	effort	is	made	
to	 “challenge	 the	 legacy	 of	 control	 and	 impositions”	 (Moll	 2002,	 np)	 that	 actively	 work	 against	
indigenous	 communities,	 schools	 continue	 to	 serve	 as	 vehicles	 for	 imposed	 cultural	 assimilation.	
Heritage	 repatriation,	 the	 revitalization	 and	 strengthening	 of	 knowledge	 traditions	 and	 cultural	
worldview,	and	educational	self-determination	work	in	tandem	to	create	sovereignty	in	indigenous	
schools.	

As	 scholars	 like	 Geneva	 Gay	 (2002),	 Paddy	 Bowman	 (2004),	 and	 Elizabeth	 Simons	 (1990)	 have	
shown,	 culturally	 responsive	 education	 can	 help	 communities	 challenge	 and	 defeat	 imposed	
marginalization	 of	 local	 traditions	 and	 identities.	Many	 studies	 have	 linked	 culturally	 responsive	
curricula	 to	 successful	 educational	 outcomes,	 particularly	 in	 Native	 American	 and	 other	 ethnic	
minority	populations	 (Crooks	et	al.	2015;	Neblett,	Rivas-Drake,	and	Umaña-Taylor	2012;	Phinney	
1993;	 the	 Office	 of	 Head	 Start	 2012).	 Such	 is	 not	 to	 suggest	 that	 the	 development	 of	 culturally	
responsive	curricula	is	always	easy	or	popular.	Some	programs	rooted	in	vernacular	cultures	prove	
effective	while	others	 flounder.	Teachers,	however	enthusiastic	 in	principle,	may	 lack	the	cultural	
knowledge	 or	 training	 needed	 to	 present	materials	 or	 ideas	 from	 knowledge	 traditions	 radically	
different	from	their	own.	They	may	fear	to	ask	what	they	do	not	know	or	remain	uncomfortably	silent,	
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administrators—and	 most	 importantly	 parents	 and	 students—have	 been	 supportive	 of	 and	
enthusiastic	about	experiential	learning	opportunities.		

Secondly,	 we	 suggest	 that	 cultural	 projects	 are	 more	 effective	 when	 educators	 embrace	 Native	
pedagogies	 that	 enact	 rather	 than	 describe	 culture.	 According	 to	 Valliere	 (2015),	 “There	 is	 a	
difference	between	teaching	 the	culture,	and	 teaching	culturally.	The	 latter	 is	what	 I	 try	 to	do.”	 It	
requires	 or	 empowers	 educators	 to	 embrace	Native	 knowledge	 traditions	 and	 to	 be	 prepared	 to	
challenge	 or	 augment	western	 approaches	 to	 education.	 Embodied	 and	 experiential	 learning	 has	
proven	effective	in	situations	where	“traditional	schooling”	is	ineffective	(Gee	2004).	This	enactment	
is	essential	 in	building	a	 successful	 culturally	 responsive	program.	 “It’s	not	enough	 to	know	your	
culture,”	 Valliere	 points	 out,	 “You	 have	 to	 live	 it.”	 Amour,	 reflecting	 on	 the	 students’	 harvesting	
manoomin	with	their	teachers	and	elders,	says:		

That	was	phenomenal	 this	morning	 to	see	 the	 [non-Native]	 teachers	go	out	with	 the	kids,	
which	 says,	without	 saying	 a	word,	 of	 course…“We	 think	 this	 is	 important.	 And,	we’re	 all	
teachers	 and	we’re	 all	 learners.	 Today	we’re	 learning	 from	 you.	 Going	 out	 [ricing],	we’re	
learning	from	you”	(2015).	

Thirdly,	as	is	evident	in	Amour’s	words	above,	we	suggest	that	outside	organizations	and	individuals	
must	support	and	respect	the	decisions	of	local	leadership,	or,	as	Luis	Moll	says,	embrace	“the	need	
to	 challenge	 the	 arbitrary	 authority	 of	 the	 power	 structure	 to	 determine	 the	 essence	 of	 the	
educational	experience”	(2002,	np).	In	the	view	of	educators	like	Valliere	and	Amour,	frameworks	
that	replicate—however	well	meaning—outside	institutional	control	and	evaluation	carry	with	them	
powerful	 and	 corrosive	 underlying	 messages	 of	 dependency,	 backwardness,	 and	 ignorance.	 To	
counter	this	potential,	and	acknowledge	the	leadership	as	well	as	the	cooperation	essential	 in	our	
collaboration,	 the	 UW	 and	 Lac	 du	 Flambeau	 partners	 have	 worked	 to	 make	 explicit	 their	
understandings	of	mutual	interests:	in	other	words,	folklorists	and	community	members	have	stated	
clearly	their	professional	goals	and	worked	to	enact	procedures	that	serve	to	meet	the	needs	of	all	
parties.		

A	 shared	 understanding	 of	 explicitly	 stated	 goals	 allowed	 partners	 to	 assist	 each	 other’s	 efforts	
effectively.	Understanding	that	Lac	du	Flambeau	educators	valued	the	opportunity	for	their	students	
to	see	the	UW	campus	and	form	positive	impressions	of	potential	life	and	study	there,	UW	folklorists	
made	sure	to	show	visiting	students	dorm	rooms,	art	facilities,	classrooms,	and	other	parts	of	campus.	
Understanding	 the	 UW	 folklorists’	 interest	 in	 sharing	 Ojibwe	 culture	 with	 a	 broad	 university	
community,	Valliere	participated	actively	 in	a	wide	array	of	educational	events	and	classes	across	
campus,	making	a	point	as	well	of	talking	with	every	visitor	who	came	to	the	university	woodshop	to	
see	his	work.	Where	visitors	may	have	expected	to	find	an	artist	in	residence	working	in	isolation—
a	modern-day	equivalent	of	the	kind	of	museum	and	zoo	displays	of	indigenous	people	of	the	past—
they	found	instead	an	outgoing	artist,	interested	in	the	fields	they	represented,	eager	to	make	new	
allies	who	could	help	realize	his	educational	vision	for	his	community,	and	encouraging	of	others	to	
lend	a	hand	in	the	hard	work	of	the	canoe’s	construction	and	his	community’s	decolonization.	

Finally,	 we	 note	 that	 funding	 frameworks	 tend	 to	 favor	 short-term	 projects	 that	 result	 in	 easily	
quantifiable	products	and	measurable	results,	but	within	the	framework	of	a	school,	a	project	that	
occurs	only	once	and	is	not	repeated	may	frustrate	or	disappoint	participating	teachers,	students,	
and	 families.	 Decolonization	 efforts	 demand	 continued	 reinvestment	 and	 crosspollination	 across	
traditional	lifeways	to	help	ensure	viability	and	lasting	outcomes.	Our	collaboration	benefits	greatly	
from	a	multi-year	approach	and	includes	various,	separately	funded	stages	that	all	center	around	key	
personnel—specifically,	 local	 educators—and	 shared	 goals	 of	 decolonization	 and	 educational	
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sovereignty.	Our	aim	was	to	build	a	responsive	and	adaptable	partnership	that	allows	educators	to	
replicate	an	existing	program,	encourages	artists	 to	move	on	 to	new	challenges,	presents	 funders	
with	exciting	new	projects	within	the	framework	of	the	partnership,	and—most	importantly—grows	
community	capacity	to	take	full	ownership	over	any	work	that	folklorists	helped	catalyze.	We	feel	
that	it	 is	counter	to	the	very	notion	of	educational	sovereignty	and	decolonization	to	mandate	the	
involvement	 of	 outsiders	 in	 every	 future	 cultural	 project	 in	 Lac	 du	 Flambeau	 and	 that	 building	
cultural	 sustainability	 and	 educational	 sovereignty	 necessarily	 means	 our	 relationships	 to	 the	
community	as	public	folklorists	must	change.	

The	 four	 points	 outlined	 above	 helped	 advance	 the	 educational	 sovereignty	 and	 decolonization	
efforts	 in	 Lac	 du	 Flambeau.	Over	 the	 course	 of	 several	 years,	we	have	 come	 to	 see	 firsthand	 the	
obvious	benefits	that	such	a	program	has	for	a	community	and	a	school.	The	value	of	incorporating	
programs	of	the	kind	described	here	into	school	and	museum	curricula	and	the	role	of	folklorists	in	
support	of	this	work	cannot	be	underestimated.	Successful	projects	must	acknowledge	that	the	past	
shapes	the	present	as	well	as	the	future	and	that	educators,	in	collaboration	with	communities,	can	
and	must	recontextualize	traditional	knowledge	for	the	benefit	of	students.	In	Native	communities,	
young	people	have	often	endured	the	strains	and	uncertainty	of	negotiating	two	separate	structures	
of	authority:	that	of	local	elders	and	cultural	leaders	and	that	of	western	educational	representatives.	
Native	people	are	often	forced	to	choose	which	authority	they	might	respect	or	invoke	in	any	given	
moment.	By	providing	situated	programs	through	the	public	school,	with	the	logistical	support	and	
cultural	endorsement	of	UW	folklorists,	the	projects	gained	legitimacy	and	promoted	an	overarching	
Ojibwe-centered	educational	approach.	Instead	of	competing	against	each	other,	the	two	systems	of	
knowledge	 authority	 worked	 in	 tandem.	 Together	 we	 are	 shaping	 a	 curricular	 context	 in	 which	
traditional	knowledge	can	be	used,	helping	it	thrive	in	the	community	and	in	the	school.	As	Valliere	
puts	it	in	describing	the	value	of	these	projects	to	students:	

By	them	having	identity	and	knowing	who	they	are,	there’s	an	old,	old	motif	for	their	people:	
it’s	like	this,	“By	knowing	where	you’ve	been,	you’ll	have	a	greater	understanding	on	where	
you’re	going.”	So,	it’s	going	to	add	strength,	that	solid	foundation	of	their	identity	is	going	to	
[make	them	say],	“Yes,	I	can	go	to	college.	I	can	obtain	that	education.	But	I	don’t	have	to	lose	
my	Native	value	to	understand	Western	society	and	be	part	of	 it.	 I	can	be	the	best	of	both	
worlds”	(2014).	

Carol	Amour	echoes	those	sentiments:	“To	me,	it’s	so	obvious	that	it’s	good	for	kids.	And	that	this	way	
of	teaching	is	good	for	our	kids	in	this	community”	(2015).	
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