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This qualitative case study examines how six educators in Washington state are adopting 

and using the state-mandated Since Time Immemorial Native education curriculum in their 

teaching contexts. This research seeks to understand what constraints educators face in using the 

Since Time Immemorial curriculum and how those constraints may direct us to better understand 

ways settler colonialism continues to pervade classrooms in Washington state and the U.S. 

education system despite legislation and curriculum promoting the understanding of tribal 

sovereignty and local Indigenous communities. This case study will also seek to understand the 

ways that these six educators use their agency to disrupt settler colonialism in their classrooms 

by creating anti-colonial, land-based learning activities. An analysis of these Washington 

educators does not speak to the experiences of all teachers or classrooms in Washington state; 

however, an examination of their constraints and their anti-colonial actions provides an invitation 

for other teachers, education leaders, and policy makers to consider how to create greater equity 
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through the inclusion of a decolonial curriculum that educates all students about tribal 

sovereignty and local tribes.  
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Introduction 

Introduction and Research Questions 

In 2015, Senate Bill 5433 was passed by the legislature and mandated that Since Time 

Immemorial, a Native education cultural curriculum, will be taught in all K-12 schools in 

Washington state. This research seeks to understand how this state-mandated curriculum, Since 

Time Immemorial, is being used by teachers across Washington state. There has been little 

formal, publicized data available on the implementation and usage of Since Time Immemorial 

(STI) since 2015 and reason to believe that the curriculum is being unused or underused in many 

K-12 classrooms across the state (Banker, 2014 and Office of Superintendent of Public 

Instruction, 2019). For this reason, this qualitative case study will focus explicitly on six teachers 

who are ​already​ aware of and using or attempting to use the STI curriculum in their diverse 

teaching contexts.  

Having completed this report initially as part of an action research project, the initial 

question posed was what successes and challenges are practicing teachers facing when 

implementing the state-mandated Since Time Immemorial curriculum? As an elementary teacher 

myself attempting to use STI and experiencing some successes but many challenges since 

learning about STI in the 2017-2018 school year, I wanted to better understand the experiences 

of other teachers using STI. After the initial action research analyzing practicing teachers’ 

successes and challenges, I found a more appropriate question for this study would be what are 

the affordances and constraints practicing teachers are facing when using or attempting to use the 

state-mandated Since Time Immemorial curriculum? The language of constraints and 

9 



affordances shifts the focus from individual teachers to the educational and socio-political 

systems that teachers work within.  

This paper will reframe and reinterpret previous data and new data through Tribal Critical 

Race theory and the concept that the movement from invisibility to visibility is 

“dignity-conferring” and “rights-generative” (Espinoza and Vossoughi, 2014). This research has 

a series of primary research questions and secondary research questions. The first questions are:  

● What are the affordances of the Since Time Immemorial curriculum and teachers using 

this curriculum?  

● What constraints are practicing teachers facing when attempting to use Since Time 

Immemorial? 

The findings from these first questions allow me to address the following questions in my 

discussion:  

● How, if at all, is settler colonialism producing real or perceived constraints for teachers 

attempting to use Since Time Immemorial?  

● How can the use of Since Time Immemorial position teachers to engage in anti-colonial 

liberatory work by disrupting settler colonialism in their teaching contexts?  

The experiences of six current teachers in Washington state will be explored to better understand 

the constraints and affordances these teachers experienced while aiming to use the STI 

curriculum. The STI curriculum can afford more accurate learning that renders visible both the 

resistance of Indigenous peoples as well as the power of settlers and settler systems that create 

the need for Indigenous resistance and resurgence.  
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Positionality Statement: Why This, Why Me, Why Classrooms? 

To engage in this research I need to acknowledge that I am a settler on stolen Indigenous 

lands: currently--Duwamish and Coast Salish land; previously--Yakama, Spokane, Ktunaxa, and 

Washo land. It is not just the stolen land but the white supremacist, imperialist systems built on 

and into the land that have also inexplicably privileged me. I am a non-Indigenous, settler 

teacher and researcher committed to disrupting settler colonialism and engaging in anti-colonial 

and decolonization work. I am learning every day how to do this work better as I uncover all of 

the deeply embedded beliefs, patterns, existances, structures, and actions in me and around me 

that are a result of settler colonialism’s unquestioned presence in my life for many years and a 

product of my own privilege.  

Settler colonialism, white supremacy, and imperialism were deeply embedded in the 

ideas, activities, words, and dispositions brought into the classroom during my own K-12 public 

education. I can only recall two memories of learning about Indigenous peoples in my own 

schooling: a Thanksgiving feast enacted by first graders dressed as Pilgrims and Native 

Americans and a brief introduction to Sacagawea and the Native Americans Lewis and Clark 

encountered in fourth grade. Both examples were incredibly problematic in historicizing, 

ethnocentric biasing, perpetuating blatant inaccuracies, and objectifying Indigenous peoples 

(Ferguson, 2015; Shear et al., 2015). Perhaps even more problematic is that these were my ​only 

experiences learning about Indigenous peoples I could recall after thirteen years of schooling. In 

my AP U.S. Government ​We the People​ course, my class represented our state in Washington 

D.C. in a national competition where we debated and interpreted the Constitution historically and 

its application today. Not once were tribal governments and treaties included while discussing 
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the structure of our government or how the Constitution has failed to be upheld for minoritized 

peoples in the U.S. today. Indigenous peoples were almost entirely invisibilized to me through 

my public education. 

Examining what was invisible to me in my own K-12 education became most urgent 

when I started teaching in a rural, agricultural community in central Washington. While teaching 

and learning with third and fourth grade students, it became more and more clear to me that 

schools can be one of the most powerful driving forces for social change or schools can be one of 

the most powerful forces in upholding systemic oppression and marginalization. I also learned 

that schools could simultaneously do both. Testing and curricula requirements place constraints 

on students, teachers, and schools aiming to use learning as a tool for systemic change. I became 

convinced that learning has to result in an attempt to change the current reality for my students, 

their families, and our community. I watched as my students had deep, complex, personal 

understandings of justice and injustice in their lives but few understood that these injustices were 

products of systems that intentionally disempower Latinx, immigrant, low-income, rural, and 

undocumented individuals. 

What I was witnessing in my teaching practice and what I was learning from Friere 

(2018), McGuire (2007), hooks (2017), and Orr (2004) lead me to ask a question that ultimately 

drove me back to graduate school to pursue my Master of Education and to complete this work 

for my thesis: If I believe an aim of schools is social reconstruction and creating a society 

founded on justice and equity, how can we challenge a system that we were never positioned to 

understand? If “invisibility is not an innocent oversight but often a historically accumulated 

manifestation of power” (Bang and Vossoughi, 2016, p. 182) then “what is visible and what is 
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invisible, when, to whom, and why is deeply shaped by issues of power and privilege” (Jurow et 

al., 2016, p. 212). Our school was not creating the social change our community needed. 

Sabzalian and Shear (2018) use Dolores Calderon’s term “colonial blindness” to speak to a larger 

challenge that we collectively face: when invisible and unquestioned, how do we change a 

system that we were never positioned to see or understand? The more academia and my teaching 

context met, the more I was able to see the relationship between power and visibility in schools 

disproportionately affecting the Latinx students and families I worked with as well as the Native 

students in a nearby district on the Yakama Indian Reservation where my co-worker’s partner 

was the principal. As I started learning more about the Yakama Nation and about issues facing 

Indigenous communities through the Since Time Immemorial curriculum, I saw how this 

question of visibility and systems change for my Latinx students had similar reverberations for 

Native students and communities.  

As I concurrently do the work to understand what has been invisible to me for so long 

about tribal sovereignty and settler colonialism I also reflect on the responsibility I have as a 

settler educator to render visible both Indigenous peoples and the enduring structures and 

implications of settler colonialism. As an elementary teacher, I reflect on what curricula I teach 

and how the explicit, implicit, and null curricula have immense power (Eisner, 1985) in shaping 

and normalizing what we collectively believe to be true and important. If the foundation of 

society is what is collectively held to be true and “learning is conceived as the work of collective 

knowledge production across generations in support of activities necessary for sustaining and 

promoting life” (Bang et al., 2018, p. 155), how can I support my students in understanding a 

more accurate, unsettled version of history and our society today to expand our collective 
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memory? How can a new narrative lead to radical decolonization as current students demand 

agencies, families, businesses, and the government to honor treaty rights and as adults who were 

taught this as students move into various sectors of society understanding the implications of 

settler colonialism both for Indigenous peoples and for settlers?  

 

Acknowledging Constraints  

The invisibility of Indigenous peoples is a product of settler colonialism in our society 

and schools despite the efforts of teachers, school and district leaders, and politicians committed 

to anti-colonial education. As Sabzalian (2019) argues, the absence of Indigenous peoples 

demonstrates that teachers are products of schools, teacher preparation programs, and a culture 

that has intentionally invisibilized Indigenous peoples: “It would be easy to assign blame to this 

individual teacher; yet the issue...is cultural, not individual” (p. 122). The Since Time 

Immemorial curriculum as well as HB 1495 and SB 5433 are the products of tireless advocates 

and champions who understand the need for anti-colonial education about Indigenous peoples 

and tribal sovereignty in Washington state. Any critique of the curriculum or state bills speaks to 

the immense power of settler colonialism to keep anti-colonial education out of our schools 

despite the incredible teachers, leaders, advocates, and politicians that seek to use schools as sites 

of resistance and birthing grounds for justice.  

Significant and long-lasting systems change will require support from more than just 

teachers committed to anti-colonial education that disrupts the hegemonic master narrative that 

oppresses our most vulnerable students. For SB 5433 to fully actualize and deliver on it’s 

intended aims, there will need to be more accountability, funding, accurate data on current usage, 
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awareness of STI, and support from various stakeholders. However, this scope of advocating for 

and understanding the current usage of STI was beyond my locus of control. I did have access to 

and a personal understanding of how teachers were voluntarily using STI as a way to create a 

more conscious classroom. Teachers were not only chosen as the focus of this research because 

they were an entity I could relate to and access but also because I wanted to demonstrate how 

teachers can be at the forefront of radical social change. Although systemic change is complex, 

teachers can be paving the way in the work of social reconstruction and decolonization.  

Despite the challenges around implementation and usage of STI, I want to acknowledge 

and celebrate that Washington state has emerged as one of only two states intending to formally 

address Euro-centrism and colonialism in our state curricula through the use of a mandate to 

require a Native education curriculum be taught in all public schools. As we celebrate this 

success, let us remember that this is an important step but only one step in the long journey of 

creating classrooms and a society that not only acknowledges but actively creates the conditions 

for Indigenous peoples to practice their lifeways on the ancestral land that has been stolen and 

overwhelmingly unreturned. Creating a generation of Indigenous and non-Indigenous land-based 

youth who understand both the historical and contemporary truth about Indigenous peoples and 

settler colonizers is essential for re-creating a more just society.  

 

Purpose 

This work will look at the constraints teachers are facing within the system as a way to 

render visible the impacts of settler colonialism and hegemony in our schools; however, it will 

also look at the ways teachers are enacting their agency to disrupt unjust practices and systems to 
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expose their students to anti-colonial, land-based curricula in order to strive towards a more just 

society for Indigenous peoples in particular and all people in a settler society. I ultimately hope 

that exploring these questions will help me and other teachers better understand how individually 

and collectively we can push for an increased usage of STI as a way to challenge the settler 

colonialism that our education system reproduces and upholds when we fail to teach about 

Indigenous peoples and tribal sovereignty. If settler colonialism thrives on the power of 

invisibilizing Indigenous communities and issues (Tuck and Yang, 2012, p. 2 and p. 6; 

Gilio-Whitaker, 2018, p. 284), my hope is that this work will be consequential in creating 

visibility. Believing that STI is widely unknown, I hope that this work will bring greater 

awareness to this comprehensive, free resource.  

My hope is that this work can meaningfully contribute to a small but emerging body of 

literature around Washington State’s mandate for Native education to be required in all schools. 

My hope is that understanding what constraints teachers are facing in the adoption of STI can 

position settler teachers to advocate for and disrupt the Euro-centric, colonial master narrative 

(Shear et al., 2015, p. 74 and p. 91; Sabzalian and Shear, 2018, p. 157; Star, 1999, p. 384) within 

their classrooms, professional learning communities, schools, and districts until accountability 

measures are taken at the state and district level. My hope is that this research continues to create 

more dialogue and brings awareness to inequities Native students and tribal nations face while 

examining the role teachers can actively play in educating about tribal sovereignty in a way that 

generates respect, understanding, and revitalization of tribal nations in Washington.  
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Background: Since Time Immemorial Curriculum 

With the passing of Senate Bill 5433 in 2015, Washington state became the second state 

in the U.S. to formally require that each school district teach about tribal sovereignty and local 

Indigenous communities through the use of a free, standards-aligned K-12 Native education 

curriculum. This curriculum, Since Time Immemorial, was developed in collaboration with 

OSPI, Northwest Tribes, and public and tribal school teachers. It is approved by all twenty-nine 

federally recognized tribes in Washington state. Since Time Immemorial, STI, was originally 

developed as part of House Bill 1495, which was passed in 2005 to acknowledge the need to 

educate all students about “tribal history, culture, treaty rights, and the contribution of Indian 

nations to the state of Washington” and the failure of most schools to cover these topics (Fertakis 

et al., 2012). Both House Bill 1495 and Senate Bill 5433 acknowledge the 

opportunity/achievement gap experienced by Native students in our school system as well as the 

inequities that Indigenous communities continue to face in Washington state (Fertakis et al., 

2012).  

House Bill 1495 intended for schools and districts to educate students about tribal history, 

culture, and government (RCW 28A.320.170, 2015); however, the bill only strongly encouraged 

schools to educate about local Indigenous communities and tribal sovereignty rather than legally 

requiring it (Fertakis et al., 2012 and Holtyn, 2018). Despite HB 1495’s aims “only three districts 

and a handful of additional schools voluntarily adopted the new curriculum and made efforts to 

consult with local tribes” (Rawlings, 2018), and the legislature found that “merely encouraging 

education regarding Washington's tribal history, culture, and government is not sufficient” 

(RCW 28A.320.170, 2015). A decade later, Senate Bill 5433 was passed as the predecessor of 
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House Bill 1495 with the same intended outcomes of HB 1495; however, it also required that 

school districts use the Since Time Immemorial curriculum and formally adopt it as part of their 

disrtict’s social studies curriculum during the “​regularly scheduled reviews and revisions of their 

social studies and history curricula” (​RCW 28A.320.170, 2015).   

Five years after SB 5433’s adoption, there continues to be limited data on the usage and 

implementation of the Since Time Immemorial curriculum by districts across Washington state. 

Despite the availability of a more culturally sensitive and historically accurate curriculum with 

STI, “too few educators have taken advantage of the opportunity to acquire new, accurate, 

culturally sound training,” (Banker, 2014), and there are ongoing challenges around data 

collection for the usage of STI (Banker, 2014 and OSPI, 2019). A preliminary  survey (Appendix 1

A) completed by 18 educators, instructional coaches, and administrators in Washington reported 

less than 40% having heard of STI and only 22% having ever used STI in their classroom or 

school. Although this survey is limited in scope, there is no other formal, public data capturing 

the usage of STI after SB 5433’s mandate. Although the STI website showcases how individual 

teachers have used STI and a Facebook page for educators interested in using STI exists with 

940 followers , the STI curriculum has little visibility and has fallen short of it’s intended aims of 2

1 ​This survey was administered by a three person team of graduate students at the University of Washington 
(Elisabeth Heftel, Kanza Hamidani, and Lindsey Hand) in October of 2019. This survey was sent to roughly 200 
current educators, instructional coaches, and principals in Washington state. Eighteen responses were collected, 
which included representation from teachers, principals, and instructional coaches with diversity in age, race, years 
in education (novice and veteran), geographic region (western, central, and eastern Washington), grade levels 
(elementary, middle, and high school) and population of district (rural, suburban, and urban). Despite the diversity 
of survey participants, a much wider sample size would be needed to make conclusive statements about the usage of 
STI. Additionally, many of the educators who received and/or took the survey were within education circles of the 
three person team, which included current and former University of Washington students as well as Teach for 
America members and alumni. These two sub-groups may have been more likely to be exposed to equity oriented 
teaching and materials, including STI. Despite these limitations, we found this preliminary data to still be useful in 
suggesting that STI is widely underused by and unfamiliar to teachers across Washington state.  
2 ​This page is called “OSPI Tribal Sovereignty Curriculum Network,” and it’s most recent post was in February 
2018.  
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supporting Native students and educating all students in Washington state on the importance of 

local tribal communities. 
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Literature Review 

Framework: Tribal Critical Race Theory and Visibility 

There are many factors that warrant the study and analysis of Since Time Immemorial’s 

usage, particularly through the lens of Tribal Critical Race Theory and an analysis of visibility. 

Tribal Critical Race Theory (TribalCrit) emerges from critical race theory but attends to the 

complex relationship between Indigenous peoples and the United States government as well as 

the legal, political, and social position of Indigenous peoples (Brayboy, 2006). Brayboy (2006) 

cites his earlier work (2001) when explaining that as tribal critical race theory emerged, the 

“basic tenet of TribalCrit emphasizes that colonization is endemic to society” (p. 429). Brayboy 

outlines nine additional tenets of TribalCrit; however, this research will focus on the primary 

tenet that “colonization is endemic to society” and the sixth tenet that “governmental policies and 

educational policies towards Indigenous peoples are intimately linked around the problematic 

goal of assimilation” (Brayboy, 2006, p. 429). The relationship between power and visibility is 

central to both of these tenets.  

With a Tribal Critical Race Theory framework, the question is not ​if​ settler colonialism is 

present in our society and schools but ​how ​settler colonialism continues to be mightily and 

silently present in the United States. Asserting that colonization is endemic to society (Brayboy, 

2006), colonization must also be endemic to every aspect of society, including our classrooms, 

our schools, our education system, and our political system. For this reason, settler colonialism 

and the violence of settler colonizers is “reasserted each day...making it a structure not an event” 

(Tuck and Yang, 2012, p. 5) that is “connected to ongoing, structural attempts to dispossess 

tribal nations of their land, heritage, and sovereignty” (Gonzalez, 2018, p. 96). If settler 
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colonialism is a structure (Shear et al., 2018) that is unquestioned, then the master narrative of 

settler colonialism and white supremacy is a “voice that speaks unconsciously from the 

presumed center of things” (Star, 1999, p. 384). Without conscious, intentional effort to examine 

or resist this master narrative, we unknowingly uphold settler colonialism as we move 

throughout our days. Individuals still exist within systems that sustain colonialism, so simple 

participation in these systems upholds settler colonialism despite conscious, intentional efforts to 

resist the master narrative or to introduce an alternative one. This lens will allow us to see how 

mandates and educators intending to support Native students and Indigenous communities face 

constraints when existing within a colonized society.  

Settler colonialism is upheld by invisibilizing Indigenous peoples and tribal sovereignty, 

and this erasure is needed as justification for past and current actions of people in a settler 

society. Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars, educators, and teacher-educators alike have 

noted the relationship between invisibility and power as central to colonialism’s enduring 

dominance. Tuck and Yang (2012) discuss how “Indigenous people must be erased, must be 

made into ghosts” because “for the settlers, Indigenous peoples are in the way, and in the 

destruction of Indigenous peoples, Indigenous communities, and over time and through law and 

policy, Indigenous peoples’ claims to land under settler regimes, land is recast as property and as 

a resource” (p. 6) allowing colonization to persist largely unquestioned. If “hegemony is 

characterized not only by what it includes but also by what it excludes: by what it renders 

marginal, deems inferior, and makes invisible” (Fasheh, 1990, p. 24) then there is an “ideological 

erasure of Indigenous populations” (Calderon, 2014, p. 29) through this exclusion or invisibility.  
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The second tenet of TribalCrit that this paper will attend to is the way schools maintain 

the eradication and invisibility of Indigenous peoples, thus upholding colonialism. Although 

Brayboy (2006) has previously “argued that the governmental relationship between tribal 

peoples and the U.S. allows for the possibilities of self-education and -determination for 

American Indians, the way in which these policies have been interpreted and carried out has 

instead been rooted in assimilation” (p. 436). Our education system is connected to issues of 

power and hegemony (Fasheh, 1990, p. 24). Esmonde and Booker (2017) discuss the power 

embedded in schools: 

“Power is already there in the explicit and in the hidden curriculum of learning contexts. 

In all learning contexts, power is involved in the determination of what will or should be 

learned and in how that learning will be supported and measured. This is most readily 

seen in government-regulated schooling, in which a vast political process determines the 

explicit curriculum. This political process extends to the assessment and evaluation 

process, so that learning is only credentialed if it is expressed in state-sanctioned ways” 

(p. 168). 

Shear, Knowles, Soden, Castro (2015) and Simpson (2014) further discuss the way standards, 

curricula, and policies further disenfranchise, invisibilize, and historicize Indigenous peoples and 

tribal sovereignty. This tenet will allow us to consider how constraints teachers are facing in the 

usage of Since Time Immemorial are tied to issues of power and the presence of settler 

colonialism in our education system.  

The final assumption that this research will explore is how the movement from 

invisibility to visibility is a “dignity-conferring” and “rights-generative” act (Espinoza and 
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Vossoughi, 2014, p. 1). The invisibility of Indiegenous peoples and tribal sovereignty is an 

outcome of settler colonialism that continues to lead to the denial of legal rights and in turn 

dignity for many Indigenous peoples and communities today. Fasheh (1990) speaks to the power 

of educative spaces to challenge the hegemonic assumptions that disempower and withhold 

dignity from marginalized groups when he concludes “education can do one of two things: it can 

either introduce hegemony into the community, or it can reclaim and develop what has been 

made invisible by hegemony” (p. 25). Although colonization in Fasheh’s context is different 

from the context of the U.S. as a colonized nation, the idea of schools having the potential to 

render visible what was invisible as an act of dignity is similar. Visibility affording a greater 

recognition of dignity and rights for Indigenous people will enable us to view the work of 

teachers using STI as an anti-colonial act of resistance that strives for education as the practice of 

freedom (hooks, 2017). 

 

Native Education for All​ ​Students 

As the legislature and HB 1495 and SB 5433’s advocates understood, the inequities that 

Native students and Indigenous peoples continue to experience are unacceptable and public 

education is one way we can begin to address these inequities. Public education in the U.S. has 

“given little regard to meeting the unique needs of Native students, creating a negative learning 

environment…the long-term effects of such public education systems are seen today in high 

dropout rates, low self-esteem, and lack of cultural identity due to negative stereotypes 

represented in textbooks and in the media” (National Congress of American Indians, 2015). 

Native students experience “overt and covert racism on a daily basis” (Johnston-Goodstar and 
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Roholt, 2017) that compromises a sense of safety, comfort, and visibility in schools. The 

negative impacts of schools failing to create safety and visibility for Native students can be seen 

when considering that  Native students have the highest dropout rates (National Congress of 

American Indians, 2015; Rawlings, 2018), which can be more accurately described as push-out 

rates (Johnston-Goodstar and Roholt, 2017), and the highest rates of school discipline (National 

Congress of American Indians, 2015). Native students experience the opportunity/achievement 

gap with only 22% of 4th grade and 17% of 8th grade Native students proficient in math 

(National Congress of American Indians, 2015). Native students benefit from seeing their 

cultures and identities accurately represented in the classroom, and students often experience 

negative outcomes when this is absent from their educational experience.  

All students benefit from having their cultures and identities recognized, validated, and 

represented in the classroom (Nasir et al., 2014; Ferguson, 2015), and Indigenous people have 

been overwhelmingly absent or misrepresented in most schools (Johnston-Goodstar and Roholt, 

2017). Specifically, “​American Indian students gain self-confidence and respect when 

educational materials accurately reflect and validate their identities, cultures, and histories” 

(Ferguson, 2015, p. 2). ​However, Native students often face erasure and misrepresentation 

(Ferguson, 2015 and Fertakis et al., 2012) if Indigenous peoples are represented at all in the 

classroom and curricula. Gilio-Whitaker (2018) discusses erasure and misrepresentation: “Five 

centuries of colonialism have rendered Native people largely invisible, and when visible, they 

are educated to a myriad of stereotypes and mythological representations in a continual cycle of 

dehumanization and erasure (Dunbar-Ortiz and Gilio-Whitaker, 2016)” (p. 284). In addition to 

problematic representation or absence in curricula, assessments (Tuck and Yang, 2012) and 
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standards (Shear et al., 2015; Sabzalian and Shear, 2018; Shear et al., 2018) are also problematic 

in how “a tone of detachment...dismisses the humanity of Indigenous cultures and experiences in 

the United States” and how the “wording of the standards themselves across most states 

represents the re-colonization of Indigenous Peoples” (Shear et al., 2015, p. 90) by promoting 

Western ways of knowing and a Eurocentric justification for conquest (Shear et al., 2015, p. 90 

and Shear et al., 2018, p. 12). The problematic ways in which Indigenous people are represented 

and fail to appear in schools contributes to the inequitable educational outcomes that many 

Native students experience in our education system. The need for historical and contemporary 

land-based, anti-colonial education that disrupts the master narrative of settler colonialism and 

western ways of knowing and existing is essential for Native students.  

Movement towards land-based, decolonial education--through the intentional usage of 

curricula like Since Time Immemorial--not only supports Native students in being positioned to 

find greater academic “success” in school but is critical for ​all ​students in the U.S. to have a 

more accurate understanding of Indigenous peoples and tribal sovereignty. An unsettled account 

of both settlers and colonization as well as tribal nations (Sabzalian and Shear, 2018) benefits all 

students by fostering greater appreciation, understanding, and respect instead of stereotyping 

(Ferguson, 2015). If, as Sabzalian and Shear (2018) believe, “there is a connection between the 

silence in schools and the continual denial, erosion, and threats to Native sovereignty” (p. 155), 

then the visibility of Indigenous peoples and the ways in which our society continues to threaten, 

mistreat, and marginalize Indigenous peoples is necessary if we are to aspire for a more just 

society. A more just society can be strived towards when our education system recognizes that 

“​all ​teachers and students…[have the] responsibility to learn and teach about the histories and 
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continued connections Indigenous peoples have to the physical, social, economic, and cultural 

spaces that were forcibly taken by settlers” (Stanton, 2019, p. 288) because all education takes 

place on Indigenous land (Sabzalian and Shear, 2018, p. 159). There is a pressing need for 

schools to become places where accurate, robust historical and contemporary learning about and 

with Indigenous peoples takes place if U.S. education is to work towards creating a more just 

society and a flourishing democracy that recognizes the rights of all peoples.  

Accurate understandings of Indigenous peoples and rights both historically and currently 

will allow us to challenge the settler colonialism embedded in our education system and society. 

All students will be more equipped to recognize and challenge the injustices faced by Indigenous 

communities today by recognizing how settlers and settler society have contributed to the denial 

of constitutionally protected rights and the withholding of dignity that Indigenous peoples have 

faced and continue to face in the United States. If “schools, universities, states, and societies 

ought to exist to promote the full realization of humanity,” anti-colonial curricula and learning in 

all classrooms may be an answer to the questions of how learning can “give rise to an exalted 

quality like dignity” and how learning can “function as a crucible” for rights (Espinoza and 

Vossoughi, 2014, p. 287). Once schools start rendering visible that which has remained 

overwhelmingly invisible with colonization and tribal nations, all people will have a 

responsibility to act differently, in a way that honors and respects tribal nations with not only 

words but actions that seek to support tribal sovereignty and resurgence efforts. The movement 

from invisibility to visibility can afford greater recognition of dignity for Indigenous peoples and 

all​ people through understanding and honoring tribal sovereignty and Indigenous knowledges 

and lifeways.  
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Teacher Agency  

Teachers not only have a great deal of agency in their practice but teaching is an act of 

agency. Schools are inherently political because the education system is one of many systems in 

the U.S. that is influenced by issues of power and privilege. Education in the U.S. is constrained 

and influenced by hegemony and power in the same way that teachers face both real and 

perceived constraints as they choose to enact their agency, particularly when these choices 

challenge the status quo. Despite these constraints, teachers have immense power associated with 

the position they hold. Gale and Gourd (2019) state that “teaching ​is​ agency” (p. 1) because 

through each teacher’s individual and collective “choices and actions, the institution of ​the 

school​ is constantly recreated ​and possibly changed​” (p. 3). Teachers can attend to “power as it 

is performed, expressed, or circulated” (Esmonde and Booker, 2017, p. 172) in their classrooms, 

schools, and districts by examining curricula, practices, and structures with a critical gaze for the 

ways that racism, classism, sexism, and colonialism are present.  

Settler teachers are in the ideal position to advocate for and disrupt the Euro-centric, 

colonial master narrative (Shear et al., 2015, p. 74 and p. 91; Sabzalian and Shear, 2018, p. 157; 

Star, 1999, p. 384) within their classrooms, professional learning communities, schools, and 

districts until accountability measures are taken at the state and district level to address silences 

in curricula and opportunity gaps for Native students. Stanton (2019) discusses the role that all 

educators, particularly settler educators, need to have when it comes to enacting their agency to 

disrupt the colonialism that remains in our education system: 
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“This mentor taught me that when it comes to confronting settler colonialism within our 

schools, curriculum, and lives, ​all ​teachers have agency--and responsibility. Like the 

majority of teachers in the United States, I am a white woman, and my past, present, and 

future have been, are, and will continue to be influenced by settler actions and identities. 

Confronting this reality, I can throw my hands up and say ‘But that happened so long 

ago, there is nothing I can do about it now,’ or I can learn from/with Indigenous mentors 

and ​do​ something to change how I teach about Indigenous experiences” (p. 282).  

To varying degrees, teachers can enact their agency to determine what they teach and visiblize in 

their classrooms, whom they teach for and with, how they position themselves in the classroom 

and in relationship to others in their communities, and why these acts of agency can be 

consequential in creating more equity for historically and currently marginalized communities in 

our society. Settler colonialism thrives on the power of invisibilizing Indigenous communities 

and issues (Tuck and Yang, 2012 and Gilio-Whitaker, 2018) in schools and society, and teachers 

have contributed and continue to contribute to the harm experienced by Native students when 

classrooms uphold and normalize settler colonialism. Teachers also, however, have the power to 

become aware of and commit to the anti-colonial, liberatory work of repositioning Indigenous 

peoples and visibilizing the impacts of settler colonialism on both Indigenous peoples and all 

people living in a settler society today in order to demand a more just society. This rendering 

visible that starts with teachers enacting their agency in the classroom can result in widespread 

demands for change beyond schools.  
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Methods 

Qualitative Case Study  

This qualitative research is a case study analysis of teachers who are preparing for and 

using the Since Time Immemorial curriculum in their teaching practice. A case study represents 

the reality of how STI is being used by practicing teachers “with all its crosscurrents and rough 

edges” (Ellet, 2009, p. 12). This research centers “teachers as holders and producers of 

knowledge” (Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 2009, p. 311), and each case study examines how 

teachers are engaging in liberatory education that disrupts settler colonialism specific to their 

context. Teaching is “radically local--embedded in the immediate relationships of students and 

teachers, shaped by the cultures of schools and communities, and connected to the experiences 

and biographies of individuals and groups” (Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 2009, p. 10). Attending to 

context was critical when attempting to understand how settler colonialism and visibility appear 

in schools, so the six case studies represent varied contexts of educators across Washington state. 

Additionally, the data was triangulated drawing on multiple artifacts from each teacher in this 

study to create more reliability (Mills, 2018). These case studies are not intended to be 

conclusive about all teachers or schools in Washington. The case studies are intended to 

highlight how settler colonialism appears across the six contexts and how these six teachers are 

enacting their agency to attempt to disrupt settler colonialism through the STI curriculum.  

A case study analysis with a Tribal Critical Race Theory and visibility framework aims to 

understand “the complex ways in which the pursuit of knowledge is deeply embedded in the 

multiple layers of imperial and colonial practices” (Smith, 2012, pp. 31-32). This research, 

although deeply connected to Indigenous peoples, is aiming to see how ​settler ​educators can 
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challenge these colonial practices. As Smith (2012) states, research is a “site of struggle between 

the interest and ways of knowing of the West and the interests and ways of resisting of the 

Other” (p. 31). This research aims to serve the interests “of the Other” by creating visibility for 

an anti-colonial curriculum and for the ways settler educators can be co-conspirators in 

decolonization work with tribal communities in Washington.  

 

Participants  

The research participants for this study were six current teachers in Washington state. 

While teaching full time, these teachers were taking classes as part of the University of 

Washington’s Accelerated Certification for Teachers (U-ACT) Program and are Masters in 

Teaching candidates. In 2018, Senate Bill 5028 required that all teacher education programs in 

Washington state integrate the Since Time Immemorial curriculum into existing history and 

government requirements preparing teachers to teach about tribal sovereignty and Indigenous 

peoples (Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, 2019). The University of Washington’s 

U-ACT program created a one credit course, EDTEP 555 ​Understanding Indigenous 

Perspectives: Implications for Teaching and Learning,​ that extends throughout the year to meet 

and exceed this requirement. The course​ ​provides a foundation on tribal sovereignty, an 

exploratory engagement with anti-colonial tools and the Since Time Immemorial curriculum, 

exposure to land-based pedagogies that counter the Euro-centric practices and curricula in many 

schools, and multiple opportunities to design learning activities with Indigenous peoples and 

tribal sovereignty in mind. The participants in this study were enlisted through my position as the 

reader/grader for Dawn Hardison-Steven’s EDTEP 555 course. 
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EDTEP 555 students  were chosen as subjects for understanding how Since Time 3

Immemorial was being used by teachers in Washington state for a few key reasons. EDTEP 555 

ensured that all fifty students would be engaging with the Since Time Immemorial curriculum 

during the 2019-2020 school year. Although the degrees of engagement would vary based on the 

teacher and their context, all teachers would at minimum look through the STI curriculum for 

their grade level, examine the big five understandings and five essential questions of the 

curriculum, and plan a minimum of one learning activity, such as a lesson, using a portion of the 

STI curriculum. Some teachers would not have an opportunity to teach the learning activity or 

lesson with their students, and others designed comprehensive units around local tribal 

communities and tribal sovereignty with the support of STI that they have already used or will 

use in this school year or the 2020-2021 school year. EDTEP 555 students were guaranteed to be 

using it during the time of this research, making them ideal candidates for this study.  

In addition to their engagement with STI during the time frame of this research, EDTEP 

555 students provided a diverse sample that would allow for more representative data.  

All but one of the fifty EDTEP 555 students currently live and teach in Washington; however, 

there is diversity and representation by age, race, socio-economic status, years teaching, gender, 

type of school (traditional, public charter, and independent), and geographic location (rural vs 

urban as well as Eastern, Central, and Western Washington). The six focal teachers selected 

included diversity across all the above measures; however, only teachers in traditional public 

schools were selected as part of this study to more deeply understand what constraints teachers 

3 ​A majority of the fifty students in EDTEP 555 are concurrently classroom teachers. EDTEP 555 participants will 
be referred to as students in the methods section for clarity; however, in the Findings and Discussion sections, the 
term teachers will be used to describe these six current EDTEP 555 students and practicing teachers as those 
sections will speak more broadly about the implications for all teachers, including those outside of the EDTEP 555 
course.  
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face in schools where the impacts of system wide initiatives (such as high-stakes testing, 

curricular decisions, etc) would be most heavily and consistently experienced. Teachers included 

a range of ages and experiences from recent graduates in their twenties to middle-age veteran 

teachers with up to twenty years of teaching experience. The teachers included white educators 

and educators of color as well as educators from central Washington, the Greater Puget Sound 

Area, and south western Washington in a mixture of urban, suburban, and rural communities. 

This diverse sample of teachers would enable me to look at the systemic constraints and settler 

colonialism present in schools across various contexts.  

Of the EDTEP 555 students, six focal teachers were selected based on two criteria. The 

first criteria sought teachers who demonstrated thorough engagement with the STI curriculum 

and other class materials. Because this research examines how teachers are voluntarily taking up 

teaching about tribal nations and sovereignty, teachers were selected who demonstrated a belief 

in the importance of Native education for all students and were aiming to create learning 

opportunities that would be intentionally used in their classroom this year or at a set time in the 

following school year. Some students completed the work for EDTEP 555 but for a variety of 

reasons did not plan to bring this learning to their classrooms. Although examining the reasons 

why would have afforded important understandings, a narrower scope was necessary for the 

completion of this research. As one of the central research questions examines how teacher 

agency and the STI curriculum are affording anti-colonial learning experiences for students, 

teachers who were choosing to enact their agency in this way were the individuals sought for this 

research. A survey of each teacher’s submitted coursework was used to record which teachers fit 

this criteria.  
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The second criteria was intended to produce a diverse and representative sample of 

teachers. A spreadsheet of the fifty teachers’ demographic information was created. Teachers in 

public school settings who filled the first criteria were highlighted. A list of fifteen teachers was 

created and eight of the fifteen teachers were selected. These eight teachers were selected to have 

a balance of representation across geographic region, gender, geographic area (rural vs urban), 

race, age, and years teaching. Canvas messages and emails were sent to eight students with an 

introduction to the researcher, a description of the research, and a consent form. Five students 

responded and returned consent forms. The remaining three did not respond or were hesitant to 

be part of the study. Two additional Canvas messages were sent to teachers from the original list 

of fifteen who would maintain the balance of diversity and representation for the three who 

would not be participating in the study. One teacher responded and returned the consent form, 

making them the final teacher included. An initial participant representing the central 

Washington region responded that they would join after they had expressed hesitation in email 

and phone correspondance before. This participant was not included as the researcher had 

already started coding and analyzing the data. This left representation for Eastern/Central 

Washington as only one person. 

 

Procedures 

EDTEP 555 students were intentionally chosen to ensure diversity and representation 

from across contexts in Washington. A Google sheet was created to record each student’s name, 

gender, region of living or teaching, grade, school name, district (when public), the type of 

school (public, public charter, independent), number of years teaching, general age, and race. 
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Each student’s introduction was reread to capture this general information. The Module 1 

discussion post and exit ticket were used to supplement general information when the 

introduction was missing critical information. Additionally, some teachers shared information 

about their race in the Module 2 discussion posts. Some identifying information, such as race, 

remained unavailable for many of the fifty students.  

My role as the reader/grader for EDTEP 555 not only allowed me to get to know the 

students more deeply but also provided me direction on what artifacts would be most useful for 

this research when analyzing the six focal teachers’ work. As the reader/grader for this course, I 

have read submissions for assignments in all four modules from many students , and this allowed 4

me to determine what coursework would be most beneficial to focus on. Each EDTEP 555 

student had four modules of work to complete, and each module included required readings, 

discussion posts reflecting on the required readings in relationship to their context, and 

assignments primarily focused on creating materials that could be used in their classrooms to 

teach about local tribes and tribal sovereignty. In addition to looking at the syllabus’ topic for 

each module and the directions for each individual assignment, having read multiple submissions 

for each assignment allowed me to see how students were responding. I learned that discussion 

posts, though counting for less points than most assignments, were places where students most 

deeply reflected on their own positionality as an educator.  

EDTEP 555 uses the online platform Canvas, so all work was accessed through Canvas. 

All work is tied to the students’ names; however, for the six focal teachers, all work was 

analyzed and coded after pseudonyms were added and identifying information was removed 

4 ​EDTEP 555 does not have official due dates prior to June 7th. During the time of my data collection, not all 
students had submitted all or any of their coursework.  
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from their coursework. In order to keep the teachers’ identities and teaching contexts 

anonymous, each teacher was assigned a pseudonym (i.e., Teacher 1). The pseudonym was 

correlated with each teacher’s work from the Canvas site for EDTEP 555, and any additional 

identifying information was removed from within their responses.  

 

Data Collection  

This research will examine the materials from Module 1, Module 2, and Module 3 

accessed through Canvas. Module 2 asked students to analyze the required readings and 

resources then connect them to their teaching contexts. EDTEP 555 students were also asked to 

reflect on how Indigenous peoples have been represented during their schooling, in their 

classrooms, or in their lives currently, which would allow students to think about how these 

resources could help them in teaching about Indigenous peoples. The four discussion questions  5

resulted in many students anticipating or sharing what challenges or benefits could come or have 

come from learning about and using these resources. One of the main sources being analyzed for 

the Module 2 discussion post was the Since Time Immemorial curriculum, so each student 

explored the five essential understandings, five big questions, and lessons for their grade level. 

The Module 2 discussion post was the artifact most heavily relied on for data collection.  

5Module 2 Discussion Post questions: 

1. With the 5 inquiry based essential questions that frame the “Since Time Immemorial” curriculum, how do 
you see the curriculum resources linking back to those questions? ​(You may choose to focus on one or more 
of the essential questions specifically or make broad connections to the questions in general) 

2. What exciting resources/information was found (STI or other) to assist in your own teaching/working with 
youth?​ (Here groups of 2-4 can be identified based on content taught for the culminating project). 

3. Reflect on the differing representations of Native people experienced in media and schooling. How does the 
evaluation tool support critical analysis of Indigenous focused teaching materials? 

4. In what way(s) are you beginning to consider a relationship to tribal communities?  
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In addition to the Module 2 Discussion Post, The Module 1 Introduction, Module 2 

Community Engagement Plan, Module 3 Land Based Education: Walking the Land--Phase 1, 

and Module 3 Lesson Sketch--Phase 2 were used to collect information on each individual’s 

teaching context and to see how the lessons they were creating were supporting the affordances 

described in the Module 2 discussion post. These lessons were also used as supporting evidence 

for ways in which constraints limited what type of learning activities teachers ended up creating. 

Due to school closures for the remainder of the 2019-2020 school year, some students adjusted 

their lesson and unit plans or decided to create lesson and unit plans that would be used when 

schools opened again next school year. Although this limitation affected what some teachers 

chose to submit, the affordances and constraints still could be analyzed with these conditions in 

mind. Most of the assignments were submitted before school closures, so only the latter 

assignments would have been thought about differently.  

 

Data Analysis 

The artifacts from EDTEP 555 classwork were analyzed in a variety of different ways. 

After removing identifying information and adding pseudonyms, the Module 2 discussion posts 

were printed and color coded for successes, challenges, affordances, and constraints. The Module 

2 Discussion Post was coded for individual teachers’ successes (Appendix B) and challenges 

first (Appendix C). Successes and challenges were viewed as either an outcome of the STI 

curriculum or an outcome of using the STI curriculum, columns 2 and 3 respectively. An “other” 

category, column 4, was created to account for indirect outcomes that were not outcomes of the 
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curriculum or of using the curriculum. Each teacher was analyzed separately for successes and 

challenges.  

The Module 2 Discussion post was then analyzed for the constraints and affordances 

teachers experienced while using or planning to use the STI curriculum. The Module 2 

Discussion Post was reread and coded to look at the constraints (Appendix D) and affordances 

(Appendix E) from a systemic perspective relying on tenets of TribCrit and visibility. On each 

student’s coded discussion post, the constraint or affordance was summarized using language 

related to settler colonialism, anti-colonial pedagogy, and visibility. The summarized notes on 

each document were then used to look for recurring trends that informed the eight themes listed 

for constraints (Appendix D) and the ten themes listed for affordances (Appendix E). Once the 

themes were accounted for, the notes restating the affordance and constraint were sorted into the 

most appropriate thematic category. Comments associated with the teacher’s pseudonym were 

recorded in the “Commentary” section on the appendices.  

After the Constraints and Affordances appendices were completed, each theme was 

labelled as relating to settler colonialism or to the Since Time Immemorial curriculum. Next, the 

eight constraint themes and ten affordance themes were combined into a broader, related 

affordance or constraint when more than half of the participants had discussed that theme. Two 

additional matrices were created to summarize this process. The Matrix for Findings and 

Implications for Constraints (Appendix F) lists the three main constraints, the “Findings” 

column, and the implications, the “Implications” column, of each with three of the findings 

related to the usage of STI and none related to the STI curriculum itself. One teacher did discuss 

the limitations of the curriculum; however, constraints and affordances were only recorded when 
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it was mentioned by at least half of the teachers in the study. The Matrix for Findings and 

Implications for Affordances (Appendix G) lists the four main affordances, the “Findings” 

column, and the implications, the “Implications” column, of each affordance. Three of the 

findings related to the usage of STI and one related to the STI curriculum itself. 

The final stage of data collection was intended to triangulate the data rather than relying 

primarily on the Module 2 Discussion Post. The Module 2 and Module 3 assignments were 

analyzed on three main indicators: “Evidence of counter narrative/Repositions and creates 

greater visibility for Indigenous peoples,” “Exposes or disrupts settler colonialism,” and 

“Land-based pedagogy.” The data was represented in a matrix (Appendix H) analyzing each 

participant individually to see if their lesson or unit plans had elements of anti-colonial or 

land-based pedagogy that would challenge settler colonialism or create greater visibility for 

Indigenous peoples. Four of the six teachers submitted work that could be analyzed, and the 

remaining two teachers had not yet submitted the assignments used for this evaluation.  

 

Ethical Considerations 

All six focal teachers completed a consent form. All work was made anonymous and any 

identifying information was removed. In recognizing that teachers are disclosing their usage of 

STI, which is legally mandated, the utmost care was taken to ensure that the individual teachers 

and their specific teaching contexts (i.e., school names and district names, particularly in smaller 

sized districts) would remain unidentifiable. Additionally, informed consent was sought from 

each teacher who decided to be part of this study, and each EDTEP 555 student understood that 

there would be no positive or negative consequences on their grades for this course if they chose 
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to or chose not to partake in this research. Additionally, all Module 2 and 3 discussions and 

assignments were graded before the research started. A final draft of this study was sent to the 

six teachers in the case study to ensure their work was accurately represented and interpreted. 

Feedback was received from one teacher, and changes were made accordingly.  
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Findings 

The findings will discuss the constraints and affordances the teachers experienced when 

using or planning to use the Since Time Immemorial curriculum. The findings highlight three 

constraints and four affordances of teachers using STI to disrupt settler colonialism. With the use 

of a Tribal Critical Race Theory framework, I analyzed data with the understanding that settler 

colonialism is endemic to our education system (Brayboy, 2006). With the lens of visibility, I 

analyzed data with the understanding that power and visibility are inherently connected in our 

education system and society.  

 

Themes: Constraints 

Three prominent findings emerged from the data. The first finding is that all teachers in 

this study discussed how the education system perpetuates inaccurate and biased information that 

miseducates all students about Indigenous peoples. All six teachers noted that either in their own 

education, in their current teaching context, or in both, they experienced how schools had played 

a role in miseducating about Indigenous peoples. Sometimes this miseducation came through 

stereotypes or inaccurate information about Indigenous peoples. In the Module 2 discussion post, 

Teacher 1 recalls how their understanding of Indigenous peoples today is flawed, in part, because 

of how they were educated in school: “my own narrative [is limited] based on what I think I 

remember learning in elementary school about ‘Indians who ate a meal with pilgrims.’” Teacher 

3 reflects on their position as both a teacher and a student when discussing how teachers are 

criticized for teaching about “Native communities as if they were extinct or exotic,” which is a 

stereotype that held true in their own K-12 schooling. Other times this miseducation came 
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through omission, where the absence of any significant learning about Indigenous peoples was 

part of the learning experience. Teacher 6 discusses how despite the belief that their students are 

“much more knowledgeable about the world than I was at their age...many of them are mostly 

unaware of the indigenous ​(sic)​ communities less than 50 miles from their school.”  

The second finding is that the invisibility of Indigenous peoples in schools today remains 

a problem with implications for all people, particularly Indigenous peoples and other 

marginalized groups. This invisibility is multifaceted. All six teachers noted the invisibility in 

some regard to their current teaching context. Teachers 1 and 6 noted this invisibility or 

misrepresentation of Indigenous peoples in other curricula within the school: “Schools and text 

read in schools reflect this still because, Native peoples are often portrayed not as the focus, but 

as the other, and as only living in history and not living in strength today” (Teacher 6). In this 

sense, misrepresentation is the invisibility of any narrative that contradicts the narrative of settler 

colonialism. Teachers 2, 3, and 5 discussed how the invisibility of Indigenous peoples still exists 

in our schools. This is evidenced in the usage of required curricula that renders invisible 

Indigenous peoples, in teachers’ limited understandings and knowledges about Indigenous 

peoples, and in the lack of recognition that Indigenous peoples and issues are relevant to all 

people.  

Invisibility also remains in schools when teachers are not educated themselves on the 

biases they may have been exposed to, are not aware of the need for more accurate learning 

about tribal nations, and are unaware of the resources available to do this. Teachers 2, 3, and 5 

explained how they would likely not know or teach about Indigenous peoples in unbiased and 

accurate ways had they not learned about the STI curriculum through the EDTEP 555 class. 
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Teacher 5 explains how invisibility existed for her prior to learning about STI: “I am thankful 

that the STI [curriculum] was provided for us through this course. It is not a resource I knew of 

before this [module’s] reading.” Students and teachers limited prior knowledge about Indigenous 

peoples may make it harder to move political and racial groups of people from invisibility to 

visibility.  

The third finding is that there are barriers or challenges teachers face when adopting and 

using STI primarily related to time constraints. Four of the six teachers referred to a time related 

barrier. The time related barriers were nuanced and dependent on a teacher’s context even 

though broadly fitting into the constraint of time. A first challenge to adopting STI is the 

additional time that was required to familiarize, understand, and adapt the STI curriculum--or 

any​ curriculum--to existing curriculum and plans. Two teachers noted that incorporating STI into 

content-specific learning had some challenges, particularly around math and science. The 

challenge came with how components of STI would fit in with their required content, rather than 

from the STI curriculum being devoid of mathematical and scientific components. The challenge 

came with the time required to adapt material to meet subject specific content requirements. 

Another teacher, who taught all subjects at the elementary level, mentioned the extra time that 

would be required to assess students’ background knowledge and cover content prior to their 

grade level’s content: 

 “I would take a step [back] and do a formative assessment to decide how much prior 

knowledge my scholars have of tribal history or even current legacy. I have no scholars 

that identify or families that identify as tribal therefore my scholars may need to take a 

few steps back within the curriculum” (Teacher 5).  
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Three of the teachers named that making STI fit into their teaching context currently would 

require additional time. Although time was how teachers most often described the barriers, the 

constraint of time manifested because of subject, content, or schedule requirements the teacher 

faced. The time related challenges that teachers faced were varied, complex, and dependent on 

context. 

 

Themes: Affordances 

Four noteworthy findings emerged from the data. The first finding is that the design and 

usage of Since Time Immemorial recenters tribal nations and Indigenous peoples, according to 

five of the six teachers. How each teacher believed that STI did this varied, but in each instance 

power was shifted to Indigenous peoples. One instance was how the curriculum was written in 

collaboration with current tribal leaders and members, so it shifted the power dynamic by 

including Indigenous voices and minds in the writing of the mandated curriculum. Teacher 1 

reflects on the ways STI and materials from the Module 2 readings incorporates Indigenous 

voices:  

“...quality materials that will help students get a glimpse into what life was really like for 

indigenous ​(sic) ​people at that time and then to bring current voices into the picture so 

students understand that American Indian culture does not end after the first thanksgiving 

(sic)​, but is thriving today.”  

Another instance was how the content of the STI curriculum recenters Indigenous peoples 

historically ​and​ currently as citizens of sovereign nations that have political, economic, and 

cultural practices.  
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Four of the six teachers also discussed how the design of the STI curriculum itself 

recenters Indigenous peoples. To most effectively teach STI, partnerships and relationships with 

members from local tribes is important. Having a person as a resource to ask questions or to 

invite in to teach a lesson moves Indigenous peoples from places of invisibility or exclusion in 

classrooms to a more central place. Teacher 1 discusses how they “would love to work with a 

tribal community to invite someone who can come in and speak to my class” with the intention 

of “[building] a consistent relationship with the local tribal community so they can inform my 

curriculum and we can share ideas with one another about how to engage students in topics 

related to tribal sovereignty.” The partnership and support of a local tribe becomes a critical 

resource when tribal members are knowledge holders who are essential to the quality of student 

learning.  

A second finding is that Since Time Immemorial disrupts and challenges the hegemonic 

master narrative that settler colonialism has worked to create and pass on through our education 

system. Every teacher in this study discussed the role that STI can have in challenging the 

problematic and inaccurate understandings that exist at large in our schools and our society. 

Teachers discussed how STI provides an opportunity to change the narrative perpetuated in 

schools that historicizes and victimizes Indigenous peoples and instead shows them as still alive 

and thriving (Teacher 3 and Teacher 4). Teacher 3 shares that STI and the other resources of 

Module 2 can be used “for a really rich education” by allowing teachers to “work to change the 

narrative that is often perpetuated in our schools that Native Communities are only meant to be 

studied as a historical community as opposed to communities that still live and thrive today.” 

Similarly, Teacher 1 stated how they are looking forward to using STI “in a way that will help 
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tell a more cohesive story.” Additionally, it promotes a deeper understanding of tribal nations 

(Teacher 2, Teacher 3, and Teacher 4) and shows that tribal governments are active in protecting 

their economic and cultural resources today (Teacher 2). In addition to disrupting the 

Euro-centric master narrative that is taught through most curricula, STI challenges settler 

colonialism by providing opportunities to reflect on one’s own positionality and to see one’s self 

in the colonization story (Teacher 6). Informed students are more likely to engage in action 

where they take a stand to “respect, honor, and support the community towards the fight for 

sovereignty” (Teacher 5).  

Another finding that five of the six teachers discussed was the way that Since Time 

Immemorial works to create visibility. Teachers’ identified STI affording greater visibility in 

four key ways. First, STI creates visibility for Indigenous peoples by bringing in a curriculum 

that shares anti-colonial learning about the historical and contemporary culture, government, 

action, and resistance of Indigenous peoples. Second, STI renders visible the impacts of settler 

colonialism. It creates visibility for teachers when they reflect on their own education and the 

miseducation they received about Indigenous peoples. Teacher 4 repeats the term “I can now…” 

to discuss how STI afforded them a greater understanding of Indigenous peoples. Describing 

what they now can see or do after exploring STI suggests that the anti-colonial curriculum 

visibilized Indigenous peoples for the teacher.  

Through STI teachers have a tool (Teacher 1) and an opportunity (Teacher 3) to 

re-educate students more accurately, and a more accurate education simultaneously creates 

greater visibility. A more accurate re-education renders visible the resistance of Indigenous 

peoples as well as the settlers and settler systems that create the need for Indigenous resistance 

45 



and resurgence. STI allows students to see a bigger picture that connects history to the student’s 

position in our current system: “We will learn together what grounds these are and how it ties to 

the history of the indigenous ​(sic) ​people in that location” because the STI curriculum “is really 

introducing me and the students to the indigenous ​(sic)​ people ​(sic)​ way of life” (Teacher 4). 

This visibility allows them to not only better teach about tribal nations but also understand why it 

is critical to do so. Finally, visibility can lead to changed actions and a greater recognition of 

dignity and rights for Indigenous people (Teacher 3 and Teacher 4).  

The fourth finding spoke to the quality of STI as a curriculum. Teachers discussed how 

this curriculum was designed for high student engagement (Teacher 3, Teacher 5, and Teacher 6) 

with small group work and inquiry based lessons. Four of the six teachers also discussed how it 

aligned with other required curricula and learning standards for their grade level (Teacher 3, 

Teacher 4, Teacher 5, and Teacher 6). Teacher 6 shared how the Hanford unit “directly applies to 

a book many of my students are reading now,” and the STI lessons provide them with 

“additional articles, videos, maps, and resources” that their students have found really 

compelling. STI aligned not only with the content standards but also with the skills and 

dispositions that students were learning. Teacher 5 explicitly named the ease of implementing 

STI with the high-quality lessons, supporting materials, and essential questions and 

understandings. Overall, the quality of the curriculum was a significant finding that speaks 

directly to the curriculum itself whereas the other three findings speak to the affordances that 

come from the usage of the curriculum.  
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Key Findings: Anti-Colonial, Liberatory Work 

The teachers in this case study demonstrated a commitment to and belief in challenging 

settler colonialism in their classrooms. The teachers experienced constraints that limited how 

easily or to what extent they were able to bring lessons using STI into their classrooms. These 

constraints and possibly others kept some teachers from using the lessons they planned with their 

students. Four of the six teachers still planned lessons that created greater visibility for local 

tribal communities and lands, and the remaining two had not yet submitted lesson plans at the 

time of this analysis (Appendix H). However, all six teachers reflected on their positionality and 

role as educators to bring forth truthful, unbiased narratives of Indigenous peoples and settler 

society.  

The EDTEP 555 course created conditions that encouraged and supported teachers in 

unsettling settler colonialism in their classrooms. During class sessions and in independent work, 

teachers discussed the importance of this course content to them as educators, even though the 

demanded time commitment of completing assignments was considered burdensome at times. 

Although this has been shared by many educators informally and formally in this EDTEP 555 

section as well as educators from the previous two sections, Teacher 5 specifically shared this 

with their small group during a class discussion (breakout session on Zoom, April 15th). Of the 

six teachers who submitted a majority of the work for this course, there was evidence that each 

one was bringing elements of anti-colonial, land-based pedagogy into their practice. This final 

finding shows that EDTEP 555 as a requirement of the U-ACT program likely prepares teachers 

in Washington to use their classrooms to visibilize Indigenous peoples in more truthful and 

unbiased ways.  
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Discussion 

This section will begin with a discussion interpreting the findings for constraints and 

affordances, which pertain to the primary research questions. The secondary research questions 

will be explored in response to the interpretation of the constraints and affordances the six 

teachers in this study experienced while using the Since Time Immemorial curriculum. The 

limitations of this qualitative case study will be examined before sharing implications for 

teachers, schools, tribal nations, and all people living in a settler society. This case study does not 

intend to be conclusive for all teachers or schools in Washington. This case study does, however, 

invite educators to think about their own teaching contexts and how they can enact their agency 

to resist and disrupt settler colonialism and hegemonic power when it creates inequities in their 

classrooms, schools, and society. It also invites policy makers and leaders in education at the 

school, district, state, and national levels to consider teachers’ and schools’ roles in the 

movement for greater equity. This case study is intended to create greater visibility by 

recognizing that power invisibilizes what threatens its existence.  

 

Interpretation of Constraints: Settler Colonialism in the Classroom 

For the teachers in this study, schools played an active role in the production and 

maintenance of colonial narratives by miseducating about Indigenous peoples and settlers. The 

first finding, that all teachers in this study discussed how the education system perpetuated 

inaccurate and biased information about Indigenous peoples, reinforces Calderon’s (2014) 

assertion that “education models produce colonial understandings of place” through settler 

ideologies present in educational materials that provide a lens to make sense of the world in a 
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way that maintains settler colonialism (p. 25). Schools are “products of settler colonialism” 

(Calderon, 2014, p. 25), and social studies education in particular often reinforces the settler 

colonial master narrative (Stanton, 2019, p. 288).  

The settler colonial narrative requires the exclusion of Indigenous perspectives because 

accurate information about the actions of settlers historically and settler society currently 

threatens the foundation of the U.S. as a democratic nation (Sabzalian and Shear, 2018) built on 

the ideals of life, liberty, and justice for all:  

“Settler colonialism requires routine reversal of the legitimacy of the United States, and 

routine disavowal of Indigenous claims to land, which complicate the master narrative of 

the United States as a democratic nation” (Sabzalian and Shear, 2018, p. 157).  

The colonial master narrative often seen in textbooks misrepresents “who the enemy was at that 

time, ‘a time when Natives were starving on reservations,’ and not engaged in ‘intertribal 

warfare’ as much as oppression and colonization inflicted by the U.S. government” (Sabzalian, 

2019, p. 126). An examination of the master narrative as a settler state and a democratic nation 

provides insight as to why each teacher in this study had experienced misrepresentations or 

blatant inaccuracies either in their own K-12 education or in their current teaching contexts.  

In addition to misrepresentation, schools play an active role in erasing or rendering 

invisible Indigenous peoples. The role of schools in invisibilizing Indigenous peoples is the first 

part of the second finding; however, it is closely related to the first finding. In many ways, the 

misrepresentation or miseducation about Indigenous peoples is an act of invisibilizing the 

counter narrative of European settlers. Invisibility or erasure is another tool of settler colonialism 

to maintain a cohesive master narrative that validates the historical and contemporary acts of 
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settlers on Indigenous lands and nations, among other marginalized communities. Bonds and 

Inwood (2016) discuss the relationship between settler colonialism and invisibility: “Settler 

colonialism is an ongoing ​historicized process​ (rather than a historical fact) that requires the 

continued disappearance and displacement of myriad ‘undesirable peoples’ from the landscape” 

(p. 722). Either the schools that the six teachers in this case study attended or the schools they 

currently teach at contributed to the disappearance and invisibility of Indigenous peoples and 

tribal nations.  

The historicized process of settler colonialism actively and quietly works to make tribal 

nations and tribal sovereignty invisible, which relates to the second part of the second finding for 

constraints. This work to invisibilize has implications for all members of society, including 

non-Indigenous people who do not know a counter narrative. Tribal Critical Race Theory 

explains how “the everyday experiences of American Indians, the Indigenous inhabitants of the 

Americas, have essentially been removed from the awareness of dominant members of U.S. 

society” (Brayboy, 2016, p. 222), which results in a “widespread ignorance about Indigenous 

peoples” (Sabzalian, 2019, p. 137). Not only is there ignorance created by the erasure of 

Indigenous peoples as citizens of sovereign nations, there is also ignorance created by the lack of 

explicit naming and recognizing settler colonialism as the dominant hegemonic structure in our 

society. This ignorance “that likely stems from socialization in mainstream public schools and 

society” (Sabzalian, 2019, p. 137) has implications for all students because these “invisibilized 

dynamics of settler colonialism mark the organization, governance, curricula, and assessment of 

compulsory learning” (Tuck and Yang, 2012, p. 2). Like Teacher 3 mentions, “the lack of proper 

education on Native communities leads to major political and cultural ramifications in life today” 
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(Discussion Post 2). The invisibility of settler actions and structures as well as invisibility of 

Indigenous perspectives can lead to widespread societal misinformation. How can actions 

towards tribal communities, Indigenous peoples, and tribal lands change when invisibility 

remains in our schools?  

The constraints that the teachers in this study faced were often indirectly products of 

teaching in a settler society. The third finding for constraints was that teachers face barriers or 

challenges when adopting and using the STI curriculum. The challenges were often related to 

time; however, the specific reason the teachers faced time constraints varied across contexts. Not 

having one dominant or recurring barrier to usage or adoption at first seemed contradictory. 

However, when thinking about the pervasiveness of settler colonialism as “endemic to society” 

(Brayboy, 2006, p. 429), it made sense that teachers would experience nuanced challenges that 

depended upon how settler colonialism was most pressing in their unique teaching context. 

Teachers’ mentioned the planning time required to learn a new curriculum, to adopt material to 

meaningfully fit into both the daily schedule as well as the year long pacing guides, to assess 

students’ understanding, and to self-educate on specific topics where teachers felt their own 

knowledge of Indigenous peoples and tribal sovereignty was limited. Despite the usage of STI 

being required, the unenforced nature of this mandate meant that the burden of time is placed on 

teachers and is often unrecognized or uncompensated. The adoption of other required curricula 

by a district often requires mandatory training or additional paid planning time that is often 

compensated. However, for these six teachers whose schools and districts did not require the 

usage of STI, the time required to prepare for using the curriculum was uncompensated.  
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Another challenge some teachers faced when aiming to use STI was that it did not “fit” 

into their subject area. As noted by Teacher 3, the lessons rely on group work and collective 

learning, which may require additional instruction for students on how to engage and learn in this 

way. Both of these constraints may point back to Western ideologies related to colonialism’s 

demand for assimilation, individualism, and capitalism. Orr (2004) discusses how many schools’ 

single-subject classes at the secondary level or subject-specific blocks of time at the elementary 

level mirror the structure of capitalism. With the increasing demand to perform well on 

high-stakes testing, McGuire (2007) discusses how many schools, particularly underserved 

elementary schools, formally remove social studies from schedules to provide more time for 

tested subject areas, such as math and ELA. The creation of standards often contrasts land-based 

learning and traditional Indigenous knowledges and ways of learning by requiring that every 

student learn the same concept or skill at the same time. This fundamentally differs from what 

Simpson (2014) describes as the primary purpose of learning, which is to nurture a generation of 

“land based intellectuals, philosophers, theorists, medicine people, and historians who embody 

Nishnaabeg intelligence” who are concerned with the regeneration of Indigenous nations (p. 13). 

This learning and the resurgence of tribal nations is not possible within the current structure of 

our schools: “We cannot bring about the kind of radical transformation we seek if we are solely 

reliant upon state sanctioned and state run education systems” (Simpson, 2014, p. 13). Although 

the challenge or barrier to using STI was nuanced from teacher to teacher, most challenges with 

usage were indirectly related to settler colonialism’s enduring presence in schools. 

The current structure of schools reinforces assimilation, which creates constraints for 

teachers when trying to educate in anti-colonial, culturally revitalizing ways. One of Brayboy’s 
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(2006) tenets of Tribal Critical Race Theory supports these findings: “governmental policies and 

educational policies towards Indigenous peoples are intimately linked around the problematic 

goal of assimilation” (p. 429). Although the challenges to adoption were different between 

teaching contexts, the consistent presence of barriers speaks to the enduring structures of settler 

colonialism in the six teachers’ schools. All of the teachers for this study were chosen because 

they demonstrated a desire and action to implement STI lessons this year. However, barriers kept 

many of the teachers in this case study from using their STI or land-based lessons, despite the 

intention to use the lesson plans they had created. The systemic barriers including curricular 

requirements from the district, emphasis on preparation for high stakes testing, reliance on 

Common Core standards, scheduling, the structure of learning, and hegemonic learning 

behaviors and attitudes limited teachers’ abilities to use STI despite their intentions to do so.  

 

Interpretation of Affordances: Anti-colonial Liberatory Education for ​All 

Recentering tribal nations, citizens, and sovereignty in mainstream public education is an 

act of resistance to colonialism that the STI curriculum affords. Five of the six teachers in this 

study discussed how STI--both as a curriculum and as an outcome of using the curriculum--shifts 

power to local tribal nations and Indigenous peoples. When Indigenous perspectives are 

notoriously removed from curricula and schools, anytime Indigenous thinkers are positioned as 

“central in unlocking the confounding aspects of public schooling,” then “settler colonial 

structuring and Indigenous critiques of that structuring are no longer rendered invisible” (Tuck 

and Yang, 2012, p. 3). This movement of Indigenous peoples from invisibility to visibility or 

from the margins to the center are acts of resistance to settler colonialism. The STI curriculum 
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dispels the stereotyping of Indigenous peoples being “dead and buried” (Ferguson, 2015, p. 1) 

because it was written by tribal leaders and teachers across Washington state who are active 

citizens of their tribes.  

The Since Time Immemorial curriculum’s recentering of Indigenous peoples and nations 

also challenges the hegemonic, Euro-centric master narrative by presenting a retelling of both 

historical events and contemporary issues through the lens of local tribal nations. Gilio-Whitaker 

(2018) describes the position public education needs to take in order to create anti-colonial 

classrooms and more just communities:  

“If public education is to be responsive to Indigenous peoples as living, vibrant 

communities, and to the Native students it serves, rather than continuing to perpetuate 

patterns of erasure and invisibility, it must be willing to present them as such in 

classrooms at every grade level” (p. 284). 

With SB 5433, Since Time Immemorial is required in every classroom at every grade level in 

Washington state. As the six teachers in this study demonstrated, using STI allowed them (or 

would have allowed them) to share a more truthful narrative with their students. Public education 

in the U.S. has been “notoriously silent about Indigenous sovereignty” (Shear et al., 2018, p. 12), 

and the usage of STI allows teachers to “explicitly name settler colonialism and empire and 

challenge the very foundation of democracy, freedom, and justice for which the United States 

claims to be built” (Sabzalian and Shear, 2018, p. 158). Counternarratives presented in STI’s 

curriculum fundamentally challenge the settler structures and practices that shape our schools 

and society today.  
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The Since Time Immemorial curriculum works towards social reconstruction through 

what it visibilizes. Closely aligned with the recentering of Indigenous peoples and the 

challenging of the master narrative, Indigenous peoples and tribal nations are afforded greater 

visibility when STI is used in classrooms. Visibility affords a greater recognition of dignity and 

rights. By visibilizing the inequitable impacts of settler structures on Indigenous peoples 

(Sabzalian and Shear, 2018, p. 155 and p. 157), students are led to question the structures that 

organize life in the U.S.. This questioning allows students to think about how our democratic 

nation has treated and continues to treat sovereign tribal nations and Indigenous peoples.  

Teacher 2’s ​Culvert and Fish Unit Plan​ (Appendix I) demonstrates how structures challenge the 

legally-protected sovereignty of Native nations in ways that limit how Indigenous peoples can 

practice their lifeways. Teacher 2 integrates components of STI's Indigenous Historical Cultural 

Framework in reference to Boldt II among many other supporting materials to create the unit 

plan. The lesson's focus on destruction and reclamation of land examines structures that are 

results of colonialism and how Indigenous and non-Indigenous people have advocated for the 

removal of culverts.​ When intentional barriers limit how Indigenous peoples can practice their 

lifeways, there is a loss of rights, which, this paper argues, is followed by a loss of recognized 

dignity. In this lesson, STI depicts Indigenous peoples as active in resistance and resurgence 

movements to reclaim rights and protect the environment. STI also creates learning activities that 

model how students can be involved in supporting these efforts, for instance by writing an 

opinion letter to the editor of the Port Angeles Evening News (Indian-Ed.Org, 2017) . Tribal 6

6 ​The Port Angeles Evening News is no longer in circulation; however, the skills acquired in this learning activity 
can be applied to current news sources or other entities, such as governmental agencies or businesses, to express 
support of tribal nations in protecting the environment and advocating for recognition of treaty rights.  
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nations and settler structures are rendered visible when teachers use STI in their teaching 

contexts.  

The visibility that is a product of the usage of STI, as required by SB 5433, played a key 

role in supporting educators in more deeply understanding tribal nations and Indigenous peoples. 

For the six teachers in this case study, prior knowledge of Indigenous peoples varied. Some 

teachers had family members or friends who worked near a reservation or worked with Native 

students or communities in some capacity. One teacher had not had much exposure to learning 

about Indigenous peoples growing up but had started the process of learning about their local 

tribe once they started teaching students who identified as Native. Overwhelmingly across 

Module 1, Module 2, and Module 3 assignments, the six teachers in this study talked about 

deepening their understanding about tribal nations and sovereignty. Teachers discussed how this 

course has made them realize how little they knew before taking the EDTEP 555 course. These 

statements resounded with Shear, Knowles, Soden, and Castro’s (2015) position statement:  

“This study has been a labor of love for each of us over the past 2 years, and we find 

inspiration in McCaslin and Vreton’s call for reflexivity on the part of non-Indigenous 

Peoples working in Indigenous contexts: I know that decolonization necessarily 

challenges my privileged treatment, and I also know that I and my fellow colonizers have 

vested material interests in keeping things ‘as is.’ But more than that, I know my social 

conditioning and socially constructed sense of who I am--all the mental, emotional, and 

material habits that I have been raised to accept--support oppression in a thousand subtle 

and blatant way...The decolonizing work begins here with naming these dynamics, so that 

I can engage the lifelong work of breaking their hold. (McCaslin & Breton, 2008, p. 519) 
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We hope this article opens new doors for critical dialogue about how, for what purposes, 

and who makes decisions about teaching Indigenous Peoples’ cultures and histories to all 

students, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous” (p. 71). 

One of the perhaps unintended consequences of SB 5433 and the STI curriculum is that it 

allowed​ teachers​ to start the process of understanding and reflecting on their own positionality to 

see ways that settler colonialism was deeply embedded in their understandings of self and in the 

ways they showed up to their classrooms as teachers.  

This visibility that STI affords to teachers in their own understandings of self in 

relationship to Indigenous lands, tribal nations, settler society, ​and​ their teaching practice shows 

the immense power that teachers hold. This is the same power that Gale and Gourd (2019) 

discusses when thinking about teachers as human actors that both work within a system, 

experiencing it’s constraints and affordances, while also reconstituting and recreating the system 

by which actions teachers take. If the power of schools is “​not ​located in an institution...but is 

instead diffuse, to be found in the relationships between individuals” (Gale and Gourd, 2019, p. 

4), then teachers can enact their agency to disrupt colonialism in their classrooms, in their 

schools, and in their districts. With STI as the product of Senate Bill 5433 and the learning about 

STI through EDTEP 555 as the product of Senate Bill 5028, greater visibility as an affordance of 

this curriculum helps position teachers to be liberatory actors in their contexts. When thinking 

about how to bring forth greater equity in education or radical decolonization in society, 

“teachers are in an ideal position to play this role” of attending to the culture of power present in 

schools “by understanding one’s own power, even if that power stems merely from being in the 

majority, by being unafraid to raise questions about discrimination and voicelessness” (Delpit, 
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1988, p. 297). How can teachers “employ refusal as a stance” and be “educators willing to divest 

from the longstanding colonial investments and patterns of looking” (Sabzalian, 2019, p. 135) 

who are committed to new ways and purposes of teaching? For the six teachers in this study, 

learning about and attempting to use STI allowed them to begin or continue this process of 

reflecting on their own relationality to power and colonialism in order to use teaching as a way to 

recreate a more just society starting with educating themselves.  

The Since Time Immemorial curriculum is a powerful resource because it affords a new 

visioning of a decolonial curriculum that disrupts settler colonialism while also meeting the 

current demands of the education system that asks for compliance with content, standards, and 

skills requirements. The final findinging for affordances spoke to the high quality of the STI 

curriculum as it supported, deepened, or addressed the content requirements the teachers in this 

study needed to attend to when planning instruction. The attempt to unsettle the concept of settler 

colonialism is challenging because it demands that we question the foundation of our 

understandings about the world (Stanton, 2019 and Sabzalian and Shear, 2018), making it a 

challenge to teach. Having decolonial lessons and materials that are ready to use with the STI 

curriculum removes one of the barriers making adoption more possible. Additionally, the 

materials being aligned with standards helps teachers both meet the demands of the current 

system while striving to bring in learning that can help recreate a new system with time that is 

built on the recognition, respect, and reparative action for tribal nations in Washington. STI’s 

ability to exist within both spheres is critical because it makes decolonial learning more 

accessible now, and schools teaching more accurate, unsettled accounts of U.S. history and 

contemporary society is critical. STI makes liberatory, unsettled learning more likely in 
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classrooms, and this is important not only for Native students “but ​all ​students seeking to 

become citizens who embrace the values of diversity and social justice as essential to 

democracy” (Sabzalian and Shear, 2018, p. 157). As Gilio-Whitaker (2018) argues, now is a 

crucial time to begin counteracting the stereotypes with a decolonizing approach in education (p. 

288) because education can be a tool used to transgress and move into the planes of greater 

freedom and justice (hooks, 2017).  

 

Limitations of This Research  

Limitations specific to this case study as well as broader limitations of research in this 

field presented themselves. Limitations of this particular study included sample size, available 

teachers, representation challenges, and school closures. This specific research as well as other 

research that examines teacher agency as resistance to hegemony has limitations when 

considering the vast intersectional identities of teachers and the disporporiante consequences of 

enacting one’s agency. A final limitation of this specific research and the broader field of 

research for educational transformation is the focus on the collective action of individuals rather 

than a deep examination of action to be taken at the systems level to address settler colonialism 

in schools and society. 

The first limitation specific to this research is that the findings may have been affected by 

the small sample size of my study. Despite having chosen six teachers representing diversity 

across multiple indicators, representation from the eastern and central regions of Washington 

was limited. Beyond demographic indicators, experiential diversity of teachers using STI can 

vary widely between teachers within the same region, within the same district, and even within 
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the same school. A second limitation specific to this study is that school closures as a result of 

COVID-19 limited if and how teachers were able to teach their lessons about tribal sovereignty 

and Indigenous peoples. Although this research did not distinguish between who taught their 

lessons because the intent was to see how the STI curriculum could position teachers as 

liberatory actors and to see what constraints kept them from doing so, the planning and 

reflections may have changed due to the new context and challenges of teaching remotely. The 

EDTEP 555 course had been designed and intended to be taught remotely from October of 2019 

to June of 2020; however, teachers’ schools being moved to remote instruction was a constraint 

unrelated to settler colonialism. Another limitation of this research is that all six teachers 

examined are part of the University of Washington Accelerated Certification for Teachers 

(U-ACT) Program. This program may disproportionately attract certain educators. For example, 

many teachers in the U-ACT program are also part of Teach for America (TFA), and both 

University of Washington’s College of Education and Teach for America’s mission center 

around educational equity.  

Another critical limitation is that this paper positions and celebrates teachers as agents 

relying on Gale and Gourd’s (2019) assertion that all teachers can enact agency given a set of 

constraints and resources available to them. Although this sentiment is true, both the constraints 

and resources as well as the consequences of enacting one’s agency are often disproportionately 

experienced by teachers of marginalized backgrounds. As Bonds and Inwood (2016) discuss, 

settler colonialism structurally disempowers not only Indigenous peoples but also people of color 

and other marginalized identities. This research calls in settler educators to work towards 

creating more equity by teaching about settler colonialism and Indigenous peoples, but asking 
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teachers to enact agency when historically and currently marginalized teachers often face harsher 

consequences is inequitable and problematic. Additionally, celebrating the ways teachers are 

resisting and disrupting settler colonialism to recreate more just schools and communities is 

important to grow a movement; however, it is fundamentally problematic that settler educators 

are being celebrated for this anti-colonial, resistance work when it was settler society that created 

and continuously recreates the conditions where settlers are needed to advance the rights of 

Indigenous peoples. As Curnow and Helferty (2018) state, “this position requires us, as settlers, 

to constantly reckon with the contradictions of our work and our positionality on stolen land in a 

movement that is foundationally quite problematic” (p. 155).  

A final limitation of this research’s focus on STI through the lens of teachers resisting 

settler colonialism in schools is that it places the burden of systems change on the shoulders of 

individual teachers. A systems problem, although often relying on individuals to apply pressure, 

may be more effectively addressed with a systems-wide response. If decolonial learning for all 

students in Washington and changed outcomes for Native students is an intended aim of the STI 

curriculum, addressing the colonialism inherent in our housing system, legal system, political 

system, and food system among other systems is necessary as well. This limitation asks us to 

consider who should be pulling the levers to demand change, and when the levers are pulled, 

how much change can happen without a systems response?  

 

Recommendations for Future Research 

This research aims to contribute to a small but emerging body of literature around 

Washington state’s mandate for Native education (i.e., STI) to be required in all schools. This 
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qualitative case study specifically highlights constraints and affordances practicing teachers in 

Washington face as they plan to use the STI curriculum. Additionally, this research aims to 

examine specific ways settler colonialism keeps teachers from using STI while simultaneously 

showing how the STI curriculum positions teachers as liberatory resisters to settler colonialism.  

Some important gaps in research around STI still exist related to data, accountability, and 

visibility. Data around current usage of STI remains insufficient. This qualitative case study did 

not attempt to investigate the extent to which STI is not being used in many classrooms across 

Washington state. Further research collecting data on usage is necessary. Despite a legal mandate 

requiring all students in Washington receive education about local tribes and tribal sovereignty, 

there have been few accountability mechanisms to ensure that STI is being used. The lack of 

accountability built into the language of SB 5433 is a disservice to the pressing aims of the 

mandate. Further research on how to create greater accountability is necessary for SB 5433 to 

reach its intended aims. Without greater accountability, STI serving as a high-quality decolonial 

curriculum remains overwhelmingly invisible. Further research on how to visibilize this 

curriculum for practicing teachers is necessary. Until accountability measures are taken at a 

systems level, teachers voluntarily deciding to teach about Indigenous peoples in culturally 

revitalizing and unsettled ways will be key to addressing colonialism in schools. More discussion 

and understanding of this curriculum is needed among practicing teachers.  

More resources will be needed to collect data around usage, to create accountability 

measures for adoption, and to address the constraints teachers face when aiming to use the 

curriculum if we hope to move STI from a place of general invisibility to greater visibility. For 

more specific recommendations, see Holtyn’s (2018) work and the Office of Superintendent of 
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Public Instruction’s (2019) report on the state of Native Education in Washington discussing 

next steps to be taken at the school district, educational service district, and state levels.  

 

Conclusions: Deconstructing and Reconstructing Classrooms as Anti-Colonial Spaces 

At the core of this research is the belief that the classroom remains a radical space of 

possibility (hooks, 2017, p. 207) for social change. Classrooms that teach to transgress and 

liberate critically examine the social, political, and cultural foundations of society. These 

classrooms imagine new ways of existing that honor and respect all people, particularly those on 

the margins. A liberatory education aims to cultivate “dignity through learning, an experience 

with the potential to incite an internal riot that no slave driver can suppress, no high-pressure 

hose can quell, and no deportation can disperse” (Espinoza and Vossoughi, 2014, p. 309). As 

Fasheh (1990) argues, at its best, education “reclaims people’s lives, their sense of self-worth, 

and their ways of thinking from the hegemonic structures, and facilitates their ability to articulate 

what they do and think about in order to provide a foundation for autonomous action” (p. 26). 

The Since Time Immemorial curriculum allows us to begin imagining how our schools can be 

used to resist Euro-centrism and colonialism. Taylor (2018) discusses how a liberatory education 

invites all people in a settler state to question hegemony, to make explicit problematic structures, 

and to become better historical actors than those before us:  

“How could the curriculum help us White kids see and address how we were consciously 

and unconsciously responsible for dehumanizing…? Not knowing our history meant that 

those who would have acted differently with new information remained inert, and those 
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who would not have acted differently persisted under the cover of a fallacious backstory” 

(p. 195).  

Learning happens “unabated and without permit on an everyday basis” (Espinoza and 

Vossoughi, 2014, p. 286) both within and outside of schools. If schools are a place most youth 

spend on average seven hours each day, schools can work to change the master narrative and 

eventually introduce a new one that creates visibility and demands dignity for Indigenous 

peoples and all groups of people on the margins in a settler society.  

A curriculum like Since Time Immemorial is fundamentally threatening because 

decolonization “implicates and unsettles everyone” (Tuck and Yang, 2012, p. 7). A decolonial 

curriculum is only one small step in what should be a collective commitment to honor the people 

who are native to the land that our schools exist on by upholding treaties and returning land. 

Decolonization, first and foremost, is the long-overdue step needed to reposition Indigenous 

peoples who have suffered inexplicable trauma at the hands of settlers and settler systems, 

including schools. Decolonization should be a goal we strive for in our schools “in the interest of 

restoring the humanity of all people in the settler state” (Gilio-Whitaker, 2018, p. 288) because 

“while the narrative of American history might appear to become grimmer for some, the power 

of a more complex narrative to liberate us from the grasp of hegemony is a worthy struggle that 

could lead to a more just society” (Shear et al., 2015, p. 91).  

As teachers and as people in decision making roles that affect formal learning in 

Washington and the U.S., this research leaves us with important questions that we need to ask 

ourselves. How can we “place Indigenous and non-indigenous students as co-conspirators in an 

effort to humanize curriculum and pedagogy” where students and teachers “work alongside their 
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Indigenous peers to challenge and create knowledge that affords everyone dignity and respect” 

(Sabzalian, 2019, p. 139)? As teachers, how can we overcome the constraints of adopting 

curricula like STI in an effort to construct anti-colonial liberatory education with our students? 

How can classrooms be leading the way as sites of resistance and rebuilding? Aside from 

teachers, who else needs to be invited in to do this work of challenging settler colonialism in 

schools to recreate more just schools and society? How can all of us commit to be better 

historical actors who “mutually recognize our collective selves as subjects who, in making our 

worlds, have the power to transform it” (Gonzalez, 2018, p. 108)? 
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