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Abuelita Epistemologies: Counteracting Subtractive
Schools in American Education

Sandra M. Gonzales
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This autoethnographic inquiry examines the intersection of elder epistemology and subtractive edu-
cation, exploring how one abuelita countered her granddaughter’s divestment of Mexican-ness.
I demonstrate how the grandmother used abuelita epistemologies to navigate this tension and resist
the assimilative pressures felt by her granddaughter from school by consistently modeling, at home,
a love for Mexican language and culture. I argue that grandmothers play a vital role in rooting
young people to their linguistic and cultural assets, a sacred function that many Mexican elders have
preserved and brought forward from the precontact era in the Americas to the contemporary era.

Key words: abuelita epistemology, elder epistemology, grandmothers as educators, Mexican elders,
Mexicans and education, subtractive schooling, Indigenous autoethnography, critical pedagogy

INTRODUCTION: SUBTRACTING THE “SACRED HOOP”

“In the beginning was thought, and her name was Woman,” wrote Paula Gunn Allen (1992,
p. 11) in The Sacred Hoop. She continued,

The Mother, the Grandmother, recognized from the earliest times into the present among those peo-
ples of the Americas who kept to the eldest traditions, is celebrated in social structures, architecture,
law, custom, and the oral tradition. To her we owe our lives, and from her comes our ability to
endure, regardless of the concerted assaults on our, on Her, being, for the past five hundred years of
colonization. (p. 11)

As a Chicana scholar crossing borders, crossing time periods, and crossing disciplines, I seek
to reveal aspects of indigeneity that live on in contemporary Mexican culture. I use the word
Mexican to include Mexican Americans, Mexican nationals, Mexican Indians, and Chicanas/os
while linking these identities to U.S. Native American and indigenous discourse.

In an ethnographic study of the Mexquitic Indians of what is now called Mexico, Frye (1996)
described how the Mexquitic peoples were denied their indigeneity because of a system that
forced them to identify themselves according to racial ideologies imposed by their captors. This
is true for Chicanas/os, who have been forced to deidentify themselves by not just one but two
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ABUELITA EPISTEMOLOGIES 41

different racial ideologies, imposed first by the Spanish conquerors and then later by the English.
Deena J. González (2001) brought this issue to the forefront of Chicana/o identity. When exam-
ining indigeneity in the Americas, the term Chicana/o cannot be used to describe our forefathers
and mothers in previous centuries because of the de-indianization referred to by Frye, and very
few academicians are trained in Chicana/o history, leaving contemporary Chicana/o scholars like
me to train ourselves (D. González, 2001).

Such challenges reveal how stories can heal the ruptures created by conquest. Richardson
(1997) said that the use of personal narrative, or the autoethnography, in research has the power to
link “separate individuals into a shared consciousness” (p. 33). This consciousness can be used by
colonized groups as a form of resistance, according to Pratt (1992). Noted Chicana scholar Gloria
Anzaldúa used self-narrative, or what she called “autohistoriateoría,” to resist de-indianization
and to contest subjugated spaces such as the U.S.–Mexican border (Aldama, 2001). For me,
stories expose a common history and heritage that is often undermined by geopolitical constructs
such as the U.S.–Mexican border, which prompts the entombment of precontact identities under
nationalistic discourses meant to supplant them (Frye, 1996).

In this particular piece, I cross borders through personal narrative in order to examine the role
of las abuelitas, or grandmothers, as educators in Mexican, Mexican American, and Chicana/o
culture. Like Gunn Allen (1992), I too am conscious of the strong women educators in my family,
especially my grandmother. And I too recognize that grandmothers are undervalued as educators
in Western society. Despite the centrality and significance of the abuela1 in Mexican families, this
topic has been underresearched. Thus, I explore how Mexican grandmothers have been dislodged
from their traditional role as educators by the process of colonization and subsequent subtractive
educational policies and practices, arguing that grandmothers have the potential to counteract the
subtractive schooling process and thus positively impact student adjustment and success.

In Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, Linda Tuhiwai Smith
(2001) posited that for indigenous scholars, writing and theorizing about our personal histories
helps us to recover the significance of our own stories as well as “our language and epistemo-
logical foundations” (p. 39). The methodology used to produce this article is an example of this
kind of work. Through the use of autoethnography and previously established texts, I reveal how
the role of abuela as educator, tradition keeper, and cultural warrior lives on in my family despite
more than 500 years of conquest and de-indianization. I also demonstrate how my abuelita2

pulled me back into what Gunn Allen (1992) called “the sacred hoop,” or the traditional wisdom
of my ancestors, despite my own experience of subtractive education in U.S. public schools.

DATA: A MEMORY OF MY ABUELITA

I remember when my abuelita would listen to ranchera3 music while she sewed. Sometimes she
would get up and sway her hips back and forth to the rhythm of the accordion as she glided past
me to reach for something out of the drawer. She would turn to me with a raised eyebrow and a
heavenly smile as her favorite song came on. I could always sense her connection to the music,

1Grandmother.
2A diminutive form of “grandmother,” akin to “grandma.”
3A form of Mexican folk music.
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42 GONZALES

to the culture. It filled her, inspired her. It brought her a sense of joy and nostalgia. Every once in
a while, she would try to teach my clumsy feet a step or two, but I would shy away, embarrassed
by my awkward movements.

“Your grandmother used to be a dancer,” my tía4 would say. “You should learn.” But I didn’t
want to learn Mexican dances, and I didn’t want to learn Spanish either. “I’m American,” I would
say emphatically, “not Mexican!” But my protests were drowned out by the sound of the accor-
dion. They couldn’t hear me because the music was too loud, the grito5 too strong. “I HATE
Mexican music, abuelita! Nobody listens to that stuff anymore!” I would yell angrily. She would
smile coyly and say, “I remember this song from when I was a little girl.” I would turn my back
to her and pretend not to listen. But I did listen. And I do remember.

Like me, Gloria Anzaldúa (1999) described growing up with feelings of ambivalence and
shame with regard to Mexican music. She wrote, “People who were to amount to something
didn’t go to Mexican movies, or bailes6 or tune their radios to bolero,7 rancherita,8 and corrido9

music” (p. 82). Like Anzaldúa, I too had internalized the message that music meant some-
thing about you. Music indicated a sort of status, and Mexican music was low on the totem
pole of acceptable music genres for young people who wanted to fit in . . . especially at school.
Nonetheless, my abuelita was unfazed by the popular demands of contemporary school culture.
She held tight to her traditions and immersed me in a world full of Mexican music, language, and
culture. Stubbornly resistant—and yet equally mesmerized—I was drawn to her every movement
and word.

My eyes would tear up and a lump would grow in my throat as she told me stories of her
migrant farmworker days and how she had struggled under unfair labor practices to feed her
children.

Wide eyed, I would lay in bed sleepless, petrified of the fantasma10 she described that suddenly
appeared at a baile with the head of a beautiful woman and the foot of a chicken.

With my mouth watering, I would watch her roll out a perfectly thin tortilla and cook it gently
on the comal11 before topping it with a chunk of sweet butter and a dash of salt “¡Ay, qué rico!”12

Regardless of whether I desired to participate in Mexican culture, my abuelita stood strong on
sustaining valued traditions and was an overt and covert daily reminder of our linguistic and cul-
tural heritage. She probably didn’t recognize it as such, but her manner of teaching, the values she
instilled, and the leadership she demonstrated were passed down from generation to generation
and are part of a tradition that Ojibwa scholar Rosemary Christensen calls “elder epistemol-
ogy” (Rodriguez, 2008). It is “knowledge that is embedded in peoples’ daily lives, embedded in
languages, daily diet, stories and narratives, not necessarily in books or monuments” (p. 81).

Although elder epistemology includes the teachings of grandmothers, it more accurately refers
to the various ways in which knowledge is passed down by all elders in a community. These elders

4Aunt.
5A shout, sometimes used as a musical accompaniment or enhancement.
6Dances.
7Ballads.
8A diminutive form of ranchera.
9Another form of Mexican folk music.
10Ghost.
11A flat pan used to warm tortillas.
12“Mmm . . . how yummy!”
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ABUELITA EPISTEMOLOGIES 43

may or may not be internal to one’s family. They are referred to as such because of considerations
determined to be important or significant by their group. Because in this article I am specifically
referring to grandmothers as educators, I refer to this knowledge set as grandmother or abuelita
epistemologies.

Although there is a large body of literature about families and communities as educators, such
works more broadly explore the significance of nuclear families and local communities to school
and student success. Missing to a large extent is a critical examination of the centralized role
grandmothers have in cultural and linguistic maintenance and survival; the techniques used to
teach grandchildren about their heritage; and how these lessons can translate into (a) positive
self-efficacy, (b) expanded social, emotional, and cognitive capabilities, and (c) a healthier lived
context for Mexican American children and families.

ANALYSIS: GRANDMOTHERS AS EDUCATORS IN INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES

Grandmother Turtle, Grandmother Spider, or just Grandma. She brought the people to earth and gave
them the rules and knowledge they needed to live. Indian People have many grandmothers, real and
mythic. Some are biological relatives, some adopted ones. Grandmothers raise children; they tell
stories in the winter and teach children the skills they need for survival. Grandmothers are the central
characters in the daily and symbolic lives of Native women—indeed, of Native people. (Green, as
cited in Schweitzer, 1999, p. 1)

This quote underlines the sacred web of knowledge that grandmothers weave in indigenous
America. And it also reminds us of a grandmother’s power and strength as she carries the world
and its people on her back. The status of grandmother in Native cosmology is evidenced by the
number of oral and written creation stories, Native American literature on the topic, as well as
the number of stories found in children’s books. Many scholars (Gunn Allen, 1992; Kincheloe
& Kincheloe, 1983; Leichter, 1974; Schweitzer, 1999) have noted how Native grandmothers in
the Americas have pioneered new ways of thinking and new ways of being. According to these
scholars, grandmothers help their families adapt to new contexts and new cultures while preserv-
ing sacred traditions and ways of knowing. And they perpetuate the culture and values that have
helped to sustain their people for millennia.

Although the role that grandmothers have in Native communities is varied and complex, in
the traditional kinship system the role of raising and educating the young often belonged to the
grandparents because the parents were busy taking care of the family and ensuring the survival of
the group (Jaimes∗Guerrero, 2003). Although not all grandmothers took on the role of educating,
those who did helped to nurture and cultivate the young and inform their understandings of life,
of self, and of identity. Some grandmothers were venerated for being “Mujeres muy luchonas,”
or what Gonzales (2003, p. 146) described as women warriors for justice, noting that “when
the abuelitas arrive it’s as if The Heart had entered the room” (p. 146). Indeed, in many Native
communities, it was the grandmothers who fought against the effects of not just acculturation
but also imperialistic policies. Leichter (1974) posited that “among American Indian tribes, those
tribes in which the grandparents had the greatest part in the education of children were the most
resistant to change” (p. 70).

Many scholars in the field of Native American studies concur and point overwhelmingly
to the role of grandmothers as tradition keepers, warriors, and cultural consultants. American
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44 GONZALES

Indian Grandmothers (Schweitzer, 1999) chronicles the historical and contemporary issues fac-
ing Native American grandmothers of various tribal affiliations, such as Hopi, Lakota, Shawnee,
Puget Sound Salish, Navajo, and Otoe-Missouria. Schweitzer (1999) noted that although grand-
motherhood was explored from different perspectives, two principal reoccurring themes with
regard to grandmothers could be realized within the various texts. These reoccurring themes
were: “(1) traditions, the persistence of cultural patterns and (2) transitions, adaptations related to
cultural and historical changes” (p. 4). It was argued that grandmothers were able to honor their
traditional ways while also teaching their grandchildren how to adapt and blend their cultural
traditions according to changing needs and changing environments. Although this research is not
exhaustive, it does point to the pivotal role grandmothers have in many families and communities.

In my own family, it was my grandmother who provided a sense of cultural permanency that
was reflected in the rhythm, sights, sounds, and smells of our life. Though the project of accul-
turation was blasting forward at school, the project of Mexican culturalization was reinforced by
Grandma at home. Outside of school, my grandmother was the educator, instructing me in the
ways of our culture and teaching me to value myself and my roots. She was the tradition keeper.

The term tradition keeper for the non-native reader may denote a passive act of simply main-
taining or holding onto traditional knowledge. However, for me the term is one of insightful action
and a deliberate use of agency. Grandmothers do not just hold onto knowledge; they actively
educate in a manner unique to their contextual histories as well as their ancestral knowledge
base. In other words, grandmothers don’t just keep traditions; grandmothers teach traditions,
with intentionality. Those traditions are like a form of curriculum.

By telling me stories about her days as a migrant farmworker, my grandmother was teaching
me about my identity; about my family’s migration story to Detroit; and about the history of our
people, how hard they worked, how they suffered, how they persevered, and, more important,
how they continued to love and triumph in the face of adversity.

The music she chose further grounded me in the struggle against the exploitive nature of
American politics. Two of her favorite Mexican music genres, ranchera and corrido, are stories
recited through song, inspired by the oral tradition and transferred across generations. The lyrics
exposed me to important counternarratives about the Alamo and the Mexican Revolution, famil-
iarizing me with the history of Emiliano Zapata, Pancho Villa, La Valentina, and other heroes and
heroines who were completely excluded from my school curricula. Much of the content shared
in songs is not part of the central discourse or incorporated into mainstream media, nor is the
content covered in accessible formats that speak to Mexican working-class experiences.

When writing about the ranchera musical tradition, Broyles-González (2002) described how
social empowerment was formed and informed through the spread of songs about unfair power
dynamics and unfair labor practices. Some of the more popular rancheras and corridos were
those that contested the exploitation of Mexican people, like my abuelita, who was exploited as
a migrant farm laborer.

Similarly, corridos were traditionally sung by a cantadista, or singer, who traveled with a gui-
tar from town to town, talking with common folks about important events and other happenings
that impacted their lives (Simmons, 1953). The cantadista then skillfully shaped these events
into songs that are synonymous with a newspaper story, complete with dates and locations and
the names of people who were then made into legends.

González (2011) concluded that corridos provided a desperately needed venue for people,
especially those who didn’t read or write, to keep apprised of historical information and news
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ABUELITA EPISTEMOLOGIES 45

about people in other communities. Indeed, Simmons (1953) argued that “corridos when properly
interpreted are important social and historical documents” (p. 34). Paredes and Herrera-Sobek
(2012) concurred, noting that “the Mexican corrido is at one and the same time a literary text, a
piece of music, a specific performance, and a historical and social-cultural phenomenon” (p. 26).

My abuelita understood the critical forms of literacy used by her people. Like school teachers
use textbooks and lesson plans, my grandmother used corrido and ranchera music to teach a form
of critical consciousness. This critical consciousness has evolved into a critical pedagogy that has
become the foundation for my own work as a scholar.

Like the rhythms and lyrics of traditional Mexican music, the making of tortillas also per-
petuated a form of critical consciousness. Tortilla making originated with Mexico’s indigenous
population and is filled with symbolism and meaning. Rolling the tortilla into a perfect circle
and cooking it gently on the comal was an act that had been repeated throughout our ancestral
heritage. This act went beyond the mere cooking of a favorite family recipe or highly notorious
food source. Bonfil Batalla (2004) noted how the Mesoamerican home was organized around the
hearth and around the metate, a grinding stone, where tortillas were created from ground corn
and cooked on a comal, a kind of cookware designed for tortillas.

Roberto Rodriguez (2008) also described tortillas and tortilla making and the symbolism
associated with them. He described how memory can survive through food items such as tor-
tillas, which allows the past to communicate with the present. Despite attempts to de-indianize
Mexicans, tortillas live on to communicate our indigeneity; our connection to this land; and our
connection to one another in the north and in the south, despite the imposition of contemporary
geopolitical borders. Rodriguez wrote, “Many Indigenous and Indigenous-based peoples from
Mexico and Central America identify as ‘Gente de maiz’ or people of corn” (p. 160). Rodriguez
went on to state that “maize literally signifies a rootedness to this continent. If anything, it is
the quintessential symbol of Indigenous America, of Turtle Island or America” (p. 161). Inspired
by the work of Mayan scholar Domingo Martínez Paredez, Rodriguez emphasized, “Maize is
not simply sustenance. It is beyond the notion of: ‘We are what we eat.’ It is: ‘This is who we
are—This is what we are made of’ and ‘This is where we come from’” (pp. 161–162).

Even my abuelita’s story of the fantasma with the head of a beautiful woman and the foot
of a chicken was meant to stretch my understanding of life beyond the visible and understood.
Storytelling of this nature is very common in Mexican communities. In her groundbreaking work
Borderlands/La Frontera, Gloria Anzaldúa (1999) wrote, “Nudge a Mexican and she or he will
break out with a story” (p. 87). She then went on to recount a story that her own father told her
about a giant phantom dog that would run along the side of her father’s pickup truck. Though this
story might not seem credible or significant in an empirical manner, Anzaldúa demonstrated how
story in the Chicano community imparts a different kind of truth, a folk knowledge that speaks to
life’s deeper meaning.

Sometimes my grandmother’s stories were about brujería,13 curanderas14 or supernatural phe-
nomena, such as ghosts and apparitions, much like the phantom dog in Anzaldúa’s (1999) story.
Acclaimed indigenous scholar Vine Deloria (1997), in his book Red Earth, White Lies, wrote,
“The oral tradition, people felt, was serious; it was knowledge, and even the most unlikely aspects
might be understood as true” (p. 37).

13Witchcraft.
14Healers.
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46 GONZALES

Although it may be hard for the non-Mexican reader to understand, each story has a pur-
pose: to teach survival, reverence, and respect for all things seen and unseen, understood and not
understood, crazy and not so crazy. As a result of these epistemologies, I grew up understand-
ing the nuances of language used in various kinds of narratives and I recognized the purpose of
each story above and beyond the examination of facts. My abuelita prepared me to recognize
that there are many different kinds of realities and many alternative ways of understanding the
world.

Patricia Gonzales (2006) argued that the Spanish conquerors attempted to destroy all
Mesoamerican knowledge constructs, such as the ones I am describing. She described how fam-
ilies were forced to hide their indigenous ways of knowing so deep that many of us do not
recognize them anymore. However, they still live in people like my abuelita who carry forward
this knowledge by passing it down to their children and grandchildren.

Grandmother epistemologies may be celebrated by other groups as well. Mahera Ruby (2012)
noted in her study “The Role of a Grandmother in Maintaining Bangla With Her Granddaughter in
East London” how the grandmother was relied on in one Bangla family to teach Bangla language
and culture. And with regard to European families, Leichter (1974) explained how the arrival to
the Americas changed the extended family model. Because many Europeans left their extended
families to come to the “New World,” they were forced to move to a nuclear family model.
This changed the family-as-educator dynamic, as there were often no grandparents in the house
through which to pass important traditions. Although there has been some breakdown, many
Mexicans still honor the role of elders as tradition keepers, and abuelitas like mine still play an
important role in educating their families. Largely missing from academic discourse is a better
understanding of how schools are structured to subtract or erase abuelita epistemologies, which
is discussed in the next sections.

SUBTRACTIVE SCHOOLING AND SUBTRACTING ABUELITA LEGACIES

Unassessed in current scholarship are the academic consequences to many Mexican youth who
“learn” perhaps no stronger lesson in school than to devalue the Spanish language, Mexico, Mexican
culture, and things Mexican. (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 19)

As a result of her 3-year ethnographic study of academic achievement among Mexican
American students at a Houston, Texas, high school, Angela Valenzuela (1999) argued in her
book Subtractive Schooling: U.S.-Mexican Youth and the Politics of Caring that Mexican youth
are stripped of their linguistic and cultural resources, which leaves them vulnerable to academic
failure. Schools fail to establish the kind of caring relationships that Mexican youth value. When
teachers and administrators fail to connect with their students’ style of dress, manner of behavior,
or use of Spanglish instead of proper English, rather than bridging the cultural divide, Valenzuela
found that schools are being programmed to view Mexican American youth as oppositional to
academic success.

Rather than reinforce or scaffold the linguistic and cultural capital that students bring to school,
both teachers and administrators in Valenzuela’s (1999) study tended to view their manner of
speaking and dressing as signs that they didn’t care about education. Mexican American cultural
aesthetics were thus perceived as deficits that needed to be subtracted in order for academic
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ABUELITA EPISTEMOLOGIES 47

and personal achievement to occur. Though Mexican immigrant youth tended to perform better
and were perceived more favorably because of their quiet comportment, the belief that Mexican
culture overall, and especially the home culture, was somehow at odds with American educational
values remained (Valenzuela, 1999).

What is interesting is that both the Mexican American and the Mexican immigrant youth
in Valenzuela’s (1999) study felt that they were being superficially misjudged, but for differ-
ent reasons. The Mexican American students contended that they were not against receiving an
education, but rather their behavior was meant to symbolize their resistance to the noncaring envi-
ronment perpetuated within their school’s culture (Valenzuela, 1999). In the same study, Mexican
immigrant students, in contrast, noted that their “quiet comportment” was not due to acquiescence
but rather due to their feelings of powerlessness. Unlike the Mexican American students, the
Mexican immigrant students did not feel that they could “openly defy school authority” because
of their vulnerable status as immigrants (p. 14).

Thus, Mexican immigrant and Mexican American students were both seeking an educa-
tion that more authentically reflected the form of caring embodied in the Mexican concept of
being bien educado, a relationship-based model of learning frequently taught by grandmothers.
Valenzuela (1999) aligned the concept of bien educado with the work of Nel Noddings (1984,
1992), which advanced the importance of teaching as an emotionally connected endeavor that
centers itself on student development and needs. The idea is that when teachers demonstrate
authentic caring, they are more tuned in to the needs of their students, and thus more deep learning
occurs.

Although Nel Noddings undoubtedly advanced a caring praxis grounded in a values-based
education model, I believe influences for the Mexican theoretical framework called bien educado,
or to have good values, are of indigenous origin, evidenced by the kinship system and concepts
such as “In Lak Ech.” All three concepts—bien educado, the kinship model, and In Lak Ech—
are deeply rooted in interdependent concepts of unity such as helping one another, taking care
of one another, thinking of others’ needs before your own, respecting elders, respecting Mother
Earth, and treating all things as sacred. “The ethos or philosophy of In Lak Ech means—there
is no I (and there is no you or the ‘other’). Instead, there is ‘tu eres mi otro yo’—you are my
other self” (Paredez, as cited by Rodriguez, 2008, p. 162). Similarly, with regard to the kinship
system, the “recurring themes that denote indigenous kinship are communalism; egalitarianism;
reciprocity with others and with nature; and a complementary relationship between women and
men, with special respect granted to children and elders” (Jaimes∗Guerrero, 2003, p. 65). These
philosophies are akin to a moral code of conduct and are the bedrock for the values embodied by
abuelita or grandmother epistemologies.

Valenzuela (1999) argued that most Westernized teachers are trained in what she called an
“aesthetic” form of caring that she described as rooted in methods and ideas rather than caring
relationships. These concepts and ideas prepare young people to enter the market economy; they
educate young people to be what my grandmother would call bien preparado, or well prepared to
get a job. My grandmother would always say that being bien preparado was not the same as being
bien educado. Though one might have received the training and skills to go on to college and have
a professional career, this did not mean that one had learned good moral or ethical values; it did
not mean that one had been taught to be a kind and caring person. It is this kind of values-based
education model that the Mexican and Mexican American students in Valenzuela’s study sought;
it is this kind of education that is at the heart of abuelita epistemologies.
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In Valenzuela’s (1999) study, she described how both teachers and administrators devalued this
form of caring education; they failed to recognize how tracking policies negatively stigmatized the
youth and their families. They weren’t able to fully understand how the curriculum was culturally
and linguistically biased, nor did they recognize the effect of this bias on their students. And
they were unaware of how their own actions and reactions contributed to the development of a
subtractive schooling environment. In addition, they likewise failed to realize how subtractive
schooling was linked to a larger historical legacy of cultural and linguistic erasure in Mexican
and Mexican American communities (Valenzuela, 1999).

SUBTRACTING ABUELITA EPISTEMOLOGIES

The literature on subtractive schooling is significant to my own struggles navigating the divergent
spaces of home and school while growing up. I now recognize how the subtractive schooling
process eroded my own confidence in my cultural and linguistic identity as well as my familial
relationships.

As I reflect back on the story about my grandmother, I realize my protest wasn’t just about
Mexican music. The music was merely a trigger for a larger issue: In my school, there was a neg-
ative stigma associated with being a Mexican, and that stigma intensified if you were a Mexican
who also spoke Spanish. Rosa Sheets (2005) corroborated, noting, “Some children refuse to speak
their heritage language because they view their ethnic group in a low social status” (pp. 119–120).
Although this was true in my case, it was more complex than that. I quickly noticed that there
was a cultural and linguistic hierarchy in which the worst stigma of all befell those Mexicans who
spoke Spanish and surrounded themselves with all “things Mexican” (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 19)
instead of all things American. As a result, I was ashamed to be a Mexican who spoke Spanish
and listened to Mexican music.

Petrified of the social condemnation this stigma might bring, I rebelled against my cultural
identity and against any familial display of what I perceived to be Mexican-ness. Unlike other
groups, being Mexican was associated with being an immigrant; it meant that I was less than
American; it meant that I was foreign; and worst of all, it meant that I didn’t belong. For me,
Spanish felt like a condemnation rather than an asset, with Spanish fluency denoting my relative
degree of Mexican-ness.

The project of acculturation created tensions between my family and me, between my home
culture and my school culture, and between my Spanish and English language abilities. According
to Jin Sook Lee and Eva Oxelson (2006),

for linguistic minority children, losing proficiency in their heritage language is more than just a loss of
a linguistic system; it is a separation from their roots, a denial of their ethnic identity, and a dismissal
of their potential as a bilingual and bicultural member of society. (p. 455)

Not only did I internalize the subtractive schooling hierarchies, I attempted to bring these hier-
archies home and impose them on my own family. This was evidenced by comments such as, “I
HATE Mexican music, Grandma! Nobody listens to that stuff anymore!”

In this statement, nobody meant that nobody of status listened to Mexican music. Therefore,
my frustration was derived from my perception—developed through my formal education—that
my grandmother would voluntarily choose music that would relegate both of us to a lower status
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ABUELITA EPISTEMOLOGIES 49

position according to the subtractive schooling hierarchy. Laura Padilla (2001) called this “inter-
nalized oppression” (p. 67), when one internalizes the stereotypical and pejorative beliefs of the
dominant culture and responds as if those beliefs were accurate. Sofia Villenas (1996) called this
the colonizer/colonized phenomenon. It is exemplified when colonized groups are indoctrinated
to play the role of the colonizer by an educational system that teaches them to reinforce the values,
perspectives, and beliefs of the dominant culture.

Sadly, by disparaging my grandmother’s choice in music as well as her linguistic heritage,
I was propagating the injustices that had been inflicted on my group as a whole through a
subtractive schooling process designed to subtract abuela epistemologies by utilizing young peo-
ple like myself as the very instruments of colonization and “conversion” to the belief system of the
dominant culture that was put into place during hundreds of years of colonization. Thankfully,
my grandmother was there to undermine these attempts by instructing me in the power of a
curriculum that taught one to be bien educado in addition to being merely bien preparado.

The trauma of deculturalization through subtractive schooling practices is also a generational
one; in other words, the struggle against cultural erasure is passed down from generation to gen-
eration. My family had this struggle with me, and now I have this same struggle with my own
children: the struggle to preserve a linguistic and cultural identity, the struggle to preserve indige-
nous knowledge. James (2000) highlighted the resistance parents encounter when they seek to
pass on their heritage language and culture. Parents experience resistance from the school because
of the assimilatory agenda espoused and resistance from their own children, who internalize the
school’s perspective of their culture.

This is a struggle made even more difficult given the recent cuts to bilingual education and
Mexican American Studies as well as the rise in anti-immigrant legislation and an increasingly
assimilationist social-political rhetoric. With an increasing breakdown in the extended family or
kinship system, how can we help children to navigate these complexities and rise above the hate
with their cultural identities intact?

Furthermore, many educational institutions in this country continue not only to discount
abuela epistemologies but also to intentionally move students away from their elders, con-
structing oppositional relationships between home and school values while using students as
instruments of conversion. This means that children are being used to help Westernize the fam-
ily and suppress their own cultural heritage as a way to accelerate the process of acculturation
and assimilation. Indeed, this is not without historical precedent, as the utilization of children in
schools to help nationalize other members of indigenous societies was the colonial model of edu-
cation that began with the missions, evolved into the boarding school model, and is still carried
over today into our contemporary educational institutions. The following section expounds on the
changes contributing to the destabilization of the role of grandmothers as educators.

COLONIAL LEGACIES: THE SUBTRACTION OF LA ABUELITA AS EDUCATOR

Unlike the social purpose of skills development and cultural transfer for children in settlers’ schools,
systems of education in the Spanish missions were purposefully designed to replace a child’s
Native American language, religion, dress and other cultural attributes with the Spanish language,
Roman Catholic faith, and European mores, values and customs. Although some priests learned
native languages, the missions’ role in the deculturalization of Native Americans was extensive.
(MacDonald, 2004, p. 9)
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50 GONZALES

The colonial system of knowledge production built in the 16th century was highly successful
at legitimizing “dominant definitions of reality” (Grande, 2004, p. 71). So successful was this
system that it continues to reign over our communities after more than 500 years. Education
systems today continue to treat native people as inferior beings by dismissing the networks they
created to protect sacred knowledge structures and even calling them myth based, superstitious,
and primitive, the same adjectives used during the era of colonization (Deloria, 1997).

The failure of contemporary school systems to meet the needs of the Mexican and Mexican
American community can be traced back to the colonization of the Americas. The core curricu-
lum of our first institutionalized educational system consisted of de-indigenizing the natives by
nationalizing them according to new geopolitical territories and assimilating them to the lan-
guage and culture of the colonial power, which was Spain/Spanish. Nonetheless, Bonfil Batalla
(2004) contended that the Mexican cultural reality is still rooted in Mesoamerican civilization
despite the linguistic conversion to Spanish and the imposition of Western values. He called
this “Mexico profundo” because despite conquest, the deeper and more profound parts of an
indigenous Mexico survive in the daily lives of its people despite the Spanish colonial veneer.

However, when U.S. schools establish educational policies that suppress Mexican cultural and
linguistic capital, it forces students and families to redefine their identities within the dictates of
yet another colonial racial ideology (Frye, 1996) developed by the English. This is equivalent to
a form of double colonization.

Historically speaking, the missionary schools were central to the indoctrination process, as
religious conversion was perceived as necessary for cultural conversion. Ricard (1974) described
how the natives were rounded up into “villages of evangelization” (p. 139) where “idols were
destroyed, and pagan ceremonies put to an end such that the barbarous Indians could be initiated
into civilized life” (p. 137). The missionary schools did this by breaking down the existing family-
and community-based education, or kinship, system in which grandmothers played a significant
role in teaching linguistic and cultural traditions. The section that follows focuses on the changes
that contributed to the destabilization of the role of grandmothers as educators.

In many indigenous American traditions, God, or the creator, is both man and woman (Gunn
Allen, 1992), represented as Father Sky and Mother Earth, the unity of a grandfather spirit and a
grandmother spirit. In this belief system, guidance and leadership within a community is a shared
responsibility among elders regardless of gender. There are both medicine men and medicine
women, priests and priestesses. Gonzales (2003) noted that the “Mayan medicine man Apolinario
says our hearts have a female valve and a male valve. As males and females, and human being to
human being, we must learn to treat each other differently” (p. 151). Gonzales (2003) went on to
argue that “if humankind does not come into balance, the earth will not survive” (p. 151).

As a result of colonization in the Americas, a spiritual paradigm shift occurred that promoted
a religious system founded on the belief that there was one Spirit God who was male and that he
passed on his divinity to his son, whose own divine authority was perpetuated through a line of all-
male priests (Gunn Allen, 1992). This male-dominated religious system reinforced a patriarchal
world order, which had a devastating effect on indigenous women in general. Of course, the ram-
ifications of this new patriarchal world order were particularly negative for grandmothers, who
found themselves displaced from their traditional leadership roles in society as elders, educa-
tors, tradition keepers, and venerated members of the community who previously held power and
status (Gunn Allen, 1992; Jaimes & Halsey, 1992). They were replaced by an all-male priest-
hood and other males who now occupied these and other high-level offices. According to Jaimes
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ABUELITA EPISTEMOLOGIES 51

and Halsey (1992), “In none of the several thousand non-treaty agreements reached between the
United States and these same nations, were federal representatives prepared to discuss anything
at all with women” (p. 322).

Gunn Allen (1992), Gonzales (2003), and Jaimes and Halsey (1992) argued that the erasure of
the feminine in Native cosmology has long been one of the priorities of the colonial world order.
To terminate the transmission of culture meant that it was necessary to sever the power of women
and grandmothers. It required physically, psychologically, and strategically coercing both Native
men and women under the domain of a patriarchal world order.

The colonizers saw (and rightly) that as long as women held unquestionable power of such magnitude,
attempts at total conquest of the continents were bound to fail. In the centuries since the first attempts
at colonization in the early 1500s, the invaders have exerted every effort to remove Indian women
from every position of authority, to obliterate all records pertaining to gynocratic social systems,
and to ensure that no American and few American Indians would remember that gynocracy was the
primary social order of Indian America prior to 1800. (Gunn Allen, 1992, p. 3)

Patriarchy is a contested area in feminist thought. Many indigenous scholars, such as Gunn
Allen (1992) and Jaimes and Halsey (1992), argue that patriarchy was brought by the conquerors
and imposed on both Native men and women through the process of colonization. In addition to
the disenfranchisement that occurred, they point out, there have also been attempts by White femi-
nists to shift the narrative toward a belief that all cultures, even Native American, were patriarchal.
Unfortunately, many White feminists try to convince Native women that they are especially vul-
nerable to abuse by savage black, brown, and red men. This is a stereotype reproduced by colonial
ideologies that both White men and women continue to perpetuate with negative consequences
for colonized communities of color. Maria Cotera (2010), quoting Jaimes and Halsey, contended,

“Many Indian women are uncomfortable [with feminist analysis] because they perceive it (cor-
rectly) as white-dominated.” Noting that white middle-class women have been the beneficiaries of
the colonial exploitation of Indigenous peoples, Jaimes and Halsey point out that white feminists
have too often criticized Indian gender relations without exploring the ways in which colonialism has
transformed these relations. (p. 233)

This same critique can be applied to educational scholars and policymakers who are quick
to blame the Latino achievement gap on the demise of the Latino family unit; or the lack of
parental support; or the fact that parents lack resources, lack academic understanding, or aren’t
educated themselves. However, rarely is there an examination of “the ways in which colonialism
has transformed these relations” Cotera (2010, p. 233), meaning our own preconquest relations
and our indigenous understandings of education. As a result, contemporary education schol-
ars, researchers, and policymakers may be in danger of falling into the trap of unintentionally
perpetuating damaging ethnic stereotypes.

Many Native scholars (Gunn Allen, 1992; Jaimes & Halsey, 1992; Jaimes∗Guerrero, 2003;
McClintock, Mufti, & Shohat, 1997) differ from their White feminist sisters because, for them,
the displacement of women of color is due to colonization, not patriarchy. Patriarchy, they main-
tain, reinforces the White worldview. The patriarchy imposed through colonization acted as
a catalyst, breaking down an indigenous system of gender equity. With colonization, the bal-
ance between men and women was disrupted, and a significant facet of that disruption was the
displacement of the sacred and venerable role that grandmothers played within the family unit.
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52 GONZALES

Nevertheless, despite more than 500 years of colonization, many Mexican grandmothers, like
mine, continue to act as educators and continue to resist systematic attempts at their displacement
and erasure. Their pedagogical strategies and practices continue to live on. Only now, because this
role is not valued by the dominant society, their work as educators must take place hidden in the
home—in opposition to much of what is being taught in schools.

CONCLUSION: RETURNING TO THE SACRED HOOP

Grandmothers, a historical asset to education in the Mexican and Mexican American commu-
nity, have been rendered invisible to schools. And this research seeks to rectify this subtractive
tendency, establishing the grandmother (both figuratively in terms of a female elder and literally
as one’s kin) and abuelita epistemologies as a potential growth area for research in the field of
bilingual-bicultural, family/community and critical studies in education, particularly with regard
to democratizing schools, decolonizing knowledge, and rethinking the Latino achievement gap.

And although the focus of this essay was on the grandmother in particular, grandfathers are
also significant to our understanding of elders as educators in the community. The deep respect
that both are given as educators, and the tremendous loss that our schools and communities suf-
fer when the epistemological legacies that they represent are subtracted from the classroom, is
immeasurable.

Instead of being calling on to help ease the tensions between home and school, to bridge cul-
tural conflicts, and to pioneer a new praxis, grandmothers have instead been put in a peripheral
position that is subordinate to formal educational institutions and that negates the value of their
roles as women and as educators. Indeed, they have been placed in an oppositional position by a
discourse that favors the contemporary over the traditional, men over women, school values over
home values, and Western positivism over indigenous ways of knowing. In this way, grandmoth-
ers have been forced to protect their grandchildren from the deculturalizing effects of Westernized
schools (Kincheloe & Kincheloe, 1983).

With their traditional ways of knowing and ways of teaching pushed to the margins of formal
institutions of learning, Mexican grandmothers, or abuelitas, rather than being invited to par-
ticipate collaboratively in a child’s education often use their agency to counteract the forces of
subtractive education and resist the effects of colonization experienced by children in schools.
Mexican grandmothers also resist their own erasure by the dominant culture, and not only do
they teach their grandchildren how to protect themselves against the subtraction of these episte-
mological legacies, but through abuelita epistemologies they teach them how to avoid being used
as instruments of indoctrination.

Furthermore, abuelita epistemologies ground the young in a linguistically rich and culturally
dynamic praxis of justice while also teaching youth how to adapt to a changing world context.
Such epistemologies have the potential to help bridge the disconnect between school culture
and family culture, between the Indigenous and the Western. Sandy Grande (2004) called this
skill set “self-conscious traditionalism” (p. 169), which is when individuals consciously weave
the traditional into contemporary situations. Likewise, this skill set could help educators weave
traditional knowledge and values into contemporary school practice, thereby producing a more
caring and transformative environment for all.
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ABUELITA EPISTEMOLOGIES 53

Abuelita epistemologies push us to re-envision new curricular itineraries. They push us to go
beyond our current content areas or educational activities; to go beyond the discourse of what
can be assessed, graded, quantified, or commodified. Abuelita epistemologies cannot be confined
to a school building or defined by a cookie-cutter curriculum or taught in a 1-hr lesson plan.
Such knowledge goes beyond compartmentalized lessons divided into prepackaged periods of
time. Grandmother epistemologies are grounded in relationships with all aspects of life, and thus
call for students to unite with their elders and the natural cycles of life. A praxis that creates
opportunities to learn from time, indeed with time, as opposed to learning from a worksheet or a
single expert is needed (Maurial, 1999). Abuelita epistemologies call on us to cross borders and to
cross disciplines, to examine the relationship between culture, school, and imperialism “and what
is defined as successful learning” (Semali, 1999, p. 99). To do so requires a critical redefinition
of knowledge, as well as how it is produced, validated, disseminated, and consumed.

An important part of the redefining process is naming and renaming our own knowledge.
Smith (2001) argued that they who name the world, give voice to their reality. By naming our
knowledge, our realities, we begin the process of decolonization. By re-membering our stories
and sharing them, we give a face to conquest. By revealing our journeys, we give testimony to
ancestral pathways. Like grandmother spider, we start from our center and weave, allowing our
stories to intersect and crisscross. We transform our fate by building and rebuilding our web of
knowledge, our web of traditions and faith, calling and waiting for the structure to emerge into
a web of influence and equilibrium in schools between the genders and among people of all
races.
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