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Abstract This paper builds upon the edict for self-determination in El Plan de

Santa Bárbara: a Chicano plan for higher education (1969), which calls for

‘‘strategic use of education,’’ by placing value on needs of the community

(La Causa, p. 9). For me, this passage translates into valuing needs of community-

college students entering my classes and life. I believe it is my obligation, as an

educator, to problematize ways in which knowledge has been defined, framed,

presented, and researched by dominant ideologies informing institutions of

learning at all levels. In essence, this work is a meditation allowing readers to

witness how I am weaving together various strands of myself including the per-

sonal, emotional, professional, intellectual, and spiritual. It captures how my

participant-observation of MAS-Tucson educators, while describing their use of

barrio pedagogy and critically compassionate intellectualism, has been enhanced

by my re-reading of Elena Avila’s (2000) Woman who Glows in the Dark:
A Curandera Reveals Traditional Aztec Secrets of Physical and Spiritual Health.

This paper represents an ongoing epistemological exercise about my own teaching

and scholarship, resulting in an emergence of my own modality as an apprenticing

practitioner of Chicano-Indigenous pedagogy.
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Introduction

On January 10, 2012, the Tucson Unified School District (TUSD) Governing Board

voted 4-1 to immediately eliminate the Mexican–American Studies (MAS) program.

A few days later, MAS-Tucson educator, Curtis Acosta sent an e-mail through the list

serve, Education for Liberation Network. His communique stated, ‘‘In sum, we have

been told that we cannot teach any race, ethnic or oppression themed lessons or

units.’’ His message also indicated that student work had been collected and books

seized by site administrators. As so many other educators, students, scholars,

community members, and activists, I was saddened and angered. I had been following

the case since early fall 2010 when I attended one of the first Save Ethnic Studies

Campaigns that arrived to Southern California at Pomona College. While there, I had

the opportunity to listen to MAS-Tucson educators, Lorenzo López and Rene

Martı́nez, discuss the goals of their culturally responsive curriculum in their

presentation, ‘‘AZ HB2281 and the Struggle for Ethnic Studies.’’ The maestros

described how their curriculum was culturally and historically relevant to students

whose cultures and histories have been made to seem—by systematic hegemonic

discourse—deficient, illegitimate, and at-risk for failure (López and Martı́nez 2010).

The pedagogy discussed centered on the resiliency of students, their families, and

communities as well as honoring knowledge that comes from lived experience—

recognizing it as an asset rather than presuming it a liability. López and Martı́nez also

explained how they were mobilizing to defend the culturally responsive and

academically rigorous MAS program against HB2281.

Solidarity through Pedagogical Practice

After that event, I attended fundraisers for the Save Ethnic Studies campaign as well

as other presentations made by MAS-Tucson educators. I supported their efforts to

incorporate themes of race, racism, ethnicity, slavery, colonization, and oppression

into their curriculum. Over the past decade, my own educational practice in

Southern California as a community-college educator serving primarily first-

generation, working-class students taking courses in English and Chicano/a Studies

has also centered on such thematic interrogations. My teaching has been

consistently informed by the demographic make-up of my campus, a Hispanic

Serving Institution (HSI)—with the majority of students (34 %) labeled as

‘‘Hispanic.’’

Despite these statistics, my own interactions confirm the majority of ‘‘Hispanic’’

students at my campus are of Mexican descent. The second largest population are of

Central American descent—the majority of these with ancestry from El Salvador.

I definitely considered these populations as I prepared my syllabus for a fall 2011

transfer-level English course on Reading and Composition with an emphasis on

literature. In an act of solidarity with MAS-Tucson educators, I committed to

incorporate the significance of the program, and the attacks against it, into my own

course. I re-read El Plan de Santa Bárbara (La Causa 1969), which intertwined

educational and political struggles. As I revisited this historically pivotal work,
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I was also reminded of efforts by early Chicana/o writers to produce work centering

on personal narratives (Noriega and Belcher 2004, p. viii). Personal narratives

have routinely been invalidated by traditionalists in disciplines, such as English

Composition.

Contesting Normalizing Discourse

At my own campus, I have continuously engaged in debates with instructors and

administrators who have sought to invalidate personal narratives for their assumed

lack of objectivity and academic rigor. This invalidation and extant silencing of

certain voices has, in my profession, represented an ongoing crisis in need of

political urgency. Dominant, hegemonic, and thusly normalizing discourses are

responsible for dishonoring and denying the significance of personal voices of

students entering my classes. In my own experience, students have not been

provided with many opportunities to read works written from a first-person-point-

of-view. Likewise, many students have previously been discouraged from using ‘‘I’’

in their written compositions.

My pedagogical practice, however, sought to reclaim the ‘‘I’’ based on Bejarno’s

work, which highlighted that within the context of oppression, to focus on the self is

not a selfish act, for she posited that ‘‘individual subjectivity [emerges] through the

articulation of collective experience and identity’’ (Bejarno as cited in Noriega and

Belcher 2004, p.vii). Bejarno described a type of critical self-reflection that is

impossible to achieve without considering one’s own communal relations. Her

comment on the emergence of individual subjectivity within the context of a

collective experience echoes a historic passage from El Plan de Santa Bárbara
(1969): ‘‘Chicanismo simply embodies an ancient truth: that [a person] is never closer

to [her/his] true self as when [s/he] is close to [her/his] community’’ (La Causa, p. 9).

Consequently, I made a conscious effort in my curriculum design to not only reclaim

the ‘‘I’’ but to also decolonize it from its Westernized, egocentric domain.

Decolonizing the Classroom

Challenging the Coloniality of Power within School Curricula

Inevitably, decolonization intersects with pedagogical practice when one considers

that the struggle for ‘‘decolonization of the US empire is at the center of the agenda

for the twenty-first century’’ (Grosfoguel et al. 2005, p. 6). For according to

Quijano’s coloniality of power perspective, ‘‘we still live in a colonial world’’ where

‘‘metropolitan spaces are already polluted ‘‘by a colonial history, a colonial

imaginary, colonial knowledges, [and] a racial/ethnic hierarchy linked to a history

of empire’’ (Grosfoguel et al. 2005, p. 6, 8). Furthermore, a ‘‘constant feature of

coloniality is that white European/Euro-American groups are always at the top of

the racial/ethnic hierarchy despite the changes over time of racist discourses, racial

dynamics and the groups that share the bottom of the hierarchy’’ (Grosfoguel et al.

2005, p. 12). The racial hierarchy is further exhibited in school curricula that situate
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white European/Euro-American authors consistently at the top where they are given

primacy over other works by people of color and/or First Nations People, especially

those who question and resist via their thematic content and methodological

innovations.

Seeking to challenge this trend, I proceeded to design my course, for the fall 2011

semester, based on four literary works. The selected works included: Teatro
Chicana: A Collective Memoir and Selected Plays edited by Laura E. Garcia,

Sandra M. Gutierrez, and Felicitas Nuñez (2008), Working in the Dark: Reflections
of a Poet of the Barrio by Jimmy Santiago Baca (1991), December Sky: Beyond my
Undocumented Life by Evelyn Cortez-Davis (2005), and Mother Tongue: A Novel
by Martinez (1997). I selected the works to serve, collectively, as representatives of

the diverse struggles framed by Quijano’s definition of the coloniality of power and

the racial hierarchy connected to it. These struggles include: inheritance of

intergenerational traumas as well as emerging from a working-class household,

being a first-generation college student, coming from a bilingual home, facing

undocumented immigrant status, and confronting cultural attacks in the form of

racial discrimination among others. I also wanted the literature to exemplify how

writing is an empowering tool with emancipatory potential since the works include a

wide variety of literary genres ranging from memoir, teatro, personal reflection,

poetry, autobiography, creative prose, testimonio, and the historical novel.

Yet, I encountered my own version of a conservative backlash when my book

selections were questioned by the department head. My teaching methodology was

also questioned because I had selected ‘‘Hispanic’’ authors ‘‘exclusively.’’

Additionally, I was admonished for failing to be inclusive of other cultures in my

reading selections, and I was pressured to comply in making ‘‘adequate’’ changes,

which included sacrificing at least one of my carefully selected texts in, what

seemed to me, a random exchange for another. I questioned the motive for such a

violation against my academic freedom and what I perceived to be a clear attack

against highly acclaimed literary works that would also be invaluable to my

cultivation of a culturally relevant teaching methodology.

Culturally Responsive Curricula—Resistance to Psychological Violence

Ultimately, I stood my ground, filed a grievance, and defended my selected texts. In

the course, students were guided to identify how themes as well as methods were

used by writers to not only resist centuries of colonial power but to also heal the

intergenerational traumas it has caused. Essay topics ranged from exploring

performance as social justice by focusing on collective memoirs and actos of Teatro

Chicana, witnessing the empowering possibilities of language by intimately

engaging with Jimmy Santiago’s method of truth-telling, and applying principles

of Reader-Response Criticism in order to discuss the relevance of Evelyn Cortez-

Davis’ self-published autobiography. Community-building was also encouraged

both in and out of the classroom as students engaged in projects involving their own

performance of actos as well as designing a community poetry event.

I envisioned the entire semester to be an intervention in countering racial/ethnic/

cultural, class, and gender subordination whereby students would learn about the
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empowering potential of written, spoken, and performed word through their own

reading and creation of texts. The class was made up of a diverse student population

including Chican@s, Mexicans, Salvadorans, Cambodians, Vietnamese, Pilipin@s

as well as those of mixed-racial and ethnic status. Together, these students

developed their critical consciousness and analytical skills as they read about,

related to, interrogated, and resisted against the psychological violence sustained by

the coloniality of power. The selected texts proved to be a significant intervention

for many students in their formative years of young adulthood—where their identity

formations and value systems are still in the process of being concretized.

Pragmatic Theorizations—Pedagogical Third Space and Precious Knowledge

Since I come from a working-class, ethnic Mexican family, my personal

experiences have helped me fully recognize that obtaining an education is a

political struggle for minorities who face the day-to-day struggle of economic

poverty. Not surprisingly, the only educational spaces that have validated my life,

las luchas de mi familia, and that of my ancestors are the courses I have taken (as a

grown woman) in Mexican–American and Chicana/o Studies respectively. My

studies have shaped my desire to teach across multiple disciplines—and to even

disrupt the notion of a ‘‘discipline.’’ They have further allowed me to perceive the

classroom as a space of hopeful resistance where minds are cultivated, ideas are

nurtured, identities emerge, and convictions coalesce. My framing corresponds to

what scholar-activist-educators Augustine Romero, Sean Arce (co-founder and

director of MAS-Tucson for over a decade), and Julio Cammarota (2009) have

described as a newly created pedagogical third space that ‘‘is driven by the need to

challenge the epistemological and ontological understanding of our students and in

many cases their parents’’ (p. 227). This pedagogical third space was captured in

Precious Knowledge, (McGinnis and Palos 2011) the political documentary focused

on the controversial banning of MAS-Tucson.

At the center of a critical intellectual engagement in José González’ classroom

was the Freirean element of problematization. On the chalkboard, the word Freire

was underlined. Beneath this word were three terms taken from Freire’s (2002b)

Education for Critical Consciousness: Magical, Naı̈ve, and Critical. Each of these

categorical labels for the various types of consciousness defined by Freire was

accompanied by terms further explaining them. For instance, Magical was

accompanied by God & luck, Naı̈ve by family & self, and Critical by society/

structure. Mr. González acted as a facilitator—assisting the class in setting up a

discussion where they were ‘‘going to be critically conscious’’ (McGinnis and Palos

2011). Mr. González continued to offer a relevant real-world example concerning

educational standards for minority athletes.

The Precious Knowledge (McGinnis and Palos 2011) clip continued with about a

dozen students engaging in an intense dialogue that interrogated complicated

intersections of race and class in the United States, especially concerning students of

color. Mr. González expanded the comments of a student who problematized the

logic of his peers since the peer comments developed a pattern of blaming the

individual rather than questioning the larger system. Mr. González took advantage
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of the teachable moment that arose and asserted, ‘‘Therein lies Critical Race

Theory’’ (McGinnis and Palos 2011).This portion of the documentary demonstrated

pragmatic ways in which educators can act as mediators—guiding their students to

unpack concepts that demand critical self-reflection by way of questioning what

they know as well as factors that have shaped their self-understanding.

Barrio Pedagogy, in Lak’Ech, and Methodologies of Love

Barrio pedagogy, as proposed by Romero et al. (2009) is an effective methodology

for educators to implement with Chicana/o youth. It utilizes an educational model

building upon three core areas: curriculum, pedagogy, and student–teacher–parent

interactions (Romero et al. 2009, p. 219). Additionally, barrio pedagogy is derived

from existing and constantly developing knowledges emerging from the Chicana/o

community. Embracing these community knowledges affords Chicana/o youth the

ability to negotiate multiple worlds, specifically educational institutions they attend

as well as communities they reside in.

An excellent example of barrio pedagogy—of how an educator can affirm

knowledge from the local community within an academic context appears in another

clip from Precious Knowledge (McGinnis and Palos 2011) that showed Chican@/

Latin@ Literature teacher, Curtis Acosta conducting a lecture on the literary genre

of magical realism. He posed the following inquiry: ‘‘Why does it make sense that

Latin America is the place where magical realism happened’’ (McGinnis and Palos

2011)? One young lady responded by sharing her grandmother’s experiential

knowledge as a curandera whose practice includes sobadas that also have the power

to extract demons. Mr. Acosta utilized barrio pedagogy by honoring the student (as

well as her familial and communal knowledge-base) for these types of experiences

and contextualized them within the larger discussion of magical realism.

Due, in large part, to the student’s contribution of her own precious knowledge,

Mr. Acosta explained the significance of indigenous knowledges within cultural and

historical traditions of Latin America. This decolonial methodology was culturally

responsive in a tri-dimensional way, whereby it honored the past (indigenous modes

of healing), present (continuance of these traditions via the student’s grandmother),

and future (critical reflection by the student on the importance of her grandmother’s

knowledge-base and lifeway as a curandera assisting her community). In this brief

clip, Mr. Acosta demonstrated ways in which the psychological violence of

colonization can be contested by enacting the basic tenets of barrio pedagogy.

Furthermore, authentic caring as a central aspect of barrio pedagogy is clearly

expressed by the Mayan phrase, In Lak’Ech, which is used as a guiding principle of

‘‘the beautiful struggle that is learning and teaching’’ (Acosta and Mir 2012). It is a

Mayan phrase that translates to ‘‘you are my other me.’’1 Precious Knowledge
(McGinnis and Palos 2011), showed Mr. Acosta engaging in a bilingual recitation of

the passage that originally appeared in a poem by Luis Valdez (1994): ‘‘In Lak’Ech:

1 For a detailed explanation of connections among the Mayan concept of In Lak’Ech, Maya scholar

Domingo Martinez Paredez, Luis Valdez, and University of Texas professor Dr. Arnoldo Vento, please

see Dr. Cintli Rodrı́guez’ (2012b) article ‘‘Tucson’s Maiz-based Curriculum: MAS-TUSD Profundo’’.

28 Urban Rev (2013) 45:23–40

123



Tu eres mi otro yo./You are my other me./Si te hago daño a ti, me hago daño a mi

mismo/If I do harm to you, I do harm to myself.’’ According to Acosta, reciting the

verse serves as a ‘‘daily reminder for us all to remember how we should embrace the

world’’ (Acosta and Mir 2012). Love as an interventionist teaching methodology has

most certainly been achieved as the following words by MAS-student, Nacho,

confirm: ‘‘I don’t think they should get rid of these classes cuz there’s a lot of love

being shared. Can’t get rid of love’’ (McGinnis and Palos 2011).

Toward a Socially Just Pedagogical Praxis—Teaching as Instinctual Craft

Personally, it has been empowering to both read about and witness a barrio

pedagogy that promotes a critically compassionate intellectualism because it is what

I have been putting into practice for over a decade. However, I have been honing my

craft instinctually rather than theoretically. Several years ago my instincts told me to

initiate learning communities on my campus that linked the Humanities to the

Social Sciences by pairing a course in Freshman Composition with a course on

Studies of Chicano Sociology for first-year, first-generation students. My instincts

told me to invite community activists and artists to speak to these students so that

their lives could be better analyzed from a larger social structure that people like

themselves have been resisting for centuries. My instincts also told me to take on the

challenge of starting the first Chicano/a Studies-based study abroad trip (on my

campus) to Mexico whereby visitation to sacred sites such as Huachimontones in

Teuchitlán and Teotihuacán were central. It has been a rather lonesome journey

since advocating such practices has also caused some colleagues and administrators

to label me as an outsider and troublemaker.

Nevertheless, I have always known that I have been doing right by my students—

whom I serve. Having access to methods of educators, such as Romero, Arce, and

Cammarota further empowers me to focus on cultivating classroom spaces of hope.

By doing so, I negate a standardized pedagogical practice while I embrace a

critically conscious, socially just pedagogical praxis centered on decolonial

reflection and action. From my students, I have come to witness this hope

manifesting in various forms of inspired activism, productive resistance, and/or

culturally relevant healing. I know that students who have engaged with readings,

assignments, class discussions, field trips, and community intellectuals in my classes

have gone on to challenge the coloniality of power and incessant proliferation of

racial hierarchy and gender inequality existing in the world.

I have seen amazing coalitions built across student organizations, such as

MEChA, By Any Means Necessary (BAMN), United without Boundaries, Puente,

Chicanos/Latinos Advancing in the Values of Education (CLAVE), and Students for

Social Justice (SSJ). These students have shown solidarity with each other on

challenges such as those faced by undocumented students and their families or the

lack of transparency and outright disrespect for student voices by site administrators

and board members deciding on budget cuts. I have demonstrated my solidarity with

these students, and I have learned as much from them as they have from me—if not

more. Decolonial learning partnerships have begun in classroom spaces but have

most definitely extended beyond classroom walls, taking the students and I to
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alternative spaces of learning-healing where we have been co-participants in Danza

Azteca ceremonies, Temazkales, and the 2012 Peace and Dignity spiritual runs. My

instincts have led me to this point. And I have chosen to listen.

The Decolonization of Chicano/a Studies

Toward an Embodied Experience of Chicano-Indigenous Knowing and Learning

Amidst all the controversy surrounding the dismantling of MAS-Tucson as well as

book banning, a particular aspect that has been insufficiently emphasized is the

MAS educators’ pedagogical praxis of introducing Chicano-Indigenous based

concepts for self-direction and community-healing. The use of such culturally

intuitive yet methodologically innovative technologies exemplifies a significant

shift—one marking an intersection between teaching-healing that honors a

hemispheric understanding of Indigenous epistemology.2 The most significant

(if not the only) exception has been Roberto Dr. Cintli Rodrı́guez (2012b) who has

made a substantial intervention filling this gap in his article, ‘‘Tucson’s Maiz-based

Curriculum: MAS-TUSD Profundo.’’ In this article, Rodrı́guez described how

MAS-Tucson educator, Norma González, characterized the ‘‘Indigenous component

of the MAS-TUSD curriculum as a form of decolonization of Chicano Studies’’

(Rodrı́guez 2012b, para. 2). The decolonization of Chicano Studies through MAS

curriculum has been accomplished by moving beyond an exclusive emphasis on

book learning and textual analysis to the embodied experience of living Indigenous

knowledge, or what Patrisia Gonzales (2012) has identified as Red Medicine, which

includes such key coordinates as ‘‘limpias, dreams, ceremonial medicine, plant

knowledge, and birthing’’ (p. 232). Living Indigenous knowledge is derived,

according to Rodrı́guez (2012b), from 7,000 years of maiz-based culture and

knowledge (para. 5). Receiving this type of instruction certainly points to the

healing potential of the classroom as a decolonial space with the ability to

recuperate integrated, reconciled selves and communities.

I maintain that Chicana/o Studies—all fields/disciplines for that matter—when

centered on honoring Indigenous knowledges and lifeways, can breathe new life

into a philosophy of teaching, learning, and education in urban schools.3 Such a

2 At a grassroots level, Peace and Dignity Journeys (PDJ) lend further insight into the hemispheric

understanding of Indigeneity. PDJ emerged in 1990 from the first Continental Encounter of Indigenous

Pueblos and Nations in Quito, Ecuador. At this time, a mandate was made for the unification of all

Indigenous Peoples from throughout the continent (Tonatierra). At the academic level, it should be noted

that Jack D. Forbes, who played a pivotal role in developing Native American Studies at UC, Davis as

well as in opening the first Tribal College in California (D-Q University, is noted as the first American

Indian scholar to recognize Chicanos as Native peoples in his 1973 book Aztecas del Norte (Gonzales,

p. 239 n5).
3 I embrace Patrisia Gonzales’ (2012) definition of Indigenous, which ‘‘emanates from the concept of

being so linked to a place that one’s being, identity, and origin come from the entrails of the

earth’’(p. 135). I also align with Jennie Luna’s (2012) use of the term to identify the ‘‘original peoples of

the western hemisphere and other land bases, interchangeably with Native Peoples, First Nations, Fourth

World Peoples, or People of this Land’’ (p. 2 n4).
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philosophy holds transformative potential for both educators and students of all

backgrounds. The intersection between teaching-healing has been highlighted at the

university level within Religious Studies, Chicano/a Studies, and Native American

Studies (Barnes and Talamantez 2006). Inés Talamantez (2006) explained a

significant factor connected to healing that can occur through teaching comes from

the ability to reclaim what counts as knowledge (p. 115). The classroom presents an

opportunity to reject imposed constructs of ‘‘authentic’’ knowledge that have been

shaped by non-Native forms of understandings and power. To reclaim what counts

as knowledge, for Talamantez, is linked to re-centering Indigenous-based ways of

knowing.

MAS-Tucson educators have most definitely sought to reclaim what counts as

knowledge by integrating barrio pedagogy inclusive of Chicano-Indigenous

frameworks, epistemologies, principles, and concepts. A noteworthy decolonial

pedagogical tool used by MAS-Tucson educators are the four manifestations of

Tezcatlipoca taken from The Codex Borgia, (Dı́az et al. 1993) a Mesoamerican

ritual and divinatory manuscript. These four manifestations include: Tezcatlipoca,

Quetzalcoatl, Huitzilopochtli, and Xipe Totec. A MAS Encuentro presentation

given by MAS-Tucson educators, Maria Federico Brummer and Alexandro

Escamilla, explained the universality of the concepts for all peoples as they center

on critical self-reflection (Tezcatlipoca), gaining perspective (Quetzalcoatl),

growing in consciousness (Huitzilopochtli), and renewal and transformation

(Xipe Totec) (MAS Encuentros 2012).4 The slides used by the MAS-Tucson

educators include images of the four manifestations of Tezcatlipoca, descriptions

for each, their corresponding region in both English and Nahuatl (north, west,

south, and east) as well as their corresponding element of life (earth, air, fire,

water). See Table 1. The table also helps represent the slow and steady shift in

how educators who are guided by Chicano-Indigenous frameworks have come to

embrace new ways of knowing-teaching.5 These educators have focused on

re-imagining ways to challenge white-supremacist-patriarchal-capitalist-homo-

phobic curriculum and practices (Ana Barba, personal communication, July 12,

2012).

4 For a more elaborate explanation of the meaning of The Four Tezcatlipocas by Norma González in

collaboration with Tupac Enrique Acosta of Tonatierra in Phoenix, Arizona—co-creators of this aspect of

MAS-TUSD curriculum, please see Dr. Cintli Rodrı́guez’ (2012b) article ‘‘Tucson’s Maiz-based

Curriculum: MAS-TUSD Profundo.’’.
5 A successful example illustrating how Indigenous knowledge systems have been implemented is La

Academia Semillas del Pueblo, a community-based charter school in El Sereno, California founded in

2001 by Semillas Sociedad Civil. Another recent example is the engagement of Xicana Indı́gena

epistemologies in order to create new K-12 models of education proposed by Jennie Luna. Xicana is

defined as an anti-sexist consciousness, political belief and strategy, an ideology and way of life that is

mujer-centered while honoring, accepting, and respecting all people who identify with being Indigenous

to this continent and Mother Earth (Luna 2012, p. 4). This definition of Xicana informs Luna’s

positionality as an educator who believes that, ‘‘Danza [Mexica] can be a model within Xicana/o

educational reform movements, helping to instill a sense of history and pride within students [since it]

creates a living, on-going connection to history, demonstrating to students that ‘we exist’’’(2012, p. 10).
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Reversing Intergenerational Trauma and Recovering Wisdom of Indigenous

Healing

Over the past two years, I have embodied innovative methodologies used by MAS-

Tucson educators by being a participant-observer at various events surrounding the

Save Ethnic Studies Campaign. My notes taken at these events serve as an archive

of my own growth as a scholar-activist-educator. They reveal that I have been

tracking intersections of a pedagogical practice that is not only decolonial but that

also provides healing for those who have inherited intergenerational traumas,

resulting from colonial practices, policies, and regimes which have mandated a

legacy of forgetting resulting in de-Indigenization.

Rodrı́guez (2012a) emphasized the dismantling of the MAS program prohibits

teaching an Indigenous worldview, with an emphasis on social justice. He continued

to state that this action ‘‘now places TUSD in the same company as the rest of the

nation’s public school districts where none of them teach Raza Studies (the

Table 1 MAS-Tucson’s The Four Manifestations of Tezcatlipoca (Images from The Codex Borgia)

(Dı́az et al. 1993) based on MAS Encuentros Tucson Freedom Summer—July 8, 2012 (MAS Encuentros

2012)

Tezcatlipoca—self-reflection (Smoking
Mirror).We must vigorously search within

ourselves by silencing the distractions and

obstacles in our lives in order to be warriors of

our jente and justice. Element of Earth

Huitzilopochtli—the will to act. As we grow in

consciousness, we must be willing to act with a

revolutionary spirit that is positive, progressive,

and creative. Element of Fire

The direction: North—Mictlanpa The direction: South—Huitzlampa

Quetzalcoatl—precious and beautiful
knowledge. Gaining perspective on events and

experiences that our ancestors endured, allows us

to become more fully realized human beings. We

must listen to each other and our elders with

humility and love in order to hear the indigenous

wisdom in our hearts. Element of Air

Xipe Totec—transformation

Our source of strength that allows us to transform

and renew. We must have the strength to shed the

old, which may hinder us while accepting and

embracing our new consciousness in order to

transform the world.

Element of Water

The direction: West—Cihuatlanpa The direction: East—Tlahuitzlampa
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Indigenous history and culture of Mexican–Americans) district-wide at the K-12

levels’’ (Rodrı́guez 2012a, para. 7). This contributes ‘‘to the de-Indigenization of the

nation’s schools,’’ and it can ‘‘also be viewed as a form of denial [of Indigenous

roots] that has long been in effect throughout the continent, including the United

States’’ (Rodrı́guez 2012a, para. 7). Therefore, to reclaim the classroom as a healing

space centered in Chicano-Indigenous frameworks is a decolonial act.

This revelation has also prompted me to re-read and recover what I believe to be a

key text due to its intervention in bridging Indigenous-based and Chicana/o

epistemologies. I offer that Woman Who Glows in the Dark: A Curandera Reveals
Traditional Aztec Secrets of Physical and Spiritual Health by Avila and Parker (2000)

should be recognized as a key decolonial text in Chicana/o Studies—especially in

light of the recent attacks on ethnic studies programs in urban schools, censorship

campaigns against critically conscious books, and conservative backlash against

empowering educational approaches for minority urban youth. The book should be

acknowledged not only for its presentation of Indigenous epistemology but also for its

methodology. Although I argue for recognition of this book within the field of

Chicana/o Studies as an interventionist text, it provides a map—a guide for all

educators that is useful for both curriculum development and pedagogical practice.

Woman who Glows in the Dark can be situated as a precursor to Patrisia

Gonzales’ (2012) seminal text Red Medicine: Traditional Indigenous Rites of
Birthing and Healing. Avila focused on curanderismo as medicine that brings forth

all parts of the human being into the healing equation (2000, p. 182). Her work

sought to honor the soul as ‘‘that part of us that includes all that we are: our talents,

our hopes and dreams, our true voice, our nature, and our identity’’ (p. 182). Over a

decade later, Gonzales (2012) inquired about the possibilities of experience that

would become evident when curanderismo was restored by the framework of

Indigenous knowledge (p. xxv). She revealed that Red Medicine contains the

‘‘bodyspiritplacetime’’ whereby ‘‘indigenous healing is impacted by lifeways that

erase borders between the body-land, the body-stars, the body-dream’’ (Gonzales

2012, p. xxiv). Both Avila and Gonzales, in writing about wisdom of Indigenous

healing, teach readers about the importance of harmony, balance, and equilibrium.

From this perspective, one recognizes that the greatest contribution made by MAS-

Tucson has been its ability to re-center this ancient knowledge base for today’s

youth.

Although Avila’s book is situated within fields of Women’s Health and

Anthropology, I suggest that the book holds potential to breathe new life into a

philosophy of teaching, learning, and education in all urban schools. Avila received

her Bachelor’s degree in Nursing in 1976, and went on to get her MSN in

Psychiatric Nursing in 1981 (Tributes 2011). Additionally, she was an apprentice for

at least 14 years under Ehekateotl Kuauhtlinxan (medico and instructor of the

traditional health system Wewepahtli–the Greatest Medicine) (Avila 2000, p. 30).

Additionally, Avila also apprenticed under Andrés Segura Granados. Segura was

Capitán of Danza Azteca Xinachtli which earned its own autonomy in Mexico City

in 1979 (Rostas 2009, Appendix 4, p. 230). Segura holds an important place in

Chicano/a history that is not readily acknowledged in that during the Chicano

movement, he helped to extend La Conquista Movement from Mexico to the
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Southwest United States. This movement focused on reconquering Mexican people

back to their Indigenous roots (Huerta 2009, p. 8). Both Andrés Segura along with

Florencio Yescas are attributed with introducing Danza Azteca to Chicano/as in the

Southwest over several decades since the late 1960s.6 This rich background informs

Avila’s work on curanderismo, and I argue that the principles of curanderismo, as

expressed by Avila, make excellent pedagogical tools.

Community Cultural Wealth as a Teaching Modality of Humanization

and Healing

Interventionist pedagogical tools are necessary since the US Census Bureau

indicates that by 2025 nearly three-in-ten children in this country will be of Latino

ancestry (Lopez 2009). Also, nationwide, the English-language-learner student

population is expected to grow rapidly. The projected number of school-age

children of immigrants will increase from 12.3 million in 2005 to 17.9 million in

2020 (Lopez 2009). It is no surprise that despite these significant numbers, this

population of students still struggles to be ‘‘successful’’—at least in terms of the

codified standardization of learning and knowledge in this nation, based on a

framework of deficit-thinking (Valencia 1997). Essentially, deficit-thinking blames

students and their families for student failure rather than questioning social systems

and structures surrounding them. Yosso’s (2005) influential work serves to shift the

research lens away from models of deficit-thinking, which assume that students of

color come to the classroom with cultural deficiencies (p. 71).

Yosso (2005) promotes community cultural wealth, which is defined as ‘‘an array

of knowledge, skills, abilities and contacts possessed and utilized by communities of

color to survive and resist macro and micro-forms of oppression’’ (p. 77).

Community cultural wealth stands as an alternative—a direct intervention—

working to counter hegemonic privileging of cultural capital. It legitimizes various

resources minority students bring with them to schools from their home and

community environments. These include capital that is also aspirational, familial,

social, navigational, resistant, and linguistic (Yosso 2005, p. 78). Yosso’s work on

education intersects not only with MAS-Tucson’s use of barrio pedagogy but also

with Avila’s work on curanderismo, which begins with the premise of listening,

with respect, to the cultural perspectives, values, and beliefs of people she seeks to

assist in their healing.

Avila advocates for totality of personhood, which is necessarily inclusive of

emotional, physical, mental, and spiritual aspects. Avila partners with people she

works resulting in a co-creation of wellness, Of course, this relationship is never

6 Thankfully, recent scholarship gives serious attention to both Andrés Segura and Florencio Yescas and

the very important contributions they made to Chicano/a (Xicana/o) history, culture, identity, and

spirituality. See Mario Aguilar’s (2009) dissertation, The Rituals of Kindness: The Influence of the Danza
Azteca Tradition of Central Mexico on Chicano-Mexcoehuani Identity and Sacred Space, Raquel

Hernandez Guerrero’s (2010) thesis, Dancing in the Street: Danza Azteca as Cultural Revitalization and
Spiritual Liberation for Chicanos, Veronica Valadez’ (2012) thesis, Dancing Amoxtli: Danza Azteca and
Indigenous Body Art as Forms of Resistance, and Jennie Luna’s (2012) dissertation, Danza Mexica:
Indigenous Identity, Spirituality, Activism, and Performance.
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commenced without clear invocation of the ancestors. For Avila, healing cannot be

achieved without community, which includes having a healthy relationship with the

ancestors. In this sense, the important balance of relationships is restored and

harmonious. These themes of community, respectful relationships, love, and self-

responsibility have also been central to the MAS educators’ curriculum, which has

not only emphasized critical thinking but a critical consciousness requiring

accountability to self and others. Because of this, the importance of a humanizing

education has also been established.

Humanization, within the context of education, was thoroughly explored by

Paulo Freire (2000a) in Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Although Freire was not

writing within the specific framework of the educational system in the United

States, his treatise continues to hold relevance for educators across the globe,

especially those who recognize the transformative and liberatory power of

educational spaces—institutionalized or not. In contrasting the two methodologies

within education, banking versus problem-posing, Freire clarified that authentic

liberation—the process of humanization—is not another deposit to be made, so that

those ‘‘truly committed to the cause of liberation can accept neither the mechanistic

concept of consciousness as an empty vessel to be filled, nor the use of banking

method of domination (propaganda, slogans—deposits) in the name of liberation’’

(Freire 2000a), p. 79. Self-awareness and its connection to self-actualization are thus

integral to humanization, which can also be seen as a form of healing.

Reversing the Historical Trauma of Detribalization and De-indigenization

Elena Avila allowed readers to access her own personal journey toward self-

actualization. In doing so, her work holds the potential to inspire readers to

understand that they too possess the greatest medicine for themselves, their families,

and all living things within the global community. Avila’s work is essentially an

epistemological reclamation of Indigenous-based knowledge, and a most notewor-

thy intervention by Avila is her analysis of detribalization. Avila (2000) reminded

readers that ‘‘Curanderismo is the gift that our ancestors left us [and that] African

and Indigenous Americans have not healed completely, and we still suffer from the

effects of detribalization, soul loss, and envy’’ (p. 29). Detribalization is an

uncommon theme in the literature on or by curandera/os that normally focus on

addressing various ailments, such as mal de ojo, susto, envidia, and empacho—as

well as how to treat them.

However, in recent publications both Rodrı́guez (2012a) and Gonzales use the

term de-Indigenized to explain a disordering that comes from people ‘‘being

disallowed to connect to what helped their ancestors make sense of their place in the

world, their specific spiritual teachings that help them know themselves’’ (Gonzales

2012, p. 222). Gonzales also used the term Post-Indian Stress Disorder (PISSD) to

define how many Indigenous peoples are ‘‘disconnected from, or with limited access

to, their ancestral cosmo-logic’’ (2012, p. 222). Gonzales further articulated that, ‘‘it

is what is not known, the loss of their ancestral and communal names, the

dislodgement of ancestral memories from their embodied experience that form part

of their historical trauma’’ (2012, p. 222). Thusly, Avila’s text provides a direct
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intervention by documenting her own historical trauma as a project, which is

marked by centuries of external colonization and internal oppression.

The fact that Avila contextualized detribalization within her own family history

makes the work even more empowering. Avila contextualized her family history

between 1940 and 1970, a time that marked Chicano families with intense pressures

to assimilate, which resulted in a generation without a language, without a history

(2000, p. 94–95). Avila honored the storytelling tradition that helps in healing, yet

she utilized multiple methods to tell her story. Her written work marked an

unprecedented move beyond the oral/aural tradition. For Avila’s story traversed the

overlapping genres of memoir, autobiography, autoethnography, and personal

narrative while also providing clinical information and spiritual guidance. Avila’s

insistence on telling her story as well as those of her many clients and students

proved that reclaiming the power to tell and retell our stories of relationship is a

function of the principle of regeneration and that de-Indigenization is, indeed,

reversible (Gonzales 2012, p. 226).

By pursuing her own process of re-membering, Avila’s inquiries led her toward a

journey of healing her own wounds. She had so much pain to heal, such as her

childhood illnesses, near-death experiences, feelings of inadequacy, deep scars left by

the cruelty of racism, her father’s alcoholism, and her mother’s suicide. Avila’s

contribution to the study of healing is that it is not exclusive to physicality—which

invokes the pathology of sickness. Healing must also consider what is going on in the

heart and soul of a person, for trauma ‘‘causes a part of the soul to get frightened and

run away into hiding’’ and when this happens, ‘‘a part of our energy is no longer

accessible to us’’ (Avila 2000, p. 19). This aspect of Avila’s book coincides with

efforts of MAS-Tucson educators to promote a sense of personal activism whereby

documentation of historical trauma is a project. The result of such a project is creation

of identity, autonomy, and an increased intellectual identity that simultaneously

integrates respect, understanding, appreciation, and interaction with others.

Also, collectivity is not only relegated to our place within local communities, for

according to Avila (2000), ‘‘emotional, physical, and spiritual health depends on a

healthy relationship with the ancestors’’ (p. 22). In fact, a significant portion of

Avila’s work is dedicated to promoting cultural healing in order to inspire others to

go back to their own roots to discover the medicine of their ancestors. This teaching

and healing practice also intersects with the pedagogical practice of the MAS-

Tucson educators. In a presentation entitled, ‘‘Humanizing Education: Utilizing a

Harmonizing Pedagogy Centered on Love and Resistance,’’ González and González

(2011), intersected Maya and Nahua concepts, with Paulo Friere’s humanizing

education and levels of consciousness, Critical Race Theory, Native American

Studies, and Chicano Studies. They emphasized that true education begins with

knowledge of self which is interconnected to others, both past and present—in both

physical and spiritual forms.

Living Indigenous Knowledge

The MAS-Tucson view and practice of critical pedagogy draws on acknowledging

how wisdom of the ancestors leads to deep reflections and thoughts on how to be a
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loving and respectful person today. Invoking the past is a necessary part of living in

the present. Therefore, to be a scholar of living Indigenous knowledge is to

understand the ‘‘ceremonial platform of sacred relationships with the elements of

life[…]is not experienced through limited explorations solely of the human

mind[for] neither will textual analysis or narrative/symbolic analysis provide

someone access to the deeper layers of Red Medicine’’(Gonzales 2012, p. 236). The

embodied, lived experience of Indigenous knowledge was carried out by MAS-

Tucson through their collaboration with Calpolli Teoxicalli, an indigenous

community comprised of several families who self-identify as Tlamanalca-

Indigenous peoples of Tucson (Rodriguez 2012c, p. 81). The Calpolli consists of

several components: Xinachtli or Nahua-based Indigenous education, danza

(ceremonial Aztec-Mexica dancing), the Temezkal or the sweat lodge, a place for

spiritual healing, and lastly, Neteotlaotiliztli or ceremonial running (Rodrı́guez

2012c), p. 81. During the protests to defend MAS-Tucson, many students began

joining the barrio runs led by the Calpolli as a way to come together spiritually and

protest the Republican attacks (Serna 2011, para. 18–19). They discovered that

running strengthened their minds as well as their bodies; ceremonial running

became another form of learning and reconnecting to the traditional way messages

were sent across communities (Serna 2011, para. 18–19).

Transformative Leadership Guiding the Process of Decolonization

MAS-Tucson’s collaboration with Calpolli Teoxicalli allowed for honor and

practice of living indigenous knowledge. This methodology coincides with

Edmundo Norte’s (2011) definition of transformative leadership. I learned firsthand

about Norte’s humanizing pedagogy, which promoted non-violent communication

to issues of race, class, and ethnicity in the workshop, ‘‘Connecting across

Differences: Nonviolent Communication and Walking the Talk of Personal, Social,

and Political Transformation.’’ Most compelling was Norte’s explanation that when

we acknowledge the wounds of our historical trauma, we begin a painful process of

decolonization. Norte (2011) emphasized that it is not enough to ask students to

participate in an intellectual activity that incites critical awareness. To devote a

space only for critiques without offering hope is to ensure despair. Norte (2011)

described the process of decolonization as consisting of:

• First, a rediscovery/recovery, which leads to an enhanced awareness.

• Next, a confrontation of pain, guilt, shame, baggage, and wounds requiring

mourning, which in turn necessitate collective healing via the transformative

power of people being vulnerable together.

• Subsequently, a dream for an alternative, followed by a commitment to that

alternative.

• Finally, action that can be taken to move the dream forward.

According to Norte’s definition, it is clear that MAS-Tucson represents a

decolonial project, providing an opportunity to reconnect with an Indigenous

identity and ceremonial epistemology. The program and the solidarity it has
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continued to engender among educators, students, families, and communities is truly

inspirational.

Hopeful Visions for the Future

Being a witness to the various manifestations of MAS-Tucson has enabled me to

recover Elena Avila’s significant work while also embracing Patrisia Gonzales’

most recent contribution to Chicano-Indigenous Studies. Because of the meaningful

steps taken by those before me, I now have a path to follow as I continue the work of

transforming and expanding learning spaces into healing spaces. As an apprenticing

practitioner of Chicano-Indigenous pedagogy, I welcome the opportunity to

continue the lifelong work of honing my craft while honoring the living indigenous

knowledge that is localized within my region of the San Gabriel Valley in Southern

California. My hopeful visions for the future include:

• Collaborating with educators, administrators, parents, students, and community

members in privileging human measures rather than standardized measures.

• Recovering Chicano-Indigenous frameworks and ceremonial epistemologies in

urban classrooms that embrace a barrio pedagogy and culturally compassionate

intellectualism.

• Engaging in a respectful way with local peoples dedicated to preserving the

original lifeways of what we now refer to as the San Gabriel Valley in Southern

California to teach youth through traditional modes of storytelling and about the

importance of protecting sacred sites, especially those in close proximity.

• Working toward creation of a cultural community resource center that engages

collaborative projects with community intellectuals, such as local elders as well as

danzantes, curandera/os, knowledge keepers of the Tonalpohualli, leaders of

Temazkales and ceremonial runs as well as others seeking to revitalize Chicana/o

Indigenous knowledges and practices in everyday life.
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