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P 
edagogy of Whiteness
Within the last decades, education has 
undergone multiple transformations 

including offering preset syllabi and technolo-
gy-based modes of  presentation to learners. Parallel 
to these changes has been the emergence of  efforts 
addressing diversity, equity and inclusion, leading to 
critical discussions on issues within higher education 
and aligned topics embracing social, economic, 
environmental and racial justice. The author of  
this paper is Caucasian and is described as “white, 
middle-class and female.” The author has also 
experienced being a minority employed in a range 
of  international educational institutions delivering 
hegemonic pedagogy that is overwhelmingly “white” 
by design and nature, and not necessarily represen-
tative of  the lived experiences, beliefs, values, and 
perceptions of  the students in the study programs. 

Through these lived personal experiences, the 
author has explored whether the language used in 
educational settings, specifically hegemonic white 
language, affects the understandability and relatability 
of  the content by the students of  the course. A key 
factor in acknowledging the understandability and 
relatability of  the content by students can be attached 
to the primary language spoken by students, either in 
the home or in their education journey. In this context 
and within the understanding of  hegemony implying 
a dominant (white) view of  reality and truth, reading 
course descriptions potentially leads to perceptions of  
the pedagogy of  whiteness. The purpose of  this paper 
is for readers to reflect on what is frequently taken for 
granted in academic catalogs—the colonial language 
of  course descriptions—leading to faculty consider-
ing changes in their course descriptions that engage 
their student population in more inclusive ways. This 
paper will address some problems encountered when 
the pedagogy of  whiteness exists in a non-white 
education setting, where non-white students must 
rely on colonial course descriptions to create their 
first perceptions and understanding of  their syllabi. 

Acknowledging an active “pedagogy of  white-
ness” allows one to critically examine whiteness 
embedded in course design and invites students to 
examine the political, social, psychological, and his-
torical aspects of  race (Gordon, 2005). A pedagogy 
of  whiteness also locates whiteness as a platform for 
power and bias (Schneider & Nicolazzo, 2020). The 
study by Schneider and Nicolazzo (2020) seeks to 
create an inclusive classroom environment for collab-
orative engagement, direction for action, and critique. 
With awareness of  the pedagogy of  whiteness and 
what is entailed, educators can construct an envi-
ronment that encourages active listening, reflexive 
action, and intellectual humility that may lead to the 
solving of  the challenges of  the whiteness dogma. 

Statistics of Non-native English Speak-
ers in Higher Education
The population of  non-native English-speaking 
students is rising in the United States as a quarter of  
the youth are growing up with parents as immigrants 
and non-English languages spoken in the home. It 
is estimated that by 2040, over 33% of  the youth 
will be growing up in immigrant homes (Passel, 
2011). From the year 2004-2005, the percentage of  
non-native English speakers rose from 9.1% to 9.4%, 
representing a rise in the population from 4.3 million 
students to 4.6 million students (Fry, 2006). With 
these statistics in mind, this author posits an urgent 
need to consider the non-native English-speaking 
students and bi-lingual or tri-lingual students when 
academics and faculty are crafting a curriculum 
beginning with the course description. The focus 
of  this paper draws on the author’s experience 
teaching at an accredited tribal college in the USA. 

Injustices through Colonial Language
The definition of  colonial language includes the 
technical description contained in a dictionary, 
and the interpretation of  colonial language in the 
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academic setting as discussed by Léglise and Migge 
(2008). Léglise and Migge emphasize how history 
and language are entangled and how linguistic and 
social inequalities emerged in colonized regions of  
the world. Following similar lines of  discussion, race 
and ethnicity are closely tied to concerns on justice 
and equality (García & Garcia, 2001). Injustices based 
on race and ethnicity are seen through colonial lan-
guage in education systems and include issues around 
competition, the elevation of  a single voice, isolation 
in the formation of  groups, and restriction of  some 
parts of  the curriculum. In competition, white 
students may feel superior to non-white students 
because of  familiarity with the English language. 
In the elevation of  a single voice, the teacher may 
address issues that only uphold the interests of  the 
whites, excluding the non-whites. When the teacher 
asks the students to form groups, sometimes white 
students may avoid being in a group with non-white 
students because of  perceptions of  language barri-
ers. A teacher may limit access to some parts of  the 
syllabus to the non-white student, which becomes 
a limitation to the access of  some information by 
the non-white student (Ford & Grantham, 2003). 

In today’s K-12 classrooms, it is unlikely one 
will find students being beaten for speaking their 
mother tongue. Nor is one likely to find students 
being forced to wear physical signs to signify their 
ignorance of  the English language. The author asks 
readers if  they know of  someone who was not 
allowed to speak their mother tongue language at 
home in attempts to facilitate integration into the 
American culture. Recent public media headlines 
directly relating to the context for this discussion 
include the discovery of  victims in Residential 
Schools where native American children were housed 
and the issue of  languages within the Residential 
Schools (Gillies, 2021; Stirbys & McComber, 2021). 

Context of Inquiry
The context of  inquiry for this paper is framed within 
native American tribal colleges as members of  the 
tribal college network within the USA, known as the 
American Indian Higher Education Consortium. This 
network hosts 37 Tribal Colleges and Universities 
(TCUs) in the United States ranging from two-year 
to four-year colleges offering certificates, associate’s, 
bachelor’s, and master’s degrees, and recently one 
college offering a doctoral program (AIHEC, n.d.). 
A catalog of  tribal colleges and universities in the 
USA and the degrees offered is available online 
(Tribal College Journal, n.d.). There is a similar 
TCU network for First Nation students in Canada. 

Students are drawn from communities within the 
USA and Canada with some institutions also hosting 
exchanges with other tribal programs internationally. 
Through participation and onsite studies teaching 
in tribal communities internationally and nationally 
within the US, the author presents a small sample 
of  research, presented as a pilot case study with the 
potential for developing further understanding of  
the issues of  colonial course description language.

Referring to the recent media headlines involving 
native American (Lajimodiere, D. K., 2016, July) and 
Canadian First Nation residential schools (Hanson, 
E., Gamez, D., & Manuel, A., 2020, September), 
revelations about the loss of  languages have under-
scored well-known and familiar discussions amongst 
audiences in the research study sites for this case 
study, highlighting the adoption of  language as 
power being a colonial ideology enforced on native 
American children under the pretense of  pursuing a 
better life. Tribes are the stewards of  their languages, 
although many tribal students are not fluent in their 
tribal languages. However, the students are fluent in 
their cultural practices and beliefs, which can vary sig-
nificantly tribe to tribe, and also represent similarities. 

One example of  racial injustice today is when 
Indigenous students enroll in courses in higher 
education. Through this experience, they are often 
confronted with faculty representing different knowl-
edge systems than their own knowledge systems and 
references through tribal contexts. This situation 
can be exacerbated through particular academic dis-
ciplines such as STEM or individual science topics 
where versions of  western methodology are taught 
that can contradict Indigenous methodology. Indig-
enous knowledge can also be presented in different 
frameworks with a worldview that is holistic in nature 
and based on cultural ways of  knowing, with the 
author noting that not all Indigenous groups have 
the same beliefs. An example of  this phenomena is 
when a European-Caucasian scientist states a rock 
is inanimate, whereas an Indigenous student can 
identify a relationship to the rock as being part of  
their culture and the rock is not inanimate. This 
example supports the research of  Bang and Medin 
(2010), who studied how students in summer science 
programs learn through multiple ways of  knowing 
with information delivered by mainstream teachers 
and tribal Elders. Conclusions drawn from the Bang 
and Medin study stated that “science learning envi-
ronments that are supportive of  cultured meanings 
of  science benefit minority students” (Bang & Medin, 
2010). The author extends this observation to the 
language of  course descriptions for similar reasons. 
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When these belief  systems of  western and In-
digenous students and faculty intersect, language can 
be crucial, especially if  the course description is in 
English, the teaching is in the English language and 
the student is from a non-English speaking world and 
non-western belief  system. These factors prompted a 
more in-depth discussion with the author, colleagues 
and other students, many of  whom identified similar 
issues, leading to the research study to explore what 
is labelled as “colonial language to communicate 
with an audience that is non-colonial in heritage.” 

Situating Research in Context
There is existing research from multiple disciplines 
and frameworks showing that diversity has benefits 
for colleges (Rodriguez, 2015) and showing how the 
inclusion of  a variety of  race-based perspectives in 
the curriculum can assist learners, institutions, and 
society in general. Students experience the benefits of  
diversity in college when they can interact with other 
students freely. Diversity also assists colleges seeking 
effectiveness in handling a range of  student heritages 
and ethnicities. The benefits of  diversity to the gen-
eral public are the improvements to the quality of  life 
in society as a whole. Societal benefits of  diversity 
include the attainment of  educated and informed cit-
izens who can receive the services they require from 
the government, and the development of  democratic 
goals. The research and information in previous stud-
ies pertaining to the benefits of  diversity are drawn 
from economics, health, policies, law, feminist studies, 
social psychology, and organizational behavior, reflect-
ing how students grow and change while in college. 

Research by Chang (2000) states that diversity 
brings a positive outlook in a student’s growth and 
development both on the campus and off-campus, 
expanding this influence for the interpersonal, cogni-
tive, and affective areas of  the student experience. Be-
sides minority students, even the majority of  students 
can gain from the educational benefit incorporating 
diversity (Johnson et al., 2001). The representation of  
students in the student body is a major contributor to 
the diversity on the campus (Saha, 2014). The impact 
of  the type of  diversity is enhanced or influenced by 
the students’ interactions with one another, the stu-
dents’ context (Dong, 2019), and student involvement 
in extra-curricular activities. Thus, diverse representa-
tion on campus aids in the interaction of  students and 
their individual growth and development as citizens. 
Social commentary on diversity in general and racial 
diversity on campus is also addressed through a Net-
flix series available in 2017 (Newkirk II et al., 2017), 
portraying a group of  black students on a mostly white 

elite university. Space in this essay precludes further 
discussion, however, viewing the Netflix series offers 
valuable insights into a complex, real world, contem-
porary experience, best summarized by the series 
tag line of   “grow through any means necessary.”

Diversity in the classroom offers benefits such as 
the contribution of  students to democracy and the 
economy through their willing ideas (Dills, 2017). 
Through attending diverse schools and education, 
students enjoy material benefits in the long run as they 
also secure jobs and establish professional careers 
after graduation. With the marketing of  a diverse 
school, institutions create trust in the corporate world 
through what the institution is offering as top-quality 
education and, as such, after graduating, these students 
can secure a job. Students who have engaged in racial 
studies also have an increased awareness of  the aim 
of  enhancing racial understanding in society (Bhat-
tacharyya, 2015). Integrating appropriate vocabulary 
into course descriptions and classroom interactions 
while eliminating or minimizing colonial language has 
the potential to create opportunities for students and 
faculty to share cultural experiences and content. This 
sharing can contribute to inclusion through cultural 
sustainability and lead to innovation in the learning 
experience. Referring back to the example of  how a 
rock is labelled in a science class, it is possible to imag-
ine the cultural exchange between the Indigenous stu-
dent and their “ancestor” in the form of  a rock, and 
the European Caucasian scientist realizing that the 
rock is not in-animate from that student’s perspective 
and that the status of  the rock needs to be clarified 
and free of  assumptions derived from the pedagogy 
of  whiteness. If  the student had not spoken up in 
class, the faculty member would not have known how 
the course language was impacting the student. By en-
couraging this mutual understanding, it is possible to 
create an education and learning culture of  respect for 
heritage, ethnicity and knowledge systems represented 
by the students, while promoting diversity, inclusion 
and equity within the classroom cohort and faculty. 

The research on the benefits of  diversity help 
frame this inquiry approach, supporting the pur-
pose of  this research project to identify if  cultural 
concepts are integrated into programs that attract 
Indigenous students, with the content expressed in 
a language identifiable to the Indigenous student 
population. The research project is presented as an 
exploratory study to collect base data to support 
further extensive projects addressing the issues of  
injustice and colonial language in higher education. 
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Methodological Approach
An accredited tribal college was the priority research 
site for one course (Site A). A parallel second data cap-
ture was completed using 11 departments offering the 
same qualification that was different from the primary 
course site. The departments were selected from the 
pool of  35 tribal colleges within the tribal college net-
work in the U.S. All tribal colleges in the research study 
accept non-tribal students and depending on the locale 
and population where the tribal college is, diversity 
in the classroom can be extensive. Diversity is repre-
sented through national and international tribal affili-
ations and enrollment status and non-tribal students. 

Site A offers 4-year and 2-year programs and cer-
tificates, with an enrollment of  less than 600 students 
and faculty predominantly being of  non-tribal heri-
tage, and with the exception of  specific non-English 
language courses, all course delivery is in the English 
language. At Site A, diversity is measured by students 
declaring their tribal affiliations and sovereign nations 
membership which can be international across geo-
political and state borders and can include declara-
tions of  race. For this discussion, one department at 
Site A was identified to explore the role of  language 
impacting learning, where the majority of  students 
are of  tribal identity, the faculty are non-tribal and 
predominantly European Caucasian, and the course 
content is the western scientific methodology with 
no formal inclusion of  native American perspectives. 
Site B included a total of  11 tribal colleges including 
Site A with a focus on a different discipline 4-year 
program that also includes a 2-year associate’s 
degree. This data capture was not designed as a 
control group, but more of  a general survey of  a 
well-known and established education program 
common to all tribal colleges and non-tribal colleges. 

The courses researched at Site A and Site B are 
equivalent courses in non-tribal schools across the 
nation and internationally. Site A was selected due to 
the unique feature that it is the only college to offer 
this particular course that has equivalent courses in 
non-tribal colleges. Site B with its 11 departments was 
selected because the course being studied is common 
in the tribal colleges and non-tribal colleges. Research 
on the course descriptions was conducted using sec-
ondary research. Secondary research was structured 
to review websites and course descriptions provided 
by the institution for a course. The wording of  the 
course descriptions was copied into an Excel work-
book, along with course codes and credits between 
the research sites (e.g., a general education course 
being researched at Site A and the 10 colleges samples 

as Site B), then compared to equivalent courses at 
non-tribal institutions including a community college 
and two local universities in the region where Site A 
is located. To triangulate the collected information 
from Site A and Site B, equivalent courses were re-
viewed at non-tribal institutions within the geograph-
ic region, with the comparisons identified as Site C. 

Overall, this case study was explored through 
collecting secondary data at both research sites A and 
B through the language of  course descriptions. The 
researcher’s positionality in relation to the popula-
tions being researched was neutral, deduced from the 
fact that the researcher’s first and second languages 
are European, and English is regarded as a foreign 
language. The language frameworks to be researched 
were (1) utilizing epistemology to identify culturally 
conscious vocabulary (Bang & Medin, 2010) and 
(2) identifying Indigenous knowledge and language 
equivalents for western topic concepts presented in 
the curricula (Band & Medin, 2010; Tierney, 1991). 
This gap in comparative and contextual language 
knowledge can impact inclusion and equity of  
Indigenous students. As an educator, the author 
believes it is important to understand the complex-
ities inherent in the Indigenous students’ cultures 
for communicating their concepts and the difficulty 
they could be experiencing adapting to the western 
education language and concepts, referred to as the 
pedagogy of  whiteness. Thus, diversity in the re-
spective student and faculty body presents a research 
opportunity to understand the role of  culturally con-
scious vocabulary and equivalents in Indigenous and 
western knowledge systems, across epistemological 
rationalities, and be ontologically, axiologically and 
paradigmatically applicable. An example of  a cultur-
ally conscious vocabulary in the tribal college context 
is the use of  descriptions for objects and whether the 
western view perceives the object as inanimate and 
the Indigenous view perceives the object as animate. 
At the end of  the day, the question driving the re-
search is: does the catalog language present diversity, 
equity, and inclusion opportunities for students? 

Data Collection
Creswell and Plano-Clark (2011) provide a descrip-
tion of  basic procedures in implementing a mixed 
methods explorative research design. The research 
plan was divided into Phase I for secondary research, 
Phase II for in-depth semi-structured interviews, 
and Phase III for analysis and discussion of  findings. 
The results achieved came from Phase I secondary 
research for data capture. Two research study sites for 
data capture were developed; Site A: to explore one 
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discipline with specific study programs for all courses 
required for graduation with one qualification, and 
Site B to survey a program that has multiple streams 
and majors within the department and available 
across 11 tribal colleges. The limitation of  Site A is 
the small academic community in the department. 
The limitation of  Site B is the severely limited access 
to establish faculty ethnicity and validate student 
diversity. At Site A, the research methodology was 
informed by the insights gained from secondary 
research conducted for Site B, which was able to 
commence earlier data collection than for Site A. 

For Site A and Site B, Phase I as secondary data cap-
ture required copying all course descriptions assigned 
as a 4-year study plan for graduation, then pasting the 
course descriptions into www.wordclouds.com, a free 
online application that generates ”word clouds.” This 
application was used to identify the frequency of  words 
appearing in course descriptions across the 59 courses. 

For Site A, 59 courses were identified as the 4-year 
degree program. Data capture included collecting all 
59 course descriptions, then copying the compiled 
course descriptions into the word cloud application. All 
word clouds were generated for the “top ten” and “top 
twenty” words contained in the course descriptions. 

At Site B, the research method was repeated to 
analyze the 48 courses in the 4year degree course 
from 11 institutions. Phase II of  this research study 
was suspended due to the impact of  the COVID-19 
pandemic in 2020 and the limited access to the re-
search project. The Phase II research design intended 
to interview students and faculty using semi-struc-
tured interviews to obtain detailed information on 
diversity, the use of  language, the mother tongue 
spoken within the family homes, and student and 
faculty perceptions of  the use of  language in their 
western education learning. Anecdotally, faculty 
in both study arenas noted that it is a common ex-
perience to have a class of  students that represent 
individual tribal affiliations, presenting a version of  
an international class. One faculty mentioned specific 
conversations witnessed at the time where students 
pointedly explained they couldn’t listen to the (white) 
faculty because of  the faculty member being Euro-
pean Caucasian and “the enemy” despite the faculty 
member having decades of  teaching experience in 
non-tribal environments and not connected to the 
countries where colonial experiences were part of  
the student’s context. Given this anecdote is quite a 
common discussion in some settings, and drawing 
from these types of  anecdotes, faculty that do not 
represent Indigenous heritage can be perceived as 

the enemy or “foreigners” depending on the history 
presented through the students’ life experiences. 

The original research plan (prior to COVID-
19) was a mixed methods explorative study with 
semi-structured interviews to be coded using NVivo 
software. The intention of  coding the interviews 
was to identify themes and understand the impact 
of  language on participants at the research sites. 
The conditions around COVID-19 pandemic led 
to this step in the data collection process being 
cancelled, thus “word clouds” were utilized.

Data Analysis and Results
Some similarities between Site A and Site B emerged 
within the lists of  dominant words displayed as word 
clouds. In both data sets, expanding the top word 
count from 10 to 20 words did not produce non-En-
glish words reflecting tribal languages or uncover 
English-language words relevant to the diversity 
of  the student population. Even English-language 
words in the descriptions that might represent some 
nod toward diversity were not included in the top 
20 most frequent words of  either data set, including 
English-language words such as “Native American,” 
“American Indian,” “aboriginal,” “Indigenous,” 
“native,” “reservation,” “tribal,” “ancestral,” “tradi-
tional,” “cultural,” and specific tribal names or exam-
ples of  learning connected to tribal contexts including 
reservation-based or community-based examples. 
When the top word count was expanded from 50 to 
100 to 200, derived from a common word count total 
of  381 for the same courses, the same results emerged, 
in that there were no non-English words in the course 
descriptions and no English-language words that 
might represent some nod toward diversity by repre-
senting the student population taking these courses. 

Shown below in Figure 1 is an example from Site 
A of  the 26 course listings for a 2-year associate’s 
degree in a Life Sciences program at a tribal col-
lege. The word cloud result is based on identifying 
the top ten words from the 26 course descriptions.  

Shown below is an analysis of  26 course descrip-
tions from the Life Sciences program at Site A and 
a sequence of  graphics reflecting the different word 
clouds generated by increasing the number of  fre-
quently mentioned words in course descriptions. For 
the analysis of  26 course description, a total of  381 
words were available as generated by the word cloud 
application, with results presented as the top key words: 
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•	 Sort 1 – 50 key words
•	 Sort 2 – 100 key words
•	 Sort 3 – 200 key words

This process was repeated for a 59-course analy-
sis from the same academic study program using the 
same techniques of  copying the 59 course descriptions 
into the word cloud application that then identified 
580 words qualifying for representation. This data set 
was then recategorized as a 50-word sort, a 100-word 
sort and a 200-word sort with the same overall re-
sults showing no non-English language words in the 
course descriptions and no English-language words 
acknowledging the diversity in the student population 
taking these courses. A similar analysis was conducted 
with a subset of  data for the 59 course descriptions 
from the same study program, with categorization 
based on the credit value of  the course. Analysis of  
course descriptions was compared between 1-credit, 
2-credit, 3-credit, 4-credit and 5-credit courses across 
two different word cloud applications, with no sig-
nificant results noted. An interesting sidebar was this 
analysis highlighted where students spend the majori-

ty of  their academic class time, in this the result being 
39% of  their time is invested in 5-credit courses, 
which opened up a discussion for ongoing research 
into the language aspects of  those courses specifically. 

For both data sets of  26 course descriptions 
and 59 course descriptions from the same study 
program, two different word cloud applications  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1: Site A - List of  courses the provided 26 course descriptions and Word Cloud result with a top ten word count. 

Figure 2:  Site A – 26 course descriptions - 50-word sort
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were utilized to test the logic of  key word selec-
tion, with identical results, thus, the researchers 
concluded that the word cloud application is not a 
significant factor in presenting the key word counts 
graphically. The word cloud applications used 
for testing the integrity of  the word rankings are 

•	 wordclouds.com (https://www.wordclouds.
com) and 

•	 monkeylearn.com (https://monkeylearn.
com) 

For the figures included in this article, unless 
noted otherwise, the graphics are generated by 
Wordcloud.com.                                     . 

The over-riding observation from the data is 
that the words copied from course descriptions and 
presented in the word clouds indicate more about 
the course descriptions than the students enrolling 
in these courses and how these students relate this 
information to their learning. In one example discov-
ered in Site B, one 4-year degree program included 
language in the introduction to the degree and  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

reflected a change of  language for one course in the 
course description. This degree description included 
the wording “reservation-based” as a single example 
(see figure 5 below) that is present in archived online 
course catalogs dating back to 2017-2018. Within this 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Figure 3: Site A – 26 course descriptions - 100-word sort Figure 4: Site A – 26 course descriptions - 200-word sort
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degree program, a change of  language was noted 
for the one course between catalog versions, again 
with the introduction of  two words “tribal contexts” 
This was one example noted across hundreds of  
course descriptions analyzed across both programs 
and a total of  11 institutions. This example stood 
out because of  the incorporation of  these words, 
while the other programs analyzed for Site B did 
not reflect the same use of  language to indicate  

diversity in the institution. Figure 5 below presents 
a copy of  this degree wording. Figure 6 presents a 
course description from the 2018-2019 catalog. 
Figure 7 presents the same course description from 
the 2019-2020 catalog. What was noted generally 
across Site B (11 sites) was the similarity of  colonial 
wording in course descriptions for similar courses 
verified by their course codes across institutions. 

After reviewing the word clouds and the 
published course descriptions, the author 
drew this conclusion: none of  the 20 - 200 
most frequent words generated across the 
compiled course descriptions represent a 
level of  cultural responsiveness reflecting 
institutional diversity for a tribal student 
in a tribal college (Ragoonaden, 2017). 

Discussion
From both data sets, a question that 
emerged was whether faculty teaching 
these courses would deliver an adaptive 
and integrative curriculum. This intention 
requires a plan and method to achieve 
a fully integrated approach for students 
to overcome colonial language and the 
perceptions of  colonial language in their 
cultural context. The scope of  the research 
project produced a range of  words that 
correlate to workforce development and 
not specifically to the courses, including vo-
cabulary words for communication, guide-
lines, and management. The one course 
description presented in Figure 7 seems 
to be attempting to show the relevance 
of  the course to the student population 
by including the wording ‘tribal contexts.” 

In the research by Chang (2000), 
there is mention that diversity brings a 
positive outlook in a student’s growth 
and development both on the campus 
and off-campus. While this may be true, it 
is a partial assumption as there are other 
factors besides diversity that encompass a 
student. Johnson et al. (2001) go further to 
mention the influence on the interpersonal, 
cognitive, and affective areas of  the stu-
dent. There is a slight assumption from this 
statement that there are many other areas 
of  the student experience that diversity can 
affect. Encouraging the status quo encour-
ages a bad relationship between the mi-
nority and majority or dominant students. 

Figure 5: Site B - Degree description 2019-2020 catalog

Figure 6: Site B - Course description 2018-2019 catalog

Figure 7: Site B - Course description 2019-2020 catalog
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Decolonization, being defined as place-based and 
a process (University of  Victoria, n.d.) requires that 
there are sustainable methods of  cooperation and 
experimentation between groups of  teachers and stu-
dents (Asher, 2009). The lecturer needs to be aware 
that there is a specialized program for each group of  
class, course, or academic level and that language has 
an impact on those groups. Similarly, if  a tutor is a 
part of  the student learning relationship, they must 
also have the ability to implement periodic system-
atic changes which address the factors impacting the 
groups of  students (Howell et al., 2008). This point 
resonates strongly with the tribal student audience 
and context, knowing the documented history of  
traumatization due to racism and colonization. 

This experience is not limited to tribal students 
at tribal colleges, with international examples avail-
able describing similar observations and contexts 
(Sweeting & Vickers, 2005; Shakib, 2011). Educators 
have the responsibility to create space for students 
of  all backgrounds, and language is a key way to 
create such space.” It is important to listen to the 
student regardless of  their cultural background, for 
the faculty to provide a safe and fair opportunity 
for everyone in the course (Noguera, 2007). Besides 
being aware of  the impact of  language and decolo-
nization (Asher, 2009), students also need to have a 
mindful experience of  the course (Ungemah, 2015). 
Students can most certainly experience this from 
what they derive from their learning. However, if  
the students’ first point of  contact with the course 
is through the course description and if  the language 
is colonial in tone, a barrier can be created from 
the first impression and perception (Corradi, 2017). 

In the situation where the faculty members are 
recognized as a colonial culture such as European 
Caucasian, and their students are not the same ethnic-
ity or same race, care must be taken to avoid implicit 
bias (Lindsay & Hart, 2017). Implicit bias includes 
the unconscious reactions, attitudes, and groupings 
that affect the behavior and the understanding of  all 
participants in the experience, and in this report, of  
students (Desmond-Harris, 2016). Through implicit 
bias, the question of  pedagogical value and if  good 
pedagogy is always the best pedagogy, is discussed 
in the research by Kecskemeti (2013) and worthy of  
further discussion with more research by the author. 
Without awareness of  implicit bias, instructors can 
apply misleading assumptions about their students’ 
capabilities and can be hypothesized in the reverse 
direction that students can apply misleading assump-
tions about their faculty capabilities. During the re-
search at Site A, prior experience with some students 

allowed the faculty to customize a limited selection 
of  learning elements to incorporate the background 
of  the students and overcome the colonial language 
in the course description. This experience also sug-
gests that course descriptions are not necessarily an 
accurate measure of  the degree to which the course is 
inclusive or offers adaptive learning elements. Many 
faculty members at Site A have shared experiences 
where implicit bias emanates from students about the 
faculty, demonstrating that implicit bias and inherent 
assumptions can be a two-way experience. However, 
this practice is not reflected in the course description. 
Without further evaluation and completing Phase II 
for qualitative data collection, it is difficult to inter-
pret the results of  the various groups of  students 
and faculty, and further investigation is necessary. 

At both research sites, some words that emerged 
as dominant in the word clouds of  course descrip-
tions include “project,” “management,” “learn,” 
“knowledge,” “teams” and “skills.” From these 
words, the lecturer may have the perception that the 
course description will be easily understood by every 
student enrolling in the course. As a simple example, 
the phrase “project management” can have a gestalt 
resonance in the western world but is a phrase that 
might not carry context in the non-western world. 
Potential opportunities to bring diversity into course 
descriptions include connecting the context the 
students are from to the learning described in the 
course description. In a business course this could be 
comparing and contrasting the western practice with 
the Indigenous practice and including that wording 
in the course description. Education using the colo-
nial language in this tribal college environment has 
not engaged a way to decolonize the classroom and 
has not promoted an all-inclusive approach in the 
curriculum to sustain the diversity among students. 

Implications for Practice
Although this exploratory study requires ongoing and 
extensive research and further study, the evidence to 
date and the available literature provide highlights 
and offers insights around this sensitive issue of  
colonial language that has been absorbed and not 
acted upon, with potential aspects to be uncovered 
when further qualitative research such as interviews 
are employed. Developing non-colonial language 
in course descriptions is far from straightforward. 
The issue of  modifying colonial language in course 
descriptions will also require engagement from ad-
ministrators and institutional leadership, as outlined 
by Pete (2016) in her list of  “100 Ways: Indigenizing 
& Decolonizing Academic Programs.” In this docu-
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ment Pete states that her list is “not meant to be pre-
scriptive. This list provides suggestions”(Pete, 2016).

One technique that can broach the topic is to ac-
knowledge your own understanding of  what colonial 
language is and means, then identify ways to address 
any inequities and gaps between your dominant lan-
guage and the student context reading your course 
description. Examples from other disciplines such as 
STEM refer to perceptions of  what a scientist looks 
like being dominated by images of  white men in white 
lab coats, which is not the attire that tribal Elders wear. 
One example in a business program is the perception 
of  entrepreneurs and their attitudes towards raising 
business capital. These perceptions might not apply 
to other ethnicities, including the role of  banks in the 
discussion or the financing systems within commu-
nities or even the use of  the phrase ‘killer pitch.” A 
simple exercise of  a written reflection based on a cul-
tural perspective can create important conversations.

To help develop your framework for disman-
tling colonial language in your course descriptions, 
acknowledge that what might appear as oppos-
ing methodologies, practices and theories can 
co-exist, can be qualitative and can be described 
accordingly. Unpacking these stereotypes and using 
accurate inclusive language in course descriptions 
can build new connections between faculty, stu-
dents and curriculum (Gaudry & Lorenz, 2018). 

Within the context of  inquiry for this study, the 
author notes that increasing numbers of  tribal col-
leges and universities and traditional non-tribal higher 
education institutions are utilizing tribal local Indige-
nous educators, Elders, students, Indigenous alumni, 
and community members (Pete, 2016) and minority 
community leaders as educators and co-educators 
in their courses (Hatcher et al., 2009), which raises 
more questions around the possibilities of  including 
non-traditional expert insights into the language of  
course descriptions. Informal suggestions to begin 
the process to decolonize course descriptions in-
clude incorporating key points from the Hatcher et 
al. (2009) study through the principle of  “two-eyed 
seeing” where Indigenous and western cultural per-
spectives are represented, followed by diversifying 
your course materials and the content of  your course, 
then reflecting on the diversity represented in your 
course description language. This language can 
extend to how you design your assessments that also 
reflect the diversity in your students, and also how 
you engage your students in creating knowledge from 
their context and what your course requires. Course 
descriptions are frequently vetted by curriculum 

committees, which can provide an opportunity for an 
institution to address their policies on diversity, equity 
and inclusion, exercised through course descriptions. 

Reviewing the language of  existing course descrip-
tions and having a general awareness of  the students 
enrolling in the institution and courses creates an op-
portunity to decolonize the classroom, the relation-
ships and the learning experiences overall. Another 
suggestion is to consider engaging students in ways 
they can contribute their languages to your content, 
including their contributions to the wording of  the 
course description (NCTE, 2019), such as including 
a local Indigenous word for a concept or theory or 
word descriptors connecting the student context to 
the course content. The course description language 
can be decolonized to be inclusive, represent diversity 
and present information to overcome implicit bias 
and the pedagogy of  whiteness. Including changes in 
wording of  a course description offers the value of  
creating a co-learning connection with the culture and 
communities represented by your students, which in 
turn can also create a safe classroom where diversity 
and inclusion are active elements in the curriculum. 

The author proposes avoiding the hegemonic 
approach of  knowledge domination and assimilation 
through the pedagogy of  whiteness and identify the 
value of  recognizing the best of  all worlds from your 
students’ context, starting with the wording and lan-
guage used in course descriptions. Based on the early 
results of  this case study, the author concludes that the 
language used in your educational setting, specifically 
hegemonic white language that affects understand-
ability and relatability of  the content by the students, 
can be improved upon. One small and important 
step towards decolonizing a course description can 
be capitalizing the word Indigenous. In closing, the 
question posed to readers is “have you reviewed your 
course descriptions through the lens of  language 
being a colonizing tool, and how that can impact 
your students’ perceptions of  their learning?”. n 
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