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INTRODUCTION: HONORING LOCAL
LITERACIES AND LOCAL LITERACY
PRACTICES

Mary F. Rice and Ashley Kaye Dallacqua

Like many in the United States and abroad, students and teachers in
New Mexico inherit a legacy of colonization – where school policies imposed by
dominant groups have been working to strip away their language and culture. By
many accounts, these efforts have been more than successful (Spring, 2016). As a
consequence, teachers in New Mexico do their work in the face of a national
narrative that they and the children they serve are simply not good enough –

especially in reading and other aspects of literacy (Nott, 2015). Folded into this
narrative is a larger story that teachers all over the country are dispensable,
despite the fact that many areas report dire shortages (Einekel, 2019). Under such
conditions, it is no wonder that literacy teachers experience great anxiety as they
strive to grow and develop as professionals (Mahmoodi-Shahrebabaki, 2017).
Teacher education practices that focus on the local curriculum for teachers as
well as students are increasingly important (Rice & Dallacqua, 2018). In our
context of New Mexico in the Southwestern United States, localizing meant
embracing visual and multimodal frames, challenging the colonial narratives
operating in the state, honoring the multiple languages, and indeed reconsidering
all the ways in which dominant views of race, class, sex, gender, religion, and
more could be upended.

The chapters in this book share examples of teachers and teacher educators
using local knowledges to illustrate the practical of curriculum making (Schwab,
1969). Instead of painting a dark picture, the authors seek to illuminate spaces
that “…promote practices which both expand and legitimize students’ literacy
toolkits” (Lizárraga & Gutiérrez, 2018, p. 41). As editors, we present layers of
literacy stories from a set of dedicated educators from diverse races, cultures,
languages, gender and sexual identities, educational positions, and life experi-
ences. These teachers and teacher-educators share narratives about experiences in
teacher preparation courses, classrooms, and community spaces in New Mexico.
More than an “ah ha” moment, educators share moments when they made
striking connections, understood new ideas about their students, came to
understand the context of their teaching in ways that truly altered their practice,
and interrogated their assumptions about what must be (Rice, 2020). In these
pages are deeply personal experiences that impact how teachers across the state
read, teach, and engage with literacy. Their work highlights thoughtful, critical
choices in literacy practices that reflect a diversity of identities in New Mexico. In

xxi



so doing, these educators present counternarratives to literacy knowing and
learning in places with extensive colonial histories (Milner & Howard, 2013).
These narratives provide vivid demonstrations of what literacy is, how literacies
are positioned in communities and contexts, and how literacies come alive as they
are taught.

REFERENCES
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TEACHERS OF NEW MEXICO:
A PHOTO ESSAY

Michelle Jewett and Eli Henley

ABSTRACT

SixNewMexican teachers are featured in their own words and classrooms. Using
transcribed interviews and classroom photos, each K-12 teacher shares their per-
spectives about curriculum and pedagogy with a focus on the students and content
of New Mexico. Common themes include social-emotional learning, culturally
responsive pedagogy, critical and embedded literacy, place-based curriculum, and
teaching for NewMexican Indigenous and Hispanic populations.

Keywords: Indigenous teachers; literacy education; New Mexico;
place-based curriculum; teacher identities; teachers’ lives

Fig. 1. Juanita Sandoval Holding Map of New Mexico.
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Juanita Sandoval (Figs. 1 & 2)
Born and raised in Albuquerque, NM
Number of years teaching in New Mexico: 10
Grades and content areas taught: 1st, 2nd, 3rd grades; 6th–8th Spanish;
6th Linguistics; 8th Science; 12th Spanish.

We throw around words, almost like buzzwords, “culture” or “multicultur-
alism.” But, I think it needs to go deep. I think if you want to be a teacher in New
Mexico, you should be required to go to a (Native American celebration) Feast
Day. You should be required to visit the border. I think every single teacher in
this state needs to be in tune with the kiddos they actually work with. I am sure
this goes a lot of different ways with a lot of different cultures, but just that lack
of understanding where our kids really come from and what they are really going
through. Like, what does it mean to cross a border if you have never done
it? Juarez (Mexico) is four hours away. Palomas (Mexico) is four hours away.
Have that experience so you can say, Oh, this is what my kids are talking
about. This is what they smell, this is what they eat, this is the music they listen
to, these are the people they have to deal with when they cross, this is where their
Auntie lives, this is where grandma lives. Having that understanding is really
important. And just asking about their lives, knowing about their lives. It’s
important.

My class is all kinds of diverse. I have a little boy from Africa. In terms of
(local) indigenous communities: I have Navajo, Lakota, Laguna, Zuni, Santo
Domingo (Kewa), and Taos. Then, I have students that would probably be
considered more New Mexican Hispanic, Mexican, Black, or mixed. I have no
white students. It’s all different shades of brown. We have a strong Zuni (Pueblo)
presence. So, you can see in the different corners of my room, there are the
directions in Zuni (language). They have a Zuni language class here and students
get pulled once a week for Zuni class, which they love. With permission from the
teacher, of course – because that’s important if you are working with Native
languages to know what’s OK to share or not – I let the kids teach different
words in Zuni to the class. We learned the word “wowo,” which means grandma.
Now my kids just start saying wowo for grandma. All my kids are saying “my
wowo.” It’s so cute. And, when we get our breakfast in the morning – one of
our students did a presentation on Zuni bread earlier – so now every time they
get bread for breakfast they call it Zuni bread. I think it was because it was
zucchini bread and they saw the Z and the I. They just say, “I have Zuni bread”
and they all eat their Zuni bread. It’s like, Oh, you are so cute – I can’t deal with
you guys.

Last week, I had a student whose mom is incarcerated and I knew that he was
having a hard day. He can be a little rambunctious. He can be really loud, and he
can be very disruptive. Sometimes it gets to the point where I have to call people.
He is not very responsive when he gets in trouble or has any kind of redirection or
when there’s change, so he just kind of shuts down and starts making noise. That
day he had thrown sand in someone’s face. I was like, “OK, let’s chill out. Let’s
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go sit out.” So, he goes and he sits by my kittens – because that’s his calm place –
which I’m fine with and it usually does calm him down. So, I go up to him and I
hold up three fingers and say, “Are you tired, are you angry, or are you sad?” and
he touches sad and I say.

“Why are you sad?”

Fig. 2. Juanita Sandoval in Her Classroom.
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and he’s like, “You know why I’m sad. I already told you.”
“Yeah, you did.”
I think they communicate with you and tell you in different ways and you have

to remember that and you have to be patient. I was like, “OK, come back when
you’re ready.” I gave him a kitten. He wrapped it up like a little baby and sat with
it for about 10 minutes and then put it back. So, I think it’s not about being
frustrated, it’s about remembering that if something bad happened to you, you
would want someone to remember and not treat you like crap. They respond to
things in different ways, so you just have to remember, oh, that’s why you’re sad,
that makes sense. They are human beings going through their own shit, even if
they are 8, 9, 12, or 18. And, as adults we expect other people to accommodate us
for our feelings, so why don’t we accommodate them?

K. Geetha Holdsworth (Fig. 3)
Born and raised in New York
Number of years teaching in New Mexico: 11
Grades and content areas taught: Middle and high school English; middle school
History; 3rd and 4th grades, Pre-Kindergarten; Art K-12; Principal.

Sometimes when we walk so far away from the canon, we don’t know why we
did. Like, if we want students to question systems of power, they have to know
what it was in the first place, right? We cannot keep telling them this is a system of

Fig. 3. Geetha Holdsworth in Her Classroom.
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power without telling them what it was we are reacting to, responding to, or
dismantling and rebuilding. I mean, what is it? No, you have to know the structure
that is, before you can deconstruct it. That is how I feel about the five-paragraph
essay. I don’t like it in the sense of, it’s not the most creative thing, but if you don’t
know what the structure is, I can’t help you deconstruct writing for you to rebuild it
in a new and powerful way as academic writing. And, that’s kind of how I feel
about the canon. I’m not saying we should read it because “How dare you not read
Shakespeare” but, if we read Shakespeare, why is this even important? Then, to
make sure I’m counterbalancing it with a new canon. I don’t even want to say, like
– I know people say [its] anti-canon to bring in women and bring in other voices or
multicultural voices – but, it’s more like, No, we are just rebuilding the canon or
expanding the canon. I want to go to a nuanced place with diversity and text so it’s
not just, “I want to make sure I have women writers” but more like, I have women
writers and women of color writers and men of color writers and I have
LGBTQIA1 writers because we all have a voice and not because I checked that
box or because I’m trying to make a statement about Shakespeare.

There’s a fluidity that New Mexican students have that I did not notice in my
Florida students and I did not notice in my New York students. Even though my
New York students were probably way more worldly and cosmopolitan, there’s
an ability to understand things in a couple of different ways here. Do you know
what I mean? Because you have more cultures sitting in the same room who can
actually claim to have been here for centuries, versus, say, my New York class-
room where I do have Hispanic students, I do have white students, and I do have
students from Asia, but many of them are new to the United States so their
negotiation with American history is totally different. Here it’s like, “Yeah, my
family has been living here for 200 years” and “My family has been living here for
1000’s of years” and “My family has been living here since last Tuesday” and not
necessarily because they are immigrants. There’s just a very different sense of
identity.

I think that because there are so many old cultures here – and again, I think
it’s by osmosis – I, as a parent, feel like there’s something bigger holding my
children other than me that is built into the culture. That there are enough people
here who venerate the way things used to be (not the way it has been bastardized
by the current administration) but there’s something even older than that. That
there’s value to what someone older has to say to you not because it makes my
life really easy as a teacher and a parent but because that’s important, right? In a
more modernized coast, which definitely I miss at times, that’s been thrown out
the window, that’s a home lesson not a cultural lesson. I’ll have students who will
tell me,

“Oh yeah, my grandma said this”
and I’m like, “So, it’s important”
and they’re like, “Yeah, it’s important.”
But, in that veneration way as opposed to because my grandma loves me. It’s

almost like, why wouldn’t you listen to your grandmother? Why wouldn’t you
listen to your mother? Why wouldn’t you listen to your Auntie or your Uncle?
There’s a sense of place, you know. I’m here.
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Marisa Silva-Dunbar (Fig. 4)
Born in Albuquerque and raised in Miami, FL, and Albuquerque
Number of years teaching in New Mexico: 8
Grades and content areas taught: College Composition 1 and 2, Foundations of
English, Humanities, and Speech; 7th grade English Language Arts.

Teaching is not reading from a manual. I don’t go up there and bring any of
the books and say, Here’s how it is. You are an entertainer, sometimes you are a
counselor, and you are a nurse. It’s why I wish we had smaller class sizes. I really

Fig. 4. Marisa Silva-Dunbar in Her Classroom.
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