


www.EarthEd.info  49

Melissa K. Nelson is an Anishinaabe/Cree/Métis (Turtle Mountain Chippewa) ecologist, educator, and 
scholar-activist who serves as an associate professor of American Indian Studies at San Francisco State 
University and as president of the Cultural Conservancy.

How do educators prepare the next generation of adults and leaders in an era 
of radical climate disruption, ecological tipping points, economic volatility, 
and social and political inequity? In other words, should there be a new type 
of education for a dystopian future? Although the world has never been a sta-
ble, serene place, the changes to the Earth globally and the social disruptions 
happening in this second decade of the twenty-first century are unprecedented 
and alarming. The present epoch has been called the Anthropocene, a time of 
human domination of the Earth. This new epoch requires educators to com-
pletely rethink the purpose and goals of education, especially in terms of pre-
paring young people for a viable and hopeful future. 

Indigenous peoples, however, have centuries of experience with radical 
unwanted change from the many ongoing forms of colonialism that have been 
thrust upon them—western education being one of the most insidious and 
destructive. It is fair to say that most Indigenous communities and communi-
ties of color have experienced some form of oppression, racism, violence, and 
discrimination through western education. As a consequence, these students 
often are reluctant to fully trust and give their attention to a system that may 
have harmed them or their families, or may harm them again. This is one 
factor behind the high dropout rates for Native students and students of color, 
as well as for those who are brown, female, artistic, queer, disabled, or on a 
different learning spectrum. Education is in need of radical transformation for 
many communities in our growing, diverse world.1 

C H A P T E R  4

Education for the Eighth Fire:  
Indigeneity and Native Ways of Learning

Melissa K. Nelson



50 | EarthEd: Rethinking Education on a Changing Planet

Some scholars have noted that Native Americans already experience a 
“post-apocalyptic” reality, or “already inhabit what our ancestors would have 
called a dystopian future.” Land dispossession, genocidal policies, relocation, 
containment on reservations, resource extraction, toxic pollution, institutional 
and environmental racism—these are realities for modern Native Americans 
and for many other Indigenous peoples around the globe. In many ways, these 
groups are already living in a dystopic reality, and young people feel that. 
Where is there room to find what many call a “geography of hope”?

The etymological root of the word education is educare, to “bring out, draw 
out.” It is like drawing water out from a well. In this sense, education is primar-
ily endogenous (from within) rather than exogenous (from outside/external). 
Of course, with the teacher/student relationship, education focuses on a sub-
tle dance between internal and external learning. Many postcolonial, social 
justice educators refuse to accept what educational philosopher Paulo Freire 

has termed the dehumanizing 
and oppressive “banking model” 
of western education, which 
thinks of knowledge like capital 
that can be deposited into empty 
students and later extracted like 
money.2

This banking model of edu-
cation is also antithetical to 
Indigenous ways of learning and 
knowing. A primary difference 
is that Indigenous education 
often focuses on the process of 
learning as much, if not more, 
than the content of knowing, 
thereby focusing on knowledge 
as a living system, not as a com-

modity. Tewa educator Greg Cajete talks about this process as “coming-to-
know.” It is not just about what we know, but how we come to know it and 
why we know it. According to Native worldviews, gaining knowledge comes 
with great responsibility; therefore, educational programs should reflect and 
promote life- affirming cultural values and ethical actions.3 

Given the approximately three hundred and seventy million Indigenous 
peoples on the planet and the five million American Indians/Alaskan Natives 

Two participants in the Guardians of the Waters youth program plant 
corn at Indian Valley Organic Farm and Garden, Novato, California.
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in the United States today (who represent hundreds of Indigenous nations, 
tribes, and cultures), there are innumerable types of Indigenous learning pro-
cesses. These ways of knowing or “Indigenous Knowledge Systems” are based 
in distinct languages, epistemologies, and ontologies—ways of knowing and 
being in the world. These diverse worldviews inherently express themselves in 
different pedagogies, or ways of teaching. 

Three Elements of Indigenous Learning and Knowing
Indigenous education is based on ways of learning and knowing that include 
elements that are quite distinct from western education. Three leading ele-
ments are learning spirits, embodied learning, and symbiotic and contextual 
learning. These are all interconnected and are linked directly to a participatory 
relationship and to an intimate understanding of the natural world that pro-
vides a sense of identity, belonging, and purpose. Additionally, these elements 
help reveal an inherent attachment to place and a sense of guardianship and 
stewardship of the natural world that surrounds a person and provides the 
nutrients of life. These educational practices are rooted in learning from place 
and gaining knowledge about how to live harmoniously within the limits of 
the ecological processes of local regions. 

There are innumerable differences and variations on these fundamental and 
interconnected elements of Indigenous education, depending on place and 
culture. Yet, at their core, they demonstrate that humans have a holistic and 
sophisticated capacity for learning when they listen to the “learning spirits” of 
the land (and their ancestors), exercise their whole faculties, and practice their 
cultural values and environmental ethics on the lands that they live on and 
with their communities. Many of these Indigenous educational “methods” can 
be integrated into non-Indigenous educational programs to help all students 
be better connected to holistic learning practices and the natural world. This 
also will help prepare them for the dystopian future that they may soon join.

Learning Spirits 

Chickasaw law professor James “Sakej” Youngblood Henderson and Mi-kmaw 
educator Marie Battiste discuss the concept of a learning spirit. These spirits 
are latent in the ecosystems of the land. Throughout a person’s lifetime, he or 
she awakens to and remembers different learning spirits for different phases 
of his or her life. The idea is that every human, and perhaps even every life 
form, has the capacity to learn and grow: life equals learning. Henderson says 
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that these learning spirits “are like cognitive gravity.” They are strong attractors 
that lead us to the paths and experiences that we need at particular times, to 
nurture and bring forth our gifts and skills.4 

There are learning spirits contained within each person from birth that 
awaken over time or come to the person at different periods of life. Perhaps 
they are inherent in the cellular tissue or DNA of any living organism, per-
haps they come to people from ancestral spirits or other entities, or possibly 
a person’s own unique personality wants to express these learning spirits as 
the person resonates with certain places and matures over time. Whatever it 
is, many tribes have this notion and understanding that one of the main roles 
that people have as human beings is to pay attention to and support the blos-
soming of their learning spirits. As parents, teachers, and elders, we need to 
nurture the learning spirits of young people especially. Whether explicit or 
not, many Indigenous education programs work to educate the whole human 
and to respect the seen and unseen communities that they come from, includ-
ing their learning spirits. 

Embodied Learning 

Many Indigenous education programs focus on the whole body as an organ-
ism for learning: the mind, body, heart, and spirit. They include all of the 
major senses—sight, sound, taste, smell, and touch—as well as intuition 
and kinesthetic sensory awareness (or proprioception), a whole-body, non- 
mental physical awareness of self and space. The mind is the most obvious 
place to learn and teach as we have language, ideas, questions, and logical and 
translogical thought processes. Our minds are beautiful and complex organs 
that can be our greatest allies, but, as many have said, the mind is a good 
servant but not a good master. It needs the ethical connection of our learning 
spirits and other modes of knowing to balance out its reductionism and ten-
dency to create binaries. 

The Eurocentric overemphasis on the mind—specifically on the logical, 
linear, reductive, and shortsighted parts of the mind—has had grave conse-
quences for humanity and the planet. The overemphasis on creating increas-
ingly complex technology and using it without regard for its long-term conse-
quences has enabled humans to destroy forests, mountains, and habitats and 
to drive numerous species to extinction. We are currently in the sixth great 
extinction crisis—all at the hands of humans. By 2050, 15–35 percent of the 
known species on Earth are expected to go extinct due to human activity. Even 
our own species, Homo sapiens, is at risk.5 
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Additionally, due to the unleashing of nuclear power and the release of 
massive amounts of stored carbon into the atmosphere, humans have forever 
changed both the geological strata of the Earth below and the atmosphere 
above. In addition to these impacts, the Eurocentric obsession with logical 
positivism, reductionism, Cartesian dualism, and abstraction has meant that 
humans have been forced to ignore and atrophy their other learning capaci-
ties, especially other ways of learning and knowing through the heart, body, 
and spirit. 

The policies and practices of cultural genocide used by religious and 
government- run boarding schools in Australia, Canada, and the United States 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries have had long-term, devastating 
impacts on the health of Indigenous peoples. In addition, this type of educa-
tion has harmed all peoples, regardless of ethnic background, as we all have 
other creative, imaginative, and emotional ways of knowing that have been 
disrupted, repressed, and atrophied. These transrational creative ways of learn-
ing need to be cultivated and nurtured for true, holistic education to be ignited  
and expressed. 

Indigenous peoples learn through their bodies when they “learn by doing,” 
as in dancing, wood carving, basket weaving, paddling a canoe, planting trees, 
or cleaning seeds. It engages the external and internal senses. There is a pal-
pable physical learning and knowing that is expressed when engaged in these 
important cultural activities. The rhythms of movement and music and dance 
are excellent stimuli for embodied learning and memory. Sports, too, can be a 
great way to use the body as a site of learning: thus, the Haudeno saunee have 
a strong emphasis on lacrosse, and the Maya had a strong tradition of ball 
games. Many tribes use stick games as well as “gambling” games with dice and 
other objects to encourage young people to cultivate a strong physical aware-
ness and embodied learning process. These games also teach about topics such 
as mathematics and geometry. 

Additionally, because people’s “gut feelings” often tell them things faster 
than the mind, it is important to listen to the body’s wisdom and ways of 
knowing. Science is now confirming the notion of a “second brain” in the gut. 
People also have their emotions, their hearts, and their spirits, whether they 
subscribe to a spiritual worldview or not. Much research and work has been 
done on emotional intelligence and ecopsychology in the past twenty years. 
Educators and researchers are uncovering the significant role that emotional 
intelligence and place attachment have in overall learning and success in edu-
cation and life. (See Chapter 8.)6
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Symbiotic and Contextual Learning 

Learning is an important individual endeavor, whether reading a book, writ-
ing an essay, pondering a significant question, or going on a “learning quest” 
(literally or metaphorically). But for much Indigenous-based education, learn-
ing is a collaborative, community process. It is about interrelationships and 
fostering reciprocity. 

Indigenous education is about facilitating productive spaces for the trans-
mission of knowledge among generations: from elders to youth and from 
youth to elders, as well as peer-to-peer. But Indigenous education does not just 
focus on learning from other humans, it also focuses on learning from cultural 
treasures, or “texts,” such as regalia, pottery, baskets, masks, canoes, etc. These 
cultural treasures are made from natural materials and are imbued with great 
symbolic meaning and knowledge. These treasures are a perfect marriage of 

human creativity and the gifts of 
nature, the nonhuman relatives 
that give humans food, shel-
ter, medicine, clothing, cultural 
items, and so on. 

Learning from the land is 
a primary method of gaining 
knowledge. Many Indigenous 
worldviews see nature as the 
ultimate teacher. It is essential 
to learn from and be in recipro-
cal relationships with the more-
than-human world: the local 
plants, animals, and elements 
that give us life, the sun, moon, 
wind, fire, soil. Potawatomie 
botanist Robin Kimmerer states, 

“This orientation to the world as an ongoing gift exchange between the human 
and the more-than-human world is foundational in Indigenous environmen-
tal philosophy.” This direct, intimate connection to the natural world is the 
basis of Native sciences and is critical for fostering an emotional and spiritual 
bond with place.7

Implied within the concept of symbiosis—living together in community—
there is an important emphasis on dialogue, exchange, and council. These 

A participant in the Guardians of the Waters youth program gathers 
tule reeds, Sonoma Mountain, California.
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exchanges are intergenerational, intertribal, intercultural, and often inter-
species. Unlike normal classroom discussions, which can be very productive 
in terms of outcomes, this kind of communication usually is not based on 
achieving certain results (although it can be). Many Indigenous learning cir-
cles focus on a different type of learning and sharing. First, there is generally 
not a single, specific teacher, but all in the circle are considered teachers and 
learners. Second, everyone sits in a circle, making an even playing field (no 
one is higher or lower or privileged as special). Third, there is often no time 
limit on what one shares. It can be very short or very long, and there is no 
cross-talk or interruption, unless the speaker asks for it. Fourth, there is an 
emphasis on deep listening, where personal assumptions and biases are inter-
nally questioned and suspended so as to truly hear another’s voice and mean-
ing. Long spaces of silence are welcome and considered healthy.8 

This Indigenous learning space, often called a learning lodge, invites deeper 
questions that generally are not asked and engenders a collective inquiry—a 
type of “group mind” or group meditation through words—that is palpably 
different from other learning spaces. In this circle, there is shared wonder and 
sometimes grief or frustration at the complexity or contradiction of certain 
questions or topics. Most importantly, judgment and competitive ego activ-
ity are strongly discouraged in this circle, whereas deepening the capacity to 
hold divergent views as equal to one’s own is encouraged, thus making a safe 
and, many would say, ceremonial or even sacred learning space where one 
can share without fear of being wrong, reprimanded, scolded, or ignored. It is 
shameless education. 

Indigenous Environmental Education: Linking All to the 
Natural World 
Given these principles and elements, it should be clear that Indigenous edu-
cation is inherently environmental education. It starts with a cosmological 
orientation to the sun, moon, and stars in relation to local geography (moun-
tains and rivers) and ecology (plants and animals), which creates eco- cultural 
landscapes and sacred places. One cannot learn about California Indians, for 
example, without learning about their reliance on abalone and the Pacific 
Ocean or acorns and oak woodlands. One cannot learn about a birch bark 
canoe without learning about the Anishinaabeg peoples of the Great Lakes 
and their reliance on the water and their dependence on wild rice and fish 
for sustenance. 
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One cannot learn about the history of any place without understanding the 
First Peoples of the land and their unique cultural and environmental prac-
tices, as well as the impacts of conquest, and cultural resilience. Indigenous 
learning is always contextual, starting with exactly where you are—cosmolog-
ically, geographically, ecologically, culturally, and historically. This starts with 
honoring the local peoples and places where one learns. In many traditional 
protocols, one has to ask permission from the land, its spirits, and the Native 
peoples that dwell in that place to learn in a specific location. An offering gen-
erally is made in this process of asking for permission and support. The land 
has so much to teach us. As Wintun ethnobotanist and herbalist Sage LaPena 
has said: “[W]herever you go, there you are. There is no place on Earth that is 
not a place-based classroom.”9 

Guardians of the Waters Youth Program 

Since 2013, the Cultural Conservancy, an Indigenous-rights community orga-
nization based in San Francisco, California, has been offering a Native youth 
summer internship program called Guardians of the Waters. Through this 
program, fifteen to twenty-five Indigenous youth (many of them urban and 
intertribal) are selected to participate in a six-week immersion experience, 
exploring Native water consciousness through a diversity of site visits, partic-
ipating in canoe making, and learning about Native foodways through expo-
sure to seeds, native plants, and traditional agriculture. Guest teachers for the 
program include artists, navigators, farmers, Knowledge Holders, and teachers 
that are associated with the flourishing Indigenous canoe and Indigenous food 
movements in the United States and around the world.10 

Tribal canoes are sacred vessels that connect nature and culture for travel on 
water. Through human ingenuity—or “indigenuity,” as Native studies scholar 
Daniel Wildcat calls it—Native communities transform trees and plant mate-
rials such as bark (and sometimes animal skins) into functional and beautiful 
canoes for water travel. These vessels have great historical and cultural sig-
nificance to Indigenous communities who live by rivers, lakes, and oceans. 
Learning about ancestral canoe traditions, whether a Yurok dugout canoe, a 
Hawaiian double-hull canoe, or a Micmac bark canoe, connects one to ances-
tral waters and cultural traditions. Relearning canoe traditions such as paddle 
making and ocean navigation links people directly to the ecology of water—
whether fresh water or salty, flowing or still, polluted or clean—and to their 
own personal waters (humans are 60 percent water). Learning how to carve 
paddles, build canoes, and navigate by the stars has inspired the youth in this 
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program to reclaim their role as “Guardians of the Waters,” where they become 
advocates for the sacredness of water and the need to protect it as a relative.11 

Through talking circles and learning exchanges, the youth share their con-
nection—or, more frequently, disconnection—to ancestral waters, thereby 
instigating a process of personal 
exploration and reconnection. 
By visiting springs, creeks, rivers, 
bays, and the ocean, they learn 
firsthand that the water cycle 
is both an ecological and spiri-
tual system of renewal. By wit-
nessing dammed and diverted 
waterways filled with trash and 
invasive species, they also learn 
about the need to rediscover 
dormant knowledge of water 
guardianship and how this is a 
part of Indigenous revitalization 
and environmental justice.12 

The youth program also 
emphasizes the importance of 
ancestral seeds and native foodways. It conveys the view that the future of life 
is based on healthy seeds, and, just as the waters need protection and renewal, 
so do the seeds and native foods that have sustained Indigenous nations, and 
all peoples, for thousands of years. Program participants visit the Indian Val-
ley Organic Farm and Garden, a certified organic teaching garden at the Col-
lege of Marin, to learn about organic agriculture, native seeds, ethnobotany, 
and Three Sisters Native agriculture (the joint planting of corn, squash, and 
beans). Ideally, they experience all aspects of growing food, from seed planting 
and farm tending (watering, weeding, composting, natural pest management) 
to harvesting and feasting, all with an eye toward maintaining carbon-rich, 
healthy organic soils. The act of “getting dirty” on a farm is a visceral way to 
literally reconnect to Mother Earth and to explore and learn about the magical 
alchemy of soil, water, and seeds—the basis of all life.13 

Learning directly from the land and First Peoples, Guardians of the Waters 
youth gain critical understanding of the ecological and cultural contexts in 
which they reside. They also learn from the facilitators, peer teachers, Tradi-
tional Knowledge Holders, and each other, experiencing the “symbiosis” of 

A participant in the Guardians of the Waters youth program tests out 
a newly created tule reed boat, Occidental Arts and Ecology Center, 
California.
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community learning and sharing. By gathering and processing native plants 
such as tule and acorns, using chisels to carve redwood and cedar, and weav-
ing baskets, as well as learning Hawaiian navigation chants and dances and 
Anishinaabe planting songs, youth engage in embodied ways of learning and 
knowing and are inspired to claim their roles as water and seed guardians. 

Indigenizing the Ivory Tower 

In 2012, Native educator Rose von Thater-Braan and Indigenous scholar- 
activist Melissa K. Nelson co-taught a variety of American Indian Studies’ 
Native science classes at San Francisco State University. They introduced 
students to the concept of a learning lodge to explore Indigenous ways of 
learning, with a particular focus on exploring the concept of learning spir-
its, engaging in embodied forms of learning, and creating a safe context for 
holistic inquiry. The experience was transformational, leading many of the 
participating students to change their academic and career choices and to 
commit more deeply to a new type of learning. By incorporating artwork, 
sound, plants, and movement as valid ways of learning, students commented 
that they felt liberated from purely intellectual forms of inquiry. The instruc-
tors used these embodied methods to share concepts such as quantum time, 
plant pollination, and ocean dynamics. 

During the learning lodges, students had a higher level of participation in 
dialogue, as they felt that a safe and ceremonial learning space had been cre-
ated. For example, students who were usually hesitant to speak up in typi-
cal university classrooms felt freer to be present and visible and to express 
divergent or unique perspectives without fear or judgment. Students also com-
mented that they experienced a deeper quality of listening and an altered sense 
of time. The students learned the importance of “the good mind,” grounding 
and clearing themselves mentally, emotionally, and physically before engaging 
in a learning process where deep listening is required. This active presence, 
which Buddhists may call mindfulness, changes one’s relationship to time and 
was new and refreshing for the students, helping them gain a greater sense of 
belonging and well-being. 

In addition to cultivating these more internal Indigenous learning pro-
cesses, the classes also focused on the importance of symbiotic and contex-
tual learning: gaining knowledge directly from local landscapes and Native 
communities. A required part of the coursework was four intensive all-day 
Saturday field visits to different natural areas to learn about local ecosystems 
and cultural landscapes. Getting out of the classroom and into natural areas 
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is key to Indigenous education. The class visited Indian Canyon, a beautiful, 
natural oak woodland canyon and living cultural heritage area of the Ohlone 
people; an urban watershed in the Presidio national park; an organic teaching 
farm where native foods are grown; and a shellmound or beach site along the 
Pacific Ocean. 

During these field visits, the participants learned directly from the original 
peoples of the land—the Ohlone, Miwok, and other Native California Indian 
peoples. These Native Knowledge Holders, and Cultural Practitioners shared 
their traditional ecological knowledge on a variety of topics, depending on the 
place and theme. The students learned about the history of the land from both 
Indigenous oral narratives and conventional human and environmental his-
tories. They interacted with native plants and learned about traditional foods 
and medicines. They also learned about invasive plant species such as eucalyp-
tus and French broom and about local efforts to limit their growth, learning in 
the process about ecological restoration or “eco-cultural restoration”: bringing 
back the health and well-being of Native communities, First Peoples, and the 
ecosystems that they rely on. 

Indigeneity and the New People of the Eighth Fire 
The Anishinaabeg peoples carry the Seventh Fire Prophecy, which is relevant 
for our precarious times. The prophecy states that Native peoples in North 
America are currently living in the Seventh Fire, a time of cultural recovery 
after the devastating impacts of colonization on Native minds, bodies, hearts, 
and spirits. Native people are mending the “split-head society” and healing the 
historical trauma of the boarding-school era and other oppressive impacts due 
to the policies of the U.S. and Canadian governments during the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. According to this prophecy, urban and rural, mixed-
raced Native people will rediscover dormant traditional knowledge and prac-
tices, create new lifeways, and begin to weave together a new culture of mod-
ern indigeneity. These will be the New People of the Eighth Fire, devoted to 
kinship, peace, and reciprocity.14 

But Indigenous peoples cannot do this alone. The “light-skinned” people 
need to make a decision whether they will continue down the path of exploita-
tion, oppression, and destruction, which is characterized by a scorched-earth 
path; or whether they will choose to remember their own indigeneity to pursue 
a path of respect, reverence, and renewal, where they will join the New Peo-
ple and a green path of beauty and peace will prevail. Interestingly, Okanagan 
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writer and Knowledge Holder Jeannette Armstrong has suggested that indi-
geneity is more about a lived environmental ethic based on ecoliteracy and 
collective governance than a bloodline. Likewise, Mohawk seed saver Rowen 
White encourages all peoples to “rehydrate the native seeds and wisdom in 
our own DNA.” Wes Jackson, the famed agronomist and founder of the Land 
Institute, writes that humans must again “become native to place.”15 

Given the powerful statements and prophecies above, the possibility of 
reclaiming indigeneity appears to be a viable answer to the question of how 
to create a new type of education in order to prepare for or avoid a dystopian 
future. In this Anthropocene epoch, it seems urgent that humanity trans-
form and evolve into an era of indigeneity and kincentrism. Yet how to do 
this without falling into the trap of White appropriation and exploitation of 
Native ways?16 

The Kogi of Colombia call modern industrial humans “Little Brother,” and 
they refer to themselves—in their role as Indigenous Knowledge Holders that 
remain deeply tied to the heartbeat of Mother Earth—as “Elder Brother.” What 
will it take for Little Brother to listen? Is there still time, or is it too late? Regard-
less of whether Little Brother listens or not, Indigenous peoples are exercising 
their self-determination and educational rights, fueled by prophetic teachings, 
to renew Indigenous lifeways and teach them to younger generations to help 
light the Eighth Fire and create the New People. From the many examples of 
Indigenous education now taking place, it is clear that peoples of all walks of 
life are listening to these teachings, decolonizing their minds, and preparing to 
learn anew to create the New People for a green future.
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