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 Though storying as an educational methodology has been 
used for generations by Indigenous peoples, its recognition 
and use in formal education is relatively new. More attention 
has been paid to storying as part of the broader movement 
towards decolonization and the recognition of Indigenous 
science and ways of knowing. Indigenous storying promotes 
culturally responsive and inclusive education that recognizes the 
importance of diverse perspectives and approaches to learning.

 In this webinar, three researchers provide perspective on 
how Indigenous storying can be used as methodology toward 
transformative practices in the food-energy-water (FEW) 
nexus. They share practical approaches for collaborating with 
Indigenous communities and provide resources for delving 
deeper.
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Indigenous Storying
 Among Indigenous peoples, storying is an important oral 
tradition that serves to teach, remember, and engage history 
and culture. For researchers and teachers, storying offers op-
portunity to incorporate Indigenous intellectual traditions and 
understanding of relationality to contribute to FEW justice.
 Storying is alive and active in Indigenous communities and 
provides opportunity to consider the value of relationships 
when we engage in research, noted San Pedro. “Storying 
is not about data collection. It is about relational building 
fundamentally.”
 “It is important to think beyond institutional knowledge as 
being the only knowledge,” he continued. There are people in 
communities outside academia that can help us understand 
the plight we are in and find solutions to our complex prob-
lems. That starts with the land and Indigenous people, who 
were here first, had relationships with these lands, understand 
how these ecologies work, and know how we can join in those 
efforts.
 “As Indigenous people, we are people who have creation 
stories, not stories of colonization,” said Elliott. Drawing on a 
quote from Annette James Guerrero, she continued, “For most, 
if not all Indigenous peoples, being indigenous means to live in 
relationship with the place where one is born.”
 “Our ancestors and our bodies are returned to the land af-
ter our time here on Earth. The water that we drink is exactly 
the same water our ancestors were drinking 10,000 years ago. 
We cannot separate ourselves as people from our culture. We 
cannot separate ourselves from our land.”
 Storying also enables us to discuss future possibilities, 
Barry noted. “That is where I see real power for storying 
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when we are talking about the FEW nexus. We can learn from 
existing stories, what has worked and what did not, and, more 
importantly, what ethics we should be operating from.”
 It is important for us to consider what traditional stories fu-
ture generations will be telling of our time, she continued. If we 
are going to build a future where the story they tell is inspiring 
and positive, we need to imagine those positive futures and work 
toward them today.
 “Storying gives us the ethical foundations for those imagina-
tions and for our hope, which can lead to the innovations neces-
sary for us to all continue to live in a good way into the future,” 
summed Barry.

Collaboration is the key to working with
Indigenous communities.

 To effectively collaborate with the Indigenous community, you 
must establish a relationship of trust before you can do anything 
else. Quoting Megan Bang’s commonly used phrase, Barry noted, 
it means “taking out the trash and doing the dishes.” Enter the 
space with a recognition that the community’s needs come first, 
not yours. This avoids issues like extraction, which has caused 
problems for Indigenous communities working with people out-
side the community.
 Barry discusses that, “We are not meant to be experts on all 
things. We all have roles to play and are meant to play them in so-
ciety. When this happens, society and the ecology function well.”
 We also must rethink our approach to expertise, she contin-
ued. “Expertise comes in all shapes and sizes. From my perspec-
tive, an elder in my tribe who knows stories may as well have a 
PhD in history. My mother, who didn’t attend high school, taught 
me more about plants than any biology teacher I ever had. And 
my children have taught me new and better observations skills 
that I apply as a scientist.”
 As well, collaboration shifts our understanding of what re-
search is, noted San Pedro. Traditionally, academia is trained to 
ask particular questions and has a paradigm that it brings to the 
community. The approach argues, “This is what is wrong with 
you, and these are the questions and solutions that will make you 
right.”
 Collaboration involves thinking about what we can contrib-
ute, he continued. It is reciprocal. “What are we taking and what 
are we giving? What expertise and experiences can we offer that 
make this effort truly reciprocal and mutual?”
 In my journey, it has been a process of unlearning than learn-
ing because I am a product of public education, San Pedro re-
marked. “It has been a lifelong process of doing my own inves-
tigative research and finding truth in areas important to me and 
the people I work with.”
 This collective at the National Collaboration for Research on 
FEW Education is a perfect example of collaborative. We come 
together as teams to build collectively from our different fields 
and disciplines and hear different approaches to solutions.

Pay respect and move slowly.
 How does a non-Indigenous person or an Indigenous person 
removed from their ancestral homelands work ethically and col-
laboratively with Indigenous communities?
 When asked to be part of the space, be respectful and just ob-
serve, remarked Elliott. “This is not the place to insert dominance 
or authority. Give it time and space. Eventually, you will be ac-
cepted and invited to contribute.”
 Do your homework, immerse yourself in culture and invest 
in relationships. Read about things important to the Indigenous 

community. Read Indigenous scholars and authors. Don’t assume 
you can go in quickly, gather data, and leave.
 Building relationships and trust takes time, summed San Pe-
dro. “Just because we have been inspired by an Indigenous epis-
temology or theory does not mean we have done the work that 
allows us to be in those communities. It starts by not being in 
those spaces for your own agenda. You are not there to transform 
based on what you want to offer, but to form partnerships and 
relationships with people who are already doing good work.”
 At the heart of the matter is the concept of “invitation” rather 
than “entitlement” for being allowed to enter a space. Be patient 
with invitations. And realize there will be times when you are not 
privy to a space.

Starting a conversation.
 Starting a conversation and working within institutional con-
straints is tricky, commented Elliott. You will have to frame your 
dissertation requirements as expected but also map it on the con-
versation of Indigenous intellectual tradition and explain how 
you are engaging it as a guiding theory as your methodological 
approaches.
 “A first step is to find your people, faculty members who will 
support your cause and are willing to have these conversations,” 
Barry advised. “As well, consider doing your research through 
others like Gregory Cajete, Megan Bang, and Doug Medin. Not 
all native science is completely at odds with Western science. In 
places where it is totally incommensurate, you will need some-
one who can help you push.”

 Humankind is part of the ecosystem, not apart from or above 
it. Source: Reconnecting with nature: Developing urban spaces in the 
age of climate change. Emerald Open Research 2019.

Additional resources are 
available on the NC-FEW 
website, including examples 
of research collaboratives 
working in communities, 
resource persons to follow, 
books, articles, lectures, 
podcasts, and videos.
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