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Introduction 

Laura M. Pipe & Jennifer T. Stephens 

Abstract: In this Introduction, the reader is provided an overview of the book 
Ignite: A Decolonial Approach to Higher Education through Space, Place, and 

Culture. The authors provide background on the Toward a Liberated Learning 
Spirit (TALLS) model for developing critical consciousness, which is used to 
organize the book, and ask the reader to consider higher education’s 
dependance on colonizing practices. The chapter introduces the reader to 
space, place, and culture as essential building blocks of a truly liberated learning 
environment. By organizing Ignite through the TALLS model, the authors push 
readers to consider the role of their own Learning Spirits and curiosity in their 
work as they support learners in the reciprocal construction of their own 
learning. Each chapter in this book challenges the reader to unshackle 
themselves from a colonizing and dehumanizing system of education while 
seeking their own liberation as educators for future generations. 

Keywords: TALLS, Learning Spirit, decolonization of higher education, space/ 
place/culture 

*** 

Ninety percent. Ninety percent! That figure represents how many of our (the 
authors’) lived years have been spent in formal educational spaces. Whether 
as a student or teacher—or, ideally, both—those years encapsulate moments 
of the mundane, the joyful, and, unfortunately, the harmful. 

When we begin our lives, we are innately curious, finding questions easy to 
come by and answers too simple for our inquisitive minds. We thirst for 
meaning, and questions of “Why?” abound as we seek to understand the 
human condition and our individual and collective purpose. 

Somewhere along the way, we may stop asking so many “whys,” instead 
settling for the easily accessible answers or the outcomes desired by those to 
whom we have resigned our agency. We may let others define “success” and 
what it means to be “right.” We may worry about test scores and grades and 
certificates of achievement that signal to ourselves and others that we are 
more evolved today than we were yesterday. Our excitement about going to 
school in our early years may be replaced with resignation or dread. 
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And, yet, our innate curiosity and search for meaning are still there, 

appearing when we stop on a nature hike to watch a bird, or when we search 
for the latest documentary to watch on the television, or when we hold a 
conversation with our neighbor on the train ride to work, or when we watch 
our grandmother cook everyone’s favorite recipe. We often feel a sense of ease 
in these moments, as our involvement in these learning processes occur 
within an organic experience, a moment of wonder, a reflective or meditative 
insight, or in relationship with others. 

An Indigenous concept for this innate curiosity is what Mi’kmaw scholar 
Marie Battiste calls the Learning Spirit (Different Knowings, 2011). The Learning 
Spirit is gifted to us and “travel[s] with us and guide[s] us … it has a hunger and 
a thirst for learning” (Battiste, 2010, p. 15). It encompasses the connection 
between self, knowledge, and given purpose, with our innate gifts and talents 
serving as the vehicles through which we fulfill that purpose. For the sake of 
efficiency and standardization, we remove these authentic learning experiences 
from formal learning environments, thus separating the learner from their 
Learning Spirit. According to Battiste (Different Knowings, 2011): 

What happens as we go through school, go through life, there are many 
places where traumas, abuse, triggers of all kinds of memories past, 
cell memory, create the kinds of learning that will diminish us … [and] 
engender a condition in which we would forget what our purpose is … 
so we need to find ways to help people nourish their Learning Spirits. 

If our Learning Spirit is at the core of our personhood, then we are not fully 
ourselves unless in alignment with our Learning Spirit. This alignment is likely 
present in those organic moments of insight and likely missing in the 
apprehension or indifference toward learning at school. 

Battiste (Different Knowings, 2011) calls for centering the Learning Spirit in 
the mission of education for all students (not just those from Indigenous 
communities) as one way to course correct an educational system disconnected 
from its true value: supported opportunities to affirm and identify individual 
and collective purpose and to develop one’s gifts/talents toward this purpose. To 
connect the Learning Spirit to formal educational structures requires 
commitment to the process of decolonizing learning spaces. 

Decolonizing Higher Education 

While the global educational landscape consists of a vast array of educational 
approaches, structures, and systems, the foundation of many modern schools 
and universities can be traced to the European educational systems of the 
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Middle Ages (Hannam, 2021; Lauwreys et al., 2021). For purposes of cultural 
assimilation, the sharing of religious teachings, the unification of language 
(often to read religious texts), the “civilizing” of people native to a region, and 
the advancement in standing and opportunity for certain bodies (most often, 
white Christian men), colonizers throughout time and place have used 
education as a primary method of influencing the language and culture of a 
region (Lauwreys et al., 2021; Lyon, 2020; Thelin et al., 2013; Todd, 2018). 

Mignolo and Walsh (2018), from the work of Quijano (2000), have identified 
the structures of power—the Colonial Matrix of Power—through which 
colonizers have organized and managed the world: controlling knowledge 
and subjectivity, the ways in which gender and sexuality are defined, the 
methods through which authority is derived, and the ways in which the 
economy is structured. These organizing pillars then underpin systems of 
racism and patriarchy that are the hallmarks of colonization and systems of 
oppression. In educational spaces, colonization has been reinforced through 
the controlling of knowledge and subjectivity, largely by the types of 
knowledge, ways of sharing knowledge, and disciplinary authorities privileged 
in chosen standards, resources, learning activities, assessments, instructional 
approaches, and institutional organization and finance. Additionally, this is 
reinforced by how other ways of knowing are presented: often as backwards or 
out of alignment with progress. Diverse ways of knowing and of sharing 
knowledge have no room in colonizing educational structures, thus leaving 
the Learning Spirit out of formal learning spaces. 

Such disconnection between learning and the Learning Spirit is harmful to 
the individual and society, leaving what Battiste (Different Knowings, 2011) 
calls a “soul wound,” particularly on Indigenous peoples. Healing ourselves, 
thus, requires healing our learning spaces for the inclusion of multiple ways of 
knowing and the integration of these diverse ways of seeing the world toward 
a more complete understanding. 

Space, Place, and Culture 

The intersection of space, place, and culture provides a critical entryway for 
this process of decolonization. The French philosopher and sociologist Henri 
Lefebvre (1976) emphasized that the misconception that space is neutral 
ignores the fact that space is in continuous dialogue with its social 
surroundings (culture and histories). Edward Soja (1980) noted that the term 
spatial often “evokes the image of something physical and external to the 
social context and social action … a part of the ‘environment,’ a context for 
society—its container—rather than a structure created by society” (p. 210). 
Both Lefebvre and Soja argue that the sociocultural cannot be removed from 
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space, as it is not apolitical and neutral. Specifically, Lefebvre (1976) argues 
that space cannot be an unbiased object, free from subjectivity because “it 
has been occupied and used, and has already been the focus of past processes 
whose traces are not always evident on the landscape” (p. 31).  

Indeed, this belief that space could not be absent of histories and narratives, 
creates a spatial dialectic, where space is in a dynamic relationship with the 
social world (Lefebvre, 1976; Pipe, 2017). The spatial dialectic was further 
transformed by Soja (1980) into the sociospatial dialectic, which postulates 
“that social and spatial relationships are dialectically inter-reactive, 
interdependent; that social relations of production are both space-forming 
and space contingent” (p. 211). Both the spatial dialectic (Lefebvre, 1976) and 
the sociospatial dialectic (Soja, 1980) provide a three-pronged view of space 
and place, termed the Lefebvrian Triad by Pierce and Martin (2015), in which 
we must examine space through understanding the intention of how it was 
designed (conceived), how it is developed and maintained (perceived), and 
how it is consumed (lived) (Pipe, 2017). Understanding the conception, 
perception, and consumption of space is essential to teaching practice and 
praxis. Without wrestling with our own bias and colonization, we will 
continually design, build and maintain, and live out colonizing acts upon the 
learners with whom we interact. 

In turn, this understanding coupled with intentionality around how we 
engage with the development of space into place becomes essential to the 
decolonization process. Tuan (1977) denotes that “Space and place are the 
basic components of the lived world” (p. 3). He argues that the difference 
between space and place is created by the act of assigning meaning and 
emotion to a space. Specifically, Tuan uses the example of a castle. A castle is 
just a space, with little meaning attached until you find out that it is Hamlet’s 
castle, then the castle becomes a place (Pipe, 2017). This association of 
meaning to a space is essential in our classrooms as well. A classroom is just a 
space until we, the learners of the space, assign meaning—through our 
purposeful community building, learning activities, and engagement. How we 
build our classroom (space) into a place is an essential endeavor to the 
decolonizing process. Without sufficient care, intentionality, and reflection, 
the assigned meaning to our classrooms can equally serve to (re)traumatize 
and colonize the very learners we seek to grow. Culture is at the heart of this 
endeavor. Without acknowledging the culture of the space and place where we 
teach, we create the potential for severe harm to those we teach.  

If you were to pluck us (the authors) out of our classrooms in North Carolina 
and put us into classrooms in another U.S. state or another country and we 
continued to teach in the same way, with the same conversations and the 
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same learning activities, then we would be teaching in a colonizing way—
someone from outside of a space, place, and culture coming in and instilling a 
certain perspective and set of values. Decolonizing through space, place, and 
culture means teaching in symbiosis with the culture of a place. Educators 
must be careful not to isolate the classroom/course from the institutional 
context; the institutional context from the context of the community in which 
the institution is situated; or the region, state, or country in which the 
community is nestled. The ways that an institutional culture influences and is 
influenced by the social and environmental micro- and macro-levels of 
community cannot be decoupled from one another. The ways that the influx 
of people from various regions, states, and countries come together in one 
place also influences the institutional culture, which cannot be ignored in the 
process of teaching and learning (Stephens, 2019). 

Restoring cultural knowledge toward reconnection with the Learning 
Spirit requires connection to place and the support provided by community. 
Addressing the harmful outcomes of power-over and white supremacy 
culture—personified by perfectionism, power hoarding, sense of urgency, 
quantity over quality, paternalism, defensiveness, worship of the written word, 
belief in one right way, either/or thinking, fear of open conflict, individualism, 
belief that I’m the only one (who can do this right), belief in objectivity, and 
claiming a right to comfort (Okun, 2016)—is best accomplished through the 
type of contextualization and community-engaged application of knowledge 
found in place-based approaches to teaching and learning. 

Toward a Liberated Learning Spirit (TALLS) 

With space and place as the contextual backdrop for learning and reflective 
practice central to any attempt to confront power and give equal value to 
multiple ways of knowing, the process of decolonizing education—especially 
higher education, which occurs after many years of formal schooling—may 
require unlearning as an immediate goal. The Toward a Liberated Learning 
Spirit (TALLS) model for developing critical consciousness (Pipe & Stephens, 
2019, 2021; Stephens & Pipe, 2020; Figure 0.1) provides an example framework 
through which educators can engage with students, beginning with a process 
of acknowledging the academic detachment they have been taught previously 
while encouraging holistic learning through examination of students’ own 
ways of knowing and learning. 
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and the authors were asked to bring their own perspectives on how material 
would best be presented. This does not diminish the scholarly merit or rigor 
of each chapter, and all were peer reviewed and went through a formalized 
editing process (a colonizing act). The hope was to bring forward voices that 
are often marginalized in the formal academic process of knowledge creation 
and to provide the reader with opportunities to wrestle with their own 
encounters with colonization. The voices presented in this book span a 
diverse set of origins; however, many are teachers, students, activists, and 
educators actively working in the Global North. Therefore, it is our invitation 
to the reader to (re)imagine the ideas and concepts presented by the chapter 
authors through their own spatial and cultural lenses. Since the ideas and 
concepts presented in this book are written through the lens of the Global 
North, the reader cannot simply apply them without deep reflective practice 
related to their own social, structural, and cultural contexts.  

The order of chapters follows the  model, beginning with Chapters 1-3, which 
provide a foundational context for decolonizing education through space, 
place, and culture and seek to disrupt academically detached approaches to 
learning. These chapters are followed by Chapters 4-7, which provide learner 
narratives as acts of unlearning. The third section focuses on application, with 
Chapters 8-10 providing contextual examples of applying decolonizing practice 
to learning. The final Chapters (11-13) examine the conception of liberation in 
lived context.  

In Chapter 1, Chicana scholar Silvia E. Toscano provides a foundation for 
examining the impact of colonization on learning through interviews with 
Indigenous teachers in Southern California. With an eye to her Learning 
Spirit, Toscano walks the reader through the continuing harm colonization 
inflicts in the learning space and begins to focus on the actions needed for 
healing. Toscano writes:  

To serve our students, we must respect, not impose, their origins or 
identity, especially those that have been a focus of erasure and 
misrepresentation for centuries, whereby the many thousands of years 
represented by their Indigenous history, knowledge, and cultures have 
been and continue to be disappeared (p. 15). 

The process of understanding the foundations of colonization on teaching 
and learning is further explored in Chapter 2 through an interview with Tema 
Jon Okun about the impacts of white supremacy culture in higher education. 
Okun (1999) authored the seminal text White Supremacy Culture that listed 
fifteen key behaviors that shape and reproduce white supremacy culture: 
perfectionism, sense of urgency, defensiveness, quantity over quality, worship 
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of the written word, only one right way, paternalism, either/or thinking, 
power hoarding, fear of open conflict, individualism, I’m the only one, 
progress is bigger, objectivity, and the right to comfort. In her interview, Okun 
revisits the interrogation of white supremacy culture with new thoughts and 
deeper context in today’s socio-political environment. She notes that “white 
supremacy is a death sentence for white people” as much as it is for others (p. 
36). Specifically, this death sentence is the product of its invitation “on a daily 
basis to collude with and participate in the reproduction of our own 
inhumanity” (p. 36). With a focus on authentic relationships that disrupt the 
intentional disconnection caused by white supremacy culture, we as 
educators can begin dismantling the harmful impacts of colonization. 

The foundation of reflection as part of learning is explored in Chapter 3 with 
Jennifer Moon. Moon’s work in the late 1990s and early 2000s focused on the 
significance of reflection to the learning process. Her framework for 
promoting reflection as a pivotal part of experiential learning is a linchpin in 
the TALLS model. Specifically, her model (1999, 2001, 2004) argues that 
reflection promotes student understanding and action-taking as they learn. 
This process promotes the resolution of ambiguity as learners unpack new 
knowledge in new ways. Her framework starts with the process of noticing, in 
which the learner notices something new (either consciously or unconsciously). 
This is the foundational process of curiosity but is limited in depth as the 
learner can ignore what is noticed or continue without making connections or 
meaning. Stage two of the framework is making sense, in which the learner 
begins understanding a concept but is not yet able to apply the concept 
outside of the original context in which it was presented. The third stage is 
making meaning, in which the learner begins understanding a concept more 
fully and applying it to other ideas that have been presented in the same 
context. The fourth stage is working with meaning, in which the learner begins 
to expand their understanding to apply the concept in multiple contexts, 
pulling from other knowledge gained across their life experiences and learning. 
The last stage, the most exciting stage for educators, is transformative learning, 
in which the learner begins to pull together their own knowledge with the new 
concept and to author new knowledge. In her chapter, Moon provides the 
reader with an example, through storytelling, of the need for critical thought 
and reflection as a central task to learning. 

Section two begins with a narrative from Jane K. Fernandes and Shirley Shultz 
Myers in Chapter 4. Their chapter examines the impact of the formalized 
education system on the assimilation of deaf students into a hearing-ableist 
and racist world. Through their personal narratives, Fernandes and Myers 
critique complex biases and intersectionalities, while presenting the necessity 
of bridge building “that arises from a deeper truth about the universal 
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connectedness of all human beings but also more complex contexts of 
injustice” (p. 56).  

In Chapter 5, Augusto Peña shares his personal journey as an immigrant 
from Nicaragua to the United States in the mid-1980s. Peña provides the 
reader with a view of one family’s story of unraveling invisibility and navigating 
colonizing spaces to find his full self as a learner. He provides a practitioner’s 
approach to creating more inclusive and decolonizing learning spaces. This 
includes wrestling with our own biases, attempting to create authentic 
relationships with our students, and recognizing our vulnerability and power 
in teaching. 

This vulnerability and power is further amplified in Chapter 6, where Sky 
Kihuwa-Mani and Simone Watkins bring the reader into the reality of 
colonization for Indigenous and Native students of what is now known as 
North America. As undergraduate students, Kihuwa-Mani and Watkins 
explore the tension presented to Indigenous and Native students in Western 
education—one that requires assimilation and acceptance of mainstream 
myths of their existence. As Battiste (2005) noted, the reality of Eurocentric 
education (that is the formalized process of education in what is now known 
as North America) continues to present Indigenous people “frozen in time, 
guided by knowledge systems that reinforce the past” (p. 1). In this chapter, 
the reader is invited to wrestle with the implications of seeing oneself and the 
world presented in such a way that one’s mere existence is questioned and 
continuously contextualized by others.  

In Chapter 7, scholar and artist Özge Samanci shares with the reader her 
experiences navigating the barriers and restrictions to travel for people from 
“undeveloped” and “developing” countries (as defined by Western 
governments). She invites the reader to imagine the experiences of students 
who must conform to systems that intentionally disinvite them (through 
strategic hurdles) from engaging in the learning spaces beyond their countries 
of origin. Through a graphic representation of rejected passport photos, 
Samanci critiques the processes used to keep students out of the very spaces 
where their insights and experiences could be mutually beneficial to the 
learning process. 

In the third section, the reader is presented with examples of how to apply 
decolonizing practices in higher education spaces. In Chapter 8, DeAnne 
Davis Brooks and Katherine M. Jamieson seek to teach as anti-racist praxis in 
the discipline of kinesiology. Critiquing the discipline’s own telling of history 
and continual embracing of exclusionary practices that marginalize Black 
people, Indigenous People, people of color and women (Smith & Jamieson, 
2016), the authors provide context for challenging “traditional” and “accepted” 
paradigms and narratives in academic disciplines. They invite the reader to 
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imagine ways of disrupting these marginalizing histories and practices with 
approaches they use in their teaching to decolonize and center anti-racist 
praxis. 

This practice of disrupting “accepted” academic norms is further expressed 
in Chapter 9 by Rosanna ʻAnolani Alegado, Katy DeLaforgue Hintzen, Miwa 
Tamanaha, Brenda Asuncion, and Daniela Bottjer-Wilson. The authors outline 
their collaborative and decolonizing approach to develop and disseminate the 

Kūlana Noiʻi, a research process rooted in an Indigenous Hawaiian value 
framework. By situating both dominant research paradigms and Indigenous 
knowledge as ethical and adaptable frameworks for place-based research, the 
authors present a case study for creating reciprocal research methodologies. 
The significance of including Indigenous knowledge and belief systems as 

foundations for ethical research is at the heart of the Kūlana Noiʻi that is used 

by scholars at the University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa.  

In Chapter 10, Donovan Livingston and Kevin Joshua Rowsey II present the 
reader with a lyrical approach to liberation and applied learning. Through an 
intersectional exploration of hip-hop, applied learning, and liberation, the 
authors invite the reader on a journey to a future that is empowering and 
inclusive of Black voices. By establishing a theoretical and pedagogical 
framework that centers hip-hop based education, the authors ask the reader 
“to (re)consider Hip-Hop culture as the next frontier of applied and place-
based learning” (p. 150).  

The fourth section of the book wrestles with various experiences of 
liberation through education. First, in Chapter 11, David J. W. Inczauskis, S.J. 
invites the reader to examine teaching for liberation through insights from 
liberation theology. In Inczauskis’ (2021) writing on the significance of 
Raphael Warnock’s Black liberation theology, he contends that “Liberation 
theology is a situated theology. It interprets the gospel from the vantage point 
of the oppressed, and it claims that God intended the gospel to be interpreted 
as such …. The gospel disrupts the domination of the privileged” (para. 4). In 
this chapter, Inczauskis shares his journey of discovering the Society of Jesus 
(the Jesuits) and the impact of this discovery on his understanding and 
experience with liberation theology and its shaping of his pedagogy (and life). 
He provides the reader with examples of incorporating liberation theology 
into his teaching for liberation and decolonization. 

In Chapter 12, Kimberly Todd and Maria Vamvalis ask the reader to imagine 
how the TALLS model can “help to call spirituality and explorations of 
spirituality and dialogue into higher education spaces” (p. 179). By providing 
examples from their own reflective practice and teaching, the authors situate 
TALLS and the Learning Spirit centrally in the learning process. Arguing that 
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the spirit and soul have been erased and marginalized dimensions of critical 
consciousness in social justice discourse, the authors seek to “puncture this 
erasure through the anti-colonial and decolonial praxis of weaving and 
braiding Spirit and soul back into higher education spaces through the rich 
tapestry of learning” (p. 179). The authors use the metaphor of puncturing, 
weaving, and braiding to integrate spiritual knowing as a valued part of the 
learning process.  

The final chapter of this book seeks to bring together the full richness of 
liberation as learning through a focus on liberating the Learning Spirit. 
Editors Jennifer T. Stephens and Laura M. Pipe invite the reader to imagine 
liberation work like exploring the depths of an innate jewelry box. While much 
has been believed and written about this jewelry box, “with schools often 
sharing uncomplicated narratives about the creation of the jewelry box and its 
role as a symbol of freedom, equality, and the pursuit of happiness” (p. 194), it 
is the tangled mass of chains within that becomes critical to liberation. The 
process of untangling (decolonizing), discovering, and recognizing the 
strands of chain that make up the tangled mass requires educators to 
understand a variety of approaches to decolonization. The authors present 
two examples of liberation through learning: the Polynesian Cultural Center 
(PCC) in Laie, Hawaiʻi and the student Indigenous Pedagogy project at the 
University of North Carolina at Greensboro. Both examples provide a glimpse 
at the healing and decolonizing power educators have when aiming their 
practice at liberating learning. 

As you read through the chapters of this book, situate yourself in the spaces, 
places, and cultures of your environments and communities. Reflect on the 
myriad ways colonization impacts your own teaching and learning processes 
and environments; how learner narratives, experiences, and perspectives 
might be included as part of a process of unlearning; the opportunities for 
applying decolonizing practice to learning and justice-forward direct action; 
and opportunities to support liberation in learning. Read this book as a call-
to-action to ignite—begin/continue/sustain—a process of undoing (to any 
extent possible) practices of colonization in education … even within 
colonizing structures like institutions of higher education. 
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