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1. Overview 	
In this paper, we discuss how the establishment of Numu (Northern Paiute) language classes at the University of Ne-
vada, Reno (UNR) has introduced decolonial principles in an otherwise colonial context. This process has involved a 
reconceptualization of conventional notions of expertise. Our work is informed by a recognition of the colonial legacy 
in the field of Linguistics specifically (e.g., Errington 2008; Deumert et al. 2020) and in academia more generally (e.g., 
Smith 2012), and we strive to adopt principles of decolonization that “disrupt the ideas and institutions of colonialism” 
(Leonard 2018: 56). (Following Leonard (2017), we use capital letters to designate a formally recognized field of study in 
the academy and lower-case letters for what is studied in that field.) In §2.1, we offer a discussion of our understanding 
of decolonization, especially as applied to the field of Linguistics. In §2.2 and §2.3, we offer further details on the Numu 
classes and on our methodology. 

As discussed in §3, the classes become an Indigenous space within a colonial context as a result of their being taught 
by an Indigenous instructor, who has the autonomy to shape these classes however he sees fit. This space has been 
achieved through particular forms of expertise that the instructor and others have contributed. We contend that a key 
component of decolonization in collaborative, community-based language projects is the interrogation of the notion 
of expertise and an informed (re-)articulation of what kinds of expertise are necessary. By expertise, we are referring 
to skills, knowledges, capacities, and experiences that are used to reach a goal. In §4, we present a typology of the five 
expertises that have been critical for the success of the classes: content, pedagogical, cultural, administrative, and rela-
tional. 

This paper concludes with §5, where we argue that rethinking what counts as expertise in community-based work 
supports decolonization by elevating Indigenous methodologies and epistemologies, challenging and reframing the 
importance of Western methodologies and epistemologies, giving recognition to the often-invisibilized labor that goes 
into language reclamation work, and offering insights into how colonial structures impact community-based language 
work. In addition, rethinking expertise presents a clear articulation of what exactly is needed to achieve the project’s 
goals, thereby contributing to the success of a project. By interrogating our notions of expertise, therefore, we gain in-
sights into new ways of thinking about community-based work that can make it more decolonial and more achievable.

2. Background

2.1 Theoretical background 	
Our engagement with the Numu classes as well as the description and analysis we present in this paper are guided by 
principles of decolonization, language reclamation, and community-based research. We argue that a key component of 
decolonization in collaborative, community-based language projects is the interrogation of the notion of expertise and 
an informed (re-)articulation of what kinds of expertise are necessary. In this section, we introduce these constructs, 
further discussing their application in §3 and §4.

We broadly define decolonization as the undoing of the effects of colonialism, which involves, in part, recognizing and 
valuing Indigenous knowledge, needs, and priorities (e.g., Smith 2012; Tuck & Yang 2012; Leonard 2020). In this paper, 
we focus on one type of structure that serves as both an instrument and product of colonization – the academy (Smith 
2012) – and we consider how academics can contribute to the decolonization of higher education institutions.

Under colonization, Indigenous knowledge systems are devalued and suppressed (Pihama & Lee-Morgan 2019). One 
of the most concrete and well-known examples of this is the boarding and residential schools that started in the late 
nineteenth century in the United States and Canada and were designed to “kill the Indian to save the man” (Adams 
1995). Thus, a critical component of undoing the effects of colonization is recognizing the value and elevating the sta-
tus of Indigenous epistemologies and methodologies (López-Gopar et al. 2021). Crucially, this involves the inclusion of 
Indigenous voices in institutions such as universities, whose charge is the production and dissemination of knowledge 
(Czaykowska-Higgins et al. 2017). Decolonization of knowledge institutions, however, is not achieved simply through 
the inclusion of Indigenous experiences, especially if those experiences continue to be understood through conven-
tional colonial lenses (Deumert et al. 2020). Rather, the very frameworks and methodologies of these institutions need 
to be interrogated and informed by Indigenous needs and perspectives, especially given how deeply the academy is en-
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trenched in the reproduction of our society’s existing power structures (McKinley & Smith 2019). Thus, decolonial work 
requires institutions such as universities to change in fundamental ways.

Though all academic fields are implicated in the suppression of Indigenous epistemologies, this is particularly the case 
with fields that engage most directly with Indigenous Peoples and their knowledge systems (e.g., Anthropology; cf. 
Harrison 2011). In the field of Linguistics, we have been reflecting on our role in colonization. As with other academic 
fields, the history of linguistic work in the Americas is inextricably linked to a colonial legacy (Errington 2008; Deumert 
et al. 2020). Though some may argue that linguists now do not actively work to further colonial interests, many of our 
basic assumptions and practices remain rooted in a colonial mindset (Gaby & Woods 2020). For example, both then and 
now, the linguist is often framed as more of an expert in an Indigenous language than the Indigenous language user. 
The task of the linguist is also essentially unchanged: representing as much of the language as possible (using Western 
descriptive and analytic tools) as the best means of capturing the fundamental qualities of the language (Errington 
2008; Deumert et al. 2020). Indeed, the enterprise of language documentation as envisioned by the academy is based 
on the goals of the academy, which can and do conflict with those of Indigenous communities (Leonard 2017; Gaby & 
Woods 2020). These and other assumptions permeate conventional linguistic methodologies and rhetorics, which re-
inforce colonial notions detrimental to Indigenous communities, despite the good intentions of the researchers (Davis 
2017). Working toward the decolonization of Linguistics necessitates challenging principles and practices that are often 
thought of as neutral but that actually perpetuate the colonial legacy.

Efforts to incorporate decolonial principles and practices in the field of Linguistics have involved greater attention 
being paid to how to conceptualize community work (e.g., Rice 2006; Dwyer 2010; Cruz & Woodbury 2014; Bischoff & 
Jany 2018; Gaby & Woods 2020). Linguists who engage with Indigenous communities have for some time been devel-
oping guidelines for and theorizing about working with Indigenous communities in more meaningfully collaborative 
ways that advocate for and empower Indigenous communities (Czaykowska-Higgins 2009). For instance, Leonard (2012) 
makes the distinction between language revitalization and language reclamation in that the latter explicitly connects to “a 
larger effort by a community to claim its right to speak a language and to set associated goals in response to communi-
ty needs and perspectives” (359). Working from a foundation of language reclamation necessitates conducting language 
work in which the community’s needs, interests, and priorities play a pivotal role in the design and implementation of 
a project.

Given the colonial legacy of both academia generally and Linguistics specifically, decolonization requires changing the 
structures that reproduce and reinforce the power imbalances between the academy and Indigenous communities. 
As Czaykowska-Higgins (2009) theorizes, there is a range of community-oriented work that ranges from ethical work 
that remains linguist-centered (and therefore does not change any underlying structures) to work that is based in ac-
tive partnership with communities. In this context, the baseline notion of ‘ethical’ is based on a “concern to minimise 
damage and offset inconvenience to the researched, and to acknowledge their contribution” (Cameron et al. 1992: 15), 
though it can certainly be argued that this understanding is too narrow (e.g., Battiste & Henderson 2000). If we are to 
change the existing colonial structures, it is necessary to ensure that our work with communities is not simply more 
ethical in this rudimentary sense, but rather that it becomes fundamentally and comprehensively rooted in community 
goals, epistemologies, and methodologies. This involves a more radical rethinking of existing perspectives and prac-
tices. For example, in some cases, decolonization involves acts of refusal (Simpson 2014), such as refusing to conduct 
research that may be expected by the academy but is extractive and exploitative of the community being researched 
(Montoya 2024). Decolonization requires interrogating existing structures and challenging those that perpetuate the 
colonially grounded status quo.

One aspect of existing structures that we argue needs to be interrogated and challenged is the notion of expertise. As 
academics who have achieved a certain level of expertise in the languages with which we are working, we often posi-
tion ourselves and are accepted as the experts in language work (Gerdts 2010). Though we do bring particular knowl-
edge and skills that support our own goals in language work as well as those communities (e.g., the ability to recognize 
and describe patterns in languages), a vision of expertise that is too narrow and firmly grounded in Western epistemol-
ogies undermines work toward decolonization (by, for example, undervaluing the expertise of non-academics, as dis-
cussed in §4). As mentioned above, decolonization involves the elevation of Indigenous ways of thinking, which include 
expanding the notion of who is an expert. One of the bases of Community-Based Language Research is the notion that 
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The linguist is only one of the experts in the research process, and that community members as well 
as linguists should be directors of and active partners in the research, as opposed to being simply em-
powered research subjects. (Czaykowska-Higgins 2009: 24). 

Challenging the colonial legacy of the field requires a reconsideration of who the experts are (Gerdts 2010). We contend 
that in a language project, all contributors offer particular types of expertise. By expertise, we are referring to skills, 
knowledges, capacities, and experiences that are used to reach a goal. Our analysis, predicated on the idea that the lin-
guist is only one of many experts on a project, focuses on identifying and exploring the various types of expertise that 
are critical for a community-based project that involves genuine collaboration between the academy and the commu-
nity (Rice 2009). Using the establishment, development, and implementation of Numu classes at UNR, we illustrate the 
types of expertise that contribute to community-based collaborative language work (cf. §4).

2.2 Background on Numu language and Numu language classes at UNR
Numu (Northern Paiute) is an Indigenous language spoken in the northwestern part of the Great Basin in the Western 
United States, which includes the modern states of Nevada, California, Idaho, and Oregon. The Numu language belongs 
to the Numic branch of the Uto-Aztecan language family and consists of several dialects. The instructor for the Numu 
classes is from the Pyramid Lake Paiute Reservation (approximately thirty-five miles northeast of Reno, Nevada). 
Therefore, the primary dialect used for the classes has been the Pyramid Lake dialect, though variants from other dia-
lects are often referenced in the classes, as discussed in §3.

As with other Indigenous languages in the Great Basin area and around the world, Numu is considered at risk of having 
no more first language users. As of over a decade ago, the number of fluent Northern Paiute speakers was estimated to 
be 700, with approximately 400 additional speakers with varying degrees of fluency in the language. The majority of 
fluent speakers are in Fort McDermitt, which is where intergenerational transmission of the language can still be found, 
with approximately 20% to 30% of children acquiring it as a first language. Outside of McDermitt, all fluent speakers are 
elders (Golla et al. 2007). 

Elders and other members of Numu communities have expressed that maintaining their language is of high priority. 
Among the language reclamation programs found in Numu communities are those focused on teaching the language, 
with a variety of classes for all ages throughout the Numu tribal communities. In addition, high school Numu language 
classes are currently offered through the Washoe County School District, which serves students in the Reno area, in-
cluding those from the Reno-Sparks Indian Colony and the Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribe.

The Numu language classes at UNR represent another reclamation project for the Numu language. UNR is a land-grant 
institution, meaning that it is one of the various colleges and universities established through the sale of public domain 
lands, including unceded Indigenous territory, authorized by the Morrill Act of 1862 (Lee & Ahtone 2020). Though the 
university does not have a large presence of Native American students or faculty (Running Wolf 2020), it has been un-
dertaking efforts to make the Native American experience on campus more visible, including with the establishment of 
Northern Paiute classes.

The development of the Numu classes originated as a result of an idea raised by Christina Thomas, a tribal member 
from the local community who at the time was also a UNR student. In early 2018 she approached two faculty mem-
bers – Ignacio Montoya (the first author) and Jenanne Ferguson – about finding a way to allow students to take Numu 
language classes to fulfill the university’s language requirement. The three of them brought a proposal for establishing 
these classes to the Department of World Languages and Literatures (WLL). By the spring of 2019, the proposal had been 
accepted, and the instructor – Ralph Burns, an elder from the Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribe who is a native Numu speaker 
– was hired. Ralph is a renowned storyteller and has taught the Numu language in local high schools and through local 
tribal community classes, the latter of which is how all three of the co-authors met him.

Numu classes at UNR consist of a four-course series (PAIT 111, PAIT 112, PAIT 211, and PAIT 212), mirroring the struc-
ture of other language classes that students can take to fulfill the university’s language requirement. The inaugural 
PAIT 111 class began in the fall of 2019, and since then a new four-course series has been started every fall. Classes 
began in a fully in-person environment, but as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, the second half of the spring 2020 se-
mester and all classes in the 2020–2021 academic year were conducted on Zoom. Starting in the fall of 2021, the classes 
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adopted a hybrid model, where some students were in-person and others were online only, partially as a result of the 
pandemic and partially as a result of the interest of Paiute band members from outside the area in taking the classes re-
motely. The majority of the students who have taken the classes have been Native American, mostly but not exclusively 
from Numu communities.

2.3 Methodology 	
The guiding questions we address in this article are as follows: In what ways have the Numu classes at UNR created a decolo-
nial space within the classroom environment? What types of expertise have contributed to this creation? As mentioned in §2, de-
colonization serves as our theoretical framework for describing features of the classes and for examining the role that 
conceptualizations and manifestations of expertise play in the establishment, development, and implementation of the 
classes. 

We adopt a qualitative approach in which data for our analysis comes from participant observation, semi-structured 
interviews with students from the classes, and discussions with the instructor and other Indigenous community mem-
bers. All three co-authors have been participants in the classes in a variety of capacities. Ignacio, an assistant professor 
at UNR, is one of the three individuals who first approached university leadership with the idea for the classes (cf. §2.2), 
and he has been involved in the classes since then. He attends the classes (as a type of unofficial teaching assistant) and 
provides administrative, pedagogical, and technical support to the classes in a wide range of capacities (cf. §4.4). He 
has been working with the Numu community since he arrived at UNR after earning his PhD in Linguistics. Julien had 
graduated from UNR before the classes had been established. As an undergraduate student, they had volunteered at 
the Reno-Sparks Indian Colony (RSIC) in the Language and Culture Program and had conducted research on the Numu 
language for their honors thesis. Julien sat in during the first semester as an unofficial student and during the second 
semester helped with the online learning management system by, for instance, setting up quizzes online that Ralph had 
created on paper. Macario was an undergraduate at UNR when the classes were established. He had already made con-
nections with the Numu by attending the language classes offered at RSIC (where he met Ignacio) and by participating 
in numerous cultural activities (and he went on to become the Program Assistant for the RSIC Language and Culture 
Program and the Paiute Language Specialist for the Washoe County School District). He was officially enrolled as a stu-
dent in the first semester of the Numu classes at UNR and unofficially in the second semester. In the fall of 2020, when 
the classes were online, he too helped with the online learning management system. He has also designed lessons for 
the class and provided additional assistance to students outside of class, both one-on-one and in larger study groups. 
All of the co-authors identify as people of color, though none identify as Indigenous.

In order to include student experiences in our analysis, we conducted eleven interviews on Zoom with students from 
the class. Interviewees were recruited from the first iteration of the first and second semester classes. The interviews 
consisted of semi-structured conversations, guided by questions such as the following: Why did you take this class? How 
has this class been different from other language classes you’ve taken? Do you have any future plans for the language? The inter-
views were conducted by Julien and Macario, which allowed for a more informal interview environment given that 
both Julien and Macario were familiar to interviewees as fellow students in the class.

In addition, our various conversations with the instructor and other community members inform our analysis. In 
particular, we draw on conversations with Ralph regarding his pedagogical goals, teaching philosophies, impressions 
about the progress of the class, and the like. Given that we are also interested in the role of these classes within the 
larger Numu language reclamation context, we have also spoken with various members of the community who have 
investments in language teaching and learning, including individuals connected with tribal language and culture de-
partments.

3. Decolonial characteristics of the Numu classes 	
The two main claims we propose in this paper are (1) that, because an Indigenous elder has the autonomy to teach the 
classes however he sees fit, the Numu classes have created a decolonial space at the university, and (2) that a rethinking 
of expertise has been critical to this creation of a decolonial space within a colonial context. In this section, we discuss 
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the first claim and, in §4, the second.

In accordance with our adoption of principles of decolonization, direct Indigenous participation has been present at all 
levels of the development and implementation of the classes (Leonard & Haynes 2010). After all, the idea for these class-
es came from an Indigenous student, the instructor is an Indigenous elder, and the majority of the students have been 
Indigenous. The role of the non-Indigenous participants, including Ignacio, Julien, and Macario, has been to act as bro-
kers facilitating this process (Anthony-Stevens et al. 2017). By centering Indigenous individuals and making Indigenous 
experiences visible, the very existence of these classes is in and of itself a decolonial act. The existence of the classes 
also signals that the university values Indigenous culture (Chew et al. 2015) and that the Numu language has the same 
institutional value as other languages (De Korne et al. 2019). For instance, the publicity surrounding the classes (e.g., a 
local television news report, articles in local publications) has served to raise awareness and visibility of the language 
and the people (see Mendoza-Mori 2017 for a similar point about Quechua programs in the United States). It is import-
ant to note that our claim focuses on how the classes offer an example of the establishment of an Indigenous space as 
a result of the autonomy given to an Indigenous instructor and inclusion of Indigenous perspectives in different roles 
(e.g., as students, assistants to the instructor, guest presenters). Though the various Indigenous individuals who have 
engaged with the classes in various capacities have created an atmosphere of mutual engagement with the language 
that supports the classes as a means of integrating Indigenous interests and concerns (Weinberg & De Korne 2016), 
they do not necessarily speak more broadly on behalf of those who identify as Numu. Though we have not surveyed the 
community more broadly and systematically, we have sought feedback from others in various Numu communities, and 
we have so far encountered strong validation for our approach.

The fact that a Numu elder is the instructor also serves as a way of valuing Indigenous knowledge and experiences. As 
one student remarked, “What’s important about this class is that it’s taught by an Indigenous instructor who is a native 
language speaker, and his assistants, who follow his lead. That’s important and that’s Indigenous expertise positioned 
in the right place to teach.” As a result of the instructor’s Indigenous expertise, the classes have created a decolonial 
space through the experiences they offer for students and others involved with the classes, which has made him a type 
of language policy arbiter in that his notions of teaching the Numu language have significantly shaped the implemen-
tation of the classes (see Johnson & Johnson 2015 for a discussion of language policy arbiters). These decolonial expe-
riences result from particular pedagogical choices the instructor makes – choices that are grounded in his own expe-
riences as an Indigenous elder and native speaker of the language (see De Korne et al. 2019 for a similar case involving 
Diidxazá/Isthmus Zapotec). Through our interviews and observations as participants in the classes, we have identified 
four general characteristics that are connected to the decolonial nature of the classes: recognition and valuing of differ-
ences, storytelling, connection to communal life, and an informal classroom atmosphere.

3.1 Recognition and valuing of differences 	
One characteristic that has emerged as an important feature of the classroom as a decolonial space is the recognition 
and valuing of differences. From the outset, Ralph, the instructor, makes it clear that different experiences are recog-
nized and valued. This is true with regard to different dialects of the language and the different backgrounds of stu-
dents. As a result, the classes have allowed students to connect to the material through whatever relationships to the 
language and culture they bring with them.

Given that Ralph is from the local Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribe, the primary dialect used is that of Pyramid Lake, which is 
also the heritage dialect of many of the Numu students in the class. However, Ralph works to ensure that all dialects are 
valued, an important goal given that all of us have noted from our experiences in the broader community that choosing 
one particular dialect over another can be a fraught situation (people who work with the Numu language sometimes 
refer to the problem of ‘dialect wars’ that can hinder language reclamation projects). Aware of this peril, Ralph typically 
starts the semester by saying that “just because your grandma speaks differently than mine doesn’t mean that any-
body’s is wrong or speaks better,” a sentiment he reiterates throughout the term. In addition, he frequently references 
different dialects of Numu. When he knows a dialectal variant, he shares it with students, and he invites students from 
different dialect areas to share variants they may have heard. In this way, Ralph reinforces the value of all dialects and 
encourages students to connect to the language through their own particular backgrounds.

In addition, Ralph is cognizant and respectful of different levels of fluency among learners. Students in the class exhibit 
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a broad variety of experiences with the language, ranging from those who have been around the language their entire 
lives to those who are completely new to it. In addition, many students express anxiety about not being fluent, particu-
larly in connection to their backgrounds. For instance, a Numu student shared, “I feel ashamed that I don’t understand 
what’s happening while being part of the Native American community and it frustrates me and that’s why I really want 
to try to get to better understand the language.” Aware of students’ insecurities about the language, Ralph encourages 
students to be patient with themselves (often reminding them how grateful we are when we see two-year-olds learning 
a language, and therefore we should treat ourselves with the same kindness and patience) and he himself uses support-
ive and encouraging words, praising students frequently when they learn something new or remember something from 
previous lessons. For him, meaningful engagement with the language, particularly as it connects to students’ own heri-
tage, is the goal. In other words, the focus of the class is on reclaiming the language rather than mastering it.

3.2 Storytelling 	
Another characteristic of the Numu classes that connects them to Indigenous lifeways is the significant inclusion of 
storytelling and oral histories. The varied uses of stories in the classes have also played important roles pedagogically.

To begin with, stories play a valuable role in students’ learning by offering a firsthand, direct experience with the lan-
guage in a naturalistic way. Ralph draws from stories to create vocabulary lists and example sentences, and he discusses 
how words might be pronounced differently in narrative or conversational contexts compared to when said in isola-
tion. In this way, students see the words they are learning being used in a meaningful context and observe linguistic 
processes in Numu in naturalistic settings. In addition to hearing cultural stories, oral histories, and personal stories 
from Ralph, students are also expected to produce stories. For instance, midterms and finals always contain an oral 
component that involves either a story or another oral cultural practice (e.g., prayer, self-introduction). Students are 
also invited to share their own family histories and offer their understanding of the Numu way of life, which validates 
Native students’ experiences and strengthens their connection to their culture. Especially given that storytelling is a 
valued skill in the community, the fact that students learn language through stories supports the ultimate language 
goals of all students and, in particular, Numu students.

Given that stories play an important cultural role in both ceremonial and everyday life, students make meaningful 
connections between the Numu language and Numu culture through the integration of stories in the class. Among the 
stories Ralph tells students are the same creation stories he heard as a child. Thus, the experience of students using 
stories to reinforce their learning of the language parallels his own experiences as a learner of the language. By passing 
down the stories to students, Ralph is also passing down knowledge of cultural tradition, morals, and geography. A con-
nection to place is reinforced through the oral histories that Ralph includes in the classes, some of which focus on the 
history of the area (e.g., the War of 1860, which took place between the Numu and settlers) and some of which are about 
his own life experiences. In addition to being focused on place, some stories are also focused on time. For instance, the 
story of how pine nuts came to the area is told during the month of September (tuba muha ‘pine nut month’), which is 
also when the class learns vocabulary related to pine nuts through a discussion of the process and tools of picking pine 
nuts. In these ways, therefore, not only does storytelling support language learning, it also contributes meaningfully to 
the creation of an Indigenous space in the classroom.

3.3 Connection to communal life 	
Another decolonial characteristic of the Numu classes is the incorporation of communal life into the classroom expe-
rience. Though the classes take place on the university campus or on Zoom, they exhibit features of gatherings in the 
community, thereby in some ways making the classes an extension of communal space.

To begin with, certain structures of the classes mirror the structures of communal gatherings. For instance, with 
in-person meetings, every class session starts with an evening prayer that focuses on shared learning objectives. At the 
beginning of the semester, Ralph recites the prayer and explains its significance to the students, who are soon expected 
to learn the prayer and then take turns reciting it. Another element of the classes that reflects the structure of com-
munal gatherings is the sharing of food. Throughout the semester, students have been inspired to bring food for class-
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mates. For example, after learning that pine nuts are a traditional Numu food gathered in the fall, a non-Indigenous 
student adapted a recipe she had to make cookies with pine nuts to share with the class. In addition, toward the end 
of the first semester, we had a potluck in the classroom, which Ralph connected to a lesson on Numu words related to 
eating. This act of sharing a meal allowed students to engage in conversation, facilitating both social connections and 
their budding language skills. In addition, as in a community gathering, friends and relatives are also welcome to stop 
by the class. Though such an invitation has not been explicitly made by Ralph, students intuitively sense this, resulting 
in occasional class sessions with family members as guests, including a young child at one point. Coupled with the fact 
that the students in the class already represent a broad range of ages, the occasional presence of visitors has given the 
classes a multigenerational feel, as would be expected in any communal gathering.

Another feature of the UNR Numu classes that reflects communal life is a certain level of fluidity of roles. Though a 
deference to elders is recognized as important both in communal gatherings and in the class, the class otherwise has 
a nonhierarchical feel. Since everyone shares the goal of creating more speakers of the language, individuals are in-
vited to make whatever contributions they can, regardless of their official role. The various roles played by Macario 
help illustrate this point. He was enrolled as an undergraduate in the inaugural class but had already been learning the 
language through community classes and had developed a relationship with Ralph. Though he completed assignments 
just like other students, he also took a leadership role in small group discussions or when questions arose. Then, when 
he graduated, he continued participating in the class, in a role that alternated between student and teaching assistant, 
informally tutoring students outside of class and holding additional study sessions for exams. This kind of fluidity has 
been exhibited by other individuals as well, including Ignacio and Julien. Members of the community, such as Jennie 
Burns (Ralph’s daughter) and Teresa Wright (a neighbor of Ralph’s who completed the inaugural four-course series in 
Numu and who then supported Ralph first logistically and then instructionally), have been instrumental in the success 
of the classes. The adage of ‘it takes a village’ certainly applies to the UNR Numu classes, and it reflects the ways the 
classes were indeed an extension of the metaphorical communal village.

3.4 Informal classroom atmosphere 	
All of the aforementioned characteristics are related to each other and connected to another characteristic of the class-
es: the informal classroom atmosphere that has been cultivated. This atmosphere creates a sense of community among 
the students and supports language learning. 

Despite the different motivations for taking the course, the overarching goal is learning the language. While partici-
pants in the classes – students and instructors alike – feel a sense of urgency and seriousness about the goal of main-
taining and strengthening Numu, there is nevertheless also a great deal of joy in connecting to the language. Ralph 
nurtures this joy through jokes and laughter. In addition, he has an approachable and informal manner that fosters a 
supportive classroom environment. As one student remarked, “Everybody is so incredibly friendly and open. Also, I no-
tice that everybody wants to help each other.” Thus, by putting students at ease, Ralph creates affective conditions that 
support language learning.

The relatively informal and supportive atmosphere also facilitates a collaborative spirit in the classroom. Ralph creates 
activities that encourage collaboration and foster the shared goal of speaking the language and communicating with 
others. In the in-person context, he assigns group work, wherein students practice words and phrases with one anoth-
er. This not only reinforces learning; it also fosters familiarity. As the same student referenced above articulated, “It 
feels like a real community.” Indeed, study groups outside of the classes have also emerged independently. For example, 
a study group was created through the online platform Discord, which was especially helpful to students during the 
start of the pandemic. The informal atmosphere of the classes, therefore, has contributed to language learning, to the 
creation of bonds among students, and to a fostering of connection with the broader local Indigenous community.

4. Typology of expertise 	
As discussed in §3, the creation of a decolonial space within a colonial context through the Numu classes has been made 
possible because an Indigenous elder from the local Numu community is the instructor and because he has autonomy 
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to teach the class however he sees fit. As a result of the instructor’s agency in class design and delivery, the particular 
forms of expertise (i.e., skills, knowledges, capacities, experiences used to reach a goal) that he has acquired throughout 
his life have shaped the classes in ways that support decolonization. In addition, given that non-Indigenous individ-
uals who assist Ralph in the classes (e.g., the three co-authors) do so guided by principles of decolonization, forms of 
non-Indigenous expertise that might otherwise dominate are also intentionally moderated in order to allow Indigenous 
forms of expertise to emerge and flourish. In this section, we present our analysis of the types of expertise – content, 
cultural, administrative, and relational – that we determine to have contributed to Numu classes as a decolonial space 
within the university context.

4.1 Content expertise 	
The first type of expertise we discuss is what we are calling content expertise, which refers to having knowledge of the 
content taught in the class. This is the type of expertise that is perhaps the most readily recognized, both formally (e.g., 
through diplomas, certificates) and informally. 

The most prominent example of content expertise evident in the design and implementation of the Numu classes is 
knowledge of the Numu language, which takes a variety of forms. One such form is the ability to speak and understand 
the language as it is used in a naturalistic setting (what some might call “fluency”). This is the type of expertise that 
Ralph brings to the class; this was the primary rationale for selecting him as the instructor. Both in the institution and 
in the larger community, being a first language speaker of Numu is viewed as a source of critically important expertise 
for someone teaching the language. Moreover, given the relatively small number of first language speakers of the lan-
guage, having this type of expertise has served as a counterbalance for the fact that Ralph does not have some of the 
more conventional signifiers of expertise (i.e., a college degree). In addition, both Ralph as a first language learner and 
others who have learned Numu later in life through him or through language and culture programs offered by tribal 
communities possess knowledge of the language grounded in the Numu cultural context. For them, the language is not 
an abstraction separate from Numu culture but rather intimately interconnected with it. As many Indigenous students 
remarked in their interviews, learning the language is a means of connecting more deeply with the culture, a sentiment 
shared by Ralph, who speaks of the language as a spiritual link with ancestors. Ralph’s culturally situated knowledge of 
the language leads to descriptions of Numu words and structures that resonate with Indigenous students and that are a 
critical component of the classroom as a decolonial space.

In addition, metalinguistic awareness (i.e., conscious reflection on the structure of the language) has also played a role 
in the design and teaching of the Numu classes. Such knowledge is clearly connected to the type of learning that formal 
linguists engage in, and all three of the co-authors have been trained in this type of expertise: Ignacio teaches classes 
in linguistics, and both Julien and Macario have taken such classes. This type of expertise has been explicitly employed 
in the Numu classes, though to a smaller extent than might be expected. For instance, Ralph occasionally asks Ignacio 
during a class session about the clarification of a particular linguistic term (e.g., different types of affixes), and he also 
asks him to teach a lesson on linguistic characteristics of the Numu language once a semester. Notably, though, this has 
essentially been the extent of the role played by linguistic knowledge associated with formal training in linguistics.

Though Ralph views his own knowledge of Numu’s linguistic structure as somewhat limited, he does regularly make 
reference to the morphological and syntactic structure of the language (e.g., using terms such as subject, object, and 
verb to describe canonical sentence structure of Numu). Indeed, one Numu student remarked on the fact that Ralph’s 
instruction differed from that of other elders who also taught classes. He taught about word order and affixes, whereas 
other instructors did not. Though Ralph has had no formal training in linguistics, he is curious about the structure of 
the language and has found it pedagogically useful. Ralph notes that the greater explicit focus on suffixes of the lan-
guage is one of the features that distinguishes his classes at the university level from the Numu classes that are taught 
at the high school level. Though this metalinguistic knowledge is valued by some students in the class, what is consid-
ered more valuable by everyone is in fact that Ralph’s knowledge of the language is culturally situated.
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4.2 Pedagogical expertise 	
Another type of expertise critical for the success of the Numu class is pedagogical expertise, which in a formal classroom 
context includes familiarity with lesson and course design, assessment, and classroom management. Though Ralph 
has participated in pedagogy training workshops (cf. Montoya et al. 2020) and other events, the skills that he brings 
to teaching the language at the university level are based on his many years of experience doing so in other settings, 
such as community language classes and high school classes. His pedagogical expertise includes the ability to present 
complex ideas in such a way that students can grasp the material (i.e., pedagogical content knowledge). Without a great 
deal of formal training in pedagogy, Ralph’s pedagogical content knowledge comes from his own experiences rediscov-
ering as an adult parts of the language he acquired naturalistically as a child, and it comes from being attentive to his 
students in their learning processes. In addition, Ralph’s choices of teaching material are guided by what he considers 
to be culturally significant. For instance, given the importance of connections to others and to the land, vocabulary 
related to relatives, other people, plants, and animals features prominently in early lessons. Not only does this support 
the broader language reclamation goals of the classes, but it also supports students’ learning by tapping into one of 
their primary motivations for taking the Numu classes, which is connecting to Numu culture. Thus, just as the content 
expertise that led to the establishment of a decolonial space within a colonial context has a strong culturally based 
component, so too does the pedagogical expertise.

Given that the UNR Numu classes are situated within a university context, they have many conventional features con-
sistent with what is generally expected of university classes. The delivery of material is mediated through particular 
learning activities such as lectures, discussions, small group work, and hands-on activities; the classes also have syllabi 
that lay out expectations of students and offer an overview of material to be explored; and many of the assessments 
that Ralph designs for the classes take the form of conventional assessments (e.g., written exams, oral quizzes, transla-
tions). A more decolonial approach to instruction might call for a more robust interrogation of conventional learning 
activities. However, rather than attempting to change conventional institutional structures, Ralph has opted for an ap-
proach that works within most of these structures. Though the aforementioned activities and materials resemble those 
of other classes, because Ralph has been guided by Indigenous epistemologies and methodologies in his engagement 
with the classes, they also serve the greater goals of language reclamation. For instance, as mentioned in §3.3, aspects 
of communal life have been woven into the classroom experience, such as oral assessments based on learning tradition-
al prayers, stories, and songs. Thus, though we would certainly agree that assessment and grading merit a full explora-
tion under a decolonial approach, we have as of yet to tackle this issue more deeply. For the Numu classes, pedagogical 
expertise has involved the integration of both conventional and Indigenous expectations.

4.3 Cultural expertise 	
Cultural expertise includes knowledge of Indigenous culture (both more broadly and that of local communities) and an 
orientation that shapes other types of knowledge and skills. For instance, as mentioned in §4.1, culturally situated 
knowledge of the Numu language is not the same as knowledge gained through formal academic study. Cultural ex-
pertise (on the part of the instructor as well as the students and other participants in the class) intersects with other 
types of expertise such that Numu culture shapes many aspects of the classes, sometimes subtly and sometimes more 
pronounced.

As mentioned in §3.2, one of the more visible ways in which Ralph’s cultural expertise has shaped the classroom expe-
rience has been through the significant incorporation of storytelling. Ralph’s use of cultural stories throughout his les-
sons and assessments strengthens the connection between language and culture, a connection that supports language 
learning and that establishes an environment grounded in Indigenous epistemologies and methodologies. In addition 
to traditional cultural stories, Ralph also tells stories that include the history of the area and personal stories from his 
own life. The historical and the personal are intimately intertwined. For instance, in talking about the forced assimila-
tion vis à vis Native American boarding schools, Ralph references the Stewart Indian School, a boarding school located 
in the area that initially opened primarily for Great Basin Indigenous groups. Ralph himself attended the school, as did 
the relatives of several students in the class. So, Ralph’s descriptions of the school include both general facts (e.g., its 
opening year of 1890) and personal anecdotes (e.g., his and his brother’s experiences of alienation). Other Indigenous 
students also contribute to the conversation by offering their own cultural knowledge and experiences.
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Ralph’s connection to the area also informs the choices he makes about what to teach about the history of the area. For 
instance, although the Pyramid Lake War of 1860 between the Kooyooe Tukadu band (i.e., the Numu band of Pyramid 
Lake) and white settlers is not particularly well-known, it does represent a critical conflict in the continued colonial 
experiences of the Numu people. As a Numu elder who heard of the war through older relatives, Ralph understands 
the importance of the war to the subsequent events of the area (including the reorganization of some Numu bands) 
and chooses to include it in the curriculum in a way that is significantly shaped by how he himself learned the history. 
Since his historical knowledge is grounded in Numu experiences, Ralph’s choices about what events to discuss and how 
to discuss them reflect an Indigenous orientation that sustains the decolonial nature of the classes. This is also the case 
with the weaving of cultural practices into the curriculum. For instance, during Tuba Muha (i.e., pine nut month, or 
September), Ralph shows a brief video (produced by the Department of Anthropology at the University of California, 
Berkeley) that features a Numu woman, who happens to be Ralph’s grandmother, demonstrating the traditional process 
of pine nut harvesting and preparation. Because of his familial connection with the video and because he himself has 
experienced pine nut harvesting firsthand, he is able to offer a deeper and richer context for the process than would 
otherwise be available. These direct experiences of the culture reinforce both the learning of the language and broader 
language reclamation goals.

4.4 Administrative expertise 	
Administrative expertise involves knowledge and skills that support the noninstructional management of the class. Ad-
ministrative tasks include both those that facilitate the direct learning experience of students (e.g., in the Zoom con-
text, the initiation of a meeting, admitting students from the waiting room, and recording the class for future viewing) 
and those that are connected to the bureaucratic expectations of the university. In typical university classes, instruc-
tors are expected to manage those tasks on their own. In the Numu classes, on the other hand, most of the tasks have 
been handled whenever possible by individuals other than Ralph (including the three co-authors, Jennie Burns, and 
Teresa Wright, mentioned in §3.3), which has allowed Ralph to focus his time and energy on teaching.

In addition to knowledge and skills, access also plays a role in whether an individual can provide administrative sup-
port for the classes. For instance, an important task for the success of the class, especially when we transitioned to 
a virtual format as a result of the pandemic, has been putting learning activities such as assignments and quizzes on 
Canvas, the online learning management system used by the university. Though Ralph’s assistants have the skills to do 
so, only someone with an official affiliation with the university can access Canvas. This is one of the reasons that the 
bulk of the administrative tasks have been handled by Ignacio. As an assistant professor at UNR, he has access to all of 
the systems that an instructor needs, as well as the familiarity required to manage them. In addition, Ignacio is aware 
of the expectations of instructors and has access to resources such as syllabus guidelines and templates. His familiar-
ity with the multitude of administrative systems of the university also allows him to support students (both current 
as well as prospective students inquiring about the classes) who have administrative questions. Though, as an adjunct 
instructor, Ralph has access to the same systems, his unfamiliarity with managing them and with the bureaucratic ex-
pectations of the university would have led to an undue amount of time learning about and attending to administrative 
tasks. The distribution of administrative tasks to individuals with more administrative expertise has therefore made the 
implementation of the classes much more efficient overall and has supported the emphasis on learning activities for 
students.

Administrative expertise also involves knowledge of the organization structure of the university, including knowledge 
of who controls what in the university context. This has been important at all stages, particularly at the initial stages 
and at other points where the needs of the classes intersect with the expectations of the university. As mentioned in 
§2.2, the idea for the establishment for these classes came from an undergraduate student. The idea was able to come to 
fruition as a result of this student bringing it to two faculty members, who were then able to approach the person at the 
appropriate level of leadership to initiate the formal process of introducing a new series of language classes. In doing 
so, they were guided by their knowledge about stated and unstated values and expectations of the university. Indeed, a 
vital part of administrative expertise has also been knowledge of the culture, history, and politics of the institution.
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4.5 Relational expertise 	​
The final type of expertise critical for the success of the Numu classes is relational expertise, which refers to the ability to 
build, maintain, and manage relationships with individuals and groups. As discussed in §3.3, the classes have created a 
decolonial space within the university context in significant part because of their connection to communal life, which 
has involved the cultivation and nourishment of relationships in and out of the classroom. To begin with, much of the 
collaborative work has been driven by the relationships that the three co-authors had developed with Ralph and his 
daughter, Jennie. These relationships predate the class and were established through attendance at the community lan-
guage classes, volunteering at the Reno-Sparks Indian Colony, and participation in tribal community events. Thus, we 
had already developed trust, mutual respect, and a shared commitment to Numu language reclamation.

Without these positive and meaningful relationships, some components of the collaborative work would have been 
much more challenging or, in some cases, impossible. For instance, the fact that Ignacio has a strong relationship with 
Jennie means that they are regularly and immediately in touch about any needs Ralph has that requires coordination 
between home and work. In addition, Teresa Wright, Ralph’s neighbor who was a student in the first full four-course 
rotation, became instrumental in the success of the classes starting in the third year, which was a year of hybrid online 
and virtual instruction. For the in-person sessions, she drives Ralph back and forth from his home to campus, and for 
the virtual sessions, she logs in to Zoom for him and serves as his assistant during classes. Given the many unexpected 
eventualities that have arisen since the inception of the classes (especially as a result of the pandemic), the fact that we 
have been fostering a solid interconnected network of relationships has been a vital source of our ability to keep mov-
ing forward in the face of obstacles.

In addition, relationships with members of the university have also been critical for the success of the program. Since 
the classes are by design offered through the WLL, Ignacio has developed a solid working relationship with the current 
and former chairs and with the administrative assistant of the department, though it is not his home department. WLL 
administrators have familiarized themselves with the language classes, and Ignacio has learned the policies and pro-
tocols of the department. Because the Numu classes often involve concerns that are not typical for other classes (e.g., 
coordination with tribes to support enrollment of students), these relationships are particularly important to cultivate. 
Similarly, Ignacio has worked with college-level administrators (especially the former and current Deans of the College 
of Liberal Arts) who have also expressed support for the classes. Ignacio has made the case that the role he plays should 
be built into the institutional structure (e.g., as a formal position within the department that is attached to a stipend 
and/or course release) in order to ensure sustainability, though such a role has yet to be formalized in a permanent 
manner.

Having a robust and extensive relational network also provides opportunities to enrich the classes. For instance, our 
connections to the Language and Culture Program at the Reno-Sparks Indian Colony have produced a number of guest 
speakers and presentations in the classes. This program, as well as others like it in the area, has also supported the 
classes by publicizing them to prospective students, which has resulted in a number of individuals enrolling as nonma-
triculated students, including a significant contingent (thirteen at the outset) from the Burns Paiute Tribe in Oregon. 
Though the classes are based in and associated with UNR, they are viewed in some ways as extensions of the broader 
Numu community, and this is in large part because of the relational network that has been cultivated by the various 
individuals involved with the classes.

5. Discussion 	​​
Based on our analysis of how the Numu classes at UNR have created a decolonial space within a colonial context, we 
argue that interrogating and reconceptualizing what counts as expertise in collaborative revitalization projects is a 
means of practicing decolonization in language reclamation. We argue that rethinking expertise contributes to decol-
onization by (a) giving recognition to the often-invisibilized labor in language reclamation work, (b) elevating Indige-
nous methodologies and epistemologies, (c) challenging and reframing the importance of Western methodologies and 
epistemologies, and (d) offering insights into how colonial structures impact community-based language work. More-
over, from a practical, results-oriented perspective, rethinking expertise presents an articulation of what exactly is 
needed to achieve a particular language reclamation project’s goals, thereby contributing to the success of that project.
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5.1 Recognition of invisibilized labor 	
By expanding our notion of what expertise is necessary for a language reclamation project, we recognize the often-in-
visibilized labor in language reclamation work. Within colonial structures, certain types of expertise are recognized 
while others are undervalued. We can observe that the types of expertise that the university is set to recognize and 
reward tend to be associated with official signifiers, such as titles, degrees, and certificates. Indeed, it was Ignacio’s po-
sition as a faculty member (which is marked by such official signifiers) that allowed him to serve as an intermediary be-
tween Ralph and the university, serving as a type of language policy arbiter together with Ralph through the privileges 
those signifiers grant him (Johnson & Johnson 2015; Weinberg 2021). Many of these official signifiers of expertise are 
issued by the university itself, which results in a system that reinforces certain types of expertise over others (Leonard 
2017).

Though in some cases the contributions of individuals without these official signifiers have been recognized informally 
(e.g., expressions of appreciation at public events), for the most part these types of contributions go unnoticed and un-
compensated. This has been the case with the administrative expertise contributed by many individuals, including in 
particular community members such as Teresa Wright, who has driven Ralph to classes and has managed the technol-
ogy at his home when class is on Zoom. She has received no compensation and is not credited in any way for her help. 
The same is true of relational expertise (especially with regard to relationships with community members), which is 
also a vital component of a successful language reclamation project but is not recognized or rewarded in any conven-
tional way. In addition, given that relationality is a driving principle in Indigenous epistemologies and methodologies, 
naming it as a necessary type of expertise for language reclamation work is a means both of facilitating project success 
and of connecting it to broader Indigenous commitments (Leonard & Haynes 2010). In addition, relationality is also a 
critical means of helping to ensure that non-Indigenous allies remain attentive to prioritizing Indigenous needs and in-
terests, thereby maintaining a decolonial orientation (Anthony-Stevens 2017). By articulating all the types of expertise 
that are necessary for language reclamation work, we call attention to the existence of administrative and relational ex-
pertise, and by designating them as types of expertise, we pave the way for formal acknowledgment and compensation.

5.2 Elevation of Indigenous epistemologies and methodologies 
By expanding our thinking about what counts as expertise, we make space for the recognition of the value of different 
types of knowledge, skills, and experiences. Given that colonization has involved the suppression of Indigenous epis-
temologies and methodologies (cf. §2.1), to decolonize we need to elevate Indigenous knowledge systems, achieved in 
part through Indigenous control and autonomy, especially in educational institutions such as universities (Chew et al. 
2005; Hornberger et al. 2016; Czaykowska-Higgins et al. 2017; Mendoza-Mori 2017; De Korne et al. 2019). As our analysis 
reveals, Indigenously based types of expertise cannot be substituted by conventional knowledge and skills. For instance, 
as discussed in §4.3, cultural knowledge that comes from academic sources (e.g., books and articles) is not the same and 
does not have the same resonance as cultural knowledge that comes from lived experiences. This Indigenous orienta-
tion associated with lived experiences has been central to the creation of an Indigenous space through the Numu class-
es at the university by the leadership of an Indigenous instructor and the active participation of Indigenous students 
(Chew et al. 2015). Indigenous and non-Indigenous students alike cite this Indigenous orientation as a feature distinct 
to the classes and not found in other similar spaces in the university (see Hornberger et al. 2016 for similar findings 
with a Lenape class in an institution of higher education). An Indigenous orientation is built into the curriculum, and it 
is a key motivation for many students to take the class (cf. §3). Explicitly articulating the Indigenous characteristics of 
the class as the key features that make the Numu classes special contributes to the elevation of Indigenous epistemolo-
gies and methodologies.

5.3 Challenging and reframing of Euro-American epistemologies and 
methodologies
Thinking more broadly about expertise challenges and reframes the importance of Euro-American methodologies and 
epistemologies. Conventional expertise that fits into Western frameworks has played a role in our collaborative lan-
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guage reclamation work, yet (a) not necessarily in the ways that some might assume and (b) not in a way that makes it 
superior to Indigenous expertise.

Students have asked questions related to formal linguistic structure, the kind of knowledge that is learned in linguistics 
classes or written about in grammar books. To address some of those queries, Ignacio teaches a lesson per semester 
on the linguistic structure and historical relationships of Numu, introducing students to some formal linguistic terms 
(in that lesson and also as it seems useful during typical class sessions). This content expertise is appreciated by the 
instructor and the students, which shows that Euro-American epistemologies and methodologies can play a role in 
supporting community language goals, an example of what Anthony-Stevens et al. (2017) refer to as ‘raiding’, whereby 
Indigenous participants in educational settings adopt tools and ideas from colonial institutions to benefit Indigenous 
interests. It should also be noted, however, that in terms of the expertise that Ignacio brings, much more relevant and 
impactful have been his administrative and relational expertise, both of which are grounded in Euro-American tradi-
tions and institutions. Though some of his relational expertise is connected to relationships with Indigenous communi-
ties, a significant part of his relational expertise has involved his connections to the university, and his administrative 
expertise is almost exclusively tied to university systems. Though content expertise in linguistic structure is more 
formally valued than administrative expertise in the bureaucratic and technical systems of the university, the classes 
would have functioned fine without expertise in linguistic structure but not without the administrative support pro-
vided by the co-authors. This speaks to the continued dominance of Euro-American frameworks, which continue to set 
the terms under which language reclamation takes place (Henne-Ochoa et al. 2020), which is important to keep in mind 
even as we recognize the ways in which decolonizing approaches have changed the experiences of students in academic 
settings.

Indeed, while Euro-American-based expertise has indeed played a pivotal role in the existence of the classes, what has 
allowed them to offer a distinctive space within the university context has been Indigenous expertise. The primary 
types of expertise that have made the classes unique have been culturally situated knowledge of the Numu language, 
cultural expertise, and relational expertise. All of these are firmly grounded in Indigenous lifeways, which is what has 
made the Numu classes at UNR a community of practice in their own right (following the introduction of the idea of 
community of practice as discussed in Weinberg & De Korne 2016) in which students’ mutual engagement in the learn-
ing process shapes their identities and their relationships with the broader community.

In addition, these classes have become in some ways extensions of the community, illustrated by the fact that many of 
the characteristics described in §3 for the UNR Numu classes can also be found in community classes established, sup-
ported, and taught in and by tribal communities. Conceivably, the Numu classes at UNR could have been taught with 
Western epistemologies and methodologies to some success (e.g., one might imagine a class like this taught with cul-
tural knowledge from the field of Anthropology, linguistic knowledge from Linguistics, and connections to people such 
as outsider academics who had built relationships with tribes). However, the space would have been quite different and 
much less Indigenously centered since much of what made these classes so was precisely their abundant recourse to 
Indigenous epistemologies and methodologies over Euro-American ones.

5.4 Offering insights into how colonial structures impact community-based 
work
Interrogating the construct of expertise can also support the type of theorizing about language work discussed in §2.1. 
Many of the challenges to engaging in Community-Based Language Research (cf. Czaykowska-Higgins 2009; §2.1) stem 
from the colonially rooted power imbalances in the academy–community relationship. The dynamics impacting this re-
lationship are multifaceted and complex, but one facet of the power imbalance is connected to the prestige afforded to 
academic (i.e., colonial) epistemologies and methodologies, to the detriment of Indigenous perspectives (López-Gopar 
et al. 2021). Negotiation of this imbalance as it involves non-Indigenous allies (especially Ignacio in his role as a UNR 
faculty member) has therefore necessitated being aware of the inherent privilege afforded to those affiliated with the 
institution, which necessitates continual self-reflection to ensure that Indigenous voices are prioritized, made possible 
by a conscientious effort to build alliances and leverage privilege to support community priorities (Anthony-Stevens et 
al. 2017). By rethinking how we view expertise in these contexts, we can better understand how colonial structures are 
replicated in these collaborations and how we can challenge structures that deprioritize the needs, interests, and goals 
of Indigenous communities.
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For instance, an observation about colonial structures we have noted involves how official signifiers favor certain types 
of expertise and invisibilize others. This can be seen by the fact that relational expertise is not an explicit part of a 
consideration for, as an example, the job description for the instructor of the classes, despite its vital role in the posi-
tion. A related observation is that in contexts of engagement between the academy and the community, the academy 
(as the more powerful institution) determines what expertise looks like (Leonard 2017). Though content expertise is 
indeed considered important for the position, the nature of the content expertise that is sought is often considered too 
narrowly, such that academic knowledge about the language is more readily recognized than culturally situated knowl-
edge. With regard to administrative expertise, the terms are set entirely by the university, and thus it serves as a signif-
icant gatekeeping mechanism for which voices are heard in the academy. As discussed in §2.1, colonial structures are 
set up to replicate themselves. Therefore, exploring the underpinnings of those mechanisms, such as the role played 
by conceptualizations of expertise, allows us to understand those mechanisms and to interrupt them in the service of 
decolonization.

5.5 Contributing to the success of the project 	
Finally, there is a practical component to interrogating our notions of expertise. Thinking more broadly about what 
counts as expertise allows us to articulate more precisely what types of knowledge, skills, and experiences are needed 
to achieve the goals of a particular project. Knowing what types of expertise – both that which is explicitly acknowl-
edged as well as that which is better described as invisibilized labor – are necessary for a language reclamation partner-
ship, which better sets us up for ultimate success. 

With regard to the Numu classes, we have gained important insights from our experiences that will be useful for similar 
future endeavors. For example, through our analysis we have determined that it is important for the instructor to have 
content and cultural expertise gained through lived experiences, which is supported by the experiences of Indigenous 
students in university settings (cf. Chew et al. 2015). At the early stages of the establishment of the classes, we sought to 
find a fluent speaker of the language to be the instructor. Though we did imagine that such a person would be a mem-
ber of the Numu community (after all, the fluent speakers we knew were all members of the Numu community), we 
were not necessarily aware of how enriching it would be for the instructor’s knowledge to be culturally situated. Now 
that we have this insight, we can articulate this point about content and cultural expertise more explicitly, which not 
only makes the job description more accurate but also fine-tunes the hiring criteria and potentially sets us up institu-
tionally to remunerate individuals for this valuable type of expertise. 

In addition, after having identified how much administrative expertise is necessary for the smooth running of these 
classes in the university context and how much that expertise is greatly facilitated through direct experience in the 
university system itself, we can assess whether the many administrative tasks involved with teaching university classes 
can be left to the instructor or whether these tasks could be undertaken by someone else, such as allies with the privi-
lege afforded to them by the institution (Anthony-Stevens et al. 2017). Because we wanted Ralph, as a respected elder in 
the Numu community, to focus his attention on teaching, we decided to delegate these administrative tasks to others, 
including the three co-authors as well as friends and relatives of Ralph’s who were available to provide such support. 
Given the importance of relational expertise, we would want whoever supports instructors in this way to have a con-
nection with them and their community.

5.6 Summary 	
By examining collaborative language reclamation projects that involve partnerships between an Indigenous communi-
ty and a colonial institution such as a university, we can assess to what extent these projects help establish decolonial 
spaces even as they engage with colonial institutions. For those of us who embrace principles of decolonization, this 
type of examination can deepen our understanding of how the colonial legacy impacts our projects and what power 
imbalances remain that are obstacles to community-based language work that centers Indigenous interests, needs, and 
priorities. Through our analysis, we determine that the construct of expertise can serve as a lens for observing how co-
lonial epistemologies, methodologies, and systems shape collaborative experiences between linguists and communities. 
In doing so, we can better understand the ways in which colonial structures replicate themselves and how we can dis-
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rupt this replication by creating alternative constructs and structures. Interrogating the conceptualization and role of 
expertise in community-based work results in projects that are more attuned to the principles of decolonization, which 
both supports local communities in their goals and connects to broader endeavors of Indigenous self-determination 
and reclamation of Indigenous lifeways.

​​
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