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First-Year International Students and the 
Language of Indigenous Studies

We advocate for the inclusion of Indigenous studies within first-year writing and 
academic English courses, particularly those taught to multilingual, international 
students. We argue that asking international students to learn about local and in-
ternational Indigenous issues productively intersects with coursework in academic 
English. Our pedagogical approach emphasizes metalanguage and allows Indigenous 
studies and explicit language instruction to work in tandem, thereby recognizing the 
agency of Indigenous scholars and guiding non-Indigenous students in relation to it.

The critical rational thinking, questioning, and writing 
required by academe is like one of the mismatched eyes 
that Coyote acquires. . . . A First Nations way of thinking 

and communicating may be the other eye. Being universi-
ty-educated, I have to work hard at showing others of my 

community that I still share their cultural values and that 
I am still at heart a First Nations person—that I have some 
form of harmony and balance. I have learned to use either 

eye when necessary.
Jo-ann Archibald (Stó:lo-) (40) 
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Introduction 
As participants in the academy, most students, staff, and faculty come to 
a particular place or location to study, research, and work. It is rare that 
one is born, raised, and formally educated all in the same place. In North 
America, all academic institutions occupy Indigenous land (Gould; Lee and 
Ahtone), but not all participants in academic communities recognize all the 
histories, knowledges, and cultures the land has hosted. When members of 
an academic community gather in a certain place, there is a responsibility 
to learn about the land and its peoples. This responsibility translates into 
making space for and teaching such history and knowledge to the novice 
academics in our classes. As scholars working in first-year language and 
academic writing, incorporating Indigenous studies into our pedagogy is 
a way to address some of the gaps and questions that learners have when 
they come to a new place. International students and students from away 
have much to navigate when they move to the Indigenous territory on which 
their institution is located. Attending to the work of Indigenous scholars 
is an opportunity to situate students’ writing and themselves in relation 
to the Indigenous land the academy occupies. As instructors, we need to 
position these students and their work in such a way that they are not only 
learning about but learning from Indigenous history, knowledge, and schol-
arship. This expanded scope of representation and knowledge-building is 
an opportunity to disrupt some of the hegemonic practices of the Western 
academy and to make room for broadened ontologies and epistemologies. 
In this article, we propose language-focused ways of engaging with Indig-
enous ways of knowledge-making in first-year academic writing classrooms, 
particularly if they enroll international student populations.

As settler scholars on Musqueam land, we write here about our work 
with multilingual international students in courses on English for academic 
purposes and academic writing. Our project focuses on activating Indig-
enous history and knowledge in first-year academic writing instruction 
in order to situate students in their new place and expand shared frames 
of reference. We work in an institutional context—detailed later—that in-
cludes university ties to local Indigenous communities, various Indigenous 
initiatives, and a growing number of Indigenous scholars. Our teaching 
incorporates resources produced by Indigenous scholars and their varied 
voices. These resources include online teaching materials as well as pub-
lished research writing in favor of, for instance, classroom visits. With this 
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approach, we honor the considerable work already produced and avoid 
further burden on the time of Indigenous colleagues who are already doing 
significant representational work within the academy (Chrona; Popp). In 
this paper, we argue for the need to integrate this scholarship and these 
resources by Indigenous authors to teach both the issues addressed and 
the language features mobilized.

The approach we offer will apply to instruction in various arts and 
social science disciplines if that instruction includes students producing re-

search writing in the style of the discipline. 
We present the language of Indigenous 
scholarship as a resource for teaching how 
the North American academy is indebted 
to Indigenous land. One of the authors 
teaches English for academic purposes 
from the perspective of applied linguistics, 

specifically systemic functional linguistics; the other is trained in rhetorical 
genre theory and pragmatic language studies. Among the strongly shared 
tenets of our disciplinary training are the ideas that language use is always 
socially and culturally situated and that language users—even highly expe-
rienced ones—often enter new situations that require them to learn about 
the particular language features favored within a discourse community. 
Our collaboration highlights our shared understanding that language is 
functional and should be taught as such. In our courses, we are not test-
ing whether students’ grammar is correct or incorrect, complex or simple; 
instead we help them build the phrases and understand the structures with 
which academic discourse communities do their work. In our pedagogy 
we are committed to explicitness, to not only perform situated language 
use for our students but also to guide them towards strategic and critical 
language use. These shared principles between our approaches require the 
use of metalanguage—terms that name functional aspects of grammatical 
and genre structures.

In this article, we propose that asking international students to learn 
about local and international Indigenous issues productively intersects 
with a functional approach to teaching academic English and writing, as 
well as how we present our position as non-Indigenous settler faculty in the 
process of this teaching. In the first section of the article, we explain our 
institutional context and highlight how work by Indigenous scholars and 

Attending to the work of Indigenous 
scholars is an opportunity to situate 
students’ writing and themselves in 
relation to the Indigenous land the 

academy occupies.
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with the local community facilitates the approach to academic language for 
which we advocate in this project. In the subsequent section, we make the 
case for the language approaches on which our teaching in an international 
student college is founded. The third section focuses on particular examples 
from our courses and demonstrates how our approaches to Indigenous 
studies and explicit language instruction work in tandem. The fourth and 
last section argues how this project pushes forward the practice of teaching 
academic English in a way that recognizes the agency of Indigenous scholars 
and guides non-Indigenous students in relation to it.

Our Institutional Context
Since the creation of its Point Grey campus in the early twentieth century, 
UBC Vancouver has been located on the traditional, ancestral, and un-
ceded territory of the Musqueam people. In 2006, the university officially 
recognized its unique relationship with the Musqueam community in a 
memorandum of affiliation (The University of British Columbia and The 
Musqueam Indian Band). UBC has had an Indigenous Strategic Plan since 
2009. In the fall of 2013, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada 
conducted its final West Coast National Event at UBC, and in 2018 the Indian 
Residential School History and Dialogue Centre opened in a new building 
centrally located on our Point Grey campus. The year 2020 saw the unveiling 
of a new Indigenous Strategic Plan with eight central goals and forty-three 
associated actions (The University of British Columbia).

Numerous initiatives in various areas of university work have preceded 
and accompanied these high-level administrative efforts. Our teaching 
at this university has been reshaped by the work of Indigenous students, 
faculty, and staff and by maintaining good relations with local and regional 
Indigenous communities and their knowledges. To credit just some of this 
work, in 2008, then-students Amy Perreault (Red River Métis) and Karrmen 
Crey (Stó:lo-) filmed a documentary that recorded Indigenous students’ ex-
periences in classes taught by non-Indigenous faculty (Perreault and Crey). 
Since the release of that film, Perreault, and colleagues Janey Lew, Erin Yun, 
and Sue Hampton have had a central role in programming “Indigenous Ini-
tiatives,” a professional development series for UBC faculty. Several online 
resources have been developed by and in collaboration with Indigenous 
faculty, as well as in consultation with Musqueam community members. 
For instance, the Indigenous Foundations website presents information on 
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land rights, government policy, and Indigenous cultures, along with explana-
tions of key terms (Indigenous Foundations). The IN/Relation blog features 
teaching modules and resources for instructing international students in 
Indigenous topics, histories, and relations (“IN/Relation”). 

In 2009, Linc Kesler (Oglala Lakota), then director of the First Nations 
and Indigenous Studies Program, became UBC’s first Senior Advisor to 

the President on Aboriginal Affairs as well 
as director of the First Nations House of 
Learning (“What Are You Working On?”). In 
these roles, he developed key measures to 
improve working conditions for Indigenous 
students and faculty and contributed to the 
growth in Indigenous enrollment from 719 
students in 2009 to 1,540 in 2017 (Vescera). 

During Kessler’s tenure as director of the First Nations House of Learning, 
Larry Grant (Musqueam) was appointed as elder-in-residence, continuing 
and expanding Musqueam presence on campus, supporting Indigenous 
students, and furthering Indigenous education and language initiatives 
(Yoshizawa; Zhou). In 2018, when Sheryl Lightfoot (Anishinaabe) took over 
the position of Senior Advisor to the President on Indigenous Affairs, she 
emphasized how much ground UBC had gained in its work on Indigenous 
issues: “The fact that a university has an Aboriginal Strategic Plan in [2009], 
it was beyond what I could even comprehend in terms of progressiveness. 
. . . I’ve seen that continued” (Nguyen).

Working in this institutional context, we as instructors have built rela-
tions with Indigenous faculty, have contributed to Indigenous initiatives, and 
have taken up the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action in 
our curricular and pedagogical work (Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
of Canada; Walsh Marr, “An English Language Teacher”). Many questions 
arise from our location in this historical and political context on Musqueam 
land. How do we, as non-Indigenous instructors, introduce this Indigenous 
context, its scholarship, and its political implications to the international 
students in our writing and language classes? How do we do this work with-
out running the risk, as Lisa King warns, of “misrepresenting indigenous 
texts or even making them as simply one more ‘minority’ discourse in a 
multicultural sampling” (King 18)? UBC is an internationalized institution, 
and efforts at internationalization jostle up, in critical and productive ways, 

How do we, as non-Indigenous 
instructors, introduce this Indig-

enous context, its scholarship, and 
its political implications to the 

international students in our writ-
ing and language classes?
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against the university’s Indigenous context. Like many other universities, 
UBC actively recruits international students, whose needs and linguistic 
familiarity may significantly differ, for instance, between students from the 
United States and from China or South Korea (Kenyon et al.). According 
to our university’s 2020/21 enrolment report, of the 70,000 undergraduate 
students enrolled that year, about 18,000 are international students and 
2,000 are Indigenous students (Mukherjee-Reed and Szeri). 

Public reaction to the international program in which we work has 
been critical of how international recruitment may detract from support 
for local student populations (Neatby 
and Yogesh). On the other hand, some 
of the international students joining 
us on Musqueam land have brought 
Indigenous identities and knowledges 
from their home countries, and one of 
the actions in UBC’s 2020 Indigenous 
Strategic Plan is to “develop a global 
strategy for the advancement of In-
digenous peoples’ human rights in re-
search and curriculum” (The University of British Columbia). Knowing that 
newcomers to Canada have typically encountered a whitewashed version 
of Canadian history, how can writing and language instruction counter this 
version and help students position themselves in relation to Indigenous 
history and land? We take up Kumari Beck and Michelle Pidgeon’s advo-
cacy to incorporate Indigenous principles in international education and 
to “engage in respectful and mutual educational relationships across and 
within borders” (Beck and Pidgeon 392). Our project asks: how should our 
own particular location on Musqueam territory shape the work of teaching 
first-year international students, and how can our practice in academic 
language and writing instruction be mobilized to make space for Indigenous 
perspectives and the work of Indigenous scholars?

Each year since 2014, the University of British Columbia has welcomed 
a new group of international students to Vantage College. Vantage College is 
a first-year, cohort-based program with integrated language support—cur-
rently the only one of its kind in North America. The students—the majority 
of whom are from mainland China—are admitted on their academic ac-
complishments but do not yet fully meet UBC’s English language require-

Our project asks: how should our own 
particular location on Musqueam ter-
ritory shape the work of teaching first-
year international students, and how 
can our practice in academic language 
and writing instruction be mobilized to 
make space for Indigenous perspectives 
and the work of Indigenous scholars?
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ments. Our teaching and this project are situated within humanities and 
social science courses at Vantage College, whose instructors have directed 
consistent attention to the dismantling of hegemonic assumptions related to 
Western epistemology while, at the same time and somewhat paradoxically, 
facilitating students’ uptake of the literacy practices of Canadian university 
culture. In some ways, this tension translates into a typical pedagogical dy-
namic of both clearly outlining parameters and expectations for students’ 
work in assignments and encouraging critical and creative thinking about 
course materials and assignments. This tension also relates to our efforts 
of teaching predominantly Western disciplinary knowledge via anticolonial 
materials. With some of the other instructors—including from political sci-
ence, geography, and history—we have integrated material on Indigenous 
land, history, and politics into our instruction. In this article, we—as two 
settler-scholars—address the language strategies we have developed as we 
engage international students in relation to Indigenous scholarship.

In this first-year cohort program, there are two sets of faculty who 
teach language and writing courses—instructors in Vantage College’s own 
Academic English Program (AEP) and instructors who teach writing studies 
courses that are also offered to students in other UBC programs. Both sets 
of instructors deliver courses that emphasize the situatedness of English 
for academic purposes and make explicit use of metalanguage in order to 
show and analyze language patterns. In the genesis of the Vantage Col-
lege program, the metalanguage approaches were set out well before the 
Indigenous studies materials were developed, and we will introduce these 
approaches in that order before analyzing their productive intersection 
with teaching Indigenous studies.

Language and Writing Instruction at Vantage College
The Vantage College program takes particular pride in its integrated teach-
ing of English for academic purposes, its attention to disciplinary genres 
and language patterns, and its close collaborations between instructors 
from different disciplines (Ferreira and Zappa-Hollman; Zappa-Hollman). 
Instructors with expertise in teaching English as an additional language 
run courses and tutorials that provide integrated language support specific 
to the disciplines students are studying. For her sections of these courses, 
Jennifer Walsh Marr developed language support materials for political sci-
ence, history, and human geography, all with a focus on Indigenous studies. 

f522-550-Feb23-CCC.indd   528f522-550-Feb23-CCC.indd   528 3/27/23   10:55 AM3/27/23   10:55 AM



529

T H I E M E  A N D  W A L S H  M A R R  / F I R S T - Y E A R  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  S T U D E N T S

This embedded, discipline-specific form of support is unique to Vantage 
College and is not offered to any other students at UBC. In contrast, writing 
studies instructors, like Katja Thieme, who teach first-year research writing 
courses also offer the same or similar courses to several thousand other 
students each year. Both the programs—AEP and Writing, Research, and 
Discourse Studies (WRDS)—and their instructors have developed innova-
tive research-based approaches for their teaching (Thieme, “Surface and 
Depth”; Walsh Marr, “Moving from Form to Function”). These approaches 
to language and writing are partially shared across the two programs. They 
rely on discussion of the lexicogrammatical choices and genre moves that 
help mark Indigenous scholarship, particularly as it challenges existing 
academic discourses. Among the language features we focus on—in our 
teaching and in this paper—are nominalization, self-location and position-
ality, and evaluative expressions. In the following section, we explain the 
way both programs are built from related but different research traditions 
within language and writing studies. 

The Academic English Program (AEP):Content and Language  
Integrated Learning and Systemic Functional Linguistics 
The AEP at Vantage College is an evolution of practices in English for aca-
demic purposes (EAP). EAP has become more common with increasing 
numbers of multilingual learners in postsecondary education where English 
is the medium of instruction. EAP is a “needs-driven activity,” focusing on 
developing the English-language proficiency of non-native users in prepara-
tion for participating in the academy (Bruce 7). It has traditionally focused 
on vocabulary and (grammatical) form development, and is typically offered 
in decontextualized, preparatory contexts prior to credit-bearing, disciplin-
ary studies. This English for general academic purposes is often limited to 
highlighting general, transferable skill development and lacks the attention 
to discipline-specific features and practices of English for specific academic 
purposes (ESAP). ESAP programming focuses its attention on the literacy 
practices of specific fields, preparing students to participate as novice 
scholars in those disciplines.

The Vantage College AEP is further specialized in that it is based on 
many of the principles of content and language integrated learning (com-
monly referred to as CLIL) where both disciplinary knowledge and linguistic 
proficiency are developed with focused attention on one another. Within 
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courses developed by AEP faculty members, lexicogrammatical features 
are highlighted in disciplinary texts to demonstrate “how knowledge 
structures in the disciplines . . . match textual structures” (Lorenzo 387). 
In this way, students’ attention is directed beyond the surface features of 

grammar to connect them with more abstract 
“semantic notions which link content and lan-
guage” (Lorenzo 387). Atypically for additional 
language learning contexts, our academic 
English courses and bespoke materials also 
draw from genre pedagogy and do not rely on 
grammar as syllabus structure, where various 

language forms (typically of increasing complexity) mark the milestones 
of progression towards proficiency. Instead, we expand our students’ at-
tention to the meso level connecting lexicogrammatical features to text 
purpose and context.

The grammatical framework deployed at Vantage College is informed 
by research in systemic functional linguistics (SFL), which understands lan-
guage as a system of functional choices that play out differently in different 
contexts and genres (Duff et al.; Halliday and Matthiessen; Martin and Rose). 
Systemic functional linguistics looks at instantiations of meaning-making 
through ideational, textual, and interpersonal lenses—or “metafunctions”—
and systematically describes the language choices deployed in relation to 
not only their form but their social function as well (Halliday and Hasan). 

SFL approaches to teaching academic English present the language 
choices that are inherent in research discourse in explicit and scaffolded 
ways and support students’ need to acquire the linguistic resources that 
produce this discourse. These resources include linguistic metalanguage 
that helps students categorize, and thereby see, functional units of language 
and then analyze, practice, and creatively use those patterns in their own 
speech and writing. This teaching of metalanguage might take the form of 
looking at process (verb) types across stages of texts and in support of vari-
ous purposes (Walsh Marr, “Moving from Form to Function”), recognizing 
the role of nominalization in condensing meaning into abstractions and 
moving argument forward (Pessoa et al.), and deciphering implicit logic 
through grammatical metaphor (Walsh Marr and Mahmood).

Among the language features we 
focus on—in our teaching and in 
this paper—are nominalization, 

self-location and positionality, 
and evaluative expressions.
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Writing, Research, and Discourse Studies (WRDS):  
Genre-Based Pedagogy
The writing studies faculty at Vantage College come from research back-
grounds in English language and literary studies and employ genre-based 
pedagogy in their courses (Bawarshi and Reiff; Hyland, “Genre-Based 
Pedagogies”; Paré). Genre-based pedagogy highlights that academic texts 
perform social actions within research environments, shows how these 
genres and their language patterns are linked to disciplinary activities, 
and analyzes language patterns to enable comparison between different 
genres and disciplines. In this view, research genres—such as research 
notes, proposals, articles, and posters—and their forms are shaped and 
associated with the situations in which they perform social action. These 
writing studies courses combine genre move analysis and its attention to 
how sentences work together to perform complex moves (Swales) with 
pragmatic language studies’ more detailed focus on how choices of words 
and phrases signal positions and turns in argument (Hyland, Disciplin-
ary Discourses). This focus on language features is particularly fruitful for 
Vantage College students because it links closely with terms introduced in 
AEP courses and because it is tied to specific words and phrases, a level of 
analysis that is often already familiar to EAL students through their previ-
ous language learning.

WRDS courses’ attention to genre moves, for instance, results in stu-
dents practicing the following typical progression of moves in a proposal 
text: (1) introducing broad research issues, (2) sketching out a state of 
research knowledge, (3) asserting a knowledge gap and posing a research 
question or claim that will address the gap, (4) stating the primary materials 
and method of analysis, and (5) speculating about the project’s contribution 
to the research discussion or its implications for societal practices (Giltrow 
et al.). Through analysis of these genre moves in sample proposals, students 
learn to recognize how certain moves are associated with detailed language 
features. For instance, they learn to notice that the broad introduction of a 
research issue will not require integral or direct forms of citation and that a 
description of a broadly agreed upon state of knowledge often uses typified 
phrases that group several studies together into fields and subfields (Hyland 
and Jiang). Students become alert to the fact that while most genre moves 
are typically written in the third person, first-person pronouns or discursive 

f522-550-Feb23-CCC.indd   531f522-550-Feb23-CCC.indd   531 3/27/23   10:55 AM3/27/23   10:55 AM



532

C C C  7 4 : 3  /  F E B R U A R Y  2 0 2 3

self-mentions (like “this paper” or “this project”) appear frequently when 
authors’ arguments are asserted or when the project’s method of analysis is 
described (Hyland, “Humble Servants of the Discipline?”). Students learn to 
recognize and practice genre moves and patterns of language in tandem: as 
they begin to see and name these language patterns, they start to produce 
them in their own writing (Thieme, “Surface and Depth”).

The genre-based work in WRDS courses is rooted in functional ap-
proaches to language and thereby emphasizes the typical language forms 
and conventionalized genre expectations of research writing. In that sense, 
students are encouraged to reproduce what have become widely accepted 
elements of academic genres. However, rhetorical genre theory also em-
phasizes possibilities of resistance, creativity, and invention. Genre scholars 
hold a central place for invention in their thinking, going so far as to warn of 
the “Traps and Trappings of Genre Theory” lest it becomes too formalized 
(Freadman; Giltrow). The explicit teaching of genre expectations and genre 
moves therefore comes with the encouragement that such expectations 
are always open for subversion, change, and challenge. Some of that chal-
lenge has come from Indigenous scholars and their profound questioning 
of Western academic practices, including its forms of writing (Archibald; 
Baca; Kuokkanen, Reshaping the University; Thieme and Makmillen). How 
do we teach first-year students to recognize the political dynamics of such 
subversion, change, and challenge? How do we guide them in the produc-
tion of innovative writing?

Metalanguage as a Tool for Critical Engagement
For both our types of approaches, metalanguage is part of the process of 
transferring knowledge gained in a class dedicated to academic English 
to the diverse research and writing settings students encounter in subse-
quent work. When students enter new and different discursive situations, 
their knowledge of metalanguage is meant to help them adapt through a 
practice of analyzing texts and their purposes. Metalanguage allows stu-
dents to notice how genres mobilize language features differently and how 
disciplines have developed varying patterns of language use within those 
genres supporting the production of new genres. Metalanguage also helps 
novice scholars identify in a critical way how writers create meaning, mak-
ing students alert to the unique language choices by Indigenous scholars 
and revealing more precisely how these writers “use either eye,” to speak in 
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Jo-ann Archibald’s (Stó:lo-) metaphor (Archibald 40). The ability to notice dif-
ferential use of language features is crucial not only in terms of recognizing 
disciplinary and generic differences but 
also in recognizing the political choices 
within disciplines and genres. Patterns 
and details of citation, for instance, are 
well known for their potential to maintain 
or shift a field’s politics and are connected 
to outspoken campaigns for more equi-
table representation of women, Black, or 
trans authors (Beaulieu et al.; Inge; Thieme and Saunders). Teaching the 
features of research genres needs to address political dynamics and choices 
as well, including in the context of Indigenous knowledge. 

This engagement with the political dimensions of language features in 
academic English pushes the boundaries of traditional practices in English 
for academic purposes. There is a history of critical discussion, with Alistair 
Pennycook warning of “the danger of reinforcing norms, beliefs and ideolo-
gies that maintain inequitable social and cultural relations” (256) and Sarah 
Benesch advocating for critical pedagogy that invites students to question 
the status quo. Despite such warnings, EAP has staunchly remained a 
pragmatic if not accommodationist pursuit, working to develop linguistic 
proficiency so LX users can adapt to the accepted conventions of existing 
discourse communities (Bruce). Students’ compliance with accepted norms 
of codified language usage has been the primary means of entrance into 
communities of discourse practice. The troubling of these conventions 
represents a significant shift in pedagogical practice.

In some disciplines—including in the discipline of writing studies 
itself—scholarship by Indigenous authors has been productively resistant 
to replicating received conventions of disciplinary writing. For instance, 
the Indigenous scholars in Lisa King and colleagues’ collection Survivance, 
Sovereignty, and Story describe the multiple ways in which their teaching 
of writing studies and rhetoric courses subverts and decolonizes writing 
expectations that govern the discipline (King et al.). Lisa King writes of 
helping students understand that the discourses surrounding Indigenous 
issues are “not transparent” and need to be interrogated such that the aim 
is to “recognize [the] rhetorical sovereignty” of Indigenous cultures (King 
27). Gabriela Raquel Ríos notes that an Indigenous writing studies pedagogy  

The ability to notice differential use 
of language features is crucial not 
only in terms of recognizing disciplin-
ary and generic differences but also 
in recognizing the political choices 
within disciplines and genres.
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asks students to “see writing as a politicized act that has as much potential 
for bad as it does for good” and also to “decentralize writing as the primary 
mode of epistemic engagement” (Ríos 89). Andrea Riley-Mukavetz (Chip-
pewa) and Malea Powell (Indiana Miami and Eastern Shawnee) explain 
their premise that “even the most highly published and critically acclaimed 
Native writings are rooted in the everyday practices of Native peoples,” not 
as “representations of ‘real’ Native cultures but as orientations, inclinations, 
approaches that reflect body, land, culture, history in particular ways” (Riley-
Mukavetz and Powell 141). They assert that to teach Indigenous writing 
and rhetoric means “to visibilize this truth” (Riley-Mukavetz and Powell 
141). How can courses focused on academic English participate in making 
Indigenous orientations, inclinations, and approaches visible?

How We Do It
To exemplify how students’ attention can be drawn to the features of 
variously provocative texts, in this section we share and discuss specific 
examples from our bespoke teaching materials, designed for our first-year 
courses with multilingual, international students. These materials draw 
from texts written by both Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars and 
serve a variety of purposes across the span of our courses. They are united 
in making connections between the contextualized needs of our students, 
the disciplinary traditions into which they enter, and the work of scholars 
who engage with Indigeneity. We offer these examples to demonstrate how 
analyses of lexicogrammatical features in disciplinary texts can serve criti-
cal reading and writing. We believe that the underlying principles of critical 
engagement with Indigenous topics can be taken up across a variety of 
language and writing-focused contexts.

Two Examples from AEP Courses
The materials discussed in this section were developed by Jennifer Walsh 
Marr for a language course that highlights valued linguistic features of the 
other disciplines students are studying—in this case, political science, his-
tory and human geography. The excerpts analyzed here are from a curated 
selection of disciplinary course readings that discuss Indigenous histories, 
politics, and relations. The rationale for revisiting texts assigned elsewhere 
is to move beyond what a text says to an examination of how it creates 
meaning. This closer examination of lexicogrammatical structures builds 
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students’ repertoires of features and enables them to observe how discrete 
choices position the author, audience, and topic. The linguistic features may 
appear across a few disciplines or be localized, but the materials developed 
draw from situated examples of texts students have already discussed with 
their other instructors in those courses. The analyses and materials draw 
from linguistic research and develop students’ metalanguage to recognize 
linguistic features across academic texts. One such key feature of academic 
discourse is that of nominalization—the process of making nouns (Halliday 
and Matthiessen). 

Textual and Argumentative Role of Nominalization
Nominalization occurs when the congruent, verb-centered description of 
what happens and who does what is transformed to a more metaphoric, 
noun-centered abstraction of an event in order to name it, hold it still, and 
study it. The congruent is considered closer to reality (by being verb-cen-
tered, it is representative of something happening), whereas the metaphoric 
is an abstraction (by being noun-centered, it is a phenomenon or entity with 
its own characteristics). As an example, in the UBC president’s speech at the 
opening of the Indian Residential School History and Dialogue Centre, he ac-
knowledged the “imperialistic acquisition of land” as part of the university’s 
history (Ono). The “acquisition of land” is an abstracted nominalization of 
the act of taking land, divorced from the actors who participated; it is here 
premodified with its “imperialistic” underpinnings. Likewise, the process of 
colonizing an area for settlers’ use becomes nominalized as “colonization.” 
Once nominalized, we can see the term used in political science texts within 
larger noun groups such as “socioeconomic legacies of colonization” (Belfer 
et al. 58) and “colonization’s tangible impact on mitigation and adaptation 
resources” (Belfer et al. 66). After introducing the phenomenon of nomi-
nalization, typical features of its forms and how to unpack the meanings 
within, we interrogate how writers deploy nominalization to summarize 
and move an argument forward within academic texts (Pessoa et al.). To 
do this, we revisit an excerpt from an assigned history text problematizing 
a judge’s misrepresentation of history, the historical method, and reliance 
on exclusively written texts to determine an Indigenous nation’s land claim:

[less obvious, perhaps, are] the consequences of McEachern’s complete faith 
in the documentary record as the primary, if not the only, reliable source of 
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insight into the past. He hearkens back to the old view that history, based on 
the study of written sources, is the appropriate discipline for understanding 
European cultures, whereas anthropology, based on the use of oral and mate-
rial sources, is the discipline devoted to indigenous peoples. One of the many 
problems with this dichotomy is that exclusive reliance on written documents 
to interpret history confirms the hegemony of the colonizers. And that is part 
of the reason why historians have concluded that they must move beyond 
their traditional reliance on written words if they are ever to understand the 
indigenous past. (Fisher 46–47)

Students begin with interrogating the location and purpose of the term 
“dichotomy” and see how the abstract nominalization summarizes the hier-
archical juxtaposition of knowledge and disciplines; in doing so, “dichotomy” 
unfairly excludes the oral histories that establish land rights. 

We also see how the head noun “problems” of the participant (nomi-
nal group) “[O]ne of the many problems with this dichotomy” takes a clear 
position in the starting point (or theme) of this clause. It then uses a clause 
as its second participant to make a clear argument in its second part (or 
rheme) of the clause: “exclusive reliance on written documents to interpret 
history confirms the hegemony of the colonizers.” That rheme indicates 
where the author is taking the argument, as it then becomes the theme 
(starting point) of the subsequent sentence. This progression is a typical 
strategy of developing a coherent argument within history (Coffin). It is an 
example of the interplay between concepts within the ideational metafunc-
tion (nominalizations) and the role of the textual metafunction (theme 
and rheme) in arranging ideas in valued ways (Eggins). The class materials 
illustrate how the nominalization of abstract concepts is often preceded 
by a demonstrative pronoun or definite article (also known as “pointers” to 
develop cohesion through a text). Our class activities then continue with 
opening up an electronic version of the text for students to perform lexical 
searches to find other summarizing nominalizations. We note patterns of 
how these lexicogrammatical features summarize the previous paragraph 
by pointing to its concepts as a theme in the new paragraph’s topic sentence.

These tasks not only draw students’ attention to lexicogrammatical 
features of their texts but also give them a name to refer to what they are 
and how they function. Instead of merely practicing rules for grammatical 
accuracy, students note patterns of usage across contexts, features of no-
table exceptions, and ways in which they can incorporate their expanding 
repertoires of interacting features.
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Breaking Binaries between Written Features and Expert Speakers
In other lessons comparing features of more spontaneous, typically spoken 
language and more careful, revised, typically written language, the class 
studies a radio interview with Pam Palmater, a Mi’kmaq lawyer, professor, 
and activist in Canada (Pam Palmater on Idle No More). She discusses treaty 
rights, the deeply problematic Indian Act, and the legal implications of 
federal legislation, and we note both the lexicogrammatical features of the 
questions and responses and the paralinguistic aspects such as tone of voice 
and turn-taking. We then turn our attention to a written research article 
(Morris) where the interview is both cited and summarized. The lecture 
discusses some of the research literature on common features of written 
versus spoken texts (Weissberg), and students identify features such as 
increased nominalization and the prevalence of embedded clauses as being 
typical of careful, written texts that we have worked with in earlier lessons. 
We then return to the archived radio interview and do a clausal analysis 
of the transcript, noting the features within. Comparing the summarized 
excerpt in the written article to the audio transcript, we note some features 
typical of the different modes of delivery, but recognize how the speaker’s 
authority, expertise, and preparation can take the manifestation of actual 
language use outside a simple binary of “written versus spoken” language. 
Students look up who Pam Palmater is and get an enhanced appreciation 
of how a hyperarticulate expert’s preparation, practice, and embodied 
knowledge impact language usage.

Details from WRDS Courses
The sections of the research writing course taught by Katja Thieme, the writ-
ing studies instructor of the two coauthors, have focused on Olympic studies 
and have included Indigenous scholars and activists commenting critically 
on Olympics held on Indigenous land. In analyzing the language choices 
of these authors, class discussion has highlighted, for instance: (1) phrases 
with which Indigenous authors locate themselves and others in relation to 
their topic, (2) the changing political value of terms related to Indigeneity, 
and (3) evaluative expressions authors use to create critical stance. These 
observations of language choices in course readings lead to questions of 
how students can and should make their own choices in the process of 
writing. For instance, students who decide to work on Indigenous topics 
are encouraged to clarify their own positionality in the text, to orchestrate 
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sources in a judicious way, and to make use of evaluative expressions when 
developing their stance.

Self-Location and Positionality
In terms of disciplinary variation in research writing, the use of self-location 
is a practice that marks Indigenous studies scholarship from other dis-
ciplines. In her groundbreaking work, Linda Tuhiwai Smith (Nga-ti Awa 
and Nga-ti Porou, Ma-ori) has called for Indigenous agendas to be situated 
within and against the research methods in different disciplines (Smith). 
This practice of situating can involve Indigenous authors identifying to 
which community they belong and what experience they have with the 
cultural concepts they employ. Margaret Kovach (Cree and Saulteaux) has 
described such self-location as a “means of cultural identification” that 
shows how researchers “interpret the world from the place of our experi-
ence” (Kovach 110). One of Thieme’s course readings, for instance, has as its 
very first sentence, “As a fair-skinned âpihtawikosis-âniskwéw (Cree-Métis 
woman), I am one of many Indigenous peoples who have been, as Emma 
Larocque writes, ‘hounded and haunted by White North America’s image 
machine’” (Adese 479). This self-introduction contains what Ellen Cushman 
(Cherokee) terms authenticity markers, to which she adds and contrasts 
the concept of accountability markers: “evidence of commitment to Native 
issues, communities, and betterment of the People” (Cushman 344). In 
Cushman’s view, Indigenous self-representation becomes more persuasive 
when authenticity and accountability markers work together. In a study of 
self-location in research writing by Ma-ori scholars, Shurli Makmillen and 
Michelle Riedlinger have found that such markers can be expressed through 
first-person pronouns and personal experience, geographical positioning 
and acknowledgments, tribal affiliation, and reference to community elders 
(Makmillen and Riedlinger). 

In addition to situating themselves in relation to their own Indigenous 
communities, authors also situate those whose work they cite. In another 
course reading, the author introduces her Indigenous sources in the fol-
lowing ways: “Susan Shown Harjo, a prominent Cheyenne and Hodulgee 
Muscogee writer and activist” (O’Bonsawin 146); “Judith Lowry, a painter 
of Maidu and Pit River ancestry” (O’Bonsawin 146); and “Kanien’kehaka 
(Mohawk) scholar, Taiaiake Alfred” (O’Bonsawin 150). With these examples, 
students witness the practice of identity location by and in relation to In-
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digenous scholars. Such identity location hints at the links that the cited 
authors’ work makes between “principles of Indigenous knowledge systems” 
and published research writing (Kovach et al. 488). 

In order to name and analyze language features that express those 
links, Thieme’s course looks at aspects of citation. Citation analyses show 
that in some disciplines research writing has higher rates of integral citation 
than in others. Integral citation situates the authors as participants in the 
sentence, rather than in parentheses or footnotes after a paraphrase of their 
work. Among those disciplines, some have a practice of attaching modifiers 
to integral citations—for instance, by adding nouns or adjectives to the 
cited author’s name phrase so as to describe and characterize the author 
and their work with more precision (Thieme and Saunders). Both of these 
tendencies, especially if taken together, accommodate the written practice 
of identity location. Attention to these aspects of citation invites students 
to consider their agency in writing: Are they going to integrally cite some 
authors; which ones and why? If they are citing integrally, are they going to 
add further modifiers to that integral citation, and which ones? Agency in 
these language choices helps students clarify their positionality in relation 
to the material they study. Such consideration also offers students language 
to assert their own community knowledge where it is relevant, including 
the knowledge of Indigenous people in their home countries.

Changing Political Values of Words and Concepts
Indigenous studies is a field where an author’s choice of terms is part of the 
position they are taking and where the political nuances of those terms can 
shift at a fast rate given intense discussions around them. The implications 
of terms differ across continents and borders, and they differ across time. 
Thieme’s course on Olympic studies includes an opinion piece about the Salt 
Lake City Olympics—written, some time ago now, in 2002 by Susan Shown 
Harjo (Cheyenne and Hodulgee Muscogee)—that refers to “Indian people,” 
“Native participants,” and “Indians in the Olympics opening” (Harjo). Given 
the date and place of publication, these noun phrases are an opportunity 
to address differences of terms for Indigenous people between the United 
States and Canada, as well as between 2002 and today. Indigenous studies 
re-evaluates the implications of its terms on an ongoing basis. In a Canadian 
context and when writing from a non-Indigenous position, terms like Harjo’s 
are not a good choice, and students in Thieme’s courses can, for instance, 
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consult the Indigenous Foundations website to learn more about shifts in 
meaning between these terms (Indigenous Foundations). Awareness of the 
changing nature of terms also facilitates students’ database research and 
manipulation of search terms. Library keywords will not be in perfect tune 
with the terms that are introduced in course readings, and there is ongo-

ing debate about how library classification 
systems and metadata need to be challenged 
and revised as the terms used by Indigenous 
scholars change (Farnel et al.; Lee; Nathan 
and Perreault).

Choices of terminology in research writ-
ing are not always simple, and a researcher 

will not always adopt a term in the way it is given. In a research context 
where terms change meaning, writers often discuss their choice of term in 
their research articles. For students, too, it can be wise to include clauses 
and sentences that clarify the choice, source, or implication of terms which 
are central to their discussion. For instance, in Thieme’s sections, students 
look at how Jennifer Adese (otipemisiw/Métis) explains her use of the term 
“multiculturalism,” a term that is not treated in the same way in older 
research or in other research fields: “multiculturalism can be understood as 
a tool through which the nation has sought to conceal its intolerance while 
maintaining its core ethnic genus, reinventing itself free of its colonialist 
past” (Adese 484). Students who work with Adese’s article can choose to 
fully adopt her critical understanding of the term, but they can also decide 
to bring it more in line with their position as novice researchers and new-
comers to Canada. It is important to highlight to students their agency in 
both adopting contemporary terms with critical potential and calibrating 
the critical nature of those terms to help delineate their position as novice 
researchers (Thieme, “Spacious Grammar”). Students might choose to take 
such calibration toward an even more or a less critical perspective than the 
ones they encounter in course readings.

Evaluative Expressions
The previously mentioned examples of identity location of Indigenous 
sources and calibration of terms invite us to discuss how much research 
writing in arts and social science fields depends on language of self-posi-
tioning, stance, and evaluation (Hood). Stance and evaluation contribute 

Attention to these aspects of cita-
tion invites students to consider 
their agency in writing: Are they 

going to integrally cite some 
authors; which ones and why?
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to the delineation of an epistemological perspective, a large part of which 
is disciplinary and subdisciplinary. UBC’s WRDS courses provide practice 
and guide students in taking on disciplinary perspectives in their writing. 
Disciplinary epistemology is communicated primarily through research 
materials and methods, through research questions and terms, and by the 
nature of evidence and structures of argument. 
All of these are central topics of courses fo-
cused on research writing. Within disciplinary 
epistemologies, academic writers also need to 
delineate a perspective more particular to their 
research project. They need to be able to show 
that their work presents something new and 
contributes to the research discussion. Evaluative expressions are one of 
the language tools students can use to mark the stance and contribution 
of their work.

In a North American context, Indigenous studies scholarship is often 
produced in highly critical distance to both contemporary politics and 
academic practices. As a result, it is rich with evaluative expressions that 
create this critical distance. In a course reading by Christine O’Bonsawin 
(Abenaki), students are able to count at least two evaluative expressions per 
sentence in the abstract alone, including “powerful,” “unnecessary,” “radi-
cal crusade,” “unceded,” “non-surrendered,” “contentious,” “to temporarily 
silence,” and “fragile tension” (O’Bonsawin 143). Clearly, O’Bonsawin takes 
strong stances, and the topic seems to demand a certain strength of stance. If 
students choose to write about that topic, they will become aware that some 
kind of stance is expected of them. In one instance, students developed such 
interest in the possibilities for creating and expressing their critical stance, 
that—with great aplomb—they used it to challenge the course instructor’s 
choice of terminology in a set of course documents. While these students 
were ready to take on the challenge, others decided that instead of taking 
a stance on a topic related to Indigenous studies, they would continue to 
listen rather than speak on these topics. 

Pushing Practice Forward
The pedagogical use of systemic functional linguistics as described by 
Sydney School linguists David Rose and J. R. Martin has, historically, been 
grounded in the need to change the teaching of reading and writing for the 

In a North American context, 
Indigenous studies scholarship is 
often produced in highly critical 
distance to both contemporary 
politics and academic practices.
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benefit of, in their case, Australian Indigenous students. Rose and Martin’s 
book Learning to Write, Reading to Learn positions SFL language teaching 
as more effective than traditional or constructivist approaches in success-
fully counteracting unequal educational outcomes among Aboriginal and 
migrant children (Rose and Martin). Rose and Martin show that explicit in-
struction with the use of appropriate linguistic metalanguage is particularly 
helpful for students whose culturally different reading and meaning-making 
practices put them in a disadvantaged position when implicit forms of 
literacy instruction are favored. However, despite their proximity to ques-
tions of Western educational attainment among Indigenous students, their 
SFL curriculum does not seem to include language resources and genre 
structures that are valued by Indigenous writers themselves. Intentional or 
not, there is a risk in training students how to recognize lexicogrammatical 
features in order to comply with hegemonic practices rather than casting 
for a wider repertoire of voices and possibilities.

While we embrace the explicit exposition of language features, their 
patterns, and their role in making texts academically successful, we push 
beyond normative bounds so as to be able to engage with and embrace 
emerging and marginalized traditions in the academy. We expand our prac-
tice beyond training students in the recognized patterns of language use 
that are valued (but somewhat codified) and empower them to take those 
features beyond their existing confines. In doing so, we hope they, too, can 
express and make use of their unique positions as international students in 
relation to the Canadian academy and in relation to Indigeneity in order to 
further inform our rhetorical understanding and use of academic writing 
conventions. In this way, we argue, the fields of writing studies and EAP can 
become agents for bending Western concepts of knowledge-making and 
research writing to become more expansive and inclusive. 

In the words of Rauna Kuokkanen (Sámi), such bending of West-
ern concepts requires us to do our homework. Doing our homework—a 
phrase borrowed from Gayatri Spivak—means “scrutinizing the historical 
circumstances and articulating one’s own participation in structures that 
created various forms of silencing” (Kuokkanen, “The Responsibility of 
the Academy” 68). Homework is contrasted to fieldwork. Whereas field-
work is often elsewhere, homework “starts from where we are, from our 
homes, academic and otherwise” (Kuokkanen, “The Responsibility of the 
Academy” 68). Homework involves examining academia’s complicity in 
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We highlight the language agency 
and genre innovation in research 
writing on Indigenous issues and 
support students in their own 
language choices in relation to 
these writing practices.

historical injustice: “What is the academy’s responsibility in creating the 
conditions that are required to make indigenous people’s rights and self-
government agreements meaningful” (Kuokkanen, “The Responsibility of 
the Academy” 68)? Rather than assuming we already know or are entitled 
to know, Kuokkanen asks us to engage with “recognition of the agency in 
others” (Kuokkanen, “The Responsibility of the Academy” 69). Such agency 
extends to the phrases and structures used 
in the writing of Indigenous scholars. As 
Makmillen and Riedlinger suggest, agency 
and constraint in genre production are not at 
odds, but “mutually sustaining,” and teaching 
of academic English should move away from 
“assumptions about unproblematic genre 
adherence in homogeneous communities 
of practice” such as those of disciplines or professions (Makmillen and 
Riedlinger 169). The reciprocal and responsible practice we propose here 
is to convey to students the range of language and argumentation used in 
current scholarship on Indigenous studies, and thus to show “the scholarly 
research article as an expanding space for innovation, improvisation and 
even resistance to dominant and dominating norms of academic research 
and writing” (Makmillen and Riedlinger 171).

We hesitate to tell others how to teach their own classes, but encourage 
readers to consider the issues we have raised. We have institutional factors 
in our favor, such as our university’s reinvigorated Indigenous Strategic Plan 
(https://isp.ubc.ca/) that explicitly values the type of work we do through 
building respectful relations. These relations draw upon cultural humility, 
“a process that requires humility to develop and maintain mutually respect-
ful and dynamic partnerships with communities” (Murray-García and 
Tervalon 21). This is an ongoing, responsive process rather than a definite 
destination. While readers at other institutions have different contextual 
factors, we maintain that a disposition of cultural humility makes room for 
the larger questions we ask.

In this paper, we have showcased how working with students on disci-
plinary language patterns provides a partial pathway toward decolonizing 
writing instruction and support. In our work with international students, 
the teaching resources we have developed rely on scholarship published by 
Indigenous researchers and online material produced by and with Indig-
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enous community members. We pinpoint and give language to the lexico-
grammatical choices and genre features that distinguish such scholarship 
as attuned to questions of Indigeneity and decolonization. We highlight the 
language agency and genre innovation in research writing on Indigenous 
issues and support students in their own language choices in relation to 
these writing practices. Our integration of Indigenous studies material in 
the Vantage College curriculum adds a critical layer to academic language 
learning and an enhanced sense of place for international students studying 
on Musqueam territory. Our teaching materials introduce Indigenous per-
spectives and encourage international students to adopt language resources 
that help develop their critical perspective and expression of location. Some 
caution is built into our work, as it is important that we clarify our own 
positioning to the students while we guide them in theirs. By teaching in 
this way, we are pushing our combined fields of EAP, SFL, rhetorical genre 
theory, and pragmatic language studies into new realms for research and 
teaching, bringing the work of EAP and writing studies into necessary and 
ongoing contact with questions of decolonization and Indigenization.
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