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Educational innovations with emerging technologies often 
disregard the potential historical and cultural damage 
of those technologies, which further disenfranchises 
Indigenous communities from a fruitful relationship with 
them. This is especially true for narrative-based digital tech-
nologies, because storytelling is held as a sacred practice 
of knowledge sharing among Indigenous communities. In 
response, we wondered how we could create technologies 
(digital and non-digital) that support Indigenous ways of 
knowing, especially through storytelling. This is a process 
we call (re)presentation. Specifically, our work is centered on 
building culturally sustaining and revitalizing models for (re)
presenting stories. Our team engaged in an iterative and re-
flexive design process with Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
community members, educators, designers, and research-
ers. We present a single design case of (re)presenting an 
Indigenous story across interactions and share four ethical 
tensions that we encountered throughout our process. Our 
(re)presentation of each tension includes a critical reflection 
as well as our shared journey navigating the ethical tensions 
in practice and what that means for how we approach 
learning design. 
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INTRODUCTION
The sharing of Indigenous issues and perspectives in 
curricula within the United States K-12 education remains 
elusive (Shear et al., 2015), despite growing recognition of its 
need (National Congress of American Indians, 2019). Current 
efforts to incorporate these perspectives often include 
inaccurate representations of Indigenous narratives, which 
leads to problematic misconceptions of Indigenous peoples 
and their communities (Journell, 2009). Issues of (mis)repre-
sentation and lack of representation of minoritized groups 
not only shape the underlying computational models 
driving educational “innovation”, but also the curricula, which 
have caused deep harm to minoritized groups, including 
Indigenous communities. The effects of these misconcep-
tions and misrepresentations result in specific harms, such as 
cultural identity silencing (Leigh-Osroosh & Hutchison, 2019), 
disconnection, and lower graduation rates for Indigenous 
students (Castagno & Brayboy, 2008; Covarrubias & Fryberg, 
2015). 

In response, some scholars examine the role of Indigenous 
representation in the creation of narrative technologies. How 
Indigenous narratives are represented and by whom matters 
for accurate portrayal. Thus, it is critical for us to acknowledge 
how these technologies are themselves instantiations of 
cultural systems that privilege particular ways of being and 
knowing in the world (Agre, 1997a; Martens & Smith, 2020). 
For example, narrative technologies can reinforce cultural 
biases that do not support Indigenous ways of knowing 
and being, which directly shape what stories and, therefore, 
knowledges are represented (Litts et al., 2021). We argue that 
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the perpetuation of technological disparities is rooted in 
(mis)representation and lack of representation of Indigenous 
culture, education, and computation. 

Framed by culturally sustaining/revitalizing pedagogy 
(McCarty & Lee, 2014) and critical technical practice (Agre, 
1997b), we explore: how do we ethically develop culturally 
sustaining and revitalizing representations of Indigenous 
narrative(s)? Specifically, we investigate how to (re)present 
culture by engaging in an iterative design research process 
with Indigenous and non-Indigenous community members, 
educators, designers, and researchers. As part of engaging 
this form of design process, we have encountered several 
ethical tensions that we recognize as critical characteristics 
of our learning design work and practice. 

In this paper, we present four ethical tensions of (re)presen-
tation (process, story, culture, and iteration) that surfaced 
in a single learning design case. Specifically, we present our 
current reflections on our ongoing design process of what 
(re)presentation means in our design case of (re)presenting 
“Why are you running Rabbit?”, as told by Robert Lewis, a 
citizen and dedicated storyteller of the Cherokee Nation. This 
design case began in the winter of 2022 and remains ongo-
ing. Guided by a critical ethnographic approach (Madison, 
2011), we recognize these ethical tensions as invitations for 
us to pause and critically reflect (Patel, 2015) on our ethics 
as designers. Throughout the paper, we unpack each of the 
ethical tensions that we encountered through a collective 
reflection process that elucidates the nuance of this case. 

CONTEXT OF LEARNING DESIGN CASE
The case we share in this paper is being developed in 
the context of a larger effort we call Braiding Knowledge 
(braidingknowledge.org), where we seek to braid together 
cultural, educational, and computational knowledge toward 
culturally sustaining and revitalizing goals, particularly in re-
lation to representation of Indigenous knowledges, cultures, 
and values in K-12 classrooms. Our emphasis in this learning 
design case is on the ethical tensions that emerged across it-
erations of the design of a (re)presentation of an Indigenous 
story intended for implementation in K-12 classrooms. 
Teachers are often not well-equipped to portray Indigenous 
narratives within their classrooms, and Tribal Knowledge 
Holders cannot practically visit every local classroom where 
Indigenous narratives are needed.

The case itself includes several iterations of a (re)presentation 
of Robert Lewis’ story “Why are you running Rabbit?”. The 
story is an interactive experience where invited learners 
embody character roles, steward the knowledge of those 
roles, and all participant learners collectively move togeth-
er throughout the storytelling. The (re)presentation we 
created is in the form of an educational tabletop game, 
Hui. The game mirrors the roles, stewardship, and collective 

movement of “Why are you running Rabbit?” and is designed 
for learners to experience several values particularly cultural 
protocol, relationality, and collaboration/connection. Hui 
centers on cultural protocol and a cooperative player 
strategy, where all players must work together to complete 
the game and collect all the elements of the story. While 
specific content knowledge is integrated into later iterations 
of the game, the initial design iterations were focused on 
the architecture and mechanics of the game, as this form 
directly parallels the architecture of a computational model. 
The purpose of designing this game is to expand learning 
experiences that provide accurate representations of 
Indigenous knowledges and perspectives for K-12 teachers 
to implement in classrooms.   

CONTEXT OF OUR TEAM
Our team has come together over a multiyear process with 
each member contributing unique and personal perspec-
tives to the collective. Our identities and worldviews shape 
how we approach this work, including our recognition that 
our work manifests within contexts that invite plurality of 
meaning and are embedded within social and political 
structures. Here we share our personal stances toward our 
shared work:

Author/Team Member 1 is of Portuguese and other 
European ancestry and a first-generation, cisgender woman, 
who comes to her work with ways of knowing and being 
rooted in her Christian faith and western epistemologies 
with a heavy cultural influence from her grandmother’s 
Portuguese family, who was born and raised in Honolulu, 
Hawaii. She is an associate professor of learning sciences, 
who desires to conduct research and design with commu-
nities. She deeply values reciprocal and interdependent 
partnerships with mutually beneficial outcomes that further 
the collective over the individual. She has formal training 
in educational game design, education technology, and 
cross-cultural design. 

Author/Team Member 2 is a citizen of the Cherokee Nation, 
is a sister, daughter, partner, aunty, and mentor to many, 
and is a life-long learner. She is an associate professor of 
psychology committed to increasing Indigenous represen-
tation(s) throughout the education system. Much of her 
work is focused on wholistic Indigenous wellness, including 
ways that we heal through stories. She has formal education 
training in clinical psychology and law and teaches others 
from an Indigenous-feminist perspective for multicultural 
competence growth. She has no formal training in game 
design and had no experience designing prior to these 
gatherings.

Author/Team Member 3 is a Puerto Rican Computational 
Game Design Scientist, a neurodiverse, non-binary, gen-
derqueer, and spiritual explorer, learner, and teacher. They 
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are an assistant professor of games who explores how 
these interactive virtual worlds help us collectively imagine 
more-just realities than the ones we share. They have formal 
training in computer science, cognitive science, psychology, 
and game design.

Author/Team Member 4 is of Japanese, African, and Kanaka 
Maoli (Hawaiian) ancestry and longtime haumana (student) 
to a Kahu (traditional Hawaiian spiritual leader). He’s a dancer, 
DJ, farmer, and cross-cultural connector. His work focuses on 
building community capacity, cohesiveness, and resilience 
around projects that intersect food, nature, technology, 
and Indigenous knowledge systems and spreading aloha 
through experiential learning.

Along with our own personal culture and communities, 
our team’s design stance is informed and shaped by several 
threads of academic inquiry. These threads are rooted in 
particular values that guide our learning design practice: 
designing for culturally sustaining and revitalizing goals, 
following iterative and reflexive design processes, and 
honoring rhetorical and technological sovereignty. 

Culturally Sustaining & Revitalizing Approaches  
to Learning

Our learning design practice is rooted in culturally sustaining 
and revitalizing values (McCarty & Lee, 2014), which builds 
on a long and rich lineage of culturally-informed approaches 
(e.g., Gay, 2018; Ladson-Billings, 2018; Paris, 2012; San Pedro, 
2018). Culturally sustaining and revitalizing pedagogies are 
shaped by a deep recognition of Tribal sovereignty and 
the need for decolonizing schooling toward sustaining 
and revitalizing identities of Indigenous learners (Brayboy, 
2005). We see our efforts toward sustaining and revitalizing 
Indigenous culture in the curriculum as a productive cultural 
disruption that opens space for developing cultural com-
petence, perspective-taking, and cultural identities for all 
learners. We not only consider the respectful and appropriate 
representation of the culture of Indigenous learners in the 
classroom but also of local Tribes. From this frame, we as 
designers acknowledge our responsibility to: (a) value com-
munity languages, practices, and ways of being, (b) develop 
curricula that connect to cultural and linguistic histories, 
(c) sustain cultural and linguistic practices while providing 
access to the dominant culture, and (d) remain accountable 
to our communities (Paris & Alim, 2017).

Iterative Experience Design Processes with Technology

In our experience and observation, most narrative technol-
ogy is not currently designed toward culturally sustaining 
and revitalizing goals. For example, in our prior work (e.g., 
Litts et al., 2021), we found that a narrative place-based 
novice programming platform significantly limited the ways 
in which Native youth were able to share and preserve their 
culture through stories. This happens often because the 

designers of narrative technology presume and privilege a 
Western way of knowing and being in their users (Litts et al., 
2021; Parvin 2018; Rouse 2019; Martens & Smith, 2020; Wallis 
2023). In response, and in resistance, we have made efforts 
to deliberately distance ourselves from prescriptive design 
methodologies, which we see as products of colonization. 
As part of this move, we have begun to explore the iterative 
and reflexive design process we have come to know as 
Gathering (Litts et al., 2023). The idea of Gathering is guided 
by “Hui,” an 'Ōlelo Hawai'i Hawaiian language word translated 
as: to band together, assemble, organize, unite. Hui is an 
invitation to join together as a whole, which became a core 
practice to mark the beginning of our design work. We 
conceptualized Gathering (Litts et al., 2023) as a design pro-
cess characterized by: doing work in real life, using physical 
materials, centering values of designers and communities, 
embracing a (w)holistic rhythm, and recognizing the gener-
ative nature of critical reflexive pauses. We use the disruptive 
term (w)holistic to capture the processes of becoming 
whole through a holistic approach, which is informed by a 
Medicine Wheel Educational Framework (e.g., Ellington et al., 
2024). The Medicine Wheel guides us in how we engage in 
design, by emphasizing “wholeness” and interconnectedness 
through holistic (spiritual, emotional, physical, and intellec-
tual) understandings of being. It is through Gathering that 
we come to the work of (re)presentation with technology, 
especially in the practice of embracing critical reflexive 
pauses to question who is designing the narrative, who built 
the narrative technology, how, and why.

Indigenous Sovereignty and Epistemologies

Our learning design process is further guided by our person-
al and collective goals to honor rhetorical and technological 
sovereignty across all our practices. Though recognition of 
the political sovereignty of Tribal Nations is growing, most 
people persistently disregard other forms of sovereignty 
such as Tribal rhetorical sovereignty, which is “the inherent 
right and ability of peoples to determine their own com-
municative needs and desires in this pursuit” (Lyons, 2000, 
p.449). Having sovereignty over our narratives is important 
to everyone. Spiritually, from an Indigenous worldview, 
there is power in words and Indigenous folx are thoughtful 
about the words they use and stories they tell. Thomas King 
describes the cultural importance of stories: “[T]he stories we 
tell about ourselves and about our world frame our per-
ceptions, our relationships, our actions, and our ethics. They 
change our reality. The stories we tell each other tell us who 
we are, locate us in time and space and history and land, and 
suggest who gets to speak and how.” (King et al., 2015, p. 3). 
Additionally, telling stories from Indigenous perspectives 
allows for meaning making and healing for the Indigenous 
peoples sharing the stories and provides opportunities for 
community healing if shared in open spaces (Koithan & 
Farrell, 2010; Mohatt et al., 2014). Stories are how we share 
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our values and resilience. Stories are Indigenous survivance 
(Vizenor, 2008).

To maintain this sovereignty in a sociotechnical context, 
we must also consider “technological self-determination 
and sovereignty” or the control Indigenous peoples have 
over the technologies they use (Winter & Boudreau, 2016, 
p.46). These concerns are critical in our exploration of how 
to appropriately (re)present Indigenous stories. Especially 
because, historically (and as mentioned), these computa-
tional models driving new narrative technologies have been 
designed from Western values and beliefs. A computational 
model is, in essence, a mathematical function, which de-
scribes the mechanistic logic of how an output is computed 
given a particular input (Rüde et al., 2018). Thus, Indigenous 
nations and communities seek to use narrative technologies 
that they can maintain sovereignty over (Corbett & Kulchyski, 
2009), which means our design process must center trans-
parency and accessibility with technological decisions. 

DESIGN PROCESS 
As a multicultural team of designers and researchers, we 
understand design as a cultural process. We take inspira-
tion from and are informed by community-driven design 
research approaches (Quayle et al., 2023), critical technical 
practice (Agre, 1997b), and culturally sustaining and revital-
izing (McCarty & Lee, 2014) values and goals. At the same 
time, because a prescribed process is often a product of 
colonization, we do not script every decision and practice 
we employ. From this stance, our team continues to engage 
in a form of critical ethnography (Madison, 2011) through 
keeping collaborative fieldnotes, documenting design work 
over time, and collectively reflecting as we continue to move 
through this journey toward understanding our design pro-
cess. At times, our collective reflection has taken more west-
ern forms of thematic or descriptive coding (​​Saldaña, 2009) 
of design work and fieldnotes data and, at other times, our 
reflection process has followed Indigenous protocols, such 
as Talking Circles (Brown & Di Lallo, 2020). Through combin-
ing these forms of documentation and critical reflection, we 
identify and present in this paper ethical tensions that each 
illustrate a critical pivot or decision point that fundamentally 
changed our design process and approach. 

At the time of writing, this learning design case has taken 
shape over four Gatherings alongside weekly Zoom meet-
ings over the course of about a year and a half. In October 
2022, we Gathered to lay the foundation of our partnership 
through value-mapping and identifying shared goals. In 
December 2022, we Gathered to design a (re)presentation 
of an Indigenous story, which resulted in the first iteration 
of Hui, the tabletop learning experience. In August 2023, 
we Gathered to refine Hui. In February 2024, we Gathered 
to “pause” (Patel, 2015) by critically reflecting on the process 
together and consulting Knowledge Holders and Elders on 

our ongoing process. We unpack details of this case through-
out each ethical tension described below. 

ETHICS OF (RE)PRESENTATION
As we have engaged in our learning design process, we 
“paused” (Patel, 2015) when we encountered what we 
recognize as “productive discomfort” (Litts et al., 2023) in our 
design choices around (re)presentation. Because our process 
centers relationality as a value over, say, efficiency or produc-
tion, we opted to give ourselves space to sit in these ethical 
tensions with a reflexive posture. By following the design 
process of Gathering, we have worked through at least four 
different ethical tensions of (re)presentation, to date. Because 
our process remains ongoing and iterative, we expect our 
insights to evolve and shift over time. 

In this paper, we share four ethical tensions we have navi-
gated: (re)presentation of design process, (re)presentation 
of story, (re)presentation of culture, (re)presentation across 
iterations. We share these as specific and unique tensions 
that surfaced for us through our design process of (re)pre-
senting the story, “Why are you running Rabbit?” It is within 
this context of this design work that these tensions arose in 
their own particularity, and it is in this reflexive sharing of the 
(w)holistic design story, or design case, that we elucidate the 
nuance of the ethical tensions in context.

We present our encounter with each ethical tension as a 
braided account of our individual and collective experiences. 
As such, the reflections shift the “we” voice in our paper to 
the “I” voice of the team member who offered the respective 
reflection. In doing so, we wish to underscore that each 
individual neither speaks for our communities nor the team 
in general. In the spirit of transparency, we identify the 
individual, space, and time for each respective reflection.

(RE)PRESENTATION OF DESIGN PROCESS: 
HOW WE BEGIN
The first ethical tension we encountered was the ethics of 
the beginning. In our learning design process, this meant 
that before doing what Western perspectives might call the 
actual work, we needed to first consider how we are coming 
to the work. Our cultural perspectives agreed that how we 
come to this work shapes what work we can create together: 
the being before the doing. For us, this meant first consid-
ering what values we bring and committing to a value-cen-
tered and -driven design process. The first tension came right 
away with planning the work and how we began. 

Author 3 Reflection on October 2022 Gathering: …it felt 
particularly important to me that we were hosting on my 
campus, and I remember creating a Schedule™: an outline 
of things that we’d be doing with fairly rigid time bound-
aries. This scheduling aid, I thought, would help us keep on 
time to make sure that everything that needed to be done 
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got done. The scheduled times were also the first thing 
that we ignored. It’s interesting to me how immediately 
more relaxed I felt after things “derailed from the schedule”, 
because it felt like an implicit and collective affirmation 
and recognition that the protocol we were there to do was 
important and that we cannot hope to create/discover/in-
vent/explore something new by following structures rooted 
within inconsistent value systems.”

This tension of rigid scheduling often creeps in as it is so 
ingrained into the western culture, especially in the United 
States. In many different Indigenous wisdoms time is not 
conceptualized as linear, but as cycles. It is taught that what 
we are doing, if we are doing it well, takes the amount of 
time it takes and structures such as itineraries and sched-
ules need to remain flexible if they are imposed at all. We 
discussed the tension and the purpose of the schedule to 
understand our underlying desire to have a schedule. We 
discovered it was much more about syncing our rhythms 
and coming together. Evidence of our shift over time was 
visually apparent in how we constructed our agendas for our 
gatherings (see Figure 1). In our initial gathering, referenced 
in the reflection above, our agenda was rigid and centered 
time, whereas in later gatherings our agendas became more 
general and centered rhythms. Practically, this is evident in 
our shift from centering 12-hour clock-based time to sun-
based time (morning, afternoon, evening).

Part of this shift in conceptualization of time also made 
visible another central value for our team: doing work in 
relation. Practically, this means that we agreed to commit to 

the reality that everything we do is done with the whole in 
mind—it is not human-centric nor compartmentalization—
it is relational. Working in relation means not only with each 
other and Knowledge Holders and community members 
with whom we work, but with everyone including the trees 
and sky and water and moon. 

Author 1 Reflection on October 2022 Gathering: We had 
planned to meet in a room in the library at the University, 
but everyone was waiting outside by the water fountain. 
Before we entered the building and started what I think a 
Western perspective would call the actual work, we found 
a place on the grass to gather in a circle. Since this was our 
first time gathering together, I wasn’t surprised we were be-
ginning outside, but I was surprised at how open everyone 
was to pausing, centering, breathing, sharing, and simply 
coming together. We started with a talking circle protocol. 
It felt like we all shared this yearning of needing to first 
recognize and share our own being and others beings. This 
was a time of connection. It was almost like we needed to 
be connected as one before we could do what others would 
say is the actual work—I think for us the work had begun in 
our shared act of showing up for each other. 

In reflection, our team member unpacks this tension 
between “the actual work” from a Western perspective and 
what we have come to call Gathering (Litts et al., 2023) from 
a decolonial perspective. Gathering is an approach to cul-
turally centered design that invites (w)holistic contributions. 
Our focus then shifts to participating in design as a whole 
being and inviting holistic (spiritual, emotional, physical, 

FIGURE 1. Comparison of agendas for our Gatherings from our first to our most recent, which shows the evolution of our rhythm.
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intellectual) forms of being. This approach reframes western 
conceptions of what counts as work. 

Moreover, what counts as the work inherently answers this 
question of how we begin, because it begs the question: 
what are we beginning? If the unit of work is focused on 
producing a thing, perhaps the start is connected to that 
thing; however, if the unit of work is focused on being in 
relation, then perhaps the start is connected to each other as 
beings (human and more-than-human). 

Across our reflections, we noted this shift toward beginning 
in relation with the land and place where we intended to 
do our work. This reflection from Author 3 illustrates the 
purpose for beginning this way:

Author 3 Reflection on December 2022 Gathering: On the 
first day of our activities… we formed 
a semi-circle that faced the Manoa 
Valley and were asked to participate in 
an Oli to the valley…Everything I was 
doing felt intentional because it had 
to be. The Oli itself, as I understood it 
at the time, was meant to be a way 
for us to set the intention of what we 
were there to do; as a kind of greeting 
of kindness, to let the land know we 
were there to be in harmony with the 
land. This was reinforced when we were 
asked to bring elements with us as 
offerings to the Manoa Valley’s harvest 
area. A reciprocal exchange was going 
to take place: we were there to harvest, 
and because of it, we were offering 
something in exchange. We give before 
we take.

We learned it is important to ground 
ourselves (w)holistically in a sense of 
sacredness. The weaving of our shared 
knowledge and intentions of sharing 
with others is a type of ceremony in our 
creation process. Gathering “in real life” 
allowed us to bring our whole selves, 
all of who we are, and share all of who 
we are with each other. Once together, 
we needed to connect with the sacred, 
which—within Indigenous epistemol-
ogies—starts with the land. This is how 
we started each time we have come 
together, which was not initially named 
or discussed, but naturally happened 
and became central to how we begin in a 
good way, a sacred way. 

(RE)PRESENTATION OF STORY: 
RESPONSIBILITY OF STEWARDING 
KNOWLEDGE 
A second ethical tension that surfaced in our learning 
design case was through our selection of the story. Given 
the sacredness of experience in Indigenous storytelling, the 
question of what should be (re)presented became one of 
the most critical encounters. In our entanglement with this 
tension, we identified considerations such as the sacredness 
of the knowledge, humor, and playfulness of the story, 
and our personal connection with the storyteller and the 
community. We also considered our collective desire to share 
knowledge more broadly while stewarding the knowledge 
appropriately. To illustrate this, we share our experience and 
discussions around our story selection process. 

FIGURE 2. A photo of our visualizations to map out the relationships/interactions of 
Robert Lewis’ story.
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At this point, we had set our intentions, centered the values 
of the team and the values we wanted to share, and were 
ready to try out our development process. Almost imme-
diately we began feeling the weight of responsibility of 
stewarding knowledge as we questioned: 

Author 1 Reflection on December 2022 Gathering: when 
and how particular types of knowledge could/should 
be shared and from whose perspective. An example is: if 
the story should only be told under a certain condition 
(e.g., seasonal), then whose (the location of the teller or 
listener?) season determines that? This is an important 
initial conversation we should be having with folks we are 
working with prior to jumping into design as it will help us 
understand whether/how a given story/form of knowledge 
should be shared.

There are Indigenous stories that share sacred knowledge, 
which is knowledge that needs to be treated with respect. 
Then there are stories where the sacredness is in the gather-
ing, being a community, and sharing an experience together, 
which many are doing in a playful, humorous manner. In this 
realization, we acknowledged our discomfort in using stories 
that are sacred, protected, or otherwise private for the sake 
of our discussions and prototyping. 

In response to this productive discomfort, we attempted to 
find an example of a story that was rooted in cultural ways 
of storytelling, but that was not an ancestral story, and that 
was public. Author 2 shared a story she had experienced in 
person with Cherokee Nation Storyteller Robert Lewis that 
was purposefully playful and interactive. We found a record-
ing of Robert Lewis sharing a story he created in a traditional 
story style, titled “Why are you running Rabbit?”. This version 
of the story was recorded as part of Cherokee Days (Lewis, 
2015) and was publicly available on YouTube. 

Part of sitting in this ethical tension meant also deepening 
our trust in each other and, specifically, the knowledge we 
share with each other. In this case, it was not practical to 
have the storyteller present, yet we did have a Tribal Member 
on our team, who we entrusted with guiding our steward-
ship of the story. 

Author 1 Reflection on December 2022 Gathering: We 
would have never selected this story if [Team Member] 
wasn’t on our team. Having someone who is a citizen of the 
Cherokee Nation on our team was really critical to our abil-
ity to constantly ‘check in’ on whether we were stewarding 
the knowledge well. So, even though Robert Lewis wasn’t 
with us, having a team member who is part of the commu-
nity there to guide each step was crucial. I mean we really 
all put an enormous amount of trust in [Team Member] to 
ensure we were stewarding in a way that aligned with our 
values.

As we were taking an exploratory approach with (re)
presenting this story and the Storyteller was not with us, we 
were deliberate in our (re)interpretation of the story. Initially, 
we studied the story closely and attempted to trace the 
movements happening throughout the narrative (see Figure 
2). We converged that the structure of the story followed 
a hub-and-spoke structure, where the Storyteller engaged 
the audience from a central location, and periodically would 
travel to the audience, invite someone’s participation, and 
travel back to the central location; this was meant to portray 
traveling to animals, obtaining wisdom from them, and 
continuing the collective journey.

From here, we brainstormed multiple (re)presentations of 
the story itself to help identify facets of the story such as 
themes, forms, interactions, etc. We looked at various media 
and explored what it might mean to center different themes 

FIGURE 3. Conceptual diagram of our brainstorming and development process in exploring (re)presentations.
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(e.g., moving together, constantly running, etc.) in our design 
process (see Figure 3).

Stewarding and (re)presenting stories and others’ knowledge 
is an ongoing ethical tension for our team. We feel the 
weight of (re)presenting something so meaningful without 
the input of the creator. For the story in this case, we can 
reach out to the person who created the story and include 
them in the process, but for some stories, such as origin 
stories, there is not a specific person or group of people 
known to be the authors or creators. Through our process 
of working through (re)presentation, we generated three 
guiding considerations for our prototyping that served to 
anchor us to the story itself and our shared values: 

•	 What are the goals of the storyteller? How are they 
accomplished in Hui?

•	 How does Hui reflect our collective recognition that part 
of the function of Indigenous storytelling is that everyone 
in the audience walks away with something different 
(e.g., what a particular person needs to hear at a particu-
lar time, whether they are aware of it or not)? 

•	 The Cherokee values recognize how storytelling is as 
much about the audience as it is about the essence of 
the story, and how storytellers have authority to vary the 
particulars of the story’s presentation in the moment 
(how does Hui support this?)

As a team, we have been thoughtful and intentional by 
attending to our values and we continue to seek advice from 
Knowledge Holders regarding how to choose the stories and 
create experiences.

(RE)PRESENTATION OF CULTURE: 
DESIGNING FOR VALUES
A third ethical tension that surfaced in our learning design 
case was how we enact our values in our prototypes vis-a-vis 
drawing on common design practices. We encountered this 
tension several times in the design of the Hui (see Figure 3), 
our most developed (re)presentation of “Why are you running 
rabbit?”. We often found our shared values to be in conflict 

with our available resources for how to design a “good” 
game. For example, this specifically came up when we ex-
perienced the game mechanic of exchanging resources for 
knowledge. Though this is a fairly common game mechanic 
in western game design, it brought tension to our gameplay 
in a way that forced us to revisit our value of relationality. 
This prompted a discussion about how we could design for 
centering reciprocal relationships instead of transactional 
relationships. All members of the team wrote about this 
tension in their reflections. For example:

Author 1 Reflection on December 2022 Gathering: [One] 
pivotal moment I recall from our prototyping process was 
[Team Member] struggling with the resources framework 
with the animals, which pushed us to think about how we 
design for reciprocal versus transactional interactions and 
relationships in the gameplay

Author 3 Reflection on December 2022 Gathering: The 
tension felt like it emerged not because we were disagreeing 
with ourselves, but rather disagreeing with Western process-
es that (inadvertently or not) seem to elicit transactional 
behavior via game mechanics that feature as typical of the 
kind of game we were building.

This pivotal moment was prompted by the gameplay when 
players interact with a series of animals in which the player 
is directed to “go ask [animal]” to learn the next part of the 
story. In the discussion of what this could look like, a couple 
of our team members brought up cultural protocol and 
values of relationality, respect, and reciprocity. If we were 
designing for this cultural way of being, the player would 
bring an offering before asking for knowledge—again 
this idea of giving before taking. We were all in agreement 
that we wanted to build this into the experience we were 
designing, but how to design for this is where the real 
tensions came in. In this example of trading resources for 
knowledge, the nuance between following cultural protocol 
and transactional exchange is subtle yet significant. In Hui, 
each player is responsible for stewarding a particular natural 
resource (e.g., water, wood, and food). Players move around 
the gameboard and collect these resources. Each animal the 

	

FIGURE 4. Evolution of visiting the Turtle in Hui from initial prototype to more polished digital prototype.
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players visit is in need of a different resource (e.g. the turtle 
needs wood and water; See Figure 4). When the players 
come to the animal, players bring “the offerings needed 
for each animal.” Once the animal receives their respective 
offering, then they will share the knowledge they have with 
the players. 

In our initial playthrough, one team member pointed out 
that it suddenly felt so prescript the offering became transac-
tional in nature. Initially, players were required to give Turtle 
one water and one wood resource. We struggled to come 
up with ways to “require” players to engage in reciprocity 
that did not become transactional. We went back to our 
values and drafted together during our first gathering (see 
Figure 5) to find some guidance. We then reflected on our 
experiences with how we began and how we do the work, 
including enacting these same values of respect, reciprocity, 
and relationality.

We considered how we would enact this with our own 
Elders and Knowledge holders in real life, and we came to a 
consensus that players would bring whatever we had, and 
they could gather more of a resource when needed. After 
discussion, we modified game play, so players were required 
to give Turtle all the food and wood they had. If a player who 
stewarded water visited Turtle, they could choose to give 
any offering amount, since this was not a resource Turtle 
required. Thus, players offered to the animals all the resourc-
es they had if it was a resource the animal needed. 

Author 4 Reflection on December 2022 Gathering: 
Engaging in ceremony, stewardship, and giving offerings is 
central to Indigenous cultures. So, we included offerings of 
natural things as a game mechanic. It seemed to me that 
we started developing based on popular game mechanics, 
like how resources in video games are currency. As a result, 
the offering became transactional and that makes it not an 
offering. Indigenous cultures being collaborative and based 

on relationship with all things. The game 
mechanic was modified to make offerings 
relational rather than transactional. 

(RE)PRESENTATION ACROSS 
ITERATIONS: CONSISTENT 
ENACTMENT OF VALUES
A fourth ethical tension that surfaced in 
our learning design case is the challenge 
of consistently enacting our values across 
iterations of design. The specific (re)
presentation tension that surfaced during 
the iterative design of Hui centered on 
the concept of player agency. In our case, 
we value collectivism and collaboration, 
rooted in Indigenous values, rather than 
individualism and independence, rooted 
in Western values. As a result, throughout 

our design process, we struggled with how to enact the 
value of collectivism in the game play. To illustrate this 
ethical tension, we share a particular moment where one of 
our team members struggled with the lack of agency they 
felt in game play. As context, this individual was not present 
for part of the prototyping iteration session that the rest of 
the team completed in the morning, and they arrived at the 
afternoon design session without updated knowledge of 
the prototype. The team decided they were uniquely suited 
to give feedback as a “playtester” for this Hui design iteration. 
The team member reflected on this experience: 

Author 3 Reflection on December 2022 Gathering: When 
I felt like I finally did understand what was happening, I 
remember feeling disconnected from the collective group…
As it turned out, I was not able to participate for several 
rounds of play in a row and immediately felt like I was 
not directly contributing to “the group’s progress” in the 
game…After stepping away from the situation, we had a 
conversation as a group… I realized that what I was relying 
on to explain how I felt is a Western-biased and ego-centric 
perspective: that players “should” always have the same 
level of agency to contribute to a story’s / group’s progress… 
definitely felt like I was more of a bystander than a player. 
Feeling like a bystander definitely manifested as feeling “less 
important” to the group, and I remember [Team Member] 
specifically remarking that this perspective is not consistent 
with her way of knowing: “sometimes, that’s your role in the 
storytelling practice, and that’s okay.” 

Though many of the best practices of educational game de-
sign focus on the importance of player agency—the player’s 
capacity to take actions in relation to the actions performed 
by other characters in the story (Barbara, 2015) we struggled 
to envision agency in the context of a cooperative game. 
The original telling of the story shares a collective experience 

FIGURE 5. Digital re-creation of our teams values & guiding principles identified in 
October 2022 Gathering.
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where all of the animals travel together with each animal 
having limited individual agency. 

In response, we experimented with different collective forms 
of gameplay, such as “Gather” spaces and “Help!” cards (see 
Figure 6). Gather spaces became strategic mechanisms for 
players to use to bring all needed resources to a single loca-
tion. If a player landed on this space, they could invite other 
players to join them there. Help! cards were event cards that 
a player could randomly draw if they landed on an event 
space. When a player drew a Help! card all other game play 
stops, and all players work together to get the player-in-need 
the resource necessary for them to continue. Over time, 
we removed event cards, because it lengthened gameplay 
significantly, but the Gather spaces remain an enactment of 
our collectivistic values. 

As a team, we shared the collective desire to ensure that 
the (re)presentation of the story mirrors the participatory 
nature of Robert Lewis’ Cherokee Days version of the story. 
We were in what we’ve described elsewhere as “productive 
discomfort” (Litts et al., 2023) as we considered how agency 
is important to movement in a tabletop educational game, 
but to us, we realized that agency needed to be important 
for the right reason. The plurality of interpretations is core 
to the player experience in Hui, which resonated with our 
team’s values: 

Author 2 Reflection on December 2022 Gathering: At the 
end of our time together, I was thankful, amazed, and at 
moments overwhelmed with emotions - maybe gratitude - 
that we made something that represented my way of being 
in a way I have never experienced. My general experience 
with games is that I am being asked to engage or do things 
that run counter to my values and way of being. I always 
feel these tensions playing games and sometimes the 
tensions are high enough that I do not engage with those 
games… I also feel tensions in most board games as there 
is only one “winner” in the end and that often comes at 
the expense of other players. I try not to engage in those 

actions, but it runs counter to the “strategy” of the game. 
This tension comes from the games being rooted in an 
individualistic culture rather than collectivistic. I did not 
experience any collaborative games growing up… I wasn’t 
sure if or how a game experience could be made to be fully 
collaborative from a community perspective…I had a reali-
zation that there was only one worldview represented in the 
games I played, and I thought about how this influences 
peoples’ development. 

(RE)PRESENTATION THROUGH THE CYCLES: 
HOW WE CONTINUE
A theme throughout this learning design case is its cyclical 
nature, which parallels the ecosystems of the land, the sea-
sonality of the weather, the rhythm of the waves, and so on; 
thus, we embrace the infinite iterative growth that this work 
invites. As we began, this learning design case is ongoing as 
is our work of Gathering and growing as designers together. 
Our navigation through the ethical tensions we mention 
in this paper, and others that have emerged over time, are 
guided by Indigenous Elders and Knowledge Holders who 
have honored us with their time and sharing. Remaining 
anchored by these voices has been critical to our continued 
shaping and (re)shaping of designing for (re)presentation. 
There is a persistent togetherness in this work, the movement 
of Hui, that keeps us open to the vulnerability and intimacy 
required. It is not us as designers or educators or professors 
who do this work but as our whole selves. These pieces of 
who we are cannot be disentangled. In our reflection on this 
through writing this paper, we are reminded of knowledge 
shared with us about the rainbow. You cannot distinguish 
an individual color of a rainbow; there is no point at which 
green clearly ends and blue begins. Instead, it is a blending 
of colors. We cannot properly navigate these ethical tensions 
in our work with a fractured identity (i.e., only as designers) 
but must explore and embrace how it affects the whole. 
With this, we conclude this paper with the lesson and 
invitation from the rainbow to design as a whole being.

	

FIGURE 6. Gathering spaces (left) and Help! cards (right) are both examples of collective gameplay that balanced individual player agency. 
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