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Native American Values that May Impact on Learning

The following list of values reflect aspects of deep culture: usually unconscious ways of acting, interacting, and viewing the world which are independent of surface culture – those characteristics we might popularly associate as “Indian,” such as beading, drums, birch bark baskets, etc.  The deep culture is pervasive and enduring, even when a person may appear to be acculturated on the surface.  Teachers and Counselors working with Native American/American Indian students have found understanding these values of deep culture helpful as they work with their clients/students.

Self-Reliance

Native American people generally prefer to be self-reliant and may be hesitant to ask for or receive help; this is often interpreted by others/teachers/counselors as apathy or stubborn pride.  Often, the individual/student/client will seek help only if response to a perceived crisis, such as a failing mid-semester grade report.

Non-Interference
Most Native Americans consider interference in other’s livers as a sign of disrespect.  They generally practice a “live and let live” point of view allowing others to make their own decisions and mistakes.  In return, they expect others to do the same.  This philosophy applies to child rearing as well. (For this reason, Native child rearing practices are sometimes criticized as permissive.) The natural extension of this cultural attitude is reluctance to debate an issue, or “chose a side.”

Everything In Balance/Pluralism
The often-quoted concept of balance is a worldview, which does not admit exclusive dualities: nothing is all good or all bad.  “No one is perfect but the Creator.” While students may not be able to articulate this philosophy when confronted with critical thinking or evaluative tasks, they may shy away from judgments.  

Non-Confrontation
Harmony in the community is an important Native American value.  Confrontation disrupts harmony.  Native students generally prefer not to confront teachers or other individuals they disagree with; instead, they will avoid or ignore them.  The instructor may suggest an alternative approach – the student may appear to comply.  Later, the teacher will notice that the student has not followed the directive.  The teacher may feel frustrated or betrayed, but the student was simply letting the situation be what it is and taking no more action one of the choices the teacher did not point out from the Native perspective.

Cooperation
A spirit of cooperation also fosters harmony; Native culture and social organization has long been based on collective effort and decision by consensus.  Cooperative learning and multi-age grouping in the classroom is consistent with these values.  Group counseling.

The Honor of One is the Honor of All
Most Native students were raised in a very communal society, in which emphasis is placed on the group as a whole rather than the individual.  Native identity is grounded in the family, clan, band, community, and nation.  Psychosocially Native American’s are family center versus individual centered.   Therefore, whenever a Native is singled out it is disruptive to the culture and family – causing embarrassment.  Individual contributions are acknowledged privately and then publicly acknowledges by representing how their individual contribution helped the community over-all, rather than glorifying the individual. 

The Extended Family
The Native sense of family extends beyond the nuclear/immediate definition generally applied in dominant society: mother, father, and siblings.  The immediate Native family includes parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, siblings and cousins at a minimum.  Family has priority over school, work, etc. and individuals will drop all other things to take care of family members, to attend important family/community events or to honor even distant relatives at funerals.  

Respect for Elders
Native Americans recognize that with age comes wisdom.  Socially, ages are not separated – children are not sent to the “children’s” table to eat or the other room so adults can talk.  All ages are included in all community and family events with elders always holding the place of honor – while even the youngest voice is also listened to with equal respect.  Students search out adults for support, love and direction and often will go to the eldest member of their family or community for advice.  From the oldest to the youngest is the order in which meals are served or events are organized in Native communities.  It is an honor to grow old in the Native community.

Time
Native American people tend to be present oriented; therefore, whatever is of priority at the present time is what should be attended to until it is time to do something else.  It is not unusual to be visiting with someone at their home and have the phone ring and they will ignore it because they are now spending their time visiting with you.  Being present oriented does not mean a lack of care and concern about the future – it means that an individuals priority is on what is happening at the moment and appreciating the event completely now and then appreciating the next event when it comes.  It also does not mean lacking respect for the past.  Natives have a long oral history of preserving the past and learning from the lessons of our elders because such detail was paid to each event as it was experienced.  Natives are very thoughtful people who prefer to focus on being and becoming versus always having to be doing all the time.

Listen and Watch
As children our Grandparents remind us often that the Creator gave us two ears and two eyes and only one mouth so we must spend twice as much time listening and observing than we do talking.  From infancy children are part of the activities of family/community life and have the opportunity and are expected to listen and watch what is going on around them.  “Why?” questions in the family/community are met with – listen, watch.  Children are encouraged to take their time and not rush until they are very comfortable with the task.  Once a child is comfortable to try something they are free to try any new task freely.   The same listen and watch pattern is followed when entering family/community discussions – when any individual of any age wants to enter a conversation they are welcome to do so, but are encourage to comment once they have prepared their comments, especially on important topics.  In the classroom or counseling situation a Native students delayed response or delay in trying new activities could have a number of interpretations – I hope teachers and counselors will have patients to wait for their Indian students own timing and/or to check your own techniques to make sure you have provided enough opportunity for your student to gain the background information to gain the skills necessary for the new activity. 
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A Broken Flute: The Native Experience in Books for Children. 

Editors Doris Seale (Santee/Cree) and Beverly Slapin

July 2005   Black & White.  Hard cover:  $50.00

A Broken Flute deals with the issue of cultural appropriation in books for children, and evaluates hundreds of books for children and teenagers published from the early 1900s through 2004. According to a review in Multicultural Review, it is “as close to comprehensive as a bibliography on a given subject can get, save its distinguished predecessor.” “Equally valuable,” the review continues, “are the reflections of the reviewers and their children about the negative images perpetrated by mainstream society and its educational system as well as their own efforts to make their voices heard. Here, we see concerned parents and grandparents and strong Indian children who have grown up with the good examples that ultimately stand out in this book.”

Teaching Guides & Curricula From Oyate 

Native Developed &/Or Approved
Rethinking Columbus: Teaching About the 500th Anniversary of Columbus’s Arrival in America. 1988  $13.00

Inside the Culture Series:   1988  [Designed for 5th Grade students, can easily be modified]


American Indian Astronomy $5.00


American Indian Communication Systems $5.00


American Indian Timekeeping Devices $5.00


American Indian Toys & Cames $5.00


Plants & Their Uses by the Chippewa Indian People by Priscilla Buffalohead, students $5.00, teachers $6.00 

Grandmother Spider’s Web Series by Priscilla Buffalohead, 1991, w/illustrations, grade 7 – up

Grandmother’s Spider’s Web: Incorporating American Indian Themes into the Secondary Curriculum  $11.00
Modern Indian Issues: Repatriation, Religious Freedom, Mascots and Stereotypes, Tribal Sovereign, Tribal Government, Tribal Enterprises, Treaty Rights $11.00

Ojibway Family Life in Minnesota: 20th Century Sketches $11.00

Keepers of the Animals: Native American Stories and Wildlife Activities for Children 1991, b/w photos & illustrations $20.00

Keepers of Life: Discovering Plants through Native American Stories and Earth Activities for Children.  1994, b/w  photos & illustrations $20.00

Keepers of Earth: Native American Stories and Activities for Children. 1988, b/w photos & illustrations $20.00

Keepers of the Night: Native American Stories and Nocturnal Activities for Children.  1994, b/w photos & illustrations. $16.00

Native American Gardening: Stories, Projects and Recipes for Families.  1996 b/w photos & illustrations. $16.00

Ni-mi-win: A history of Ojibwe Dance.  By Robert Desjarlait.

Beginning with how songs and dance were given to the people and going through the contact period, the reservation period, and the contemporary period.  $11.00

Lessons from Turtle Island: Native Curriculum in Early Childhood Classrooms. 2002 b/w illustrations.   

This does NOT focus on children “playing” Indian.  Focusing on five cross-cultural themes – children, homes, families, community and environment – the authors discuss cultural similarities and differences, and discuss appropriate and inappropriate children’s literature and activities.  For each recommended literature selection they suggest activities in the areas of dramatic play, art, music and cooking as well as literacy, math, and social studies.  Finally, they include guidelines for selecting class guests, literature, materials and toys; a bibliography and discussion of recommended and not-recommended books and materials; and an excellent resource list.  $30.00

Thanksgiving: A Native Perspective.  Doris Seale (Santee/Cree), Beverly Slapin and Carolyn Silverman (Cherokee/Blackfeet), Eds.  1998.  All grades.  $15.00

CURE Analysis: Houghton Mifflin History/Social Science Series.   Beverly Slapin  1991. 1995 Ed.  


Review of Houghton Mifflin history/social science textbook series in 1991. $10.00

Classroom Activities and Discussion Guide for Gold, Greed & Genocide: The Untold Tragedy of the California Gold Rush.   Beverly Slapin and Jean Ishibashi. 2003. grades 6-up. $10.00

How to Tell the Difference: A Guide for Evaluating Children’s Books for Anti-Indian Bias.  Beverly Slapin, Doris Seale (Santee/Cree) and Rosemary Gonzales (Ojibwe)  1996.  $11.00

Points of View vs. Historical Bias: Recognizing Bias in Texts about Native Americans.  Sarah Supahan. 1999. $10.00 

Books Native’s Recommend You AVOID
We do not recommend these books. To read a critical review that supports our position, click on the links below. These are not all of the books that we do not recommend; they are just some of the worst. For books we do recommend, please view OYATE’s catalog.  




Lynne Reid Banks, 

The Indian in The Cupboard Illustrated by Brock Cole. New York: Avon (1980)
The Return of the Indian Illustrated by William Geldart. New York: Doubleday (1986) 

Michael L. Cooper,. Indian School: Teaching the White Man’s Way New York: Clarion (1999)

Alice Dalgliesh, The Courage of Sarah Noble . Illustrated by Leonard Weisgard. New York: Macmillan (1954, 1991)

Walter D. Edmonds, The Matchlock Gun. Illustrated by Paul Lantz. New York: Dodd, Mead (1941), G.P. Putnam (1989), Penguin Putnam (1998)


Susan Jeffers,  Brother Eagle, Sister Sky Illustrated by the author. New York: Dial (1991).


Albert Marrin, Sitting Bull and His World. New York: Dutton (2000)

Also see the accompanying essay, Turning a Battle Into a Massacre.
Bebe Faas Rice, The Place at the Edge of the Earth, New York: Clarion (2002)


Ann Rinaldi, My Heart Is On the Ground: The Diary of Nannie Little Rose, A Sioux Girl, Arlisle Indian School, Pennsylvania New York: Scholastic (1999), Dear America Series

Also see the accompanying essay, “Literary License” or “Mutated Plagiarism”?
Marc Simmons, Millie Cooper’s Ride: A True Story from History. Illustrated by Ronald Kil. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press (2002) 

Elizabeth George Speare, The Sign of the Beaver. New York: Dell (1983) 


Ann Turner, The Girl Who Chased Away Sorrow: The Diary of Sara Nita, a Navajo Girl. New Mexixo, 1864. New York: Scholastic (1999), Dear America Series

Neil Waldman, Wonded Knee New York: Atheneum (2001) 

Laura Ingalls Wilder,Little House on the Prairie. Illustrated by Garth Williams. New York: HarperCollins (1935, 1953, 1981).
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