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AWISE ELDER AMONG MY PEOPLE — the Tewa Pueblo Indians —frequently used the
phrase Pinpéobi. Took to the mountaintop.’ first heard it when  was seven years
old, as I was practlcmg for the first time to participate in relay races we run in
Pueblo country to give strength to the sun father as he journeys across the skv

I was at one end of the earth track which ran east to west, like the path of
the sun. The old man, who was blind, called me to him and said: “Young one, as

vou run, look to the mountain top,” and he pointed to Tsikomo, the Western

sacred mountain of the Tewas. “Keep your gaze fixed on that mountain, and you
will feel the miles melt beneath your feet. Do this, and in time you will feel as if
you can leap over bushes, trees, and even the river.”

— Alfonso Ortiz
- San Juan Pueblo, 1972
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@ FOREWORD #

VINE DELORIA, JR.

ROM THE BEGINNING OF CONTACT with European culture until the present,

education has been a major area of contflict and concern. Early efforts by

the Spanish were directed at transforming the Indian culture into an exact
replica of church-dominated, administratively-controlled villages, cities and
provinces that could be understood as an improved version of European Spanish
society. The Frenchsaw their task ascreatinganew society, halfindigenous, half-
European. Sowhile they educated Indian childrenin the ways ofthechurch, they
also encouraged their leading families to send their children to Indian villages to
live as part of a chief or headman's family and absorb the Indian ways. The
English, from whom American educational efforts with Indians have been
derived, sought only to provide Indians with sufficient familiarity with their
culture, particularly with their economic system, so that educated Indians could
fit into the rural Protestant agricultural milieu.

Early treaties provided that churches would establish schools for Indian
children at their respective missions in exchange for a tract of land for their
denomination. As education became more important to white Americans, and
public secularized education became the norm, the federal government beganto
include education, at least a teacher and a school building, as a regular part of
treaty provisions. Education was not limited to book-learning, however, and
almost every treaty after 1840 provided for vocational training in the form of
blacksmiths, carpenters, farmers, and other tradesmen who would instruct both
children and adults in the crafts of industrial society.

Richard Pratt, experimenting with Chiracahua Apache prisoners at Fort
Marion, conceived of the idea of mass, forced, off-reservation education that, it
wassupposed, would sweep away the barbarismofthe Indiansin one generation.
Unfortunately the transition from a life of freedom and a healthy diet to
regimented uniforms, a bland and civilized diet of fats, and isolation from their
families for years ata time proved fatal to the Indian children who were put into
the government boarding school system. Those who did survive this ordeal and
returned to the reservation had no way to make a decent living and quickly
reverted to traditional ways in order to feed themselves and re-establish family
ties. A majority of the graduates of the federal boarding schools eventually found
employment in the expanding federal bureaucracy that controlled the reserva-
tions and helped to create the lethargic administrative apparatus we have today
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in the Bureau of Indian Affairs.

Day schools, a much more popular version of American education, were
created in reservation areas that were isolated from the agency town, and as
policies and theories of education changed with the blowing winds of non-Indian
education, so did the fate of these institutitons. John Collier expanded the day
school concept because he saw the need to involve parents and the local
community in the educational activities of the gnvernment. Following the
Second World War, however, when educational theories about learning began
torunrampant, and financial costs of schools started to escalate beyond anyone’s
wildest predictions, reservation education became a function of consolidation
with state publicschool systems. Finally in the 1960s with the national expansion
of educational programs to poverty areas, Indian education was fully attached
to federal finances and modern educational theories.

For the past two decades Indians have aggressively moved to establish-
indigenous educational institutions on their reservations. Beginning with the
Navajo Community College and expanding to nearly thirty community colleges
and educationalinstitutes, a measure of higher education has been placed within
reach of reservation people. Subcontracting alternative schools both on reserva-
tions and in urban areas has also become popular in the last twenty vears,
demonstratingadesire by American Indiansto gain full control of theirchildren’s
education or ce again.

The progress of the past generation has been clothed primarily in terms of
wresting institutional control away from non-Indian educators and school
boards. While this transition has been made in many areas of the western United
States, it does not portend a fundamental change in the wtance of Indian
education since the schools, whether operated by Indians or non-Indians, must
conform to state and federal guidelines as to curricula, test scores, and other
trappings of modern American education. Indian-controlled schools may be
ready to take the next step. but they are having great difficulty in determining
exactly what that step should be. , :

Teaching methods vary considerably between the traditonal English-
American process of intense memorizing of tacts and doctrines (regarded as a
contemporary expression of truth —political, scientific, historical, religious and
philosophical) and the traditional Indian way of learning by doing. The philo-
sophical perspective received in modern non-Indian school courses, that the
world is an inanimate mass of matter arranged by chance into a set of shapes and
energy patterns, is a matter of beliel, not experience, and is the polar opposite of
the traditional Indian belief. Indian educators thus face the question of whether
they will move the substance of education away from thisessentially meaningless
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proposition toward the more realistic Indian model that sees the world as an
intimate relationship of living things.

Moving from one perspective to another is no simple matter, and conse-
quently, Indian education and educators badly need a generation of original
thinkers who can scan both points of view. They can build models and
interpretations of the world that serve as transitions to enable Indians to
communicate with the non-Indian body of knowledge and demonstrate the
validity of the Indian understanding. No one is more ideally suited for this task
than Gregory Cajete. An Indian educator for more than twenty years, he brings
the insights of his Santa Clara Pueblo heritage and research in context of a
number of tribal societies to focus on the western body of knowledge, producing
new and exciting ways of synthesizing these two disparate bodies of knowledge.

Cajete develops an educational theory of context, something that has been
missing, indeed, not even conceived, n American education from the very
beginning. Here wehave not the narrow focus of pitting one set of cultural values
against another, as some of the “politically correct” theoreticians do today, but
a recognition that any propositions or doctrines must find a comfortable home
in the existing community and age-group context where they are promulgated
in order to be effective. This task is exceedingly dithcult in modern American
society because of the belief that everything we do in this country is the best and
most sophisticated way of accomplishing a task. Thus the educator must loosen
the moorings of certainty even while he or she points out a different way of
securing reliability for the data and their interpretation.

Although he is culturally from the American Southwest, Cajete does not
confine his examples to familiar material from the Pueblos. Instead he reaches
into a number of tribal traditions and brings their insights to bear on problems
ofinterpretation and the task of arranging the data that are tobe examined. From
the Lakota religious tradition he includes the idea that we are all related—
originally a religious truth but also a methodology for examining the natural
world and understanding how things function symbiotically. From other tribal
traditions he brings stories that illustrate the necessity of making education a
function of the community historical consciousness.

I do not pretend to understand everything in this book . What 1 do know
is that this book represents a new, creative, and sophisticated effort to build
intellectual bridges between two entirely ditferent systemsof knowing the world.
Itisthe first majorwork byan American Indian scholar that systematically works
through the tangent points that exist between Indian and non-Indian under-
standings of education. As such it should receive the most serious consideration
from Indian and non-Indian alike. Until Indian scholars begin to develop a

1
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systematic approach to communication of ideas, as Cajete has done here, very
little will change in American Indian education.

We can hope, as we see how Gregory Cajete has developed his outline of
knowledge andteaching, that heisthe pioneer of the next generation of American
Indians in education, that others will rise to these challenges, and that he will
continue to blaze new intellectual trails we can follow.

—Vine Deloria, 1994
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A Note On Terminology

The terms Tribal and Indigenous will apply broadly to the many traditional and
Tribally oriented groups of people who are identified with a specific place or
region and whose cultural traditions continue to reflect an inherent environmen-
tal orientation and sense of sacred ecology.

The term /ndigenous will also describe the culturally based forms of
education that are not primarily rooted in modern Western educational philoso-
phy and methodology. .

Other terms such as American Indian ov Indian will refer to the specific
histories, situations, examples, and activites of Indian people. The terms
Native America or Native American will emphasize the specific connection to
the pre-colonial inhabitants of the Americas that have a direct and ancient
relationship to, or originate from, the people, ideas, and places of the
Americas.

All the terms mentioned will be capitalized to denote greater emphasis and
to support the inherent spirit of the theme and presentation of this book.
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N

ABOUT PARAMETERS AND PROCESS

HE PERSPECTIVES, ORIENTATIONS, IDEAS, MODELS, interpretations, and
beliefs presented herein are a peruonal aynthesis based on my own
creative processasan Indian educator. This book isa reflection of my

particular understanding of the shared metaphors that American Indians

hold regarding Tribal education. It is an inclusive exploration of the nature
of Indigenous education. It reflects upon the creative possibilities inherent
in introducing an Indigenous frame of reference as an important consider-
ation in the development of a contemporary philosophy of American Indian
education. As a whole, this work outlines key elements of American Indian

Tribal orientations to learning and teaching. It represents my perception of

“an ecology of indigenous education.” , .

This book is also an open letter to Indian educators, those involved with
Indian education issues, and other Indigenous people who wish to consider
alternative cultural possibilities of education. My approach has been that ofa
teacher exploring the dimensions of Indigenous teaching and learningin creative
ways. The description of this journey, this curriculum, has become this book.
Teachers create curricula (circles of learning and teaching) through constantly
creating modelsand applying them toactualteachingsituations. Ideally, teachers
constantly adjust their models to tit their students and the changing realities of
educating. Through such constant and creative adjustment, teachers and stu-
dents engage in a symbiotic relationship and form feedback loops around what
is being learned. In this way, teachers are always creating their stories even as
thev are telling them.

This work explores a culturally-informed alternative for thinking about
and enabling the contemporary education of American Indian people. It 1s a

tranalation of toundational Tribal educaiton principles into a contemporary

framework of thought and description. It advacates developing a contemporary,
culturally based, educational process founded upon traditional Tribal values,
ovientations, and principles, while vinultaneousdy using the most appropriate
concepts, technologies, and content of modern education.

Excerpts of Indigenous thought and tradition used in this work
represent essential aspects of the ecology of Indigenous education. Each
excerpt is presented with my deepest respect, honoring the richness of its
Indigenous being. The content represents a small portion of what is avail-

1o
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able in the vast array of research related to American Indian cultures.
American Indian cultures are among the most studied anywhere in the
world. Access to this vast sea of content, facilitated by Indian educators and
scholars, is an essential step in creating a contemporary episternology of
Indian education. This access to, and revitalization of, the Indigenous bases
of education must occur, not only in the contemporary classroom, but in
Indian communities as well. All indian people, young and old, professional
and grassroots, should consider themselves participants in a process of
moving forward to the Indigenous basics of education. ndian people them-
velves muat introduce contemporary expressions of Tribal education to their people. It
is up to each Irdian comn: wity, whether they live in an urban setting or
reservation, to decide how their needs regarding cultural maintenance or
revitalization may be addressed through education; and it is up to each
Indian community to decide what is appropriate to introduce through the
vehicle of modern education and what should be imparted with appropriate
traditional mechanisms.

Modern education and traditional education can nolongerafford to remain
historically and contextually separate entities. Every community must integrate
the learning occurring through modern education with the cultural bases of
knowledge and value orientations essential to perpetuate its way of life. A
balanced integration must be created. Over time, the emphasis on Western
oriented curriculawill erode Indigenous ways oflife. Indian educatorsand Tribal
leaders must understand that the unexamined application of Western education
can condition people away from their cultural roots. Modern education provides
tools essential to the survival of Indian people and communities, but this
education must be within the context of a greater cultural whole. In support of
cultural preservation, Indian educators and Tribal leaders also need to advocate
culturally based education to achieve the foundational goals of self-determina-
tion, self-governance, and Tribal sovereignty. Indigenous education offers a
highly creative vehicle for thinking about the perpetuation of American Indian
cultures as they enter the twenty-first century.

The exploration of Indigenous education presented in this book includes
the expression of the universals of the educational process from the perspectives
of traditional American Indian thought. Its foundation lies in the applicability of
its perspectives to the whole process of teaching and learning —not just that of
American Indians. The universalsthat are explored may be viewed asarchetypes
ofhuman learning and as part of the Indigenous psyche of all people and cultural
traditions. All relevant sources of thought, research, and educational philoso-
phy —from various cultural sources —have been considered, to illuminate the

17




Q

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

JERIC
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possibilities of a contemporary education that mirrors Indigenous thought and
its primary orientation of relationship with the natural world Therefore, the

thesis of this work can be applicable to the Native Hawaiian, the Australian

Aborigine, and other Indigenous people seeking to revitalize their guiding stories
through education.

The Contemporary Dilemma of American Indian Education

A pervasive problem affecting the contemporary vision of American Indian
education is that its definition and evolution have always been dependent on
American politics. Much of what characterizes Indian education policyisnot the
result of research predicated upon American Indian philosophical orientations,
but the result of Acts of Congress, the history of treaty rights interpretation
through the courts, and the historic Indian/White relations unique toeach Tribal
group or geographic region. Historically. the views guiding the evolution of
modern Indian education have not been predicated upon assumptions that are
representative of Indian cultural perspectives.' In spite of such policy orienta-
tions, traditional educational processes have continued within the context of
many Indian families and communities. While there has been progress in the last
twenty years, the integration of these two approaches to education has been
practically nonexistent.

The basis of contemporary American education is the transfer of academic
skills and content that prepares the student to compete in the infrastructure of
American society as it has been defined by the prevailing political, social, and
economic order. American educational theory is generally devoid of substantial
ethical or moral content regarding the means used to achieve its ends. The ideal
curriculum espoused through American education ends up being significantly
different from the experienced curriculum internalized by students. The Ameri-
can society that many Indian students experience is wrought with contradic-
tions, prejudice, hypocrisy, narcissism, and unethical predispositions at alllevels,
including the schools. There continue to be educational conflicts, frustrations,
and varying levels of alienation experienced by many Indian people because of
their encounters with mainstream education.

A fundamental obstacle to cross-cultural communication revolves around
significant differences in cultural orientations and the fact that Indian people
have been forced to adapt to an educational process not of their making.
Traditionally, Indians view life through a different cultural metaphor than
mainstream America. It is this different cultural metaphor that frames the
exploration of the Indigenous educational philosophy presented in this book.?

15
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Traditional Indian education representsananomaly forthe prevailing objectivist
theory and methodology of Western education. What is implied in the application of
objectivism is that there is one correct way of understanding the dynamics of Indian
education, one correct methodology, and one correct policy for Indian education. And
that one way is the way. of mainstream America. The mindset of objectivism, when
applied to the field of Indian education, excludes serious consideration of the relational
reality of Indian people, the variations in Tribal and social contexts, and the processes
of perception and understanding that characterize and form its expressions.’®

Objectivist research has contributed a dimension of insight, but it has
substantial limitations in the multidimensional, holistic, and relational reality of
the education of Indian people. It is the affective elements—the subjective
experience and observations, the communal relationships, the artistic and
mythical dimensions, the ritual and ceremony, the sacred ecology, the psycho-
logical and spiritual orientations —that have characterized and formed Indig-
enous education since time immemorial. These dimensions and their inherent
meanings are not readily quantifiable, observable or easily verbalized, and as a
result, have been given little credence in mainstream approaches to education
and research. Yet, it is these aspects of indigenous orientation that form a
profound context for learning through exploring the multidimensional relation-
ships between humans and their inner and outer worlds.

For Indian educators, a key to dealing with the conflict between the
objective and relational orientations, the cultural bias, and the cultural
differences in perception lies in open communication and creative dialogue,
which challenges the tacit infrastructure of ideas that guide Indian educa-
tion today.

Education is essentially a communal social activity. Educational research
that produces the most creatively productive insights involves communication
within the whole educational community, not just authorities recognized by
mainstream educational interests. Education is a communication process and
playsan essential role in every act of educational perception. There must bea flow
of communication regarding the educational process among all educators as a
result of individual internal dialogue, publication, and the discussion of ideas.*

The ideas based on the tacit infrastructure of mainstream American
education have been embraced in a relatively unexamined form by many
educators. This situation, as it pertains to Indian education, limits creative acts
of perception. Afree play of thought and opening of the field must occur. Itis only
in realizing that there is a tacit infrastructure and then questioning it that a high
level of creative thought can become possible regarding the potential of Indig-
enous educational philosophy. Only in realizing that American Indian percep-
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tions of education have traditionally been informed by a different metaphor of

teaching and learning can more productive insights into contemporary Indian
education be developed.*

These traditional metaphors of education derive their meaning from unique
cultural contexts and interactions with natural enviroriments. In turn, the collective
experiences of Indian people and their cultural adaptations have culminated in a body
of shared metaphors regarding the nature of education and its essential ecology.

This exploration of Indigenous education attempts to develop insights into
the community of shared metaphors and understandings that are specific to
Indian cultures, yet reflect the nature of human learning as a whole. Traditional
systems of Indian education represent ways of learning and doing through a
Nature-centered philosophy. They are among the oldest continuing expressions
of “environmental” education in the world. Taken as a whole, they represent an
environmental education process with profound meaning for modern education
as it faces the challenges of living in the twenty-first century. These processes
have the potential to create deeper understanding of our collective role as
caretakers of a world that we have thrown out of balance.

This book is essentially a continuation of my dissertation, Seence: A4 Natéve
cmerican Persective (A Culturally Based Science Fducation Curracedum dModel) pro-
duced under the auspices of the New Philosophy Program of International
College. The perceived needs that motivated my dissertation continue to form the
impetus for this work. These needs are summarized as tollows:

1. The need for a contemporary perspective of American Indian educa-
tion thai is principally derived from, and informed by, the thoughts,
orientations, and cultural philosophies of Indian people themselves.
The articulation and fulfillment of this need are, 1 believe, essential
steps in Indian educational self-determination.

2. The need for exploring alternative approaches to education that
directly and successfully address the requirements of Indian popula-
tions during this time of educational and ecological erisis. It is essential
to open the field and entertain the possibilities of new approaches in a
creative quest for viable and complete educational processes.

3. Theneedtointegrate, svnthesize, organize, and focus the accumulated
materials from a wide range of disciplines about Indian cultures and
Indian education toward the evolution of a contemporary philosophy
for American Indian education that is Indigenously inspired and
ecologically based.

21
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Contemporary American Indian education has focused on Indian people
learning the skills necessary to be productive—or at'least survive—in post-
industrial American society. American Indians have been encouraged to be
consumers in the tradition of the American dream and all that it entails. Indians
have been encouraged touse modern educationto progress by being participants
in the system and seeking the rewards that success supposedly provides. Yet, in
spite of many that have succeeded by embracing Western education, Indian
people must question the effects modern education has had on their collective
cultural, psychological, and ecological viability. What has been lostand what has
been gained by participating in a system of education that does not honor unique
Indigenous perspectives? How far can we goin adapting to such a system before
that system literally educates Indian people out of cultural existence? Have
Indian people reached the limits of what they can do with mainstream educa-
tional orientations? How can they re-envision and reestablish the ecology of
education that formed and maintained Tribal societies?

Ironically, many creative Western thinkers have embraced essentially
Indigenous environmental education views and are vigorously appropriating
Indigenous concepts to support the development of their alternative models. For
example, cultural historian and philosopher Thomas Berry proposes a new
context for education that essentially reinvents the roles and contexts inherent
to Indigenous education:

The primary educator, as well as the primary law giver and
primary healer would be the natural world itself. The integral earth
community would be a self-educating community within the context
of asc' ~educating universe. Education at the human level would be
the conscious sensitizing of humans to the profound communications
made by the universe about us, by the sun, the moon, and the stars,
the clouds, the rain, the contours of the earth and all its living forms.
All music and poetry of the universe would flow into the student; the
revelatory presence of the divine, as well as insight into the architec-
tural structures of the continents and the engineering skills whereby
the great hydrological cycle functions in moderating the temperature
of the earth, in providing habitat for aquatic life, in nourishing the
multitude of living creatures would be as natural to the educational
process. The earth would also be our primary teacher of sciences,
especially biological sciences, and of industry and economics. It
would teach us a system in which we would create a minimum of
entropy, a system in which there is no unusable or unfruitful junk.
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Only in such an integral system is the future viability of humans assured.”

Berry's comments mirror contemporized exposition of the Indigenous
education processes of Tribal societies. It is within the light of such a vision
that this story must unfold for Indian and non-Indian alike. If our collective
futureis to be harmonious and whole, orif we are even to have a viable future
to pass on to ourchildren’s children, it isimperative that we actively envision
and implement new ways of educating for ecological thinking and
sustainability. The choice is ours, yet paradoxically we may have no choice.

Telling A Special Story

This book is about vision and the creative exploration of choices that American
Indian education offers as we collectively “Look to the Mountain” searching for
an ecology of education that can sustain us in the twenty-first century. This book
explores a vision of educarion that unfolds through the tracking of a very special
Story. The Story is about the unique ways of American Indian teaching and
learning. It is honoring a process for seeking life that American Indian people
represent and reflect through their special connections to Nature, family,
community, and spiritual ecology. It is honoring connections and the place
traditional teaching and learning have in American Indian life. This book maps
a journey through shared metaphors and stops to recognize, appreciate, and
contemplate traditional American Indian education, its implications for the
future of American Indian children, and the Tribal cultures that they will carry
into the twenty-first century.

In this journey we will focus upon a circle of relationships that mirror
the seven orientation processes of preparing, asking, seeking, making,
understanding, sharing, and celebrating thé special wisdom of American
Indian Tribal education. Environmental relationship, myth, visionary tradi-
tions, traditional arts, Tribal community, and Nature centered spirituality
have traditionally formed the foundations in American Indian life for
discovering one's true face (character, potential, identity), one's heart (soul,
creative self, true passion), and one's foundation (true work, vocation), all
of which lead to the expression of a complete life.

This work outlines a way of perception and creative thought as it relates to
education. Like the proverbial Kokopeli, I wish to plant seeds of thought and
deep reflection regarding the nature of Indigenous education. I wish to draw
attention to a way of looking at and understanding a primal process of education
grounded in the basics of human nature. It is a way of education that is pregnant
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with potential, not only for the transformation of what is misnamed “Indian
Education,” but also for its profound applications toward transforming modern
education. We must develop the openness and courage to take a creative leap to
find in our lives a transformative vision for the sake of ourselves and our children.

This book expresses the experience of American Indian life that I have
come to know. I am writing as an educator to other educators. | am writing in
support of American Indian children, people, and communities. ] am writing to
empower their strength, courage, creativity, and the contributions they will
make. I am writing for life’s sake and with the understanding that:

Education is an art of process, participation, and making connection.

Learning is a growth and life process; and Life and Nature are always relation-
ships in process!

The Asking
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AMERICAN EDUCATION FROM A TRIBAL PERSPECTIVE

EARNING 1S ALWAYS A CREATIVE ACT. Weare continuously engaged in the art

of making meaning and creating our world through the unique processes

of human learning. Learning for humans is instinctual, continuous, and

the most complex of our natural traits. Learning is also a key to our ability to
survive in the environments that we create and that create us.

. Throughout history human societies have attempted to guide, facilitate,
and even coerce the instinct for learning toward socially defined ends. The
complex of activities for forming human learning is what we call “education.” To
this end, human societies have evolved a multitude of educational forms to
maintain their survival and to use as vehicles for expressing their unique cultural
mythos. Cultural mythos also forms the foundation for each culture’s guiding
vision, that s, a culture’s story of itself and its perceived relationship to the world.
In its guiding vision, a culture isolates a set of ideals that guide and form the
learning processes inherent in its educational systems. In turn, these ideals reflect
what that culture values as the most important qualities, behaviors, and value
structures to instill in its members. Generally, this set of values is predicated on
those things it considers central to its survival.

This book is a journey into the realm of cultural ideals from which the
learning, teaching, and systems of education of Native America have evolved. As
such, these ideals present a mirror reflecting on the critical dilemma of American
education. While thelegacy of Americaneducation is one of spectacularscientific
and technological achievement resulting in abundant material prosperity, the
cost has been inexorably high. American prosperity has come at the expense of
the environment'’s degradation and has resulted in unprecedented exploitation
of human and material resources worldwide.

Education is in crisis as America finds itself faced with unprecedented
challenges in a global community of nations desperately struggling with
massive social, economic, and cultural change. Education must find new
ways of helping Americans learn and adapt in a multicultural, twenty-first
century world. It must come to terms with the conditioning inherent in its
educational systems that contribute to the loss of a shared integrative
metaphor of Zife. This loss, which may ultimately lead to a social/cultural/
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ecological catastrophe, should be a key concern of every American.

The orchestrated “bottom-line, real world” chorus sung by many in
business and government has become the common refrain of those who an-
nounce they lead the world. Yet, what underlies the crisis of American education
is the crisis of modern man’sidentity and his cosmological disconnection from the
natural world. Those who identify most with the bottom line often suffer from
an image without substance, technique without soul, and knowledge without
context. The cumulative psychological result is usually alienation, loss of
community, and a deep sense of incompletness.

In contrast, traditional American Indian education historically occurred in a
holistic social context that developed the importance of each individual as a contribut-
ing member of the social group. Tribal education sustained a wholesome life process.
It was an educational process that unfolded through mutual, reciprocal relationships
between one's social group and the natural world. This relationship involved all
dimensions of one’s being, while providing both personal development and technical
skillsthrough participationincommunity life. It was essentiallya communally integrated
expression of environmental education.

Understanding the depth of relationships and the significance of participa-
tion in all aspects of life are the keys to traditional American Indian e fucation.
Mitakuye Oyasin (we are all related) is a Lakota phrase that captures an essence
of Tribal education because it reflects the understanding that our lives are truly
and profoundly connected to other people and the physical world. In Tribal
education, knowledge gained from first-hand experience in the world is trans-
mitted or explored through ritual, ceremony, art, and appropriate technology.
Knowledge gained through these vehicles is then used in everyday living.
Education, in this context, becomes education for life’s sake. Education is, at its
essence, learning about life through participationand relationshipin community,
including not only people, but plants, animals, and the whole of Nature.

This ideal of'education directly contrasts with the dominant orientation of
American education that continues to emphasize objective content and experi-
ence detached from primary sources and community. This conditioning, to exist
asamarginal participant and perpetual observer, is a foundational element of the
crisis of American education and the alienation of modern man from his own
being and the natural world.

In response to such a monumental crisis, American education must forge
educational processes that are for Life’s Sake and honor the Indigenous roots of
America. A true transition of today s American educational orientations, to more
sustainable and connected foundations, requires serious consideration of other
cultural, life-enhancing, and ecologically viable forms of education.

l)d
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Traditional American Indian forms of education must be considered
conceptual wellsprings for the “new” kinds of educational thought that can
address the tremendous challenges of the twenty-first century. Tribal
education presents models and universal foundations to transform Ameri-
can education and develop a “new” paradigm for curricula that will make a
difference for Life's Sake.

To begin such a process, American education must move from a focus on
specialization to holistic knowledge; from a focus on structures to understanding
processes, from objective science, to systemic science, and from building to
networking.!

American education must rededicate its efforts to assist Americans in their
understanding and appreciation of spirituality as it relates to the Earth and the
place in which they live. It must engender a commitment to service rather than
competition, promote respect for individual, cultural and biological diversity,
and engage studentsin learning processes that facilitate the development of their
human potential through creative transformation.

American Indians have struggled to adapt to an educational process that
is not their own. Yet, American Indian cultural forms of education contain seeds
for new models of educating that can enliven American education asawhole, and
allow American Indians to evolve contemporary expressions of education tied to
theircultural roots. For American Indians, a new Circle of education must begin,
rooted in Tribal education and reflecting the needs, values, and socio/political
issues Indian people perceive.

As Indian educator Eber Hampton so aptly states, this new circle must.
encompass the importance Indian people place on the continuance of their
ancestral traditions, respect individual uniqueness in spiritual expression, facili-
tate an understanding within the context of history and culture, develop a strong
sense of place and service to community, and forge a commitment to educational
and social transformation that recognizes and further empowers the inherent
strength of Indian people and their cultures.?

To accomplish this, Indian people must open avenues of communication
and establish a reflective dialogue toward evolving a contemporary theory for
Indian education that originates from them and their collective experience.

Politicians and institutions have largely defined Indian education through
a volume of legislative acts at the state and federal levels. For decades, this has
entangled Indian leaders, educators and whole communitiesin the government's
social/political bureaucracy.

Historically, Indian education stemsmore from the U.S. government’s self-
serving political relationship with Indian tribes than any cultural process rooted
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in Tribal philosophies and social values. No recognizable contemporary theory
of Indian educationexists toguide the implementation erdirection of educational
curriculum development. Instead what is called “Indian education” today is a
“compendium of models, methodologies and techniques gleaned from various
sources in mainstream American education and adapted to American Indian
circumstances, usually with the underlying aim of cultural assimilation.™

It is time for Indian people to define Indian education in their own voices
andintheirown terms. Itistime for Indian people to enable themselves to explore
and express the richness of their collective history in education. Education for
Indian people has been, and continues io be, a grand story, asearch for meaning,
an essential food for the soul. '

Building On Earlier Realities

The Mayan practice of building one pyramidal structure by encasing a pervious
one provides an appropriate metaphor for the developmental building process
of Indigenous education.

At the end of each Mayan dynasty, the nobles of the ascending dynasty
would commemorate their new order by erecting a symbolic new reality. They
would build a new ceremonial pyramid by encasing an older one.

This new structure became the visible symbolic expression through which
they espoused the new reality. As is evident from current excavations, these
successive facades recycled many of the materials used previously in the
structures. A constant building upon earlier realities is a basic characteristic of
Indigenous process. The newest reality may seem different from earlier ones, but
its essence and foundation remain tied to the earlier realities it encases. The
pyramids are restructured and enlarged, but their ancient foundations remain.

Many temple pyramids served as tombs for the noble elite of each dynasty. The
practice of burrowing into the heart of a pyramid to place a tomb metaphorically
connected the deceased noble to the realities of both past and present.

Building on the realities of past generations and expressing new realities,
while remaining true to basic principles, reflects the structuring process natural
to the evolution of Indigenous education. Extending the metaphor of the Mayan
pyramids to building a contemporary Indigenous education, we engineer the
new reality built upon earlier ones, while simultaneously addressing the needs,
and acting in the sun, of our times.

Education is always in process and is being built from the stones, and upon
the foundations, of prior structures. Indigenous education has prior structures,
1.e., stones and foundations from which it can again be built. The following
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chapters describe these foundations of Indigenous education and some of the
“stones” from which they are made.

Foundational Characteristics of Indigenous Education

There are a number of elements that characterize Indigenous educational
processes. These elements characterize Indigenous education wherever and
however it has been expressed. They are like the living stones, the “Inyan” as the
Lakota term it, which animate and support the expressions of Indigenous
education. A few of these characteristics are included here to provide landmarks
for the reader.”

Asacred view of Nature permeatesits foundational processof teaching
and learning.

Integration and interconnectedness are universal traits of its contexts
and processes.

Its elements, activities, and knowledge bases of teaching and learning
radiate in concentric rings of process and relationship.

Its processes adhere to the principle of mutual reciprocity between
humans and all other things.

It recognizes and incorporates the principle of cycles within cycles

(there are deeper levels of meaning to be found in every learning/

teaching process).
It presents something for everyone to learn, at every stage of life.

It recognizes the levels of maturity and readiness to learn in the
developmental processes of both males and females. This recognition
is incorporated into the designs and situations in which Indigenous
teaching takes place.

It recognizes language as a sacred expression of breath and incorpo-
rates this orientation in all its foundations.

It recognizes that each person and each culture contains the seeds that
are essential to their well-being and positive development.

Art is a vehicle of utility and expression. It is recognized as an
expression of the soul and a way of connecting people to their inner
sources of life.
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The ritual complex is both structure and process for teaching key
spiritual and cultural principles and values.

It recognizes that the true sources of knowledge are found within the
individual and the entities of Nature.

It recognizes that true learning occurs through participation and
honoring relationships in both the human and natural communities.

It honors the ebband flow of learning as it moves through individuals,
community, Nature, and the cosmos.

It recognizes that learning requires letting go, growing, and re-
integrating at successively higher levels of understanding.

Its purpose is to teach a way of life that sustains both the individual and

the community.
It unfolds within an authentic context of community and Nature.

It uses #tory as a way to root a perspective that unfolds through the
special use of language.

Story, expressed through experience, miyth, parables, and various forms of
metaphor is an essential vehicle of Indigenous learning.

It recognizes the power of thought and language to create the
worlds we live in. '

It creates maps of the world that assist us through our life’s journey.

It resonates and builds learning through the Tribal structures of the
home and community.

Indigenous thinking adheres to the most subtle, yet deeply rooted,
universals and principles of human learning.

It integrates human individuality with communal needs..

It is founded upon successive stages of learning, 1.e., how to see,
feel, listen, and act.

It honors each person’s way of being, doing, and understanding.

It recognizes that we learn by watching and doing, reflecting on what
we are doing, then doing again.
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It is always grounded in the natural basics of life.

Indigenous thinking recognizes that learning is complete only if it
starts from the beginning and follows through. One skill builds on
another, but the basics must always be honored. Learning is step
by step.

It recognizes that learning and teaching require overcoming doubt.

It honors the fact that learning requires seeing what is real about a
situation, a thing, or an entity.

It recognizes that learning is about seeing the whole through the parts.

It honors the fact that true learning builds your self-confidence by
coming to understand who you really are and living to your full
potential.

Indigenous thinking honors the reality that there are always two sides
to the two'sides. There are realities and realities. Learning how they
interact is real understanding.

It recognizes that thinking and learning who one is can be accom-
plished by learning who one is not!

We learn through our bodies and spirits as much as through our minds.

From the Indigenous perspective, the purpose of training in
learning and thinking is to bring forth your personal power;
training develops your personal power through focused attention,
repetition, and context.

Indigenous people recognize that personal power, learning and think-
ing are expressed through doing. Therefore, learning the doing is an
essential process.

It recognizes that culture and its reality are invested anew with
each generation.

Indigenous teaching mirrors thinking back to the learner.

Indigenous teaching emphasizes seeing things comprehensively: see-
ing things through and through.

The oréentation of Indigenous learning flows from expectation, through
exchange and context, to application of experience and vision.

LB
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These essential points are reflected throughout the contexts, methods, and
expressions of Indigenous education presented in this book. They can provide
building stones for new structures, new foundations, and new realities in
contemporary Indian education. The key lies in our collective ability to create the
contexts and to erect a new expression of Indian education in a twenty-first
century world. We are the architects of our future!
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FINDING FACE, FINDING HEART, AND
FINDING A FOUNDATION
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AN Ovrrview OF TRIBAL EDUCATION

HE EXPRESSIONS OF AMERICAN INDIAN EDUCATION reflect traits shared by the
Indigenous cultures of the world. They are expressions of the ancestral
Tribal roots of all the families of man.

In exploring the Tribal foundations of American Indian education we are
tracking the earliest sources of human teaching andlearning. These foundations
teach us that learning is a subjective experience tied to a place environmentally,
socially, and spiritually. Tribal teaching and learning were intertwined with the
daily lives of both teacher and learner. Tribal education was a natural outcome
of living in close communion with each other and the natural environment.

The living place, the learner’s extended family, the clan and tribe provided
the context and source for teaching. In this way, every situation provided a
potential opportunity for learning, and basic education was not separated from
the natural, social, or spiritual aspects of everyday life. Living and learning were
fully integrated.

The ideals of this process were naturally founded on the continuous
development of self-knowledge, on finding life through understanding and
participating in the creativé process of living, on direct awareness of the natural
environment, on knowledge of one’s role and responsibility to community, and
on cultivating a sensitivity to the spiritual essences of the world. To attain such
ideals required participation in a shared cultural metaphor and the continuity of
knowledge, perception, experience, and wisdom afforded through the under-
standing and experience of Tribal elders.

The cultivation of all one’s senses through learning how to listen, observe,
and experience holistically by creative exploration was highly valued. In addi-
tion, the ability to use language through storytelling, oratory, and song was
highly regarded by all tribes as a primary tool for teaching and learning. This was
because the spoken or sung word expressed the spirit and breath of life of the
speaker, and thus was considered sacred.

Informality characterized the greater part of American Indian teaching
andlearning, since most traditional knowledge was within the context of the day-

to-day life experience of the people. However, formal learning was usually
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required in the transfer of sacred knowledge. Therefore, various ceremonial
practices, founded upon experience and participation in Tribal culture, formed
acomplex for the formal teaching and learning of this knowledge. Initiation rites
occurred at graduated stages of growth and maturation. Important initiation
ceremonies and accompanying formal education were integrated with the
natural physical and psychological transitions occurring at the end of early
childhood, puberty, early, middle, late adulthood, and old age. Ceremony was a
life-long introduction to sacred and environmental knowledge, graduated so
individuals were presented new levels of knowledge when they were physically,
psychologically, and socially ready to learn them."

Hah ohis a Tewa word sometimes used to connote the process of learning.?
Its closest English translation is to “breathe in."” Hab ok is a shared metaphor
describing the perception of traditional Tribal teaching—a process of breathing
in —that was creatively and ingeniously applied by all tribes. As a whole,
traditional Tribal education revolved around experiential learning (learning by
doing or seeing), storytelling (learning by listening and imagining), ritual/
ceremony (learning through initiation), dreaming (learning through uncon-
scious imagery), tutoring (learning through apprenticeship), and artistic cre-
ation (learning through creative synthesis). Through these methods the integra-
tion of inner and outer realities of learners and teachers was fully honored, and
the complementary educational processes of both realities were fully engaged.®

The legacy of the traditional forms of American Indian education is
significant because it embodies a quest for self, individual and community
survival, and wholeness in the context of a community and natural environment.
Tribal/Indigenous education is really endogenous education, in that it educates
the inner se'f thiough enlivenment and illumination from one’s own being and
the learning of key relationships. Therefore, the foundations for Tribal/Indig-
enous education naturally rest upon increasing awareness and development of
innate human potentials. Based on this orientation, American Indians and other
Indigenous groups used ritual, myth, customs, and life experience to integrate
both the process and content of learning into the fabric of their social organiza-
tions. This promoted wholeness in the individual, family, and community.*

This approach to educating is represented metaphorically in a phrase used
by nearly all American Indians that, roughly translated, means ‘secking life’ or
'for lile's sake'. The ideal purpose of education is to attain knowledge, seek truth,
wisdom, completeness, and life as perceived by traditional philosophies and
cultures around the world.
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Education As Flower and Song: A Tribal Metaphor

In the tradition of the Nahuatl speaking Aztec of Mexico, the ideal purpose of
education was to: “find one’sface, find one’s heart” and search for a “foundation”,
atruth, a support, a way of life and work through which one could express one’s
Life. The Aztec developed schools called the “Calmecac” in which the
tlamatinimine, the philosopher poets of Aztec society, taught by using poetic
chants called “flower and song”. Through formal and informal methods, the
tlamatiriimine encouraged their students to find their face (develop and express
their innate character and potential); to find their heart (search out and express

“their inner passion); and to explore foundations of life and work (find the

vocation that allowed the student the fullest expression of self and truth). The
tlamatinimine led his students on many paths of study, including astronomy,
architecture, religion, martial arts, medicine, philosophy, and various other
cultural art forms.”

The tlamatinimine explored with their students the mystery of life after
death. They studied man as a creator of a way of life, and man as the creator of
educational. ethical, legal, and aesthetic principles. They explored the nature of
the social and personal ideals that gave rise to the divine spark in man’s heart and
transformed him into an artist, a poet, a sage.”

The Aztec quest for expressing each student’s gift in service to their
community made them capable of creating divine things and being a complete
man or woman. This recurring theme of Indigenous education has variations in
ancient cultures around the world.

Just as the Greek concept of paideia or educating for wholeness through
teaching and learning of arete (enabling expressions of human life), the Aztecs
molded their young according to an ideal. While this ideal was culturally defined
by Aztec thought and tradition, it engendered an approach to educating
commonly practiced by Indian people throughout the Americas. The Aztec
Calmecac exemplified an essence of Tribal/Indigenous education that serves as
both an ideal and a challenge for the design and development of modern
educational curricula. Other examples of Tribal educational metaphors exist
reflecting a richness and depth of understanding of human learning. Whether
one views traditional Iroquois, Sioux, Pueblo, Navajo, or Huichol ways of
knowing and learning, the pattern is the same: unity through diversity. Indian
peopleareall related. Tribal ways reflect a natural diversity of expression ot basic
principlesand foundations. Regardless of Tribal culture, Indians of the Americas
share common metaphors of Indigenous knowledge and education. Itis because
of such shared metaphors that the development of a contemporary Indigenous
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philosophy of Indian Education is possible. Developing an understanding of
what the shared metaphoris, with its commen foundations and ideals, marks the
first step in this new stage of the ancient journey of Indian people in America.

Foundations of American Indigenous Education

Indians throughout the Americas incorporate many svmbolic expressions re-
tlecting the metaphysical, ecological, and cultural constructsof Tribaleducation.
These include symbolic expressi}ons representing the: Tree of Life, Earth
Mother, Sun Father, Sacred Twins, Mother of Game or Corn, Old Man,
Trickster, Holy Wind, For Lite's Sake, We Are All Related, Completed Man/
Woman, The Great Mystery, Life Way, and Sacred Directions. These expres-
sions, which occur in a variety of forms in many American Indian languages,
reflect common understandings and shared toundations for traditional ways of
learning. Behind these mythic metaphors are the philosophical infrastructures
and felds of Tribal knowledge that lie at the heart of American Indian episte-
mologies. For instance, among the Iroquois, the “Tree of Lite” and its “white roots
of peace” formarich matrix of interrelated myths that present not only Iroquoian
traditional knowledge but truths recognized by other tribes. The Iroquoian myth
of the “Great Turtle” is an archetypal “Earth Mother” tale that embodies the
understanding of the whole Earth asaliving, breathing, and knowingentity who
nourishes and provides for every living thing through its own magnificent life
process. Earth Mother's counterpartin maintaining life, the Sun Father, appears
in key roles in such myths as Scar Face among the Blackfoot and the Old Man
of the Crystal House among the Chumash.

In the mvth of Scar Face, the Sun places a horrible scar on the face of his
grandson as punishment for his daughter’s (the Moon) disobedience. Sun
banishes the child from the Star World to live on earth with human beings. The
child is found and raised by a kindly couple who have no children of their own.
Scar Face grows into a fine young man, kind, courageous, and compassionate.
Yet, he is a lonely boy set apart from other boys by his scar and his knowledge
that he is an orphan. Upon learning that his father lives far to the West in the land
ofthe Star People, he embarks on an epicjourney through which he finds notonly
his father, Morning Star, and his mother, the Moon, but so impresses his
grandtather, the Sun, with his teats of courage, that he is given the knowledge
and rituals of the Sweat Lodge and the Sun Dance. Scar Face returns to Earth
and shares the sacred knowledge of the Sweat Lodge with kis people, takes a
wife, and returns to live in the land of the Star People.”

The tale of Scar Faceisanarchetvpaltheromyth that reflects the perception

Yy ~-
31




Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

FinpingG Fact, Finping HeART, AND FiINDING A FOUNpATION

of the Sun as the cosmic father, as a giver of life, health, and knowledge. The Sun
inseminates, illuminates, nourishes, and sustains life. The myth of Scar Face
personifies the central role of the Sun as a life giver while reflecting the Sun’s
power to destroy and punish if not properly respected.

Among the Chumash, the Sun, or as they refer to him, Old Man of the
Crystal House, was considered a powertful spiritual being who carried a
torch across the sky to light and warm the earth. He lived in the Eastin a
house made of crystal with his two daughters, Morning and Evening Star,
who could be seen sometime in the pre-dawn morning waking him, or the
évening bidding him to return. Although the Sun ensured life with his light
and warmth, he was also known to cause death. During his travel across the
sky. he would collect people, plants, and animals to eat for his supper. Every
Winter, the Sun would grow weary and want to stop his traveling. He could
be seen moving further and further south and giving less light and warmth.
Chumash astronomer/priests would gather their people and hold elaborate
ceremonies to pull the sun back fot another year and thereby restore the
world to its rightful orientation.®

These myvths, and the variety of myths related to other symbolic
complexes, present the Nature centered orientation of Indigenous educa-
tion in the Americas. Rightful orientation to the natural world is the primary
message and intent of the mythic perception symbolized by the sacred
directionsamong American Indians. The majority of American Indiantribes
recognize seven sacred or clemental directions. These directions include
ast, West, North, South, Zenith, Nadir, and the Center. Through deep
understanding and expression of the metaphoric meaning of these orienta-
tions, American Indians have intimately defined their pluce in the Universe.

By perceiving themselves in the middle of these directions, they ori-
ented themselves to the multidimensional field of knowledge and the
phenomena of their physical and spiritual worlds. Individual tribes named
and associated symbols with each direction that characterized their percep-
tions and experience. These svimbols included natural phenomena, colors,
animals, plants, spirits, and holy winds (kinds of thought).

Iixtending the environmental « entation inherent in these sacred

directions to education, there are elemental, yet highly integrated, kinds of

thought founding the vehicles and contexts of Indigenous education.
These orienting foundations of spiritual ecology include: the EEnviron-

mental, the Mythic, the Artistic/Visionary, and the Aftective/ Communal.
In traditional life, these toundations intimately relate to act relativisti-

cally at all levels of their expression. In every sense, they contarm cach other
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so that exploration of any one can take¢ you into the heart of the Tribal
educational experience. Thereisa balance occurringin the interplay of these
foundations. This balance is illustrated by the interplay of foundations
within the environmental and spiritual fields of experience. An ebb and flow
characterizes the interplay among foundations. The structure of these
interactions is represented in the following diagram.

The Mythic,

Vidlonary and Artistic
Joundations form a
triad which interacts
with the triad formed
by the Lnvironmental,
Affective and
Communal
Foundations. These
two triads are
integrated by the
deventh foundation of
the Spiritual/
Ecological. The ebb
and flow of these
Joundations unfolds
through the
environmental context
and cycles of winter
and wununer.
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Foundations of Tribal Education

The Spiritual Ecology of Tribal education is both a foundational process and field
through which traditional American Indian education occurs. For Indigenous
people, Nature and all it contains formed the parameters of the school. Each
foundation of Tribal education is exquisitely complex. Dynamic contexts
develop from a unique and creative process of teaching and learning.

The Mythic, Visionary, and Artistic foundations form a natural triad of
tools, practices, and ways of teaching/learning. Through their interaction and
play, they form a fourth dimension for the deep understanding of ourinner being.
This triad of foundations springs forth from teaching/learning and the innate
knowledge of ourinnerself. Itis the Winter Flement or the deeply inward aspect
of Indigenous education. The Affective, Communal, and Environmental foun-
dations complement the understanding of the other triad of tools, practices, and
ways of teaching/learning. These foundations are the Summer Element or the
outward, highly interactive and external dimension of Tribal education.

In traditional American Indian life, the foremost context for understanding
is the Spiritual, the orienting foundation of Indigenous knowledge and process.
It is the spiritual that forms not only the foundation for religious expression, but
also the ecological psvchology underpinning the other foundations.

The Environmental foundation forms a context to observe and integrate
those understandings, bodies of knowledge, and practices resulting from direct
interaction with the natural world. This foundation connecis a tribe to their place,
establishing their relationship to their land and the earth in their minds and
hearts. To say American Indians were America’s first practical ecologists is a
simplification of a deep sense of ecological awareness and state of being. The
environmental foundation of Tribal education reflects a deeper level of teaching
and learning than simply inaking a living from the natural world. For American
Indians, as with other Nature centered Indigenous cultures around the world,
the natural environment was the essential reality, the “place ofbeing”. Nature was
taught and understood i and o its own terms.

Based on the environmental foundation of Tribal education, a mutual-
reciprocal relationship was established and pcrpetuuled between Tribal
people and their environment. “Nature was used —beaver, bison, cte. —for
sustenance, but richness of ends was achieved with material technology that
was elegant, sophisticated, appropriate, and controlled within the context of
the traditional society.™ :

The Jythie foundation rests upon the archetypal stories that deseribie the
cosmology in the tribe's language and cultural metaphors. This foundation
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explores the guiding thoughts, dreams, explanations, and orientations to the
world. It represents the world view of the tribe and, through the process of
storytelling, presents the scriptfor teaching, learning, and participating instories
that guide the people. Ultimately, all education is the expression of storytelling.

The Visionary foundation rests upon individual psychological and
spiritual experiences that lead to, or result from the practices, rituals, and
ceremonies of a tribe. Such practices and contexts provide a framework for
individuals and groups to teach and learn through exploring their inner
psychology and their collective unconscious. American Indians applied the
visionary foundation to access knowledge from primary sources deep within
themselves and the natural world.

The Artestic foundation and the Visionary contain the external practices,
mediums, and forms through which we express the understandings we have
come to see. Art allows us to symbolize knowledge. understanding, and feeling
through image, thus making it possible to transcend a finite time and culture. Art
becomes a primary source of teaching since it integrates and documents an
internal process of learning. Art wassuch an integral part of American Indian life
that it was not perceived as an isolated, self-sufficient, phenomenon. Conse-
quently, there are no wordsin the Indian languages that can be translated exactly
to mean “Art”. The closest translations into English usually refer to “making” or
“completing”. The Artistic foundation also acts as a bridging/translating founda-
tion for the Mythic and Visionary foundations. That is, the Artistic mediates the
other two.

The Affective toundation of Tribal education forms a second context
containing the internal emotional response to learning, living, growing, and
understanding in relationship to the world, ourselves, and each other. This is the
toundation on which we establish rapport with what we are learning and come
to understand why we are learning. It reflects our whole gamut of emotion
relating to the educational process, It is the seat of our primary motivation and
the way we establish personal or group meaning for our learning. 1t is the
foundation through which we cultivate our intention, choice, trust, responsibil-
ity, and heart for learning. Like the Artistic foundation, the Affective foundation
acts as a bridge between the environmental and communal foundations. It
mediates our feelings for our place and our community. For American Indians,
love for one’s land and people has always been a primary motivation for fearning
and service to one's tribe.

The Communal {foundation is paired with the Affective and forms a
third context that containsthe external responses and experiences reflecting
the social/communal dimension of Tribal education. The life of the commu-
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nity and its individuals are the primary focus of Tribal education. The
community is the primary context, through the family, clan or other Tribal
social structures, where the first dimensions of education unfold for all
human beings. All humans are social animals who directly depend on each
other, not only for their mutual survival but their identity as well. The
Communal experience is the seat of human cultures, and there is nothing in
human life that it does not influence. The Communal experience is tied
through history and tradition to the oldest instinctual human mediums of
education. The structure, process, and content of teaching and learning
resulting from traditional American Indian Tribal/communal experience
are inherently Human. Learning and teaching are occurring at all times, at
all levels, and in a variety of situations. For American Indian Tribal
education, the community is a primary context for learning to be “a human,
one of the People.”

A value mahy Indian people share is that their stories, languages, customs,
songs, dances, and ways of thinkingand learning must be preserved because they
sustain the life of the individual, family, and community. Itisespecially the stories
that integrate the life experience and reflect the essence of the people’s sense of
spiritual being; itis the mythic stories of a peoplv that form the script for cultural

process and experience.

Culture is the face, myth is the heart, and traditional education is the
foundation for Indigenous life. All cultures have Indigenous roots bedded in the
rich soil of myth from which the most elemental stories of h man life spring.

Indian elders often remind young people to live the myths by saying, “These
stories, thislanguage, these ways, and thisland are the only valuables we can give
you—but life is in them for those who know how to ask and how to learn.”

The metaphor for this seeking 1s coded in the Tewa phrase, £in Peyé Obe:
‘Look to the Mountain!’ Reconnecting contemporary Indian education to its
mythic roots begins with looking to the cardinal mountains of thought from
which our stories come and to which they return.

With or without our conscious participation, a new story of education is
emerging. Understanding the plot of this new story is an important task for
forging an Indigenous philosophy of American Indian education that will ensure
cultural survival in the twenty-first century.
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THE SrirituAL ECOLOGY OF INDIGENOUS EDUCATION
Introduction

NDIGENOUS EDUCATION, AT ITS INNERMOST CORE, is education about the life and

nature of the spirit that moves us. Spirituality evolves from exploring and

coming toknow and experience the nature of the living energy moving ineach
of us, through us, and around us. The ultimate goal of Indigenous education was
to be fully knowledgeable about one’s innate spirituality. This was considered
completeness in its most profound form. It is no accident that learning and
teaching unfolded in the context of spirituality in practically every aspect of
traditional American Indian education. Nowhere else in the study of American
Indian cultures is the principle of unity in diversity more clearly illustrated than
in American Indian spiritual traditions. Though American Indian tribes repre-
sent diverse expressions of spirituality, there are elemental understandings held
in common by all. It is these shared understandings that allow development of
a foundation for indian education, including contemporary philosophy, whose
principles can generally be accepted by all tribes. A shared set of structures and
tools for learning about spirit was used in similar ways by different tribes. The
roles and structures of shamanism, the making of sacred art, the use of the sweat

‘lodge, the reflection of the cosmosinatribes central ceremonial structures, vision

questing, ceremonies, rituals, and dances tied to Nature's cycles are a few
examples. Added to these are a group of shared metaphors and concepts that
found unique expressionsin different regions and tribes, but were derived f,om
a similar understanding and orientation to life.

Forexample, American Indians believe it is the breath that represents
the most tangible expression of the spirit in all living things. Language is an
expression of the spirit because it contains the power to move people and to
express human thought and feeling. It is also the breath, along with water
and thought, that connects all living things in direct relationship. The
interrelationship of water, thought (wind), and breath personifies the
elemental relationship emanating from “that place that the Indians talk
about,” that place of the Center where all things are created.

I can remember “he first time 1 heard the phrase, “that’s the place

11




Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

THE SPirITuAL EcoLoGy of INDIGENOUS EDUCATION

Indians talk about.” It was a phrase repeated by Acoma Pueblo poet, Simon
Ortiz, in a wonderful story about the spiritual connections Indian people
feel to the special places in their lands and their lives. By talking about those
special places, they connected their spirit to them through their words,
thoughts, and feelings. [ remember thinking how beautifully simple, yet how
profound, this metaphor was. It illustrates the special quality and power the
spirit has to orient us through the breath of its manifestations in language,
song, prayer, and thought.

Imbued with the perception thatall thingsare sacred, traditional education,
from the moment of conception to beyond the moment of death, was learning the
true nature of one’s spirit. This learning began by reflecting upon the nature of
human and community expression through the understanding and use of breath
in all its forms. This understanding went beyond the physical nature of breath to
include the perception of thought as a “wind” that was a unique variation of
breath. Language and song were other forms of breath that formed a holistic
foundation for communication. Breath—consciously formed and activated
through language, thought, prayer. chanting, ritual, dance, sport, work, story,
plav, and art —comprised the parameters of communication in Tribal education.

This tradition of communicating about and for spiritual ecology has
continued evolving for thousands of years as a way to seek and find one's life,
one’s completeness. Among American Indians this tradition of educating and
expressing the spiritual has evolved into many forms reflecting the transforma-
tions of the People. Given the diversity and richness of American Indian spiritual
traditions, it is impossible and misleading to reduce them to simple descriptions.
However, thev come from primal roots and continue to express universal
perceptions and concepts.

This chapter explores some basic concepts of American Indian spiritual
traditions that connect all tribes at the level of spiritual ecology. As mentioned
earlier, American Indian traditions revolve around seeking life and communicat-
ing with the various manifestations of breath to realize a higher level of
completeness inlife’s journey. What s called education today was, for American
Indians, a journey for learning to be fully human. Learning about the nature of
the spirit in relationship to community and the environment was considered
central to learning the full meaning of life.

There are five clements that generally characterized American Indian
spiritual traditions. First, there is the lack of an espoused doctrine of
religion. Indian languages lack a word for "religion.” The words used refer
to a “way” of living, a tradition of the people. This reflects the orientation of
American Indian spiritual traditions to a process rather than to an intellec-
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tual structure. These are tools for learning and experiencing rather than
ends in themselves.

Second, there is the idea that spoken words and language have a quality of
spirit because they are an expression of human breath. Language as praver and
song has a life energy that can influence other energy and life forms toward
certain ends. For American Indians, language used in a spiritual, evocative, or
aftective context is sacred and is to be used responsibly-

Third, the creative act of making something with spiritual intent, what
today is called art, has its own quality and spiritual power that needs to be
understood and respected. Artis a result of a creative process that, rraditionally
for American Indians, was an act and expression of the spirit. Art was sacred.

Fourth, life and spirit, the dual faces of the Great Mystery, move in never-
ending cycles of creation and dissolution. Therefore, ceremonial forms, life
activities, and the transformations of spirit are cyclical. These cycles follow the
visible and invisible patterns of Nature and the cosmos. In response to this
creative principle, ritual cyeles are used to structure and express the sacred in the
communal context of traditional Native American life.

Fifth, is the shared understanding that Natureisthe true ground of spiritual
reality. The natural forms and forces are expressions of spirit whose qualities
interpenetrate the life and process of human spirituality. For American Indians
and Indigenous people as a whole, Nature is Sacred and its Spiritual Ecology is
reflected throughout.!

Most Indian tribes share basic understandings about sacred knowledge.
Theseinclude the understanding thatauniversal energy infuses evervthinginthe
cosmos and expresses itself through a multitude of mahifestations. This also
includes the recognition that all life has power that is wondrous and full of spirit.
This is the Great Soul or the Great Mystery or the Great IDream that cannot be
explained or understood with the intellect, but can be perceived only by the spirit
ol each person.

The next perception is that al! things and all thoughts are related through
spirit. Personal and direct communication with all the manifestations of spirit
through praverand ritual reinforces the bond of the individual, family, clan, and
community to the unseen power of the Great Mystery. Knowledge and under-
standing of morals and ethics are a direct result of spiritual experiences. Sacred
traditions and the elders who possess special teachings act as bridges to spiritual
experien