
Native American Culture
Understanding the culture and socio-economic status of our students.



Objectives

Why do I need to understand Native American culture?

Will this help me in the classroom?



Tribal recognition

Federally recognized tribes in the US:  573
These are eligible for funding from Bureau of Indian Affairs

Federally recognized tribes in Oklahoma:  39

Federally recognized tribes and State recognized tribes can be 
different.



Tecumseh Public Schools

• Native American Enrollment 821

• Tecumseh High School 233

• Tecumseh Middle School 165

• Cross Timbers & Barnard 326

• Tecumseh Early Childhood 97



TPS Free and Reduced Meals

• Total percentage of students that qualify is 68%

• Total percentage of Native American students that qualify is 27%



TPS Student Enrollment

• Total Student Enrollment is 2084

• Total Native American Enrollment is 821

• Native American Students make 39% of the student population



Tribal Identification

• TPS has 30 tribes represented in the Title VI Indian Education 
Program.



Graduation Rates

2016-2017 : 91%

2017-2018 : 93%

18-19 : 91%



Title VI Indian Education Program

• Victor Cope - Director

• Jerri Jones - Assistant

• Julie Story - Assistant

• Office located at the Tecumseh Middle School North Building

• Phone number 1-405-598-2067



Assimilation







Teaching
American Indian Students

A Staff Development Presentation

by Jacob Tsotigh, Jr.
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Teaching
American Indian Students

Purposes

• Provide a broad overview of American Indian students in today’s 
classroom from a generalized perspective based on traditional 
values and worldview.

• Promote deeper understanding of differences in values, culture, 
and learning styles of American Indian students.
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Teaching
American Indian Students

• This professional development presentation is based on research 
conducted in primarily a reservation setting, and the observations 
made were based on factors derived from characteristics 
developed from the isolated, homogenous, and insulated 
environment of the reservation.

• Oklahoma American Indian students are, for the most part, 
acculturated and assimilated into the dominant culture.  They 
represent a total spectrum of American Indian culture from highly 
assimilated to very traditional with most students falling in the 
mid- range.
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Teaching
American Indian Students

• Native students today vary from traditional to assimilated.  Some 
are bicultural, capable of moving back and forth from white to 
traditional Indian culture.  Because of the tremendous variation 
among Indians of different tribes and different degrees of 
assimilation, it is impossible to study “the Indian” and determine 
what is the best instructional approach for him or her. The many 
variations among Indian students point to the conclusion that a 
variety of methods should be employed. 

Reyhner, J. (Ed.). (1992c). Teaching American Indian students. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma.
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Teaching
American Indian Students

“But you, who are wise must know that different nations have different 
conceptions of things; and you will therefore not take it amiss, if our ideas of this 
kind of education happen not to be the same with yours.  We have had some 
experience of it; Several of our young people were formerly brought up at the 
colleges of the Northern Provinces; they were instructed in all your Sciences; but, 
when they came back to us, they were bad runners, ignorant of every means of 
living in the woods, unable to bear either cold or hunger, knew neither how to 
build a cabin, take a deer, or kill an enemy, spoke our language imperfectly, were 
therefore neither fit for hunters, warriors, nor counselors; they were totally good 
for nothing.  We are however not the less obliged by your kind Offer, though we 
decline accepting it:  And to show our grateful sense of it, if the Gentlemen of 
Virginia will send us a dozen of their sons, we will take great care of their 
education, instruct them in all we know, and make Men of them.”  (Franklin 1784, 
21-22)
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Teaching
American Indian Students

• Parent-child Relationships that Directly Affect 

the Learning Process

“Children … from birth … are regarded as 

important units of the family and heirs to its 

concerns and belongings.  Children are 

considered … by Native Americans … as more 

important than material possessions.”

Gilliland, H.  Teaching the Native American, (4th Edition).  Dubuque, IA, 1999.
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Teaching
American Indian Students

• Songs and lullabies sung to children by parents and 

grandparents carry messages of hope and aspiration, the 

appreciation of beauty, sharing, and physical strength (so 

as to be of service to each other).

Gilliland, H.  Teaching the Native American, (4th Edition).  Dubuque, IA, 1999.
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Teaching
American Indian Students

• Families engage only in those social activities which 

include their children; if the children can’t go, no one 

goes.

Gilliland, H.  Teaching the Native American, (4th Edition).  Dubuque, IA, 1999.

21



Teaching
American Indian Students

• Native American children are seldom, if ever, struck by 

an adult: no parents, uncles, aunts…no adults.

Gilliland, H.  Teaching the Native American, (4th Edition).  Dubuque, IA, 1999.

22



Teaching
American Indian Students

• Considerable parental time and effort is devoted to 
making items for children to play with, or operate, or 
use, in participating in popular activities and ceremonies 
(e.g., regalia for special dances, looms for weaving, 
tools for gardening, hunting and fishing).

Gilliland, H.  Teaching the Native American, (4th Edition).  Dubuque, IA, 1999.
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Teaching
American Indian Students

• Respectfulness is taught by example as well as by 
precept.  Respect is paid to a large number of worthy 
objects…parents, grandparents, members of the 
extended family, elderly people, various totem animals 
and objects, and various abstractions such as natural 
beauty and nature, dignity, and modesty.

Gilliland, H.  Teaching the Native American, (4th Edition).  Dubuque, IA, 1999.
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Teaching
American Indian Students

• Talking loudly, especially while correcting children, is 
highly disapproved.

Gilliland, H.  Teaching the Native American, (4th Edition).  Dubuque, IA, 1999.
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Teaching
American Indian Students

• Spiritual qualities are taught and emphasized in special 
rituals and ceremonies.

Gilliland, H.  Teaching the Native American, (4th Edition).  Dubuque, IA, 1999.
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Teaching
American Indian Students

• Artifacts (baskets, rugs, pottery, etc.) are made with 
purposeful imperfections, as a lesson to children that no 
one is perfect; we all make mistakes, and hence, 
censure and punishment are very minimal.

Gilliland, H.  Teaching the Native American, (4th Edition).  Dubuque, IA, 1999.
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Teaching
American Indian Students

• Competition is considered acceptable as long as the 
object is not to get the best of (hurt) someone.

Gilliland, H.  Teaching the Native American, (4th Edition).  Dubuque, IA, 1999.
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Teaching
American Indian Students

• “Children are taught that the land … and all that grows 
… are only lent to us for our care and sharing, not for 
exploitation.”

Gilliland, H.  Teaching the Native American, (4th Edition).  Dubuque, IA, 1999.

29



Teaching
American Indian Students

• Years of control have created a psychological 
dependence that makes it difficult to relate to a highly 
logical (cognitive) and objective format when making 
decisions or solving problems.

Reyhner, J. (Ed.). (1992c). Teaching American Indian students. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma.
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Teaching
American Indian Students

• American Indian philosophy is based on a completeness, 
wholeness; one must be in tune with creation, nature, 
man.

Reyhner, J. (Ed.). (1992c). Teaching American Indian students. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma.
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Teaching
American Indian Students

• American Indian children need opportunities to use the 
language they bring to school.  Only after they are aware 
of the potential of their own language and feel free to 
use it, can they develop new and more effective 
patterns of communications.

Reyhner, J. (Ed.). (1992c). Teaching American Indian students. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma.
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Learning Activities that
Accommodate the Culture of the American Indian Student

• A good general approach to culturally responsive 
teaching is the experiential/interactive methods 
described by Cummins (1989, 1992).
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Learning Activities that
Accommodate the Culture of the American Indian Student

• Research indicates many native Americans tend to be 
global/holistic, reflective and visual/tactile learners who achieve 
better in a cooperative rather than in an individual competitive 
setting.  

• However, we find that traditional curriculum and textbooks teach 
to the sequential, linear and auditory learners who do well in a 
competitive setting.  

• Many issues native American students encounter may be caused by 
being taught to their weaknesses instead of their strengths. 

Knowles, et al., 1992, p. 22. 
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Learning Activities that
Accommodate the Culture of the American Indian Student

• American Indian children need relevance and high 
interest potential in the content they react to when 
speaking, reading, writing, or listening.

Reyhner, J. (Ed.). (1992c). Teaching American Indian students. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma.
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Learning Activities that
Accommodate the Culture of the American Indian Student

• American Indian children need support from parents and 
other community members involved in the school 
program.  

• These interested adults can be sources of information 
and expertise relative to the school curriculum.

Reyhner, J. (Ed.). (1992c). Teaching American Indian students. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma.
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Learning Activities that
Accommodate the Culture of the American Indian Student

• American Indian children need instructional strategies 
and activities that more closely match their past 
experience and interactions with adults.

Reyhner, J. (Ed.). (1992c). Teaching American Indian students. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma.
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Learning Activities that
Accommodate the Culture of the American Indian Student

• Visual discrimination skills are very strong, and fine 
motor skills are usually very well developed.   

• Visual imagery is generally strong, and geometric designs 
are easily used.

Reyhner, J. (Ed.). (1992c). Teaching American Indian students. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma.
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Learning Activities that
Accommodate the Culture of the American Indian Student

• Skills are more easily learned through imitation, direct 
visual and tactile experience; modeling lessons are 
effective methods since American Indian students learn 
best by doing.

Reyhner, J. (Ed.). (1992c). Teaching American Indian students. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma.
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Learning Activities that
Accommodate the Culture of the American Indian Student

• All children need to know and understand important 
similarities and differences among the varied cultural 
backgrounds of their classmates.

Reyhner, J. (Ed.). (1992c). Teaching American Indian students. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma.
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Cultural Values
of American Indians

• Existentialism

• Flowing

• Process living

• Here-and-now orientation

• Belief in mythology rather than science

• Freedom of choice

• Children given options

• Experiential instruction by elders

Reyhner, J. (Ed.). (1992c). Teaching American Indian students. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma.
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Cultural Values
of American Indians

• Holistic thinking

• Individualism—self-evaluation

• Introjection—patient—allowing other to go first—encouraging 
others

• Non-competitive and non-aggressive

• Cooperative economics

• Non-ownership of land

• Hunters, roamers

• Harmony with nature

Reyhner, J. (Ed.). (1992c). Teaching American Indian students. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma.
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Cultural Values
of American Indians

• Situational leadership

• Auditory messages treated differently—delayed response

• Non-verbal communication

• Privacy and non-interference

• Self-discipline both in body and mind

• Emotional relationships

• Physical punishments rare

Reyhner, J. (Ed.). (1992c). Teaching American Indian students. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma.
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Cultural Values
of American Indians

• Fear of shame used as punishment or control device

• Try to control selves, not others

• Groups needs considered more important than individual needs

• Individual’s contribution to group important

• Participation after observation—only when certain of ability—
considered best

• Speak softly at a slower rate

Reyhner, J. (Ed.). (1992c). Teaching American Indian students. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma.
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Cultural Values
of American Indians

• Avoid looking at speaker or listener

• Interject less in conversations
• use fewer “encouraging signs” that they are listening (umhmm, 

nod head less often)

• Present time, rather than future, of more importance

• Sentence structure emphasizes the verb rather than the noun

Reyhner, J. (Ed.). (1992c). Teaching American Indian students. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma.
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Cultural Values
of American Indians

• Often, Indians will laugh at a serious problem rather than 

becoming angry or upset, indicating aloofness.

• Ceremonial and cultural events exercise the unconscious mind.

• There is a preference for anonymity and submissive behavior.

Reyhner, J. (Ed.). (1992c). Teaching American Indian students. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma.
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Thank you!

Jacob Tsotigh, Jr.
(405) 325-8175
(800) 228-1766
jtsotigh@ou.edu

South Central Comprehensive Center
1639 Cross Center Drive, Suite 354
Norman, Oklahoma  73019-5050

Portions of this presentation may have been developed under a cooperative agreement with the 

U.S. Department of Education; however, the contents do not necessarily represent the policy of 

the Department of Education, and you should not assume endorsement by the Federal 

Government.  © 2013 The University of Oklahoma
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Disrupting Poverty:  Five Powerful Classroom 
Strategies

Strategy One:

Build caring relationships and advocate 

for the students.



Disrupting Poverty:  Five Powerful Classroom 
Strategies

Strategy Two:

Hold high expectations and provide 

needed support.



Disrupting Poverty:  Five Powerful Classroom 
Strategies

Strategy Three:

Committing to Equity.



Disrupting Poverty: Strategy Three

Inequity refers to injustice and unfairness

Inequality refers to conditions being unequal

o Know what your students need

o Meet basic needs to clear the way for learning

o Differentiate, scaffold, mode --- BUT DON’T “DUMB                                      

DOWN!”

o Help students become advocates for their own learning

o Advocate for change



Disrupting Poverty:  Five Powerful Classroom 
Strategies

Strategy Four:

Accept professional accountability for 

learning



Disrupting Poverty: Strategy Four

• Focus on what you can control

• Be open to critique and have a willing to learn

• Find an accountability partner

• Let students know that you won’t give up on them

• Consider yourself on the same team as your students

• Take risks



Disrupting Poverty:  Five Powerful Classroom 
Strategies

Strategy Five:

Have the courage and will to take action!



Resources:

• Disrupting Poverty; Budge, Kathleen M and Parrett, William H; 
2018 ASCD


