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Through much of the history of the United States, 
Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and other colonized 
countries, schools have been designed to assimilate 
both immigrant and Indigenous populations with often 
(but not always) negative effects. Education was very 
Eurocentric and anything but multicultural!

For example, there was the pervasive 
ethnocentrism that contrasted Euro-American 
“civilization” with Indigenous “savagery.” Teacher and 
Indian agent Albert H. Kneale noted a century ago the 
U.S. governments “Indian Bureau…went on the 
assumption that any Indian custom was, per se, 
objectionable, whereas the customs of whites were the 
ways of civilization.”
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Ganado Mission School’s Entrance About 1950
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Dr. Lori Arviso Alvord, the
first Navajo woman surgeon and
now an Associate Dean at
Dartmouth Medical  School,
writes in her 1999 autobiography
The Scalpel and the Silver Bear,
“In their childhoods both my father and my 
grandmother had been punished for speaking Navajo 
in school. Navajos were told by white educators that, 
in order to be successful, they would have to forget 
their language and culture and adopt American 
ways.”

Damage from Assimilationist
and Ethnocentric Education
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“They were warned that if they taught their children to 
speak Navajo, the children would have a harder time 
learning in school, and would therefore be at a 
disadvantage. A racist attitude existed. Navajo children were 
told that their culture and lifeways were inferior, and they 
were made to feel they could never be as good as white 
people.… My father suffered terribly from these events and 
conditions.”

Dr. Arviso Alvord concludes that “two or three 
generations of our tribe had been taught to feel shame about 
our culture, and parents had often not taught their children 
traditional Navajo beliefs–the very thing that would have 
shown them how to live, the very thing that could keep them 
strong.”
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Is Ethnocentrism Still Alive?
Writing in The Wall Street Journal in 2002, 

John J. Miller declared that the increasing pace of 
language death is “a trend that is arguably worth 
celebrating [because] age-old obstacles to 
communication are collapsing” and primitive 
societies are being brought into the modern 
world.

Current Republican presidential candidate 
and former speaker of the house Newt Gingrich, 
wrote on his website in January 2007, “English is 
the language of American success and provides 
the basis for American cultural unity.”
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Far too often our
modern English-only
world is one of a
materialistic and
hedonistic MTV
Culture. The 1948
Universal Declaration
of Human Rights
adopted by the United
Nations states in Article 26 that, “Parents have a 
prior right to choose the kind of education that 
shall be given to their children.”
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States Parties agree that the education of the 
child shall be directed to:

(c) The development of respect for the child’s 
parents, his or her own cultural identity, language 
and values, for the national values of the country 
in which the child is living, the country from which 
he or she may originate, and for civilizations 
different from his or her own.
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The UN adopted the
Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples in 2007
on a vote of 143 to 4 with
only Canada, Australia,
New Zealand, and the U.S.
Opposing.
Article 2 affirms, “Indigenous
peoples have the right of self-
determination” and article 8, “indigenous peoples 
and individuals have the right not to be subject to 
forced assimilation or destruction of their culture.”
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Article 13 declares that Indigenous peoples 
have the “the right to revitalize, use, develop and 
transmit to future generations their histories, 
languages, oral traditions, philosophies, writing 
systems and literatures, and to designate and 
retain their own names for communities, places 
and persons.”

Article 14 states they have “the right to 
establish and control their educational systems 
and institutions providing education in their own 
languages, in a manner appropriate to their 
cultural methods of teaching and learning.”
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/en/drip.html
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In a September 2000 press release, Navajo 
Nation President Kelsey Begaye declared that the 
“preservation of Navajo culture, tradition, and 
language” is the number one guiding principle of 
the Navajo Nation.”
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Results of Assimilation on 
Immigrants

The National Research Council (1998) found 
that immigrant youth tend to be healthier than 
their counterparts from nonimmigrant families. It 
found that the longer immigrant youth are in the 
U.S., the poorer their overall physical and 
psychological health. Furthermore, the more 
Americanized they became the more likely they 
were to engage in risky behaviors such as 
substance abuse, unprotected sex, and 
delinquency.
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My son Tsosie,s chemistry teacher, Mansel 
Nelson, at Tuba City in the Navajo Nation began 
to rethink the way he taught soon after arriving in 
Tuba City after his best chemistry student, a 
Navajo girl, asked him “Why are we learning 
chemistry?”

He began thinking of ways to make 
chemistry relevant to the lives of his Navajo 
students. He started taking local community 
issues and challenges and teaching chemistry 
around them—issues of water quality, diabetes, 
and uranium mining.
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My son’s teacher, sought to connect the 
“foreign” content of the mainstream textbook 
curriculum to actual concerns of his students and 
their community. His students talked, read, and 
wrote about these concerns in Navajo and 
English, and by studying these issues they 
developed autonomy and prepared themselves 
for sovereignty—taking control over their own 
lives and the life of their community.

When students can’t connect what they are 
learning to their lives, they tend to see school as 
boring, which is the most common reason 
dropouts give for leaving school.
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Culture-, Place-, and 
Community-Based 

Education

Students have trouble 
finding meaning in the 
one-size-fits-all 
decontextualized textbook-
and standards-based 
curriculum and instruction. 
The best way to 
contextualize education is 
to relate what students are 
learning to their heritage, 
land, and lives.



18

While students 
need to learn the know-
ledge and skills codified 
in state (or provincial) 
standards, they also 
need to have some 
choice in what they read 
and what type of learning 
projects they work on. 
Sovereignty is a nation 
making their own 
choices about their 
future, and education is 
the process for prepar-
ing citizens to make 
intelligent choices.
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Faith Spotted Eagle (Dakota) speaks about a 
special type of American Indian intentional non-learner 
who can be eaten up by “red rage.” Red rage is the 
result of “impact of generations of trauma, violence 
and oppression” that historically colonialism loaded on 
Indian nations. Indian students and their parents can 
resist being assimilated into white society in schools 
and can develop “oppositional identities” that reject 
much of what schools have to offer, including literacy, 
as acting “white.” She emphasizes the need for 
healing in Indian societies to, while not forgetting the 
historical oppression, get beyond it to lead a healthy 
life.
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In historically oppressed societies various forms of 
dysfunctional behavior can arise. Besides the abuse of 
drugs and alcohol, the oppression can lead to intense 
jealousy of those tribal members who do manage to 
climb out of poverty—the old bucket of crabs story 
where the crabs in a bucket pull back down any crab 
that starts to escape. In schools this can be seen as 
peer group pressure directed at “nerds” who do well in 
subjects like math and science and who are accused of 
acting “white” and taunted with questions like, “I suppose 
you think you are too good for us now.” This can lead 
Indian and other ethnic minority students to direct their 
efforts at recognition in sports, which their community 
celebrates, rather than working for good grades and 
academic success. 
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Dr. Demmert spoke at the 
2009 Northern Arizona 
University  Indian Teacher 
Education Conference on 
culture-based education
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Culture

Community Place

Culture-, 
Community-, 
Place-based 
Education
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• Culturally-Based Indigenous Language Use
• Culturally-Based Pedagogy 
• Culturally-Based Curriculum
• Culturally-Based Patterns of Participation in 

Leadership and Decision-Making
• Culturally-Based Methods of Assessing Student 

Performance.

Rubrics for each area indicate whether they are 1) Not 
Present; 2) Emerging (Indicators); 3) Developing 
(Indicators); and 4) Enacting (Indicators).

Dr. Demmert’s Culture-Based Education 
Areas
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• Development of Language and Literacy Across the 
Curriculum. Development of the languages of 
instruction and the content areas is the meta-goal of 
all instruction...

• Connecting Lessons to Students’ Lives. Contextualize 
teaching and curriculum in students’ existing 
experiences in home, community, and school. 

• Engaging Students with Challenging Lessons.
Maintain challenging standards for student 
performance; design activities to advance 
understanding to more complex levels.

CREDE Principles for Effective Teaching

•Teachers and Students Working Together. Joint 
productive activity.
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• Learning Through Observation. Providing 
demonstration or models of requested performance.

• Encouraging Student Decision Making. Involving 
students in the choice or design of instructional 
activities.

CREDE Principles for Effective Teaching
(Continued)

•Emphasizing Dialogue over Lectures. Instruct through 
teacher-student dialogue, especially academic, goal-
directed, small-group conversations (known as 
instructional conversations), rather than lecture.
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The Indigenous Cultural (Socio-Psych)
Wellbeing Continuum Rubrics

• Strong, positive indigenous identity and active 
involvement in cultural community;

• Active and practical traditional spirituality.
• Understands and demonstrates responsibility to 

family, community, and broader society.
• Shows continuing development of cognitive and 

intellectual skills.
• Knows, understands, respects, and applies kinesthetic 

activity for physical development. 

The four different levels (indicators) for each of the rubrics are: 1) 
Not Present; 2) Emerging Indicators; 3) Developing Indicators; 
and 4) Enacting Indicators.
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LANGUAGE: Recognizing and using native or heritage 
language.
FAMILY & COMMUNITY: Actively involving family and 
community in the development of curricula, everyday 
learning, and leadership. 
CONTEXT: Structuring the school and the classroom in 
culturally-appropriate ways.
CONTENT: Making learning meaningful and relevant 
through culturally grounded content and assessment. 
DATA & ACCOUNTABILITY: Gathering and 
maintaining data using various methods to insure 
student progress in culturally responsible ways. 

According to Shawn Kana’iaupuni there are 
five basic elements that comprise culture-based 
education:



28

A Hawaiian study of culture-based education 
(CBE) by the Kamehameha Schools Research and 
Evaluation Division surveyed 600 teachers, 2,969 
students, and 2,264 parents at 62 participating schools, 
including conventional public schools, charter schools, 
schools with Hawaiian-immersion programs, and several 
private school campuses. The researchers found:
1) CBE positively impacts student socio-emotional well-

being (e.g., identity, self-efficacy, social 
relationships).

2) CBE enhanced socio-emotional well-being, in turn, 
positively affects math and reading test scores.

3) CBE is positively related to math and reading test 
scores for all students, and particularly for those with 
low socio-emotional development, most notably when 
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Books that 
describe student’s 
communities, often 
written by students, 
can be valuable 
educational tools. 
They can be fairly 
elaborate…
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and cover topics 
such as 
traditional 
stories, history, 
current events, 
and anything 
else the 
community 
thinks is 
important…
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or community profiles can be quite simple
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In place-
based education 
students learn 
about the land-
forms, plants, 
animals, and 
other aspects of 
where they live.
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They can learn 
about the plants 
that grow where 
they live and their 
uses.
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An ethnobotany 
of a region 
includes both 
scientific 
information about 
its plants and 
their tribal uses.
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Students can 
go on field trips to 
gather local foods 
and document 
their activities 
with both photos 
and a written 
narrative of their 
activities.
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Here, students 
are involved in 
preparing and 
eating the fruit of 
cactus called 
“tuna.” Traditional 
foods are healthier 
than “fast food”
and most store-
bought food.
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Ethnomathem
atics is an 
approach that 
relates math to the 
cultural back-
ground of the 
students.
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With ethno-
mathmatics the 
teacher needs to be 
careful that s/he 
does not drift into 
what has been 
called “rain forest”
math that fails to 
teach basic skills 
and and higher 
levels of math.
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As well as 
reading about their 
community, students 
need to write about it. 
Gathering and writing 
traditional stories can 
be a start for students, 
but it should not be 
the end of their work.
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T. D. Allen’s 
advised her Indian 
students at the Santa 
Fe Institute for the Arts 
to use their their five 
senses to paint a
picture in words of the 
scene or event and let 
the readers draw their 
own conclusions. She 
then had them write
about something they 
were familiar with, their 
own lives. 
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Emerson Black-
horse Mitchell was one 
of Allen’s students who 
just kept on writing. His 
autobiography, Miracle 
Hill was originally 
published in 1967 by the 
University of Oklahoma 
Press and has been 
reprinted by the 
University of Arizona 
Press.
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Students can write about 
their “place” in a variety of 
ways. Mick Fedullo who wrote 
Light of the Feather about his 
experiences getting Indian 
students to write poetry across 
the western United States. He 
tells students to not use 
adjectives like beautiful, bad, 
cute, good, nice, pretty and 
ugly that don’t really describe 
anything—“show don’t tell.”
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Famous writers like Louisa 
Mae Alcott who wrote Little Women
and Lucy Maud Montgomery who 
wrote Anne of Green Gables got 
nowhere with their writing until they 
took advice to write about what 
they knew, about the people and 
places they grew up around. Well 
known Native writers like N. Scott 
Momaday, Virginia Driving Hawk 
Sneve, Luci Tapahonso and Laura 
Tohe have built much of their 
success on the same principle.
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Some of the 
students Fedullo 
worked with had their 
poetry commercially 
published by New 
York publisher 
Ballantine Books in 
Rising Voices in 1992.
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Life stories and 
poetry are just a few of 
the types of writing that 
students need to learn 
how to do.  Students can 
write and publish school 
newspapers and 
magazines as was done 
with the “Foxfire”
publications in the 
Southeastern United 
States. This magazine 
was published by Ramah 
Navajo students.



53

Also useful are 
five paragraph (or 
more) essays and 
various forms of 
process writing where 
students brainstorm 
ideas, write drafts, 
discuss drafts with 
fellow students (and 
the teacher!), edit, 
and finally publish in 
some form their 
writing.
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The Applied Literacy Program at her school got 
students to develop their writing skills in Navajo and 
English by writing in a variety of ways, including for 
the school's low-power television station and award 
winning newspaper. Much of their writing was based 
on interviewing elders, tribal officials, and other 
community members.
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Tribal policies can 
promote culturally sensitive 
teaching. In his preface to 
the policies Navajo Tribal 
Chairman Peterson Zah 
wrote, “We believe that an 
excellent education can 
produce achievement in the 
basic academic skills and 
skills required by modern 
technology and still 
educate young Navajo 
citizens in their language, 
history, government and 
culture.”
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The Navajo policies required schools serving 
Navajo students to have courses in Navajo history and 
culture and supported local control, parental 
involvement, Indian preference in hiring, and instruction 
in the Navajo language. They declare: “The Navajo 
language is an essential element of the life, culture and 
identity of the Navajo people. The Navajo Nation 
recognizes the importance of preserving and 
perpetuating that language to the survival of the Nation. 
Instruction in the Navajo language shall be made 
available for all grade levels in all schools serving the 
Navajo Nation. Navajo language instruction shall include 
to the greatest extent practicable: thinking, speaking, 
comprehension, reading and writing skills and study of 
the formal grammar of the language.”
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At Rough Rock 
Demonstration 
School, the first 
Native-controlled 
school in modern 
times in the United 
States founded in 
1966, an effort was 
made to educate 
Navajo students 
about their heritage.
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Alaska is especially to 
be commended for the 
work they have done on 
culturally-based 
education.
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Should we not 
recognize that all the 
cultures and languages 
our students bring to our 
classrooms—
Indigenous, 
African, 
Asian,
European, etc.
—are worthy of 
recognition, appreciation, 
and maintenance in our 
schools?
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To further explore the 
possibilities of 
Culture-, Community-, 
and Place-based 
education, please 
think about attending 
Northern Arizona 
University’s third 
American Indian 
Teacher Education 
Conference in July.


