Article and reviews (reviews follow the article)

Native studies and green teaching

Sage advice on starting a high school Native studies course from one who has done it.

by Wayland Drew

ONE OF THE GOOD reasons for offering a high school course in Native Studies is that students can learn much about the social mechanisms of sustainability from the ancient societies of Canada, which were, and are, among the most ecologically successful in the world. Before you dismiss this statement as romantic primitivism, consider the following: for 99% of their time on earth, humans have lived as hunter-gatherers. On this continent, hunting-gathering cultures lived in harmony with their environments for at least 12,000 years before the intrusions of a less adept society disrupted them and began to obscure their

remarkable achievements. In 300 years, European society has demonstrated that it will destroy itself and possibly the life-support system of earth unless it relearns some simple, ancient wisdom.

This is not a na‹ve plea to return to some arcadian existence. In ecological matters, the ideas of progress and regress are not too helpful, and simplistic debates in those terms are typical of uncircumspect economics. The central issue is not whether we should return to the bow-and-arrow and high infant mortality, but how to achieve a sustainability that will last another 12,000 years. In 1991, the only conceivable progress is towards such orderly maintenance.

On the other hand, it is also true that human survival (if it is to result from acts of reason) will depend on incisive negativism, on saying no to those things which are destroying us, just as the Maya are said to have rejected the wheel, and the Japanese banned firearms for a century after they understood their potential for cultural disruption. In the last 25 years, we have seen the banning of DDT and many other merely useful poisons. We will soon ban CFCs. For 45 years, the world community has said no to the use of atomic weapons; indeed, it is conceivable that we shall in future make a conscious decision literally to forget how to loose nuclear energy. Collective rejection of destructive technologies is possible at any time.

How can Native Studies help?

Let us assume that environmental problems are essentially social problems, not technological. They are reminders of certain counterproductive attitudes and philosophies. They are the result of unsustainable practices. Traditional Native cultures survived because of a bedrock understanding of the symbiotic relationship between themselves and Earth, an understanding that expressed itself in restrained habits and feasible technologies in other words, in cultural ways that worked. Many of these practices are eminently learn-able.

Take mutual aid, for example. Cooperation. Teachers know that social Darwinism, emphasis on the success of the individual at the expense of the group, still dominates the school systems in Canada. It is evident in competitive sports and games and in the simple acquiring of marks. We reward victors and accumulators. We call what they have done excellence. We know also, however, that the essential glue of cooperation and mutual aid is alive and well as an underground or minority tradition both inside our schools and outside. Understanding the vital importance of mutual aid in the survival of Native cultures can encourage cooperation at an early age, together with the atmosphere of trust in which it must be rooted. The best book I have found for cooperative games is The NESA Activities Handbook for Native and Multicultural Classrooms.1 One of the many good games in that book, Win As Much As You Can [see page 19], demonstrates better than hours of lecturing how cooperation helps everyone, the group and the individual. And why is mutual aid ecologically as important as competition? For two reasons: first, it tends to preserve the gene pool and the species and, therefore, to foster diversity; second, it minimizes stress on resources.

Native appreciation for the web of life, the mysterious inter-relatedness of all things, can also help us. Broader than ecology because of its spiritual component, it leads to respect for and sharing with other animals, plants and beings. The current debate on the extension of legal rights to animals, to trees, and perhaps even to rocks may be an indication that the dominant society is groping towards the truth that Native people have always known. Of course, the success of mutual aid depends finally on individual responsibility, on individual integrity and restraint. It depends on taking only as much as you really need and in giving back.

A third environmentally sensible feature of Native societies is their tendency to decentralize power and to reach decisions through consensus, after thorough discussion. Among other things, this practice is a careful monitoring of the resource base. Bio-regionalism is one name for it. The benefits of decentralized authority are essentially those of diversity; in contrast, centralization is an unstable monoculture.

Fourth and finally, much can be learned from simply examining the environmental appropriateness of traditional Native technologies, a study which leads to interesting cultural considerations other than sharing the division of labour, for example, and the effects of linear versus circular ideas of time. A study of the first-contact period can also reveal dramatically the seductive and insinuative nature of much advanced technology.

After three centuries of assault, the fact that these values still distinguish the indigenous cultures of Canada is a tribute to the resiliency of those cultures. Non-Natives can certainly learn them if they wish. They can recognize their profound ecological values and work towards a society in which such values may once again be widely honoured.

I am a specialist in English, qualified also in Latin and history. Until 1989, my training and my 24 years of teaching lay entirely within the classical humanistic tradition. That year I introduced a course in Native Studies at Bracebridge and Muskoka Lakes Secondary School, and I have taught two classes a year since. Teaching this course, seeking and finding help, and learning as I went, have been among the richest experiences of my career.

If you are considering introducing Native Studies at your school, here are a few suggestions:

First, lay to rest the notion that the fabric of Native culture has been unravelled by the European onslaught, and that assimilation is the only hope for the remaining vestiges. At best, that assumption is simply wrong; at worst, it is wishful thinking. Think of D.H. Lawrence's remark in Studies in Classical American Literature: A curious thing about the Spirit of Place is the fact that no place exerts its full influence upon a new-comer until the old inhabitant is dead or absorbed. Also keep in mind Elijah Harper and that eagle feather.... 

Second, face legislative, judicial and social issues squarely. Conditions on some reserves are appalling, and many Native people have an awful time in cities. Canada's relations with aboriginal people have been a national disgrace. Consider the causes and compare the situation in this country to the global genocide of aboriginal peoples. Worldwide, 45 Native languages are in danger of vanishing, taking with them their unique wisdom. In Canada, speakers of aboriginal languages declined by over 6,400 people per yearbetween 1981 and 1986. Several excellent recent films from the Amazon basin recreate the first-contact period of Canadian history with eerie, relentless clarity. Your students will already know that the fate of humankind at large is inextricably bound to the fate of the Earth, but they should also understand specifically why the disappearance of any aboriginal culture represents an abject and terrifying failure.

Third, you and your students will naturally shape your course, but if you are non-Native, resist indulgence in guilt. You are not personally responsible for the hideous injustices of the past; however, as teachers we are responsible for not perpetuating them. In offering this course, you are saying that the buck (or as much of it as you can nail) stops at your desk.

Fourth, a good place to start is to check with your Ministry of Education for curriculum guidelines. Many provincial departments publish resource guides containing useful information and references. Some of the resources they recommend may be dated or no longer available but you will find many alternatives.

Fifth, if you have little or no experience and are non-Native, seek help from Native friends and organizations. If your background is bookish, like mine, resist the temptation to prepare entirely from texts. For one thing, you will simply be overwhelmed by the amount that has been published. More importantly, unless you rely on Native people as much as possible, you will miss the essence of what is to be learned. Native culture is vibrant but it is primarily oral, not literary. You must listen. So, make contact with the local band office or Friendship Centre and ask for help. If you are very lucky, you will receive it from an elder or elders. Find out also what pow-wows and other events are happening in your area and attend as many as you can. Once again, listen. You will hear the kind or oratory cherished and preserved only in oral cultures, spoken to be remembered. Invite guest speakers so that your students can hear this too.

This does not mean that you and your students should not read. You must, of course, and widely. To date, I have found no single textbook entirely suitable for the students I teach at the senior high school level, so I have used various resources from my own library and from the growing collection in our school library. Two excellent resources are Peggy Brizinski's Knots on a String: An Introduction to Native Studies in Canada2 and Thom Henley's Rediscovery: Ancient Pathways New Directions.3. The Canadian Alliance in Solidarity with the Native Peoples publishes a Resource Reading List4 a good annotated bibliography which the editors update periodically. So much is being produced now that keeping up to date is a difficult task; indeed, several publishers and booksellers have begun to issue entirely separate catalogues for Native Studies. A good one is available from the House of Better Books.5

As for films, there are too many good ones by and about Native people to mention. I think they are essential, second in importance only to guest speakers. See your AV catalogues, particularly the National Film Board's, keep and eye on the schedule of your local public broadcasting network, or write to me for a list of the films I have found most helpful.6

Finally, if you are non-Native, be prepared to have your presumptions challenged. Be prepared to learn. The cultural differences are dramatic and there will be many surprises. You may find that your bread-and-butter courses seem increasingly superficial, or that stepping across the hall from Native Studies to teach, say senior English, severely tests your adaptability. But teaching is learning or it is nothing. To learn that Western progress is an almost unmitigated disaster in the eyes of Native people, or that a radically different history (and geography) of Canada exists, or that a spirituality as old and as refined as Taoism is indigenous to this country these may be exciting, as well as startling discoveries.

Last year, we were discussing in class the habits of reciprocity, or the cultivation of respect. I described the practice of leaving a token, perhaps tobacco, where you had taken from Nature something that you required. One of my students asked, Sir, are you suggesting that we really do that? I told him not necessarily, but I also told him that I wanted him to think about it. I wanted him to decide whether he really needed what he was taking. I wanted him to consider the circular nature of gifts and giving. Most of all, I wanted him to think about his participation in an ultimately mysterious world. The tobacco, I told him, seemed to me a symbol for an invaluable attitude that had stood the test of millennia.

Did that lesson have any effect? Well, yes, I think so, although I'll never know how much. Perhaps no more than a drop of water in Lake Superior. Was such a small thing worth doing? Of course.

Resources

1The NESA Activities Handbook for Native and Multicultural Classrooms comprises, to date, two volumes of activities compiled by Don Sawyer, Howard Green and Art Napoleon. Available from Tillacum Library, 100-1062 Homer Street, Vancouver, British Columbia, V6B 2W9. [See review on page 45 and the activity Win As Much As You Can, reprinted on page 19]

2Brizinski, Peggy. Knots on a String: An Introduction to Native Studies in Canada. The Division of Extension and Community relations, University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon.

3Henley, Thom. Rediscovery: Ancient Pathways<197>New Directions. Vancouver: Western Canada Wilderness Committee, 1989. Available in bookstores or from Western Canada Wilderness Committee, 20 Water Street, Vancouver, V6B 1A4.

4Resource Reading List. Canadian Alliance in Solidarity with the Native Peoples, P.O. Box 574, Station P, Toronto, Ontario, M5S 2T1.

5Our Native Land, a 34-page catalogue of books about aboriginal people of Canada and the USA, is available from House of Better Books, 150 York Hill Boulevard, Thornhill, Ontario, L4J 2P6, telephone (416) 881-7804, fax (416) 881-7808.

6Wayland Drew, Bracebridge and Muskoka Lakes Secondary School, Bracebridge, Ontario, P1L 1S4.

Wayland Drew teaches English and Native Studies at Bracebridge and Muskoka Lakes Secondary School in Bracebridge, Ontario.



The following are the guidelines that our reviewers followed when writing their critiques.  You may find that knowing what our reviewers were looking for provides some context when reading their reviews.  

(actual reviews to follow)

What am I looking for?  

a) From an educator’s point of view, how useful are the perspectives, information or curriculum ideas presented in the article?

b) What, if anything, is uniquely valuable in the article? (We want to know whether the article contains useful ideas, information or perspectives that one would not readily find in other resources.)

c) Comment on the currency and regionality of the article: Is any information out of date? Is the information too specific to a particular place?  Please be specific, i.e., say what exactly is out of date, and/or comment on why the place-specific nature of the article would reduce its value for readers in other regions.

d) How clearly written, well-organized and well-developed is the article?

e) What improvements can you recommend? (This is wide open and includes writing style, organization, development of ideas, illustrations, updating…any and all improvements that you can think of.)

f) Please make any additional comments not elicited by the above questions and give a summary opinion on whether or not you think the article should be included in the book. 

Note: You do not need to point out typographical errors, as these will be fixed in editing.  In addition, please ignore page references in the text (such as “see sidebar on page 36”). These numbers refer to pages in the issue of Green Teacher in which the article originally was published; they do not match the numbering of this draft. Finally, please note that a blank space on a page is simply a spot where an ad was originally placed in the magazine layout; it does not mean that something is missing from the article.
*********************************************************************
Native Studies and Green Teacher

by Wayland Drew

Native Studies & Green Teaching:  + fascinating, - potentially a loaded gun unless teacher is     VERY well prepared (YES)  AA


P. 170 – Native Studies


A This may sound like an overstatement, but if we just expose students to the First Nations, especially face-to-face, they’ll pick up more environmental lessons than you could ever teach in a whole school year (assuming the First Nations people are not “hang-around-the-fort Indians”).  If this article weren’t included in the selection, it would have to be invented.


B I especially liked the listing of resources.  I think a lot of teachers would like to include more native material, but are unsure where to go and how to go about it.


C  Universally applicable, as far as I can see.


D  Very nice job.  Well thought-out.


E  I’d only encourage the author to expand on the piece if possible.  In particular, the article seemed too abstract at times.  Possibly some more specific information/examples could be adduced, especially from personal experience.  For instance, “I brought this tribal representative to this particular class on this particular topic and the representative did this and that and so the students learned this and that.”  I’d also like to see the teacher’s, and/or students’, assessment as to whether such native curriculums/methods/etc. are better/worse/same compared to conventional teaching modalities.


F  A sound article that deserves inclusion.  (Be sure to tell the author that tobacco is a natural insecticide, so leaving it at the base of a plant in thanksgiving helps the plant survive.  Generally I’ve discovered that native ceremonial practices always have both a physical and metaphysical dimension (e.g., thanking the Four Directions every morning is a terrific way to lost-proof your kids)). DK


P. 172  <Native Studies…> Recently, the Globe and Mail print an article about aboriginal who kill 28 Eagles in BC for theirs powwow. WOW…It is a very mythical subject. Could we talk rationally about it ? LL


Native Studies and green teaching (pp.170-173)

I am conflicted on this one.  Integrating aboriginal knowledge and philosophy into environmental teaching is definitely a good thing, and we have much to learn from it.  I am not sure, however, that this article does the trick.  The author often lapses into language that will not be accessible to many of the readers (e.g. ‘romantic primitivism’, ‘arcadian’, incisive negativism’), and will not engage them.  Some of his statements are debatable.  Is it really credible to suggest that “Collective rejection of destructive technologies is possible at any time.”?    I also take exception to the comment that ‘social Darwinism…is evident in competitive sports and games” (p.171, left column).  Team sports, especially at the high school level, put much emphasis on collaboration and working together.  The group often succeeds because the individuals suppress their individuality to become a member of the unit.

This chapter also suffers from not readily lending itself to an activity or curriculum link.  It is not clear to me that the benefits of including this unit outweigh its shortcomings.  I suggest it be deleted. GG


"Native Studies and Green Teaching"
Incorporate the Seven Generations Concept here.  See if you can get more up-to-date material on native studies too.  A book I just read, "The Other Side of Eden" by  ? is an excellent read on the mind-set of hunter-gatherer soceties. JC2


P. 170 “Native Studies and Green Teaching”

The topic of indigenous studies is important.  Does it really give enough information and advice on how to start a high school course?  The article is dated and is very regionalized to Canada.  Reference to banning CFCs is old news. Is there a “current” debate on extending legal rights to animals, etc? The Canadian spelling (e.g. labour) and references to “reserves” and “Friendship Centre” and “provincial departments” regionalize this article.  Seems like the paragraph about the author (I am a specialist in English, qualified also in Latin etc.) should begin the article instead of appearing on p. 171).  In the “Resources” section most of the publication dates are missing.  This is poor scholarship.  In summary I would ask, “How can an important topic be treated so that it is current, not regionalized, and a practical help to those who wanted to begin an indigenous studies course?  In the present form it falls short CK


Native Studies and Green Teaching (pg 170) Notes

How useful are the perspectives from an educator point of view?

Extremely. The author does not try to tackle teaching about Native Studies as a one-dimensional task. Native cultures can very easily be marginalized when over-simplified. He considers all sides of the issue and addresses them with diverse and interesting approaches to teaching about them.

What, if anything, is uniquely valuable in the article?

The very strong argument on the importance of Native Studies classes in a curriculum. I liked the quote, “The central issue is not whether we should ‘return’ to the bow-and-arrow and high infant mortality, but how to achieve a sustainability that will last another 12,000 years.”

Currency/regionality of the article:  is anything out of date?

It is very specific to Canada, but that is its intent. It could be strengthened by a list of resources on native cultures in other countries where the book will be published.

How clearly written, well organized and well developed is the article?

This is an extremely well-written article. The text flows well, and the points are well made. 



What improvements can you recommend?

Apart from expanded resources for educators outside of Canada, none. JK2

Article #2:  Native Studies and Green Teaching by Wayland Drew p.170


Drew’s article, though apparently a reflection on the 500th Anniversary of Columbus’ “discovery” of the New World, still speaks to us today.   The illustration which opens the article is very evocative of Native cultures and their perspectives, and his five-step method for introducing Native Studies is clear and concise.  Drew is very well-read and generously sprinkled his article with literary references and suggestions for further reading.


While many of the statistics and suggestions in the article are Canadian  (and by virtue of being from 1992, probably inaccurate and outdated as well), the implications are clear enough that a New Yorker like myself can follow them, albeit with a bit of initiative and imagination.  For instance, I may not be able to use “a local band office or Friendship Center,” but I could use the Internet (something that has truly emerged between 1992 and now) or local museums and parks.  The article definitely challenges me to learn more about Native peoples and their beliefs and to find means of applying them into my AmeriCorps program.  The line on p.72-73, “Teaching is learning or it is nothing,” is an unexpected gem tucked away in this article.

  
Overall, I rate this article a “4” and it should be accepted into the journal, warts and all. JK3


IV) Native studies and green teaching

a) b) I am a dedicated fan of Wayland Drew’s writing and the themes of his two most popular novels are distilled into this submission.  The gist of the article is pertinent, timely and novel. Native studies is often taught as a discrete chapter of the greater colonial narrative, or jealously guarded as 1st Nations property.  We often speak of 1st Nations in the past tense, whereas this article is clearly grounded in the present and future.  With the inevitable industrial expansion to the North and the steady erosion of traditional languages, valorizing Nativeness is a worthwhile effort.

c) d) e) f) Wayland Drew is, as ever a consummate communicator.  His writing is exemplary and inspirational. Organizationally speaking, it could benefit from a separation of foundational rationale and curricular suggestions. Revision will likely be complicated by Wayland’s death. Nevertheless, I would be more inclined to attempt teaching a Native Issues class, after reading this article, if it more clearly delineated possible themes or topics.  I seem to be a real proponent of sub-headings, bullets and lay-out techniques that facilitate an initial, visual understanding of the article’s flow.  Again, this comes back to the issue of time.  Busy teachers want to quickly assimilate the information.  In short, I love the prose, but break it up.
What’s more, written in 1992, the article could benefit from a revised reference list, suggested contacts and existing curriculum. I’m sure, 13 years after the fact, there must be internet resources that could be used as course or curricular templates.

As for the illustrations, they seem gratuitous. How do they support or enrich the article? Other than imbuing it with a native feel, they don’t really relate to the body of the text. I do, however, really like the side bars.  Keep them and keep the article, provided you’re not trying to publish ready-to-go lessons.  This is more ideological than applicable. MM



p.179 ​ Native Studies. I also found this article to be good, and would appreciate having First Nations content in the book. (Indeed, you might want to solicit another article or two from this perspective?) Definitely worth including. CR


8.  Native Studies and Green Teaching by Wayland Drew (pg 170)

· I very much liked this article, and I found it to be inspirational.  This article truly had some interesting characteristics of native culture that could provide food for thought for an interested teacher and provide a springboard for further learning and self-education.

· On an aside, I wonder if various readers will challenge the opening statement in this article stating that aboriginals in Canada “were, and are, among the most ecologically successful in the world”?  There continues to be debate over this, and it smacks a bit of a blanket statement.  I do not have enough research into this area to refute the statement, but I would like to point out that there are counter opinions. DK2


Article 2: Page 170
This article does not provide any new information. More examples and information on assessment strategies are needed especially if recommendations are for designing a new course. SD


Page170  article
a)  useful
b)  how to prepare to incorperate native values and perspectives in curricula
c)  not out of date - regionality does not matter
d)  well written
e)  p 171  column 1  paragraph 1  "  decision literally to forget to "loose"  is this a typo?
f)  timely RP
 



