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TEACHING TIPS

A Place for Native American Oral Thadition in Nature Study
by Clayton Russell

A rich and diverse Native American Oral Tradition provides
educators today with an introduction to the reservoirs of natural
history, nature observation, and "natural" intelligence long held by the
native cultures in their personal relationship with the land. While
reading or acting out stories from your region, students are exposed to
the details of an obligatory and ethical reciprocity with nature. By
sharing these stories in tt.respectful fashion and setting, similar to
that of an original telling,.students see the need for a personal
relationship with the Earth, based on respect-- a human-toland ethic.

The Oral Tradition contains insights into the necessary
behavioral agreements between the land and humans, an "I-Thou"
relationship, that ensures balance and long-term survival. It is the
words and valid lifeways of native peoples that have a noticeable
impact upon my students behavior, thinking and writing. The voice
speaking from these stories is timeless and of the land itself. Held in
juxtaposition to modern ideas, the stories give students an idea ofwhy
our modern "I-It" relationship to the Earth has led to so much
environmental and personal despoilment.

The incorporation of stories from the Native American Oral
T[adition into school curriculums and nature programs broadens our
understanding of diverse cultures as well as suggesting ideas for
improving our relationship with the land. Stories also act to remind
the ever wondering human of the importance of complexity, simplicity,
thoughtfulness, careful observation, respect, humility and humor. In
these stories, students are taught by a wide array of teachers
including plants, animals, stars, the sun and moon, incredible events,
abstract notions and extreme proportions, in such a way to be
remembered far longer than any moralizing. However, we must
exercise caution when using these stories, so as not to sacrifice a more
complete undersanding of the Native American lifestyle, simply for
our own benefit. But if we come to better understand our place in
nature's community because of the teachings in these stories, we will
owe a geat debt to the Native American Oral Ttadition.

The Native American Oral Tfadition demonstrates to all people
that there is value in opening ourselves to nature and in being able to

frequent the wild places and spaces in order to be influenced by such
teachers as the rocks, thunderstorms, silences, sunsets, and vistas.
Through the use of stories we can rekindle imagination, inspiration,
respect and interest in our proper relationship with nature, as citizens
in the world community.

Recommended Readings

Astov, M. 1946. American Indian Prose and Poetrv: The Winsed Seroent.

Brown, J. E. 1985. The Spiritual Legacy of the American Indian.

Carter, F. 1976. The Education ofLittle T!ee.

Bullchild, P. 1985. The Sun Came Down.

Erdoes, R. and A. Ortiz 1984. American Indian Mlrths and Legends.
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