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For the past 2 years, I have participated in a week-long service trip to Standing Rock, a Lakota reservation that stretches along the border of North and South Dakota.  During the second trip, I was awarded a Learn, Lead, and Serve Grant from the University of Dayton and used it to build community between people on the reservation and those from Dayton.  The Lakota refer to this process as “making relations.”  The main part of my project involved cultural exchange through art; namely through beading and quilting projects.  Reflecting on my experiences, I realize that I can use many of the lessons and insights I learned on the trip in the classroom. 
When I arrived at the aptly named Blue Gym at Little Eagle, South Dakota, with a group of students from the University of Dayton and other members of the Dayton community, including a videographer and a group of students and teachers from an urban elementary school, Dayton’s Patterson Kennedy; several children were playing basketball with an intensity and skill that belied their young years.  At our arrival, the children crowded around us, hugging us and asking us to play basketball with them and watch them shoot basket after perfect basket.  We immediately asked them how they were, how school was going, and where their younger brothers and sisters were.  For me and many other members of our group, the trip to Standing Rock Reservation was not so much a service trip as a family visit.  Helmina Makes Him First, one of the elders at Little Eagle, declared with joy at the feast the community prepared for us that first night, “Our family from the East has returned.”  
My experiences at Standing Rock have opened my eyes to the diversity of cultures and experiences in our vast country, a diversity that does not deny our inherent similarities and human dignity.  The lessons I learned there of community, acceptance, and valuing the knowledge that every person can share are important for all students to understand.
During the trip, I organized a beading project as a cultural exchange between the people from Little Eagle and those from Dayton.  This exchange was more successful than I imagined.  Elders in the community came to share their knowledge of an art form that is more complex than one may imagine.  As they showed us how to make turtle necklaces, they explained the traditional production of these items and the symbolism of the turtle as the bringer of life.  Many Lakota continue to make and sell beaded items as a vital supplement to their incomes.  

I was surprised at how successfully the beading project brought us all together.  Not only young children but also teenagers joined us at the tables to make the necklaces.  The older children showed the younger how to make the jewelry and threaded their needles for them.  People stopped playing basketball and volleyball to come sit at whatever seat was available to participate in this intricate task.  University of Dayton students mingled with Lakota children and children from Dayton’s Patterson Kennedy Elementary School.  People who did not normally have contact with each other chatted as they commiserated over misshapen flower chains and bent needles.  I was pleased to see nearly as many young men participate as young women.  All the youth found a common activity they could appreciate, and they learned about other people as they did so.

In many ways, the youth on the reservation are the same as any other children and young adults.  They love playing sports, listening to rap music, and wearing baggy pants and the newest hairstyle.  At the same time, however, their Lakota culture is an integral part of their daily lives.  The children know traditional music and sing along with members of the drum circle, and they also know dances to accompany songs of honor and thanksgiving.  Many children regularly take part in the inipi, or sweatlodge, rituals.  The inipi is a place of ritual and physical cleansing as well as prayer and reflection.  These experiences help the children understand their heritage and participate as members of a close community.
Although many talk about community and its importance to any group of people, such as a classroom of learners, the people of Little Eagle live out the full extension of what community truly means in their example of sharing and acceptance.  No one on the reservation is homeless unless by choice; no one goes hungry or ever feels ashamed to knock on a neighbor’s door and ask for a sandwich.  Their familial ties extend beyond any nuclear or even biological family to include countless adoptive aunties and uncles, brothers and sisters.  The people on the reservation struggle with more than their share of problems, but they struggle as a cohesive group.
While at Little Eagle, I was able to interview two Lakota teachers with different backgrounds and perspectives.  Elverda Little Dog, a middle school teacher at Little Eagle Day School, looks with humor and acceptance at the troubles she has faced in her life.  She makes jokes about the difficulties growing up on the reservation and attending the predominantly white local public school, learning from every experience in her life, both good and bad.  Elverda believes that all people can learn from each other.  When I asked her what advice she would give to a non-Native teacher trying to teach Native American students, she responded by saying she would not try giving him or her advice:  “I’d probably ask them if they have any kind of ideas for what they see, too . . . I would want them to bring some of their ideas.  Maybe they have something that I’m doing wrong, can help me and I help them or something, because I don’t think there’s a Lakota way, one way, you know.  Everybody has ideas and they’re always helpful.”  Instead of trying to make others teach in the exact same manner she does, she recognizes that people have individual teaching styles that can all be beneficial; teachers can gain insight and learn from each other.
As I listened to Elverda calmly talk and even joke about her experiences, I realized that we can all learn to face adversity with equanimity and be respectful of other people’s knowledge and worldviews.  She teaches her students about respect, bravery, and wisdom through her quiet words and actions.  Teachers at all grade levels can teach their students to face bullies and taunts of any sort with cool tempers and openness to learning.
The other teacher I met, Linda Jones, teaches a variety of subjects at Sitting Bull College, the Tribal college on the reservation.  She is also the mother of two who firmly believes the reservation is the best place to raise her children due to the support systems of the community, including elders and many relatives, both biological and adoptive.  She believes elements of Lakota culture should be incorporated into all classroom subjects for students on the reservation and that all students should learn facts about other cultures throughout every course.  “We can still teach those things that we need to be accredited . . .  you can infuse culture—not just Native American culture—into your courses.  You know these days it’s important to get them all in there to give your students a perspective from everywhere,” she says.  “I think it is important for teachers to realize that they can give students the stuff that they need to give them and they can also give them a really accurate worldview, too.”
Linda also has many ideas for how to incorporate Native American, specifically Lakota, culture and views into every subject.  For example, when teaching a group of students about adjectives in her introductory level English class, she takes the students outside and has them describe what they see.  After they discuss big, green trees and soft wind, she explains that those descriptive words are in fact adjectives.  These concrete examples help them understand an abstract concept.  
Even concepts as abstract and seemingly uninteresting as grammar can be memorable and meaningful when given enough context and relevancy.  In a single lesson, students can learn not only what they are required to know about “traditional” topics, but they can also learn about nature, respect for creation, the interconnectedness of all life, and a bit of history about our forebears, too.  “One of the biggest ways to teach Native American students—to teach any student, in my opinion—is that inquiry-based learning, you know, asking them questions and letting them find out not just the answers but how to answer those questions themselves.  And that’s relevant for Native Americans and non-Native Americans, non-indigenous students, and it’s fun for everybody,” Linda says.

I wish all students could have opportunities not only to learn about other cultures, but to open their minds to other worldviews and ways of life that have many differences yet still recognize common human values, needs, and interests.  I am grateful that I have had the opportunities to meet people at Little Eagle, for when I try to teach my students about Native Americans, I can tell them stories about cheerful kids playing basketball and loving mothers and elders, real people with specific names and faces.  I can tell my students stories about the ceremonies in which I participated and the specific beliefs of the Lakota, who are one of over 500 distinct Native American Nations in the Unites States.  By telling my students these things, I can show them that Native Americans are not exotic beings that no longer exist but rather real individuals with their own share of problems and strengths.  
My experiences with the people of Little Eagle will help me teach my students real lessons about Native Americans.  Telling these stories will help counter the many stereotypes students learn from Hollywood about Native Americans and will help them become more accepting of people from other cultures.  Many of the lessons about community and what counts as valuable knowledge are applicable to building a positive climate for learning in the classroom.  I can also use different styles of teaching such as those Linda described to help all my students learn.  I will try to impart these ideas of multiculturalism and equality to my students so they treat everyone with respect and dignity.
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