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Abstract 

This article describes how principles of culturally relevant and culturally responsive pedagogy 

can be adapted for Native American students, thereby creating space for art and writing that 

begins at a Native American School and extends to the local community. In a collaborative 

planning process among Native and non-Native teachers at a residential school, the school 

principal, regional Native writers, land-grant university professors, pre-service teachers, and a 

graduate research assistant, a writing workshop for 7th and 8th graders was designed to engage 

and motivate Native students to write and create art to be shared outside of the school setting.  

 

Keywords: Native American, culturally responsive pedagogy, writers’ workshop, collaboration, 

writing, culturally relevant pedagogy, National Writing Project, Scholastic Art and Writing 
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Native American Adaptations of Culturally Relevant and Responsive Pedagogy in an Art 

and Writing Workshop at a Native American School  

Introduction 

With the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, there has been 

some acknowledgment that NCLB (No Child Left Behind) has not been successful in decreasing 

the educational inequities that it sought to address. Native American educators dubbed the act the 

“Every Indian Child Left Behind” act to highlight its ineffectiveness (Lajimodiere, 2010). So 

what happens when Native American educators design their own praxis to address education 

inequity? This article describes the work of teachers in a challenging educational setting—a 

Native American boarding school—seeking to improve student writing in partnership with a 

local writing project site during an academic year. One of the interventions was a writing 

workshop that intentionally recruited Native American artists and writers to work directly with 

students on creative works.  

Context 

The writing project site was the Red River Valley Writing Project (RRVWP) in Fargo, 

North Dakota, and the partner school was Circle of Nations School in Wahpeton, North Dakota, 

an inter-tribal off-reservation boarding school, chartered under the Sisseton-Wahpeton Dakota 

Oyate1 (2016) and funded by the Bureau of Indian Education. Circle of Nations School serves 

Native American youth in grades 4 through 8. The mission of the school is to “build academic 

achievement and foster healthy development of the whole child in a Native American cultural 

environment." 

                                                        
1 Oyate is a word for a tribal group in the Dakota language.  
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Students come from all over the United States, with significant numbers from North and 

South Dakota, Minnesota, Nebraska, Arizona, and Montana. The number of students varied 

considerably over the course of a school year: there were about 80 students at the school, though 

not the same students at the end as at the beginning.  

There are 22 staff members at the school. The staff is diverse in terms of teaching 

experience, gender, and culture, though only 10% of the regular classroom teachers are Native 

American. This school was selected as a partner because of its need, location, willingness to 

partner, and because of the desire of the RRVWP teachers who are currently employed there. 

Need is high; teachers report that 99% of students at the school are on free and reduced lunch, 

and the most recent AYP scores show that only 43.12% of students are proficient in reading, 

compared to 75.31% (ND DPI AYP) statewide.  

Sassi, the director of the RRVWP, worked collaboratively with the RRVWP teachers at 

the school to procure grant funding from the National Writing Project to fund the work. We 

received a SEED (Supporting Effective Educator Development) grant for high-needs schools.  

Theoretical Framework 

Our philosophical approach was an Indigenized version of both culturally relevant 

pedagogy and culturally responsive pedagogy. In a culturally relevant pedagogical approach, 

teachers “increase the classroom participation and academic achievement of students from 

different ethnic groups by modifying instruction so that it draws upon cultural strengths” (Banks, 

2006, p. 197). Creativity in writing was a student strength identified by the teachers in planning 

meetings at the school. We further drew on the cultural strengths by seeking out Native 

American writers and artists at the school to lead workshops for students. These workshop 

leaders provided cultural role models for students in addition to the strong teaching and artistic 
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skills they possess. As Gay (2000) states, “Creating a respectful, productive classroom 

environment is always a challenge; this challenge is even greater when students and teachers 

come from different cultural backgrounds,” (p. 365). At Circle of Nations, 100% of the students 

are Native American, but only 10% of the regular classroom teachers are, so we sought to create 

a space where students could work on their art and writing with Native American workshop 

leaders.  

Culturally responsive pedagogy is about more than bringing elders or other tribal 

members to the school, however. Culturally responsive pedagogy, in its broadest sense, does the 

following: 

[S]imultaneously develops, along with academic achievement, social consciousness and 

critique, cultural affirmation, competence, and exchange; community building and 

personal connections; individual self-worth and abilities; and an ethic of caring. It uses 

ways of knowing, understanding, and representing various ethnic and cultural groups in 

teaching academic subjects, processes, and skills. It cultivates cooperation, collaboration, 

reciprocity, and mutual responsibility for learning among students and between students 

and teachers. (Gay, 2000; p. 43) 

The collaborative nature of culturally responsive teaching in Gay’s description is actually pre-

dated by Native American educational leaders. For example, Lakota Chief Sitting Bull once said, 

“Let us put our minds together and see what life we will make for our children” (Our Mother’s 

Tongues, Makepeace, 2011). We enacted the collaborative approach suggested by his words in 

planning our activities at Circle of Nations School. Teachers at the school wanted to open up 

more space in the curriculum for student writing. Our immediate goal was to motivate and 

encourage students to creatively engage in writing and art and to develop an entry for an art and 
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writing contest in December. The diagram below shows who comprised the collaborative group 

of us “putting our heads together” including, from the top and moving clockwise, Native 

American artists, the school principal, the University professor/writing project director, pre-

service teachers, graduate students, the Alliance for Young Artists and Writers, White classroom 

teachers, and the National Writing Project. The students, of course, are in the middle of the circle 

(See Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. Collaborators in the culturally responsive writing project. 
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Once the art and writing workshop is collaboratively planned in this way, we might ask, “What 

principles, if any, of culturally relevant and culturally responsive pedagogy, do Native American 

teachers use when working with Native American students?” 

 

Methods 

In addition to the larger grant from the National Writing Project to work with teachers 

throughout the year on improving the teaching of writing, the Red River Valley Writing Project 

received a grant from the Alliance for Young Artists and Writers to offer a writing intensive 

workshop for Native American students. The goal of the Alliance was to honor 1948 Native 

American award winner Kay Walkingstick by encouraging the participation of Native American 

students in the Scholastic Art and Writing Awards. This grant made it possible for us to bring in 

Native American writers and artists to work with the students at the school.  

We had four meetings with Circle of Nations Teachers in March and April of 2014. We 

met with the administrators, with the elementary teachers, with the middle level teachers, and 

with the special subjects teachers. We discussed the needs of their students and their own needs 

in depth. From these productive meetings, we learned the following in regards to the strengths 

and challenges of the students. 

Strengths. Teachers said that students at Circle of Nations have a variety of abilities 

ranging from creativity to artful poetry skills. The teachers across the grade levels agreed that the 

students have strong storytelling abilities with interesting writing to contribute for in-class 

prompts and for other purposes and audiences such as writing with pen pals. Students reflect on 

their unique experiences, and this demonstrates how the students are introspective through 

writing. Not only are the students hard workers who set high goals, but some teachers have also 
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noticed an increase in writing endurance, the ability to sustain writing for longer periods of time.  

Another commonality among students’ strengths is that they do know what they want to say or 

write, but it is the actual act of writing it down on paper that can be challenging. Therefore, we 

see the challenges that arise from the variety of strengths.   

Challenges. One of the challenges teachers face has to do with the fact that this is a 

Native American boarding school. Many students arrive feeling homesick and fearful. A few 

were homeless before coming to Circle of Nations. New students arrive throughout the school 

year. Some who go home for a week never return. With this shifting student body, it is very 

difficult to scaffold student learning from year to year, as the Common Core State Standards 

suggest. With students coming and going from reservations all over the country, teachers cannot 

be sure what curriculum was used in a student’s previous school, or even if he or she attended 

school. For these reasons and for the large range of ability levels and learning needs and 

disabilities, teachers feel they need to have a one-on-one situation for students to improve their 

writing. 

One of the most common things we heard from teachers in all of the meetings was that 

students are fearful. When they have just arrived, they are afraid to express themselves. For 

some, this fear continues—the fear of failure is so great that they hesitate to take a chance to 

write something because they think it might be wrong. Teachers said that some would rather shut 

down than try to answer and be wrong. This is true of public speaking and writing.  

Many teachers said writing is painful for students—even writing their names can be 

painful. One teacher emphasized how the physical act of writing is difficult. Others said that 

even when the answer is there in reading, students find it painful to write it down. Invention is 

challenging. Teachers said that it is hard work to get students to write down their ideas, but, once 
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started, their ideas are great. They like to write, but not to prewrite, revise, and engage in the full 

process of writing. There is frustration with editing, both on the side of students and for teachers. 

One teacher said that when she required a writing assignment, it was so poorly written that she 

didn’t repeat the assignment. Teachers say they have to do a lot of editing of student work.  

Sentence quality was a common theme in our collaborative planning meetings as well. 

Teachers described seeing sentences as long as a page without punctuation. They despaired of 

having students write because “They can’t even put together a sentence.” One teacher who asked 

students to write a sentence with adjectives found they were extremely limited in their ability to 

do so. Students have trouble writing complete sentences—especially when asked to do so in a 

content area other than English. Other areas of writing challenges included 

structure/organization, spelling, vocabulary, use of formal English, and summarizing in their 

own words. 

We also learned what teachers would like to learn as part of the grant-funded year of 

work. Teachers said they would like to learn how to: 

 assess writing; 

 increase the frequency of writing; 

 bring students up to grade level;  

 help students to fully engage with the process of writing; 

 improve dialogue between elementary and middle grades and with the dorm staff. 

The art and writing workshop described in this article specifically addresses the penultimate 

bullet, “help students to fully engage with the process of writing.” 

The school principal, Brad Zachow, provided important information about school culture 

that determined when the workshop would be held. The Alliance had asked us to hold a Saturday 
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workshop because that was the model they were using for other workshops around the nation, 

but Principal Zachow explained that Saturday was the only day when Circle of Nations students 

can take a bus to a local store to shop for personal necessities like shampoo or snacks. Given a 

choice, students would not miss their Saturday bus trip, so we had to plan for a different day.  

Fortunately, the school staff was willing to cancel classes all day Friday, so that we could have 

the workshop then. This anecdote underscores the importance of knowing the school culture 

before planning activities.  

Holding the art and writing workshop on a Friday made it possible to bring some more 

people to the circle: NDSU pre-service teachers enrolled in Sassi’s Methods of Teaching Writing 

course. They would be teaching students at the school later in the semester as part of their field 

experience. The Friday workshop gave them an opportunity to get to know the students and 

assist the workshop presenters. Through assisting the Native American presenters the pre-service 

teachers, who were all non-Native, had an opportunity to observe culturally relevant and 

responsive pedagogy in action.  

A graduate student assistant was another member of the circle above. Caitlin Johnson was 

just beginning her doctoral studies at North Dakota State University, and she was registered to 

serve as Sassi’s graduate research assistant for the year-long grant project. However, she also is a 

published writer who specializes in oral narrative, which she learned as part of her family and 

cultural life on the Turtle Mountain reservation in north central North Dakota. The final 

members of the circle were the White teachers at Circle of Nations. Most of these teachers had 

worked at the school for a long time and knew the school culture and students well. Dedicated to 

a very demanding job, they brought valuable experience and insights.  
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Members of the circle met in August and September to plan the basic structure of the day. 

We agreed that it should offer choice to students and opportunities for revision. To offer choice, 

we decided to offer multiple simultaneous workshops on different types of writing, using the 

award categories as a guide. Figure 2 displays the workshop schedule. 

Time Activities 

9:00-

10:00am   

1. Opening Prompt 

2. Overview of the day, goals of the workshop  

3. Motivating speeches: Laura Youngbird’s experience as a scholastic winner; Lajimodiere’s 

story of becoming a writer; Heid’s video poem “Rivers” 

10:10-

11:00am 

Workshop 

Choice #1 

Flash 

Fiction 

with Lise 

Erdrich 

 

 

Comic Art 

Lori Hieserich 

 

 

Short 

story/oral 

narrative 

with 

Caitlin 

Johnson 

Poetry with 

Lajimodiere  

 

 

Making 

Waves—

blending 

art and 

writing 

with Laura 

Youngbird 

Photography 

with Brad 

Zachow  

 

 

11:03-

11:53am 

Choice #2 

Flash 

Fiction  

Comic Art 

 

Short 

story/oral 

narrative 

Poetry Making 

Waves 

Photography 

11:56-

12:46pm 

LUNCH 

12:49-

1:39pm 

Model of Writers’ Workshop (Lori, Joyce, Caitlin, Sassi, Lajimodiere)--ALL participants 

1:42-2:32 Writing 

Workshop 

 

Flash 

Fiction  

Comic 

Art 

 

Short 

story/oral 

narrative 

Poetry Making 

Waves 

Photography 

2:35-3:00 Open Mic—(for those who choose to share work) ALL participants in audience 

Figure 2. Schedule for this project. 

The Native American art teacher, Laura Youngbird (Ojibwe), was a natural choice, but 

we also sought participation from the School Health Coordinator at the school, Lise Erdrich 

(Turtle Mountain Band of Chippewa), who also happens to be an award-winning writer. We also 
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recruited Native American writers from North Dakota State University to join the Native leaders 

at the school. Lajimodiere (Turtle Mountain Band of Chippewa), a published poet, led a writing 

workshop on poetry and doctoral student Caitlin Johnson (Turtle Mountain Band of Chippewa) 

led a workshop on oral narrative and short stories.  

We began the day with community building in the school’s library, a warm, inviting 

space full of Native American art and books. Writer’s Notebooks were provided to everyone 

present—students, teachers, pre-service teachers, artists, university professors, principal, and 

support staff. Caitlin Johnson provided the invitation to write: “Where do you see yourself in five 

years?”  

Next, Sassi introduced the Scholastic Art and Writing Awards. Students were distracted. 

It was the end of the second week of school, and homesickness was starting to affect some of the 

students. Sassi is also non-Native. The mood changed shortly after Sassi introduced Lajimodiere, 

who began talking about her own experiences as a schoolgirl—how she was called names like 

“dirty Indian” and “squaw.” How when her mother made beadwork necklaces for her, the other 

kids would rip them off. The library quieted down rapidly—soon the whole group was keenly 

focused on what Lajimodiere was saying. She told them about how she took those emotions and 

put them into her writing. However, she didn’t feel confident in herself as a writer. In the 1960s, 

there were few Native authors to act as role models, and Lajimodiere, a high school student, 

assumed that Native Americans just didn’t write. That changed when in 1984 she picked up a 

novel titled Love Medicine by Louise Erdrich. Not only was Louise Native American, but she 

was from the same reservation that Lajimodiere was living on. It was one of those life-changing 

moments. Lajimodiere immediately picked up her pencil and began writing poetry, confident that 

Native authors were now being published.  
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After Lajimodiere spoke, then Lise Erdrich spoke about her experiences of sending out 

her work for publication and starting to win awards. She showed some ribbons and plaques she 

won. Students were hearing that the Native writers in front of them had suffered tough times like 

they had, but they had overcome those difficulties and achieved success. These two writers had 

just emphasized two qualities of culturally responsive pedagogy: cultural affirmation and 

academic achievement.  

After the introductions, students went to their first choice of workshop. In the poetry 

workshop with Lajimodiere, more elements of culturally responsive teaching were evident. 

Australian researcher Osborne (1996) noted that “culturally relevant teachers are personally 

warm toward and respectful of, as well as academically demanding of, all students” (p. 296). 

Lajimodiere exemplified these characteristics in her 21 years of experience teaching 

Native American students on her home reservation. Lajimodiere ’s use of culturally relevant 

pedagogy started prior to the workshop. She had selected a trifold brochure that included an 

excerpt called “A Day in My Life,” written by a Native American girl in a boarding school. She 

then invited students to, “Write about a day in your life.” Then she asked them to generate a list 

of words about their lives. Lajimodiere is aware of “wait time;” Native American students 

sometimes pause for a long time when posed a question. She knows that when they are sure of 

their answer, they will shyly raise their hand, often not above their shoulder and close to their 

chest. To continue with her culturally relevant approach, Lajimodiere started by writing Pow-

wow dancer on the board. We could hear a student say very quietly, “I used to be a pow-wow 

dancer.” Students were quiet, but she waited and then a student said, “Basketball” and another 

said, “Football.” 
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When one student said, “Cheese,” there was some laughter. Not missing a beat, 

Lajimodiere joked along, saying, “Commodity cheese.” Smiles and laughter from the students as 

they said commodity this and commodity that. Lajimodiere wrote, “Commods,” on the board and 

there was a joke about “commod bods”—meaning chubby bodies of many Native people from 

eating generally unhealthy commodities, like high-fat cheese and starch, which were provided by 

the U.S. government as part of agreements between tribes and the government.  

At the end of this brainstorming session, the following words were on the board: 

hair braids, sweets, salad, competition, games, shoes, fry bread, shoes, chess, LaGallete and 

Kabooboo breads. 

Lajimodiere then asked the students to choose something about their life and create a list. 

From the list, she then invited them to write a 17-word poem, and passed out a half sheet of 

paper with this quote from Ted Kooser’s (2007) The Poetry Home Repair Manual: 

Don’t worry about the “Rules.” Beginning poets often ask first about the rules: do you 

always have to capitalize the first work in every line? And so on. Well there are no 

should or should nots in writing poetry. You can do whatever you feel like doing, part of 

the joy of writing or of practicing any art comes from the freedom to choose. (p. 35) 

Lajimodiere is aware that some Native American students don’t look an adult in the eye 

as a sign of respect. She knows not to single out a student in class. Instead she stands quietly by 

the student and speaks in a low tone. One of the students shyly asked, “When you go to the 

beach, where do you go?” Lajimodiere named the beach and asked him, “Do you go to the 

beach?” and the student shyly talked about going to a beach in California. He began describing 

swimming there. Lajimodiere said, “That’s a great story. Write just the way you told that story.”  
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Two pre-service teachers were in the room, assisting Lajimodiere. One of them, Josh 

Dullea, wrote that the main insight he took from the experience was “the importance of getting 

the students started. The most effective method was writing right beside the students.” To do so, 

he listened carefully to Lajimodiere and then wrote “intently about the same things” the students 

were writing about. “I can’t say for sure if this caused the boy sitting next to me to begin writing 

as well, but he also wrote quite a lot.” After some time to write and time to share, Lajimodiere  

led students in writing another poem: “Write about a place that is special to you. I want you to 

use all five senses, show don’t tell.” When she said “show,” a student held up a medal. 

Lajimodiere moved toward the student where she could quietly ask, “What is that?” He said it 

was a medal for a 5K. In this way, she could acknowledge his success as a runner without 

embarrassing him in front of the group. The fact that he would share this when meeting a teacher 

for the first time shows that Lajimodiere had gained his trust.  

Lajimodiere shared a quote from Natalie Goldberg (1986) that expanded on her advice to 

them to “show, don’t tell”: 

There’s an old adage in writing “Don’t tell, but show.” What does this actually mean? It 

means don’t tell us about anger (or any of those big words like honesty truth, hate, love, 

sorrow, life, justice, etc.); show us what made you angry. We will read it and feel angry. 

Don’t tell readers what to feel. Show them the situations, and that feeling will awaken in 

them. (p.75) 

After brainstorming the five senses on the board with students participating, Lajimodiere  

then read her own poem about going to Cannonball: 

Sweet Water Well 

The paved road abruptly ends 
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and we roll in a choking cloud of dust into Cannonball  

my sticky mouth coated and dry. 

Grandpa waves to us from his tar 

paper shack. We’d driven from Oregon  

to Cannonball, North Dakota that summer 

I was eleven. The stifling heat made bearable  

only by frequent stops for orange pop 

I cheered at the sign  

“Entering the Standing Rock Sioux Reservation.” (Lajimodiere, 2010) 

Lajimodiere used many culturally relevant pedagogical moves: “Once I knew the names 

of the reservation and tribes the students were from—Hidatsa, Lakota, and Ojibwe—I was able 

to toss in a few words in each of their languages, since I had taught on several of their 

reservations and gone to pow wows and/or ceremonies on all of them. I also threw in a few 

‘ayes,’ and ‘innits’ to show that even though I’m a professor I still understand and use some of 

the non-standard English terms from back home on the rez.” Culturally congruent practices, such 

as using language patterns similar to students’ home language patterns, are part of culturally 

relevant pedagogy (Erickson, 2006). Another move was to use mentor texts from the students’ 

own cultural background. Lajimodiere used her own. These pedagogical moves led to a deeper 

connection with students in the afternoon revision session. 

After lunch, the group met all together in the library to do something that was completely 

new to all the students and the teachers: a fishbowl modeling session of how a writing group 

responds to a writer’s work. As the writing project director, Sassi felt it was important not only 
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to inspire students to write new work, but also to revise their work. We hoped this fishbowl 

demonstration would help prepare students for a revision workshop in the afternoon.  

One of the 8th grade teachers, Lori Hieserich, who had been through two Red River 

Valley Writing Project Summer Institutes, volunteered to workshop a couple of pages from a 

fictional story she had been working on about a girl who travels from her home reservation to a 

boarding school. Another writing project teacher at the school, Joyce Holkup, volunteered to be a 

responder. Caitlin Johnson and Sassi rounded out the writing workshop. Lori read her story and 

then the group began providing feedback. The students paid attention. After a few rounds of 

response, Sassi then invited one of the students to replace her in the workshop group. Given the 

cultural patterns, we were prepared to have no one volunteer. We held our breath. Sassi reminded 

students that they knew a lot more about the topic of this story than the adults in the circle. After 

a few seconds, a Dakota student named Jimma volunteered.  

 

Figure 3. Jimma reviews Ms. Hieserich’s story about a girl coming to boarding school. 

Jimma had some excellent feedback for the piece. Soon another student was volunteering 

to replace a teacher, and then another, until the workshop group was comprised of all Native 
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American students. We praised their participation and encouraged everyone to give feedback like 

that in the afternoon workshop, which would be focused on revising the work they had started in 

the morning.  

The afternoon revising sessions were successful. We even had a few students volunteer to 

share work at the open mic at the end of the day, including several students who had written their 

writing on “waves” in the art teacher’s workshop. These waves were included in a community art 

piece the following day during Headwaters’ Day, a community event sponsored by the 

Wahpeton Chamber of Commerce. Native American art teacher Laura Youngbird had secured 

permission from the extension service to create a mural on the side of one of their buildings near 

the river. The mural reflected the theme of this celebration: that just as the waters from three 

different rivers blended together at the city, so do the histories of the people: White settlers and 

Native Americans. The words of Circle of Nations students joined the river of voices in the 

community.  

 

Figure 4. Native American art teacher Laura Youngbird shows the “waves” of writing created by 

students. 
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Results 

Student writing was assessed at the beginning and the ending of the year. Students wrote 

essays in a timed format. Diverse groups of school personnel were trained in assessing writing 

using a common core standards based rubric. After going through a norming process with anchor 

papers, the group scored essays by every student in the school. The process was repeated at the 

end of the year and results were compared. It was found that the average gain in student writing 

was 1.02 points on a 10-point scale (see Table 1). Teachers were pleased with the improvement 

in student writing.  

Table 1 

Writing Assessment Results 

 Fall Writing Assessment Spring Writing Assessment 

 Purpose/ 

organization 

Evidence/ 

elaboration 

Writing 

conventions 

Purpose/ 

organization 

Evidence/ 

elaboration 

Writing 

conventions 

Average 2.19 2.1 1.1 2.42 2.51 1.48 

Total 

Average 

5.39 6.41 

Overall 

Average 

Change 

+1.02 points on a ten-point scale 

Change by 

Category 

   0.23 0.41 0.38 

 

Change as 

Percentage 

of Points 

   5% 10% 19% 

 

Conclusion 

When teachers reflected on the results above, they often went back to the art and writing 

workshop day as a watershed moment in student progress in writing. In stating their goals, the 

teachers listed, “Help students to fully engage with the process of writing.” In follow up 

meetings, they cited this activity as transformative for their students, thus our concentration for 
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this article on the learning activities to reach that goal. Teachers believed that students began to 

care more about writing after this activity and that their motivation was increased.  

It was not just the students who benefitted from this transformative work, however. We 

drew on the principles of both culturally responsive and culturally relevant pedagogy that we 

believed were most aligned with Native American values. The principles that most aligned with 

Native American values included a collaborative approach to all planning as articulated by Chief 

Sitting Bull. We represented the people working collaboratively as a circle with the students at 

the center. Collaborative planning meetings led to an understanding of student strengths and 

weaknesses and a consensus on what would be focused on during the academic year. Because of 

the collaborative nature of the planning process and the variety of people who came to the circle, 

there were learning opportunities for university professors, pre-service teachers, school 

administrators, Scholastic personnel, the National Writing Project, and teachers at the school.  

Another principle is that of cultural affirmation, which we see in the Native American 

poet’s work with students. She affirmed their own language by using “Rez English” herself and 

also code-switching to more formal English in her writing. She also used examples of vocabulary 

that they could relate to, like “commodity cheese” that references a shared history of oppression 

by the U.S. government. Caitlin Johnson taught a workshop on oral narratives that built on the 

storytelling strengths many of these Native American students bring to the classroom.  

Geneva Gay (2000) states that culturally responsive teaching “uses ways of knowing, 

understanding, and representing various ethnic and cultural groups in teaching academic 

subjects, processes, and skills,” (p. 43). This was reflected in the collaborative work of the 

Native American writers and artists who worked with the Circle of Nations students, especially 

in the academic process of writer’s workshop, when a manuscript on a issue of great relevance to 



Sassi & Lajimodiere                                 CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE ART AND WRITING  

 

 131 

the students—leaving home to go to boarding school—was the main topic of the piece under 

discussion. The fishbowl strategy was consonant with the learning-by-watching approach used 

by Native American families, in which students observe and help until they are ready to take the 

lead on a skill.  

Because of the legacy of colonization in this country, another “way of knowing” is 

knowing about oppressive systems. Teachers predicted that students at Circle of Nations would 

not enter the awards competition. Caitlin Johnson, the Native American graduate student 

working on the project, said that may be true, but not because the students are lazy or 

uninterested. She said they might not enter because they have the perception that the competition 

is designed to award privileged students. On this point, Scholastic was a good collaborative 

partner; they provided us with many examples, visual and written, of Native American award 

winners and judges. Scholastic has a policy of creating diverse judging panels, and we explained 

that policy to the students. In the end, we met the goal of increasing student participation in the 

awards. We had fifteen students submit art and writing; whereas the previous year, we had no 

entries from the school. Interestingly, we have twenty entries from students at the school this 

year, despite having not offered the workshop this fall, so it appears the change has persisted, at 

least for the short term.  

Recommendations  

Based on our results, we have several recommendations for those seeking to increase 

engagement of Native American students in school. First and foremost, we recommend a 

collaborative approach to all planning that draws on the expertise, cultural and academic, of all 

those involved, including administrators and teachers at the school. To gain the trust of Native 

American students, it is important to recruit Native American artists and writers who are familiar 



Sassi & Lajimodiere                                 CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE ART AND WRITING  

 

 132 

with the cultural nuances, traditions, culture, and the non-standard English. We recommend 

holding high expectations of the Native American students. Some barriers to success are the 

result of discrimination and internalized racism, so those barriers should be dealt with at the core, 

if possible. A collaborative team is more likely to have the courage to do this work together. 

Teachers working with Native American students will gain much if they are patient and 

comfortable with long silences.   

With the success of this activity, we hope to bring the model to other Native American 

reservation schools and expand to younger grade levels. We recommend further research on 

successful writing methods conducive to Native American culturally relevant pedagogy and 

culturally responsive pedagogy.  
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