
AN ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION OF 

 

Oliver G. Tapaha for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Education presented on June 

9, 2017. 

 

Title: "We Lived It": Stories of Cultural Resilience, Dinék’ehgo Nanitiin (Diné-Based 

Instruction), and Navigating between University and Tribal Institutional Review Boards. 

 

 

 

Abstract approved:          

     Kenneth J. Winograd 

 

 

This manuscript-style dissertation explores Diné (Navajo) education and teaching 

in the context of a research project that negotiated the demands of both Navajo Nation 

IRB and Oregon State University IRB.  In the first manuscript, the researcher examines 

his journey of using cultural resilience strategies to succeed in the education system on 

the Diné reservation and in urban cities.  He also details the development of his cultural 

and professional identities.  Four cultural resilient strategies are reflected in his story: 1) 

familial support, 2) cultural teachings, 3) spirituality, and 4) sacred Diné terms.  

In the second manuscript, 15 Diné elementary teachers’ perspectives on Diné-

centered education are explored through the use of interviews and questionnaires.  The 

findings indicate: 1) ambivalent support among stakeholders on the teachings of Diné 

language, culture, and history, 2) improving students’ test scores on statewide 

assessments as the dominant curricular perspective, 3) curricular challenges in 

implementing Diné-based education, and 4) a need to train teachers on culturally 

responsive teaching and learning strategies. 



In the third manuscript, the author reflects on the challenges of negotiating the 

demands of two IRBs, representing two very different cultures.  Three key observations 

are generated. First, the IRB review and approval processes between the university and 

tribal IRBs were recursive which excessively delayed the author’s research project. 

Second, the university IRB requested original and modified documents of Navajo Nation 

IRB protocol, consent form, and approval letter, which also served to delay the research; 

similarly, the Navajo IRB required its own body of permits, letters of support, and public 

testimony as part of the process.  Third, the Navajo tribe is a sovereign government that 

exercises its own IRB regulations (e.g. Principal Investigator designation and ownership 

of research materials) which at times, conflicted with university (i.e., federal) IRB 

guidelines.   

Overall, the three manuscripts provide description and new questions to an area of 

inquiry that has been on the margins of educational research: the experience of Navajo 

teachers in the age of the Common Core and other manifestations of education 

standardization.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

©Copyright by Oliver G. Tapaha 

June 9, 2017 

All Rights Reserved 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

"We Lived It": Stories of Cultural Resilience, Dinék’ehgo Nanitiin (Diné-Based 

Instruction), and Navigating between University and Tribal Institutional Review Boards 

 

 

by 

Oliver G. Tapaha 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A DISSERTATION 

 

 

Submitted to 

 

 

Oregon State University 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

in partial fulfillment of 

the requirements for the 

degree of 

 

 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

 

 

 

Presented June 9, 2017 

Commencement June 2018 

 

 

 



Doctor of Philosophy dissertation of Oliver G. Tapaha presented on June 9, 2017. 

 

 

 

 

 

APPROVED: 

 

 

 

          

Major Professor, representing Education 

 

 

 

 

          

Dean of the College of Education 

 

 

 

 

          

Dean of the Graduate School 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I understand that my dissertation will become part of the permanent collection of Oregon 

State University libraries.  My signature below authorizes release of my dissertation to 

any reader upon request. 

 

 

          

Oliver G. Tapaha, Author 

 

 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 I will begin with an opening prayer that my nieces and nephews learned while in a 

Navajo immersion program.  It’s a sacred prayer that acknowledges all the Diyin Diné’e 

(Holy People), who guide and protect us each day. 

Opening Prayer 

Kodóó Hózhóo Dooleeł  

(From here there will be blessings) 

Nahasdzáán Shimá, Yádiłhił Shitaa’  

(Mother Earth, Father Sky) 

Hayoołkááł, Nohodeetł’iizh  

(Early Morning Eastern White Dawn, Southern Blue) 

Nohotsoi, Chahałheeł  

(Western Evening Yellow, Northern Darkness Night) 

Sisnaajiní, Tsoodził 

 (Spirit of Eastern Blanca Peak, Southern Mount Taylor) 

Dook’o’osłííd, Dibé Nitsaa 

 (Western San Francisco Peak, Northern LaPlata Mountain) 

Dził Ná’oodiłii, Ch’óol’íí’ 

 (Huerfano Mountain, Gobernador Knob) 

Shichei Haashch’ééłti’í, Shichei Haashch’é’óóghaan 

 (Grandfather Eastern Talking God, Grandfather Western Talking God) 

Yoołgai Asdzáá Shimá, Asdzáá Nádleehí Shimá  

(My Mother White Shell Woman, My Mother Changing Woman) 



Naadá’áłgai Ashkii, Naadá’áłtsoi At’ééd  

(White Corn Boy, Yellow Corn Girl) 

Yódí Ałtaas’éí, Nitł’iz Ałtaas’éí  

(Jewelry made with different colored stones, Sacred prayer stones of different color) 

Tó Ałtaashchíín, Tó Biyáázh  

(Water of different forms, Son of Water) 

Tadídíín Ashkii, Aniłt’ánii At’ééd 

 (Corn Pollen Boy, Corn Bettle Girl) 

Si’ąh Naagháí Bik’eh Hozhó 

(I shall be in harmony, balance, and happiness) 

Hozhó náhásdlíí  

(Beauty has come again) 

Hozhó náhásdlíí 

 (Beauty has come again) 

Hozhó náhásdlíí 

 (Beauty has come again) 

Hozhó náhásdlíí 

 (Beauty has come again) 

 There are many people I would like to acknowledge for keeping that fire within 

me, lit.  First, I would like to humbly thank my immediate family members. Shimá (my 

mother, Betty) and Shizhé’é (my father, Freddie) ahxéhee’ (thank you) for teaching me to 

respect my culture, language, history and family.  You’re both my inspiration and I love 

you unconditionally.  Ahxéhee’ Shadí (my older sister) Bertina, Shideezhi (my younger 



sister) Raythina, and Shideezhi yazhí (my youngest sister) Fredina for helping me come 

full circle with this project.  You believed in me when I doubted myself many times.  To 

my nieces and nephews, ahxé’hee for always making me feel young.  I do the work that I 

do for all of you and all the other Precious Little Ones.  Shimásání (my maternal 

grandmother) Marie Tso and Shinálí Asdzáá (my paternal grandmother) Elizabeth Dalgai, 

ahxéhee’ for your powerful words of wisdom and endless prayers.   

I also want to extend a warm thank you to my aunts, uncles, cousins, and my 

foster families (the Okelberry family, the Ames family, and the Eggleston family) for 

their unwavering support as I pursued my education.   

To my closest friends (Rose Gamboa, Dr. Rick Orozco, Dr. Barbara Veltri, Dr. 

Linda Richards, Dr. Phyllis Egby, Dr. Lani Roberts, Dr. Charles “Monty” Roessel, Kent 

Tomah, Juanita Tomah, Janie Christie, LeToy Harrison, Sunnie Clahchischiligi, Lane 

Towery, Alana Purdy, and Glennita Haskey), thank you all for being my source of 

strength.  I will never forget the ways in which you have helped me to finish this work.   

To my best friend, Jennifer Johnson.  You never let me quit.  Thank you for 

motivating me, patiently listening to all my problems, offering me the best pieces of 

advice, and lifting my spirits when I needed it most.  Your friendship means more to me 

than you’ll ever know.  Thank you, Jennifer. 

To my committee members (Dr. Ken Winograd, Dr. karen higgins, Dr. Tamarah 

Pfeiffer, Dr. Allison Davis-White Eyes, and Dr. Tracy Bentley-Towlin), I owe a 

tremendous amount of gratitude to your collective wisdom.  Ken, I could not have 

completed this project without your support.  Thank you for pushing me beyond my 

limits.  karen, your suggestion of a manuscript-style dissertation worked!  I am deeply 



grateful for your caring heart.  Dr. Pfeiffer, ahxéhee’ for keeping me centered and for 

sharing your perspectives on Diné language and culture education with me.  Allison, 

thanks for being my role model on campus and for helping me complete my studies.  

Tracy, you served as my Graduate Council Representative from the moment I advanced 

to candidacy.  Many blessings to you for seeing me through to the end.    

My sincere appreciate to the participating school sites, Navajo Nation IRB, 

community chapter houses, and the Navajo Nation Board of Education for allowing me to 

conduct this study in reservation schools.  Ahxéhee’ to all the teachers that participated in 

this research.  Your ideas, stories, comments, and suggestions will significantly impact 

the teaching, learning, and curricula in the Diné education context and in other 

Indigenous communities.    

Last, and certainly not the least, a special thanks to Ramee Kelly from the 

university IRB and Betty Langford, Julie Kurtz, and Rosemary Garagnani from Graduate 

School for their guidance and understanding.  Thank you!  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

                    Page 

Chapter 1: Introduction ........................................................................................................1 

1.1 Thematic Interweaving of Manuscripts .............................................................3 

1.1.1 Existential Disconnections ...............................................................4 

1.1.2 The Yearning to Reconnect .............................................................5 

References ................................................................................................................7 

Chapter 2: Manuscript 1.......................................................................................................8 

2.1 My Cultural Identity ........................................................................................11 

2.1.1 My Precious Family .......................................................................12 

2.1.2 My Home Life and My Place of Belonging...................................13 

2.1.3 My “Other” Home..........................................................................15 

2.2 My Educational Experiences ...........................................................................18 

2.2.1 My Early Education Years .............................................................18 

2.2.2 My High School Years: On and Off the Reservation ....................19 

2.2.3 My Collegiate Years ......................................................................22 

2.3 My Teacher Identity .........................................................................................25 

2.3.1 My Developing Teacher Identity ...................................................26 

2.3.2 I Will Walk in Beauty on the Corn Pollen Pathway ......................29 

2.3.3 My “Two Worlds” Dilemma .........................................................30 

2.4 Themes from My Story: The Cultural Resilience Factors ...............................31 

2.5 Conclusion .......................................................................................................34 

References ..............................................................................................................35 



TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued) 

                   Page 

Chapter 3: Manuscript 2 (Dissertation Study) ...................................................................37 

3.1 Introduction ......................................................................................................37 

3.2 Problem Statement ...........................................................................................38 

3.3 Purpose of Study ..............................................................................................40 

3.4 Research Questions ..........................................................................................40 

3.5 Significance of Study .......................................................................................41 

3.6 Personal Disclosure ..........................................................................................42 

3.7 Literature Review.............................................................................................44 

3.7.1 An Overview of American Indian Education ................................44 

3.7.2 Culturally Relevant and Responsive Education .............................45 

3.7.3 Personal and Professional Identities of Teachers ...........................46 

3.7.3.1 American Indian Identity ...................................................47 

3.7.3.2 Diné Identity ......................................................................48 

3.7.3.3 Teacher Identity .................................................................49 

3.8 Methodology ....................................................................................................49 

3.8.1 Setting and Participants..................................................................49 

3.8.2 Participating Schools .....................................................................50 

3.8.3 Participant Selection ......................................................................51 

3.8.4 Gaining Entrée to Conduct Research .............................................53 

3.8.5 Data Collection Procedures ............................................................54 

3.8.6 Data Analysis .................................................................................55 



TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued) 

                  Page 

3.8.7 Ethical Considerations ...................................................................56 

3.9 Findings............................................................................................................57 

3.9.1 Theme One: Contrasting Views about Diné-Centered 

Instruction ......................................................................................57 

3.9.2 Theme Two: Challenges in Implementation of Diné-Centered 

Instruction ......................................................................................59 

3.9.3 Theme Three: Training on Culturally Responsive Teaching  

and Learning Strategies..................................................................61 

3.9.4 Theme Four: Comparison of Public School and BIE School ........62 

3.9.5 Contrasting Perspectives: Teachers at BIE School ........................64 

Summary and Discussions ...............................................................................65 

3.9.6 Limitations .....................................................................................66 

3.9.7 Findings and Interpretations ..........................................................66 

3.9.8 Implications for Teacher Education ...............................................72 

3.9.9 Further Research ............................................................................73 

References ..............................................................................................................74 

Chapter 4: Manuscript 3.....................................................................................................79 

4.1 From Unethical Research to Research Ethics Laws ........................................80 

4.2 Research on American Indians: A Brief History .............................................82 

4.3 The Navajo Nation Institutional Review Board...............................................86 

4.4 My Experience with Two IRB Processes: July 2015-June 2017 .....................89 



TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued) 

Page 

4.4.1 University IRB Process ..................................................................89 

4.4.2 The Navajo Nation IRB Process ....................................................93 

4.4.3 Support Letters, Resolutions, and Permit ......................................95 

4.4.4 Review and Approval Processes ....................................................99 

4.4.5 Project Modifications Processes ..................................................103 

4.4.6 Continuation of Study Requests...................................................105 

4.4.7 The Final Phases of Navajo Nation IRB Process.........................106 

4.5 Conclusion .....................................................................................................109 

4.6 Recommendations to Improve University-Tribal IRB Processes ..................111 

References ............................................................................................................114 

Chapter 5: Conclusion......................................................................................................116 

5.1 Thematically Linked Concepts: Sa'ah Naagháí Bik'eh Hózhóón ..................116 

5.2 Sa'ah Naagháí Bik'eh Hózhóón: At the Personal Level ................................117 

5.3 Sa'ah Naagháí Bik'eh Hózhóón: In the Education Context ...........................118 

5.4 Closing Prayer ................................................................................................120 

References ............................................................................................................121 

Bibliography ....................................................................................................................122 

 

 

 



LIST OF TABLES 

Table                      Page 

1.1 Participant Demographic .......................................................................................52 

1.2 IRB Timeline and Processes ................................................................................107 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



APPENDICES 

Appendix                     Page 

Appendix A: Questionnaires ............................................................................................130 

Appendix B: One-on-one Interviews ...............................................................................131 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1 
 

CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION 

 This dissertation was designed like the Diné (Navajo) rug weaving process.  

Shimásání (my maternal grandmother) wove beautiful Navajo rugs since her Kinaalda (a 

rite of passage into womanhood) ceremony.  With the help of my maternal step-

grandfather, they mounted many wooden looms.  The lower beam of the weaving loom 

represented Shimá Nahasdzáán (Mother Earth), the upper beam signified Yádił yiił shi 

t’aa (Father Sky), and in between the two beams was the warp, which epitomized the rain 

(Davidson, 2013).  Shimásání crafted the finest Two Grey Hills or Yei bi Cheii 

(Grandfather of the Spirit Gods) rug designs by interweaving several hand-spun wools 

throughout the warp.  Interestingly, Shimásání used the Navajo rug weaving process as a 

framework to live the traditional Diné ways of life.  

I share this story because it’s aligned with the structure of this dissertation.  Like 

Shimásání’s Navajo rug weaving process, I begin with an introduction (the lower beam) 

and provide an explanation of how the subsequent chapters are thematically interwoven.  

In Chapters two, three, and four I weave three stand-alone manuscripts respectively.  

Then, I end with a conclusion in Chapter five (the upper beam).  

As noted earlier, this dissertation is comprised of three scholarly manuscripts. 

Chapter Two, manuscript 1 is titled, “Don’t Create a Broken Circle, Come Full Circle:” 

A Diné (Navajo) Educator’s Story of Cultural Resilience.  This manuscript is a self-

examination of my life history as a Diné (Navajo) and the cultural resilience strategies I 

have used to thrive in 21st century American society.  My story is captured through a 

first-person narrative. I explore the challenges encountered in a personal and professional 

life that has been encumbered by the dominant culture while I lived on and off the Diné 
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reservation.  Next, I describe how I used traditional cultural teachings of the Diné people 

to overcome adversity.   

Chapter Three, manuscript 2, is entitled, Diné (Navajo) Elementary Teachers’ 

Perspectives on Dinék’ehgo Nanitiin (Diné-Based Instruction): An Ethnographic Study.  

This manuscript is based on a qualitative study that I conducted with 15 Diné elementary 

teachers in a Bureau of Indian Education grant school and a public school on the Diné 

reservation in northeastern Arizona.  The study, based upon open-ended questionnaires 

and semi-structure interviews, aimed to understand Diné teachers’ views on Diné-

centered instruction and the challenges they face with incorporating Diné language, 

culture, and history into classroom instruction.   

Chapter Four, manuscript 3, is called, Navigating the Processes of a University 

and a Tribal Institutional Review Board.  This manuscript examined my experience as an 

American Indian doctoral student managing the processes of separate university and a 

tribal institutional review boards (IRB) when I conducted a study on the Diné reservation.  

I provide an overview of the history of research in the U.S. and in American Indian 

communities. Further, I describe current university and tribal IRB processes and offer 

recommendations to improve university-tribal partnerships regarding the review and 

approval processes of research activities conducted in Indigenous communities.   

In Chapter Five, I conclude with an examination of the thematically linked 

concepts among the three manuscripts and give a brief explanation of the future use of 

the three manuscripts shared in this document.   
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Thematic Interweaving of Manuscripts 

Diné wisdom-keepers are highly respected elders and are the stewards of 

traditional Diné epistemology.  They are spiritual leaders, holistic healers, wisdom 

storytellers, critical thinkers, lifelong learners, and traditional educators.  Diné wisdom-

keepers use their knowledge to help sustain the cultural resources and intellectual 

property of the Diné Bi Iiná’ (Diné ways of life).  More importantly, Diné Wisdom-

keepers are advisors to the Diné People.  They guide the Diné People to live by the sacred 

principle, Hózhóogo táá’dídíín bik’é at’iingo yiisháałdoo (Walk in Beauty on the Corn 

Pollen Pathway to wholeness and happiness).   

On the Diné (Navajo) reservation today, the Diné wisdom-keepers are concerned 

about the future pathway of the Diné youth.  They believe that the Diné youth will fully 

embrace the Euro-western culture and that the traditional Diné Bi Iiná’ will remain a 

lifestyle of the past.  However, the traditions of the Diné People are still omnipresent and 

many of the younger generation of the Diné People are still searching for and embracing 

the Diné language, culture, history and values.  Underlying all three manuscripts, there is 

a disconnection and the yearning for reconnection.  The three manuscripts are linked 

thematically by the Diné experience of existential disconnection and our collective 

struggle to reconnect to traditional Diné epistemology and Diné cultural paradigm that 

recognizes Sa'ah Naagháí Bik'eh Hózhóón (SNBH).   

According to Benally (1994), Sa'ah Naagháí Bik'eh Hózhóón is “the natural order 

of all life and as the way of life of the Holy People” (p. 21).   Sa'ah Naagháí Bik'eh 

Hózhóón represents “life where one is emotionally happy, physically healthy, morally 
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good, and economically able and secure” (Benally, 1994, p. 22).  If one follows the 

SNBH pathway, he/she will have a Hózhóogo Iiná (a balanced and a harmonious life). 

Existential Disconnections 

In all three manuscripts, I address Diné educators’ disconnections from traditional 

Diné knowledge systems and lifeways.  In Chapter Two, I share my personal struggles of 

balancing and maintaining my Diné identity while receiving a formal western education.  

My classroom experience on and off the Diné reservation reflected a “capitalistic, 

individualistic, power-hungry society” (Yazzie, 2000, p. 20).  Outside of school, I 

neglected the Diné ways of life and accepted the lifestyle of Euro-western culture 

because of the latest technological advances and modish influence of western society.  

Somewhere in this acculturation/assimilation process, I had lost part of my self-identity 

as a Diné.  When I entered the teaching profession, my curriculum and instruction were 

aimed at meeting state and federal mandates and I expected my students to meet or 

exceed in all subjects of standardized tests.  Disappointingly, my students’ unique 

interests, needs, learning styles, and culture were not met.   

In Chapter Three, my study investigated the value of Diné-centered instruction in 

the Diné education context.  Presently, parents, teachers, and school administrators have 

conflicting perspectives about language and cultural instruction in schools (Batchelder & 

Markel, 1997; Batchelder, 2000) and Diné youth are beginning to question the 

importance of their heritage language and culture.  If Diné youth’s heritage language 

discontinues, it will adversely affect their cultural identities.  Diné educators may have 

solutions to address this matter.  
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In Chapter Four, I raise concerns that mainstream research conducted in American 

Indian communities has exploited and misrepresented American Indians and their ways 

of life (Smith, 1999) in numerous ways.  Due to unethical research on tribal members, the 

Navajo Nation IRB established its own regulations, which can result in an extremely 

time-consuming and complex process (Brugge and Missaghian, 2006).  A few times, the 

Navajo Nation IRB process conflicted with federal and university IRB regulations.  

Reflecting on the Navajo Nation IRB process, it had an impact on the outcome of my 

study (Chapter Three, Manuscript 2). 

The Yearning to Reconnect      

In each of the three manuscripts, there’s a common thread of reexamining and 

reconnecting to the concepts of Sa'ah Naagháí Bik'eh Hózhóón.  My story in Chapter 

Two was about achieving critical consciousness and critical language consciousness 

(Lee, 2014), so I could re-embrace my cultural roots, spirituality, and language.  

Reconnecting to my culture has helped shape my teacher identity and person that I am 

today.   

Chapter Three is about discovering culturally responsive teaching strategies that 

will improve the thought processes of Diné youth.  Yazzie-Mintz (2007) believes that 

Diné educators have a breadth of knowledge and life experiences that needs to be sought 

to better understand a culturally appropriate education for Diné youth.  Reorienting 

teachers to Diné-based education will allow them to reflect and reevaluate their own 

teaching practices. 

In Chapter Four, I share my experience with the Navajo Nation and university 

IRB processes.  Nearly 40 years ago, the Navajo Nation IRB established tribal IRB 
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regulations and a process to protect the intellectual and cultural properties of the Diné 

People.  The process was extensive and recursive, but it does represent a viable vehicle 

for the tribe to exercise its sovereign rights to ensure that the research benefits the tribe 

(Becenti-Pigman, White, Bowman, Palmanteer-Holder, & Duran, 2008).  
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CHAPTER 2: MANUSCRIPT 1 

 

 

 

 

“Don’t Create a Broken Circle, Come Full Circle:” A Diné (Navajo) Educator’s 

Story of Cultural Resilience 
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The intergenerational transmission of cultural traditions, language, and history, 

now commonly known as Indigenous knowledge (or ancient, tribal or local knowledge), 

has been a deep-rooted custom among American Indian communities throughout history.  

The transmission of Indigenous knowledge from one generation to the next happened in 

three ways.  The first form was through stories, songs, prayers, and spiritual ceremonies 

(Battiste & Henderson, 2000; Yazzie, 2000).  The second method was through 

observations and interactions with family members, community members, elders, and 

medicine men and women (Pewewardy, 2002).  And the third approach was through 

experiential learning in the natural environment (Battiste & Henderson, 2000; Cajete, 

1994, 2005).  Such knowledge production was a communal process and the reproduction 

of knowledge was a relational, circular, and a holistic process (Brayboy & Maughan, 

2009).  These Indigenous ways of knowing, being, valuing, doing, teaching, learning, and 

living (Brayboy & Maughan, 2009) were critical to the physical, emotional, intellectual, 



9 
 

and spiritual development of American Indian people, but these sacred principles and 

customs of the Ancient ways were abruptly dismantled by European colonizers in the 16th 

century.  

From the moment Europeans stepped into North America, they began to 

deculturize and dehumanize American Indians (Native people) and their ways of life.  

They exploited Native people, their lands, and their resources—from genocide and 

linguicide to forced relocation and assimilation (Brave Heart & DeBruyn, 1998; 

McCarty, 2003). These oppressive acts of European colonization have had damaging 

effects on the languages, ceremonies, songs, rituals, families, and identities of all 

American Indian people. American Indians were even forced to adopt the European 

lifestyle.  Despite all the assimilative tactics that were imposed upon American Indian 

people for centuries, they have maintained their spirituality, cultural mores, and mother-

tongue languages. The ability for American Indian people and their cultures to survive 

years of oppression speaks volumes to the strengths embedded in Indigenous knowledge 

system.  American Indians have used culture-related strengths (or assets; e.g., traditional 

teachings, healing practices, and standards for living a good healthy life) as resources to 

develop resiliency.  

Indigenous scholars, HeavyRunner and Morris (1997) state, “Resilience is not 

new to our people; it is a concept that has been taught for centuries.  The word is new; the 

meaning is old” (p. 2).  Resilience is a Western term and concept.  Since culture was the 

key ingredient that fostered resilience among American Indian people, Native scholars 

coined the term, cultural resilience. This term represents an alternative framework to the 
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traditional Western emphasis on the individual as the unit of analysis in resilience 

scholarship.  

Cultural resilience is defined as “the use of traditional life-ways to overcome the 

negative influences of oppression, abuse, poverty, violence and discrimination” (Strand 

& Peacock, 2003, p. 2).  In the Diné (Navajo) culture, Diné elders have always 

encouraged the younger generation to find strength from the teachings of two cultural 

standards which have resonance with the Western notions of resilience:  T’áá hwó ají 

t’eego (It is up to you) and Ádi’ hwii yí’ nííł (Build your inner strength).  The Diné 

believe that positive energy (that comes from the fundamental meanings of these words) 

can combat negative energy inflicted on them.  There are many other cultural resilience 

strategies that exist in the Diné culture, within my own personal story, and in other 

Indigenous cultures. 

 The aim of this paper is to understand my own story (as a Diné person) by using 

cultural resilience strategies to thrive in the twenty-first century, Westernized, American 

society.  My life story is captured through a first-person narrative. The challenges in my 

personal and professional life (impeded by the dominant culture) while living on and off 

the Diné reservation are addressed in detail as well as the protective factors (traditional 

cultural teachings of the Diné people bestowed upon me by my nuclear family and the 

community) that I used to overcome the adversities that I faced.   

 Three years ago, after I advanced to doctoral candidacy, I reread the article, 

Toward a Tribal Critical Race Theory in Education by Brayboy (2006). Brayboy 

confirmed my beliefs that theories, philosophies, and perspectives are in fact rooted in 

Indigenous stories. The following is a statement that endorses the validity of stories.  
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…Theory is not simply an abstract thought or idea that explains overarching 

structures of societies or communities; theories, through stories and other media, 

are roadmaps for our communities and reminders of our individual responsibilities 

to the survival of our communities.  These notions of theory, however, conflict 

with what many in the “academy” consider “good theory.”  At the heart of this 

conflict are different epistemologies and ontologies (p. 427). 

 

 Like many Indigenous people, I too am a storyteller.  I’m a man of few words as 

oral storytelling is not my gift, but I enjoy writing narratives, especially biographies and 

autobiographies.  There’s much to be learned from the life stories of Indigenous people 

and their cultural resiliencies.  This notion prompted me to write this paper.  My life 

history and the cultural resilience factors that helped me get to where I am today will add 

to the existing bodies of knowledge on cultural resilience.  But more importantly, I want 

my story to be a resource to aid individuals, families, and communities to find their 

purpose in life.  Benard (2010) posits that to build a community and to create a sense of 

belonging, we must first support our own resilience.  The following is my story of 

coming to know who I am, where I came from, and where I am going. 

My Cultural Identity 

Yá’át’ééh shí k’éi dóó shi dine’é.  Shí éí Oliver Tapaha yinishyé.  Naakai Diné’e 

nishlí áádóó Hónágháahnii éí báshíshchíín.  T’ódíchííníí éí dashicheii áádóó Tsi’naajinii 

éí dashínáalí.  Tsé nikaní de áyisíí naashá.  Ak’ó téego éí Diné nishlí.  Olta’di nosełí, 

tsiłkéí, dóó ch’ikéí ndeen’tinigii dóó  ólta’deéłyeedígíí eí shinaanish.  Greetings, my 

family and relatives.  My name is Oliver Tapaha.  I am a descendant of the Mexican 

People clan born for The One-Who-Walks-Around clan.  My maternal grandfather is of 

the Bitter Water clan and my paternal grandfather is of the Black Streak Wood People 
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clan.  This is how I was taught to identify myself as a Diné.  I am originally from Round 

Rock, Arizona and am a Diné-centered educator to the Alchíní (Precious Little Ones).  

My Precious Family  

My upbringing was a privileged experience because of the people who shaped me 

into the person I am today.  Shimásání (my maternal grandmother) and Shicheii (my 

maternal step-grandfather) lived a mile from my parents.  Everyday Shimásání had soup 

simmering to perfection on a metal woodstove while my Cheii protected the sheep that 

grazed among the beautifully erected red buttes. Shinálí Asdzáá (my paternal 

grandmother) and Shinálí Hastiin (my paternal step-grandfather) resided about two hours 

away, but they made frequent visits to my home.  They too, tended to their livestock at a 

desolate sheep camp near their homeland.  Recently, both my step-grandfathers passed on 

to the Spirit World.   

Shimásání and Shinálí Asdzáá are the touchstone of my family and of my 

existence today.  They have the warmest hearts, the kindest spirits, and are the most 

knowledgeable people I know.  Both my grandmothers taught me the importance of 

understanding my place in this world.  They continuously stressed to me that the things 

that surround me (family, community, home, Diné culture, Diné language, ceremonial 

rituals, nature, and the Holy Spiritual Beings) are my sources for living a Hózhójí (Beauty 

way) life. They always prayed for me and blessed me with cedar smoke as well.  I do my 

best to remember and apply their teachings and blessing to my everyday tasks.   

My loving parents were high school sweethearts and have been married for over 

40 years.  They met at Intermountain Indian Boarding School in Brigham City, Utah.  

Shimá (my mother) started her formal education when she was ten years old then dropped 
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out of high school the end of her sophomore year.  She did not feel a sense of belonging 

in school because she struggled academically.  Shizhé’é (my father) was not too keen 

with the education he received as well.  He sidestepped academics and focused on being a 

“star-athlete.”  My father graduated from Intermountain High School and then completed 

four years of an apprenticeship in construction painting at a trade school in Phoenix, 

Arizona.   

Both my parents were raised with different values.  Shimá learned the traditional 

Diné cultural values from her mother and grandparents.  Today, she abides the cultural 

taboos, respects ceremonies, prayers, and songs, and honors the Diné ways of life.   

Shizhé’é, on the other hand, grew up in a single-parent Christian home with nine siblings. 

Being the oldest male in the family, he was forced to take on the father role. Both my 

parents are wise, strong-minded, and strict.  They taught me to never forget my roots 

(who I am and where I come from), stressed the importance of receiving a quality Euro-

American education so that I can walk in two worlds, and encouraged me to give back to 

my community.  Their words and teachings were oftentimes harsh, but they had good 

intentions—they wanted me to live by Sa'ah Naaghai Bik’é Hozhoon (the path of beauty, 

balance and harmony into Old Age).   They always comforted me with the words, Ádi’ 

hwii yí’ nííł Shiyazhí, Naasgó béint’éédo (Build your inner strength my Precious Little 

One).  The cultural teachings you learn will take you far in life).  I am so blessed that 

Shimá and Shizhé’é taught me these moral teachings. 

My Home life and My Place of Belonging 

My home is nestled on top of a mesa at a placed called Łichíí’ sinil (Where the 

Reds are Placed—referring to the two red hills that peer over the plateau).  I was raised in 
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a one-bedroom house with no running water, plumbing, and electricity.  The nearest 

highway was eight miles away and the closest supermarket was nearly an hour’s drive.  

Each day I woke up to the picturesque views of the Chuska Mountains to the east, the 

hazy valley to the south, and the red sandstone buttes that rested to the west and north.   

During the school days, I woke up at five in the morning.  My alarm clock was 

the cracking sounds of loose floor tiles which were penetrated by the footsteps of my 

parents.  Shimá warmed up gallons of water on the cooking stove in a stainless-steel 

bucket or she prepared breakfast for Shizhé’é.   Shizhé’é gathered his construction 

painting tools for work.  My siblings and I slept in the comfort of our blankets and plush 

mattress that we all slept on, on the floor.  My sisters were the first to wash their hair in a 

wash pan using the lukewarm water that Shimá prepared. But I was the first one to put on 

one of my three sets of clothes and wait for the 90-minute bus ride to school.  

In the evenings, after returning home from school around 5 p.m., my siblings and 

I started preparing the all-too-familiar menus: fried potatoes with meat and flour tortillas, 

mutton stew and blue corn mush or commodity cheese and frybread.  We were poor, so 

any concoctions we made from leftover food and canned goods were always a delicacy.  

After supper, I helped my siblings do the daily chores and then complete my homework 

under the lights of Coleman white-gas lanterns.    

On weekends, I still had to get up before daylight and do my regular chores and, 

occasionally, I had the pleasure of going into town with my family.  But every day, my 

siblings and I were still required to complete our chores.  When the chores were done, my 

parents had other tasks for the family to do, such as tearing down and rebuilding 

cha'osh'o (arbor house—a ramshackle canopy made of logs and the branches and leaves 
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of oak trees), the sheep corral, horse corral, or the outhouse.  Other times, I helped my 

family prepare for traditional ceremonies by cleaning the hooghan (a six or eight-sided 

dwelling made of mud and logs), washing massive pots and pans that will be used to feed 

community members, and gathering herbs or resources for ceremonies.   

Three to four times out of the week, my family and I visited my grandparents.  It 

was always a great opportunity for me to practice the Diné cultural values with my 

grandparents.  I helped care for a flock of sheep and goats, sheared their soft wool and 

silky mohair in the spring, wove a Navajo rug, played string games during the winter, 

cooked traditional foods (like earth-oven breads, sumac berry mush, roasted mutton, and 

fry bread), spoke the Diné language, and listened to oral stories of the Ancient ways of 

life.   

My “Other” Home 

At 14 years old, during the summer of 1991, two White Latter-day Saints (LDS, 

commonly referred to as Mormon) missionaries from the Church of Jesus Christ made 

frequent visits to my parents’ house on the Diné reservation to proselytize my family.  

The missionaries’ vocation was two-fold—to share their beliefs and inspirational 

testimonies as suggested by their church; and to recruit Native American students to 

participate in the Indian Student Placement Service (ISPS).   

The ISPS was established in 1947 by the LDS church “to help care for the 

Indians” by providing “better” educational, social, and spiritual opportunities for Native 

American children (De Hoyos, 1992, p. 679).  The ISPS ended in 1996 because the 

program was viewed by some as a manifestation of civilizing American Indians and 

eliminating their cultural traditions (Allen, 1998). 
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From my perspective, the ISPS program was a legacy of the historical trauma of 

the boarding school era, but my undereducated parents were blindsided with the ISPS’s 

mission.   My parents just wanted a better life for us and to experience new things, so 

they recommended that my younger sister and I take part in the program.  The only 

requirement for participating in the program was a baptism.   By midsummer, my 13-

year-old sister and I (at 14 years old) were converted to the LDS Church and in the fall, 

we were shipped off to live in the white society with an LDS family.  

In early August 1991, my sister and I rode on a greyhound bus with about 30 

other middle and high school aged students to meet our new families for the school year.  

After a 10-hour drive, we finally arrived at our destination: Bountiful, Utah, located 15 

miles south of Salt Lake City.  Hundreds of cars were jam-packed in a parking lot with 

foster families patiently waiting for our arrival.  Saying good-bye to my younger sister 

was agonizing and meeting my new family was frightening, but I was graciously 

welcomed into my first foster family’s home. 

I quickly adapted to the living standards of my first adopted family.  I attended 

church every Sunday, found the Words of Wisdom through scriptures, followed the Ten 

Commandments, prayed to a “White God,” and accepted the creed of monotheism.   As 

for my cultural heritage, it did not matter; or to put it simply, it did not even exist in my 

life.  When I returned home to the reservation during holiday breaks, I always felt like a 

white foreigner invading someone else’s culture, even though it was my own.  I was lost 

and it was because of the LDS/Mormon religion. 

After the first year, I was placed in two different foster homes in two years and 

attended four different high schools. My self-esteem was battered by the emotional 
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turmoil that I experienced before and after each placement.  At each new placement, I 

struggled with depression and interrogated my self-worth with questions like, “Why was 

I not good enough for the previous family?” and “What can I do differently this time so 

that I’m accepted by this family?”  I knew I looked phenotypically Indian, but there were 

times when I strategized to look less Indian or tried to reject my Indian-ness just to 

“blend in” with my white family.  As an adolescent, I should have never been put into a 

position to combat internal oppression.   

Overcoming depression and homesickness were not easy to handle.  At home, I 

secluded myself in the bedroom in broad daylight—I closed the drapes, turned off the 

lights, and pretended to be asleep to avoid interactions with my foster family.  My 

thoughts gently seeped into the memories of my life back home.  Every other weekend, I 

spent a Saturday with my younger sister who lived ten minutes away.  We took the transit 

bus to downtown Salt Lake City and went window-shopping, told jokes in our own 

language, ate scones that resembled a frybread, and shared our home life and high school 

experiences.  Twice a month my parents called me using a phone booth near a trading 

post, just to hear my voice.  A brittle tone in my voice, I shared brief episodes of key 

events that happened to me, and they updated me about life and family at home.  When 

the phone machine stated, “Please deposit one quarter for one minute,” phone calls with 

my parents ended. My mom would quickly say, “Do well in school, respect your foster 

family, and remember your cultural roots, Shiyázhí (My Precious Little One).”  These 

uplifting words rejuvenated me for another two weeks.   
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My Educational Experiences  

My Early Education Years 

My schooling was culturally-based during my elementary years and competitive 

and standardized at the middle school level. Most of my teachers at the elementary level 

were Diné women and at the middle school, the majority of my teachers were white 

males.   

When I was an elementary student, I was able to establish an immediate rapport 

with the Diné teachers because of my connection to their teaching methods and 

backgrounds.  The Diné educators told stories, created engaging cultural activities, and 

spoke the Diné language, when necessary, to enhance my understanding of the subject 

matters.   

When I reached middle school, the practice of my white teachers reflected Paulo 

Freire’s (1970) concept of the banking model of education. The white teachers demanded 

order, conformity, and competition so that Western knowledge could be poured into our 

“containers” or “receptacles” (Freire, 1970).  I took basic core classes (language arts, 

math, science and social studies), consistently studied for assessments, and abided 

classroom rules.  Language arts was my least favorite subject because I had difficulties 

with reading and writing, and I was placed in the lowest reading group.  My favorite 

subject was mathematics because I enjoyed manipulating numbers even though the 

teaching of mathematics was not grounded in my cultural and community experience.  I 

excelled academically at the elementary and middle school because my parents 

constantly told me, T’áá hwó ají t’eego (It is up to you).  These words pushed me beyond 

what I thought were my limitations. 
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My High School Years: On and Off the Diné Reservation 

I attended four predominately white high schools in three years in the suburbs 

south of Salt Lake City.  My early high school years off the reservation was a culture 

shock—making new friends, adjusting to new environments, and learning ‘the ropes’ of 

White Man’s way were my priorities during the first few months of high school.  At mid-

year, I had to grapple with making sense of Euro-American education and questioning the 

values of my cultural education.  It did not take me long to succeed in the education 

system.  I personalized concepts so that they were relevant to me, used graphic 

representations to comprehend reading materials, and sought one-on-one help from 

teachers to better understand or improve my assignments.  I learned these strategies on 

my own. 

My high school social experience was atypical, to say the least.   I repeatedly was 

the spokesperson for all American Indians when my classmates or the teachers 

questioned the cultural lifestyles of American Indian people.  I also had to continuously 

do the right thing and in the most appropriate manner in order to avoid being confined to 

the stereotypes of American Indians.  During my sophomore year, I remember being 

asked by a group of students to be the school mascot (Braves) because I was the only 

Indian in school.  I was upset with this because it was offensive, racist, and I did not want 

to be part of something that negatively portrayed American Indians.  At my third school, 

I was called “Tomahawk.”  The students thought this name suited me better because they 

couldn’t pronounce my last name, Tapaha.  When I was a junior, students were surprised 

that I was enrolled in Honors History, College Prep English and Pre-Calculus.  A student 

in my history class once asked me, “Are you in the wrong class?”  These were a few of 
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the many inaccurate depictions that were made about my people and American Indian 

cultures.  The only noble thing I was encouraged to do (by my parents) was to educate the 

ill-informed students that we Natives are still here, not extinct; that we’re diverse, yet 

unique; and that we’re human and deserved respect.   

As for the teachers, they taught their lessons from a patriarchal Euro-American 

perspective. I learned the Euro-American history and literature centered on its men: about 

Christopher Columbus discovering America, the American presidents, well-known 

inventors like Albert Einstein and Thomas Edison, and texts such as Romeo and Juliet 

and Huckleberry Finn.  The traumatic history of people of color in the United States was 

non-existent in the teaching and curricula.  The hidden curriculum, as enacted by the 

classroom teachers, perpetuated inequity and stressed the practice of dominant ideologies.  

I felt as though my cultural values were disregarded in the classroom.  I was forced to be 

more assertive, competitive, and inquisitive, although in my culture, I was taught to listen 

to the wisdom of elders, be in balance with my surroundings, and share my thoughts 

through storytelling.   

During my senior year of high school, I returned to the Diné reservation.  My 

parents enrolled my sister and me at Tséch’ízhí Diné Bi’ólta’ (Rough Rock Community 

School), the first tribally- and community-controlled school in the United States.  Since 

its birth in 1966, Tséch’ízhí Diné Bi’ólta’ has been in the forefront of providing 

Indigenous education initiatives for American Indian children.  The school “privileged 

the local language and culture, opened classrooms to the community, and carried 

principles of kinship in the dormitories and other social services” (McCarty, 2002).   

Tséch’ízhí Diné Bi’ólta’ also taught Western curricula.  Roessel (1977) prefaced that 
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Tséch’ízhí Diné Bi’ólta’ stood for a “both-and” approach.  The school coupled both 

Navajo language, culture, and history and Euro-American knowledge.   

When I attended Tséch’ízhí Diné Bi’ólta’ in the mid-1990s, my schooling was no 

different than what Teresa McCarty and the late Robert Roessel described.  The school 

led Beauty Way ceremonies at the beginning of each academic year, organized Sweat 

lodge ceremonies to help students release bad energy, conducted opening and closing 

prayers at every gathering to retain peace and harmony, offered a horsemanship program 

to teach students to value and care for animals, and served traditional foods to nourish the 

mind and body.  With academics, I completed courses required by Tséch’ízhí Diné 

Bi’ólta’ (Navajo language, Navajo culture and Navajo history) as well as state required 

courses (English 12, Arizona government, and Human Anatomy and Physiology).  All 

my teachers, but one, were Diné tribal members.  They taught me to strive for Hózhó 

k’ehgo (beauty, balance and harmony).  After school hours, I returned to one of the 

dormitories, located a half-a-mile southeast of the schoolhouse (my parents did not have 

transportation so I had no choice but to live in the dorm). I was an introverted teenager, a 

characteristic I learned (so I could dream and live in my own world) while living with 

LDS/Mormon families and attending White schools near Salt Lake City.  I spent the 

majority of my evenings in my dorm room reading books written by Native authors like 

Sherman Alexie, Velma Wallis, and Vee Browne.  The residential counselor was one of 

my role models.  He practiced the traditional cultural values, spoke fluent Diné language, 

and was highly educated.  His teachings were aligned with my parents’ teachings and 

worldviews, so I gravitated to him as though he were one of my parents.  In this 
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community school, I felt as if I was ‘back home’, re-living the lifestyle that I grew up in 

and interacting with my peers and staff members who shared my Diné background.   

Outside of school, I attended cultural functions or ceremonies to replenish my 

heart, mind, and body with peace and understanding. I spoke my own language, rekindled 

relationships with family members, and found peace in the encouraging words of my 

parents and grandparents.  My life during that time was fulfilled once again. 

My Collegiate Years 

During my high school years, the residential counselor urged me to explore 

college beyond reservation life.  He helped me apply to three universities, and I was 

accepted to all of them.  I chose Weber State University in Ogden, Utah, even though it 

was not my top choice. I attended Weber State because its tuition was the cheapest of the 

three institutions, one of my relatives invited me to live with her family, and I liked the 

majestic peaks of the nearby Wasatch Mountains.  

I embodied the stereotypes of a typical college student, except I was a first-

generation college student.  I learned about college life the hard way, on my own, with 

many decisions that resulted in long-term undesirable outcomes.  My parents were not 

employed, so I borrowed thousands of dollars to pay for my educational expenses.  I 

accepted credit cards, maxed them out, and was overwhelmed with debt.  I rented an 

apartment and held two jobs to pay for my living expenses. With academics, the 

curriculum was exclusively Westernized.  I was given a course syllabus to follow, bought 

and read course textbooks, listened to monotone lectures, took written notes, and spent 

countless hours in the library memorizing facts for multiple-choice, fill-in-the-blank, and 

short answer exams.  Acclimating to the institutional environment was also tough 
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because the university did not provide a culturally inclusive environment, and it lacked 

minority, especially American Indian faculty and staff.  I did not nudge myself to seek 

psychological, social, financial, and academic support services.  At the end of the year, I 

was placed on academic probation.  

Not knowing what academic probation was, I took a detour that led me home.  

Upon my return to the Motherland, I applied for the AmeriCorps program at the tender 

age of 19 and worked on social justice problems in my home community. Some of the 

unjust conditions that were visibly evident to me at the time were the following: the 

diminishing of the Diné language and culture, the ill-treatment of Diné elders, and the 

social and educational challenges faced by Diné youth.  I spent one year of my life in a 

fifth-grade classroom at a local public school on the Diné reservation.  I tutored and 

mentored students and organized cultural and linguistic after-school programs to improve 

student development and identities. Outside of the classroom, I assisted with the 

renovation of homes, built bathroom additions for families that were afforded plumbing 

and electricity, chopped and hauled wood and water, built sheep and horse corrals, and 

cleaned homes for underprivileged families.  

My participation in the AmeriCorps program helped me understand the current 

reality of tribal life on the Diné reservation.  The lifestyles of the students and community 

members I served were no different than my own, but on a larger scale the Diné Nation 

was (and continues to be) faced with serious economic, cultural, political, and 

educational challenges that needed attention.  My observations and insights into the 

struggles of my community motivated me to continue my education with the goal of 
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returning home to help my community.  After completing the 1700 hours of community 

service, I was awarded an education scholarship that amounted to $5,500.  

The summer prior to resuming my studies at Weber State, I received a Blessing 

Way ceremony to restore my health and wellness so that I could make positive life-

affirming decisions.  The prayers, chants, and good thoughts from the ceremony along 

with the help of a Native American advisor, a Native American career counselor, and a 

Native American student organization, I was able to complete the degree requirements 

for an Associate of Science degree in General Studies.  While I was the first in my family 

to graduate from college, my degree also belonged to my entire family.  We succeeded 

together! 

In fall of 2000, I transferred to Arizona State University with the intention of 

pursuing two degrees simultaneously, sociology and education.  My reason for coupling 

these majors was to improve institutional structures that my people struggled with, which 

I witnessed firsthand during my time as an AmeriCorps member.  My advisor 

recommended that I seek one degree first, so I completed a bachelor’s degree in 

sociology in 2002.  Shortly after, I was admitted to an accelerated 18-month Native 

Apprentice Teacher Preparation (NATP) program at Arizona State University.  The 

NATP program was funded by a grant from the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of 

Indian Education.  The goal of the program was to train American Indian teachers to 

teach from a culturally-responsive manner.  I completed courses that emphasized 

American Indian education, collaborated with intertribal cohort members, learned from 

Native and minority teachers, conducted field experiences in reservations schools or 



25 
 

schools with predominantly high American Indian student populations in urban areas, and 

completed a full semester of student teaching with the esteemed bilingual teacher, Ms. G. 

The NATP program helped me realize that American Indian youth are negatively 

influenced by globalization, which homogenizes and standardizes systems (McCarty, 

2003).   Because of such systems, American Indian children are still forced to sacrifice 

their cultural heritage, languages, and identities so that they could live in a ‘democratic’ 

society.  The NATP program broadened my understanding of topics like the ill-effects of 

the boarding school era, critical consciousness, Native learning styles, immersion 

programs, culturally relevant teaching and learning, and decolonization.   My experience 

with the NATP program was meaningful because the tenets of the program continue to 

shape my teacher identity today. 

My Teacher Identity 

My educational philosophy has evolved over the years since I became a Diné 

educator in 2004.  During my first two years of teaching I wanted to devote some time to 

developing a professional teacher disposition and create an educational philosophy that 

was centered on my culture and language; however, the underlying premise of the No 

Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 took precedence and dominated my emerging 

teacher identity.  The NCLB and its supporters (state officials, school board members, 

and administrators) dictated the mission of the education system on the Diné reservation, 

and their bureaucratic agenda controlled the direction my teaching and learning.   The 

system not only chose my teaching approaches, resources, materials, and assessments, 

which were not conducive to my students’ learning needs, but the institution held me 

accountable for my students’ achievement on state standardized assessments.    The 
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expectations I had set for my own students mirrored the expectations imposed on me by 

policymakers, which was to challenge my students to “Meet” or “Exceed” in the reading, 

writing, and math sections of the Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards (AIMS).    

My Developing Teacher Identity 

After the first two years of teaching, I started to question my teacher identity, 

philosophy, and classroom performance—a professional identity that reflected the 

dominant Western, market-based corporate model of education.   I began the process of 

redefining my identity as a Diné educator by revisiting the term Iiná (living the Diné way 

of life).     

Since I was young, I have been educated by my grandparents and parents to live 

by Iiná.  For a long time, the term Iiná was just a high-frequency word to me.  I heard the 

term at home, from my grandparents, community members, and teachers, and I also saw 

the term in printed materials like the Navajo Times, other newspapers, and mission 

statements in local schools, hospitals, colleges, and tribal offices.  It was not until I 

started rewriting my “Educational Philosophy Statement” as a graduate student at Oregon 

State University in 2007 that I began to interrogate my position in this world.  The word 

that kept coming to mind was Iiná.  I once asked a well-respected Navajo medicine man 

what the word Iiná meant, his response was, “In order to make a living centered on the 

Diné way of life, a person must understand the meaning of Iiná before one can live life 

accordingly.”  So, my quest to define Iiná began, and my conceptualization is as follows. 

Iiná is one of the Sa'ah Naaghai Bik'eh Hozhoo (SNBH) concepts.  SNBH is a 

traditional Diné life system that the Diné people live by each day to reach beauty, 

balance, and harmony (Benally, 1994).  SNBH encompasses four concepts, Nitsáhákees 
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(Thinking), Nahat'á (Planning), Iiná (Living), and Sihasin (Achievement/Reflection), and 

each of the concepts represent a cardinal direction (Aronilth, 1991; Benally 1994). 

The SNBH concepts are like social institutions (family, education, religion, 

economics, and government), but they do not wholly reflect the characteristics of social 

institutions as constructed by Western social sciences.  It can be argued that the 

characteristics and definition of ‘social institution’ are not congruent with the SNBH 

concepts.  However, social institutions and SNBH system have parallel characteristics 

and outcomes.  Both SNBH and social institutions perpetuate cultural imperatives, 

values, and roles, so that people can maintain order, unity and stability.  The only visible 

differences that I see between these two structures are that SNBH concepts are created by 

the Holy People and cannot be changed if Navajo-ness is to remain intact.  From the 

social scientist’s perspective, “Institutions are created by the people and can therefore be 

changed” (Eitzen & Baca-Zinn, 2001, p. 48). 

Based on the teachings from Diné elders, SNBH concepts are equally important 

and the Navajo people go through each system (Nitsáhákees, Nahat'á, Iiná and Sihasin) 

daily and within their lifetime.  Each of the concepts is ambiguous, but this is my 

understanding of each system.  According to Dr. Wilson Aronilth Jr. (1991) a well-

respected Diné medicine man, educator, and philosopher, the symbolic representation 

that echo the Diné ways of life are the following: 

 Nitsáhákees lies in Sisnaajini (Blanca Peak), the sacred mountain to the east of 

the Diné reservation and it represents birth.  The sacred mountain to the east is a 

place that the Diné people pray to, to seek self-renewal, blessings, and physical 

fitness.   
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 Nahat'á, rests in Tsoodził (Mount Taylor), the sacred mountain to the south of the 

Diné reservation and it symbolizes middle-age.   The sacred mountain to the south 

is relied upon by the Diné people for thinking, planning, and preparation for life 

or the day.   

 Iiná sits in Dook’o’oosłííd (San Francisco Peak), the sacred mountain to the west 

of the Diné reservation and it signifies old age.  The sacred mountain to the west 

is embodied with wisdom, generosity, and sensitivity. 

 Sihasin is situated in Dibé Nitsaa (Mount Hesperus), the sacred mountain to the 

north of the Diné reservation, and it represents peace or achievement.  The sacred 

mountain to the north is the mountain that the Diné people seek for self-reflection, 

resettling the mind, body and spirit, and self-acceptance. 

Based on the Diné oral traditions, there are actually six sacred mountains planted by 

the Holy People and four of these mountains (mentioned above) are regarded as the four 

sacred mountains, representing the four cardinal directions. The other two mountains Dził 

Na'oodiłii (Huerfano Peak) and Ch'oolii (Gobernador Knob) are considered the inner 

sacred mountains, representing the “heart” and the “lungs” of the Navajo Nation.  Within 

the four sacred mountains live the Holy People to guide, protect and bless the Diné 

people so that the Diné people could live the Diné ways of life or incorporate such 

teachings into their lifestyle. 

Revisiting and re-conceptualizing the concept of Iiná has reshaped my 

educational philosophy.  My newly developed educational philosophy is grounded in the 

following core aspiration: to guide the learner to reach the principle Hózhóogo táá’dídíín 
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bik’é at’iingo yiisháałdoo (Walking in Beauty on the Corn Pollen Pathway), which is an 

SNBH teaching.   

I Will Walk in Beauty on the Corn Pollen Pathway 

For thousands of years, the Diné people have lived life according to the sacred 

principle, Hózhóogo táá’dídíín bik’é at’iingo yiisháałdoo.  This expression is considered 

sacred among the Diné people because it is only used in the medium of prayers, chants, 

religious ceremonies and rituals so that a person could live in a long and prosperous life.  

But what does this sacred sentiment mean? The first phrase “I Will Walk in Beauty” 

(Hózhóogo nasháadoo), is a state of being that “speaks to the whole person, including the 

body, mind, spirit, as well as environment and community” (Kahn-John, 2010, p. 114).   

Hózhóogo is defined as beauty, balanced and harmony and Nasháadoo means I will walk 

in such a manner.  An individual who truly knows himself/herself and respectfully takes 

part in the reciprocal teaching and learning processes that involve the community and the 

environment is a prime example of a person ‘Walking in Beauty.’  However, in order to 

fully embody the ‘Walk in Beauty’ concept, a person must maintain the Diné culture, 

language, history, and values and respect all animate and inanimate forms that exist 

within the realms of Shimá Nahasdzáán (Mother Earth) and Yádił yiił shi t’aa (Father 

Sky).  Applying this simple yet complex sentiment to everyday life can be a difficult 

undertaking because it entails a Hózhójí (Beauty way) mindset. 

To think and act in Hózhó means to have self-respect; to respect others; to honor, 

uphold, and pass on the ancestral teachings; to give and to be thankful for blessings; and 

to appreciate all living and non-living entities that exist in the universe.  But most 

importantly, one must take care of the self.  The thoughts that linger in the mind, the 
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words that come out of the mouth, and the actions that one displays must all be sacred.  

When one is living the Hózhójí ways of life he/she is Walking in Beauty. 

The second phrase, Táá’dídíín bik’é at’iin (the Corn Pollen Pathway) is also 

another sacred source of life for the Diné people.  The words, “Corn Pollen,” represent 

life and growth.  Among the Diné people Corn Pollen is used as an offering to the Díyín 

Diné'é (Holy People) and in prayer (Capelin, 2009).   The latter word, “Pathway,” 

represents Sąą biyi (the road of life to Old Age).  Reaching Old Age is the ultimate goal 

in the Diné community.  Arriving at Old Age involves conditioning the self with wisdom, 

strength, resilience, sacrifice, discipline, open-mindedness, optimism, trustworthiness, 

and forgiveness.  When a person reaches Old Age, he/she will have achieved adequate 

understanding about life.  But to completely pursue the “Corn Pollen Pathway,” a person 

must maintain balance and harmony (Capelin, 2009).   

Walk in Beauty on the Corn Pollen Pathway is not only a Diné philosophy; it’s a 

way of life.  Deloria and Wildcat (2001) would define such knowledge acquisition as 

“making sense of the world.” The purpose of this philosophy is to internalize and live by 

the true essence of Diné cosmology and to share that sacred knowledge with future 

generations to come.  

My “Two Worlds” Dilemma 

Prior to receiving a formal education, the traditional Diné cultural teachings were 

central to my physical, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual development.  Once I 

enrolled in school, I was taught to learn how to “live/walk in two worlds,” which in my 

case was the Euro-western world and the Diné cultural world.  It was difficult for me to 

grasp this concept at first, because I only knew one world.  As I progressed through the 
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grades, I began to question the two worlds and if I belonged in one, both, or neither 

worlds.  Then it dawned on me.  Throughout my schooling, I did not learn the cultural 

teachings of my people.  The only education I received was one that reflected the Euro-

western culture.  I eventually learned how to succeed in the Euro-western world—I 

resorted to the teachings of my Diné cultural world.  

Themes from My Story: The Cultural Resilience Factors 

 Resilience cannot be experienced by anyone without first experiencing some form 

of adversity.  Resilience is defined as “ways (that people) go about overcoming 

difficulties…shaped by meaning systems, resources and relationship” (Wexler, Joule, 

Garoutte, Mazziotti, & Hopper, 2014, p. 3). In my lifetime, I have taken many wrong 

paths before I found the right paths, but what is the righteous path? The answer to this 

question will vary from culture to culture.  In the Diné culture Hózhó k’ehgo Iiná, the 

beauty, balance, and harmony way of life is taught by the Wisdom-keepers to the younger 

generation with the expectation that they may live by Hózhóogo táá’dídíín bik’é at’iingo 

yiisháałdoo (Walking in Beauty on the Corn Pollen Pathway).  To live by the Corn Pollen 

Pathway, one must live by the cultural teaching standards of Sa'ah Naaghai Bik'eh 

Hozhoo which was created by the Diyin Diné’é (Holy People).  These traditional moral 

and ethical values of the Diné people are multifaceted and will take a lifetime to truly 

understand its meaning and purpose, but I have strived to live by these sacred principles 

based on my interpretations of them.  Pursuing the Corn Pollen Pathway in my personal 

and professional life would not have been possible without referencing the dynamic 

cultural resilience factors that went into play.  
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 HeavyRunner and Morris (2003) identified the following cultural factors as 

coping mechanisms for surviving and thriving in society: spirituality, family strength, 

elders, ceremonial rituals, oral traditions, tribal identity and support networks.  In a study 

of Native American students, Drywater-Whitekiller (2010) used HeavyRunner and 

Morris’s (2003) seven cultural factors to understand how the 19 students in the study 

were able to persist and graduate from college.  Drywater-Whitekiller concluded that 

there were three particularly powerful protective factors for these Native students: giving 

back, prayer, and family support.  Wexler et al. (2014), in a study on community 

resilience with 20 Inupiat (Alaska Native) youth, found that taking care of others, giving 

back to the community, “being cultural” (doing subsistence and/or cultural activities), 

and establishing social networks with peers and elders were effective resilience strategies 

that Inupiat youth used to deal with everyday challenges. The resilience patterns found in 

these studies connect to one or more of the Medicine Wheel of health and wellness 

model: spiritual, mental, socio-emotional and physical (HeavyRunner & Morris, 2003). 

There were several cultural resilient themes that emerged from my personal story 

of overcoming hardships to attain health, wellness, balance, and harmony.  The first 

theme that surfaced was family support.   My family circle includes my nuclear family, 

my extended family, and individuals that saw me as their family. When I was attending 

schools, and living near Salt Lake City, my parents (over the phone) would assure me 

that my living situation and the education I was receiving was going to benefit my 

community.  My younger sister (who was also in the Indian Placement Program) and I 

had a positive sibling relationship.  We cried together, understood each other’s stories 

and we celebrated our successes.  She helped me overcome all the odds that were stacked 
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against me.  The American Indian staff and my Native peers at the higher institutions I 

attended were extremely helpful, caring, and encouraging.  

Another cultural factor that fostered my resilience is my cultural teachings.  My 

home life on the Diné reservation was my classroom.  I learned my language and cultural, 

moral, ethical values from my parents and grandparents.  They also helped me construct 

and value my cultural identity.  I have used the Diné cultural teachings of living and 

learning to understand academic concepts, to respect myself and others, and to adapt to 

new environments.   

The third protective factor of resilience from which I benefitted was spirituality.  I 

did not elaborate on all the ceremonies that I participated in, as a patient (medicine man is 

the healer and the patient is the person seeking treatment) while growing up.  The songs, 

stories, and prayers from each ceremony gave me strength, clarity, and wisdom.  Through 

ceremonies, I memorized a traveling song to guide and protect me wherever I go.  I also 

learned how to pray so the Diyin Diné’é (Holy People) can bless me with the animates 

and in-animates that surrounds me.  Lastly, I wear a turquoise bracelet to shield me from 

negative thoughts of people.  My spirituality keeps me grounded today. 

The last cultural resilience factor that kept me grounded is the Diné terminologies.  

There is so much power engrained in sacred Diné words.  HeavyRunner (2003) stated, 

“The languages of our people unlock the philosophy of our miraculous persistence” (p. 

xx).  I truly believe in this statement. Shiyázhí (My Precious Little One), Hózhójí (Beauty 

way), T’áá hwó ají t’eego (It is up to you), Iiná (the Diné Way of life), Táá’dídíín bik’é 

at’iin (the Corn Pollen Pathway), Sąą biyi (the road of life to Old Age), and Sa'ah 

Naaghai Bik'eh Hozhoo (the Diné life system) are a few of the many scared resilient 
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terms that I found comfort in during trying times.  Whenever I was alone, I would piece 

the meaning of these words based on the explanations of my family and community.  

Today, these words continue to give me hope.   

Conclusion 

 My life story is a private assemblage of the challenges I had to withstand, 

overcome, or circumvent to reach a state of Hózhójí (beauty, balance, and harmony).  The 

cultural resilience strategies of familial support, cultural teachings, spirituality, and 

sacred Diné terms have been intricately interwoven throughout my life to help me to 

come full circle with everything I do.  Shimá used to say to me T’áádoh nida’ezgodí, 

ałtso ałhéénidáá (Don’t create a broken circle, come full circle).  With this teaching in 

mind, I have endeavored to create full circles in all of my life’s work.   
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Many of the Navajo students I taught in my classes did not know much about Navajo 

history, culture, or the language. Some did not know their clans. Many of them had 

limited cultural knowledge. For some, the only cultural exposure was when they visited 

their grandparents and they saw how their grandparents lived and spoke Diné. Their 

grandparents’ lifestyle was the students’ understanding of a Navajo Way of life and the 

students knew they were not living this lifestyle. I wanted to change this perception. I 

wanted to bring in Navajo history and culture into the students’ studies. Some parents 

supported this classroom approach while other parents did not want the school to teach 

Navajo history and culture…Nevertheless, I made sure every student in my class learn 

Navajo history and culture (Lee, 2016, p. B1). 

 

Introduction 

 

There is a monumental language shift towards the English language among the 

Diné (Navajo) people.   Since language is a transmitter of culture, there is also great 

concern for the maintenance of Diné culture.  Fishman (1991) postulates that when a 

language does not continue, it affects the culture.  This rings true for majority of the Diné 

youth today.  Diné youth speak very little Navajo and have limited knowledge on the 

Diné cultural teachings, values, customs, beliefs, and history.  They prefer to speak the 



38 
 

English language and live by the dominant social norms and values.  Most Diné youth 

have access to family members (parents, grandparents, uncles, aunts, etc.) that speak the 

Diné language, and these children dictate what language is spoken in the home and in 

social contexts (Parsons-Yazzie, 1995).   The parents in Parsons-Yazzie’s (1995) study 

recommend that schools should play a role in revitalizing Diné language and culture.  To 

date, some schools across the reservation continue to support and implement Diné 

language and cultural teachings in the classrooms; however, teachers lack and cite a need 

for training on culturally responsive curriculum and instruction (Lee, 2007). 

In 1984, the Navajo Nation Tribal Council enacted a policy mandating k-12 

reservation schools to teach and revitalize Diné language and culture. Still, tribal 

community members, educators, and parents have expressed mixed feelings about Diné 

language and culture instruction in schools (Batchelder & Markel, 1997; Batchelder, 

2000).  According to Batchelder (2000), the younger generation (late teens to early 

twenties) felt that “teaching the traditional beliefs would not help the Navajo Nation 

move into the future” and that the People should learn Diné language and culture “on 

their own” (p. 3).  In addition, Diné people in their late twenties to early sixties did not 

trust the education system to teach the Diné language and culture to youth because of 

their own catastrophic experiences with boarding schools.  The Diné elders, however, 

believed that schools should be part of the process in educating Diné youth to reconnect 

to their heritage language and cultural values.   

Problem Statement 

The Diné people live in a paradoxical world.  They are constantly balancing two 

very important teachings that inhabit their everyday life and consciousness: Hózhójí 
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(Beauty way) and Hocho’íjí (Evil way).  In the Diné culture, these teachings are 

inseparable.  Hózhójí and Hocho’íjí must co-exist in one’s life so an individual can gain 

wisdom and strength.  When one is not in the right mindset or is not in the right relations 

with the self and the universe, one will eventually experience Anáhótí (a state of conflict).  

The Diné community, like other Indigenous communities, has experienced many forms 

of Anáhótí.  One of the Anáhótí that continues to impact the Diné people, particularly the 

Diné youth, is its challenges in living a balanced and a harmonious life. 

Since European contact in the 16th century in North America, Indigenous education 

has drastically changed due to the catastrophic Boarding School movement.  Today, 

various educational “reform” efforts (Common Core Standards and statewide 

assessments) continue to facilitate a failed bureaucratic education system in reservation 

schools, and the negative impact of these efforts persist: still, Indigenous children are 

labeled underdeveloped, inferior, and unintelligible (Deyhle & Swisher, 1997; 

Pewewardy, 2002); underperform on standardized tests; are not proficient in the English 

language; are more likely to be placed in special education programs than any other 

race/ethnicity (McCarty, 2009); and have a lower graduation rate and a higher drop-out 

rate than their non-Native counterparts (Faircloth & Tippeconnic, 2010).    

Researchers who have studied Indigenous knowledge systems (Battiste, 2002; 

Bergstrom, Cleary, & Peacock, 2003; Cajete, 1994, 2005; Castagno & Brayboy, 2009; 

Cleary and Peacock, 1998; Deyhle, 1995; Lee, 2008; McCarty 2003; Smith, 1999; 

Wilson, 2004; Yazzie, 1999, 2000) have explored decolonialization, transculturation, and 

cultural discontinuity to challenge the “cultural deficit” notions placed on Indigenous 

children for their poor academic performance.  A near consensus of this research 
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maintains that community and culture-based education is the best method to meet the 

learning needs of Indigenous children.  

According to Deyhle (1995), Deyhle & Swisher (1997), Johnson (2006), and Peacock 

and Cleary (1998) American Indian children’s low academic achievement are due to 

cultural discontinuity between the home culture (students’ cultural values, beliefs, and 

traditions) and school culture (dominant cultural norms).  Much research and 

commentary on this subject suggest that the cultural conflict that Indigenous youth 

continue to experience can be mitigated if education policies and practices emphasize 

community/culture-based education (Brayboy & Castagno, 2009; Deyhle & Swisher, 

1997; McCarty, 2009; Pewewardy, 2002; Yazzie-Mintz, 2007).   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this ethnographic research is to examine Diné (Navajo) elementary 

teachers’ perspectives, (their values, biases, and understanding) on Diné-based education 

as well as teachers’ experience attempting to integrate this culturally-response curriculum 

in reservation schools.  

Research Questions 

The research questions for the present study follow: 

1. What values, biases, and understandings do Diné teachers hold as it relates to 

Diné-based curriculum and instruction?    

2. From the perspective of elementary, reservation-based Diné teachers, what are the 

challenges in the implementation of Dine-based curriculum and instruction in this 

period of Common Core State Standards and the newly adopted Arizona state 

standards? 
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Significance of Study 

Despite the need for culturally responsive pedagogy in Indigenous classrooms, 

limited research exists on the culture of teaching and learning inside the schoolhouse with 

teachers (Yazzie-Mintz, 2007).  Research that has been conducted in Indigenous 

communities has focused on Indigenous youth and the social and cultural factors that 

negatively impacted the education of Indigenous youth.  Diné/Navajo scholar Yazzie 

(1999, 2000) and Yazzie-Mintz (2007) has researched culturally relevant curriculum and 

pedagogy in the Navajo education context for many years.  Yazzie-Mintz (2007) argues 

that teachers have “powerful histories, philosophies, and experiences” about how they 

have acquired cultural knowledge, and such resources can “create a means to better 

understand the concept and practice of culturally appropriate curriculum and pedagogy” 

(p. 83). 

Presently, most research that has been conducted with the Diné education system has 

investigated the successful instructional and curriculum designs of culture-based 

programs and case studies (Dick, Estell & McCarty, 1994).  Indeed, progress has been 

made to incorporate culturally appropriate curriculum and instruction for Diné students 

such as immersion programs, bilingual/bicultural programs, and community-based 

education programs (Dehyle & Swisher, 1997).  But little to no research has paid 

attention to Indigenous teachers’ lived experiences especially now in the current era of 

Common Core and mandated standardized assessments.  

Indigenous youth do show interest in learning their heritage language and culture 

(McCarty, Romero, & Zepeda, 2006) and parents support language learning in the home 

context.  Native educators also endorse language and cultural teachings in schools 
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(Cleary and Peacock, 1998), but educators are concerned that the push for standardization 

might take priority.  According to Brayboy and Castagno (2009), “…many Native adults 

see value in facilitating the learning of tribal cultures in the schools, but they see this goal 

taking a backseat to the priorities mandated by the federal government” (p. 35).  In the 

Diné education milieu, Diné educators believe there is a plethora of knowledge about 

Dine-centered culture-based education, and these ‘funds of knowledge’ (Moll, Amanti, 

Neff & González, 1992) can help reshape the schooling of Diné children so that the Diné 

culture and language are maintained and student achievement are attained.  An 

assumption of this study is that Dine teachers will be empowered to engage in the 

collective teaching and learning of Diné youth if the traditional knowledge of these 

teachers is sought and reflected in the Diné education system.   

Personal Disclosure 

I am Diné/Navajo, a child of the Diyin Diné’e (Holy People).  My grandparents 

and parents raised me by the cultural, spiritual, and moral values of my ancestors.  

Therefore, I am grounded in the principle, Hózhóogo táá’dídíín bik’é at’iingo yiisháałdoo 

(Walking in Beauty on the Corn Pollen Pathway).  My two primary objectives in life are: 

1) to live life in Hózhó (Beauty) so I can have a healthy, balanced and a harmonious life, 

and 2) to live by Táá’dídíín bik’é at’iin (the Corn Pollen Pathway) and condition myself 

with wisdom, strength, resilience, open-mindedness, optimism, trustworthiness, and 

forgiveness.  These sacred cultural teachings of the Diné ways of life has shaped me into 

the person I am today.   

I see myself as a product of the assimilationist movement that subjugated 

American Indian ways of life during the boarding school era.  My schooling, on and off 
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the Diné reservation, was standardized and competitive and it failed to acknowledge my 

cultural values, language, and history which made me who I am as a Diné.  To improve 

the education of Diné and American Indian youth, I entered the field of education. The 

moment I became a Diné educator, I made it my mission to infuse Diné (or Indigenous) 

epistemology and ways of life into the classroom to end assimilation and colonial 

thinking.  From K-12 classrooms, to the development of this study, this aim has 

continued to play a vital role in my examination of Dine education. 

I approached this research from a Tribal Critical Race Theory (Tribal Crit) 

perspective.  Tribal Crit, reflecting Critical Race Theory, “provides a way to address the 

complicated relationship between American Indians and the United States federal 

government” (Brayboy 2006, p. 425).  Since European contact, Indigenous people have 

lived life according to normative standards of white ideologies. Critical Race Theory 

(CRT), developed by scholars of color in the United States in the 1990s, is useful to many 

oppressed groups as a way of analyzing the experience of unequal power relations as well 

as envisioning an emancipatory political strategy.  Tribal Critical Race Theory is 

comprised of seven tenets: 

1. Colonization is endemic to society. 

2. U.S. policies toward Indigenous peoples are rooted in imperialism, White 

supremacy and a desire for material gain. 

3. Indigenous peoples occupy a liminal space that accounts for both the political 

and racialized natures of our identities. 

4. Indigenous peoples have a desire to obtain and forge tribal sovereignty, tribal 

autonomy, self-determination, and self-identification. 
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5. The concepts of culture, knowledge, and power take on new meaning when 

examined through an Indigenous lens. 

6. Governmental policies and educational policies toward Indigenous peoples are 

intimately linked around the problematic goal of assimilation. 

7. Tribal philosophies, beliefs, customs, traditions, and visions for the future are 

central to understanding the lived realities of Indigenous peoples, but they also 

illustrate the differences and adaptability among individuals and groups (Brayboy, 

2006 p. 429) 

Literature Review 

An Overview of American Indian Education 

Prior to the late 1800s, the storyline of American Indian education was based on a 

“holistic social context” (Cajete, 1994, p. 26; Cajete, 2005).  The idea of a holistic 

education model was to allow individuals to seek their identity and define the meaning 

and purpose of life through interaction with the community and the natural environment.  

Tribal members were expected to practice a holistic way of thinking to help maintain the 

culture, language, customs, and history.   

Between the late 19th and early 20th century, the education of American Indians 

was drastically changed.  The ‘catastrophic’ Boarding School movement to Christianize 

and “civilize” American Indian children through Euro-American education was enforced 

(Cooper, 1999; Jester, 2002; Pewewardy, 2002; Yazzie, 1999; Yazzie, 2000).  

Implemented by missionaries and government officials, the objective of the Boarding 

School movement was to assimilate American Indian children into the American melting 

pot. The forced assimilation through education did not end in the 1920s.  The idea of 
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assimilating American Indians has been widespread throughout history and continues to 

this day (e.g. standardization, English-only movement, Common Core State Standards, 

etc).   

Culturally Relevant and Responsive Education 

In 1928, the US government investigated the boarding schools, and completed the 

Meriam Report.  This report concluded that American Indian/Alaska Native students’ 

needs were not being met, physically, mentally, socially, economically and educationally 

(Benally, n.d.; Cooper, 1999; Meriam, 1928; Yazzie, 1999; Yazzie, 2000).  The Bureau 

of Indian Affairs responded to this report by proposing that the “curriculum be 

overhauled to include Indian cultures and languages,” and that American Indian children 

attend schools close to home (Benally, n.d., p. 14).   

Nearly 40 years after the Meriam Report, the movement to develop cultural and 

language-based education began at Rough Rock Demonstration School in Rough Rock, 

Arizona.  Shortly after, numerous bilingual, immersion, dual language, and culture-based 

education programs were established to address the language and cultural loss among 

American Indian communities.  Examples of language loss were evident with the Yup’ik 

tribe in Alaska and the Navajo tribe in the Southwest United States (Lipka and McCarty, 

1994).  With the Yup’ik tribe, young children that spoke the Yup’ik language decreased 

by nearly 25% between 1980 and 1995 (Wyman, Marlow, Andrew, Miller, Nicholai, & 

Rearden, 2010).   

Similarly, the Navajo tribe also experienced a language shift from Navajo to 

English (Lee & McLaughlin, 2001).  In 1969, Bernard Spolsky (1970) found that 96% of 

Navajo six-year-old Navajo students were fluent Navajo speakers.  Then in 1993, Holm 
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revealed that 87 percent of Navajo five-year-old could understand Navajo, but only one-

third of Navajo children were fluent Navajo speakers.  This is a 65 percent decrease in 

Navajo-speaking children in 24 years.  In Parsons-Yazzie’s (1995) study, non-Navajo 

speaking students controlled what language was spoken among family and friends in the 

home, which in this case was the English language.  This information suggests that fewer 

and fewer Indigenous children are speaking their mother tongue.  Research focused on 

Indigenous communities (Ball, 2004; Lee & McLaughlin, 2001; McCarty, 2003) 

maintain that the language shift to the English language is due to assimilation. 

Personal and Professional Identities of Teachers 

The concept of identity has been researched by numerous scholars.  Mead (1934) 

studied identity and concluded that the self (identity) is developed through social 

interactions with others.  Erickson (1959) examined the identities of children and 

adolescents, and hypothesized that identity is constructed through psychological stages. 

Erickson maintained that psychosocial development occurs most precariously during 

early life: identity shaped by social experience such as family, peers, and schooling.  

 While identity has been explored by many and in multiple disciplines, there is not 

a clear definition of identity.  Robinson (1999) defines identity as the visible and invisible 

traits of the self, such as “ethnicity, skin color, gender, sexual orientation, nationality, and 

physical and intellectual ability” (p. 85).  Gee (2001) posits that identity is acting and 

interacting (with others) ‘a certain kind of person.’  He suggests four ways to view 

identity: nature-identity (a state one is in or ‘born with’), institution-identity (a position 

created and recognized by authority), discourse-identity (a matter of one’s individuality; 
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happens through dialogue or discourse with others), and affinity-identity (participating 

and sharing a specific practice with external groups).   

Identity, based on the preceding definitions, can develop through internal or 

external factors (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009) and an individual can have many 

identities and those identities can change depending on the contexts.  Jenkins (1994), 

believes identities take shape where the internal and external meet; that it is within that 

space that an individual constructs his/her self-identity.  To put it simply, the definition of 

identity remains contested.  It is “not something one has, but something that develops 

during one’s whole life” (Beijaard, Meijer and Verloop, 2004, p.107).   

American Indian Identity.  American Indian identity is also multidimensional.  

Prior to European contact, there were hundreds of Indigenous Peoples in North America.  

Each clan, tribe, or nation had its own distinct language, cultural traditions, and history 

and they constructed their identities based on these ways of life.  After European contact, 

Indigenous Peoples of North America were lumped into one group and were identified as 

“Indians” (Weaver, 2001).  For many years, American Indians were recognizable because 

of stereotypical images that were shown in television and movies. Today, not all Indians 

that claim an Indian identity “look Indian” and some people that claim to be Indian are 

not Indians (Mihesuah, 1998).  Whatever the case may be, American Indians are a 

diverse group of people.  They identify themselves as full-blooded, mix-blooded, 

traditional, enrolled, unenrolled, multi-heritage, bicultural or by tribal affiliation, but they 

also share many commonalities, such as the effects of colonization (Mihesuah, 1998).   

The assimilation and acculturation strategies that American Indians experience 

throughout history have negatively impacted their identity.  To address the identity issue 
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of American Indians, Mihesuah (1998) adopted William Cross’ “Cycle of Nigrescense” 

model to map out the Indian Life Stages.  In the Pre-encounter stage, a person, 

particularly a mix-blooded Indian, will view his/her Indianness as a negative due to 

external influences.  In stage 2, Encounter, a person will discover an event that jolts the 

person to reevaluate his/her identity.  In the Immersion-Emersion stage, a person will 

eliminate old perspectives and develop an Indian frame of reference.  In the final stage, 

Internalization, a person will develop a sense of inner security and self-confidence about 

his/her identity.   

Defining an American Indian identity is complicated, but Horse (2005) describes 

American Indian identity as:  

1) The extent to which one is grounded in one’s Native American language and 

culture, one’s cultural identity, 

2) The validity of one’s American Indian genealogy, 

3) The extent to which one holds a traditional American Indian philosophy or 

worldview (emphasizing balance and harmony and drawing on Indian 

spirituality), 

4) One’s self-concept as an American Indian, and 

5) One’s enrollment (or lack of it) in a tribe (p. 65). 

Diné Identity.  Diné identity, according to Lee (2006), is shaped by the Navajo 

philosophical worldview, Sa'ah Naaghai Bik'eh Hozhoo (a learning and life system) and 

Hózhó (beauty, balance and harmony), which originated from the creation stories.  The 

Sa'ah Naaghai Bik'eh Hozhoo (SNBH) framework encompasses four elements: 

Nitsáhákees (thinking), Nahat'á (planning), Iiná (living), and Sihasin 
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(assurance/reflection) (Aronilth, 1992).  From a traditional Diné perspective, to reach 

Hózhó, a person should strive to live by the SNBH principles each day.  Lee (2016) also 

identified other Diné identity markers: K’é (clan kinship relations), Diné bizaad (Diné 

language), Diné Bikéyah (the land), and ił‘ehózin (cultural knowledge). “These markers 

do not declare an ‘authentic’ Navajo person but rather provide a pathway for each Navajo 

person” (Lee, 2016, p. B6).  With K’é, people will know how to conduct themselves and 

establish relationship with the self, others, and the universe.  Diné bizaad in Parsons-

Yazzie (1995) study found that Diné identity is rooted in Diné language and culture; that 

language and culture are interconnected (one cannot be taught and learned without the 

other). The Diné Bikéyah is guided, protected, and blessed by six sacred mountains so the 

Diné people could live the Diné ways of life. 

Teacher Identity.  Teachers enter the teaching profession with their own sets of 

beliefs, values, and understanding of what a ‘quality’ education looks like.  They adopt 

these perspectives through their own educational and student teaching experiences.  As 

teachers accept and undertake teaching positions, they begin to negotiate their values, 

beliefs, and perspectives based on their students’ needs, interests, and background.  They 

may also adopt practices that go against their convictions to meet the demands of the 

current education system.  It is through this negotiation that teachers develop a teacher 

identity (Flores & Day, 2006).   

Methodology 

Setting and Participants 

This research study was conducted in a Bureau of Indian Education funded grant 

school (Tse Ch’izhi Diné Bi’ólta’) and a public school district (Oak Tree Unified School 
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District) on the Diné/Navajo reservation in northeastern, Arizona.  Nearly all the students 

in the two education systems were of Diné descent, were dominant speakers of the 

English language, received free or reduce-priced lunch, and were required to take the 

state mandated assessment, AzMERIT (Arizona’s Measurement of Educational Readiness 

to Inform Teaching).  Students were academically low-performing compared to their non-

Native counterparts.  The majority of teachers in these schools were also members of the 

Diné tribe.  Teachers in these schools were required to use or follow district adopted 

curriculum and resources, which reflected the Arizona Common Core Standards.   

Participating Schools 

Tse Ch’izhi Diné Bi’ ólta’ (Rough Rock Community School, formerly known as 

Rough Rock Demonstration School) was established in 1965.  The school is funded by 

the Bureau of Indian Affairs, but is controlled locally by the community.  Tse Ch’izhi 

Diné Bi’ ólta’was conceptualized by Diné elders and leaders in the community.  It was a 

groundbreaking school that emphasized bilingual/bicultural education.  Tse Ch’izhi Diné 

Bi’ ólta’ today serves about 150 students in the k-12 setting.  The high school has fewer 

than 50 students and the K-8 school has approximately 100 students. The sixth to eighth 

grades operate as a high school where students attend multiple classes and different 

subjects throughout the day.  The K-5 classrooms are self-contained.  There are two 

different K-5 programs at Tse Ch’izhi Diné Bi’ ólta’: the general education program and 

a sheltered Navajo immersion program.  In the general education classrooms, English is 

used as the medium of instruction.  Due to the size of the school, there is a single teacher 

at each grade level (k-5) who teaches all the academic content areas. In the Navajo 

immersion program, there are three multiage and multi-grade level classrooms where all 
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of the instruction is taught in the Diné language.  Both the general education classrooms 

and the shelter Navajo immersion programs use curricula developed by the school.  

Oak Tree (or Tse’ ch’ił) Unified School District has a student population of about 

3,500.  There are three elementary schools (K-6), two K-8 schools, one junior high school 

(7th and 8th grades), and one high school (9th -12th grades).  There are over 300 certified 

and classified staff within the district.  Each of the k-6 and k-8 schools serve between 350 

to 400 students and there are generally three teachers at each grade level.  Oak Tree 

Unified School District has utilized a web-based curriculum for a number of years.   The 

online curriculum/resource program originated out of a school district near a metropolitan 

area in the southwest of the United States.   

Participant Selection 

A total of 27 teachers signed a consent form to participate in this qualitative study, 

but only 15 teachers completed the questionnaire.  Seven teachers were employed with 

Oak Tree public school district and eight teachers were from Tse Ch’izhi Diné Bi’ólta’ (a 

BIE school).  Ten teachers held master’s degrees, four teachers had bachelor’s degrees, 

and one teacher did not report having a bachelor’s or a master’s degree. Eleven of the 

teachers had between three to 20 years of teaching experience and four teachers have 

been in the teaching profession for 21 to 40 years.  Eleven teachers were classroom 

teachers (including a special education teacher) and four teachers were professional non-

teachers (academic or instructional coaches and counselors). Gender was not a factor in 

this study.  See Table 2.1. 
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Table 2.1.  

Participant Demographics 

Participants: 
School 

Type: 
Profession: 

Teaching 

Experience: 
Degree Earned: 

Bernice BIE 
Professional Non-

Teacher 
20 Master’s Degree 

Beth-Ann BIE Teacher 30 
Bachelor’s 

Degree 

Camille BIE 
Professional Non-

Teacher 
12 Master’s Degree 

Marilyn BIE Teacher 38 
 

 

Fredricka 
Public 

School 

Professional Non-

Teacher 
16 Master’s Degree 

Hayes BIE 
Professional Non-

Teacher 
15 Master’s Degree 

Kathryn 
Public 

School 
Teacher 6 

Bachelor’s 

Degree 

Khadijah BIE Teacher 18 Master’s Degree 

Kealani BIE Teacher 9 
Bachelor’s 

Degree 

Madeline 
Public 

School 
Teacher 8 Master’s Degree 

Marcy BIE Teacher 40 Master’s Degree 

Pearl 
Public 

School 
Teacher 3 

Bachelor’s 

Degree 

Rainy 
Public 

School 
Teacher 10 Master’s Degree 

Raylene 
Public 

School 
Teacher 19 Master’s Degree 

Tara 
Public 

School 
Teacher 6 Master’s Degree 

 

A criterion sampling method, with several predetermined criterion (Patton, 2001), 

were used to identify and select participants for this research project.  The first criteria in 

the selection of participants was that the teachers had to be enrolled members of the Diné 

tribe. The rationale for this requirement was for validity purposes.  In order to fully 
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understand Diné teachers’ perspectives on Diné-based education and the cultural 

practices and values of the Diné people, it was only appropriate to focus data collection 

on informants who were native Diné individuals.  The other criteria were as follow: 1) 

teacher participants must possess a valid elementary teaching certificate, 2) teacher 

participants must have a teaching contract with a school/district, 3) teacher participants 

must be a full-time, k-6 grade elementary teacher, and 4) teacher participants must 

consent to participate in the study.   

Gaining Entree to Conduct Research 

This study involved human subjects, therefore, an IRB approval from the 

university was sought before this research was conducted.  Secondly, since all 

participants in this study were enrolled members of the Diné tribe and the research was 

conducted on the Diné reservation, the Navajo IRB approval was also warranted.  One of 

the components of the Navajo IRB protocol as outlined by the Navajo Human Research 

Review Board was to seek permission from each of the schools, the Navajo Nation Board 

of Education and the Central Navajo Agency Council (a council that consisted of elected 

leaders from 16 communities within the central agency of the Navajo Nation).  In 

response to this, a letter was submitted and copy of the proposed study was sent to the 

superintendent (public school) or the Chief Executive Officer (BIE school) and the 

governing board.  After they reviewed the research proposal, they placed me on their 

board agenda and I presented my research proposal.  Each organization unanimously 

approved this research study.  Once permission was received from the superintendent or 

CEO, a written consent from each building principal was also sought and obtained before 

any type of data was collected from teacher participants at each school site. 
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Data Collection Procedures  

Two data sources were utilized in this study: open-ended questionnaire and one-

on-one interviews.  The questionnaire consisted of five open-ended questions, which was 

administered to interested and qualified participants at one of the school’s regularly 

scheduled staff meetings (see Appendix A).  The rationale for the questions on the 

questionnaire was to explore Diné educators’ depth of knowledge on Diné-based 

education, culturally responsive education, the impact of standardization on American 

Indian youth and educators; teachers’ ability to address curriculum, instruction, and 

student learning, growth, and development around the idea of Diné-based education; and 

teachers’ ability to identify challenges and possible solutions to improve Diné-based 

education in the Diné education system.  At the top of the questionnaire participants were 

asked to complete four demographic information: name, total years of teaching, grade 

level, and highest degree completed.  This information was collected to help the reader 

understand what type of population the research was conducted with. Pseudonyms were 

assigned to each participant. 

I invited individual participants that had unique perspectives about Diné-based 

education for a one-on-one interview.  They were deemed the best candidates to help 

understand the problem and issues (Creswell, 2009) related to culturally responsive Diné 

pedagogy.  The one-on-one interviews were conducted in a semi-structured, open-ended 

manner (see Appendix B).  The interviews lasted between 30 minutes to an hour.  Each of 

the interviews took place at three different locations (in the classroom, in a restaurant, 

and over the phone) during after-school hours and on three different dates (August 2016, 

September 2016, and January 2017) to accommodate teacher schedules.  The interviews 
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were recorded on an audio device and transcribed semi-verbatim (with exact sentences 

and phrases and omitting false starts, stutters, and redundant words like “um”, “uh”, and 

“like”). Handwritten notes were also taken in case the audio equipment malfunctioned 

and also to supplement the recordings (Creswell, 2009).  A total of three teachers 

participated in a one-on-one interview.  Each of the interviewees were selected from the 

pool of teachers that completed the questionnaire because they had written original and 

thought-provoking ideas about culture-based instruction.  

All the participants in this study were teachers who understood and spoke the 

English language proficiently, so the consent form was not translated into the Diné 

language.  The contents in the consent form was shared orally and in writing. The consent 

forms were signed and collected one time, when the participants were administered a 

questionnaire.  The participants voluntarily agreed to participate in this study based on 

“full and open information” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, p. 192) before signing the consent 

form.  The consent form was reviewed with selected participants prior to their 

participation in a one-on-one interview. 

Data Analysis 

An analytic inductive approach was used to analyze data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

The inductive approach is a method that “primarily uses detailed reading of raw data to 

derive concepts, themes, and models, through the researcher’s interpretations of the raw 

data” (Thomas, 2006, p. 238). The data were analyzed in two phases. Phase 1 focused on 

the analysis of the questionnaires. An open-coding strategy was used to generate initial 

codes.  First, I examined the words, phrases, and sentences from the raw data 

(questionnaires), and I manually underlined and circled ideas or concepts in the data that 
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related to my research questions. I re-read my markings of the transcripts and established 

sub-categories according to the ‘look alike’ quality of the data. Reflecting just on the 

questionnaires, emerging categories developed, based on repeated readings of the data. I 

followed the same process when analyzing the three interviews. I engaged in multiple 

readings of the interviews, examining words, phrases, and sentences that gave me insight 

into my research questions. I compared the interview data with the provisional categories 

developed from the questionnaires and incorporated the early themes with the interview 

data to make them more robust.  At this point, I renamed the categories as themes. I used 

these themes in the discussion section to relate my findings to prior research and to 

generate theory as it relates to my questions.   

Ethical Considerations  

All participants in this study were informed (both orally and in written form), that 

their participation in this research was completely voluntary and that confidentiality 

would be maintained throughout the course of this research project.  To protect the 

privacy of participants, each participant was assigned a pseudonym, and this data was 

delineated on a form. All data (questionnaire, and one-on-one interviews) were kept 

confidential and in possession of the Principal Investigator during the course of the study.  

After the study, all audio recordings and raw data were sent to the Navajo Nation Data 

Resource Center and to the Historical Preservation Office.  Any data in which the 

participants provided enough detail that might indicate their identity were not used in the 

publication of this study/dissertation.  If participants indicated that said data would pose a 

threat of any kind, the data was either expunged or reframed in this study to eliminate 

risks.  There was still a low risk to participants’ employability or reputation from their 
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participation in the study.  While it may appear harmless or non-controversial, any 

information shared by participants had potential to result in harmful consequences and 

they were aware of this risk. 

Findings 

I identified four themes from the data that provide description of and insight into 

Navajo teachers’ classroom experience:   

1) Contrasting views among teachers on the teaching of Diné language, culture, 

and history; 

2) Challenges in implementing Diné-based education;  

3) A need to train teachers on culturally responsive teaching and learning 

strategies; and 

4) Similarities and differences between the public school and BIE school. 

Theme One: Contrasting Views about Diné-Centered Teaching 

Teachers tended to demonstrate variations in their advocacy of the teaching of 

Diné language, culture, and history in the classroom.  By variations, I mean that teachers 

had multiple perceptions about Diné-based instruction: e.g., most teachers were solidly in 

favor of Dine-centered teaching; some teachers were somewhat supportive of DBE; and 

one teacher showed no interest.   

1) Teachers who strongly believed in Diné-based education (9/15 teachers): Five 

public school teachers and four BIE schoolteachers fully support DBE.  Beth-Ann makes 

this statement, 

Not a whole lot of our students are speaking the language.  And that really bothers 

me.  A lot of times I think about it, “How can I, how can the schools, or how can 
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we as parents, teachers, administrators, as politicians really bring across to the 

youth that our language is very important?”  It seems like that’s where we’re 

failing.  Yeah, I hear a lot of people saying, we need to.  But how and what can 

we do to attract the youth? To let them see that it’s good to know your language. 

Nearly all the public school and BIE teachers who show unqualified support for 

DBE see DBE as a means to increase student achievement.  Madeline, a public school 

teacher states, 

I believe there is a positive relationship between Diné-based education and 

student achievement.  When Diné-based education is integrated into the 

curriculum and instruction, students will understand the content being taught and 

apply it to their own lives, which will help increase their academics. 

2) Teachers somewhat supported Diné-based education (5/15 teachers): A smaller 

group of teachers (two public school teachers and three BIE school teachers) had mixed 

feelings about DBE.  Their support was moderate but, at the same time, they recognized 

constraints on DBE. For example, Bernice recognized the value of immersion model and, 

therefore, recognized the importance of Dine-centered curriculum. However, she follows 

this with a constraint that the students come to school with no Dine language skills 

(apparently learned in earlier grades or at home). She suggests that until parents engage 

their children in their heritage language it will be very difficult to implement this kind of 

curriculum in schools.  

Bernice: [Diné-based education] is a great asset to our education system…[Tse 

Ch’izhi Diné Bi’ólta’] is using [an] immersion model, which is not what we see in 
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the classroom due to students arriving [with] “English-only” speaking skills.  A 

homeschool option is [needed] for parents to teach Navajo language. 

Tara appears to support Diné language teaching, but at the same time she also 

recognizes the absence of a positive language-learning environment for students. 

Tara: I agree with and am for the Diné-based education only if the 

instructor/teacher teaches the curriculum…in a respectful and patient manner to 

our children. 

3) A teacher showed no interest in Diné-based education: One professional non-

teacher from the BIE school was unsupportive of DBE.  The participant argued that 

students needed a uniform instruction in English-only curriculum.  

Only the [Diné/Navajo] language is relevant…the dine [cultural] concepts are 

different than English concepts.  I am for parents teaching Diné language at home 

and English education at school. 

Theme Two: Challenges in Implementation of Dine-Centered Teaching 

 Teachers identified four challenges in the implementation of Dine-centered 

teaching. These challenges reflect the experiences of both groups of teachers.  I describe 

these challenges, ordered from most-frequently mentioned to less-frequently mentioned. 

By each challenge, in the parenthesis, I indicate how many teachers mentioned this 

challenge.  

1) Lack of support from parents, teachers, and/or district (9/15 teachers): Five 

BIE school teachers and four public school teachers that participated in this study 

supported culture-centered education, but they noted the lack of strong support from all 

stakeholders to effectively teach from a culture-based perspective. 
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Fredricka: There’s not much push for these values [Diné language and culture], 

especially for teachers and students.   

Tara: I feel parents, not all parents, do not put their child’s education as a priority.  

Parents, the majority of them have different priorities within their home settings, 

such as livestock, home chores, and daily survival.  The schools [should] work 

with parents to educate them on the teachings of Navajo language and culture 

(language, Hogan, fire poker, corn pollen, the four directions, the creation 

stories,..ceremonies, etc.) 

2) Lack of DBE curricular materials and resources (6/15 teachers): Three public 

school teachers and three BIE school teachers indicated that they need the following 

materials and resources to effectively integrate Diné language, culture, and history into 

the classroom: lesson plans, assessments, translated materials from English to the Navajo 

language, culture-based books with lexicon levels by grades, cultural consultants, and 

cultural activities. 

Tara: The education environment now is technology-based and there are some 

equipment, books, and standards (to name a few), but they are complicated to not 

only translate but elaborate on fluently for comprehension. 

Beth-Ann: Books, we need it available by grade levels like [English].  [With] 

lesson plans and curriculum, there are some, but you have to do your own 

research again.  Put stuff together and that takes time.    

Teachers expressed interest in teaching Dine’ language and culture in the 

classrooms, but they indicated that they are not knowledgeable with the Dine’ cultural 

values, history, customs, etc.  Teachers also stated that creating resources and materials 
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are time-consuming.  

Theme Three: Training on Culturally Responsive Teaching and Learning Strategies 

There’s a consensus among Diné educators in this study that to improve DBE in 

schools, educators need to involve parents and community members in culture-based 

teaching and learning and structure classrooms in culturally appropriate ways.   

1) Use parents and the community to teach Diné-based education (10/15): Two-

thirds (four public school teachers and six BIE school teachers) of the teachers expressed 

a need to involve parents and the community in the teaching and learning of CBE.   

Tara:  They (educators) need to incorporate our communities, elders, medicine 

men, college instructors, and parents to come into the schools and make the Diné-

based instruction meaningful [for] our children.  

Kathryn suggests that the education system, with support from the Navajo Nation, 

is needed to improve DBE: 

Kathryn: I believe an emphasis needs to be put on Diné-based education. 

Teachers on the Navajo Nation need to be educated in Diné-based instruction in 

order to implement and incorporate it in their classrooms. 

 2) Teachers favor research-based, culturally responsive programs (4/15 

teachers): Some teachers support different types of DBE educational programs (e.g. 

immersion, dual language, culture classes, etc.) as long as the programs are 

implemented, monitored, and show student growth.  Raylene and three other teachers 

(one public school teacher and two BIE school teachers) support this notion. 

I believe that if it (DBE) is implemented with fidelity it would be effective.  All 

involved in the Diné-based education would have to be continually learning and 
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collaborating to find out what works and does not work.  Extensive research and 

what are effective and best practices to fully implement Diné-based instruction 

are needed.  Data to inform and redirect instruction is [also] vital. 

Theme Four: Comparisons of the Public School and BIE School  

Virtually all (fifteen) Diné teachers in this study had a solid understanding of Diné-

based education, regardless if they worked at public or BIE schools.  The teachers 

identified the following as critical elements of DBE: using Dine' philosophy of learning 

as a curricular and instructional framework; teaching Diné language; teaching Diné 

cultural values through thematic units, and capitalizing on students’ (and teachers’) lived 

experiences to teach academic content. 

In terms of curricular structures, DBE is addressed differently by teachers at the 

public schools than teachers at BIE schools.  In the public school system, Navajo 

language and culture is taught as an elective class.  In some public schools, the culture 

class is taught every three weeks and in other schools, it is taught daily for only 40 

minutes.  In contrast, at the BIE school, there are two multi-age and multi-grade level 

immersion classes (kindergarten and first grade; second and third grades), one culture 

class, and a dual-language program where students receive 50/50 instruction (half of the 

subjects are taught in Navajo and the other half are taught in English).  The general 

education classroom teachers send students to a culture class daily. When asked to 

identify challenges, the public school teachers tended to focus on lack of time and the 

pressure to increase test scores. 

1) Lack of time (three public school teachers): Teachers specified that there is not 

enough time allotted for Diné language and cultural instruction.  Two of the teachers 
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stated the following: 

Rainy: …there is limited amount of time to implement Diné-based instruction.  

The school district only wants the teachers to implement Beyond Textbook, 

Balanced Literacy, and Balanced Math, leaving little room to teach anything else. 

Kathryn: …the demand of the Common Core State Standards and its standardized 

assessments leave very little time to incorporate DBE in my own classroom. 

2) Pressure to increase test scores (5/7 public school teachers): Most public 

school teachers in this study felt pressure to increase reading and math scores through the 

teaching of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS). The pressures to have students do 

well on the tests appear to dominate teachers’ curricular decisions.  Kathryn states: 

I kind of focus more on what the state and standards are requiring.  My own 

teaching has kind of shifted toward focusing more on that…The system we have 

now is so demanding.  [We’re] trying to [get the students] to be college and career 

ready…it’s stressful.   

The public school teachers also referenced CCSS as their primary source for 

delivering instruction.  The teachers focus on one standard per subject, per week and then 

administer weekly or bi-weekly formative assessments to determine if students master the 

standards.   

Raylene: My [public] school district does not incorporate Diné-based education.  

As a teacher, I do my best to use CCSS to guide my instruction, to give students 

the opportunity to gain experiences, explore, problem-solve, create, analyze, 

interpret, explain, critique and always learn new concepts. 

Madeline: We’re so data-driven that these students are not exposed to their 
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language and culture, like they should be.  We’re more focused on their 

achievements and how well they test. 

Two other teachers (Kathryn and Madeline) indicated that the standards improved 

their students’ test scores, but the standards did not influence students’ growth and 

development. There is a bit of criticism by these teachers of the apparent over-focus on 

the CCSS. 

Kathryn: I think they have grown, but…they’ve grown more academically.  I feel 

like they haven’t really grown a whole lot as a whole person.    

Madeline: I’m so focused on data that they do grow in the areas of academics, 

especially reading and math, but in other areas such as emotionally, I don’t think 

there’s much growth.  It’s all about academics. 

Contrasting Perspectives: Teachers at BIE schools 

 BIE teachers, when queried about challenges, focused on student knowledge of 

the Dine language and partially developed DBE. 

1) Teachers and students are not fluent in the Diné language (five BIE teachers):  

There are many language revitalization efforts among Indigenous communities.  To 

support and encourage language and culture instruction in the classroom, the BIE study 

participants suggested that teachers and students must bring even minimal oral language 

skills from their home experience.  Beth-Ann sees students’ non-speaking abilities as an 

impediment to learning academic concepts in her Diné-medium classroom. 

I think based on the language status of our kids today, we need to do just oral 

Navajo.  T’óó bee yáti’go (Just speaking it).  Not reading it.  Don’t worry about 

reading it or writing it.  They have to speak it.  The kids, áden doo Diné k’ehjí 
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yádaałti’da (they don’t speak Navajo).  When I teach reading and writing áko doo 

yéédahasinda (they don’t know), they don’t speak the language.  Áko reading bił 

íji’nííł’įįh yęę (So, when you do reading with them), you have to explain every 

word in that paragraph and just a small paragraph is like a whole 30-minute 

lesson.  You are just explaining every word.   

Basically.  Ákoho índah yik’ida’diitįįh (That’s when they understand it).      

2) Ineffective Diné-based education curriculum: The teachers in the BIE school 

mentioned that both state and Diné standards drive their instruction, but their teacher-

made DBE curriculum is deemed ineffective.  Marcy, a culture-based educator for 40 

years posits: 

Our Diné education curriculum is not really effective, even the oral Diné language 

assessment is not great.  It does not connect with the Diné education standards.  

The curriculum is very limited.  The standards and Dine curriculum are not 

compatible.  I think this is the reason our Diné-based education is not effective.  

We need the curriculum in place. 

Summary and Discussion 

This qualitative ethnographic study was conducted to understand Diné teachers’ 

perspectives on Diné-centered instruction: their understanding of DBE, the challenges 

they face or foresee with the implementation of DBE, and recommendations they have to 

improve Diné language, culture and history instruction in reservation schools.  In this 

discussion section, I highlight the limitations, briefly review the findings, reflect on their 

meanings, discuss implications for teacher education, and end with suggestions for future 

research. 
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Limitations 

This study was exploratory.  The goal of qualitative inquiry traditionally is to 

explore topics that have not been explored, to raise new questions, and to generate new 

theory on a subject that has been insufficiently researched and understood. My modest 

study here has a similar goal: to explore innovative ideas to revitalize the Diné language 

and cultural ways of life, to raise the issues and challenges of DBE, and make these 

issues clear with some accompanying themes/findings to help begin the conversation.  

Clearly, one central limitation of the study was the small number of participants. 

Why so few Diné teachers agreed to participate in the study is a subject for further 

inquiry.  My original plan was to study the beliefs of many more participants; however, 

given the dearth of participants, I believe that the present study still achieves the goal of 

raising new questions and initiatives as it relates to DBE.   

Another limitation is I did not have an opportunity to validate the participants’ 

responses to the questions on the questionnaire and one-on-one interview.  If ‘member 

checking’ was conducted, it would have accurately captured some of the participants’ 

views on DBE, clarified meanings, and/or checked data for accuracy. 

Findings and Interpretation 

My aim with the research was to identify significant concepts that influence Diné 

teachers’ perspectives on Diné-based education as well as teachers’ experience 

attempting to integrate this culturally-response curriculum in reservation schools. 

Specifically, the study examined the interaction of teachers’ efforts to infuse culture into 

the curriculum and the pressures of the Common Core, state testing, administration, 
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parents and students on their teaching.  Four key patterns, or findings, emerged from this 

study. Below, I list the findings and then generate some interpretation of the findings.  

Here are the four findings:  

1) Contrasting views on Diné-centered instruction 

2) Challenges in implementation of Dine-centered teaching 

3) Training on culturally responsive teaching and learning strategies 

4) Differences between the public school and BIE School and their teachers 

1) The teachers in this study tend to grasp the concept of Diné-based education 

(using the Diné philosophy of learning to teach the Diné language, cultural values and 

history), but they had contrasting views about the recommended level of support for Diné 

language and cultural instruction in the Diné educational context.  By contrasting views, I 

mean most teachers strongly advocated for DBE, some teachers somewhat supported 

DBE, and a teacher showed no regard for DBE.  There are at least two factors that 

contribute to variations in teachers’ commitments to DBE.  First, the Diné teacher 

participants have different upbringings, beliefs, educational backgrounds and life 

experiences that have shaped their teacher identities.   

Second, the cultures of the two school systems tend to shape the teachers’ 

thinking about DBE.  The public school teachers were more influenced by standards-

based test and teachers from the BIE school try to meet state and Diné cultural standards 

concurrently. Both the BIE school and the public school are required to follow the 

Common Core State Standards and as well as the administration of high-stakes tests 

towards the end of the academic school year.  However, the BIE school requires its 

teachers to address an additional set of standards (Navajo Nation Cultural Standards) in 
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each of their curriculum.  The BIE school hosts traditional ceremonies, offer cultural 

activities, and has a horsemanship program for students.  The majority of teachers seek 

employment at Tse Ch’izhi Diné Bi’ ólta’ because they believe in the school’s 50-year 

mission statement, “Our School is to focus on the Diné Fundamental beliefs of 

Knowledge, Planning, Harmony, and Hope; we will walk in beauty.”  In contrast, the 

public school rely primarily on the CCSS to shape curriculum and to increase student 

achievement. In their mission statements and curricula, there appears to be little 

commitment to DBE.  Most of the teachers seek teaching positions with Oak Tree 

Unified School District (public school district) because it is situated in a small town and 

the salary is substantially higher compared to neighboring school districts.   

2) When the teacher participants were asked to explicitly identify the challenges 

in implementing DBE, they highlighted three pressing issues: lack of support from 

administrators, parents, and community members; and lack of materials and resources, 

and lack of time.  Ebersole, Mossman, and Kawakami (2016) also found teacher 

participants (from a rural Island community in Hawaii), had similar barriers (lack of time, 

lack or resources, and competing initiatives), which inhibited them from fully 

implementing a culturally responsive curriculum.  In addition to struggles with time and 

resources, there were two other constraints on teachers seeking to incorporate Diné-

centered instructional methods into daily lessons in the present study: the teachers’ 

limited knowledge on Diné language, culture, and history and the absence of a curricular 

or instructional framework for DBE.   

Some Diné teachers had a weak background in Dine language, culture, and 

history because of the lasting effects of their parents’ and/or grandparents’ boarding 
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school experiences.  This historical or cultural trauma is called linguicide and 

assimilation (Brave Heart & DeBruyn, 1998 & McCarty, 2003).  When American Indian 

children were removed from their homes and sent to boarding schools in the late 1800s, 

their physical appearances were altered (their hair and clothes were stripped), their 

cultural and language practices were forbidden, and the communication lines with family 

members were denied (Parman, 1994).  This intergenerational trauma is a prime factor 

that prevented the Diné people from transmitting their heritage language and culture onto 

the next generation.   

The research participants are keenly aware of the Diné educational philosophy 

model, Sa'ah Naaghai Bik'eh Hozhoo (SNBH).  Aronilth (1991) states that SNBH 

represents the following lifelong concepts: Nitsáhákees (Thinking), Nahat'á (Planning), 

Iiná (Living), and Sihasin (Achievement/Reflection).  Diné College, a two-year tribal 

college on the Diné reservation, uses the SNBH model as a curricular and instructional 

framework.  Nearly all the teachers received their two-year degrees from Diné College, 

so the Diné educational philosophy is not new to them and can be easily adopted by the 

district, schools, and teachers.  The teachers might be hesitant to implement this model 

because their district recommends teachers to use an adopted curricular and instructional 

program.  Regardless, the SNBH is a unique culturally responsive model that can be used 

as an instructional framework to simultaneously teach Diné cultural concepts and the 

Common Core State Standards. 

3) There’s a willingness from teacher participants to learn from parents, tribal 

community members, and the Navajo Nation to advance DBE.  But the students should 

not be ruled out as possible resources.  Teachers can profit from the ‘funds of knowledge’ 
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of their own students.  Funds of Knowledge is the “historically accumulated and 

culturally developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household and 

individual well-being” (Gonzales, Moll, & Amanti, 2005, p. 72).  Most teachers do not 

exploit the local and traditional pedagogical approaches of students and community 

members because of other school-wide agendas (e.g. attending committee meetings, 

analyzing test data, etc.)   Another reason teachers also not use students’ funds of 

knowledge is because of other more fundamental reasons: disconnection of their heritage 

culture; Common Core State Standards; and testing pressures.  Testing and 

standardization does not make education meaningful.  Students, parents, and community 

members bring a breadth of household knowledge to the classroom that teachers can tap 

into to effectively instruct and engage their students (Amani, 2005).   

Teachers receive multiple trainings throughout an academic school year.  Most of 

the trainings in the two schools are typically tailored towards CCSS-grounded literacy 

and English language development.  Despite the concerted effort to improve the reading 

(and math) skills of Diné youth, the Navajo children, like American Indian youth across 

the country, are still underperforming on standardized tests, are not proficient in the 

English language, and are more likely to be placed in special education programs than 

any of their non-Native counterparts (McCarty, 2009).    Deyhle (1995), Deyhle & 

Swisher (1997), Johnson (2006), and Peacock and Cleary (1998) note that American 

Indian children are performing poorly on high-stakes assessments because there’s a 

cultural mismatch between their home and the school.  Bergstrom, Cleary, & Peacock 

(2003) suggest a teaching paradigm that considers “all aspects of education systems—

vision, philosophy, mission, objectives, assessments, curriculum, content, instructional 
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methodologies, activities, research, and evaluation” (p. 172).  Training centered on this 

type of paradigm is needed in schools to improve the overall well-being of Diné youth. 

4) As indicated earlier, Oak Tree USD is a standards-based and data-driven 

institution.  Teachers are pressured to increase student test scores, and they feel burnt out 

and students feel over-tested and rushed.  One teacher noted, “I know my students don’t 

like taking any type of assessment.  They don’t have the reading stamina to sit there and 

read four pages and answer ten questions [every week].”  Standardized testing does not 

fully examine or reflect students’ strengths and knowledge base, failing to recognize 

students’ culture, history and language (Huffman, 2013).  Standardized tests reflect the 

values of a white middle class people and therefore, children of color don’t perform well 

compared to white children.  There great danger to standards-based assessment because it 

directly effects DBE.   

The BIE school is renowned for its bilingual/bicultural program.  Today, the 

immersion program is still offered in the k-3 grades.  The teachers in these Diné-medium 

classrooms are conscious of their Diné identity and also their identity as Diné educators.  

They teach based on what they were taught growing up.  One teacher stated, “…this is 

what [my] grandpa taught.  This is [my] grandpa’s teachings.  This is [my] grandma’s 

teachings.  And I’m trying to teach [their teachings].”  These and other teachers in the 

BIE school are committed to DBE and they “share the belief of an educational system 

that’s based on Diné tradition through Diné language and culture (Johnson & Legatz, 

2006, p. 31).  The biggest challenge with teaching from a Diné-based perspective, for 

these teachers, is the lack of fluent Navajo speakers.  They believe that to revitalize the 

culture, it should be taught in the heritage language.   
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Implications for Teacher Education 

 This study has several implications for teacher education, both preservice teacher 

education and in-service teacher education.  

1) I agree with participants who recommended the need for ongoing professional 

development training on DBE. Reflecting the ‘funds of knowledge’ (Moll, Amanti, Neff 

& González, 1992), professional development of Dine teachers ought to focus on how to 

bridge Diné community and culture with curriculum. In addition, the pedagogies in Diné-

centered schools should reflect modes of teaching and learning like that found in Diné 

homes and community. I believe that if teachers couple the cultural knowledge of the 

people with research on culture-based education, Diné youth will “achieve academically 

as well as socially, culturally, psychologically and spiritually” (Demmert, 2011, p. 3).  

2) There should be greater investment in curricular resources related to DBE in 

the school district and BIE.  Schools need to invest in leveled reading materials written in 

the Diné language, cultural camps, oral history projects, and cultural standards for 

students, teachers, parents, curriculum, and the community (Alaska Native Knowledge 

Network, 1998).   

3) Educators should advocate for greater school-community collaboration as it 

relates to DBE.  A parent-teacher education curriculum on Diné cultural practices and 

language should be made available for parents and teachers.   

 4) The status of the heritage language, culture, and history among the Diné youth 

is concerning because the sacred traditional wisdom of the Diné is rapidly diminishing.  

There is a strong belief among the Diné elders that when the language and culture are 

gone, we will no longer be unique and distinct.  To change the circumstances of Diné-
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based education in reservation schools, teacher education programs, on and off the Diné 

Nation, should embed Indigenous culture-based education models into its program, 

courses, and curricula.  If Diné culture or Indigenous knowledge is integrated into a 

teacher education program, student-teachers will more than likely re-examine their 

education philosophies and reclaim an Indigenous thought or develop critical 

consciousness.  This self-reclamation will help student-teachers to be culturally 

responsive educators. 

5) Research, especially action research, should also be conducted to investigate 

teacher education programs with regards to how instructors/professors teach or integrate 

culturally responsive pedagogy in their lesson and how prospective Native educators 

perceive such instructions.  Teachers would need to be trained to systematically study 

their own practice or their colleagues who are also doing the same work.  

Further Research 

Due to the small study sample in this study, I plan to continue this research, 

specifically with interviewing Diné teachers around questions of the challenges of 

implementing a DBE. In addition, I would like to further explore why some Diné teachers 

had culturally responsive perspectives to education while others did not.  

In addition, I hope to conduct a reservation-wide survey to determine what DBE 

should look like for the Diné youth.  The survey could ask question such as: What type of 

skills and cultural knowledge should teachers possess to teach from a culture-centered 

perspective?  What type of support should parents provide to their children to increase 

language use? How can educators challenge students to think from Diné perspective?   
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Conducting a research involving human subjects, under the auspices of a 

university that abides by Title 45 of the Code of Federal Regulations, Public Welfare, 

Part 46 (45 CFR 46) requires a thorough review and approval of a research protocol and 

continuous monitoring by an Institutional Review Board (IRB) (Sahota, 2007).  

Conducting research in an American Indian community with tribal-enrolled members is a 

particularly complex multi-step process when the tribe requires its own IRB process 

(Sahota, 2007; Mihesuah, 1993).  As a doctoral candidate at Oregon State University, I 

had to adhere to both the federal and tribal research regulations and ethical guidelines 

when I conducted a study of my own people on the Diné (Navajo) reservation.  The 

purpose of this paper is three-fold: 1) to understand the history of institutional research in 

the U.S. and in American Indian communities which has led to developments of ethical 

research standards and IRBs; 2) to share my experience of managing the IRB processes 

and procedures of the Navajo Nation and Oregon State University when I conducted a 

research study on the Diné reservation; and 3) to provide recommendations on ways to 
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improve university-tribal partnerships regarding the review and approval processes of 

research activities conducted in Indigenous communities.   

There were three key findings reported in this paper.  First, the IRB review and 

approval processes between the university and tribal IRBs were recursive, which 

excessively delayed my research project.  Any minor changes in the protocol/application 

and consent document required a Project Revisions Form (university IRB) or an 

Amendment to Protocol (Navajo Nation IRB).  The review and approval of these 

documents by university and tribal IRBs were contingent on my responses to the Peer-

review Comments, Stipulations Notice, Consultative notes and/or amendment letters and 

consistency of the statements in both IRB protocols and consent form.  Second, the 

university IRB requested original and modified documents of Navajo Nation IRB 

protocol, consent form, and approval letter; and support letters, resolutions, and cultural 

resource permit from tribal organizations before issuing an Approval Notice.  Third, the 

Navajo tribe is a sovereign government that exercises its own IRB regulations (e.g. 

Principal Investigator designation and ownership of research materials) which at times, 

conflicted with university (federal) IRB guidelines.   

From Unethical Research to Research Ethics Law 

In the U.S. during the 20th century, several notorious cases of unethical research 

led to the development of ethical research standards (known as the Belmont Report) 

created by the National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical 

and Behavioral Research in 1979 (Marsten & Melander, 2001).  Some of the studies, like 

the Tuskegee Study and the Willowbrook Study, were even published in ‘rigorous’, high-

status research journals (Rothman, 1982). In the ‘Tuskegee Study of Untreated Syphilis 
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in the Negro Male,’ (1932-1972), 400 impoverished black men, between the ages of 25 

and 60, were studied for having “bad blood” known as syphilis.  The goal of the study, 

under the directive of the Venereal Disease of the U.S. Public Health Service (USPHS), 

was to “observe the consequences” on black men as they continued to live their lives with 

the disease without proper medical treatment, even after penicillin became available in 

the 1950s (Brandt, 1978). The only treatment that the men received was free aspirin and 

“spring tonic,” free meals, transportation to and from the hospital for examinations, and a 

burial payment (Brandt, 1978; Rothman, 1982).  By 1972 when the study ended, nearly 

100 of the untreated men had died and other men had serious life-threatening, syphilis-

related health issues (Marsden & Melander, 2001). 

In another particularly heinous study from the 1950s, Saul Krugman of New York 

University, School of Medicine, and his team of medical researchers deliberately infected 

a group of mentally challenged children with Hepatitis A, children who were already 

housed at Willowbrook Hospital (Education Development Center, 2009; Marsden & 

Melander, 2001) and who the researchers believed were likely to get exposed to the virus 

naturally. The researchers proceeded to examine the effects of Hepatitis A when left 

untreated in a closely monitored environment.  Dr. Krugman and his team then injected 

some of the children with protective antibodies; other children were “fed extracts of 

stools from infected individuals” (Marsten & Melander, 2001, p. 2).  The study revealed 

that children injected with protective antibodies had just a mild reaction to the virus 

compared to children who caught the virus naturally from other students (Education 

Development Center, 2009). 
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Other studies (e.g. Stanley Milgram’s Experiment on obedience and authority) 

were carried out despite the creation of the Nuremberg Code (a set of ethical research 

standards for human experimentation), which was introduced in 1947 after the 

Nuremberg trials when Nazi doctors were tried for war crimes against Jewish prisoners.  

To ensure that no other human beings are subjected to unethical medical research, three 

ethical principles were established and disseminated in the Belmont Report (1979):  

respect for persons, beneficence, and justice. 

The first principle in the Belmont Report, “respect for persons,” entails two sub-

ethics: individuals should be treated as autonomous individuals and are entitled to 

protection (Belmont Report, 1979).  In the simplest term, this means that human subjects 

should be fully informed of a research project before consenting to participate in the 

study.  The second principle, “beneficence,” suggests that human subjects should be 

protected from harm by minimizing the risks and maximizing the benefits. The third 

principle, “justice,” refers to the fair and equal treatment in the selection of participants 

(Belmont Report, 1979).  Today, these principles guide medical researchers and 

federally-funded institutions to make informed decisions about conducting or regulating 

research that are ethically sound so human participants are protected. 

Research on American Indians: A Brief History 

American Indian people are the most studied ethnic group in the United States 

(Brugge & Missaghian, 2006; Sahota, 2007; Smith, 1999; Wilson, 2008).  Since initial 

European contact in the early 16th century, American Indian life and communities have 

been well-documented by non-Native and Native writers and scholars (Mihesuah, 1993).  

There are written accounts of research that have been conducted and published on 
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American Indians as early as the 18th century.  According to Davis and Keemer (2002), 

research was practiced on American Indians since the late 1700s and most research 

during this time consisted of observations made by military personnel and missionaries.  

In the 19th century and most of the 20th century, research on American Indians was 

paternalistic (Davis & Keemer, 2002).  Paternalism is defined as restricting or interfering 

with a person’s rights for his own good (Dworkin, 1972).   

The idea of paternalism toward American Indians in the 1800s to the mid-1900s 

was to civilize, Christianize, and exploit American Indians and their resources by, among 

other strategies, sending American Indian children off to boarding schools and forcibly 

removing Native peoples from their lands and confining them to reservations. The federal 

government ‘knew’ what was best for American Indians so they enforced these 

paternalistic policies to restrict and interfere with American Indian ways of life.   

Reflecting the federal government’s hegemonic policies towards Native peoples, 

there is a long tradition of research on American Indians, especially conducted by 

anthropologists, that has been unethical and harmful to American Indian communities.  

For example, in the early 1990s, the Havasupai Tribe ‘invited’ Arizona State University 

(ASU) researchers to conduct a study on the diabetes epidemic in the community.  More 

than 200 Havasupai tribal members gave written and oral consent to have their blood 

drawn and studied to determine the causes of diabetes and other health and mental-related 

disorders. Theresa Markow, an ASU genetics professor, concluded that the prevalence of 

diabetes in the Havasupai community was not genetics-related (Pacheco, Daley, Brown, 

Filippi, Greiner, Daley, 2013; Sahota, 2007).  However, Markow and her team conducted 

additional studies on tribal members’ blood samples (to study schizophrenia and 
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population migration theories) without the tribe’s or individual members’ permission 

(Kelly, Belcourt-Dittloff, Belcourt, & Belcourt, 2013; Pacheco et al., 2013). In 2003, the 

Havasupai tribe and tribal members filed lawsuits against Arizona State University Board 

of Regents on the misuse of tribal blood sample data.  The cases were closed in 2010 

after a settlement agreement.  This is just one of the many examples of unethical research 

activities done to tribal communities.  

While the federal government has long supported academic research, its efforts to 

regulate research have been couched in the rhetoric of ‘public interest’ and ‘academic 

freedom’. However, traditional social science research has not been done, in large part, 

with the interests of American Indian communities in mind (Deloria, 2003).  Most 

paternalistic (non-Native) researchers in the past have conducted “helicopter research” in 

which they fly in to Native communities without permission to collect data and then fly 

out of the communities without any interaction or sharing the benefits of the research 

with Native people (Davis & Keemer, 2002; Wilson, 2008).  “These paternalistic 

encroachers claim that Indians are too witless to chronicle their own histories or to 

manage their own affairs, and they assume that it is in the Indians’ best interest to publish 

sensitive details of tribal life” (Mihesuah, 1993, p. 132).  According to Mehesuah (1993), 

typically, traditional medical and social science would publish its findings on the health 

problems, health disparities, or misrepresent the cultures of American Indians in order to 

earn promotion and tenure, meet grant requirements, and generally enhance prestige in 

academia.   

It wasn’t until 1975 when the Indian Self-Determination and Education 

Assistance Act was established, that the relationship between federal and tribal 
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governments changed.  This act empowered federally-recognized tribes to reject 

paternalistic principles and exercise sovereignty rights by governing its own programs 

and affairs, including how research is conducted in tribal communities.  The 1974 federal 

policy for the Protection of Human Subjects and the Indian Self-Determination Act of 

1975 gave tribes and Indian Health Services (IHS) free rein to establish research 

guidelines to protect the health and welfare of tribal people. A group of academic 

researchers and policymakers also created the Belmont Report in 1979 to protect human 

subjects involved in research.  However, American Indian communities did not 

completely support with the Belmont Report because the ethics code written in the 

document only protected individual subjects, not groups of people (Sahota, 2007).    

Today, there are over 500 North American Indian tribes that are federally 

recognized by the United States government.  These federally acknowledged American 

Indian tribes are sovereign, and they have authority to enact policies to protect individual 

tribal members as well as the cultural and intellectual properties of the tribe (Harding et 

al., 2012).  One way tribes protect tribal members and tribal property is through the IRB 

process.  Presently, over 25 American Indian communities regulate research with tribal 

IRBs (Kelly et al., 2013).  The Indian Health Service (IHS) has a National IRB at the 

headquarters in Maryland and there are ten area IRBs (Navajo Area, Great Plains Area, 

Alaska Area, etc.) and approximately 15 independent tribal IRBs managed by the tribe 

(Blackfeet Nation, Cherokee Nation, Chickasaw Nation, Choctaw Nation, etc.) or tribal 

colleges (College of Menominee Nation and Haskell Indian Nations University).  

Research policies and ethical guidelines that exist in tribal communities intend to protect 

their community members from further undue harm. 
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American Indians have been cautious of accepting external researchers (non-

Native researchers) to conduct research with tribal members and in tribal communities.  

Despite the mistrust between tribal communities and non-Native researchers, concerted 

efforts (by non-Native researchers) to engage in ethical research projects within 

American Indian communities have proliferated since the 1970s. A culturally appropriate 

form of research that meets the needs of American Indians communities is Community-

Based Participatory Research (CBPR).  CBPR is a collaborative and a culturally 

appropriate approach to research that invites tribal community members to be part of an 

entire research process (Brugge & Missaghian, 2006; Pacheco et al., 2013), from 

planning, implementing, and evaluating the research, to co-authoring publications.. This 

type of research is meaningful and beneficial to American Indian communities because 

it’s not something done ‘to them’, but something done ‘with them.’ 

The Navajo Nation Institutional Review Board 

In 1995, the Navajo Nation Council enacted the Navajo Nation Health Research 

Code (CO-106-95) to ensure the following:  

 that all persons within the territorial jurisdiction of the Navajo Nation are 

free from unreasonable harmful, intrusive, ill-conceived or otherwise 

offensive research and investigation procedures; 

 that research conducted be beneficial, community-based, and consistent 

with Navajo Nation priority and concerns; and 

 that research information and data by and about Navajo individuals, 

communities, [and] culture represent inalienable intellectual property of 
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the Navajo people and over which the Navajo Nation will provide 

oversight. (Navajo Nation Human Research Code, 1995, p. 295).   

Considering this law, the Navajo Nation tribal government established the Navajo 

Nation Health Research Review Board (NNHRRB), or the Navajo Nation IRB, in March 

1996 to regulate, monitor, and control research conducted on the jurisdictional land of the 

tribe and with tribal people.  The Navajo Nation was the first Indigenous tribe to create a 

systematic IRB process which resembled the federal IRB framework (Brugge & 

Missaghian, 2006).  For instance, non-Native IRBs require researchers to submit a 

comprehensive application that explains the nature and purpose of the research study, the 

methods and procedures to be used, the potential risks and benefits of the study, ways 

that the risks to participants are minimized, and a copy of the informed consent form that 

will be given to potential participants (Sahota, 2007, p. 5).  The Navajo Nation IRB 

required these descriptions in its application process as well.  

Prior to the establishment of NHRRB, the Navajo Area Indian Health Services 

(NAIHS) regulated health-related research on or near the Navajo reservation.  Indian 

Health Services was a division of the U.S. Public Health Service for 15 years before it 

became the Indian Health Service (IHS) in 1970.  Since this time, IHS has been an 

agency within the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.  Then in 1975, when 

the Indian Self-Determination Act was passed, IHS took charge of its own health care 

programs and created 12 regional administrative offices, including NAIHS.  The NAIHS 

today provides health care services to the Navajo Nation, San Juan Southern Paiute Tribe, 

the Pueblo of Zuni and the Hopi tribe at five service units across the Diné reservation.   
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The NAIHS regulates research through the use of the following practices and 

procedures: 

 expedited review and approval process, 

 annual progress reports, 

 support letters from tribal entities, 

 sensitive projects’ (e.g. physical, psychological, and/or cultural issues that could 

potentially impact participants) approval from the Health and Social Services 

Committee of the Navajo Nation Council, 

 experimental drugs/devices approval from the Pharmacy and Therapeutics 

committee, 

 consent forms written in understandable English terms and a copy must be 

provided to participants, 

 questionnaires that are comprehensive but with minimum information, 

 interviews that are culturally appropriate, 

 findings presented in aggregate forms, and  

 any information that identifies a community/chapter could not be included 

(Brugge & Missaghian, 2006).   

The Navajo Nation IRB today consists of representatives from various fields 

(community, nursing, medicine, scientific education, and non-scientific) appointed by 

Navajo Area Indian Health Services, Navajo Area Health Board, Office of the Navajo 

Nation President, Navajo Nation Council Health and Social Service Committee, and 

Navajo Nation Council Education Committee.   
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My Experience with Two IRB Processes: July 2015-June 2017 

When I started my doctoral studies, two of my former colleagues (both Native 

people who had completed PhD dissertations) asked me if I was going to conduct 

research on the Diné reservation.  I promptly replied, “Yes!  I want to contribute to 

Indigenous research.”  They were pleased that I wanted to do research with my own tribe 

but they, like Brugge and Missaghian (2006), warned me that the process of seeking 

approval from Navajo Nation IRB was going to take longer than expected.  They were 

speaking from experience—they had to manage two IRBs when they conducted 

dissertation research on the reservation.  

Before the Navajo Nation IRB would consider my study, it required approval first 

from the Oregon State University IRB. 

University IRB Process 

In mid-July of 2015, my major professor (chair of my committee), submitted an 

initial application of my research project to Oregon State University (OSU) IRB for 

review and approval.  Oregon State University IRB policy does not permit graduate 

students to serve as principal investigator (PI), so as a student-researcher/graduate student 

I had to be identified as a “Study Team Member” (even though I was the primary 

researcher of my study) while my major professor assumed the role of “Principal 

Investigator.”  My major professor’s responsibilities as the PI for my study included the 

following: protecting the rights and welfare of the participants in my study, ensuring that 

I conduct research per the approved protocol, seeking approval from the IRB for any type 

of modifications to my study, safeguarding sensitive records, and ensuring that I comply 
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with all other ethical guidelines as outlined in the Oregon State University IRB policies 

and procedures.  

My research project involved human subjects; therefore, university IRB approval 

was required.  My research protocol included a detailed description of the purpose of the 

study, recruitment strategies, methods and procedures, risks and benefits, the consent 

process, and an informed consent form.  The title of my study was, “Diné (Navajo) 

Elementary Teachers’ Perspectives on Dinék’ehgo Nanitiin (Diné-Based Instruction): An 

Ethnographic Study.”  My study consisted of qualitative methods (questionnaires and 

one-on-one interviews) to examine Diné (Navajo) elementary teachers’ perspectives 

(their values, biases, and understanding) on Diné-based education (DBE) as well as 

teachers’ experiences attempting to integrate culturally-response curriculum in seven 

reservation schools. Specifically, the study examined the interaction of teachers’ efforts 

to infuse culture into the curriculum while negotiating the pressures of the Common 

Core, state testing, administration, parents and students on their teaching.  My research 

served as the dissertation project for my Ph.D. program.   

When the initial research protocol of my proposed study was submitted to 

university IRB, my major professor and I categorized my research as “exempt” because 

we thought there were low risks associated with my study. A week after we submitted the 

application, we received an email from a university IRB staff indicating that my research 

required an “expedited” review because of potential risks that we had not anticipated.  

The IRB staff was concerned with two potential risks: my participants’ 

employability and accidentally disclosing information that could identify my participants’ 

identities.  The former concern was in regard to the questionnaire.  Teacher participants 
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were asked to respond to five open-ended questions about their understanding of Dine-

based Education (DBE), their perspectives on DBE and student achievement, their school 

district’s role and involvement with the implementation of DBE, and the challenges and 

recommendations of implementing or improving DBE.  The university IRB felt that the 

participants’ critique and candid responses to these questions on the questionnaire could 

affect their employment.  The latter concern involved the focus group interview.  In the 

original application, the data collection methods I highlighted included the following: 

questionnaires, one-on-one interviews, and a focus group interview (the focus group 

interview was omitted from my study during the recruitment process because I did not 

have enough research participants).  We were informed that with the focus group 

interview, there was a likelihood that participants’ identities would be known because 

comments made during the focus group discussion may be shared outside the group even 

if selected participants were asked to keep the comments made during the focus group 

discussion confidential.   

In addition to IRB staff critique, my IRB proposal was also scrutinized by an IRB 

committee of university faculty.  Faculty peer-review comments included the following 

additional requirements: 1) a letter of support from the Navajo Nation IRB was needed 

before my application could be reviewed by university IRB (Navajo IRB had its own 

policy on this matter, which will be addressed later in this document) , 2) an explanation 

of the verbal recruitment process, 3) a timeframe for member checking, 4) how the 

consent document was going to be used throughout the course of my research, and 5) 

what type of data will be shared with schools and the Navajo Nation.  I addressed each of 
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the issues (with track changes) in my research protocol and consent form and then 

resubmitted the documents to the university IRB for an expedited review and approval.  

The primary reviewer who examined my revised protocol and consent form still 

had questions about the level of risk linked to my study and recommended that my 

research be reviewed by the full university IRB board.  Normally, an expedited review at 

OSU would be completed by a reviewer and then the IRB chair would determine if a 

research proposal is approved or denied.  My research, on the other hand, was still 

questioned even after it was reviewed by multiple IRB staff/reviewers and after making 

changes per the peer-review comments.  The IRB’s primary concern was whether my 

research entailed “greater than minimal risks” or not.  To respond to this question and to 

point out changes in the protocol, my major professor and I presented my research 

proposal to the full university IRB board,  

The university IRB board recommended that I be consistent with the statements 

on the recruitment and consent process, data collection and analysis, confidentiality and 

anonymity, and member checking.  They also advised me to remove or revise certain 

sections of protocol and the consent document for clarity.  These recommendations were 

recorded on a Notification of Stipulations form, which I received through email a week 

after the board meeting. Twenty-two issues and three consultative notes appeared on the 

notification. I thoroughly addressed the stipulations in the research application and 

resubmitted the document for the third time.  In November of 2015, my research protocol 

was finally approved (five months after I submitted the initial application). 
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Navajo Nation IRB Process 

Since the teacher participants in my study were members of the Diné tribe and 

were employed in schools on the territorial jurisdiction of the Diné reservation, I knew I 

had to submit a research protocol to Navajo Nation IRB for approval.  I was unfamiliar 

with the Navajo IRB process so I inquired about it at the NNHRRB office in September 

of 2015.  The IRB coordinator informed me that an approval letter (even if it was a 

conditional approval letter) from the university IRB was needed before Navajo Nation 

IRB considered my application.  Oregon State University IRB had the same policy.  They 

required an approval letter from Navajo Nation IRB before they reviewed and approved 

my application. The university IRB struggled with how to handle this issue, but agreed to 

meet the tribe’s request and provided a copy of an approval letter to Navajo Nation IRB 

with one condition: that I, the student researcher, not be granted an approval letter 

directly from OSU IRB until the university was in receipt of my tribe’s IRB approval 

letter. Once this matter was resolved, I started compiling the essential documents for the 

Navajo Nation IRB research protocol application.  

The first required document required by the Navajo Nation IRB office was a one-

page ‘Letter of Intent’ from me.  In the letter, I briefly explained the purpose, content, 

duration, and benefits of my research.  Then the Navajo IRB coordinator provided me 

with two documents (The Procedural Guidelines for Principal Investigator and the IRB 

Research Protocol Application) and explained the tribal IRB process referencing these 

two documents.  He also informed me that I will be assigned the title, Principal 

Investigator, since I will be the one conducting the study.  When I shared this information 

with the university IRB through email, they did not agree with this designation because it 
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went against a federal requirement, which clearly stated that individuals with a qualifying 

appointment (e.g., teaching faculty) would serve as the PI, not the student researcher.  I 

decided to obey the university IRB’s policy and relinquished the PI title back to my 

major professor.  The PI title was raised again when I presented my research protocol to 

Navajo Nation IRB board, which I will address later in this paper.  

The Navajo Nation IRB process involved a twelve-phase review and approval 

procedure, from Phase I (meeting the local communities and agencies to obtain a support 

letter or an approved Resolution) to Phase XII (transferring data to the Navajo Nation 

Data Resource Center after completion of a study) of the Procedural Guidelines of 

Principal Investigator (Navajo Human Research Review Board, 2007).   Researchers 

(tribal members and non-tribal members alike) were expected to follow the phases in the 

order sequentially listed on the procedural guideline before conducting research on the 

Navajo reservation.   

The Navajo Nation IRB Research Protocol Application consisted of several 

documents.  Some of the documents were not applicable to my study, so I omitted them 

from the application, but I was still required to provide justifications as to why they were 

not pertinent to my study.  The following comprised my application: 

 a cover sheet of the IRB Research Protocol Application, 

 an abstract of my study, 

 a description of the community’s involvement with the planning and 

implementation of my research project, 

 an explanation of how my research was going to benefit the Navajo Nation, 

 a comprehensive description of my research project, 
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 a copy of an Informed Consent Form as approved by university IRB, 

 a signed copy of a Certification confirming that we, the Principal and Co-

Principal Investigators, will abide Navajo IRB policies and procedures, and 

 attachments (copies of Curriculum Vitae for Principal Investigator and Co-

Principal Investigator, a resolution from the Central Navajo Agency Council, 

support letters from each of the participating school sites, an approval letter 

from Oregon State University IRB, a written Letter of Permit from the Navajo 

Nation Historical Preservation Office, and copies of the questionnaire, 

principal interview questions, one-on-one interview questions, and focus 

group interview questions).   

I was also subject to the following expectations from the Navajo Nation: 1) 

sending quarterly and annual reports on the progress of the research study to Navajo 

Nation IRB, and 2) sharing my findings and implications for further study with each of 

the participating school sites and the communities where I conducted the study.  

Support Letters, Resolution, and Permit 

Phase One of the Procedural Guidelines of Principal Investigator (Navajo Human 

Research Review Board, 2007) states that the principal investigator will meet with school 

administrators, school board members, and chapter houses (community government 

agencies) to obtain support letters or resolutions.  (Other organizations, like the health 

facilities administrator and health advisory board, were mentioned in the guideline, but 

they did not pertain to my study so I did not address them here.)  Based on Phase One of 

the procedural guideline, I went to each potential research site: Tse Ch’izhi Diné Bi’ólta’, 

and Oak Tree Unified School District and explained my proposed research.  In both 
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Oregon State University IRB and Navajo Nation IRB protocols, I explained that potential 

teacher participants for my study were going to be recruited from one public school 

district and a Bureau of Indian Education (BIE) schools on the Diné reservation.  I 

selected these schools because I wanted to give back to the schools and communities that 

helped shape my teacher identity and helped educate my siblings, nieces, and nephews.   

The public (BIE) and reservation schools each had their own specific research 

policies and procedures. Therefore, I met with the superintendent (at the public school 

district) and Chief Executive Officers (at the BIE school) at different times to share my 

research project and acquaint myself with their schools’ research process.  The 

superintendent of the public school district requested a copy of my research proposal, 

reviewed it, and then placed my name on the public school board meeting agenda in 

December, 2015. The BIE school, on the other hand, required a Resolution from the 

Navajo Nation Board of Education (NNBOE) before they created a separate board 

agenda item for my research project.  

The Navajo Nation Board of Education is comprised of appointed and elected 

tribal members from across the Diné reservation.  Their primary responsibility is to 

manage the operations and educational programs of all schools on the Navajo reservation.  

The board exercises its duties through the Department of Diné Education, which is 

directed under the leadership of the Superintendent and Assistant Superintendent of 

Schools.  Navajo Nation Department of Diné Education enforces the educational laws of 

the Navajo Nation, from cultural and language standards, curriculum, and assessments to 

programs like Office of Diné Youth, library, special education and rehabilitation, Navajo 

Nation scholarship, educational research and statistics, and Navajo Head Start. 
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When I presented my research proposal to the Navajo Nation Board of Education, 

it found my research project to be “in the best interest of the Navajo Nation,” and granted 

me a supporting Resolution.  I then attached the Resolution to the research proposal and 

submitted the documents to the BIE schools for their boards’ review and approval.  The 

governing board members from the two potential BIE school sites unanimously approved 

my research proposal in January 2016.  The support letters from each of the three school 

boards (not Navajo Nation Board of Education) had several requests: 1) that I collect data 

as stated in the proposal, 2) that data be kept confidential and not be shared with anyone 

outside the research team without permission, 3) that I only seek teachers and 

administrators (not students) for my study, 4) that as an institution, they have a right to 

withdraw from the research at any time, and 5) that teachers’ participation is voluntary. 

The Procedural Guidelines of Principal Investigator (2007) also stated that 

supporting resolutions must be sought from community chapter houses where my 

research was going to be conducted.  A ‘community chapter house’ is a local government 

unit where residents meet to address and improve community issues. Instead of going to 

numerous chapter houses, I decided to attend an Agency Council meeting.  There are five 

agencies (Central, Western, Eastern, Northern and Fort Defiance) and 110 chapter houses 

on the Diné reservation.  Each agency is comprised of several chapter houses. The school 

sites for my study were in the Central Navajo Agency, so I attended one of their quarterly 

council meetings.  I presented my research proposal in front of 35 elected chapter 

officials from 16 different chapter houses. The Central Navajo Agency Council approved 

my study with a vote of 34 in favor, none opposed, and one abstained. 



98 
 

The final permission I had to receive was a Navajo Nation Cultural Resources 

Investigation Permit.  Since 1989, the Navajo Nation established a law requiring 

researchers conducting ethnographic research on the Navajo reservation to seek a formal 

permit from the Navajo Nation Historical Preservation Office (Brugge & Missaghian, 

2006).  My research was ethnographic, therefore, I had to submit the finalized copy of the 

university IRB protocol to the Historical Preservation Office.  A permit was granted to 

me in February 2016.  The permit had several stipulations: 1) that I contact their office 

five days prior to initiating interviews or field work, 2) that I carry the permit with me 

when conducting field work, 3) that I notify chapter officials about proposed field work, 

and 4) that potential participants provide consent before being interviewed.  The permit 

was valid up to December 31, 2016.   

Phase Two of the Procedural Guidelines of Principal Investigator (Navajo Human 

Research Review Board, 2007) requires the PI to establish a partnership with a tribal 

program and explain how the research will benefit their program.  I did not identify a 

specific tribal program. I did indicate in the protocol application that after my study, I 

will share the findings with the participating schools, the NNBOE, and the Central 

Navajo Agency Council during one of their regularly scheduled meetings.  I also offered 

to provide technical assistance to the Central Navajo agency communities by providing 

professional development on culture-based education to local educational agencies (early 

childhood centers and elementary, secondary, and post-secondary schools) on and off the 

Diné reservation.  My hope was to begin the dialogue on how to maintain or revitalize 

Diné language and culture within educational and social institutions on the Diné 

reservation. 
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Review and Approval Processes 

Brugge & Missaghian (2006) advise researchers on the Navajo reservation to be 

prepared for the considerable length of time it will take for a study to be approved by 

Navajo Nation IRB.   After November 2015 when the university IRB approved my study, 

it took me approximately four months to compile the list of pre-conditions as outlined in 

the Navajo research protocol application.  It then took another month for the Navajo IRB 

board members to screen the completeness of my application (Phase III of the procedural 

guidelines) before it was placed on their monthly board meeting agenda.    

Navajo Nation IRB does not have an expedited review process (Brugge & 

Missaghian, 2006).  All continuation requests, amendments to protocols, returning and 

new presentations, manuscripts, and conference abstracts (Procedural Guidelines for 

Principal Investigator, Navajo Human Research Review Board, 2007) received on or 

before the submission deadline typically appeared on the board agenda.   

When I presented my research proposal at the February 2016 board meeting 

(Phase IV: NNHRRB Meeting Presentation), I was understandably nervous because I had 

assigned the PI title to my doctoral committee chair.  The first time I inquired about 

Navajo Nation IRB’s process, the IRB coordinator advised me to assume the PI title.  The 

university IRB office also urged me to continue using my major professor’s name as the 

PI during their review and approval process.  Since OSU IRB had already approved my 

study, I decided to keep my major professor as the PI, and I noted this on the Navajo 

Nation IRB Research Protocol Application.  This PI designation was immediately 

addressed by Navajo Nation IRB board after I introduced myself to the team.  One of the 

board members asked if I was conducting the study.   I responded, “Yes.”  The individual 



100 
 

kindly replied back, “We want you to take credit for your own research, so it’s important 

you identify yourself as the PI.”  I briefly explained to the board, my university IRB’s 

policy, a federal requirement, on who can serve as a PI.  A board member then graciously 

educated me on the Nation Nation’s research code of ethics and the tribe’s sovereign 

status, which she said took precedence over university and federal IRB regulations. It was 

clear then that the designation of PI on the application was an act of sovereignty 

advocated by the Navajo Nation IRB.  Although I was attempting to be cognizant of the 

university’s requirements, my role as a Diné researcher was affirmed within my tribe by 

the assertion of tribal autonomy. 

Per directions from the Navajo Nation IRB, the names of the PI and Co-PI were 

altered on the protocol application.  The university IRB recognized and respected the 

Navajo tribe’s sovereign status and honored the tribe’s regulation on the PI title.  

However, on the university IRB application, my major professor had to continue serving 

as the PI and me as the “Student Researcher.”  Two other issues that were raised by 

Navajo Nation IRB board were also addressed in the original protocol application.  First, 

the following statement, “All audio recordings and raw data will be submitted to Navajo 

Nation IRB and to the Navajo Historical Preservation Office by December 31, 2106” was 

added to the Informed Consent section of the protocol.  Second, the order of the contact 

information and phone number to Navajo Nation IRB office were updated on the 

Informed Consent Form.  Once these changes were made, a final modified copy of the 

tribal protocol application was submitted to OSU IRB office.  The changes above were 

also made to the existing university IRB approved documents and a revised document 

was sent to OSU IRB the last week of February 2016.  Shortly after submitting the 
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revised protocols, I received an email from university IRB stating that the protocols I 

submitted still required significant changes, so I had to file another revision of protocol 

procedure.  In mid-March 2016, I completed a Project Revisions Form outlining changes 

made to the study documents and submitted the form to the board for their approval.   

The changes made to the previously approved research was reviewed by 

university IRB and I was issued another Stipulations Notice on April 7, 2016.  The 

stipulations required the following revisions, clarifications, and/or additional information 

to my study proposal: 1) that the language “raw data will be shared with Navajo Nation 

IRB and Navajo Historical Preservation Office” be consistent throughout the consent 

document, 2) that the total number of participants be accurately accounted for throughout 

the protocol, 3) that the consent process for those participants completing the initial 

questionnaire be more clearly explained in the protocol, 4) that the protocol (particularly 

under the anonymity and confidentiality sections) state that data be stored with the PI (my 

major advisor) for three years post study termination, and 5) that an explanation be 

provided to reduce the risk of interviewing participants in schools as opposed to a private 

setting as previously written in the protocol.   

I was encouraged to submit a project revision form if the exact date of submission 

of raw data and tape recordings to the Navajo Historical Preservation office was changed.  

Second, I was instructed to provide support letters from the recruitment sites prior to 

issuance of an approval letter from OSU IRB. I also received another email from the 

university IRB office requesting copies of the Navajo Nation cultural resource permit, 

Navajo Nation IRB approval letter, and support letters from community chapter houses 
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and the Navajo Nation Department of Diné Education.  These documents were 

immediately sent to the university IRB by the Navajo Nation IRB upon my request. 

An IRB staff person sent me an email and recommended that we (my major 

advisor and I) seek an Express review before submitting the stipulations form to OSU 

IRB for approval.  An express review is an in-person or an over-the-phone consultation 

with an IRB reviewer.  It is an option that student/faculty researchers can request and use 

to bypass the standard lengthier review process.  It took us about 30 minutes to receive 

feedback from an IRB reviewer.  The express reviewer read my responses to the 

stipulations, asked clarifying questions to ensure that I clearly responded to each of the 

stipulations, and offered feedback.  After the meeting, my major advisor (who attended 

the meeting in-person) and I (who called in) instantaneously made minor changes to the 

stipulations based on the feedback we received from the express reviewer and then resent 

the stipulations form to university IRB board for approval.  On April 20, 2016, the 

revisions to my study were approved.  A final version of the study documents was then 

sent to Navajo Nation IRB for their review and approval.   

A month later (May 17, 2016), I was placed on the NNHRRB agenda. A 

university IRB staff person who had been working with my application through the 

process offered to be part of the meeting (through teleconference) in order to help with 

any questions, the Navajo IRB had about the just approved OSU IRB protocol. With the 

OSU staff person on the phone in case she needed to help with clarifications, I presented 

the changes of my study in front of the Navajo Nation IRB board.  The only directive I 

was given was to add a stamp that read, “This consent document is approved for use 

until:” to the consent form with Navajo Nation IRB chair’s signature.  The amended 
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protocols and consent form were approved by Navajo Nation IRB board and no project 

revisions were necessary for Oregon State University IRB.     

On May 20, 2016, I received two Notification of Approvals from OSU IRB.  The 

first document was the approval notice of the initial application (dated 11/03/15) and the 

second document was the latest approval of the project revisions (dated 04/20/16).  It 

took me nearly seven months to receive approval from both the university and tribal 

IRBs.  

Project Modifications Processes 

In terms of data collection, the protocol indicated that I would study no more than 

115 teachers. More realistically, I was hoping to collect questionnaires from 

approximately 75 or so teachers and interview 12 teachers. However, my research was 

not approved until the end of the May 2016, when schools closed for summer vacation. 

My only option was to recruit summer school teachers.  Prior to the start of summer 

school, I began Phase V (Study Implementation) of the procedural guidelines.  I met with 

the building principal at all seven schools to seek permission to conduct a study with 

summer school teachers.  I provided each principal with a copy of my approved research 

protocol and shared the purpose and duration of my research, the recruitment strategies 

and criteria I was going to use, the types of data I was going to collect, and how I was 

going to maintain confidentiality.  Each principal granted me permission to proceed with 

my study in their schools. 

Throughout the month of June 2016, I attended each of the summer schools’ 

regularly scheduled staff meetings and attempted to recruit teachers for my study.  My 

hope was to recruit at least 50-60 summer school teachers.  Regrettably, only ten 
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teachers, in total, signed a consent form.  On average, there were approximately 15 Diné 

teachers at each school site, but only six teachers taught a single grade level for the 

summer.  The other teachers were gifted or special education teachers, academic coaches, 

and enrichment teachers (PE, librarian, culture teacher, etc.), and my protocol specified 

that I would study only classroom teachers (and not specialists).  Of the six k-5 teachers 

at each school, one or two classroom teachers consented to participate.   By July 2016, 

only two teachers had completed the questionnaire even with several reminder notices.  

This was worrisome, so I contacted my major professor and committee members.  They 

suggested that I change one criteria to reach a larger pool of teachers.  My committee 

recommended that I alter the criterion, “teacher participants must be a full-time k-6 grade 

teacher who teaches all subjects to a single grade,” to “teacher participants must be a full-

time k-6 grade teacher.”   

In late August 2016, I emailed the Navajo Nation IRB chair to seek her advice on 

the process for project modifications.  I informed her that I did not have enough 

participants for my study and would like to change one of the criteria in the protocol.  She 

recommended that I seek OSU IRB’s approval first.  So, I contacted OSU IRB and was 

informed to complete another Project Revision Form.  On the form, I explained my 

reason for modifying one of the criteria and changed the target audience to include gifted 

teachers, special education teachers, instructional and academic coaches, and specialty 

teachers (P.E./health, Navajo culture, art, and music teachers).  I also made the following 

changes: deleted the information on “conflict of interest” because I was no longer 

employed at one of the participating school sites, clarified the total number of educators 

that will be recruited from each school to participate in a one-on-one interview, removed 
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the focus group interview due to lack of teacher participants, and omitted the language, 

“Data from this study will be stored for three years post study termination, and data will 

be kept on a Google drive and also paper format, in the possession of Major Advisor”  

from the protocol and consent form (data will be sent to Navajo IRB and the Historical 

Preservation Office by December 31, 2016).  My major advisor and I scheduled an 

advising appointment with a university IRB staff on September 22, 2016 to review the 

project revisions prior to submitting the form to OSU IRB.  A month later (October 13, 

2016), the project revisions were approved.  

A copy of the approval notice and the approved project revisions/application form 

from OSU IRB was submitted to Navajo Nation IRB on September 29, 2016.  The 

project modifications were explained in a letter and track changes were made in the 

Navajo Nation IRB approved protocol application which was submitted to NNHRRB.  

The amendments were approved by the board on October 18, 2016.  (Incidentally, no 

data were collected when the project revisions were under review by OSU IRB and 

Navajo Nation IRB).  The tribal IRB sent an approval letter to OSU IRB on November 

30, 2016 and the university IRB issued me a third approval notice on December 6, 2016. 

At this point, it has been ten months since I began the IRB process.  

Continuation of Study Requests 

I received an email notification from OSU IRB on September 30, 2016 indicating 

that my study will expire on November 2, 2106.  It stated in the notification that if I want 

to continue with my study, I had to submit a Continuing Review Application 30 days 

prior to expiration date.  My major professor and I immediately submitted the application 

along with the most recent consent form to OSU IRB (I needed more time to recruit 
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additional participants for my study).  I received an Approval Notice on the Continuing 

Review Application, which was approved on October 13, 2016. 

I also had to extend my study timeframe with Navajo Nation IRB.  On December 

22, 2106, I sent a letter to Navajo Nation IRB requesting continuation of my research.  I 

was placed on the Navajo Nation IRB board agenda for January 17, 2017.  My 

“Continuation of Research” request was approved by NNHRRB and my research was 

extended for another year to February 16, 2018. 

The Cultural Resource Investigation Permit that was issued to me on February 29, 

2016 by the Navajo Historical Preservation office was also set to expire on December 31, 

2016.  I requested an extension of the permit on December 12, 2017.  The permit was 

sent to me on January 23, 2017 with an expiration dated for December 31, 2017.  I sent a 

copy of the permit to OSU IRB for their record.  No research activity was conducted 

from December 31, 2016 to January 23, 2017 because the cultural resources permit had 

expired and was awaiting a new permit.  The permit specifically states, “A copy of this 

Permit must be in the possession of the field worker at all times when they are conducting 

field work.”   

The Final Phases of Navajo Nation IRB Process 

After approvals of the continuation of study were sent to me from OSU IRB on 

October 13, 2016 and Navajo Nation IRB on January 17, 2017, I began recruiting and 

collecting questionnaires from teacher participants.  I visited three more schools and 

made presentations to the staff after January 23, 2017 when I received the cultural 

resources permit.  A few teachers indicated interest and signed the consent form, but they 

wanted additional time to complete the questionnaire. After multiple emails and text 
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messages, I did not receive any forms.  At the third school, eight of the teaching staff 

gave consent and completed a questionnaire. 

For Phase VI (Data Analysis and Preliminary Findings), I submitted an annual 

report with preliminary findings of my study to Navajo Nation IRB at the end of March 

2017.  I presented the findings to NNHRRB on May 16, 2017.   

Phases VII to XI will be addressed after the completion of this dissertation.  These 

phases will “guarantee that the Navajo Nation will be adequately apprised of the research 

outcomes and findings” (Becenti-Pigman, White, Bowman, Palmanteer-Holder & Duran, 

2008, p. 443) where tribal organizations and interested parties, including a representative 

from the Navajo Division of Health, will review and receive feedback on the preliminary 

findings (Procedural Guidelines of Principal Investigators, Navajo Human Research 

Review Board 2007).  For the final phase XII, I will send all raw data to Navajo Nation 

Data Center. 

Table 2. IRB Timeline and Processes 

Month/Year Process: 

Jul. 15, 2015 Submitted initial application to OSU IRB 

Nov. 3, 2015 University IRB approved research application 

Dec. 2015 Public school board approved research proposal 

Dec. 2015 Secured a Cultural Resource Investigation Permit 

Jan. 2016 Navajo Nation Board of Education approved research proposal 

Jan. 2016 Submitted Navajo IRB application protocol to Navajo IRB 

Feb. 2016 Navajo IRB approved research protocol 

Feb. 2016 Revisions of protocol, per Navajo IRB, was sent to OSU IRB 

Mar. 2016 Project Revisions Form completed and submitted to OSU IRB 



108 
 

Apr. 7, 2016 Received Stipulations Notice and Consultative Notes from OSU 

IRB 

Apr. 20, 2016 Revisions approved by OSU IRB 

May 17, 16 Presented revisions to Navajo IRB; Revisions approved 

May 20, 2016 Received first and second Approval Notices from OSU IRB 

June, 2016 Recruited summer school teachers for study 

July 2016 Recruited summer school teachers for study 

Aug. 2016 Emailed Navajo IRB Chair about modifying criteria 

Sep. 2016 Continuation Review Application submitted to OSU IRB 

Sept. 2016 Attended an advising session with university IRB on Project 

Revision Form 

Oct. 13, 2016 

Oct. 13, 2016 

Project Revision Form approved by OSU IRB 

Continuation Review Application approved by OSU IRB 

Oct. 18, 2016 Navajo IRB approved amendments 

Nov. 2016 Tribal IRB sent approval letter to OSU IRB 

Dec. 6, 2016 Received third Approval Notice from OSU IRB 

Dec. 12, 2016 Requested for an extension on the Cultural Resource Investigation 

Permit 

Dec. 22, 2016 Submitted Continuation of Research request to Navajo IRB 

Jan. 2017 Continuation of Research request approved by Navajo IRB 

Jan. 23, 2017 Received a new Cultural Resource Investigation Permit 

Jan. 2017 Recruited more teachers for study and interviewed a teacher 

Mar. 2017 Submitted Annual Report and preliminary findings to Navajo IRB 

May 2017 Presented preliminary findings of study to Navajo IRB 

June 2017 Submitted data to Navajo IRB and Navajo Data Resource Center 
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Conclusion 

  My research journey has been a long and trying process.  For nearly two years, I 

have navigated the landscapes of university and tribal IRB processes and procedures.  

The university IRB strictly followed the federal research ethics and guidelines to ensure 

that research participants in my study were protected from harm.   Navajo Nation IRB, on 

the other hand, defined its own research procedures to protect the tribe and its tribal 

members.   Managing the two IRB processes was stressful because the language and 

expectations, in both the university and tribal IRB protocols, had to be consistent even 

though some of the requirements of the two IRB cultures were explicitly at odds.  

There were several barriers that impacted my study.  First, both university and 

tribal IRBs required excessive paperwork (e.g. Project Revisions Form, addendum letters, 

etc.).  Second, the IRB review and approval processes between the university and tribal 

IRBs were recursive which excessively delayed my research project.  If one IRB asked 

for a project revision or if I requested for a revision, it necessitated that I go through two 

review processes.  Third, the university IRB requested original and modified documents 

of Navajo Nation IRB protocol, consent form, and approval letter, before issuing me an 

approval letter; similarly, the Navajo IRB required its own body of permits, letters of 

support, and public testimony as part of the process.  Fourth, the Navajo tribe is a 

sovereign government that exercises its own IRB regulations (e.g. Principal Investigator 

designation and ownership of research materials) which at times, conflicted with 

university (federal) IRB guidelines.  Fifth, Navajo Nation IRB lacked an expedited 

review process.  The board met once a month and documents had to be sent to the board 

one month prior to the board meeting.  Then it took about at least a week or two to 
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receive an approval letter.  On average, it took about two and half months to receive an 

approval letter from Navajo Nation IRB.   

The following are similarities that were evident between Navajo Nation IRB and 

OSU IRB: 1) both required a detailed application protocol of the proposed study, 2) both 

requested for an approval letter from the other IRB before reviewing and approving the 

protocol, 3) there was a systematic review process for both IRB cultures, and 4) both 

IRBs required a one-year time limit to complete the study. 

The differences between tribal and university IRBs were as follows: 1) OSU IRB 

recognizes three levels of review and offers an Express Review while the Navajo Nation 

IRB only offers a full boards review, 2) OSU IRB provides Peer Review Comments, 

Stipulations Notice, and Consultative Notes for project revisions; Navajo Nation IRB 

requires a letter with an explanation of the modifications, 3) I, the student-researcher, 

served as the PI for Navajo Nation IRB and with OSU IRB, my major professor claimed 

the PI title, and 4) Navajo Nation IRB requires a Letter of Intent prior to submission of a 

protocol; a 12-phase review and approval process; quarterly and annual reports; support 

letters, resolutions, and permits; and a stamped and signed (by the board chair) consent 

form, and OSU does not require these conditions.  

Institutional Review Boards are important committees charged with protecting 

human subjects (and communities/cultures) from harm.  Some IRB processes are short 

and simple, while others are lengthy, tedious, and recursive.  Whatever the case, 

researchers must abide by institutional IRB regulations and protocols.   
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Recommendations to Improve University-Tribal IRB Processes 

The following are ideas that could enhance university-tribal IRB relationships and 

processes, especially for doctoral students doing research among and on Native people: 

1) An IRB flowchart and/or a resource/research guide developed by tribal IRBs 

that make explicit tribal IRB expectations, goals, processes, and procedures 

would be of great use to novice researchers, both Native and non-Native and 

the university.  An IRB flowchart can be used as a reference to understand the 

IRB process.  A resource guide might include: boilerplate languages to ensure 

that statements in the IRB protocols and/or consent documents are written in a 

standard language required by tribal IRBs, contact information of tribal 

programs, sample copies of resolutions or steps to creating resolutions, etc.).  

A research guideline would also be a useful tool for researchers.  Navajo 

Nation IRB is still constructing its research guidelines into a detailed 

handbook (Brugge & Missaghian, 2006).    

2) Tribal IRBs (e.g. Navajo Nation IRB) might consider implementing an 

expedited review process. Navajo Nation IRB does not have an expedited 

review process, which impeded my study because I had to wait nearly two 

months for every project revisions to be approved by both university and tribal 

IRBs.  Sahota (2007) recommends an expedited procedure for changes made 

in the research protocol or consent document.  He suggests that a reviewer (an 

administrative staff in a tribal health department or a tribal IRB committee 

member) could review minor changes and approved them quickly or send the 



112 
 

documents to the tribal IRB board for their consideration if the changes are 

major ones (Sahota, 2007). 

3) A national coalition of tribal IRBs should be established to discuss issues, 

build partnerships with researcher institutions, improve or modify IRB 

processes, adopt or amend regulations to protect tribal members, communities, 

and cultural/intellectual properties, and/or create protocols to share data and 

resources. There are benefits to coalescing tribal IRBs, such as: 1) creating 

and working towards a common goal, 2) addressing scientific mistrust and 

unethical research practices, 3) sharing research codes of ethics and the IRB 

review and approval processes, and 4) forming agreements to access and 

appropriately use materials and data.  Smaller American Indian communities 

could refer research proposals to Inter-tribal IRB consortium for their review 

and feedback (Sahota, 2007, p. 12). 

4) Federal laws that govern university IRB processes should be amended to 

account for studies that bridge multiple cultures, as was the case in the present 

study.  

5) University research units can better serve its Native doctoral students by 

providing professional development to research faculty on the history of 

academic research in Native communities and the expectations and demands 

of Native IRB processes.  

6) My major professor was a novice about the tribal IRB process.  To improve 

the guidance of graduate student researchers conducting research in 

Indigenous communities, more Native scholars/researchers should serve on 
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masters or doctoral committees. If there is a small number of Native faculties 

on a university campus, student researchers should seek Indigenous scholars 

that are knowledgeable with tribal IRBs to serve on the committee.  
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 

The impetus of writing this manuscript-style dissertation took shape because I did 

not have enough research participants for my study.  I’m satisfied with the outcome of 

this document because it has allowed me to share my personal story of becoming a 

culturally responsive Diné educator (Chapter Two: Manuscript 1) and how I managed the 

political processes of the Navajo Nation and Oregon State University Institutional 

Review Boards (Chapter Four: Manuscript 3).   

As Indigenous people, we gain sacred knowledge from our elders and transfer 

sacred knowledge to the younger generation in non-linear ways (e.g. storytelling).  

Wilson (2008) stated, “Stories allow listeners to draw their own conclusions and to gain 

life lessons from a more personal perspective” (p. 17).  I privileged and used storytelling 

throughout this dissertation to try and seek knowledge, truth, beliefs, and/or assumptions 

and to also understand reality.  I concur with Wilson (2008) when he maintained,  

Research is all about unanswered questions, but it also reveals our unquestioned 

answers.  It is my hope that readers…will begin to question some of their own 

beliefs about the way research needs to be conducted and presented, so that they 

can recognize the importance of developing alternative ways of answering 

questions (p. 6).   

 

 My goal with this project was to get my people (and other Indigenous readers) to 

ponder and explore one question: How can we reconnect to the founding principle of 

Sa'ah Naaghai Bik'eh Hozhoon (beauty, balance, and harmony)? 

Thematically Linked Concept: Sa'ah Naaghai Bik'eh Hozhoo 

Sa'ah Naaghai Bik'eh Hozhoon is a complicated concept to understand and apply 

to our lives.  Benally (1994), who wrote extensively on Sa'ah Naaghai Bik'eh Hozhoo, 

said, 
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Because we view ourselves as Holy People, the way of Sa'ah Naaghai Bik'eh 

Hozhoon becomes our way as well.  Learning, then, is the internalization of the 

principles of Hózhoogo Iiná, the way of happiness.  By embracing these teachings 

of Sa'ah Naaghai Bik'eh Hozhoon, we evolve into our true selves.  In this respect, 

we Navajo must be taught the Navajo way of life to become fully functioning 

beings (p. 22). 

 

I briefly shared my interpretations of Sa'ah Naaghai Bik'eh Hozhoon in Chapter 

Two, Manuscipt 1.  The core meaning of Sa'ah Naaghai Bik'eh Hozhoon is about 

reaching a state of beauty, balance, and harmony.  In the Diné culture, we call this state 

of being, Hózhó (The Beauty or Blessing Way).  Hózhó stems from the Diné concept 

Sa’ah Naaghai Bik’eh Hózhoon, and it is a sacred philosophical and ceremonial life way 

of the Holy People.  Sa’ah Naaghai represents male-like qualities and has a protective 

force, while Bik’eh Hózhoon represents female-like qualities and has a positive force 

(Benally, 1994).  Both negative and positive forces must be balanced in order to achieve 

balance and harmony and Sa'ah Naaghai Bik'eh Hozhoon or Hózhó can be taught and 

learned.   

Sa'ah Naaghai Bik'eh Hozhoo: At the Personal Context 

On a personal level, an individual can live by the Sa'ah Naaghai Bik'eh Hozhoon 

concepts and implement its philosophies into his or her daily life.  Some of my daily 

cultural customs a person can adopt include:  

 Greeting the sunrise every day with a prayer asking for prosperity and 

happiness for nature and humanity. 

 Running or walking each day to breathe in the fresh morning air to sustain 

good health (physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually). 

 Planning each day filled with opportunities for personal growth. 
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 Reflecting upon and celebrating one’s accomplishments and learning from 

mistakes. 

 Appreciating the blessings that have been granted to the individual by the 

Holy People. 

 Avoiding taboos that could harm the person psychologically, spiritually, 

emotionally and physically. 

Sa'ah Naaghai Bik'eh Hozhoo: In the Education Context 

For over a century, the U.S. government has tried to eradicate the Native Ways of 

Life through assimilation tactics, but the rich cultural knowledge of American Indians 

still remain in their communities today.  However, the level of acceptance of those 

cultural differences held by American Indians continues to be perceived as “dangerous,” 

“a deficit,” and “a problem,” by dominant social structures (Huffman, 2010).  Despite 

such notions, much can be learned from Indigenous intellectual and cultural capital 

(Deloria & Wildcat, 2001).  Luther Standing Bear (Oglala Lakota) once said, “Why not 

build a school of Indian thought?”  One of the sacred practices of Indian thought is 

restoring balance and harmony between the self, nature, and humanity.  In the education 

context, Diné reservations schools can employ SNBH strategies to restore balance and 

harmony and strengthen their educational social organization—from teaching and 

learning; to professional development and curriculum implementation; to sustaining the 

Diné Ways of Life.  Schools (and educators) can teach SNBH by asking and addressing 

the following questions: 
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1. What is Hózhó (The Beauty Way)?  

2. What Hózhó philosophies and approaches enable Diné schools to move 

toward new ideas, new order, and a new life centered on balance and 

harmony? 

3. How can the Hózhó practices be used to inform and shape a school culture? 

This dissertation has sought to bring connection to historical disconnection, in the 

context of the local Diné community and its schools.  My autobiographical piece 

(Chapter Two, Manuscript 1) is a story of my personal struggle and redemption.  I 

detailed important ways that I reconnected with my Native community and used this 

grounding to help me forge a new teacher identity and a Diné identity.  In the study about 

Dine teachers’ perceptions (Chapter Three, Manuscript 2), I sought to further understand 

the existential disconnection caused by the history of colonialism by examining Diné 

educators’ perspectives and recommendations to improve Diné cultural teachings in the 

Diné education system.  In the last manuscript (Chapter Four, Manuscript 3), I addressed 

unethical research practices that have caused harm to American Indian communities.  

While having to manage the requirements of two IRB systems, I am proud that the Diné 

tribe has reclaimed its sovereign rights by regulating its own IRB processes to protect the 

land, the cultural values, and the people.   
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Closing Prayer 

Koodóó Hózhóǫdoo (Beauty radiates within me) 

Sitsiji’ hózhó (There is beauty before me) 

Shikéédéé’ hózhó (There is beauty behind me) 

Shiyaaagi hózhó (There is beauty below me) 

Ski’igi hózhó (There is beauty above me)  

Shinaadéé’ t’áá ałtso hózhó (There is beauty all around me) 

Hózhó náhásdlíí’ (There is beauty again) 

Hózhó náhásdlíí’ (There is beauty again) 

Hózhó náhásdlíí’ (There is beauty again) 

Hózhó náhásdlíí’ (There is beauty again) 
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APPENDIX A 

 Questionnaire 

 

Name:         Grade Level:   

 

Total years of teaching:   Highest degree completed:    

 

Questions: Please answer the following questions to the best of your knowledge.  You 

may use the back of this paper or additional paper to answer the questions. 

 

1).  What is your understanding of Diné-based education? Please describe it. 

 

 

 

 

2). What is your opinion or perceptions of Diné-based education (curriculum, instruction, 

and student learning) and student achievement (its value to Diné students, its 

effectiveness, and the quality of existing frameworks for Diné-based eduation)? 

 

 

 

 

 

3).  What is your school district’s role and involvement with the implementation of Diné-

based instruction? 

 

 

 

 

4).  What are some of the challenges that you face with incorporating Diné-based 

curriculum and instruction in the classroom during this current era of standardization (the 

Common Core State Standards and its standardized assessments)? 

 

 

 

 

5). What are some suggestions that you have to improve Diné-based instruction in the 

Diné education context 
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APPENDIX B 

 One-on-one Interview 

 

 

Questions: Please respond to the following questions. 

 

1). How do you identify yourself as a Diné and how has your Diné identity shaped your 

teacher identity? 

 

 

 

 

2). What made you go into teaching profession and are you still in the teaching profession 

for those same reasons? 

 

 

 

 

3). What are your perceptions of the cultural identities of Diné youth?  How do these 

perceptions influence your teaching? 

 

 

 

 

4). How has the system of education impacted your teaching and your students’ growth 

and development? 

 

 

 

 

5). What type of resources, skills, and knowledge do you need to effectively teach from a 

Diné-based perspective?  

 
 

 

 

 

 


