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'AN EXAMINATION OF CHILDREN'S BOOKS
ON THE AMERICAN INDIAN

. .

. by
. James A. Popp
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During the first week of school this year the teachers in the

intermediate unit at the Acomita Day School decided the students .
would start the year off with the preparation for and the celebra-

\J tion of American Indian Day. The celebration would be on Friday, *
September 27th, four weeks away, and would concentrate on pre-
senting great American Indian leaders of the past and present and
contributions of ‘the American Indian culfure to the American

culture. ; .

Through .our celebration of American Indian Day we hoped
to achieve three goals. /First,' ‘we felt school ‘should. begin on an -
d exciting note which preparation for a parade and a feast would
generate, Secor}d, we wanted to instill self-pride within our stu-
dents and the celebration of Américan Indian Day would be a
celebration of the self for them. Third, we wanted our students to -,
‘be able to demonstrate knowledge of great American Indian.lead-
ers and of America}g?.lndian contributions. The goals were set and
our next'move W 154to collect materials for reference and at this

point, my ,involngf;i,ﬂtit' with children’s books about the Americarr

.~ Indian really bega’r‘x-;“" -

I

I cdllected ch'ildré‘nfs books on the American Indian from our
three main sources, The University of New Mexico Learning Ma- |
terials Center, the Albuquerque ‘Public Library, and: our%oo}‘ E

_ Alibrary, and distributed them'for use on our American Indian Day
. - . . 3?,:'“‘96‘
— \
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silently as I read orally and changed Orange Cloud to Juariita
queer to beautiful, and rocks to mesas. I then decided I h%gtter

‘come back to that book. ) . o

, _ After school that day two other. teachers showed me books

.o they had begun reading to their classes and had atopped because

~ of the attitude expressed, derogatory language used or stereotyp-
ing presented. One of those books, Learning From. the Indians by/
Wharton James, has a foreword entitled, “What the White Race °
May Learn From the Indian” and is filled ‘with lines such as:
“There are scores of thlngs about the Indian that are reprehensxble
and to be avoided.”? The other book v‘as Indian Friends and Foes
by Dorothy .Heiderstadt. The students wanted to know about the’
great Apache lender Geronimo so the teacher opetied the book to
chapter 13, and then suggested a different topic, for the chapter
was entltled “‘Geronimo: The Last Barbarlan.”"

P

y,-u..

’6.' “"
r' )

’&M)

My mind 1nstant1y recalled the powerful ‘book, Tell Them, .
They Lie: The Sequoyah Myth by Traveller Bird in which the au~

. thor and sixteen other direct heirs of George. Guess, the wh1te :

.man’s Sequoyah, try to correct historical gu.esswo'rk about who

+ George Guess$ was and what he did for his people. Was it possible
that a great number of children’s books on the American Indian
were not based on true facts and in-depth*research by the authors?
Could it-be that children’s books on the American Indian were
perpetuating false myths, stereotypes, and negative att1tudes to-
ward tle Amerxcay{ Indxan people?

I was. cur’ ious to look into these questxons further and the re-
mainder of this paper deals with iy study. my f1nd1n0s my con-
clusxons and my suggestlons. ';; R ,

3

_ American Indran Day at- Acomxta Day School was a great
success but it would.have been more so if the children’s books on

"American Inalans had been m’ore useful. 3

.

. Last a&hmmer and agaln thlS fall I have been fortunate to)see
a wdeotaped lesson on education across cultures by Dr. John A.
Aragon from the College of Educatlon at the Umverslty of New
Mexico. s 1 this %@ aﬁﬁm Dr. é‘&ragon brings forth what a delicate
and resﬁh,mb] ;jab- teaching if any ordinary situtaion is and then,
when 1tg'cr0 Back and forth between two cultures, teaching be>~
.comes extreély tenous and requires a great deal of expertise and
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senset{ivity on the teacher’s part. He proposes the theory of per-
ceiving, behaving, and becoming, which simply interpreted means
a person perceives himself through the words and actions of others, .
shapes his behavior around those perceptions and wil] eventually
: becq’me the person he behaves like.
/ | : o .
" If a teacher in New York reads the book Indian Friends and
Foes to her non-Indian class some damage is done just from the
tifle and the cover pictures which immediately stereotype the In-
‘dian ‘men as being retd skinned with hachet features and the
women as being the fairytale beautiful princesses. The non-
" * Indian child thinks the Indian is either good or bad. The men are
ugly and meari-looking so they must be bad. But the women must -
be friends because they are beautiful and kind-looking.” By just
v using the word Indian, and not Indians, the author has already
stereotyped the Indian people as not being distinguishable groups. .-
. a

a

ALV Wi,
SRy =

Think of the potential damage done as a teacher reads this
book to a class of Indian children. The Indian child might perceive,
just{froim the title and cover pictures that Indian men are ugly and
mean-looking and can eithef be friends or foes and nowhere in

_ between. Therefore being an Indian man, or related tq one, would .~

2

gain a negative conrnotation, - R
Just from the title and cover picture of one widespread book
unaccountable damage may be done to children’s perceptions, thus
to their behavior, and finally to what they become. Teachers have -
mammoth jobs when teaching across two or more cultures. They
must be familiar with the values of those cultures, working with
them, and blending the cultures as evenly as possible. They often
need assistance and one place they rely on is the library and its
collection of books. - - o o .

.

‘;

- . A tegcher cannot possibly know th® contents and how useful
every book in the school library will be. Biit if a teacher constant--
-1y chooses books written for children that cause the children to
perceive themselves or others negatively then something is wrong

and some action must be taken. ,

The American Indian Day projeét at Acomita Davachocl)l gave
' me the necessary incentive to read all-the children’s books on the
" American Indian. in our school’s library plus randomly selected
I 7
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books from the Albuquerque Public Li¥rary and from the Learn-
ing Materials Center at the University of New Mexico. I am by
ne means a licensed critic of children’s literature or an expert on
the #t¢ ways of the American Indian people. I am a teacher who
teaches in a bi-lingual and a bi-cultural cpmmunity and, who is
extremely sensitive to having the children I teach perceive them- -

. Cepe ¥ A5
selves in a positive manner. Thus my work and study has been , e
. that of a concerned amateur. = St

-

After reading each of the books, I marked down its relevance
to each of the following categories: attitude expressed, derogatory
language, siereotyping by terminology and pictures, knowledge ex-
presséd by the author, the book'’s usefulness in the classroom, and
if it is an in-depth or superficial report or study. ’ : -

rd

Attitude expressed is a category which judges the author’s 3
feelings towards the American Indian. It is very subjective and is - . W
marked either positive or negative. ! . IR

Derogatory language is much more objective and is marked
* * ‘none, some, or a lot. Examples of what I consider derogatory e

Janguage are the’terms: warlike, savage, brown men, barbarians,
pagans, 1jﬂ'skins, ete. ’ o " '

. , L i .
Stereotyping is fairly clear and can or cannot be found in the

" author’s terminology and in the illustrator’s pictures. In the follow-

ing, charts T stands for terminology and P stands for pictures and fhk.
- they have a yes or no after them, yes indicating there is stereo- | Ra#
typing and no indicating there is no stereotyping. Examples of s

;;{2
5

o3 &4
03

- terminology stereotyping are: “Very slowly they are adopting the

white man’s ways, but they eannot be rushed.”, “Tomorrow the . fmf},
“sick man will go to the Pyblic Heglth hospital, but he wanted the - ‘?&%:’

s; services of the medicine man first.”S, “They thought thepwere A
¢hasing sickness away.”%, “Indians — red savages, noble, perfiaps, ° B

but savages all the same . . ."7, “The plains Indians were very war- .9}'“‘

{ike, . . ."%, “We must build an igloo . . . and *“Their old way of. ' ’;’%}"fﬁ,
living is ended and-théy haven’t yet found a good new way. But g}“
they are still the Laughing People.”!? . S

- Examples of picture stereotyping are: Eskimos standing near’ o
igloos in heavy, bright colored clothes, always looking happy, with
a dogsled, polar bears, and seals nearby; Indiggx mgn having aar
. ', i . ‘ . ‘ ¢ . . 13
\.) ‘ - ) . a o 8 - .. § . \* a
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. bponnets, buckskins, warpainl, a single feéither, and a loincloth on’
and are shown riding bareback shooting buffalo; and Indian women |, -
. shown grinding corn, scraping hides, or carry babies on their backs.

The catagory knowledge expressed is. again very subjectiye
and is marked excellent, fair, or poor..It is a feeling derived from T
+ how the+author uses names, dafes{ places,- and culturally relevant
* materials in the report or story. tooa ’

.
.

. Usefulness is a subjective, catagory that would vary in rele- - |
vancy from teacher to teacher and from class to class. I have based-
my markings on how beneficial andyimportant it is to have ‘the
bdok at the Acomita Day School. I have thus marked the books -

i B S, : X .

Sy *‘fig}‘“ﬁpw 1 as be/mg extremely, falrly, or not ugeful. . . e,
At E2 " ‘ \ '
Q&Wj-‘f'zz x‘?i'« ‘&f’“x}:}f;ﬁﬂ . . . . f. . .
‘g,’,:;% AR o e . The last category is marked in depth or superficial and I

ke b judged €ach book subjectively as to whether I thought the author

TR AP Sy 4},'“}"

R T A . i . : . . . .

‘a"aog;s e S had done research and had expressed it by going into mfor,matxve
; X detail or whether the author was using a little literary license and

yriting for capital gain alone. .

. The. following five charts show how 1 have caﬁagorized the
forty-nine books I read for this paper. | . -

Out of the 49 books read, 7 seemed to defirfately express a
negative’attitude toward American Indians. Six had some deroga-
tory language and three had a lot of dgrogatory language. Twenty
books had a little or some stereotyping in the terminology ﬂwhjle
tweﬁ'zc"yfseven had a little, some, or a lot of stereotyping in the il-
lustrations. Eighteen of the books showed their authors had ex-
cellent knowledge of the subject, while twenty-three showed fair
knowledge and eight showed poér subject lﬁmowledge.‘ Twenty--
three, of the books rated extremely useful, four rated-very useful,
fourteen rated fairly useful, and eight rated not useful, Sixteen of
the books were superficially written while thirty-three were writ- ’

ten in depth. . . -7

~
A
.
.

As 1 previously stated I am not a professional critic and this
was not that objective of a survey but it'showed me what 1 was
afraiﬁt\af is true toia lérge degree. Well over half of the authors
did not seem to have done any indepth research for true facts on
which fo base their stories, "And far too many of the-books seemed

.
. B -
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- Sterectyping ‘ o ,
7 Attitude erogatory Terminology Knowledge W : 'In depth -
e Title , Expressed anguage & Pictures A'Expressed . * Usefulness Superficial
. o T - ¢ yes
Luke & The Indians Positive Somem P} yes Poor , - Not useful Superficial
- Teepee Days: Talesaf - ’ NIk yes - : o
v ~ the Prairies . Positive None , «-P: yes Fair Fair e - In deyth
* : | ’ ' : .. T: yes D . o o _ -
Learning from the Indians’ Negative ~Alot  Prmo ~Excellent Very useful  In dépth
. ) v . i P
L T ' ~ .T: yes _ _ /
The Talking Leaf _ Negative - None P: yes Pgor ° Not useful Superficial
The Taos Ind{ags'& Their o T: no - T ' S g
o Sacred Blue Lake Positived, None P: no Excellent = Extremely - In depth
Q‘. - ' : -, : : = ] ,'T’l,
: . .« %, . Timno : . .
Little Sioux Girl - Positive None ~ P: no Excellent ' Extremely * ~ In depth .
L4 . ., - . v
Antelope: A Né\(ajo o 2 T: na "+ - . ) ¢ » o
. Indian Boy , .. Positive . Norde - P:'mo  Fair - Fair Superfidigl ©~ -
' Leaping Trout: A Little . v T: no ' AN ° t .
Iroquois Boy ' - Positive None .P: yes Fair - » | Fair Superficial -
. i - ¥ = - - = * - -
S ' - - - e R




Derogatory Stereotyping

Attitude . Language Terminology _Know]edge -« In depth
A Title - Expressed & Pictures Expressed’ Usefulness Superficial
"~ Nigalek: A Little "T: no ' - . -
T Eskimo Boy 4 Positive =~ None P: yes Fair, Fair Superficial
Watlala: An Indian b, T: no : ' U5
of the Northest - Positive ~ None P: yes " Fair Fair * Superficial
. - ] y
’ Sequoyah: Leader of N , , T: yes - - .
‘the Cherokees e Nigative Some P: ygs * Poor Not useful Superficial
, o Extremely T }.r'qs .’
The True Book of Indians Negative Alot . P: yes _Poor ~'Not usefiil Sﬁperfici'al )
o ' ’L o Extremely- -~ T: no - , w . .
‘Eskimo of Liftle Diomede | Positive None ‘P: no Excellent  Extremely' .- In depth
‘The Ffrst Book of the . ~ . T: no B , .
+Indian Wars , Positive None - P:-yes Excellent  Fair In depth
.- ! , T: yes . T :
The Indians Knew Positive.  None P: yes j Poor Fair Superficial: ™
Here is Youxff—lobby ... ' . - T: yes . .
Indian Dancing & Gestumes Positive Some  P: yes: Fair. Nofuseful* . In depth
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, . ‘Attitude Derogatory, Teérminology Knowledge . . In depth
@I‘iﬂe S ressed Language .& Pictures / lglx"pressed Usefulness = - Superficial |
. e . \\ . .t .
T e ) . Ty . .
' + . Bird Gir: Sacagawea .~ Positive Ngne ﬁ? yes' Fair . Fair - . Superficial
« v — - - 2 — - - — — 7
Getting to Know American ; v T little _ o ,
’ - Indians Today . Pgsitive . None P: yes Fair . Fair .« In dept®
, T ‘ . §Thyes - - W
Geronimo - - ¢ - Positive  Nome- P: yes Fair. Fair ..+ In"déptp
- o E. )

# -
’ - ' T: yes . : o, ) L5
Fnday ’ghe Arapaho Indian - ﬁega’cﬁre/—No j P:'&ﬁzs Po'pr . - Notuseful | Su perflcxal
d i'{r' R R j - —— N T - \;;, . V' .
.. _ .. Only the Names Remam‘. .;__. - / N T SRR
PR - The Cherokees & the Trail : N Timo \ T T T A g T e e
/" -of Tears = Positive. . Nﬁtne P: no - I".}xceléenta’ Extx:%ne]y" - In depth .

. 0 - — — + z S , N ‘T-u-‘«ma‘ —e . > .
o, American Indian Hopi - T oy . |\ . D) o o o e
- & Zuni Pueblos - Read & o T: little - N - L

s Color M’s Positive ~ None P: no Fai{ ., Extremely * In depth . .
A:Q g . L - ' ‘\' 1 . - K ‘”,{ e
. .. American Inéan Navajo = | ) b e T ib . ’ ' , N e U
Read & Color - .- . . Positive , bfone P: no. ‘Fair . Extremely In depth ]
L \ - = - R —= - i
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. Stereotyping . . '
- : Attitude Deydgatory Terminology Knowledge - In depth
- Title Expressed Language & Pictures Expressed Usefulness * Superficial '
LT T: some Chl-5: Fair .
_The Apache Indians Positive © Some P: some Ch6 Poor Fairly ' Superficial
o o . T: no - )E _ |
The Delaware Indians Positive None P: no Excellent . Extremely In depth
Horsemen of the Western \' \5 . e
Plains: thé Nez Perce 2, : - T: no o .
Jndians - Positive — —None P: yes Fair Extremely In depth
The Navajo: Herders, I A : . ]
" ‘Weavers & ) . T: yes Ch1-5 Fair ~ . Ch1-5 In depth » -
Silversmiths _Positive ~ None P: no Ché Poor. * Fair ’ Ché: Superficial :
. The Pueblo Indians I '
. Farmers of the T: no  Ch 1-6: Fair Chl- Gextremely.Ch 1-6'In depth -
~» Rio Gramnde - Positive ~ None P: no  Ch 7-8: Poor Ch 7-8 Fair Ch7-8Superficial .
- . ~ T; no . " ° '
vThe Semipole Indians Positive None P: no  Excellent ‘Extremely In depth
‘ _ - T: yes y d : .
" The First Book of Eskimos  Positive | Some = P: yes - Fair - Extremely In depth
T . T:no
Eagle Feather Positive None P: no

{

o

Excellent Extremely' In depth

€
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Attitude Derogatory Terminology* Knowledge . In depth
Title ) Expressed Language & Plctures Expressed . Usefulness Superficial
' Squanto: Friend of the \ T: no .
White Men ¢ . Paositive None P: yes Fair Extremely " In depth
_ & . I T; “no '
* . The Story of Hiawatha Positive None - P: yes Excellent Extremely_ In depth
T: no ' . . .
Little Herder in Autumn Positive None - Pt no Excellent  Extremely In dept}x
g : : : T: no ", » ]
Runaway Boy Positive None ‘P: no Excellent - . Extremely "~ In depth
. The True Book of ; -T: yes SO .
" Little Eskimos Positive None . p: yes ~ -.’Fair " Not useful . Superficial
. . ‘ R VI U : ’ v
Tepee Stories Positive None - P: yes ° Fair \ Very useful  In depth - -
v . ) ' o T:no . \ . .
Wigwam Stories Positive None = p.. yes _ Fair . \Very In depth
{ Y o - T:no 7 R ' 3 )
The Ind{an & His Pueblo Positive = None * P: no Fair - Extremely In depth
_Indiant Two Feet & His _ - T: no ' -
) Positive None P: yes Poor ‘Fair

,Eag}e Feather

!
|
»

Very Superficial
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] Attitude Derogatory Terminology Knowledgs . ] ‘In;d&th D
" Title . Expressed “Language & Pictures - Ekpressed - Useftlness. ' .Superficial. -
L H . ~_" . L L7
. ., Ti-yes : .
‘Eueblo Indian Stories -' Positive None P: ‘yes Fair - Very” , In-.depth
’ ‘ ° . T: no : ~. ,
The Mighty Hunter Positive None P: yes .Fair . ~ Fair -. Superficial
) . : T: yes,_ o Biased.&
Indian Friends & Foes. Negative Lot - ' P: yes ' Poor . Not-useful Superficial
" The Indian & the - ot ' ‘ T: no o )
Buffalo - Positive  None _ P: no Excellent ~ Extremely - In depth
' N ~ .+ Timo = - y
Indian Games & Crafts jositiye None P: no Excellent Extremely . In depth _
’ T . . \.‘i/gY B . . ¢ T'\‘no- ‘,v' ) \. . —‘_'v : ‘1
Indian H‘:mting. o 7 ., Positive: None f—ﬂ no - Excellent Extremely.. In depth -
- ( V . . T. O "‘ : ‘ ’ - ' .
~Indian Music Makers ~ Positive None  P:n Excellent Extremely In depth
' , . s v- ¢ ' T: hb ‘ . -0 ":. " . . . PQ- . B hd
Indian Picture Writing .  Positive ., None P: no Excellent ' Extremely - In depth .
: N T: no* I .

¢

'indiah‘:Sign Langiage Positive .- -.None P: ne  Excellent Extremely ° In depth
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to be perpetuatinginegative attitudes toward the American’Indian
people, false myths about great American Indian leaders, and
stereotypes through terminology and pictures: about "the various

- " aspects of the American Indian cultures. ‘ :

Children’s literature has and-will continue to be an important
pai't,ﬂf a child’s educatioh. Thus it will entey into his perception
of hifnself and others, help shape each child’s behavior and hence,
the -kind of person he becomes.® Therefore I, as a‘t:oncer'r;'ed and
sensitive teacher, don't in any way want the children T am work- . ©

.ing ‘with affected by negatively wtittén literature that stereptypes

themselves or anypne else.. ‘ ‘ :

In conclusioh\ I suggest that each school W’esigmte a.
. -person or persons with much expertise and sensitivity~ta.the dnty
of screening-children’s literature used at that school in the pr
‘ing catagories and in.others that the school feels necessary. Teach-
- ers as myself and others I know weuld feel more cornjifortable when
rapidly choosing thdt much needed book for an important lessdn. 7

-
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