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Other Resources in this Series
“Teachings of the Tree People” Curriculum for Engaged Learning Through Film is one in a series
of classroom strategies for engaging learners in the middle grades (4th–8th), including:
The Red Pines, film and curriculum, connecting learners with the struggle of Japanese
American immigrants and their legacy today.
Island Roots, film and curriculum, exploring the story of Filipino pioneers who emigrated 		
to the United States in the 1920s and 30s.
Experiencing Film: Classroom Strategies for Engaging Learners, an activity 		
booklet for integrating any film into a classroom curriculum.
		

2

You can find these films and guides online at www.islandwood.org
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About the Film
“The trees were our first teachers.”

“This inspiring film will help
young Native American
students understand their
culture’s contributions to the
larger society and develop a
positive sense of identity.”
—Professor William Demmert,
CREDE Center for Research on
Education, Diversity & Excellence,
Western Washington University

Teachings of the Tree People is a tribute to the life and work of
Skokomish elder Gerald Bruce Miller, known as subiyay, a nationally
prominent cultural leader and teacher who brought his talents home to
lead a cultural renaissance in the Pacific Northwest. The film explores
the life of this National Heritage Award-winning teacher. It chronicles
his youth with tribal elders; his young adulthood in Berkeley, Viet Nam
and New York City; and his adult years on the Skokomish Reservation
in Shelton, Washington. A passionate student of the traditional
Skokomish culture, Bruce became the bearer of the language, oral
history, art and spirituality of the tuwaduq (Twana) and Southern Coast
Salish peoples.
This gentle and generous film documents his race against time and
ailing health to pass the knowledge of his ancestors on to those who
would listen; it is the parting gift of a great teacher, artist, and orator.
Bruce was an active man of versatile talent who used his Native
knowledge to help heal the wounds that contemporary life heaps on
Indigenous people.
The film is a window into traditional practices of gathering and preparing
cedar bark for weaving, tending a garden of medicinal plants, and
preparing wild foods for the annual Ceremony of First Foods. It shares
the teachings of the first people, our oldest teachers, the Tree People.
Teachings of the Tree People provides opportunities for your students
to explore themes of stewardship, reciprocity, environmental change,
relationship to elders, trade, cultural traditions, and more, in addition
to addressing national geography and social studies standards.
Shot on location by Diana Wilmar, the film was edited by Michael
Gross, scored by Janice Giteck, produced and directed by Katie
Jennings with co-producer Tracy Rector.
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About the Film
Teachings of the Tree People at a Glance
00:00
01:40
02:05
04:15
06:18
06:40
08:25
09:00
13:00
15:30
16:00
18:10
19:10
20:45
21:16
22:45
23:00

Introduction
Spring
“Don’t teach them all the same thing” (gathering cedar bark)
“A victim of erosion” (Bruce’s family history)
Summer
“The forest was our Wal-Mart” (the medicinal garden)
“That’s wealth” (dyeing the cedar with alder bark)
The Teachings of the Tree People
“Life on the outside” (Bruce’s young adulthood, away from the reservation)
Autumn
“The First Foods Ceremony ” (Native foods)
“To see your teachers disappear”
“The living breath” (weaving the mats with children)
Winter
The National Heritage Fellowship Awards
In Loving Memory: Gerald Bruce (subiyay) Miller 1944–2005
Credits

“Well researched and superbly
produced, this documentary is
truly successful in sharing native
reality and environmental
knowledge with many people.”
—Professor Donald L. Fixico, Distinguished
Foundation Professor of History,
Arizona State University
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Native Approaches to Learning
By Tracy Rector
Tracy Rector (Seminole) is the executive director and co-founder of
Longhouse Media and its youth media project, Native Lens, a partnership
with the Swinomish Indian Tribal Community. Tracy co-produced the film
Teachings of the Tree People.
For the First People, or the original inhabitants of the Puget Sound,
and for other tribal communities throughout Washington State,
knowledge was learned and passed on via oral tradition: learning by
listening and imitating, in order to develop a strong memory. For
the First People there was no written language to document or store
information; much emphasis was given to the ability to retain and
recall experiences, observations, and stories. Reflective questions were
asked in order to strengthen the memory and, as a result, an elaborate
system of explanatory stories was developed to help represent and
explain the origin of the natural world and of human relationship to the
environment. This “collective wisdom,” learned through the ages, was
passed on to each new generation by the elders.
Today, many of the traditional approaches to learning continue. For
example, many tribal communities throughout the Puget Sound live
in concert with the seasons. Springtime is when the dogwoods bloom,
signaling the first new growth and a time to harvest; summer is a time
to travel and share opportunities with family and friends and a time to
learn from one another, and in late summer communities preserve and
store foods for the winter. Each season traditions and modes of learning
reflect the rhythms of the natural world.
Winter was and continues to be a time when the Native community
draws together and shares the stories of the past. In the collective
atmosphere of the winter longhouse, or in community centers,
intergenerational learning is valued and encouraged, and skills
in storytelling and patient listening are strengthened. Today the
educational approaches of the First People continue to emphasize
experiential learning, storytelling, repetition, and observation.
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Finally, in this context, it is most important to show appreciation for the
learning that takes place. Children and adults are always encouraged to
be thankful for the lessons gained in any experience. In the tradition of
the Puget Sound Coast Salish people one would raise hands as a sign of
thanksgiving. The process of gaining new knowledge is a humbling and
powerful experience to be acknowledged.
The respected mentor, teacher, and elder, Vi Hilbert, of the Upper
Skagit people, shares that cultural knowledge of the Puget Sound Coast
Salish people as huchooseda, or ancestral teachings. One of the meanings
of the root word huch is intellect, which for Indigenous people of Puget
Sound resides in the heart, not in the mind. We listen with our heart,
we understand with our heart, and we feel with our heart. It is believed
that the emotive power of words, songs, and objects to preserve and
transmit ancient beliefs and to continually refresh and renew the living
is born of these understandings.
When retelling a story it is important to state where and from
whom it was drawn. In fact it is best to be given permission to tell
traditional stories as families and individuals often possess them,
as well as traditional names, songs, and dances. It is felt that these
aspects of culture represent a certain type of intangible wealth that is
sacred, symbolic, and a source of power. Often certain individuals are
recognized as having special abilities, which allow them to be entrusted
as keepers of tradition. These community members may be the artist
passing knowledge through a design in a woven basket, a singer during
harvesting who bestows the knowledge of the plant and animal world,
a storyteller in the winter longhouse with a powerful voice, or cultural
leaders who are able to recite tribal genealogy and family histories over a
series of days. The traditions and essential information of the people and
ancestors are then carried on from generation to generation.

“Teachings of the Tree People”: Curriculum for Engaged Learning Through Film
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Why Film?
Today’s students are digital enthusiasts. They expect learning to come from
more than just books. They learn from song, speech, image, and movement.
Film is a unique “hook” that has the opportunity to actively engage
students in their learning. Through film, students can be awakened by
immersion into a new cultural milieu. They can go on a virtual field
trip, forging emotional connections to people and issues they haven’t
encountered in their own lives. They can share this real-time experience,
building a learning community with their peers. The authentic voices
and visuals in film provide them with primary learning sources. Yet, too
often, traditional passive methods are used when films are viewed in the
classroom. This guide offers ideas, suggestions, and activities to give all
students the opportunity for active engagement.
“Teachings of the Tree People”: Curriculum for Engaged Learning Through
Film is a resource for using film in experiential ways to teach content,
concepts, and skills, to provide relevance, to meet the learning needs of
all students, and to extend the learning process beyond the classroom
walls. Teachers say the lessons hook reluctant learners, and students
say they’re fun. To get started, you can reference “Pictures of Practice”
to see a few master teachers in action in short videos included in this
package.
Teachings of the Tree People is a film about a unique Native American
leader. Its main subject, Bruce Miller, known by his Skokomish
name, subiyay, is a contemporary thinker concerned with the
environment and the future of his tribe. Through his words and
actions viewers are introduced to ways of learning that may be
different from their own experience.
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IslandWood and the Study of Place
It might seem unusual that an environmental education center on an island
in the Puget Sound would create curriculum around film. We do it because
we believe in the study of place—our natural and cultural communities.
IslandWood is a special place, with 255 acres, five ecosystems, and gold
LEED certified “green” buildings that embrace the fourth- through
sixth-graders who come here on learning journeys throughout the school
year. Students at IslandWood learn to love learning, appreciate their
fellow students and their surroundings, and become stewards of it all.
We believe that every place is special—that this kind of learning can
happen anywhere.
Choose from the lessons in this guide to use the film, Teachings of
the Tree People, in an active way that connects your students to their
own communities.

“Teachings of the Tree People”: Curriculum for Engaged Learning Through Film
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Using Film in Active Ways
Finding Relevant Experiences
The use of film to teach specific content and concepts is most effective
when the experience is active, engaging students’ minds and bodies.
Interacting with visual media assures that students will experience
deeper learning and retain the information. When students ask
questions, make discoveries, experiment with knowledge themselves,
and reflect on their experiences, they develop new understandings,
skills, and attitudes that connect to their current knowledge and help to
sharpen their critical thinking skills.

Relevant Experiences in Action

“I think [students] want to see things. I think since they’re so into technology, so into
video games, so into television, their brains are trained to see images: images through
the computer, images through the television. . .When you have a film and a lesson that
is perfectly targeted to hit a certain point there’s a lot of learning that [is] involved and
probably more than what I could say through words or any type of book.”
—Wyoshe Walker, Meany Middle School, Seattle, Washington

		

Meeting Diverse Learning Styles

		
		
		

Active experiences before, during, and after the 		
showing of a film, help learners of diverse learning 		
styles to fully engage with the film. Activities and 		
lessons which use various strategies—visual, sequential,
interpersonal, kinesthetic, holistic, auditory, and intuitive—		
provide the opportunity for all students to learn from the film.

Diverse Learning Styles in Action

“It is almost painful for James to have to sit still, and he’s got a very highly
		
developed artistic and musical intelligence, so the minute
		
music and drumming came on the film, he was hooked.”
		
		

“Robert is a very strong verbal learner and so the idea of
hearing story in a narrative form really speaks to him well.”

“I really feel like the kids left this experience this afternoon. . .with a great
feeling of success; they learned something new, and they were good at it. They
were all good at it in their own special way.”
—Lynn Barnicle, Arbor Heights Elementary School, Seattle, Washington
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Making Connections
A film can help students develop critical thinking skills by encouraging
them to question, explore multiple perspectives, analyze, and organize
the information to support their ideas.

Making Connections in Action

“I think the key to learning is going visual. If you present
something in film you can take difficult concepts like
perspective, theme, empathy, and instead of front-loading
it, saying empathy is this, or theme is this, you can watch a
film and ask, ‘What struck you?’ And nine times out of ten, the
kids will construct the real great meanings and insights.”
—Barry Hoonan, Odyssey Multiage Program,
Bainbridge Island, Washington
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From Theory to Practice
“Teachings of the Tree People”: Curriculum for Engaged Learning Through
Film promotes the following teaching strategies and practices that are
woven throughout.
• Reflective Practices
• Inquiry-based Learning
• Cooperative Learning
• The Study of Place as a Framework for Learning
• Project-based Learning

Reflective Practices
Reflection encourages students to make connections among the concepts
being learned—to other people, to themselves, and to their own experiences.
Reflection deepens the learning experience and refines metacognitive skills
by helping students remember and retain new knowledge.

Inquiry-based Learning
With inquiry-based learning, students are encouraged to ask questions,
make predictions, investigate, develop new ideas, and reflect on what
they learn. They are asked to seek the answers to their own questions
through guided experiences and appropriately scaffolded activities.

Cooperative Learning
Cooperative learning is a set of structured teaching strategies in which
students work in small groups or teams in order to learn about a
content area. The teams are usually made up of students with varying
learning styles and levels, where the students have the opportunity to
teach and to learn from one another. Cooperative learning recognizes
that each member of the team has something valuable to contribute
and encourages students to hold one another accountable for their
contribution to the group. Cooperative learning not only focuses on
teaching content, but also can enhance students’ social, communication,
interpersonal, problem solving, and reflection skills.
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The Study of Place as a Framework for Learning
The study of place provides an integrated approach to learning. Students
use their surrounding community—both cultural and ecological—to
achieve a purposeful blending of learning concepts, knowledge, and
approaches. This educational context promotes the development of
skills meaningfully connected to students’ lives and development of
appropriate action in their communities.

Project-based Learning
Project-based learning engages students in “authentic” (i.e., relevant and
transferable) activities that enhance learning.
Projects ask students to tap into their prior knowledge, help them
build on their strengths, validate their passions, and express their
cultures. Projects are typically long-term, interdisciplinary, and usually
result in an end product with practical application. The project may
be something that the teacher designs or students choose, and could
meet a genuine school or community need, as in the case of a servicelearning project. Examples of these types of projects include creating a
school garden or a nature trail, developing cultural history timelines for
the local historical society or trail maps for a local park, construction
of community art, building a super mileage car, or investigating
paranormal activity at a local haunt.
Project-based learning builds trust between staff and students because
students are given a voice and teachers are put in a place of learning
right alongside students.

“Teachings of the Tree People”: Curriculum for Engaged Learning Through Film
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Using Film Successfully
How film is introduced to students, positioned during the lesson, and
how it is followed up are key to students making a genuine connection
to the film and maximizing the learning. These are a few vetted tips that
can foster student enthusiasm, attention, learning, and retention.

Success Strategy #1
An essential strategy for using film successfully is to help students
understand the “why” of the video and its connection to the big idea,
or theme. The more students understand how an activity fits into the
goals for their learning, the more success they will have.
This is also the place to be clear with students about what they will be
expected to remember during the viewing of the film. For example, are
students expected to retain specific information or to get a general sense
of place and people? Students’ viewing experience will be more focused
and comfortable when expectations are set in advance.

Success Strategy #2
A second predictor of success is your modeling during the film
experience. Your genuine interest in the film shows! When you interact
fully with the film, you show students what engagement looks like.
Watch the film yourself several times before showing it to students to
become familiar with it. Think of the film not as a “standalone,” but
as a second teacher, mentor, and community expert. Many lessons
in this guide ask the teacher to pause the film at intervals to assess
understanding and engagement. Reinforcing the Essential Question
before and after viewing reminds students that you are on a quest
together for the answers.

Success Strategy #3
Like watching your favorite film time and time again, each viewing
reveals something new. Multiple viewings for students are especially
beneficial. Is it necessary for students to view the entire film at one
time, or can it be seen in shorter segments? Does the film lend itself to a
sequential viewing, or could students watch the middle or end and come
back to the beginning at a later time? Think of a film as an onion where
each layer, or viewing, draws us closer to our objective center.
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Success Strategy #4
An option for students to become more familiar with the film is to
have the video available in one area of the room for further exploration.
This can be especially beneficial for English language learners and
special needs students with spatial disabilities. Giving students access
to the film empowers further interaction with the medium of film and
ownership of their learning experience.

Success Strategy #5
Your knowledge of student needs and skills plays a significant part in
the film viewing experience. Use specific strategies to prepare students for
success with this mode of learning. Have the students prepare a glossary
of terms for viewing the video that explains unfamiliar vocabulary. Have
students develop word webs or other word study strategies to show the
relationships of the words. Some students may need a written guide to
all or part of the film, similar to a transcript or synopsis. If you know
students’ needs in advance you can accommodate them.

“Teachings of the Tree People”: Curriculum for Engaged Learning Through Film
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Meeting Education Standards
Native American Culture is studied in the fifth and eighth grades in
most states through social sciences and geography studies. The activities
and projects contained in this guide have been written to augment the
primary themes of the National Curriculum Standards for the Teaching
of Social Studies, to meet National Geography Standards, and to
provide lessons that can meet individual state standards.
The themes and standards named here can help you design a unit
that fits your particular curriculum and extends your students’ study
thematically and over a longer period of time.

Primary Themes of the National Curriculum Standards
for the Teaching of Social Studies
1. Exposure to culture and cultural diversity.
2. Experiences that provide for the study of people, places, and
environments.
3. Study of individual development and identity.
4. Experiences that provide for the study of interactions among
individuals, groups, and institutions.
5. Study of the relationship that human beings have with science and
technology.
6. Experiences that provide for the study of global connections and
interdependence.
A theoretical description of each of the themes can be viewed through
the official website of the National Council for the Social Studies
(NCSS) at http://www.socialstudies.org/standards/strands/.
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National Geographic Standards
The standards developed by the National Geographic Society
Committee on Research and Exploration covered in this guide include:
Standard 2:

Standard 6:
Standard 14:
Standard 16:

How to Use Mental Maps to Organize Information
About People, Places, and Environments in a Spatial
Context
How Culture and Experience Influence People’s
Perceptions of Places and Regions
How Human Actions Modify the Physical Environment
The Changes That Occur in the Meaning, Use,
Distribution, and Importance of Resources

A complete description of the standards can be found on the
National Geographic Xpeditions website at
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/xpeditions/standards/matrix.html.

“Teachings of the Tree People”: Curriculum for Engaged Learning Through Film
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Teaching Techniques Commonly
Used in This Guide
Essential and Guiding Questions
This guide provides an Essential Question for each lesson flow and
guiding questions for each lesson.
Essential Questions are open-ended questions that help students stay
focused on the big picture of a content area. They do not have a single
or simple “right” answer. Essential Questions are thoughtful and are
based on the goals for learning. They are broad and invite students to
explore multiple perspectives and ideas and can be revisited throughout
a unit. Essential Questions encourage students to draw upon their prior
knowledge and personal experiences, and help students effectively make
sense of complex ideas. Essential Questions are deliberately thoughtprovoking, promote critical thinking, engage a diverse set of learners,
and often lead to further questioning posed by the student. Post the
Essential Question in a visible place in the classroom and reference it in
meaningful ways throughout the unit.
Guiding questions are also identified. A guiding question differs from
an Essential Question because guiding questions relate more acutely to
one topic and have answers that are readily available in a finite amount
of time.
Please feel free to customize the Essential Questions and/or guiding
questions to best match the content, concepts, and skills you plan to teach.

Circle Discussions
Intermittently in each lesson there are questions designed to help
students process, probe, or reflect on their experience and new learning.
Ideally this dialogue should take place in a circle, with the teacher
facilitating but not dominating the conversation. Circles are the oldest
form of social democracy and, when used intentionally, can promote
active listening, student ownership, and relationship-building. Circles
are also great neutralizers in environments of inequity. Circle discussions
are a time to come together and share without pressure or expectation.
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Because most classrooms have limited open space, you may want to have
students stand at their desks, facing one another, and those students
in the “middle” can move themselves to the edge of the circle. One
successful circle technique is called “fishbowl,” in which a designated
group of students in an inner circle conducts a discussion while other
students in an outer circle are listening only. Gradually, students switch
places (from outer to inner circle and vice versa).

Journals and Journal Jumps
Sometimes the best way to engage students is also the most direct way;
by asking a question and allowing students the quiet space in which to
answer. Each lesson begins with a guiding question and this is a great
way to ease into class time with transparency and purpose. Students can
keep a journal and spend the first 8–10 minutes of your time together
building anticipation and conducting inner dialogue.
We suggest that students return to their journal—a “journal jump”—at
the end of class or the end of the unit, to stimulate metacognition.

“Teachings of the Tree People”: Curriculum for Engaged Learning Through Film
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How This Guide Is Organized
The following lessons use film to engage students in learning about
people and place. Specifically, over the course of one or several classes,
students are given opportunities to engage deeply in Bruce Miller’s story
and what they can learn through his life.
The lessons are arranged into flows, or natural progressions of learning
that create building blocks of cultural and environmental awareness,
and content knowledge and skills. Lesson flows generally take five to ten
days to complete, although flows have a recommended extension, which
can result in a unit lasting up to three weeks. All flows are thematic,
ranging in topic from an emphasis on creative writing to scientific
inquiry to historical research.
As you familiarize yourself with the lessons and lesson flows in
this guide, choose those that are most applicable to your unique
teaching and learning environment. When choosing a flow take into
consideration the choice of readings, assessments, guiding questions,
and standards.
We have given you three examples of lesson configurations, however,
feel free to mix and match lessons within flows, customize, or condense
lessons to meet your teaching needs.
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Suggested Lesson Flows
Lesson Flow I: Land
This flow delves into the interrelatedness of human, plant, and animal
nature. These lessons ask students to examine the ways in which we
organize information and what these techniques teach us about our
perceptions of others and the world around us.

Concept Map						

Page 28


Community Web					

Page 34


Weaving Nature					

Page 40


Ask an Elder Extension
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Page 84

Suggested Lesson Flows: Lesson Flow I: Land
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Suggested Lesson Flows
Lesson Flow II: Family
The objective of this flow is to build relationships and trust, and to
understand culture by exploring the students’ own cultural heritage and
First People’s heritage through research, interviews, guest experts, and
reflection.

“I Am From. . .” Poem 				

Page 44


Culture Quest				

Page 50


A Line in Time				

Page 60


Tricks of the Trade Extension			
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Suggested Lesson Flows: Lesson Flow II: Family

Suggested Lesson Flows
Lesson Flow III: Story
This flow asks students to reflect on their life through story and poetry,
experience storytelling as a method of conveying cultural knowledge,
and gain experience in interviewing techniques and the skill of
observation.

Cinquain Expressions			

		

Page 70


Ask a Basket 					

Page 74


Ask an Elder Extension				

Page 84


Appendix				
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Suggested Lesson Flows: Lesson Flow III: Story
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Before You Begin. . .
Lesson Flow I: Land
For the lessons in this flow, you’ ll need to prepare the following in advance:

Community Web
• Prepare the Community Web Cards and attach string to the
cards so that students can wear them like a necklace for the lesson.
• Bring a ball of string.

Weaving Nature
• Prepare a sample mat.
• Gather paper, cedar bark, or local plant materials.
• Secure permission slips, if gathering material with students.
• Procure scissors, glue, ruler, paints, and/or paint brushes.

Lesson Flow II: Family
For the lessons in this flow, you’ ll need to prepare the following in advance:

“I Am From. . .” Poem
• Create your own “I Am From. . .” poem to use as a model for the class.

Culture Quest
• Get a world map.
• Send a letter home to parents/guardians explaining the lesson plan. (A
sample parent letter is provided.)

A Line in Time
• Locate and acquire various books, websites, pamphlets, maps, magazines,
and newspaper articles on the Indigenous groups in your region.

Tricks of the Trade
• Contact a Native American or Indigenous person in your region who
can teach students a specific skill.
• Assemble contact information for tribes in your region, and research
specific cultural knowledge and skills they are known for.
• Create a sample request letter.
• Secure envelopes and postage.

24

“Teachings of the Tree People”: Curriculum for Engaged Learning Through Film

Before You Begin. . .

Before You Begin. . .
Lesson Flow III: Story
For the lessons in this flow, you’ ll need to prepare the following in advance:

Ask a Basket
• Gather baskets made out of natural materials from different regions
and cultures.
• Find a sheet or blanket to cover baskets.
• Clear the center space of desks and chairs so all students are able to sit
comfortably in a circle.

Ask an Elder
• Make initial contact with local tribal centers, cultural centers,
and museums.
• Send a letter home to parents/guardians explaining the lesson plan. (A
sample parent letter is provided.)
• Collect permission slips for field experience.
• Gather tape recorders, and video cameras. (optional)

A Key to “Teachings of the Tree People”:
Curriculum for Engaged Learning Through Film
Your visual cue when the film should be screened.

Can I see video of teachers in action, teaching lessons?
View the “Pictures of Practice” videos on your DVD or the IslandWood
website to watch teachers delivering some of these lessons. The lessons
that have “Pictures of Practice” in this guide are Community Web and “I
Am From. . .” Poem. Each of these lessons have reminders in the sidebar.

“Teachings of the Tree People”: Curriculum for Engaged Learning Through Film

Before You Begin. . .
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Lesson Flow I: Land

we see t he world?
How do

This flow delves into the interrelatedness of human, plant, and animal
nature. These lessons ask students to examine the ways in which we
organize information and what these techniques teach us about our
perceptions of others and the world around us.
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Concept Map
Time

Guiding Question

100 minutes
(over the course of several
days if necessary)

• How do you organize your
thinking and new learning?

Materials Needed

In this lesson, students will be
able to identify, record, organize,
and make connections between
concepts related to the film by
creating concept maps.

• Teachings of the Tree
People film
• Worksheet: Concept Map

Special
Considerations
The reading in step 10
may be advanced for some
students. Pre-read and
possibly do an oral reading.

Lesson Overview

Notes:

photo: diana wilmar

Strategies Used
• Cooperative Learning
• Inquiry-based Learning
• Reflective Practices

Next Step
Community Web (p. 34)
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Concept Map
Setup
Prior to the start of the lesson, ask the students if they have ever created a
concept map before. You want to make sure that each student is familiar with
the process. Create one as a class before starting (see #2 below). Concept
Map can be used to gauge students’ prior knowledge, to organize information,
or as a reflective activity following the film. The following instructions are for
introducing the concept map and gathering information while viewing the film.

Procedure
1. Begin by having students brainstorm or journal on the guiding question.
Ask them if they have used a concept map before. Explain that a concept
map is a way in which they can organize ideas or concepts.
2. Prepare a blank concept map for projection and ask students to quickly
decide on a topic of interest to them (e.g., basketball, skateboarding,
music, etc.). Place the topic in the rectangle in the middle. Then ask
them what they feel is necessary to know about their topic and record
these categories in the circles. You may need to finesse the distinction
between a category and a detail, making sure students understand that
they fill in the details as they find out more about their topic. Leave this
on the board. You will want to come back to this later on in the lesson.
3. Explain that they will be creating a concept map using the information
they will gather while viewing the film.
4. Break the students up into teams of four. Pass out a Concept Map Template
to each student, and assign each group a category they are going to
become the classroom experts on. Remind them the rectangle in the
middle represents the main theme or title of the film, while the circles
represent each of the categories you gave them.
The example on the next page uses concepts related to Teachings of the
Tree People.
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Concept Map—Procedure
as a means of
connecting

passing along
knowledge

telling your
story

as
crafts/skills

as teaching
tools

uses of
plants

Traditions

changes in
the landscape

value all
cultures

Cultural
diversity

Flora
and fauna

understanding
natural cycles

from
elders

Teaching
and learning

People
and community

sharing between
generations

from
nature

Teachings of the
Tree People

personal
knowledge

People
and nature
relationship
to nature

symbols as
meanings

Bruce Miller’s
story

sharing within
community

the voice of the
plant people

5. Explain to the students that you would like each group to collect
information related to their category by writing words or symbols near
their topic area and ask them to draw an arrow from their topic area to
the information while watching the film.
6. View the film, pausing intermittently to ensure that all students
understand the task and are collecting information. Ask each group to
share one piece of information they have collected. You may also choose
to have the students view the entire film first, and then make notes
during a second viewing. This helps with the younger age students.
7. Following the film, have each student share the information he/she
collected with the other members of his or her small group and have
everyone add any missing information to their concept maps during the
discussion. Ask each group to pick a group representative to present the
information the group gathered.
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Concept Map—Procedure
8. Have each group representative share the information the group
collected about their topic area and add the information to the concept
map on butcher paper for all to see. You may have the students add
the other groups’ information to their concept maps during the
presentations or following the presentations. Be sure to leave plenty of
blank space on the paper for future additions.
9. Following the presentations, ask the students to share one thing they
learned about their category and one thing they learned about another
group’s category. What questions do you still have? Do you think there
is anything missing from your concept maps?
10. Read “Gerald Bruce (subiyay) Miller” in the Appendix (p. 92), and add

new learning to the class concept map. The information gathered on the
concept map may spark an extension project, such as Ask an Elder
(p. 84), or individual student projects.
11. Do a journal jump using the prompt, “What did I learn about ways I

can organize my thinking?”
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Write main
concepts in the
circles
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Title of Film






Name:													

Concept Map Worksheet



Date:
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Write main
concepts in the
circles
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Tree People Community Web
Time

Guiding Questions

70 minutes
(over the course of several
days if necessary)

• What and whom are you
connected to? What difference
does it make in your life?

Materials Needed

Lesson Overview

• Teachings of the Tree
People film
• Community Web Cards
(Appendix p. 106)
• Worksheet: Cultural
Community Web
• Hole punch
• String to tie web cards
• Ball of string

This lesson debriefs the concept
map by having students create a
community web that identifies,
explains, and acts out relationships between living, nonliving,
and cultural things represented
in the Teachings of the Tree
People film.

Special
Considerations

photo: diana wilmar

Notes:

Prepare a list of “things
affected” in case students
cannot identify any.

Strategies Used
• Inquiry-based Learning
• Cooperative Learning
• Reflective Practices

Next Step
Weaving Nature (p. 40)

Pictures of Practice
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Community Web
Setup
You will need to prepare the Community Web Cards in advance by
attaching string to each card so that students can wear them like necklaces
for the lesson. An alternative is to use paper and tape to adhere the labels
to the students. Make sure you have enough cards for each of your students
and for yourself.

Community Web Cards list:
Decomposers			
Sun				
Salmon				
Water				
Soil				
Bruce Miller 			
Cedar Mats			

Western Red Cedar
Temperate Rainforest
Stream
Red Alder
Sword Fern
Big Leaf Maple
Air

Procedure
1. After you have done the Concept Map lesson with the students, debrief the
class’s findings as you emphasize the connections found in the contents of
the film. Ask the students to wear the cards like necklaces with the picture
facing away from them. Gather a group of six students and demonstrate the
activity with them. Your demonstration circle will be in the center and the
rest of your class will form an outer circle around it. Remind students to
speak loudly and clearly for all to hear. Be sure to save one card for yourself.
2. Hand a ball of string to one member of the group. This person will
choose one other person in the group to whom they are connected and
toss the ball of string underhand to that person while holding on to the
other end of the string. They cannot toss the ball of string to the person
standing directly next to them.
3. The first person should share how they are connected to that person
immediately after throwing the ball of string. Encourage students to use
names of living, nonliving, and cultural objects the two people represent
instead of the student’s name. For example, “I am a Cedar Mat and I
depend on the Cedar Tree to provide the bark that is needed to make
me.” The second person will repeat the above instructions by choosing
someone different to toss the ball of string to.
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Community Web—Procedure
4. Students should think about both direct and indirect connections.
How do they depend on each other? What things might they need to
survive? The last person who receives the ball of string has to identify a
connection with the first person and toss the ball of string to the first
person to close the web.
5. Once the first person receives the ball of string, have each student in the
group take a step back to tighten the web. Reiterate safety and remind
students to not pull too tightly, and to be careful not to hurt anyone.
6. Next, have students (including those in your demonstration group)
form into groups of six. Give each group a ball of string and instruct
them to complete the activity.
7. Rotate between groups to check for understanding.
8. Once all groups have a taut web, ask the students to think back to the
film. Was there a time when something in the environment or culture
changed or was affected? Who in the group is affected because of this
change? Ask the person who represents the affected “thing” to gently
drop the string. Then, ask the students who represent something directly
connected to that person to drop the string. (This should only be two
people; the person who tossed them the string and the person to whom
they tossed the string.) Repeat until each student has dropped the string.
For example: In Teachings of the Tree People, Bruce Miller describes the
loss of the cedar trees (their teachers) due to deforestation and development.
The person who represented the cedar tree may be asked to drop the string,
representing the decline of cedar trees. Then the two people who had
connections with the cedar tree should drop the string too.
9. Ask students to explain why the entire group ended up dropping the
string. Who was affected? Why? How did these changes affect the
Skokomish People? How did these changes affect Bruce? What did
Bruce do in the film as a result of these changes? Are there changes
happening in your community? How have these changes affected you?
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Community Web—Procedure
10. Have the students reflect and write a sentence or two about the

questions asked on the Cultural Community Web Worksheet.
11. Have students write a story, draw a web, or create a piece of art that

explains their personal web, using the guiding question to direct their
work. Ask students to share their work with the class.
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Cultural Community Web Worksheet
Name:

Date:

1) What did you represent in Teachings of the Tree People for the Community Web lesson?

2) Choose 3 things that you were connected to during the activity and write a sentence about how you were
connected to those things. (You may write on the back of this paper if you need more space.)
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Weaving Nature
Time

Guiding Question

50 minutes
(over the course of several
days if necessary)

• What talents do you have that
you could teach to others?

Materials Needed

Weaving is one of the oldest art
forms. This activity gives
students the opportunity to
make a traditional mat using
paper, bark, raffia, reed, or any
other plant materials found in
photo: katie jennnings
your area that can be woven.
The following instructions are for making mats out of paper but can be
followed if using local plant materials. The best-case scenario would be
students collecting the material themselves to simulate the collection of
materials in the film.

• Paper, cedar bark, or local
plant materials
• Scissors
• Glue
• Ruler
• Pencil
• Paints/Paint brushes

Special
Considerations
Prepare a sample mat in
advance for your spatial
learners and read the
instructions aloud for your
verbal learners.

Lesson Overview

Another option is to have students create a woven mat as a class, each
taking a role in the process, and displaying it in the school for all to see.

Notes:

Strategies Used
• Inquiry-based Learning
• Reflective Practices

Next Step
Ask an Elder (p. 84)
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Weaving Nature
Setup
You’ll need approximately three sheets of 9" x 12" paper per student. Select
a heavy weight paper or construction paper in various colors. Magazine
pages can also be used.

Procedure
1. Have a circle discussion on the following questions:
• What materials did Bruce Miller use to weave in Teachings of the
Tree People?
• Why was it important to Bruce Miller to pass on his talents?
2. Have students journal on the guiding question.
3. Explain that the students will be making mats from natural materials
and decorating them with a meaningful environmental symbol. Here
are some examples of symbols. Check for understanding by asking your
students which are environmental symbols and which are not.

 (
man

telephone

mountain

☪ ≋
moon

river

Provide the students with both a completed sample and written
directions for making their mat.
4. Pre-cut the paper into ½" strips or ask students to carefully tear
the paper.
5. Decide on the size of your mat. Take a single sheet of paper on which
you will make your warp. Fold the paper in half horizontally.
6. Measure about ¾" from the open end of the folded paper, as well as
from the top and bottom. Mark these points with a pencil. Cutting
should not go beyond these marks.
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Weaving Nature—Procedure
7. Make cuts from the fold, up to the line. Lay the paper flat. This
constitutes the creation of the loom and the warp (longitudinal threads).
8. Cut or tear 1" strips from a sheet of paper. These strips are the weft
threads (transverse threads).
Warp

		

Weft

9. Weave one weft thread over and under the warp thread. Continue with
this process until you get to the end of the paper.
10. Take the second weft strip and push it through the first slit so it goes
under the warp, then over. You should be getting a checkerboard
appearance to your mat.
11. Continue until your loom is full.
12. Students can decorate their mats with an environmental symbol that has
meaning for them. They can use paints or natural dyes for the symbols.
Recipes for dyes are readily available on the Internet.
13. Ask students to do a journal jump on the prompt, “What have I learned
about my skills and about the skills of others?”
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Lesson Flow II: Family

W
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The objective of this flow is to build relationships and trust, and to
understand culture by exploring both students’ own cultural heritage
and First People’s heritage through research, interviews, guest experts,
and reflection.
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“I Am From. . .” Poem
Time

Guiding Question

120 minutes
(over the course of several
days if necessary)

• How does reflecting on our
own lives help us empathize
with others?

Materials Needed

Lesson Overview

• Teachings of the Tree
People film
• Sample “I Am From. . .”
poem, copies for students
• Placeholder paper

Students create a poem based
on their lives, hobbies, interests,
cultures, and experiences as a
way to build relationships and
trust with their classmates and
teachers. Students are encouraged
to reflect on their lives and write
a poem to share with others.

Special
Considerations
Encourage safety during the
kinesthetic activity, reminding
students not to push or run,
and to stay inside the circle.

photo: diana wilmar

Notes:

Strategies Used
• Cooperative Learning
• Reflective Practices

Next Step
Culture Quest (p. 50)

Pictures of Practice
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“I Am From. . .” Poem
Setup
Create your own “I Am From. . .” poem to use as a model for the class.
This lesson works best in a classroom where the students feel comfortable
sharing their lives with others.
Part I is intended to help students reflect on their lives, hobbies, interests,
traditions, languages, and cultural backgrounds in order to prepare them for
writing their own poem. Part II allows students to focus on the life of Bruce
Miller and the Skokomish culture represented in the film, Teachings of the Tree
People, as a way to compare their lives to those of the people in the film.

Procedure
Part I: I appreciate my classmates who. . .
1. Have the students stand in a circle facing one another. Hand a piece of
paper to each student and have him or her set it down on the floor directly
behind them; this piece of paper represents their placeholder. (It may be
useful to print “I appreciate my classmates who . . .” on the placeholders
as a reminder to students.) The teacher should stand in the middle of the
circle without a placeholder. As a variation, you can also do this activity
with chairs in a circle (one less chair than the number of students).
2. Explain that the person in the middle does not have a placeholder
(or chair). The person is going to think of a favorite food, hobby, or
interest and say the following sentence out loud to the rest of the
circle: “I appreciate my classmates who…” and then say something he
or she likes to do. For example, if the teacher likes to play a musical
instrument, then the teacher standing in the middle of the circle would
say, “I appreciate my classmates who like to play musical instruments.”
If others in the circle like to play a musical instrument, too, they will
need to move from their placeholder and find a new placeholder to
stand in front of.
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“I Am From. . .” Poem—Procedure: Part I
3. Explain that the object of the game is similar to musical chairs and
that a person cannot move to the placeholders directly to their left or
right or return to the same placeholder once they move. If there are
not any placeholders left, that person is the new person in the middle
of the circle. The new person standing in the middle should think of
something to share and repeat, “I appreciate my classmates who. . .” and
then try to find a placeholder to stand in front of.
4. Repeat this activity until each student has had a chance to stand in the
middle and share something. Limit the number of times a person can be in
the middle by asking students to choose someone who has not had a chance.
5. Gather students and ask them to share one new thing that they learned
about someone else in the class. Emphasize the concept of empathy to
tie back to the guiding question and prior learning.

Procedure
Part II: “I Am From. . .” Poem
1. Begin Part II by asking the students if the last game helped them to
think about themselves and others. Have a few students share with the
class to help spark the others’ memories.
2. The first phase of this lesson personalizes the process by asking students
to list items found in their homes, sayings they often hear from family
members, names of foods or dishes, types of music and languages that
they hear at home, names of relatives, and their favorite pastimes on
a piece of paper. Have a few students share their lists with the class to
help the students think about their own lives.
3. Once they are finished with their lists, explain that each student will
write an “I Am From. . .” poem about himself or herself. Explain that
this poem follows a special pattern with each of the lines starting with
“I Am from. . .” The remainder of each line is something that recalls a
memory, a hobby, a phrase, or an experience related to their life.
4. Provide the class with an example of an “I Am From. . .” Poem. You’ll
find an example on the next page.
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“I Am From. . .” Poem—Procedure: Part II
I am from a household of females caring, daring, and stubborn.
Three thickheaded women “don’t you steal my thunder.”
I am from sun tea, canned peas, macaroni and cheese,
Sunday morning pancakes; “pass the syrup please.”
I am from every other weekend away, packed my bags for an adventurous stay.
I always treasured my Dad’s-weekend-away.
I am from music, dancing, and Saturday cartoons.
From swimming, softball, soccer, and the occasional macaroon.
I am from homemade dresses and plenty of messes.
Sewing, singing, and windows made of stained glasses.
I am from Ukrainian foods, cheap shoes and pants already used.
A loving grandma who always kept me amused.
I am from female strength and words of wisdom, family foes and
“you better get an education.”
—Janelle Shafer 2007

5. Once the students are finished have them return to the circle and share
their poems.
6. Explain to the students that it is now time to take a closer look at another
person using the same poem format and method. Tell the students that
they are going to watch a film about a man who is very connected to his
place on the earth. He receives gifts from the earth and uses his talents to
gift things to others. In groups, the students will have an opportunity to
write a poem about this man in the film, Bruce Miller.
7. Cue the clip from Teachings of the Tree People, 9:40–11:40. Turn the
television away from students so they are only able to hear the clip,
but not see it. Ask them to listen to the words, sounds, and tone of
voice, and to jot down everything they hear. After listening to the clip,
give students a few minutes to finish their impressions and focus their
thoughts. Ask students how their impression of the film and characters
is, based on what they heard. How do we connect to a film and its
character(s)? With our eyes, ears, other senses? You will most likely need
to play the clip twice, as students are probably unfamiliar with this type
of listening.

“Teachings of the Tree People”: Curriculum for Engaged Learning Through Film, Lesson Flow II: Family

“I Am From. . .” Poem

47

“I Am From. . .” Poem—Procedure: Part II
8. Ask the students to watch the film in its entirety (both audio and video)
and list things such as names of plants and trees, things Bruce says to
others, skills he possesses, types of music and languages they hear, the
names of Bruce’s relatives and mentors, and Bruce’s favorite pastimes.
9. Have students form into groups of four and provide them with a sample
“I Am From. . .” poem. Encourage the students to be creative and put
themselves in the place of Bruce Miller. What would he want to tell
people? Who is he? What is important to him? They may refer to their
first impressions from the audio clip, the emotion they associated with
the film, and the list they generated during viewing. You may want
to share the objective of this exercise, which is instilling the habit of
empathy. Discuss what empathy means.
10. After the students are finished writing the draft of their poem, have a
representative from each group read their poem to the class. Encourage
the students to listen to each group’s poem and identify phrases or
strategies which they used in their own personal poems.
11. Take the last 8–10 minutes of class to journal on the guiding question.
12. Display each student’s poem in the classroom to celebrate their work
and their lives!

Adapted and Modified from Linda Christensen: Where I’m From: Inviting Student’s Lives
into the Classroom, Rethinking Our Classrooms, Volume 2, pages 6–9.

48

“Teachings of the Tree People”: Curriculum for Engaged Learning Through Film, Lesson Flow II: Family

“I Am From. . .” Poem

Notes

“Teachings of the Tree People”: Curriculum for Engaged Learning Through Film

			

Notes

49

Culture Quest
Time

Guiding Question

150 minutes
(over the course of several
days if necessary)

• What makes us who we are?

Materials Needed
• Teachings of the Tree People
film
• World map
• Tacks or stick pins
• Parent/Guardian letter
• Worksheets:
Culture Quest Questionnaire
Relative Quest Questionnaire

Lesson Overview
During this lesson students will
begin to understand the definition of culture and how it shapes
people’s lives. Students will gain
an understanding of culture by
exploring their own cultural
heritage through research, interviews, and reflection.

Notes:

Strategies Used
• Inquiry-based Learning
• Project-based Learning
• Reflective Practices

photo: bruce miller collection

Next Step
A Line in Time (p. 60)
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Culture Quest
Setup
This unit focuses a great deal on family. This may be hard for some
students. If issues arise, adapt and modify the activities accordingly. Culture
Quest is intended to help students learn about their cultural histories and
relate them to those cultures represented in the film. You may also want to
use the film as a way to teach about differences in family structures. Assess
students’ needs and backgrounds in order to make this a positive learning
experience for all students.
Explain culture in the context of a classroom culture, then a school culture,
a youth culture, an adult culture, and so on. Gradually broaden students’
frames of reference until they are comfortable talking about this subject.
Send a letter home to parents/guardians explaining the lesson. A sample
parent letter is provided at the end of this lesson plan.

Procedure
Part I: Culture Quest
1. Ask the students to journal on the guiding question.
2. Cue the clip from Teachings of the Tree People, 16:00–18:07. Turn the
sound down so students are only able to see the clip, but not hear it. Ask
them to identify objects that people use to create things. What do you
think they are making? Why do you think they do this? What would you
demonstrate for someone to give them insight into who you are? If there
were a 2-minute video clip to capture who you are, what would it show?
3. Watch the film in its entirety (25 minutes in length), or if students
watched the film in a previous lesson show a 5-minute clip (including the
clip in step 2) to get them thinking about it again.
4. During the viewing, have students focus on the following questions and
have a circle discussion after the film. How are the lives of the people
represented in the film similar to or different from yours? Where do
they live? How does where they live affect their lives? Do you think
everyone lives their life the same? Why or why not? What makes us who
we are? What do you think the word “culture” means? What does the
word “heritage” mean?

“Teachings of the Tree People”: Curriculum for Engaged Learning Through Film, Lesson Flow II: Family

Culture Quest

51

Culture Quest—Procedure: Part I
5. Hand out a Culture Quest Questionnaire to each student. Have them
answer each of the questions on the questionnaire.
6. Using the Culture Quest Questionnaires from the previous day, have
students share their answers (voluntarily) and write them on the board.
Ask students if they notice anything about their responses. How are
they similar and how are they different?
7. Explain to the students that their responses to the questions were partially shaped by the culture in which they were raised. Let them know
that culture is defined as a system of beliefs, values, and assumptions
about life that guides our behaviors. It may be helpful to label some of
the cultures on the board, such as youth culture, teacher culture, “American” culture, etc. These include customs, language, and relationships
with people and the land. Ask, What customs, beliefs, or values did you
observe in the film? Are your beliefs, values, and traditions the same as
those in the film? How are they similar and how are they different?
8. Further explain that belief systems and customs are often passed down from
generation to generation and they are a part of our heritage. Let them know
that heritage is culture that has been passed down from previous generations
(there is a glossary of terms on their Culture Quest Questionnaire).
9. Tell the students that they will be spending some time getting to know their
own culture by exploring their cultural heritage for the next few days.
10. Have students brainstorm ways they can find out more about their
cultural heritage. Some students may suggest researching their last
names or family history, others may suggest interviewing family
members and creating family trees.
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Culture Quest—Procedure: Part II
Procedure
Part II: Family Quest
1. To begin Part II, explain to the students that they are going to learn
about their culture and heritage by working with their family or
guardians to find out more about themselves and their family’s history.
2. Hand out a Relative Quest Questionnaire to each student and have

him or her take it home. Explain that they will need to talk with their
parents or guardians about an ancestor or relative who has lived/lives far
away from where they live. Ask them to bring the questionnaire home
and work with their parents or guardians to answer the questions listed
on the questionnaire. If a student is without family, modify the lesson to
allow the student to administer the questionnaire to a community member,
close friend, or teacher.
3. Consider having your students practice asking the questions with a

partner prior to contacting their relative. Hand out a Culture Quest
Questionnaire to each student. Have them answer each of the questions
on the questionnaire.
4. Have your students draw a picture of their relative if they can.
5. Have each student bring the completed questionnaire to class. Hand

out a note card to each student and ask them to write their name, their
relative’s name, and where their relative lives on the note card.
6. Hang a large world map in the classroom for all to see. Have each

student share the information about his/her relative and pin the note
card on the map in the location where the relative lives.
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Culture Quest—Procedure: Part II
7. Once each student has had a chance to present, have a circle discussion
on the Following Questions:
• What do you notice about where your relatives/ancestors live/lived?
• Which countries, states, or cities are represented in our classroom?
• How many relatives live in the same country as you?
How many live on a different continent than you?
• How far do you think your relative/ancestors had to travel to get to
where they live today?
• How did your relative/ancestor deal with change in her or his life?
8. Ask students to write a character sketch of their relative/ancestor.
Depending on the age of your students, you may opt to do this as a
class or in small groups. For a guide to writing character sketches go to:
www.engl.niu.edu/wac/char_sk.html.
9. Challenge the students to learn the capital of each state or the name of
each city/country for each relative represented in the class.
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Sample Parent/Guardian Letter
Dear Parent or Guardian of ______________________________

Date: __________________

The students of class _____ are about to embark on a Culture History Quest. During the next _______we will be
researching and studying the cultures represented in our classroom.
To begin the unit we are going to be learning about our ancestors, relatives, major cities, and the seven continents.
To help us learn, we would like each student to work with his/her parent or guardian and research a relative who
lives, or has lived, far away from________(your school location). This may be a relative who lives/has lived in a
different state, another country, or on another continent. Please help your child fill out the enclosed survey and
have him/her return it by _______________.

Thank you for your time and helping us begin our Quest!
Sincerely,
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Culture Quest Questionnaire
Name:

Date:

Answer the questions below.

What foods do you eat?

What are your hobbies?

Where have you lived?

What activities do you do with your friends?

What activities do you do with your family?

What customs, celebrations, and/or holidays are important to you and your family?

What languages do you speak?

What stories do your family members tell about you?

Glossary of Terms
Culture A system of beliefs, values, and assumptions about life that guides our behaviors. These include customs,
language, and relationships with people and the land.
Heritage Culture passed down through many generations.
Generation The average time, generally about twenty-five years, in which a person is born, grows up, becomes an
adult, and has children of his/her own.
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Relative Quest Questionnaire
Name:

Date:

To begin our unit, we are going to learn about where you come from and the seven continents. Work with your
parent or guardian in order to answer the Following Questions:

1. Think of one relative who has lived far away from where you live now. Write his or her name below.

2. Where did/does he or she live?

3. What continent did/does he or she live on?

4. What languages did/does he or she speak?

5. What is a memorable story about this relative?
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Relative Quest Questionnaire (continued)
Draw a picture or paste a photo of your relative or ancestor.
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A Line in Time
Time

Guiding Question

150 minutes
(over the course of several
days if necessary)

• How do we create a visual,
chronological representation
of events?

Materials Needed

Lesson Overview

• Teachings of the Tree
People film
• Worksheets: A Line in Time
Viewing Worksheet, A Line
in Time Research Guide
• Resources for students to
use during their research

Students will cooperatively
research and organize
information into a dynamic,
chronological timeline related
to the Native American or
photo: katie jenninhgs
Indigenous people’s culture of
their geographical region. They will base this knowledge on the creation
of both a personal timeline, which will engage them and provide
relevance, and a timeline related to Teachings of the Tree People. This
research will allow them to identify a topic of interest for the next
lesson, Tricks of the Trade.

Special
Considerations
When creating the timeline
of local Native American
culture, include present-day
as a time period. Too often,
First People are portrayed as
standing still in history and
it is crucial that students
see Native peoples as vital
members of contemporary
society.

Notes:

Strategies Used
• Inquiry-based Learning
• Cooperative Learning
• Project-based Learning
• Reflective Practices

Next Step
Tricks of the Trade (p. 66)
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A Line in Time
Setup
Decide on the time periods you would like students to focus on, based on
content to be covered and the availability of information on the tribes in
your region. Locate and acquire various books, websites, pamphlets,
maps, magazines, and newspaper articles on the tribes in your region.
You may decide to select one tribe to narrow students’ research.

Procedure
1. Facilitate a short class discussion about milestones. What is a milestone?
What are their milestones? What is one way to display milestones?
Are milestones only happy events? Have students take 10 minutes to
brainstorm a list of their own milestones and assure them that they will
not be expected to share their list. Provide an example of a timeline (as
a way to display milestones). You may want to use your life or the life of
a public figure as an example. Ask them to spend 10 minutes displaying
their list of milestones on a chronological timeline. It doesn’t have to be
fancy; it’s just for them.
2. Talk about the big categories that emerge from their timeline. These
might be people, places, events, objects, etc.
3. While they watch the film, have students complete page one of the Line
in Time Viewing Worksheet to help them organize information in the
film into the categories they pulled out of their personal timelines.
4. As a class, take 20 minutes to develop a timeline for the events and
concepts portrayed in the film. Are there events or information that
they think is important to include (based on what they learned by
watching the film) missing? Refine the list of categories.
5. Inform students that they will have a chance to learn about the Native
American culture of their region and to represent the information they
gather on a timeline.
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A Line in Time—Procedure
6. Split your class up into groups. Assign each group a time period to focus
on for the timeline. Give the class the overall topic, whether it is a single
tribe or several tribes in a region. It may be helpful to display a map of
the tribes in your region. Explain that students will need to research
each topic area further to collect enough information to include on the
timeline. Ask them to use the A Line in Time Research Guide to facilitate
their research.
7. Encourage students to use the various books, newspaper articles,
magazines, maps, and the Internet, depending on your school’s
Internet policy, to find information about their topic area. Reiterate the
importance of using visual aids in the timeline, such as photographs,
drawings, poems, and newspaper articles. Suggest having the students
make a symbol representing their topic area or period of time.
8. Once research is finished, have the class decide how big they would like
to make their timeline, and provide each group with a piece of paper
that will be included on the larger timeline.
9. Have the group record their information on the piece of paper and add
any visual aids. You will want to collect their final products and check
for spelling and accurate information before proceeding.
10. Lay the timeline out on the classroom floor or hang it on a wall.
11. Have the students line up along the timeline in chronological order
according to their assigned time period. Each group should glue
their part of the timeline in the corresponding place and decorate the
timeline using various art media.
12. Provide time for students to look at one another’s work.
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A Line in Time—Procedure
13. Facilitate a circle discussion on the Following Questions: What did you
find most interesting about your time period? Did anything surprise
you? What difficulties did you encounter? In what ways did you relate
to your topic area? How is life similar or different for the tribes in this
region today? How would life be different for you if you lived in the
time period that you studied? Why look back?
14. Ask students to journal on the prompt, “I used to think. . .

Now I think. . .” using the guiding question to direct their writing.

15. Inform students that now they are ready to move on to Tricks of the

Trade, where they identify a topic from their timeline for further
exploration and ask an expert to teach them a skill.
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Date:

Category

Evidence

Use this sheet to record evidence as you watch the film, Teachings of the Tree People. Put the categories from your personal timeline in the boxes on the
left. There is room for additional categories if you hear information that doesn’t fit into one of your boxes.

Name:													

A Line in Time Viewing Worksheet
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Now you’re ready to take your new learning
and display it for all to see. Gather with your group and decide how you
would like to display your section of the timeline. Take notes here.

Create a product

Cathleen Cushman, Coalition of Essential Schools (2002)

As a group, look over all the information
you have collected and answer the Following Questions:
• From whose viewpoint are we seeing or reading or hearing? From what
angle or perspective?
• How do we know what we know? What’s the evidence and how reliable
is it?
• How are things, events, or people connected to each other? What is the
cause and what is the effect? How do they fit together?
• What’s new and what’s old? Have we run across this idea before?
• So what? Why does it matter? What does it all mean?

Synthesize information

Assign research tasks for everyone in the group, taking notes here.

Collect evidence & cultural objects

To accomplish your goal, you’ll need to break the
research into chunks and assign each person or team of people a task.
Who will do what? Consider your team members’ strengths and struggles.

Assign tasks

Read the guiding question; think about your task
and brainstorm a list of questions that you need answers to in order to
successfully complete your section of the timeline.

Brainstorm

As you complete each phase of your research, record a sentence about your learning in the space below.

Name:													

A Line in Time Research Guide
Date:

Tricks of the Trade
Time

Guiding Questions

120 minutes
(over the course of several
days if necessary); 1 class
period for community
expert visit

• How do we learn a new skill?
• How does someone become an
“expert”?

Materials Needed
• Tribal contact information
• Sample request letter
• Envelopes and postage

Special
Considerations
Depending on your students’
experience working in groups,
you may want to assign them
roles so that each student is
productive and successful.

Lesson Overview
In this lesson, students will
have the opportunity to identify, contact, and arrange a
visit with a community expert
who can teach them a specific
cultural skill related to research
done in the lesson A Line in Time.

photo: bruce miller collection

Notes:

Strategies Used
• Inquiry-based Learning
• Cooperative Learning
• Project-based Learning

Next Step
Ask an Elder (p. 84)
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Tricks of the Trade
Setup
This lesson requires self-direction from your students. Provide the setup and
then allow students to make decisions, substantial choices, and mistakes.
Alternately, you may want to identify a Native American expert who can
teach students a specific skill and is willing to work on the project with your
students. Choose a community member who is not only knowledgeable but
also has the ability to work effectively with students.
Regardless of the level of choice, voice, and autonomy you give your students,
assemble contact information for tribes in your region and research specific
cultural knowledge and skills they are known for, so you are best prepared to
guide students toward a successful project.

Procedure
1. Spend the first 8–10 minutes journaling on the guiding question.
2. Ask students to look at their timeline and think back to the film. Using
a concept map, brainstorm some cultural knowledge and skills that First
Peoples in the region possess.
3. Ask them to identify three skills from their brainstorm that they would
like to learn more about. Tell them it is their responsibility as a group
to come to a consensus on these three things, and then remove yourself
from the process.
4. After the class has selected their three skills, split them into three groups
and assign each group a skill.
5. Provide a sample request letter to each group and ask them to write
a letter to inquire about the possibility of a tribal member visiting
their school to teach them this cultural skill. While a few students are
drafting the letter, others can be researching more about the skill, which
tribes possess this skill, or reviewing the timeline to better personalize
the letter.
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Tricks of the Trade—Procedure
6. Once the letter has been written, teacher- and peer-edited, and
addressed, inform students that if they haven’t received a response to
their letter in a few weeks they will be making phone calls to the tribal
center. Students may only be able to arrange for one community expert
to visit, but mailing out more than one letter increases the odds of
success. Mail the letters.
7. In the interim, develop lessons that remain focused on the guiding
questions, both to build anticipation and to set expectations for the visit
from a community expert.
8. If phone calls are necessary to arrange a visit, ask students to select
a class representative to be the speaker. Spend time scripting the
phone call as a class or in a small group. You will need to speak to the
community expert to solidify specific details.
9. On the day of the visit, give the students leadership roles and credit for
their hard work.
10. Following the visit, have a circle discussion on the following questions:
What did we learn from this experience? What went well? What would
we do differently next time? What is reciprocity? How can we show
reciprocity to our community expert?
11. Ask the students to do a journal jump on the prompt, “What did we
learn about ourselves through this lesson? What did we learn about our
community member?”
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Lesson Flow III: Story

This flow asks students to reflect on their lives through story and poetry,
experience storytelling as a method of conveying cultural knowledge, and
gain experience in interviewing techniques and the skill of observation.
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Cinquain Expressions
Time
80 minutes
(over the course of several
days if necessary)

Materials Needed

Guiding Question
• How does language help us
express our feelings?

Lesson Overview

• Teachings of the Tree People
film
• Handout: Cinquain Poem
Template—2 per student

During Cinquain Expressions,
students create cinquain poems
to reflect on their life experiences
and to capture what they have
learned from the film.

Special
Considerations

Notes:

photo: bruce miller collection

Provide an example of a
cinquain poem and create
one as a class to ensure that
each student is successful in
creating a poem.

Strategies Used
• Reflective Practices
• Cooperative Learning

Next Step
Ask a Basket (p. 74)
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Cinquain Expressions
Setup
A cinquain is a five-line poem that follows this format:
Line 1
Line 2
Line 3
Line 4
Line 5

The title (a noun)
Two words that describe the title (adjectives)
Three action words
Four feeling words or one full sentence of four words
Synonym for the title

Below is an example of a cinquain.
Elder
Thoughtful, reflective
Questioning, prodding, challenging
Speaks in silent knowledge
Teacher

Procedure
1. Create a cinquain poem with the whole class to help them practice
writing this type of poem. Use the classroom as the content for the
poem or have a student suggest a topic of general interest.
2. Once the poem is complete, read the above cinquain poem out loud to
the class as another way of demonstrating.
3. Ask students to share how they think language helped the writer of the
cinquain express his or her feelings. How do they express their feelings?
Do they ever write them down? Do their feelings show on their faces
or in their body language? Take 5 minutes to discuss. Take another 5
minutes to journal on the guiding question.
4. Give each student two copies of the Cinquain Poem Template.
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Cinquain Expressions—Procedure
5. Break students into four groups. Ask them to watch the film and look
for words, phrases, or visual clues that tell them something about the
people in the film. Inform students that you will pause the film every
five minutes to ask a group to share their impressions. They should
record their observations. You may choose any group at any time, so
they should be prepared and watch intently.
6. At the conclusion of the film, students can work individually or as a
group to create their Teachings of the Tree People poems.
7. With their final Cinquain Poem Template, students can write a cinquain
poem about a topic of their choosing that expresses an emotion.
Remind them of the guiding question.
8. Once each student/group is finished, invite the students to read either
of their poems out loud or prepare a cinquain poetry slam evening
and invite family and community members. Music can accompany the
cinquain poem slam.
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Cinquain Poem Template
Name:

Date:

Notes from the film

Write a cinquain poem below.

noun

two adjectives

three action words

one sentence with four words

synonym for noun

“Teachings of the Tree People”: Curriculum for Engaged Learning Through Film, Lesson Flow III: Story

Cinquain Expressions

73

Ask a Basket
Time

Guiding Question

150 minutes
(over the course of several
days if necessary)

• What do our stories and sacred
objects tell us about ourselves?

Materials Needed

This lesson is designed to provide
students with an understanding
of how storytelling conveys
cultural knowledge and how
cultural objects can tell a story.
In many cultures, such as the
photo: kelli breeton-fairall photography
Skokomish, baskets made
from natural materials have been both useful in day-to-day life and
represent the depth of the spiritual relationship between people and
place. In this activity students actively listen to a story about how
baskets were gifted to humans. Then students explore what materials
are used to make common baskets and how baskets are created, gaining
a deeper understanding of the relationships between people and their
surroundings. Students are encouraged to sketch a basket, ask and
answer questions about the basket, and prepare themselves to learn
more about the relationship between people and place in the film. The
lesson culminates with students identifying a cultural object from their
own lives and telling its story.

• Teachings of the Tree
People film
• Baskets from different
regions and cultures, images
of local basketry
• Worksheets:
Ask a Basket Worksheet
Ask a Basket Wrap-Up
Ask an Object
Ask an Object Wrap-Up

Special
Considerations
Before handling the objects,
explain to students the best
way to handle the baskets
properly to ensure they are
not damaged. Students can
wash hands, carry them from
underneath, and leave objects
in the middle of the table for
all to see.

Lesson Overview

Notes:

Strategies Used
• Inquiry-based Learning
• Cooperative Learning
• Reflective Practices

Next Step
Ask an Elder (p. 84)
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Ask a Basket
Setup
Gather baskets made out of natural materials from different regions and
cultures. See Regional Basket Resources in the Appendix. Place the baskets
on a table situated in a space where your students will be able to see them.
Cover the baskets with a piece of cloth so that the students cannot see them
prior to starting the lesson. It is best to set this up before the students
enter the room to spark their curiosity. Clear the center space of desks
and chairs so all students are able to sit comfortably in a circle.

Procedure
Part I: The Story of the Basket
1. Begin by asking students to name their favorite stories. Who told them
the story? How did it make them feel? What was the message of the
story? Explain that since the beginning of time stories have helped us
understand how we came to be and how we are to have a relationship
with the earth and those around us. Inform students that they are going
to hear a story and then become investigators and try to figure out what
they can learn about a group of people and their place from the story
and from objects.
2. Sit in a circle and read “The Foolish Girl” aloud (found on Appendix
p. 100). Remind students that the story will only be read once, without
interruption, and they should be actively listening. They will not receive
a copy. You may quote Bruce Miller, who said,
“My grandfather told me that I could be anything that I wanted and I
believed him. He said our people became lazy when they learned how to
write because they no longer relied on their memory and their personal
discipline. They think that they can look it up in a book or listen to a tape
recording. But the written word is only a shadow of the spoken word. The
written word can’t facilitate the same feeling as the spoken word can.”
3. At the conclusion of the story, ask students to write for 5 minutes about
what they learned from the story. What was the message of the story?
How did it make them feel?
4. Review the learning from the Skokomish story. Uncover the baskets for
them to see. Have each student sketch the basket in the space provided
on the Ask a Basket worksheet.
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Ask a Basket—Procedure: Part I
5. After their sketches are complete have the students make predictions
about the basket by responding to the questions on page two of the Ask
a Basket Worksheet.
6. Explain to students that many cultures create and use baskets made from
natural materials. If we look closely using observation skills, we can learn
more about a culture through a basket. Pass around pictures of local
baskets (found on p. 105 of the Appendix, Regional Basket Resources).
7. Ask students how these pictures differ from the common baskets they
have drawn. List differences on the board. Return to the list at the end of
the film to explore how baskets can hold deeper meanings for a culture.
8. With their Ask a Basket Worksheets and sketches in hand, view the film.
During viewing, ask students to identify other cultural objects that are
important to the Skokomish people. How are they important?
9. Complete the Ask a Basket Wrap-Up.
10. Discuss with students how culture consists of the customary beliefs,
social forms, language, and material traits of an ethnic, religious, or
social group. Answer any questions that may arise.
11. Ask students to bring a cultural object to class with them the
following day. Give examples such as a grandfather’s pocket watch,
an embroidered dishtowel, a rock or sand from their homeland, a toy
from their childhood, etc. Remind students to get permission from their
parent/guardian before taking the object from home and make it clear that
weapons are not permitted on school grounds.
12. Ask students to think about a story that they would like to tell about
their cultural object and to formulate their story before class the
following day. If time permits, allow them to brainstorm on their story
for the remainder of class.
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Ask a Basket—Procedure: II
Procedure
Part II: The Story of Your Object
1. Depending on how many students bring objects, have students form

into groups so that each student with an object has an “audience.” Have
students complete pages one and two on the Ask an Object Worksheet.
The logistics of this segment will be dependent on how many students
bring an object. You may be able to pair students or you may have
larger groups with one student presenting his/her object.
2. After pages one and two of the Ask an Object Worksheet have been

completed, have students share the story of their cultural object with
their “audience.” Repeat until all students have shared.
3. Complete Ask an Object Wrap-Up.
4. Ask students to journal or have a circle discussion on the guiding question.
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Ask a Basket Worksheet
Name:

Date:

1) Without talking to your group members, draw a picture of a basket on display in the space below.
Add labels to describe what you notice. (Use pencil only!)
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Ask a Basket Worksheet (continued)
2) Answer the questions below to make your predictions about the basket.
Where do you think the basket comes from?

What do you think the basket is made of?

What do you think the basket is used for?

Who do you think uses/used this basket?

3) What questions do you have about this basket?
Question 1

Question 2

Question 3

4) This basket relates to the upcoming film. What do you think the film is about?
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Ask a Basket Wrap-Up
Name:

Date:

Does the basket you observed have a name?
Where did the basket come from?
What is the basket made out of and where can the materials be found? How are they gathered?

What is the basket used for?
Who uses/used the basket?
Return to the questions you wrote about your basket.
Do you now know the answers to all of your questions? 			
Write down answers to your questions here:

What would you still like to know about your basket?
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Ask an Object Worksheet
Name:

Date:

1) Without talking to your group members, draw a picture of the object on display in the space below.
Add labels to describe what you notice. (Use pencil only!)
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Ask an Object Worksheet (continued)
2) Answer the questions below to make your predictions about the object.
Where do you think the object comes from?

What do you think the object is made out of?

What do you think the object is used for?

Who do you think uses/used this object?

3) What questions do you have about the object?
Question 1

Question 2

Question 3

4) Why do you think this object is important to your classmate?
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Ask an Object Wrap-Up
Name:

Date:

What is the name of the object you observed?
Where did the object come from?
What is the object made out of?
What is the object used for?
Who is/was the object used by?
Return to the questions you wrote about the object.
Do you now know the answers to all of your questions? 			
Write down answers to your questions here:

What did your classmate’s story teach you about the object?
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Ask an Elder
Time

Guiding Question

50–60 minute lessons

• How do we pass information
from one generation to the next?

(over the course of several
days if necessary)

Materials Needed
• Teachings of the Tree
People film
• Letter to parents/guardians
• Permission slips
• Tape recorders, video
cameras (optional)
• Sample interview questions

Special
Considerations
Arrange groups based on
the age of the students and
on the availability of elders
in the community. It may
be possible to arrange for
all interviews to be done at
the same time in a central
location, such as a tribal
center or VFW hall.

Lesson Overview
Spending time with elders is
a time-honored tradition in
many cultures as a means to
gain wisdom, share knowledge, and nurture oral tradition by listening as elders
share personal stories. There
is much to be gained by
patiently listening. Direct
questions are another
approach to learning. By
engaging elders and asking
photo: vi hilbert collection
questions directly students
become active listeners guiding the conversation. Students will gain
experience in interviewing techniques and observation as they spend
time with an elder.

Notes:

Strategies Used
• Inquiry-based Learning
• Cooperative Learning
• Project-based Learning
• Reflective Practices
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Setup
Setting up interviews with elders takes planning and preparation on both
the students’ and teacher’s part. You will need to help students select
appropriate interviewees and learn interviewing techniques. Also, by
contacting local tribal centers, cultural centers, and museums, there may
be an opportunity to share time in person with an elder. The timing of this
lesson is left open because it is dependent on your class situation and the
student population.
Determine what content area or subject you would like to focus on to guide
this lesson. You may want to consider focusing on how people depend on
the land, how people depend on each other, local tribal culture, or a specific
time or event portrayed in the film.

Procedure
1. Spend the first 8–10 minutes of class journaling on the guiding question.
2. Break students into four groups. Assign each group one of the following
characters and ask them to write down information during the viewing
related to the question, “What is my character’s story?”
Characters:
• Bruce Miller
• Bruce’s “students”
• Bruce’s “teachers”
• The land that Bruce Miller lives on
3. Watch the film in its entirety (25 minutes), or if students watched the
film in a previous lesson show a 5-minute clip to get them thinking
about it again.
4. Following the film, groups can share their character’s story with the
class. Then lead the students in a discussion to explore their own values,
history, cultural background, attitudes, and beliefs. The elder in the film
says it is important to know one’s self in order to understand others. For
a guide, see the Culture Quest lesson and student worksheet (p. 50).
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5. Ask the students to think about the ways the film producers may
have gathered information to make the film. Explain that sometimes
information is written in books or magazines, but in other instances,
it can be found in people’s personal experiences and passed down from
generation to generation through storytelling.
6. Ask the students to share with a partner a short story or experience
that is relevant to the content area you have chosen. Allow the students
approximately 5 minutes to share.
7. Explain that everyone has a story to tell, and they are going to have
the opportunity to interview an elder in their community to help learn
more about themes from the film.
8. Ask the students if they are familiar with interviews or interviewing.
What does it mean to interview someone? What do you have to do in
order to prepare for an interview? What tools do you need? Prepare
a list of things to do as a class in order to set up an interview with an
elder in the community. Write this list on the board and be sure to keep
it as a reference for your students.
9. Break up the class into groups of four and have each group brainstorm
a list of questions that they think will be important to ask in the
interview. Allow 10 minutes for each group to brainstorm. After ten
minutes have each group share and write their questions on the board.
Discuss which questions are important to ask and mention questions
that did not come up in the discussion. Decide on a master list of
questions for your students to use during their interviews. Some
possible questions are listed at the end of this lesson plan.
10. With your class, decide on the elders they would like to interview
for their project. Discuss a timeline for the interviews. Review basic
guidelines for interviewing older adults and culturally appropriate
communication skills.
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11. It may be appropriate to invite a cultural guide or knowledgeable person
into the class to help prepare for the meeting. Depending on the grade
level, you may want to have your students interview in pairs rather than
individually. Write a letter to your students’ parent/guardian about the
project and have them sign a permission slip for the project. A sample
letter is provided at the end of the lesson.
12. Allow your students time to contact the interviewees and set up a time to
meet with them. Establish the time parameters with the elders. Consider
area agencies, community centers, elder services organizations that may be
a resource. You may need to make the initial formal contact.
13. Prior to the interviews, have students practice interviewing each other.
This will help them become familiar with the questions, feel more
comfortable during the interview, and will answer any questions they
have about the interview process.
14. Encourage the students to make a list of things they will need to bring

and brainstorm ways in which they will collect the information during
the interview. With prior permission of the interviewee, the students may
want to bring a tape recorder or a video camera as well as a notepad to
capture the stories told by the elder. If permission is granted, you may
want your students to copy or collect written stories, letters, poems,
photographs, or other materials that will help with their research.
15. Students should be presented with the opportunity to debrief after

the interview. Following the interviews, have a circle discussion on
the following questions: What did we learn from this experience?
What went well? What would we do differently next time? What is
reciprocity? How can we show reciprocity to our elders?
16. Based on the circle discussion, teachers and students can decide

how they might best thank the elders who were part of the project.
Suggestions could include writing thank-you letters or giving the
interviewee a drawing or piece of artwork.
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17. Have each of the groups review their interviews by listening to their
recordings, reading their notes, and/or watching the video. Have the
students create a transcript or a two-page summary of the information
they gained during their interview.
18. Decide together how your students would like to organize the information
they gathered during their interviews. Some options include: creating a
website, book of stories, mural painting, classroom display, or planning a
Celebrate Our Elders evening where students invite the elders and share
the stories related to the content of the film.

Possible interview questions:
What is your date and place of birth?
Where were your parents born?
What languages did/do you speak?
How has your background or culture influenced who you are today?
What foods do you like? What foods do you cook?
What would you like to tell others about yourself?
Where did you live as a child?
What kind of music did you listen to or play as a child?
What kind of foods did you eat when you were younger?
What kind of clothes did you often wear growing up?
Describe the place where you lived when you were my age.
What kinds of things did you do for entertainment when you were younger?
What kinds of celebrations, holidays, or events did you/your family celebrate?
What events, issues, or experiences do you remember from your childhood?
Describe a person who looked up to.
How do you stay healthy?
Describe a challenging time in your life.
How have you changed as you’ve aged?
Describe one of your favorite life experiences.
What are some of the societal changes you’ve seen?
What events in history have helped shape the attitudes and beliefs that you/your family share?
Tell me about your family or the people closest to you.
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Interviewing Our Elders
Dear Parent/Guardian of			

Date:

The students of class___ are embarking on a quest to gather information about _____(your topic area).
To help them with their studies we are asking that each student conduct an interview with an elder in their community.
This is a wonderful opportunity for the students to learn and to get to know their fellow community members. To
ensure the success of the project, we are asking that the parents/guardians accompany their children and help them
record information discussed during the interview. Please sign below indicating your permission for your child to
conduct an interview with a community elder.
Thank you for your support and interest in your child’s learning.
Sincerely,

Please check the appropriate box below.

□ I give my child permission to interview a community elder. Please sign below.
□ I do not give my child permission to interview a community elder.

I, hereby, give my child permission to conduct an interview with a community member.

(Parent or Guardian Signature)				

of the Tree
People”:
Film, Lesson Flow III: Story
Teachings of“Teachings
the Tree People;
Lesson
Flow Curriculum
3: Story for Engaged Learning Through
			

(Date)

an Elder
Ask anAsk
Elder
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Gerald Bruce (subiyay) Miller
By Tracy Rector
Tracy Rector (Seminole) is the executive director and co-founder of
Longhouse Media and its youth media project, Native Lens, a partnership
with the Swinomish Indian Tribal Community. Tracy co-produced the film
Teachings of the Tree People.
Recognized as a master of Skokomish oral traditions, Bruce Miller was the
keeper of a repertoire of more than 120 traditional stories, many of which
take days to tell, and maintained a large repertoire of songs and dances
related to ceremonies and rituals. He played a significant role in conserving
and sustaining the Twana language and the culture of the Skokomish.
Bruce helped revive the First Foods, First Salmon, and the First Elk
ceremonies for the Skokomish. In 1982, he directed the building of a
traditional longhouse on the Skokomish Reservation, the first to be built
in over 120 years. A visual artist as well, Miller made baskets, carved
ceremonial masks and poles, and made regalia or ritual dress.
Modeling the mentor/apprentice teaching approach, Miller embodied
the philosophy that relationships are at the center of the educational
process and demonstrated the importance of integrated curriculum.
He spoke strongly about the importance of embracing diversity in our
natural and cultural communities.
As a playwright and actor in New York in the 1960s, a soldier in
Vietnam, where he served two tours and earned the Army Medal of
Commendation, and as educational director of the Skokomish, Bruce
was seen as a teacher and “uncle” to all people he encountered. He
was an authentic Renaissance man who moved easily between modern
day and traditional cultures. He founded the Twana Dance Group,
developed a substance-abuse program for the tribe based on Skokomish
legends, and helped in the creation of an herbal and medicinal garden
that is an exemplary model and is visited by ethnobotanists from around
the world. In addition, he created and illustrated 12 books based on his
family’s stories. In 2004 he received the National Heritage Fellowship
given to outstanding conveyers of the arts by the National Endowment
for the Arts.
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The Skokomish Tribe
Bruce Miller was a member of the Skokomish Tribe of western
Washington. The tribe lives along the Hood Canal, which is the inland
sea west of Puget Sound. Originally the Skokomish were called Twana,
a name to which many tribal members are returning. Twana is also the
name of the language of the Skokomish. This is similar to the way that
we might say that a person is Dutch; she speaks Dutch, even though her
country of origin is the Netherlands.
Originally, like most Indigenous languages, Twana was not a written
language. Many Twana words are now written using English letters.
However, capital letters are not used. Some students may want to find out
about the Skokomish and other Pacific Northwest Native groups. Direct
them to sources found in the Additional Resources section (p. 121).
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Puget Sound Coast Salish People
The Puget Sound region is home to many distinct Native groups who
speak variations of Salish languages, the Twana language, Chimakuan,
Nooksack, and Klallam languages. Each of these languages were very
different from one another yet had enough similarities to enable travelers
to communicate basic needs with one another.
The Salish language speakers include the Northern Lushootseed
dialect spoken by the Samish, Sauk-Suiattle, Stillaguamish, Tulalip,
Snohomish, Skagit, and Swinomish—in general this language was
centralized in the region extending from just south of Bellingham to
what is now the Tulalip Reservation near Marysville.
Southern Lushootseed is spoken by the Snoqualmie, Muckleshoot,
Suquamish, Duwamish, Puyallup, Nisqually, and Squaxin tribes, in the
Seattle area and to the south as far as Olympia. The neighboring speakers
of Twana language dialects live in the Hood Canal region and include the
Skokomish, Quilcene, and Duhlelap.
The Quinault of coastal Washington around the town of Taholah, the
Lower and Upper Chehalis of Grays Harbor and the immediate inland
region, and the Cowlitz living in the drainage of the Cowlitz River,
speak related dialects of the Salish language.
The Quileute people living near La Push, Washington, speak a dialect
of Chimakuan, which is an almost extinct language family. The Lummi
of present-day Bellingham area speak a Straits Salish language dialect,
while the Nooksack and Klallam speak variations of Salish.
Many current names for towns, rivers, mountains and other features
of the region come directly from Native language words such as
Snoqualmie, Duwamish, Suquamish, and even Seattle. These naming
words describe certain aspects or characteristics of place and often relay
the inherent respect the First People had for the land and waters and the
abundant natural resources, and reflect their deep understanding of the
delicate supportive relationships of the natural world.
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Puget Sound Coast Salish People
The Puget Sound region lies in a broad, hilly watershed between the
Olympic and Cascade Mountains; consequently, many types of dug-out
cedar canoes were used to navigate the various waterways from rivers
to ocean. There was a lush mix of forests of Douglas fir, red alder, red
cedar, big-leaf maple, and cottonwood. Plentiful game such as deer, elk,
and mountain goat provided a source of protein and clothing, as well
as freshwater and saltwater fish, shellfish, and waterfowl that provided
an abundance of seasonal foods. There was a great quantity of edible
plants (camas, fern, wapato, cow parsnip) and many kinds of berries
(huckleberry, wild strawberry, gooseberries). Hunting, fishing, and
harvesting sites were owned by families or family groups and could be
used by others with permission. There were places around the Sound and
along the Columbia River where many tribes would congregate in the
summer to fish, trade, find mates for marriage, and play gambling games.
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“The Gifts to Humankind”
Words spoken by Bruce (subiyay) Miller, in acceptance of the First Peoples
Fund Community Spirit Award, Rapid City, South Dakota, 2005.
In the beginning of time the humans were given the first gift. It was
gifted to us before language. It was a gift before all other things. It was
the gift of the drum; and its sound was the heartbeat of our mother;
as unborn infants we heard it as we grew in her body; giving us all the
rhythm of life, the rhythm of the teachings and the beliefs that we
would follow. The drum is an important part of most cultures of the
world. We have many phrases that have to do with the rhythm of the
drum. We, for instance, might walk to the beat of a different drum. The
drum excites us. The drum soothes us. The drum puts us in step with
one another with its beat.
The second gift to the human beings was the gift of song; and the
song came before the spoken languages that we have as people on this
earth. It was given to us by the bird people. It was given to us to express
ourselves in the truest form of expression that we as human beings
would ever have, the expression of song. Song allowed us to express
every emotion that we as human beings would feel. Song is so important
that many of our early cultures used it as a tool in teaching, because it
causes something called subliminal implanting. If we sing a teaching
until we learn, it will stay with us for our entire lifetime. Long ago we
sang the teachings of our ancestors. We are all born with a song—our
Spirit Song.
From the moment we leave the womb of our Mother our song is within
us. We have songs that we call mood music. How many nations are
there without a song or anthem? How many religions use song to express
their hopes and convictions? We have songs to honor another year of
life. We have songs for weddings. We express ourselves through song.
And all of us (although we might acknowledge or not acknowledge
ourselves as singers) when something wonderful happens, we feel like
singing. It’s the spirit of the songs that lives within all of us.
My elders say we are all born with a spirit song. Our children will prove
it to us. As they learn to speak, they all sing little singsongs about their
world; regardless of what culture we come from. If a song expresses our
true emotions, we sing it.
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The next gift that came was dance. We were also given dance before
language. We were given dance to “Tell the story.” To tell the story
of our people. Song and dance are probably the oldest forms of art
that we as human beings have to this day. In my language the word
dance means more than “get up and boogie.” Dance is non-verbal. It is
communication by gesticulation.
There’s one dance that we can do with one finger and we all know what
that gesture/dance means. We don’t have to express it with words.
We dance with the expressions of our faces. We dance with the gestures
of our hands. We dance with the posture of our bodies. We dance with
the tilt of our head. Children even before they learn to speak understand
these dances. They see it in us as parents and as teachers. The power of
dance will forever be with us.
Then came the spoken language. With language came the story of our
People. With language came the gift of long memory. We were given
language to carry the knowledge of our ancestors from the beginning
of time to this very moment in this room and on into the future. The
power of language contains the power of the story. We see in this
room all the races of humankind represented. All of us started from
a different trail at the beginning of time; we have conjoined here at a
common spot, sharing this moment in time together. We sit here, our
hearts beat together. We breathe the same air, and we are enjoying each
other’s company. We eat together. We take these gifts and put them
together and we have the artists. History would not exist if it were not
for the artists. There are cultures all over the world that no longer exist.
The important thing that they left behind was their art—writings on
the rocks, artifacts, beautiful songs from the beginning of time. Some
of our dances are centuries old. They are still alive, giving testimony
to those who created these forms of art. All of us who are artists have
had our mentors. We have our ancestors to thank for the gifts that we
as humans were given: given to express our soul, and our hearts to the
people. Art is a powerful form of expression. Our art tells our stories.
And we (the artists) who are here can appreciate one another from that
mutual understanding.
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I want to extend my gratitude on receiving this award to all of our
ancestors who left with us the gifts that we exhibit today: the gift of
the song, the gift of the dance, the gift of the story, and the gift of
creativity. As long as we keep these traditional arts alive, we speak for
our people. For all of us who live, for all of us who are being recognized
in this room, we honor those who had an influence on our life. Because
now through our art form we speak for them.
Einstein said there are two kinds of knowledge, stored knowledge and
living knowledge. Stored knowledge can be put in a book and set aside,
and looked at later. But living knowledge has to be expressed, felt,
spoken, and demonstrated. There is no replacement for living knowledge.
My grandfather told me that I could be anything that I wanted and I
believed him. He said our people became lazy when they learned how to
write because they no longer relied on their memory and their personal
discipline. They think that they can look it up in a book or listen to a tape
recording. But the written word is only a shadow of the spoken word. The
written word can’t facilitate the same feeling as the spoken word can.
To my first teacher I owe my beginning. My first teacher was my great
grandmother who was born in 1861 and began my instruction in 1948.
My most recent mentor is still living and that is taqsH3blu, Vi Hilbert,
who I carry in high esteem. I know that the generations yet to come will be
able to hear the knowledge that she has passed on to me. We have a term
in our language called gW3dZadad. To us it is a form of wealth. It has
nothing to do with monetary currency or material things. It’s the wealth
of the knowledge of our culture. It’s something that cannot be bought;
something that many governments have tried to destroy within the various
nations of the world. They burned libraries. Tortured and killed artists.
But still we survive and speak for those original ancestors of our cultures. I
want to thank the people who nominated me for this award.
First Peoples Fund is a breath of fresh wind to Indian people. For many
years these cultural ways were forbidden, but someone remembered
them and shared them. So the flame is fanned once again. We can
now breathe again because our traditions live and they survive. I never
expected any acknowledgement for what I do in life. I merely look upon
the things that I do as a personal responsibility to keep what I have alive
for future generations.
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“The Foolish Girl”
assH3‘qap (Ash-sha-kop)

As told by Bruce (subiyay) Miller to Tracy Rector
Native American myths and legends have been passed down through
generations as part of an extensive oral tradition. Hence, stories often
differ slightly, even within one group of people. Many families have their
own stories. The stories usually have no historical fact associated to them
(legends). Often they have animals as main characters that speak to and
come to the rescue of humans (myths). This is true of the story of assH3‘qap,
the little girl who had a very difficult time listening to others.
There was one little girl who never paid attention to anything that was
being said by the elders. She was always talking when she was supposed to
be listening. When the other children tried to be attentive to the teachings
she would poke them or cause disruptions in some other way. She did this
so much that everyone called her assH3‘qap (ash-sha-kop), which means
stupid or foolish. They called her by this name so much that everyone began
to accept it as her real name.
Time passed all too suddenly for assH3’qap, before she knew it…it was time
for her to go into the wilderness on her spirit quest. Early one morning her
grandmother woke her up and told her, “It is time for you to go into the
wilderness and find sk3’lalitut, your spirit power. Do not come home until
you find it…and bring a gift to benefit those who are yet to come.” With
that, assH3’qap was hastily escorted to the foot of the mountain. She was
quickly left alone by her grandmother.
Now, for the first time in her life she was truly alone, no one to pester, no
instructions to ignore, no one to call her assH3’qap. Still at first she did
not worry, it was early in the day, she was warm and nothing looked scary.
Not yet that is. . .assH3’qap began to wander about, here and there. Night
was fast approaching. The temperature fell. In the increasing darkness of
nightfall she could hear sounds, strange sounds. There was no one to huddle
up to for warmth. There was nothing to eat. There was no one to talk to.
She was all alone in the wilderness. Alone…and she didn’t know what she
was supposed to do. She had never listened. . .she knew it all already or
there were other things to do or she didn’t have the time. Now the time
of endless excuses was finished. Indeed she was assH3’qap. If only she had
listened, she would know what to do.
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It was dark. It was cold. assH3’qap was lonely. There were scary unseen
things making noises in the darkness. Finally, exhausted from fear of the
unknown terrors that lurked in the darkness, she fell into a cold restless
sleep. Morning came. It was much better now. It wasn’t scary anymore. But
she was hungry, thirsty, and scratched up from wandering naked through
the dense brush in the dark. For three more nights she went through the
same ordeal. Each day she was hungrier, more exhausted, and lonelier. On
the fourth night she found a hollow in the ground at the base of a huge
cedar tree. It offered some degree of protection from the night wind. She
wept through the night…pausing now and then to say, “Why was I so
assH3’qap?” “Why didn’t I pay attention?”
Very early, on the morning of the fifth day, just before dawn, she heard a
tiny voice asking, “Why are you crying little girl?” She stopped her sobbing
and looked around. She could see no one. Then she heard it again. “Why
are you crying little girl?” It was coming from above her. She strained to see
up in the limbs of the big cedar tree and saw a little bird. It was the one who
was talking to her. She replied, “I’m crying because I’m so assH3’qap. I knew
that I would be sent out here to find “something” but I never listened. Now,
I don’t know what I’m supposed to look for.” The little bird admonished
assH3’qap, “Pay attention! Pay attention!” The little girl watched as the little
bird made a nest. She watched what it was using and how it was putting it
together. She took some flexible grasses and after a number of attempts she
had made a crude little container somewhat like the little bird’s nest. She
realized that she could put things in this crude little container and carry
them in it. “I’ll call it a basket,” she exclaimed joyfully. “People will be able
to carry more things than with just their hands. It will be my gift for the
people of the future.”
assH3’qap wandered around the mountainside, putting berries and other
items in her new basket. Night fell. She tried to sleep but she was cold and
she ached where she was scratched up. She cried through the night. In the
early morning, just before dawn, she heard a voice asking, “Why are you
crying little girl?” She told her story, and how she was gifted with the skill of
basket making. And said, “I know that I should be thankful for what I have
received, but my skin is sore from being scratched. I’m assH3’qap and don’t
know how to protect it.”
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The voice said, “Pay attention!” The little girl looked up, and it was the
cedar tree talking to her. She could see where some bark had come loose.
The wind had worked it back and forth until it was flexible. “Use my skin,”
said the great cedar as the bark dropped down to the little girl. She took
the softened bark and with plant fibers she wove it into a dress. The dress
protected her bare skin from the harshness of the environment. The girl
was happy now because she had two gifts, a basket and a garment. She
continued her journey around the mountain.
It was colder now than before. Night fell again. This time it was very cold.
There was no one to huddle next to for warmth. Aching with cold she once
again wept through the night. Just before dawn she heard a voice asking,
“Why are you crying little girl?” She said, “I know I should be thankful
because I have received two gifts already, but I’m so cold I ache.” “Pay
attention!” the voice said. “Take this mountain goat wool that has tangled
in my branches,” said the bush. The little girl took it. She held it against
herself and felt how warm it became where it covered her. She put the wool
in her basket and walked on. She came to a stream and sat down to rest.
The girl took the warm goat wool from her basket and wondered aloud to
herself, “I wish I knew how to fix wool so that it would stay together and I
could make it into a garment without it falling apart, but I’m so assH3’qap.”
A voice said, “Pay attention!” It was the flowing stream that was speaking to
her. She looked into the stream and saw how the flowing stream had twisted
some fibers into string. She did this with the wool and it stayed together;
she wove it into a blanket. She wrapped it around herself; it was warm and
she felt good. Now I have three gifts she exclaimed to herself. She took some
cedar bark and twisted it too; with this she made a trump-line to secure her
basket to her so that she didn’t have to carry it with her hands. Now I have
four gifts, she sighed to herself.
The girl looked at the stream again. There were fish in the stream. She
realized how hungry her people were at times. She exclaimed to herself, “If
I wasn’t so assH3’qap, I could find a way for my people to catch those fish.”
A tiny voice said, “Pay attention!” It was a spider who was talking. The little
girl watched as it wove a web in the crotch of a branch. She took a limb and
bent it in a circle.
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Then she twisted more fiber into string and constructed a web on this hoop.
“My people will use this to dip fish out of the water,” she said. assH3’qap
decided that it was time to return back to her people now. Wearing her new
cedar dress, wrapped in her warm wool blanket, basket strapped to her head
and carrying a dip net, she made her way down the mountain towards the
home of her people.
It was the beginning of a new day. The children were playing at that place
where the people lived. They saw a strange thing approaching the place
where they stayed. They ran to where the adult people were gathered. “There
is something very strange approaching us,” they exclaimed breathlessly.
The people went to see. And true enough, a strange thing was approaching.
It wasn’t naked like they were. It was covered with wondrous things. As
it got closer they saw that it was the girl, assH3’qap. They all rushed to see
her. As they reached out to feel and touch the wonderful mysterious things
that assH3’qap was wearing and carrying, they asked, “What is the most
important gift that you have brought for the people?”
assH3’qap replied:
“It is the basket that will allow us to carry many things.” Then she said,
“No…it is the strap that the basket hangs from. It frees our hands for other
purposes.” Then she said, “No…it is the clothing that the cedar tree gave
me. It will protect our skin from the elements.” Then she said, “No…it
is the goat wool that the bush gave me to make a blanket. A blanket will
protect the people from the cold.” Then she said, “No…it is the net that the
spider showed me how to make, so the people can catch fish.”
The people looked at the wonderful new gifts that the stupid little girl had
brought for the people of the future. After a while assH3’qap said,
“No. . .No. . .the most important gift that I brought for the people is to ‘Pay
attention!’ Yes the gift of paying attention. You see…from the beginning of
time all these things were here. The birds were making their basket nests.
The cedar tree was offering its bark for clothing when it fell from the tree
in soft shredded pieces. The mountain goats have always brushed off their
shedding wool onto the bushes, where the birds gathered it to put a warm
lining in their nest. The stream had always twisted fibers with its current.
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The spider has always wove its web right where we all could see. All these
gifts have always been here, only no one paid attention. They have been
overlooked since the beginning of time, until ‘I paid attention.’”
The people gave assH3’qap a new name. They called her sQulalchi, “she
who is a skilled weaver.” Since that time her gift has remained the most
important one to humankind, “Pay attention!”

“Teachings of the Tree People”: Curriculum for Engaged Learning Through Film, Appendix

“The Foolish Girl”

103

Notes

104

“Teachings of the Tree People”: Curriculum for Engaged Learning Through Film

			

Notes

Regional Basket Resources
Native American or Indigenous baskets are wonderful teaching tools.
They reflect regional plant species, artistic techniques, and ways of life.
See if you can locate and borrow examples from a cultural institution
in your region. Here are some organizations that may be helpful.

National Museum of the American Indian
• For comprehensive information about Native American baskets,
basketweavers, stories, and a variety of photographs view:
http://www.nmai.si.edu/exhibitions/baskets/index.cfm
• For regional basket resources contact the NMAI Resource Center at
http://www.nmai.si.edu/subpage.cfm?second=resource&subpage=visitor

Alaska Native Heritage Center
www.alaskanative.net

California Indian Basketweavers Association
http://www.ciba.org/

Maine Indian Basketmakers Alliance
www.maineindianbaskets.org

Mid-America All Indian Center
www.theindiancenter.org

Northwest Native American Basketweavers Association
www.nnaba.org

Tohono O’odham Basketweavers Organization
www.tocaonline.org

Information and imagery of Pacific Northwest basketry follow if you
are unable to borrow examples from your region.
Basket photos by Kelli Breeton-Fairall Photography.
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Regional Basket Resources
Southern Puget Sound Nisqually finely coiled
polychrome cedar root basket
Frank’s Landing, Nisqually, Washington, circa 1890.
10"H x 15"W x 9"D

Skokomish Twined cedar sewing basket, with rim design
of wolves.
Attributed to Skokomish First People Elder Louisa Pulsifer, circa 1950.
8"H x 12"D

Yakima/Klickitat finely coiled polychrome fully imbricated
cedar root berry basket, with salmon gill design.
Attributed to Elsie Thomas, Toppenish, Washington, circa 1930.
9"H x 8"W

Makah twined clam basket with tumpline for supporting
the basket from the forehead.
Attributed to the Green Family of Neah Bay, Washington, circa 1890.
14"H x 17"L x 12"W
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Okanagon/Wenatchi coiled polychrome fully imbricated
cedar root berry basket, of bear grass, cedar bark, and
equisetum.
Frank’s Landing, Nisqually, Washington, circa 1890.
11"H x 10"D.

Tulalip/Snohomish coiled partially imbricated cedar root
berry basket, decorated with bear grass and equisetum
imbrication, and beaded rim design.
Attributed to Mary Sam Williams, circa 1890.
10"H x 9½"W x 11½"L

Tulalip/Snohomish coiled partially imbricated cedar
root berry basket, utilizing bear grass imbrication and
beading of dyed and natural cherry bark patterns.
Circa 1890.
8"H x 7¼"W x 10"L

Suquamish coiled cedar root storage basket, with
lightning pattern.
Circa 1880.
14"H x 14"W x 12"D
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Community Web Cards
The following eight pages each contain two Community Web Cards
for use with the lesson Tree People Community Web (p. 34). Cut out the
cards on the dashed line and insert string into the marked holes so that
students can wear the cards as necklaces for the lesson.
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Decomposers

Sun
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Community Web Cards

Salmon

Water
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Soil

Bruce
Miller
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Community Web Cards

Cedar Mat

Fly Amanita
Mushroom
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Big Leaf Maple

Western Red
Cedar
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Community Web Cards

Temperate
Rainforest
Stream
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Air

Cedar Baskets
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Community Web Cards

Red Alder

Sword Fern
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Additional Resources
Print
Hilbert, Vi. Ways of the Lushootseed People. Ceremonies & Traditions of
Northern Puget Sound First People. Seattle: Lushootseed Press, 2001.
Stewart, Hilary. Cedar: Tree of Life to the Northwest Coast Indians.
Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1995.
Thrush, Coll. Native Seattle: Histories from the Crossing-Over Place.
Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2007.
Wright, Robin K. A Time of Gathering: Native Heritage in Washington
State. Seattle: Burke Museum and University of Washington Press, 1991.

Web
Indian Country Today (news from Indian Country)
www.indiancountrytoday.com/
National Museum of the American Indian

www.nmai.si.edu

Northwest Native American Basketweavers Association www.nnaba.org
University of Washington Libraries: Digital Images Collection
http://content.lib.washington.edu/aipnw
PBS Circle of Stories
Raven Tales Videos
The Skokomish Tribe

www.pbs.org/circleofstories/index.html
www.raventales.ca
www.skokomish.org/frame.htm
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Additional Resources
Film
Huchoosedah: Traditions of the Heart. Directed by Katie Jennings,
(Seattle: KCTS-9 and BBC Wales, 1995). An intimate portrayal of
Upper Skagit tribal elder, historian, and scholar Vi Hilbert, who works to
preserve ancient Lushootseed as a living language.
Listen Up! A website and organization which involves young people in
the culture of free speech and social responsibility by teaching them to
use various forms of media. Films by young people both nationwide and
worldwide are hosted on this site, as well as information about youth media groups located around the United States. www.listenup.org
March Point. Tracy Rector and Annie Silverstein, Longhouse Media,
2008. Three Swinomish teens pick up video cameras and embark on a
journey of self-discovery and cultural awareness and uncover the
environmental threat their people face. 54 minutes.
www.marchpointmovie.com
Native Lens Highlights 2005–2008. Longhouse Media, 2008. Four years
of youth-created video stories about Native people and of tribal communities
in the Pacific Northwest. The video content ranges from cultural perspectives
to shorts reflecting serious social issues affecting many North American teens
of today. These selected short films exemplify the power of filmmaking in the
hands of youth as they learn to tell their own stories. 40 minutes.
www.longhousemedia.org
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Tapes/Recordings
Hilbert, Vi. Coyote and Rock and Other Lushootseed Stories—The Parabola
Storytime Series. New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 1992.
Hilbert, V. and Miller, B. Our Living Ancestors. Seattle: Ten Wolves. 2003.
Miller, B. and Shabub3sh. From the Time of Our Ancestors, Featuring
Music of the Pacific Northwest. Seattle: Ten Wolves. 2000.
Moses, J. and Hilbert, V. When the Humans Thought They Were People,
featuring Songs and Stories of the Samish People. Seattle: Ten Wolves. 2002.
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