
Curriculum in Context · 20· Fall/Winter 2017

Weaving Together Native American Language 
and Social Emotional Learning: Putting the 

Pieces Back Together
by Wendy Bleecker and Stacy Coronado

 Tears of frustration, explosive anger, feelings of hurt and 
emotional withdrawal. Because of childhood exposure to 
complex trauma, today’s schools are frequently bombarded 
with emotional behaviors and often have little understanding 
and/or knowledge about how to intervene. Sadly, there are 
numerous examples of Native American children who struggle 
with complex and historical trauma across America. Experienc-
es of complex trauma have negatively affected their educational 
pursuits, reflected in low achievement and lack of post educa-
tional engagement. As a result of this disproportionality, this 
population also suffers within the juvenile justice systems at 
greater rates in comparison to other children of color (Demmert, 
2001).

The History

 Gerald B. “Subiya” Miller, a Skokomish Spiritual Leader 
once stated, “Don’t teach the children all the same thing. If you 
do that, then they think they don’t need each other and the 
world will fall apart” (Miller, 1989). Subiya’s vision for children to 
be educated in mind and spirit through traditional knowledge 
and language is a shared vision throughout Native communi-
ties. Government-run boarding schools began operating 
between 1879 and 1978 and contributed to the perpetuation of 
the loss of Native American language, cultural practices and 
religious freedom. Tragically this lack of critical knowledge and 
understanding dreadfully added to the stripping away of the 
social, emotional and spiritual well being of yesterday’s and 
today’s Native American learners (Annamma, Morrison & 
Jackson, 2014; The Harvard Project on American Indian 
Economic Development, 2008). 
 Furthermore, current research now provides a biological 
link between experiences of complex trauma and its interfer-
ence with learning in the classroom. Neuro-biological science 
can now explain how experiences of complex trauma trigger 
the fight, flight and freeze mechanisms within a child’s brain, 
disallowing the child to access their pre-frontal cortex, the 
locality in the child’s brain where learning takes place (Forbes, 
2012; The National Scientific Counsel on the Developing Child, 
2010). Amazingly, the spiritual connection that Indigenous 
people have for one another has provided the necessary 
resiliency needed for survival of the genocide of their culture, 
language and religion for seven generations.
       Despite this resiliency, a tremendous amount of work and 
repair still needs to be accomplished. Schools must learn how 
to tap into the brains of young children who experience 
significant adverse childhood experiences (ACES) and “rewire” 
brain responses to support learning in the classroom. Although 
not a new concept in education, teaching social and emotional 
skills to children as both behavioral interventions and/or 
integrated within teaching strategies and curriculum is crucial. 
Teaching social and emotional skills proves effective in improv-
ing not only the child’s self-concept and social skills, but 
academic performance as well (Durlack, Domitrovich, Weiss-
bert, & Gullotta, 2015). 

  Additionally, researchers have begun looking at the 
impact of language revitalization and preservation and its effect 
on behaviors that contribute to the achievement gap (Lipka, 
2002). For Native American children, combining Social and 
Emotional Learning (SEL) with culture and the recovery of their 
first language is a logical first step. Based on this information 
and with great determination one courageous school counselor 
recently explored this challenge.

The School

 Located on the Colville Indian Reservation and facing a 
tranquil valley surrounded by northern desert landscape and 
rocky hills, Paschal-Sherman Indian School’s (PSIS) circular 
walls open their wings to a new hope. The land in which the 
school stands is known in the Salish language as “Skwant,” the 
English translation meaning “water falling from rocks.” Here the 
hope of resilience and healing begins for 120 children. In 1978 
the Colville Tribes assumed control of St. Mary’s Mission and 
renamed it Paschal-Sherman Indian School (PSIS). Today, 
PSIS has begun creating its own mission. Drawing from her 
knowledge and past boarding school experience, PSIS’s 
counselor understands and lives out Native American spirituali-
ty. She also knows well elements of SEL that are contained in 
the traditional language, cultural practices, customs and 
ceremonies. Using Positive Behavior Intervention Supports 
(PBIS) as a framework, the PSIS’s counselor began combining 
strategies of SEL, Native language preservation and revitaliza-
tion curriculum school wide.

The Work

 Paschal-Sherman Indian School’s vision reflects that of 
the tribal community:  “our children are the keepers of culture, 
speakers of our language and leaders of our future.” The 
language of people is a guide to the expectations and values of 
a society. The Native language of tribal people is a guide to the 
morals and ways in which they interact with one another and 
nature. Focusing on fourth, seventh and eighth graders, the 
PSIS’s counselor collaborated with the school’s language 
instructor to introduce SEL curriculum, teaching the curriculum 
through her students’ first language, the Salish dialect N’selx-
cin. While utilizing the Salish class, key words, vocabulary and 
lessons were introduced. This strategy of teaching language 
and SEL concepts simultaneously is significant and holds a 
dual purpose. As it reinforces language development and 
teaches social and emotional learning concepts, it connects 
SEL with the student’s Native culture and customs. To measure 
gains in each student’s level of empathy, The Bryant Empathy 
Likert Scale was administered both pre and post intervention. 
Students were exposed to N’selxcin vocabulary that either was 
descriptive of empathy or contained empathetic responses to 
situations. 

The Results

 Outcomes were positive and hopeful. Gains in student 
behavior were no surprise for the PSIS’s school counselor. 
Results of the empathy questionnaire indicated that the fourth 
grade class made an eight-point improvement in its knowledge 
of emotional awareness and empathy. 
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Possible variables influencing these scores include the mood 
and developmental age of the students while taking the 
questionnaire and the unique cultural differences of PSIS’s 
student population. Because PSIS is a small, rural school, only 
38 students participated in the study. Further research is 
recommended using greater numbers of students in order to 
increase reliability and generalize the results for other Native 
American youth populations.
 Discipline data was also examined both pre and post 
intervention. Fourth grade data reflected a reduction of six 
office referrals for non-compliance, one office referral for theft 
and vandalism, and two office referrals for obscene language. 
Seventh grade data reflected a decrease of one office referral 
for fighting, six office referrals for non-compliance, and one 
office referral for theft and vandalism. Similarly, eighth grade 
data demonstrated a decrease of one office referral for fighting 
as well as one office referral for theft and vandalism. Although 
positive results were found, it is also important to note that this 
study was conducted over a six-week period. Jones and 
Bouffard point out (2012), “Like academic skills, social and 
emotional skills develop over time and in a continuously staged 
fashion so they must be continuously developed. Even more 
than academic skills, they must develop in the context of daily 
life as social challenges and other teaching opportunities arise” 
(p. 3). Therefore, it is important to surmise that if implementa-
tion of SEL curriculum, language preservation and culture were 
woven into each student’s day and taught over the entire 
school year, results may prove even stronger.  
 As this study suggests, the incorporation of Native 
American language, SEL, and cultural programming can be an 
effective strategy in remediation of the achievement gap for 
Native American children. Additionally, SEL strategies have 
proven effective in mitigating the effects of complex trauma, 
“rewiring” the brain and improving academic achievement. As 
colonization and cultural suppression continue to contribute to 
the experiences of complex trauma and the achievement gap of 
today’s Native children, effective interventions must be 
employed. Improving behavior, academic performance and a 
child’s self-concept through the implementation of SEL in 
combination with language and culture is certainly worthy of 
further studies. The time for re-directing the negative trajectory 
for Native American youth is now. 
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